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 Chapter One 
 
     
 
    “Mom, mom, MOM!” 
 
    The increased volume and slight panic snapped AJ’s mind out of her stationary bike cycle of thought. Little hands pulled at her jacket, and she finally looked down at her daughter. AJ’s patience was running thin and all she wanted to do was curl up in a ball with some tea and a book. Tears of frustration stung her nose as she took a deep breath to calm herself before she did something stupid, like run away from her seven-year-old daughter. 
 
      She dug deep for her reserves of calm before stopping in the middle of a Los Angeles sidewalk to get down on her knees to look Parker in the eye. “What is it, Sweet Pea?” She was proud of the calm, measured tone she was able to convey.  
 
    Parker’s curls were bouncing with barely contained energy. “I want ice cream!” Her shaky voice filled the area around them. 
 
    “Yes, we’re walking to the shop right now.” AJ pointed behind her with her thumb. 
 
    Parker’s face started scrunching like an aluminum can getting ready to be thrown in the recycle bin.                
 
    “Look at me, Parker. No, look at me.” AJ held her daughter’s gaze as people walked by, giving her curious looks. Yes, yes, just go around. She tried to keep her face smooth and calm when inside she was screaming.  “We’re almost there, just a few more blocks. Do you see the red building in the distance?” She turned Parker and pointed towards the creamery. The sun was behind them, so they could both see further ahead. The brick building provided a beacon of a destination. “That’s where we are going. Do you think you could name a few constellations while we walk?” 
 
    Parker’s face had smoothed out, and she started to bob her head vigorously. It quickly turned to a full-body vibration. AJ was surprised she didn’t have springs in her shoes. “Cassiopeia, Orion, Big Dipper, Little Dipper...” 
 
    Having something to focus on provided a slight reprieve as AJ hoisted herself off the sidewalk, her knees groaning in protest. She could hear Parker mumbling more constellations and was able to return to her internal debate. Today it was trying to ensure they had enough money for everything. Parker’s therapy was cutting into her expenses, and she wasn’t sure what to do about the piling debt. She knew Parker needed extra help and wanted to give the world to her.  
 
    AJ looked down at the light brown head full of natural ringlets and placed a hand on her feather-soft hair. Everyone said they were mirror images, which brought a particular pride to AJ’s chest. Warm brown eyes looked up at her before shrugging off the contact and moving further away. AJ could only smile sadly and relish the few seconds of contact. 
 
    Yes, money was an issue, but AJ wasn’t able to break their Thursday tradition of ice cream after therapy. Routine was important in their lives, and she wasn’t about to relive the meltdown of 2018 when the shop had run out of rainbow sprinkles. She now carried a bottle in her purse just in case. 
 
    They reached the beacon without further incident. Parker grabbed the door, opened it, and walked right in. AJ only shook her head when the door slammed in her face. They were still working on Parker being aware of her surroundings and other people. She grabbed at the door again and noticed the employee was checking the rainbow sprinkle levels. 
 
    “…But my name isn’t Tigger. It’s Parker.” AJ missed the first part but noticed her daughter’s hands at her hips and a slight bounce to her toes. Those weren’t triggers of a pending meltdown, which caused AJ’s shoulders to relax slightly. 
 
    “I know. It’s a nickname because you’re always bouncing. Okay, Tigger?” The young employee, Amy, bless her heart, said it as a question then looked at AJ with wide eyes.  
 
    Parker nodded her head a few times, processing what Amy had said, then responded, “Okay, if you say so.” AJ noticed the bundle of skin scrunched up between her brows and made a mental note to show Parker Winnie-The-Pooh at some point. 
 
    Amy’s slumped shoulders and slight exhale of relief made AJ laugh. “Close one there, Amy. Our regulars, please.” 
 
    She had already started scooping the vanilla into a cup, and then with a shake of her wrist, topped it off with the coveted rainbow sprinkles. 
 
    “There you go, Tigger. Enjoy.” She had the cup balanced perfectly on her palm, and she bowed slightly to Parker when she handed it over, making Parker giggle.  
 
    The sound was a balm to AJ’s frayed nerves, and she wished she could bottle up the sound to take out and apply when things got tough, which seemed to be more regular now. 
 
    Amy handed the cup of chocolate peanut butter ice cream to AJ, and she took it while fishing out her card. 
 
    “That will be eight-fifty.” Amy winced slightly, and AJ looked up, startled. 
 
    “Oh, umm, hmm, that’s gone up a bit since last week,” she commented as she handed over her card. 
 
    “Yeah, we had to increase our base prices. Sorry about that,” Amy mumbled. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not your fault, Amy. I was just surprised, that’s all.” AJ looked down at Parker, who was staring at her ice cream intently. 
 
    “AJ, I’m sorry this card has been declined.” AJ snapped her head back to Amy. She could feel the cold breeze of the ice cream on her tongue as she stood there slack-jawed.   
 
    “No, it can’t be. I was just paid yesterday?” She was afraid the ice cream would melt from the increased heat in her cheeks. Clearing her throat, it felt like a rock had settled in, and she wondered if that’s what an Adam’s apple felt like when swallowing. “Umm, I guess I’ll just take the one then.” She tried to hand back her cup and noticed the nick on her finger from trying to loosen up the faucet, which made her suddenly remember the plumbing bill she had to pay.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. If we had a stamp system, you’d definitely have enough stamps for a few free ones anyway.” Amy handed back her card without running it again.  
 
    AJ’s throat was thick with emotion as the sting of a hidden tear welled up in the corner of her eye. “Thanks Amy, it’s been one of those days, and it feels like you just gave me a lifeline,” she croaked as she grabbed the useless slip of plastic back, glaring at it before sliding it back into her purse. “Come on, sweetie, let’s go.” She went to put her hand on Parker’s shoulder before dropping it back to her side. 
 
    “See you next week,” Amy called as they exited.  
 
    AJ held out her ice cream cup to Amy in silent cheers over her shoulder while she mouthed Thanks again on her way out of the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This will be my last movie, Rob. I can’t do it anymore.” Melanie Cooper looked down at the stack of documents in front of her before looking back at her agent. 
 
    He sighed, shoulders slumping slightly. “I know. We’ve talked about this. I’m hoping a break after the movie will be okay, but I also understand that this is it.” A pen thudded along as he pushed it across the surface of the table, landing near the documents. “Let’s get started, shall we? Section 1a, stunts.” 
 
    Melanie’s fingers were wrapped in her hair, trying to massage out a headache.  
 
    “I think that’s about everything, Ms. Cooper. If you could please sign here.” Robert wore an expectant smile as he pointed to the area. She could practically see the dollar signs in his greedy green eyes.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, she grabbed the pen and signed the next six months of her life away. “There, now will you please go back to calling me Melanie? This ‘Ms. Cooper’ business is grating on my nerves.” She rubbed her temple with both hands, wondering if they got new bulbs put in at her brother’s office. They seemed brighter somehow. 
 
    “You know how I like to keep this part separate.” He waved to the paper that was now in front of him. “It’s hard when I have memories of you giving me wedgies.” He shuddered at the thought. 
 
    Melanie placed her hand over her mouth as she chuckled at the shared memory before gathering her purse from the ground and scooting her chair back to stand up. “I can still take you, don’t forget that dear little brother.” She bent down to hug him. “I’ll see you Monday for dinner. Can’t wait to eat some of Andrew’s cooking.” 
 
    “Yeah, I lucked out with that one. Although I have to keep an eye on my figure; it’s dangerous having a chef for a husband.” Rob patted his stomach, which was starting to get a noticeable love pouch. 
 
    Melanie stared at the pouch as hot jealousy flooded her veins. She wanted what he had, but unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be in the cards. She couldn’t trust that someone wouldn’t have ulterior motives; thinking of Rebecca made her clench her jaw, almost cracking a molar. “You did luck out, Rob.” She paused then shook her head, trying to dislodge the memories and scatter them into the wind. “Thanks for everything.” With a final twitch of her fingers in his direction, she headed out of the conference room. 
 
    The office halls were lined with pictures of people Rob’s firm represented. She tried to walk past her own photo without looking, but the red shirt she was wearing in the image caught her eye. She stopped and tilted her head, taking in the glossed-up 2D version of herself. Blue eyes peeked behind windswept auburn hair. A light dusting of freckles splashed across her nose and cheeks. She remembered telling the touch-up artist to stop putting so much foundation on. She was proud of her freckles and didn’t want them erased. Mel looked at the photo’s eyes and saw the sadness reflected back, knowing that was one part of her body they would never be able to airbrush out. 
 
    She sighed while putting on her oversized sunglasses. She still had a ways to go to get out of the building, but the fluorescent lights’ harsh glare was increasing the pressure between her eyes. 
 
    Mel made it out of the building without incident. They were all professionals and knew to leave the somewhat reclusive personality alone, or else they would have to deal with Rob. She smiled slightly with memories of his protective nature, even after all the wedgies. Just as she reached the door, a flash of lightning went off. She looked up at the sky expecting black clouds, but smog-filled blue sky was the only thing that met Mel’s line of sight. A wrinkled bundle of skin developed between her eyes as she looked around in confusion, just when the next flash went off, followed by a “Mel, over here.” 
 
    Her face smoothed as she put on her mask of indifference and smiled sweetly to the now large group. Mel raised her hand in acknowledgment then started walking quickly towards her car. 
 
    She’d had to park down a few blocks, and unfortunately, it felt like the blocks were each a mile long. Increasing her pace, she noticed the group of vultures continue to follow her down the street. All she wanted was her hot tub and noise-canceling headphones, and she was on a one-track mind to get home. She had over-stimulated herself today and needed to decompress before the circus of her next movie ramped up. 
 
    People parted the sidewalk as she ran by, and Mel had a fleeting thought of wishing Roland was with her. He would be able to manage crowd control, but Roland’s beautiful wife was having a baby, and she couldn’t hold it against him wanting to be there for the birth of his son. Inwardly Mel rolled her eyes. She was happy for him but was tired of all the important people in her circle moving on without her. In contrast, she felt stuck in molasses, trying to wade her way through life. 
 
    She glanced back for a second and then quickly picked up her pace when she saw the hoards of picture takers just a few feet away.  
 
    Smack. 
 
    Mel stumbled to the pavement in a tumbleweed of limbs; she didn’t know where her legs started and the other limbs began. 
 
    In the second it had taken her to look back then forward again, she hadn't seen the woman and child near her knees. Up until then, everyone had gotten out of her way. She didn’t realize she needed to look at the ground for bodies. 
 
    Cold wetness seeped into the back of Mel’s shirt as she tried to disentangle when a piercing cry stabbed into her ears, and she winced in pain at the sound. She tried to use her hands to block out the sound, but they were still tangled up in the human pretzel she found herself in, so she opted for scrunching up her shoulders near her ears in hopes it would muffle some of the high pitched screech. It did not. 
 
    “Mom, my ice cream, MOM!” Mel finally made out the words the child was screaming, but the sheer volume notched her headache to the red zone. 
 
    She finally untangled herself and pulled herself into a standing position. None of the spectators offered to help; instead, their jaws were open and phones out. The lady was still on the sidewalk looking at the mess, then she looked up at Mel. Her brown eyes widened in recognition, then pointedly glared at the chaos around them. 
 
    Mel looked down at what appeared to be a puddle of ice cream around their feet. She then saw her sunglasses swimming in the pool of ice cream, one of the arms bent at an odd angle as if trying to reach out to a lifeguard and knowing help wouldn’t come. 
 
    She had to get out of there. It was too much. There were too many people, it was too loud, and without her sunglasses, the light overwhelmed her. She mumbled an apology and ran full speed the rest of the way to her car. She didn’t notice the sprinkles trickling along the sidewalk falling from her shirt, leaving a rainbow trail along the path she ran. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took everything in AJ’s power not to slam the door behind her when she got home. It had taken three hours to calm Parker down from the tragedy of losing her ice cream. All because of Ms. Cooper, she taunted in her head. AJ looked down at the now sleeping child in her arms and slowly kicked the door closed behind her. 
 
    “Hey, how’s it going? I made some dinner if you want,” Kate, AJ’s sister, called out.  
 
    When she didn’t get a response, Kate peeked out from the kitchen into the hall where AJ was struggling with her shoes. She walked up and grabbed Parker from her grasp. 
 
    “Thanks, Kate,” AJ whispered with a grateful smile. It felt like her arms were floating without the extra weight. “I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to do that,” she continued while shaking out her arms. 
 
    “Eww, why is she all sticky?” Kate asked while heading to the bedroom.               
 
    AJ followed, knowing she’d have to wake her up soon if they were to stay on any schedule. “It’s a long story.”               
 
    They made it into Parker’s room, which was mostly dark except for the glow-in-the-dark star stickers that lined the walls.                
 
    “Should I put her down, or should we get her changed first?” Kate looked over at AJ expectantly. 
 
    “Let her sleep for a bit longer. It’s been a rough day.” AJ watched as Kate tenderly placed Parker in the bed and put her favorite stuffed elephant near her arm. She swiped her hair out of her face and placed a small kiss on her forehead. 
 
    AJ didn’t know what she would do without her sister, who loved Parker as if she was hers. She’d opened her house to a pregnant AJ and watched Parker when AJ had to work the night shift as paramedic, which was more frequent now that they needed the money. AJ always paid her and Parker’s fair share, but they all struggled. 
 
    AJ started stripping off her shirt, knowing it was even stickier than Parker’s since she had almost swam in the pile. “I have to take a shower before my shift. Will you keep an eye on her?” She flicked her head towards the room they’d just vacated. 
 
    “Pssshhh,” was all the response AJ received. “I wish you didn’t have to work tonight. It would be nice to sip wine and tell stories because something tells me you have a good one.” Kate held up AJ’s newly discarded shirt to look closer at the stain. 
 
    “You know, classic LA story. Trying to calm Parker because there weren’t enough red sprinkles in the ice cream, getting run over by Melanie Cooper and taking a bath in said ice cream, then trying to calm a now atomic version of Parker.” She shrugged like it wasn’t the most intriguing news either of them had heard since seven years ago when she announced she was pregnant. 
 
    “Wait, wait, sorry, what?” Kate circled her hands in reverse motion. “Back it up. No, don’t get into the shower yet.” She grabbed at AJ’s shoulders because she was halfway into the door of the bathroom with no indication of slowing down. 
 
    The sudden direction change caused AJ’s arms to windmill out in front of her. She tried to keep from planting to the ground for the second time today.  
 
    “Come on, drama queen. You’re not going to fall, now spill.” She tapped her foot on the plush carpet. It wasn’t effective since the tapping was muted.  
 
    AJ turned around with wide, innocent eyes. “Yeah, Parker had an intense freak-out, but I think I handled it okay.” Her lips pursed a bit, and she nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not the part I was wondering about, you nitwit. What was that about Melanie Cooper, like the Melanie Cooper?” Kate’s wide eyes held such concentration that AJ had to look away. 100% of Kate’s attention was too much attention. 
 
    “Yeah, the Melanie Cooper, although she was colder than the ice cream that was running down my pants, so not the best first impression. Plus, she smacked into us, then barely said sorry before running as fast as she could in the other direction. Honestly, Kate, it’s not that important, and there isn’t much to tell.” She pointed behind her with her thumb before continuing, “Now, if you don’t mind, I have a wonderfully hot date with the shower. Get it? Hot date.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down. 
 
    Kate laughed then pushed her into the bathroom. “Stop trying to take over Jason’s job with the dad jokes, got it?” 
 
    They were both laughing as AJ closed the door, and then walked over to the mirror. Her stomach wasn’t as flat as it was in her early twenties, and the white stretch marks were tattooed on her body. She lived in the wrong area; in LA, it seemed like beautification was shoved into your face at every turn. That wasn’t fair, but being run over by a celebrity without so much as a sorry somewhat jaded the whole LA experience again. All AJ cared about was that her daughter was happy and healthy. Looks didn’t mean anything, especially if there wasn’t any personality or genuineness in their soul. She cursed Ms. Cooper’s name again when she noticed the chocolate ice cream had stained her favorite bra. Oh well, it’s not like anyone but Kate was going to see it.  
 
    Now that she didn’t need to be calm for a screaming kid, she let out the stress of the day in the shower. The cascading water carried her tears down the drain. Holding everything together for her daughter was important, but it caused a pressure cooker of emotions that she needed to get under control soon. People’s lives depended on it. 
 
    She loved being a paramedic and couldn’t imagine doing anything else, but some days she wished she didn’t have to get out of bed. Life was hard to manage sometimes, but she drew strength from her daughter, even when she wanted to run from her. 
 
    AJ’s tears were now drying at the bottom of the tub, and she was ready to meet her shift. Putting on her dark shirt and pants was like putting on armor. In the uniform, she could hide her feelings of inadequacy, her lack of money, and her non-existent life outside of work or Parker and Kate. In her uniform, she wasn’t invisible, and a famous person wouldn’t trip over her like she was a ghost. When she buttoned the last button, her shoulders straightened, her head held higher. She could do this.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Actor Melanie Cooper Expects Everyone to Move Out of the Way 
 
    Legendary actor Melanie Cooper, whose rise to stardom started with the Fighting Pandora movie series playing the lovely Zas (Zahara), was caught on camera, losing a battle with gravity as she tripped over someone who was helping her child. It looked like Melanie expected everyone to part the seas and get out of the way. When that didn’t occur she tangled up with an unknown woman on the sidewalk. She was seen pushing the woman to get up, then kicked the unidentified woman’s daughter. Ms. Cooper is known on set as cold and aloof, and both were on display in the interaction. The rumor is she was coming back from signing her next movie, and sources say an old fling will appear on set. We will follow the story closely. Continued on page 4. Pictures below, let us know your thoughts in the comments. 
 
      
 
    Melanie slammed her laptop closed. A red coating of embarrassment colored her cheeks. She hadn’t pushed the lady down to get up, had she? And kicking a kid, well that was a downright lie. They were intertwined, and she supposed it could have looked like she had pushed her while trying to get off the ground from a certain angle, but there was no way she kicked a kid. Shaking her head, she finished her coffee in quiet contemplation. 
 
    The ping of her cell and the doorbell’s ring shattered the silence moments later, causing Mel to jump slightly. It was like the two were collaborating, and Mel was stuck in the middle. 
 
    She glared at her phone since it was closest then got up from the barstool she was sitting at to look at the screen to see who was at the front door. The doorbell rang again with a reminder ping that she hadn’t checked the message on the phone. She was starting to feel overwhelmed at the inanimate object’s communication.  
 
    In the video, she saw a messenger with a bright blue helmet, a moped further down her driveway. She let out a slow breath and started jogging towards the door. She could see the blue helmet bobbing to an inner beat. Her long fingers clamped around the door handle, and she pulled it open only enough for her head and half of her body to peek through. 
 
    Surprised wide eyes greeted her when she opened the door. “Uhh, Ms. Cooper, wow.  
 
    Hi.”  
 
    The courier’s voice was deeper than Melanie was expecting for such a small woman, but she inwardly shrugged before responding, “Yes, hi, can I help you?” She tilted her head. 
 
    “Oh right, yes, here you go.” She pulled out a large white envelope from the messenger bag slung across her shoulder. “I was asked to get a signature for delivery.” She handed Mel a device and a plastic pen. “Thank you, and can I say, I loved you as Zas,” the woman added while putting the device back in her bag. 
 
     Mel gave a polite smile, but the courier had stepped to the side, and Mel’s eyes flicked further behind her where the woman had parked her moped. There was a trail of ruin through the roses that lined her walkway. Mel’s eyes widened, and she hurried past the lady towards the scene of destruction. The tire tracks provided a clear map.  
 
    Seeing the bent stems and exposed roots of the roses nearly brought tears to her eyes. Gardening was one of the few things that brought her peace, and to see such obliteration to the pastime broke something loose. Like one of her flowers, she snapped back to the courier. 
 
    “What happened here?” Her voice was calm and low, luring the woman into a sense of false security. 
 
    She leaned from one side to another, hip jutting out left then right. “Well, there was a car, and then...” She paused and brought her hand to the back of her neck, but when it hit the helmet, she lowered it slowly back to her side. “The car was hugging the side of the road and I lost control,” she stammered. 
 
    Mel didn’t pick up on any apology, just an excuse—one that didn’t even make sense with the large driveway away from the road. “Please leave now.” Mel felt the sting of tears and didn’t want to lose control in front of this stranger. She didn’t need another article in the paper about how unstable she was at times. 
 
    “Right, yes, of course.” The lady stopped and looked at her as if waiting for forgiveness, even without an apology. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” Mel snapped. She saw the courier stumbling to her moped. 
 
    Mel couldn’t hear the rest of what she was mumbling under her breath, but she thought it was something like, don’t meet your idols. She sighed but stayed outside until the moped disappeared around the bend. It was wobbling back and forth, which only increased the severe doubts in Mel’s mind about the car getting too close sob story the lady was trying to pass. Most likely just another young person not knowing how to operate the machines they drove. God only knows how many horrible drivers littered the streets of LA.  
 
    It was then she registered the wetness seeping into her feet. She looked down and wiggled her socked toes partly hidden in the grass. She took one last look at her flowers and headed back inside, knowing what she was going to work on today.    
 
    When she was back inside, she saw her phone flash again with an accompanying ding. She looked down and saw four texts. Roland’s name flashed across the screen before going black. Knowing he just had a baby and needing a pickup, she reached for her phone and waited while it registered her face before she could flick it open. 
 
    Roland’s smiling face next to his wife and their bundled-up baby was the first thing that put a smile on her face that day. They were such a beautiful family. She read through the texts. Meet Max Coop Giovanni – Coop for you. After all, you had a hand in us getting together—8lbs 9oz. Mom was a trooper. Thanks for letting me have the day off. I hope you are well.  
 
    Each text brought a broader smile to her face as different pictures accompanied little Max. She reached for her computer and quickly closed out the article that had taunted her that morning, then opened a new window. After sending the largest baby gift basket she could find, she called the security company Roland worked for and provided an extra month of paternity hours. She wanted to give him the time to bond with and love that little kid as much as possible. She’d be okay a few months without him. 
 
    She sent the reply: I’ll consider it my most significant achievement if I had any slight hand in helping that little bundle come to be. I’m forever honored, Roland. 
 
    Mel did have a little hand in introducing the two. Nancy had worked as a caterer on one of her movies, and she’d struck up a conversation with her after she noticed Roland staring wistfully in her direction a few times. Since Roland was usually near her when she started talking to Nancy, it was easy for her to work both of them in various conversations. It wasn’t much, but she was happy to help her bashfully shy security member find happiness, even if it caused a slight pang of sadness seeing their joy in the glare of her empty house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ stared at her phone, expecting the pictures to magically come in more clearly. She was four hours into her nine-hour shift, and her vision was becoming wobbly from lack of sleep. Her feet were kicked up on the coffee table in the break room while the coffee machine was sputtering out the essential fuel to get through the night.  
 
    “Come on, lazy bones, no sleeping on the job.” Alex kicked her feet to get by, and they thudded to the floor. 
 
    “I wasn’t sleeping, Slapjack,” AJ mumbled while rubbing her thighs. The motion helped provide a little circulation, which cleared her eyesight enough to see Alex standing over her with one hand on their hip, and the other had a magazine spread open for her to see. She leaned forward to get a better look. 
 
    Upon seeing her face looking up in anger at Melanie Cooper, her eyebrows entered her hairline. As a kid, she tried figuring out the single eyebrow raise, but it was as if her eyebrows had a rod connected through them. She didn’t like seeing her face gracing the magazine, but she downright saw red when she noticed Parker’s upset face behind her. 
 
    Parker wasn’t hurt, or even part of the rope drawer of limbs, but the force of the impact did jar the cup loose from her hands, coating AJ and Melanie in the cold, sticky substance. AJ looked up at Alex finally and noticed the pen they were holding. 
 
    “You’re famous, Gumbo. Can you sign, please?” They reached forward with the pen towards her, and a squirrel got the nut smile.  
 
    AJ pushed the pen away and stood up fully from the couch. “Believe me. It’s not worth anything, Alex.” The crinkle of her radio went off. Both froze and listened to what the dispatcher had to say. 
 
    They confirmed ETA and ran towards the truck, the magazine and pen dropping to the coffee table. 
 
    “I guess the bell has saved you for now, AJ, but I’m like a bloodhound. I always get the signature. How do you think I lured you here after all?” A click of their seatbelt echoed in the otherwise silent ambulance. 
 
    “We’ll see. This signature might be one you won’t be able to get.” She shook her head as she reached to turn on the flashing lights. “How much do you want to bet I can get us there in twenty minutes?” AJ’s eyes were wide, and she had a joker smile on her face before she crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue, making both of them chuckle. 
 
    “No bet, I’d prefer to live to see Cass another day if you don’t mind, plus you don’t want to leave Parker in a lurch, do you?” 
 
    “All right, fine, you win. We’ll do this by the book.” She looked both ways before crossing through traffic cautiously. “How are things with Cass?” She glanced over at Alex. Their hair was tousled, which wasn’t surprising since their fingers were currently running through the short locks. 
 
    “She’s okay. She isn’t finding steady work here and is thinking of moving to Portland. There’s cheaper space for her to set up the workshop, and well yeah, we have a few things to talk about.” Alex looked out the window at the racing buildings zooming by. 
 
    AJ nodded in agreement. She knew Alex had a hard time opening up. “What are your thoughts on Portland?” She peeked over quickly to try and get a read on their face. They had been with Cass for years now and the small smile tugged at the corner of their mouth indicated to AJ that she’d most likely be getting a new night-shift partner in the near future. 
 
    They pulled up to the car crash site. There was a slight fog, which combined with all the flashing red and blue sirens to create a purplish pillow of light. The synchronized dance began as soon as the ambulance pulled up, with both doors flying open and shut almost as one. They didn’t need to talk, knowing AJ would get the info, and Alex would grab the supplies.  
 
    Seeing the crash, AJ didn’t think there would be any survivors. After talking to the cops on the scene, her suspicions were soon confirmed. She gave Alex a slight shake of her head and noticed Alex’s shoulders slump. It was always hard when there was nothing they could do.  
 
    Such needless loss of life always brought a sharper perspective to her own life, and when AJ finally stumbled home after her shift, she crawled into Parker’s bed as quietly as she could and held her daughter close for a bit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Melanie drove her Tesla Model S to the lot of her new movie. The car silently glided to the parking spot that held her name. She kept her hands on the wheel, trying to work through her schedule for the day while trying to center herself in preparation for the craziness the first day on set always created.  The tiny puddle of calm she was able to find was shattered with a text that made her flinch. She flexed her fingers when she released the grip she had on the wheel, not realizing how tightly she was holding it. 
 
    Dinner tonight—think you’ll be done by seven? Rob’s text read. 
 
    I should be done by five, so yes, dinner would be lovely. I’ll text if anything changes. Mel sent the reply, then turned the phone on vibrate before slipping it into her pocket. She wiggled her shoulders to shake loose first-day jitters, then grabbed her bag and unfolded herself from the low car. She hated how awkward she looked getting out of the vehicle. She was sure some people could look elegant climbing out of a car, but unquestionably, she wasn’t one of them. 
 
    While walking to the first meet and greet offices, Mel detoured when she spotted a coffee stand. She was late leaving the house as she’d gotten wrapped up in looking up gardening soil to correct her mangled plants and didn’t have time to make a to-go cup. She stopped along the open counter, waiting for the lady to turn. The barista appeared to be on the phone with someone, but when she turned, she caught her eye and held up a finger for Mel to wait a second. 
 
    Mel’s jaw twitched at the action, but she didn’t want to start the day off on the wrong foot. 
 
    “No, no, Alex, we’ll talk about it, I promise. I’ve got to go, though, okay? No, I know, but I have a customer. Yes, okay, of course, I love you too.” She wasn’t quiet, so Mel heard the whole conversation. It was taking everything not to fidget or tap her sneakered foot. She wasn’t as bad as people said, but she was tired of being walked all over. “I’m so sorry about that. What can I get you?”  
 
    Mel supposed she had to deal with many actors and was pleasantly surprised she only detected a slight eye raise when the woman turned around and saw who her customer was. Most people gawked openly, and it made her uncomfortable. “Just a black coffee, please.” She pulled out her card to pay. 
 
    “Oh, we have a deal with the studio.”  
 
    Mel kept the card out, not understanding fully what she was meaning. The tone told her something further should be inferred, but she couldn’t figure it out. She furrowed her brows and pushed the card closer to the barista. 
 
    “No, no need to pay. The studio pays for it all.” She pushed the card gently back in her direction and handed her a cup of steaming black coffee. “Cream and sugar are a little further down.” She inclined her head to indicate the direction. 
 
    Mel slowly put her card away and wrapped her fingers around the mug. She was glad there was a sleeve since she could feel the tips of her fingers instantly warm under them. “Thank you.” She nodded and turned to leave, not wanting to get tangled further in the awkward exchange. 
 
      
 
    The day flew by, and introductions were made, contracts finalized. They ran through a few scenes to get lighting and pacing down. They were indeed able to leave at five, and Mel found herself on her brother’s doorstep with a bottle of wine at seven sharp. She lifted her hand to knock, but before she even bunched her fingers to create the fist, the door flung open. 
 
    “Mel, wow, you frightened me.” Andrew’s free hand clenched his chest while the other one held a bag of garbage. “Phew, now that my heart isn’t in my butt anymore.” He leaned down for a hug, keeping the trash away from his body. “It’s good to see you.” He pulled back and smiled warmly. 
 
    She returned the hug and handed him the wine. “Here, I can take the garbage to the shoot, switch me.” She reached for the garbage, which he handed over willingly. 
 
    “Damn, I guess I married the wrong Cooper. I can’t ever get Rob to take out the trash. Such a tragedy.” He pursed his lips and gave her a wink. “Thanks, love, I’ll keep this open. Ooh, fancy label.”  
 
    Mel quickly returned from stuffing the garbage down the shoot. She hated that room, finding the smells overwhelming, and the shoot claustrophobic, but it gave her time to center herself again. She opened the door and started taking off her shoes. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to ask her that. Are you crazy?” 
 
    Rob’s panicked voice reached her ears, and she perked them towards the voices, tilting her head like a dog would when it’s trying to figure out what humans were saying. 
 
    “I’m just saying, she is wonderful, and maybe it’s time for her to date. I know someone from the restaurant that would love to meet her. She hasn’t been with anyone since Rebecca, and it’s a tragedy. She’s a catch. A little neurotic, but who isn’t these days,” Andrew reasoned. 
 
    She’d heard enough and made her way to the kitchen, making sure to stomp. The voices instantly faded away. 
 
    “Hey sis, how are you? How was your first day?” Rob walked around the kitchen island and hugged her. 
 
    Chuckling, she patted his shoulder and responded, “It’s not like it was my first day of school, just another first day of a project. Stand here, dance there, move, puppet, but not like that!” She inflected the director’s Boston accent causing both men to crack up. “Nothing much will change from this day to the next.” She shrugged, not aware of just how wrong she would be. 
 
    Andrew provided an over-the-top delicious dish of seafood stew, perfectly balanced between spices and flavor. Mel held her stomach, hoping to keep it together and not bust a button on her pants; it was too good to stop at one bowl. 
 
    “So I was thinking, Mel, there is this—ow, what was that for?” Andrew had started before there was a thud, and Rob looked perfectly sheepish. “So, as I was saying, there—damn it, Rob, stop kicking me.” Andrew glared, and Rob looked anywhere but his eyes. 
 
    “It’s okay, stop bruising your husband. I heard you talking when I came in.” Mel jumped to Andrew’s defense. “But I’m not ready to date anyone right now.” She grabbed her wine glass and stared at the fascinating liquid. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mel. What Rebecca did to you was appalling, and we’re here for you as long as you need.” Rob gathered some plates in one hand and squeezed her shoulder on the way to the kitchen. 
 
    “A damn shame though, someone is losing out to a great catch.” Andrew shook his head. 
 
    “I’m not a catch if I can’t be whole with someone. I have a dark spot in my heart, and it wouldn’t be fair for me to start anything up if I can’t give them my all. I need to focus on who I am without Rebecca, and the only way to do that is with time and distance. I’m not saying I’m writing off anything forever. If the right one comes along, you know I’ll grab them with both hands. I can’t see myself with anyone right now.”  She was gentle but assertive, putting an end to the conversation. “Let me help clean up, and then I need to get back home.” 
 
    They all made short work of cleaning; she had never lived with the two of them, but they were a well-oiled machine when it came to getting chores done, laughing, reminiscing, and engaging in general shenanigans all the while. Mel’s face hurt when she finally gave her last hugs. It was a perfect night. 
 
    At home, Mel looked around at her pristine counters and white walls. The silence was deafening, and the loneliness was crushing.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    AJ awoke with a start; her heart was pounding as if trying to get freed from her chest. The dream she had was slowly dissipating into the recess of her mind. She didn’t need to remember the vision to know it was based on her memories from seven years ago.  
 
    AJ’s hands shook as she tried to slot bars into the holes and build a crib. The wooden pegs kept scraping against the wood causing a squeaky sound to fill the room and it made AJ’s skin crawl. She was four months pregnant and terrified. The crib was in shambles around her, and Jason was at work. She finally got the sides erected and thought the crushing feeling in her chest would go away, but it only morphed into not being able to breathe. Staring at the slats of the crib, she thought of the mental prison she was stuck in. 
 
    She and Jason were a match out of convenience. AJ laughed and had fun with him, but at nineteen, she mistook those feelings for something more. That day, Jason had found her in tears on the ground, looking at the crib. Everything came out in a rush, how the coffee girl’s laughter caused more flutter in her heart than their stilted dinners. How their panicked conversations and escalating voices were only going to cause a path of destruction. Liquid fell from their eyes like broken pipes and, after a lot of talking, he finally let it slip that he had a job offer in Nevada and wanted to take it. They were both trying to stay on a path that was no longer there. Their growth took them in different directions, and that was how twenty-year-old AJ found herself on her older sister’s doorstep at 1:30 am. She had packed everything up from San Francisco and trekked the six-hour drive to Los Angeles. She arrived pregnant, alone, and for the first time hopeful of the future. 
 
    AJ stretched in her bed, glad Kate let her sleep in. She had three glorious days off and her eyes traveled the room to the clothes splattered around and cleaning she needed to do. She thought about making a game with Parker to spend more time with her as well. A ping of her phone brought AJ out of the mental list she was preparing.  On her phone was an unread text from Jason. Speak of the devil.  
 
    The payment has just been made. Sorry, it’s late. Thinking of visiting soon, would you be okay with that? 
 
    AJ’s heart started coming down after reading the text: money was getting tight with the extra therapy sessions, and she was trying to get Parker into a school specializing in kids on the autism spectrum. The money Jason sent every two weeks was invaluable, but it also raised her take-home amount, kicking her out of the bracket for food stamps. She made it work every month, but it was like walking a tightrope. 
 
    Of course, just let me know around when you are thinking, and I’ll see about work. 
 
    She flung off the bedding, finally ready to hit the day over its head, and wrestle it into being a great day. 
 
    “Hey, I made some coffee. Want some?” Kate pointed with the pot she held towards her. 
 
    A giant yawn escaped. “Yes, please, very much so. Is Parker up?” AJ looked around for her daughter but didn’t see her in the immediate vicinity; it was a small space, and she felt like an owl as she scanned the area without moving her head. 
 
    “Yes, up, showered, and off to school already.” Kate gestured with her elbow towards the clock on the stove. 
 
    “Oh right, I overlooked the time. Thanks, Kate. You are truly an angel. Not sure what I’d do without you.” She squeezed her shoulders and then reached for the steaming cup of coffee. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my cup. See the Aunticorn?” Kate went to grab it.  
 
    AJ looked down at the mug before laughing and handing it back to her sister’s pinching fingers. The cup had a dapping unicorn and read Aunticorn, Like a Normal Aunt but More Awesome. Parker had gotten the mug for Kate’s birthday, and it obviously brought out a possessive streak in her sister. “Sorry, sorry. See, no coffee was spilled in this altercation, and that’s a record for us, huh?” AJ grabbed the other cup. “Any plans for today?” AJ asked while taking a sip of the steaming coffee. 
 
    Kate usually worked from home, which was how she was generally available for babysitting duties. “Yes, I’ve got to finish the big proposal, and the Coopiel’s agency is headhunting me, so I have a meeting at three with them,” she finished while buffing her nails on her robe and flashing a smile that showed all her teeth. 
 
    AJ jumped, almost splashing the coffee in her excitement. “That’s amazing! I know they were on the top of your list.” She could see the pride in her own eyes reflected in Kate’s glasses. 
 
    “Thanks, it’s been hard work, but I think there is potential there.” She shook her head, and to AJ, it looked like she was trying not to get her hopes up. “Oh, before I forget, did you see the magazine? It’s on the bar there.”  
 
    AJ glanced at it but didn’t need a magnifying glass to know what the picture showed. She sighed and then went to pick it up. It was dangling from her fingertips over the garbage before Kate saw what she was about to do and ripped it from her hands. 
 
    “What are you doing? You can’t throw this away.” She held it reverently to her chest. Kate had always enjoyed the LA scene more than AJ, but that could’ve been because AJ had never tried the LA scene. She had responsibilities in the shape of a lanky seven-year-old. 
 
    Rolling her eyes and shrugging, she twirled around to head to the shower. “Keep it if you must, but don’t have it laying around. I don’t want Parker to see it.” 
 
    “She’s already seen it and signed it, see.” She held the magazine open again so AJ could get a closer look. “She enjoyed signing it, and I took pictures like she was famous. She got a kick out of it and laughed a lot. We were hoping to collect the whole set.” Kate held a pen out, which was the second pen held out to her in an eight-hour period.  
 
    AJ laughed and reached for the pen this time. She didn’t want to be left out of something fun between her daughter and sister. She felt she missed out on many things when always having to work, but this small treat that Parker would undoubtedly get a kick out of was something AJ was willing to do. Her signature’s somewhat choppy style was added to the side, close to where the ice cream had spilled. 
 
    She paused before handing the magazine back, looking at everyone’s face for the first time. Parker’s was adorable, albeit slightly starting the crinkle of her nose, which indicated a full-blown cry on the near horizon. Her eyes then landed on her own face. Wide brown eyes looked up at Melanie Cooper; it wasn’t an awed look, more on the spectrum of incredulous. She’d been walked on before in her life but never had she been blatantly run over. Her hand reached out slightly as if asking for a little help. Looking at the picture brought a blush to her cheeks. Her gaze then fell to Melanie, and the disgust on her face made AJ physically recoil. And she knew she’d just walked away. A stinging tear cut into her eye as she looked at the picture. She felt shame for needing a helping hand, but staring at the glossy figures, the physical proof of someone looking at her without knowing her and deeming her unworthy of helping off the ground cut unexpectedly deep.  
 
    She slammed the magazine shut. “I don’t want to see this around, okay?” she mumbled and headed to the shower, ready to wash away the hot revulsion she felt in herself.    
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sorry, Mel, you have to come to the party. We have a few new staff, and it’s always good for them to get acquainted with the talent.  
 
    Mel tossed her phone in the oversized handbag with more force than necessary. She was on her way to her car after a hellish day of shooting. The movie had more action than she was used to, and she was feeling it in her thirty-seven-year-old bones.   
 
    “Want a coffee before you leave, Ms. Cooper?”  
 
    Mel turned around at the call of her name, and the young barista’s smile matched the sun setting behind her.  
 
    “Cass. Hi, yes, that would be acceptable. My brother is summoning me to his party, which means the extra caffeine will be welcome. And luckily, we have a late call tomorrow.” Mel leaned against the counter in exhaustion. She liked Cass and had been talking to her regularly since they started shooting the movie. “How’s Alex?” Mel watched as Cass’s face lit up at the mention of her partner’s name. 
 
     “They’re great, thanks for asking. We are going to move to Portland in a couple of weeks. I’ve finally saved enough to open a woodworking shop, and Portland is more affordable than LA. Alex can work anywhere as a paramedic, so they’re coming with me.” She held the coffee cup close to her chest and looked over Mel’s shoulder. It appeared she was looking into her future and liking what she was seeing. 
 
    Mel gave her a more genuine smile than most people received. “That’s wonderful, Cass. Let me know when you have the shop up and running. I need a few pieces for my house.” She rummaged through her purse for her business card. “That is if you want to. No pressure.” Mel reached over and handed her card to Cass while taking the coffee.  
 
    Cass’s eyes went wide at the offer, and her hands shook slightly when she went to reach for the card. “Ms. Cooper, that’s—um, that’s, wow.” She looked at the card reverently. 
 
    Mel’s purse slipped off her shoulder when she chuckled at Cass’s loss for words. “Please, call me Mel.” She held out the coffee to her. “And thanks for this.” 
 
      
 
    A little while later, she pulled up to the party’s valet. With the number of cars and people around, it appeared the party was in full swing. She sighed at the paparazzi huddled near the door. Her brother opted for a security team, and they were active at keeping the group behind the roped-off area. Taking a moment to breathe a few times, she finally felt ready to face the music, in this case, the insistent clicking and headache-inducing flashes of the cameras going off. 
 
    She opened the door, and a hand was waiting to help her out of the car. She gave the valet a nod and her extra fob as she made her way to the front door. The buzzing of “Ms. Cooper, Mel, over here” hit her immediately, trying to get her attention. She kept her head down and sunglasses on. 
 
    When she got to the rope, she had to wait, as there was a small group huddled around a woman with a clipboard. Her biceps looked like they could make orange juice just by flexing at the oranges. 
 
    “I should be on the list. I’m Kate, I was hired a few weeks ago and I RSVP’d to the email saying my sister AJ and her daughter Parker were coming.” 
 
    Mel looked at the woman talking. She was almost in tears, although it wasn’t her place to help people who were stuck on the outside. Many people tried to sneak into parties like this, and she didn’t even want to be there. 
 
    “Excuse me, can I get past you?” Mel asked. She was now looking at her phone, replying to yet another one of her brother’s texts. She also threw in that a person named Kate was stuck outside in case there was a mistake that Rob needed to fix. 
 
    “Oh yes, Ms. Cooper, of course, come on through.” The bouncer’s muscular arm moved the rope with practiced ease, leaving just enough space for her to slip past, but his body was still blocking access to the small group. 
 
    She heard one of them whisper, “Mom, Mom, that’s her.” But Mel didn’t catch any more of the conversation as she made her way through the inner doors. 
 
    The room was open, with wait staff milling around the room. “Can I offer you anything, Ms. Cooper?” As soon as she walked in, three of the staff veered off course to come and seek her out.  
 
    “Grey Goose on the rocks, with a splash of club soda. Lemon on the side, please,” she finished while looking around for a familiar face. She saw her brother hurry out the way she had just come. She didn’t see Andrew yet, but her eyes zeroed in on some crab cakes on a tray. They appeared to be floating until she realized the wait staff’s uniform blended perfectly with the wall behind them. 
 
    Chuckling to herself at the thought of floating crab cakes, she jumped when she felt the pressure of a hand land on her shoulder. “Sorry, didn’t mean to frighten you. Your drink, Ms. Cooper.” The young man handed her a tall clear glass dripping with condensation. Taking a sip after nodding her thanks, she couldn’t help the contented hum that left her lips when the cool liquid slid down her throat and warmed her belly. 
 
    “Thank you,” she offered when she noticed he was still hovering around her like a drone. 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” He did not just bow. A lot of acting classes allowed her to keep the eye roll inward. “Actually, I was wondering if you could take a look at my script. I am only doing this,” he waved his hands around the room, “part-time, trying to get my work out there, you know?” Tilting his head, he waited expectantly for a response. 
 
    “That’s highly inappropriate, and there are probably more suitable people to ask than me. This party is a talent agency get-together after all.” She caught his flinch, almost making it look like she had physically struck him. She furrowed her brows in confusion with what she said—trying to play it back. All of it was the truth, so she wasn’t sure what his hurt reaction was about. She inwardly shrugged and turned to leave. She was sure he was still gaping at her back like a fish out of the ocean. 
 
      
 
    The pounding in Mel’s head matched the beat of the music playing and was getting overwhelming. She had talked, mingled, eaten, and smiled her way through the room and had almost hit a wall of exhaustion. She went to seek her brother out to let him know she was leaving. 
 
    “No, sorry, Mel, not yet. There are a few things that still need to happen, and you have to be here.” He leaned in closer and whispered, “There’s a quiet room down the hall if you need a few minutes.” He pointed behind her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, practically running to the room. She wouldn’t have made it any longer without respite. 
 
    Mel slowly opened the door to the dark room and let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. The room appeared to be an office of some kind, with a desk and comfy-looking chair. A window was casting shadows in the darkness, and when a car went by, illuminating the room in a flood of light before darkness enveloped again, she gasped. She wasn’t alone. There was a child curled up on a couch. A small reading light seemed to bob in thin air but cast a gentle glow over the pages in a book. 
 
    “Please don’t turn on the light. It will give me a headache,” the child said without looking up from her book. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it. My brother said I could use this room to take a few minutes. Would you mind if I stayed?” Mel backed away from the door, not sure how to handle the child. 
 
    “I don’t mind if you stay, but try and be quiet. It’s too loud out there, and I’m at an excellent part in this book.” She was lying on her side with her arm tucked under her chin. It appeared she was close to the end of the story.  
 
    Mel was impressed by the thickness of the book for such a small child. She didn’t respond, not wanting to interrupt the child’s reading, and made her way to the chair behind the desk. She scrunched her shoulders when the chair creaked loudly under her weight, but the kid didn’t even look up. 
 
    Another car went by, and she swiveled the chair to face the sidewall. She read the motivational posters that lined the wall as her thoughts wandered. She finally felt the stress of the night seep into the floor as each quiet second passed. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me finish. I’m Parker. Mom says I shouldn’t be in rooms alone with strangers.” Mel flinched, not realizing Parker had gotten up from the couch. She was now standing near her, with her hand out. 
 
    “Oh. I’m Mel.” She reached out and shook her hand up and down once before letting go. “That’s smart of your mom.” She nodded, looking towards what she now dubbed in her mind her thinking wall. 
 
    “Oh, you’re the lady.”  
 
    Mel looked back at the now excited voice of the child. “The what?” Mel tilted her head, trying to think of what she meant. 
 
    “Yeah, the lady in the magazine.” Parker was now bouncing on her feet and nodding enthusiastically. 
 
    Mel shrugged. Yeah, she supposed that’s how Parker would know her, and she’d graced many magazine pages over the years. She looked down at the tiny Converse the child was wearing. “Your shoe is untied.” 
 
    Parker looked down and frowned. “Can you tie it? I know how, but when I get excited and extra bouncy, it’s hard for me sometimes.” Parker stuck her foot towards Mel. Mel didn’t want the child to become embarrassed. She knelt in front of Parker, avoiding eye contact, and tied her shoe. The slight clicking of a fidget spinner whooshed near her ear. Both heads swiveled towards the door when it swung open. 
 
    A lady was standing in the doorway, and to Mel, she looked like a superhero. Her body was framed in the doorway, and a car drove by, lighting up the room, which created an aura of power around the new woman. Mel almost reached out to see if she was real before shaking her head and shyly smiling. 
 
    “Parker, sweetie, it’s time to go.” Her voice was melodic, and she had an imposing mamma bear attitude that was impressive to Mel. The woman nodded once, and with her daughter in tow, she left just as quickly as she came in. 
 
    The interaction left Melanie a little tongue-tied, and she wondered if she had fallen asleep for a second. She looked down, and her eyes fell to the book that Parker had been reading. In a hurry, she must have forgotten it. Mel grabbed it and hurried to try and find Parker. 
 
    Mel’s shoulders slumped when she saw the tiny Converse shoe of Parker climbing into the back of a large Jeep. She had rushed outside, and as the flashing bulbs lit up the car, Mel could see the narrowed eyes of the driver. It looked like she was looking directly into her soul and didn’t like what she saw.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The director was walking through the scene they would be shooting later in the week and buzzing about inevitable delays, but all Mel could focus on was her losing battle with a raging headache.  
 
    She was standing at the edge of the prop roof, peering down towards the ground, knowing she’d have to dangle from this very spot in a few days. It was only a ten-foot drop, but seeing the distance on paper versus reality were two different things. Mel prided herself on doing the stunts she could, and this one was on the cusp of having her stunt-double step in to help. She was debating the pros and cons of doing the stunt when she heard the voice that made her want to jump into the abyss below. 
 
    “Mellie dear, it’s been too long.” Mel’s teeth almost lodged into her jaw with the force of her jaw slamming together. She hated the name Mellie, and only one person called her that. 
 
    “Rebecca, what are you doing here?” Her voice was thin and so quiet it probably wouldn’t have even knocked over a piece of paper standing on its edge. 
 
    “I texted you a few times to see if you wanted to grab lunch. Did they not tell you?” She was walking closer, and with her heels precariously close to the edge of the roof, Mel didn’t have a way to escape. 
 
    “I blocked your number, Rebecca. We don’t have anything to talk about, and I’d rather eat glass than have an outing with you.” She found a little substance to her voice, but the volume was still low. She didn’t want to cause any rubbernecking from the crew and took a step to the side, away from the edge. 
 
    Mel rolled her eyes when Rebecca clung to her shirt at her harsh words. They were tame compared to the vile Rebecca had spit at her daily two years prior. Even with the venom that wormed into her ears, she still didn’t leave Rebecca until she came home one day and found her in bed with her old stunt double. It was laughable when Rebecca tried to twist the tale into thinking she thought the double was her. Rebecca was a somewhat decent actor, but she wasn’t that good. 
 
    “Well, if you hadn’t blocked my number, you would be less shocked right now. The producers brought me in for a few scenes this next week. Isn’t that fab?” Rebecca took a step closer with her arms raised as if she was going in for a hug. 
 
    “That sounds like a nightmare. Stay away, Rebecca. I’ll do the scenes, but we don’t have to talk on set.” Mel started walking away when she was forcefully spun around. 
 
    Rebecca’s face was close to hers, and she leaned in further, punching any personal bubble Mel had created. “This is an open set, Mellie, and I’ll talk to whomever I please.” A dry, scratchy finger ran across her arm. She couldn’t believe the touch used to make her shiver. 
 
    Mel pushed her aside with a brush to the shoulder, causing Rebecca’s eyes to widen in shock at not having succeeded with her snake charmer ways. Mel climbed down the ladder, and when her shoes hit solid ground again, her shoulders straightened, and her head was held high. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “But I don’t want to have to train another night-shift person, Slapjack. Call Cass and tell her sorry, but you changed your mind.” AJ had a tight smile, but her eyes were twinkling with teasing. She was happy for Alex making the next step with Cass, even if it meant she had to start working with someone new. 
 
    “You know I would never leave you out to dry if it wasn’t important, Gumbo.” They looked down at the couch they were sitting at, picking on the lip of the stitching. “Would you make gumbo on my last day?” They looked up with raised eyebrows and large eyes. How could AJ say no to that? 
 
    “I only make it on special occasions, but I suppose this would qual–” The rest of the sentence was interrupted when the announcement on AJ’s shoulder radio went off. 
 
    “Roger, on our way,” Alex called back as they both made their way to the truck. 
 
    AJ buckled in the passenger seat before turning to Alex. “I can’t believe your last day is in four days. Whatever happened to two-week notices, huh?” 
 
    Alex’s shoulders vibrated with their chuckle. “I did give two weeks. I didn’t want to tell anyone else until the time was a little closer.” 
 
    “Scandalous, no soup for you!” She laughed then looked out the passenger window.  
 
    “I’m not sure what I’ll do without you.” Alex’s voice was low and thick. 
 
    “Well, if I’m being perfectly honest, I’m not sure what you’ll do either.” AJ winked, then turned back to the window to hide the small tear trickling down her cheek. 
 
    Alex pulled to a stop, and both parties moved in a synchronized dance. Doors opened, and Alex made their way to the back to grab some supplies as AJ walked to the nearest police officer. She had to strain to hear over the sirens they still had running, and the strobing red and blue lights which were setting her teeth on edge.  
 
    “Why are the sirens still on?” she shouted to the closest officer. 
 
    “Captain said to keep them on, some sort of intimidation tactic, I suppose.” The woman shrugged. “The kid is over there, freaking out. She has some scratches on her face, and I think they are self-inflicted.” The officer nodded toward the kid.  
 
    AJ’s gasp was stolen in the night, mixed with the other noises. A small child was cornered almost underneath the dilapidated porch, where two officers were standing near the child and trying to grab onto them. She couldn’t tell from the distance, but the child looked female. Every time the lights flooded in her direction, they lit up the child’s face. 
 
    Officers led two adults in handcuffs out of the grey house. One of them stopped and looked back behind her, and a second gasp escaped AJ when she saw the lady spit in the child’s direction.  
 
    “Meth,” the officer beside her said. AJ just nodded, saddened by the scene playing out in front of her. 
 
    Alex had joined them, silently slipping by AJ’s side, observing the sight in front of them. 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can help the child. Hold back for a second if you don’t mind?” AJ had turned to Alex and slightly yelled the question. Alex nodded their confirmation. 
 
    AJ slowly walked up to the side of the officers and it appeared they hadn’t made any progress towards helping the kid. 
 
    “I say one of us distracts her, and the other sneaks up behind and grabs her,” AJ heard one of the uniformed men say. 
 
    “She’s not a dog needing to be taken to the pound,” AJ said, causing them both to jump slightly. 
 
    “We’ve been trying for forty-five minutes. Do you have a better idea?” The police officer looked at her paramedic label on her jacket, then flicked back to her eyes. “Ms. Beckett.” The condescending look in his eyes made AJ shake her head as if trying to keep the comment from landing. 
 
    “Well. Whatever you’ve been doing hasn’t seemed to work, so it wouldn’t hurt to give something else a try, now would it?” AJ had her hands on her hips, even though she had to crane her neck up at him. 
 
    He looked away towards the other officer, and they both shrugged, moving further away from the child. 
 
    Once they were sufficiently far enough away, AJ crouched at the child’s level. Usually, when Parker was upset, it calmed her down when AJ was at her height. It made her feel like they were equals. AJ’s knees sank into the muddy grass, and she observed the child from a distance. 
 
    The kid looked at her sideways, keeping an eye on her, but finally stopped shaking. She had tears rutted down her soiled face, and her hands were over her ears. The child was rocking back and forth and had her knees tucked near her chin. 
 
    AJ shuffled a little closer once the little girl became used to her presence. She turned her head slowly and cracked the radio at her shoulder. “Alex, you copy?” She practically whispered. 
 
    “Copy, go ahead, AJ.” They matched her soft tones.  
 
    “Can you see if the officers can turn off the strobing lights, please?” AJ was having a hard enough time concentrating as is and needed her full faculties to focus. 
 
    “Roger. Over and out.” 
 
    A few moments later, darkness cut into the sky, and AJ felt she could breathe for the first time since they pulled up to the house. “About damn time.” She muttered under her breath. She observed little hands slowly fall from their perch around her eyes, and the rocking slowed and then stopped. The child still wouldn’t look at her entirely, but AJ was used to that from Parker. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” AJ asked, pulling a granola bar from her pocket. As a mom, she was always prepared. She reached out but didn’t move closer, wanting to see if the child would close some of the gap. Her hand shook from holding the granola out so long, but the child rewarded her patience when she slowly moved towards her. 
 
    With both hands, the kid grasped the bar and pulled it towards her chest. She glanced in AJ’s direction and then quickly looked away. 
 
    AJ smiled at the slow progress. It didn’t seem like much, but the first reach out in most situations was usually the hardest. “My name is AJ. What’s your name?” AJ was careful to keep low tones, and she lowered her arm when the granola left it, but she didn’t move closer.  
 
    “Mandy,” the child whispered. She had torn into the food and was nibbling the corner. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful name, Mandy. I’m a paramedic, and I’m here to help you. I see you have some scratches. Do you think I could look at them?” AJ still didn’t move towards Mandy, letting her dictate the tempo they moved. 
 
    Mandy still took time to deliberate, but it was shorter than with the granola. She finally nodded and moved closer. 
 
    AJ observed the finger tracks from her hairline to chin that cut across her eyelids. She had a suspicion the flashing lights worked her up into a frenzy, the feeling grew when her eyes flicked to the side of her face, and similar tracks were indented around her ears. There also appeared to be various levels of bruising on her arms, from dark blue to fading yellow. 
 
    “I would like to get these cleaned up. Here, do you think this could help you while I clean your cuts?” She held out a fidget spinner, another tool she kept on her when Parker needed a distraction or things became too overwhelming for her. 
 
    This time AJ didn’t have to wait for a reaction. The object was carefully plucked from her hands, and Mandy graced AJ with a giant smile, one that was mirrored on AJ’s face. 
 
    Mandy crawled into her lap. She couldn’t have been older than Parker, and holding the tiny child cracked the work wall she usually erected. AJ stayed near Mandy while she and Alex cleaned up the wounds and tried to wash away some of the caked-on dirt.  
 
    Luckily there was an aunt nearby who was more than happy to take her niece. She’d been trying to get custody but had always had blocks in the way. Most likely, it would be more easy sailing for her now, and as she watched Mandy playing with the fidget spinner and being taken home to her aunt, she couldn’t help but think how Mandy’s future changed to a brighter prospect on this tragic night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you see the tall drink of water at the party?” Andrew looked expectantly between Rob and Mel. “You know, brown hair, but if the light hit it just right, there was a tinge of red in it, and light brown eyes that twinkled with amusement.” 
 
    Rob gasped and clutched his shirt near his chest, but it only caused five buttons to pop open. He looked down with a dusting of red coating his cheeks and finished by mumbling, “You must have gotten a great look at this man with descriptions like a tinge of red and twinkling eyes.” 
 
    Mel hid her smile behind a glass of wine. The liquid sloshed up the sides with her silent laughter. “Better watch out there, Rob. It looks like someone’s caught Andrew’s eye. Is the love gone already after ten years?” She wouldn’t have said anything if she didn’t know they only had eyes for each other. It was sickeningly sweet. 
 
    The three of them were chatting around the fireplace at Mel’s house. Mel sat in a single chair, cross-legged with a glass of wine. Across from her was the bickering duo of Rob and Andrew. 
 
    Andrew had rested his arm around Rob’s shoulders and placed a light kiss on his cheek while Rob fussed with the buttons of his shirt. “No, this wasn’t a man, but it’s funny you assumed that.” He turned to Mel and continued, “I haven’t seen her around, but she was cute.” He looked enthusiastically at her, raising his eyebrows up and down. 
 
    Mel sighed and put the wine glass on the table. “So you had a three-minute conversation with someone and what? Do you want to set us up? Do you know her name? Do you know what she does? Where does she live?” She paused, waiting for an answer. “That’s what I thought. Honestly, Andrew, you can stop trying so hard.” Picking up her wine glass again, she moved her mouth to the side in a smirk. Her mind flitted to the image of the woman standing in the doorway; she chalked her increased heart rate to the sugar in the wine.  
 
    Andrew snapped his fingers. “I think her name was TeeJay, or RJ, something like that. Okay, for next time, what information should I be gleaning from these ladies?” He reached for a pad and pen sitting on the side table near the couch. Mel flinched when Andrew picked them up. It had taken her a long time to get the two objects lined up perfectly. 
 
    “Put that away. You are not a questionnaire on a dating app.” She looked to the ceiling and shook her head. 
 
    “Did you get more art? I love this piece.” Rob pointed to the artwork hanging above the fireplace. Mel had a suspicion that it was an attempt to change the subject, but it wasn’t her forte to interpret things like that. 
 
    “Yes, I got that about a week ago. Another AB piece.” She uncrossed her legs, and with the grace of a queen, stood up to look closer at the painting. “There is just something about these that speak to me. The colors that they use, the symmetry; I feel settled when I look at them. Like the painter unlocked a grip on my chest, and I can breathe freely.” Mel took a deep breath then turned back to her family on the couch. A small smile appeared when she saw the matching slack-jawed look they both sported. 
 
    Rob recovered quickly, and he shook his head and blinked a few times. “Do you know who the painter is?” 
 
    Her short red hair tumbled in front of her face as she shook her head. Running her fingers through the strands, she pinched at the ends so the hair didn’t drop right away. “No, there is a studio that sells them downtown, and whenever she gets a new one from AB, the director there gives me a call.” 
 
    Andrew nodded, his hands on his chin. “You know everyone.” He turned on the couch and faced Rob full-on, and grabbed his hands. “Could you find out, then maybe represent them? Their work is extraordinary, and if I didn’t think Mel would rip off my arm, I would try and swoop in with a few pieces myself for our place.” He was vibrating with excitement now. 
 
    “We can try to find out, but I don’t really have any painters in my portfolio. I’ll have to talk to Sam, but we can put out the feelers.” Rob was never one to deny Andrew anything. 
 
    “Oh, speaking of Sam.” Andrew grasped Rob’s shoulder, making him wince slightly. “Is she okay? She was pretty sloshed at the party; she cornered the lady I was talking about earlier. We don’t need to worry about her drinking again, right?” Andrew looked back and forth between Mel and Rob. 
 
    Sam Daniels had caused some issues for Rob in the past. If they hadn’t been so close in college, he probably would have dumped her as a business partner long ago. As it stood, Rob was finding a hard time letting go of loyalty. 
 
    “I did notice her eyes were a little glossy, but it didn’t look like she was out of hand.” He spoke to his hands, knowing he couldn’t lie to the two people who knew him best. 
 
    “A little glossy, sure, that’s the publicist way of saying piss drunk. I had to stop her from practically jumping on–” His pointer finger went straight in the air. “AJ, that’s her name, and Sam was inappropriate with her. She’s not an employee, but at this point, it’s not a matter of if, but when... again.” He muttered the last word under his breath. 
 
    Mel cringed as she settled back into the chair. “Yeah, that was an expensive mess. You can’t have that happening again. You know I would leave with you if you decided to cut ties from Sam. I know a few others who would follow, so you don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    Andrew gestured his hands towards her in a ‘see, listen to your sister,’ way while Rob’s shoulders slumped.  
 
    “It’s just she’s done so much for me. It would be hard to cut ties and branch out.” Rob’s head moved forward a few times with the slap on his back from Andrew. “I’ll talk to her again, though, see if she needs help. I want to be her friend first.” 
 
    “Well,” Mel placed her hand on her thighs, “on that note, does anyone need a refill?” She held up her glass. She chuckled when two glasses were thrust in her direction in a synchronized move. “You two are basically just one Andrew/Rob blob.” Their laughter carried her to the kitchen. 
 
    As she was pouring, her thoughts turned to her stunt that she would perform in a few days. She pulled out her phone and set a reminder on the day before to not partake in any alcohol. It would be a night shoot, and she wanted to be as clear-headed as she could. Her heart rate raced just thinking about it.  
 
    On the way back to the living room, her eye caught another AB painting. This painting had a shadow of a person looking over a cliff. Right below the cliff was churning water, and out in the distance was the sun and clear sky. The shadow person appeared to be looking down into the darkness, but also looking towards the calm sea. Depending on Mel’s mood, she saw unique perspectives. The painting was different from most of the others done by AB but just as quiet. It was like she painted in serotonin. Often she found herself thinking about who AB was and how they could capture such vast feelings on a canvas.  
 
    Sniggering broke her out of her reverence for the work, and she made her way back to the room. Laughter wasn’t a sound the walls of her home got to hear much of since she usually went to their house, but she liked having memories of the room filled with the sound of happiness.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Parker dragged AJ by the hand, and she was relishing in the contact, allowing the warmth to travel to her chest. The touch didn’t often occur since Parker preferred to hold onto AJ’s coat pocket when they walked around outside. However, occasionally, when their surroundings changed, or there was extra stimulus around, she would sometimes reach out for the grounding contact of holding hands. When this did happen, AJ bathed in the affection.  
 
    Parker tripped on air, which happened when she grew what felt like seven feet in two months. AJ’s mom-reflexes kicked in as her free hand blurred, wrapping an arm around Parker’s shoulders before the sidewalk received the gift of her child’s tooth.  
 
    AJ tightened her hand around Parker for a second longer, breathing in deeply at the top of her head, before she felt Parker start wiggling in her grasp.  
 
    “Mom, come on, we’re going to be late to see Dad.” Much to AJ’s delight, she kept her hand in AJ’s once they started walking again. She flung out of the grip when they got closer to the bus station and she saw her dad, Jason, leaning against the bus station wall.  
 
    He put his phone in his pocket when he heard Parker scream, “Daddy!” His face lit up when he saw Parker, who came to a screeching halt in front of him. 
 
    Jason went to one knee to better talk to his daughter. His eyes bobbed up and down as she was bouncing on the tips of her toes. He had his hands out for a hug, not knowing the intricacies of raising a child on the spectrum. They were working on communication in the classes Parker and AJ went to on Thursdays and how it was okay not to allow for physical contact if the children weren’t comfortable with it. Parker shied away from Jason’s arms and looked at AJ for some help. 
 
    “She’s not comfortable with physical affection, including hugs,” AJ said. Jason’s nose wrinkled in thought, and it looked like he was about to argue. “Please respect that, Jason.” He nodded with a sad smile and turned his attention back to what Parker was saying. 
 
    Parker seemed to relax slightly once Jason’s arms lowered, and she resumed her bouncing. AJ couldn’t make out what Parker was saying, and her face was starting to get red from the lack of oxygen breaks between words.  
 
    “Parker, sweetie, we have plenty of time to catch up with your dad. Let’s get some ice cream, and we can talk more. How does that sound?” She waited while Parker went through the pros and cons of what she had said. AJ liked to give Parker some time to make a decision; it gave her daughter control and taught vast amounts of patience to AJ. 
 
    After some deliberation, Parker’s whole body agreed with a vibrating yes. Smiling, Jason picked himself off the floor and motioned for her to lead. Parker got between them and held each of their hands as they walked down the LA sidewalk. 
 
    The little family made it to the creamery. Amy diligently checked the rainbow sprinkle levels, and once Jason had paid, the three settled into the booths. 
 
    “Thanks for the ice cream, Dad,” Parker exclaimed through a mouthful of the cold treat.               AJ’s shoulders slumped into the back of the chair. It stung a little that Parker never thanked her for the treat when they went out for it every Thursday. Trying to smile through hurt feelings, she nodded her thanks to Jason and mumbled an agreement. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not every day I get to spoil my girl.” Jason smiled down at Parker, who was closer to his side than she usually got to AJ, then grabbed AJ’s hand across the booth, and in a near whisper went on to say, “And I’m new, shiny, and leaving soon. She’s fortunate to have you as a mom.” His hazel eyes shone with sincerity, and AJ could only nod. 
 
    “Thanks, Jason,” she said more clearly and patted his hand before reaching to grasp her spoon. “How long are you in town again?” 
 
    “I’m headed back tomorrow.”  
 
    AJ observed Parker’s face fall in despair before the screeched “Noooooo” reached her ears. 
 
    “Did I not put enough sprinkles in?” Amy called from behind the counter in alarm. 
 
    AJ turned in her seat. “Oh, no, Amy, it’s fine. Thank you.” She turned back to Parker, who was rocking in the booth. She rolled her eyes at Jason’s stiff posture, staring down at their kid in panic. She almost chuckled at their similar expressions. As calmly as she could, she said, “Sweet Pea, I know you’re upset, and that’s okay. Can you explain why you are upset?” 
 
    “I DON’T WANT DAD TO GO! HOW ABOUT YOU LEAVE INSTEAD! I HATE YOU!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. AJ flinched like Parker had slapped her. She would be lying to herself if she said it didn’t sting just as bad as a slap. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and trying to hold back tears, she looked over at Jason, who appeared to be looking for the closest exit. She shook her head and burrowed deep to find the calm. It wouldn’t do any good to yell back something in frustration. 
 
    “Parker, can you try and say the constellations? Cassiopeia, Orion...” AJ trailed off since Parker usually picked up by Orion. 
 
    Rummaging through her handbag, she grasped the metal spinning device and gripped it like a lifeline. She tightened her fist around it to draw some strength before passing the object over to her daughter. “I know you’re upset, and that’s okay. How about we take a breather. Focus on the spinning device and regulate your breathing, like it was taught in class today.” Tiny shaking fingers reached for the object. Parker was hiccupping but seemed to have already calmed down a little as she watched the designs go around. It must have been a quick-burning outburst. AJ slumped against the back of the booth in relief. 
 
    “Wow, I wouldn’t have ever thought of that.” Jason’s eyes were glued to the mesmerizing patterns created with a flick of Parker’s finger. He then looked up and nodded with slightly puckered lips. “Impressive, AJ.” He leaned in across the table and whispered, “Before I leave, do you think we can talk?”  
 
    “We’ve already had the ‘we need to talk’ talk, so what could it be this time?” She looked into his eyes, and her heart pounded in panic. It honestly looked like he was going to break up with her, which was impossible; maybe he would stop sending money? They had never gone to court and had always been able to deal with things amicably. A slight flush of anxiety coated her skin. 
 
    “I see your hamster wheel turning, AJ. I just wanted to let you know I’m getting married. It won’t stop the payments. I know money is tight, but I didn’t feel right not letting you know.” He gave her a sheepish one-shouldered shrug. 
 
    The apprehension that had gripped her heart loosened as she sank lower into the booth, a surprised laugh escaping her lips. “Oh, well, that I can 100% get behind. I’m happy for you. It’s Angelica, right?” She had a small smile as memories of her meeting with Angelia resurfaced. She was a tiny spitfire, fierce and protective. She seemed to get along with Parker, which was a win in AJ’s book. 
 
    “Yes indeed, Angelica.” His tone and gaze softened, and AJ would bet money he didn’t know he did that when he talked about her. “We want Parker in the wedding, would you be okay with that? We can try getting her on a plane, or I might be able to come to pick her up.” 
 
    “When is the wedding? Do you have a date yet?” She looked at the melted chocolate soup on the table and pushed it away. 
 
    “It’s in six months, but we can iron out the details before then.”  
 
    “I don’t love her traveling alone on a plane by herself.” She looked at Parker, and to her surprise, she was looking right back at her. 
 
    “I can do it. I’m old enough.” She nodded once, her voice more in control than it was just a few minutes ago. 
 
    AJ closed her eyes, trying to imagine different scenarios. The thought of leaving her kid to fly alone brought a wave of nausea, but she also didn’t want to hold her back from experiencing life. She looked at Parker and smiled. “Of course, you’re old enough. I’m just not sure who will scare off the monster under my bed. Only Knight Parker has the power to do that.” AJ shuddered dramatically, which cracked up Parker. 
 
    “Mom, I know monsters aren’t real. You’ll be fine, but if you absolutely need someone, I can leave Elle with you.” She handed over the fidget spinner and dug back into her food. 
 
    The sentiment warmed AJ, and she wished she could hold onto the precious seconds. These moments created memories that made everything that came before worth it, even on the backend of a difficult breakdown. She shook her head. “No, Sweet Pea, leaving Elle won’t be necessary but thank you. That was an amazingly kind gesture.” She only got a shrug in response. 
 
    “We will need to talk about it more, and I’ll need details, but yes, we can make it work.” Both Jason and Parker’s eyes would have been able to light up a dark room as they looked at each other. Jason went in for a hug, but stopped halfway before opting for a high-five. 
 
    “How was your class today?” Jason turned in his seat slightly to get a better look at Parker. 
 
    “It was good. We did some art, we worked on using calming music when we get overwhelmed, and practiced verbalizing what’s making us upset. I got a sticker.” She pointed to the cartoon shooting star adhered to her jacket. The last one she had was on the coat so long it practically fused to the material. There was another breakdown when AJ had accidentally washed off the sticker when she put the coat in the wash. AJ had bought a few extra stickers just in case it happened again. 
 
    AJ looked at her watch. “Well, I need to get ready for work soon. Do you want to drop her off at the house, or what are your plans? Kate should be around.” 
 
    “I can drop her off if that works for you. I want to spend some time before I have to head back. It would be cool to catch up with Kate a bit too.” Jason nodded while looking at his own watch. 
 
    AJ slid from the booth. “That works. I’ll let her know. I’m sure she’d be happy to see you.” She bent down to give him a side hug. “You okay with that, Parker?” She waited, and when she got a confirming vigorous, full-bodied bounce of an endorsement for the plan, she continued. “All right then, be good for your dad, and see you soon.” With a final wave to Amy, she left the shop.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel walked up to the coffee stand, her thoughts on an article she happened to see in the grocery line and the stunt tomorrow. She was going over positioning, landing, and rolling, imagining the different angles and hoping the separation was in the preparation. Mel read that on a poster once from some football star, and the phrase had always stuck. Secretly she tried to take that mentality to work even though someone was still spreading lies about her being a diva and hard to work with, which was how the article painted her. 
 
    Mel’s jaw was clamped shut in irritation when she walked to the counter. She had to practically unhook her jaw before her lips lightly up-ticked when Cass turned. 
 
    “Ms. Coo—Mel, hi, just your usual?” Cass’s smile was big enough for both of them.  
 
    “Do you have any larger sizes, and maybe a shot of espresso in the coffee?” 
 
    Cass’s eyes widened. “Yes, we do have a larger size, but are you sure?” 
 
    Mel just nodded and Cass turned to make the espresso. While waiting, Mel looked around, her eyes roaming over the inside of the stand. It looked a little bare, and there was a box in the corner with some personal effects peeking out. “Oh, today is your last day.” Mel slapped her forehead. “I was going to get you a gift but then thought you might not want to pack it for the move.” Her lips moved back and forth in a twitch. 
 
    Cass laughed. “That is more thoughtful than some of our family members. You should see some of the stuff they are giving us before the move.” She rolled her eyes.   
 
    “Well I still need a few items for my house. Do you do side tables? Or will you have a website?” She wrapped her hands around the coffee that Cass had placed down on the counter.  
 
    Cass rubbed the back of her neck. “Yes, I love creating side tables. The website isn’t changing much, just the location.”  
 
    “I’ll check out the site, but let you get settled first. Hope you have a safe trip, Cass.” She tipped the cup to Cass in a cheers motion and headed inside.   
 
      
 
    Three hours later Mel wished she’d gotten a double espresso in her coffee. The director was currently walking through tomorrow’s stunt with a lighting crew, and Mel’s arms were shaking from the constant up and down movement. It didn’t seem like much at first, but three hours in with no end in sight was causing her to crack. The only thing keeping her going was the article she’d seen saying she was a dragon on set.  
 
    “We’re almost done here, Mel. Just a few more tweaks, and then we’ll be ready for the walkthrough. Remember, we aren’t filming this part tonight, but we do want to get the timing of everything down. Oh, Mel, you can lower your hands. We were done with that part a few minutes ago. Sorry about that.” 
 
    Mel’s body lurched forward when she was slapped on the back. She took a few deep breaths in so as to not breathe fire on him. “That would have been nice to know, Ed,” she mumbled under her breath. 
 
    “Okay, take five, and we’ll run through this one more time, then we’ll break for the day.” Ed looked at the clipboard that seemed to be welded to his hand.  
 
    Mel wandered over to the refreshment table and grabbed her reusable water bottle, watching mindlessly as the water bubbles floated to the top as she filled the container. She observed one bubble have a particularly vicious pop when she felt a hand slid around her shoulder.  
 
    Rebecca’s smell hit her first. It was incredible that she used to like the slightly sweet scent of vanilla and orange. She still couldn’t eat creamsicles because they reminded her of betrayal. Since she was currently hunched over the water machine, she uncurled her spine; the movement caused Rebecca’s hand to slip from her shoulders while her smile met her arm’s trajectory. 
 
    “I just wanted to say hi. Are you excited about tomorrow?” Mel noticed she stepped back into her space, but Rebecca didn’t try to touch her again. 
 
    Mel took a step back, running into one of the assistants. “Shoot, I’m sorry,” she said, helping the lady up off the ground. She had places to go because Mel could practically see the jet streams flowing from her shoes as she hurried to the next task. 
 
    Rebecca just laughed at the interaction. “That’s one of the reasons you get such a bad rap, you know.” She gestured to the area of the interaction. “You’re a hazard to others around you, always tripping, falling, or knocking things over.” 
 
    Mel just shrugged. She knew she was a klutz, but she didn’t see the connection between the lies and rumors and dropping things.  
 
    She was about to turn around to walk away when Rebecca continued. “So, you didn’t answer my question. Are you excited about tomorrow? I’ll be watching.”  
 
    She did not just wink, Mel thought. “I guess.” She paused, not sure what else to say and not wanting to prolong the conversation.  
 
    She was thrown a life preserver in the shape of Ed when he said, “Okay people, back at it. Probably another half hour.” 
 
    Mel was, in fact, a little nervous, but she didn’t want to show any blood. Rebecca was like a predator, and any blood in the water, she’d smell it and attack. Mel would have taken a shark attack over what Rebbeca put her through. At least with a shark, you know what you’re fighting. With Rebecca, it was like the predator was gnawing on her leg and telling her she was the crazy one. And there isn’t any defense to that level of gaslighting.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The large container of gumbo made it awkward for AJ to walk into the house the paramedics stayed at for their shift. She was trying to open the door with the pot on her hip, but it was tipping precariously to the side. 
 
    “Whoa, careful precious cargo.” AJ heard Alex call from behind. 
 
    “Never have I been precious, Slapjack,” AJ called back as she tried to wrestle the door open. 
 
    “Wasn’t talking about you.” Alex grabbed the pot from her grip and lifted it to kiss. “You, my dear, are the precious one, and you know it too, don’t you.” Alex booped the lid as they would on the nose of a person, and AJ lost it. She doubled over in laughter. 
 
    “Damn, I’m going to miss you.” AJ finally got the door opened and held it for Alex to walk through. 
 
    “Same here, Gumbo.” 
 
    “Are you still talking about the soup?” AJ asked, smiling. 
 
     “No, and you know it. I held off packing the deck of cards. Care for some slapjack to kick off this party, like it was our first day?” Alex put the pot on the table, then turned to AJ with a hand on their hip. 
 
    “I’m always down for some slapjack, but just know, you are going down this time.” AJ rubbed her hands together. “I’ve been practicing.” She slapped the table near the pot and was shocked to find her hand on top of Alex’s. She looked up at them in wonder. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “A magician never reveals their secrets.” They blew on their hand and rubbed it on their shirt. 
 
    “Well, just as well, you won’t beat me this ti–” AJ’s sentence was cut off when she slammed her hand down on the table and again found it under Alex’s hand. “Hmm, well, how about Go Fish?” 
 
    Laughter, games, and gumbo filled the house that night. Most of the calls were light, which allowed for a relaxing time. They both embraced tightly at the end of the shift. Their paths were diverging, but they had created a solid foundational friendship that would last the slight distance. With a final wave and tears, AJ watched Alex’s car slip into the night.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Olly looked behind her, and her heart skipped a beat at the sight. They were closing in; the swords clung in their grasp. She could hear the hubbub of the stalls from below her. She jumped across one roof, landed, rolled, then popped right up to continue running. She felt a few apples fall from her vest, and she cursed under her breath. She could almost feel the breath of one of her pursuers on her neck, which made her push harder. She could see the edge of her next jump come into view. One of the guards chasing her kicked the loose apple, which got tangled under her feet. She went sprawling, right over the edge. 
 
    “Cut!”  
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel’s stunt double landed safely on the ground and had her hands clasped around her head to provide more unrestrained movement of oxygen to her lungs. She stepped to the side to allow Mel to get into position.  
 
    “Now remember, Mel, you have the harness, so you’ll be okay, but if something goes wrong, just say the word and we will stop right away.”  
 
    Mel’s body was tugged in different directions as the safety crew adjusted and checked her harness. They gave the thumbs up and scurried back into the shadows.  
 
    Mel walked up the stairs that led to the roof. Two of the extras who were playing the guards in the chase scene were throwing an apple back and forth. When her head popped around the corner, the extra squeaked his surprise and dropped the apple. He then kicked it by a planter in the corner of the roof—trying to get rid of the evidence. Mel chuckled and nodded to them before peeking her head over the edge. 
 
    “That’s it, let’s just get you snapped in here.” Another safety tech messed with the carabiner clip. A reassuring click sounded, and Mel tested it with an aggressive pull.  
 
    She nodded and slowly lowered herself from the edge, trying not to think of all her weight strained on a tiny object. She then looked up to the camera, which was hovering over her. Looking down, she relaxed a smidge when her eyes fell on the safety mats below.  
 
    “Okay, we have the markers. Now climb back up and get ready to jump over,” Ed’s voice yelled over a megaphone. 
 
    The two apple-throwing guards helped Mel back up. When she was on her feet, they let go and hurried back to their marks.  
 
    “All right, so just like we talked about yesterday, this string is on a pulley, so there is a little give and take.” The safety tech went over the same things covered yesterday, but Mel felt the review comforted and settled her nerves rather than finding the repeat annoying. 
 
    “Okay, indeed, makes sense. Thank you.” She found her mark and nodded to the camera, where she knew Ed was watching. 
 
    “All right, good. On your marks and action,” the disembodied voice called from below. 
 
    Mel started running at full speed. She had a few feet to gain momentum before she flung her body over the side. It was less work than her stunt double had just performed. She twisted around to grab the edge but saw immediately that she was too far to the left of her mark. Her body flew through the air, and for a split second, the clip caught with a snick before crumbling under the added weight of her falling body and awkward angle.  
 
    Mel’s stomach visited her mouth as she plummeted to the floor. It wasn’t a long fall, but it was enough for Mel’s thoughts about the mat, the clip, the mark, the movie, and the screaming. She didn’t know if the last one was coming from her or the crew, but it hardly mattered before her body smacked onto the floor. It was a split second of white-hot pain before everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ was two hours into the work shift, making toast and heating water for tea, contemplating the new employee. She didn’t know what to think of him. Jose was just out of the paramedic program, and it showed. The previous call had him green around the gills, and the call wasn’t even one of the worst she’d seen that week. With a sigh, she buttered the toast and headed over to the table. Jose was holding his head, elbows on the table, rocking back and forth slightly. The air held a potential for a long night. 
 
    “Here you go Jose, I think this could help settle your stomach a little.” She slid the toast on a plate, and it landed in front of him. 
 
    He lifted his head slowly and stared blankly at the toast before meeting her eyes. The tears in them caught her off guard. “Thanks,” he managed and then pulled the chair next to him out for her to sit. 
 
    “Better eat that quickly. Never know when we’ll get a–” The crackle of the radio interrupted her. 
 
    “Call to Studio 63. There was an accident on set. One woman, thirty-seven, fell from close to a two-story height. Please respond with ETA.” 
 
    AJ grabbed the radio while speed walking to the truck. “ETA fifteen.” She looked behind her and saw Jose still sitting at the table, chomping on his toast. “Jose, come on, we’ve got to go.” 
 
    He scrambled out of his chair like it was burning him. “Sorry,” he said while hustling past her. She sighed and swung into the driver’s seat of the truck. “Want one?” He shook a container of mints toward her. 
 
    “Sure, thanks.” She held out her hand palm up, and a few mints tumbled into her hand. “When we get there, grab the stretcher from the back. I’ll grab the jump bag and find out what’s going on and assess. I’ll take the lead, but that doesn’t mean you’ll be standing around with your hands in your pockets, okay?” The lights were blaring, and she was cutting through the traffic with ease. She let out a slight release of her shoulders when she saw the traffic part efficiently for the truck. She quickly glanced in Jose’s direction when she didn’t get a response. 
 
    He was swallowing; she watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down in time with his nods. She returned her focus to the road ahead, going through the mental checklist of items most likely needed at the scene.  
 
    “The patient fell from about a two story height, so be prepared for broken bones, possible concussion, and depending on how she landed, the head and neck injury will be imperative.” She was trying to keep his mind on the task with facts. This type of call wasn’t the first fall she’d dealt with, and there was such a wide range of issues that could happen. She needed Jose to be prepared for anything. 
 
    She pulled up to Studio 63, where a security guard was waiting outside to escort them in. The lights on the side of the building cast a mask on the guard’s face that made her heart shake in fear, even though she knew it wasn’t the time for her overactive imagination to run wild.  
 
    AJ threw the door open, leaned over to grab the bag, and then started climbing out of the truck. Jose was still fumbling with his buckle. She gritted her teeth and silently wished Alex was there. They had made a great team. She slammed the door and started walking to the guard, who looked like he was close to running up and grabbing her arm to start dragging her along faster. She heard the door close behind her, and then feet pounded the paved sidewalk to catch up. AJ turned and yelled, “Grab the stretcher from the back, and meet us in there.” 
 
    Jose had skidded to a stop at her yell, then slapped his head and turned back around. AJ started running towards the guard, the bulky bag slapping against her thigh.  
 
    The green light lit up as the guard’s badge swiped along with the building’s keypad. AJ heard the click of the lock disengaging and strained to pull on the handle. “It’s right through there, and people are waiting to take you further back. I’ll wait here and let him in.” The guard flicked his thumb towards where Jose was pushing the stretcher to them. One of the wheels kept turning around, causing Jose to have to correct course.  
 
    AJ made a mental note to fix the wobbling wheel when they got back before nodding to the guard and heading in. 
 
    She had never been inside a studio before and wasn’t sure if she wanted to. It was ruining the movies’ magic, seeing all the equipment, clothes, and panicked looks of the staff running around. The place was overwhelmingly huge and AJ felt she was about to get swallowed. She was sure if she took a wrong turn they would come across her bones years later.  
 
    “Oh good, you’re here.” Someone grabbed AJ’s arm and started dragging her along a narrow hallway. “I’m Ed, the director. Mel is this way.”  
 
    AJ almost stumbled. Surely not Melanie Cooper, right? What were the chances of that? She tried to shrug off his grasp since she didn’t like the controlling act. “I’m AJ. Thanks for showing me. I might need a guide out since I forgot the bread to leave a crumb trail. Also, there is another guy coming.” 
 
    Ed laughed, although his eyes were tight in concern. It seemed he was trying to keep things light to dissipate some of the tension in the air. “Yeah, we figured, the assistant director is hovering around the door. Between you and me, though, I think she is just trying to get away from the accident site. It’s a bit intense.” 
 
    They had traveled a while, and AJ tried to keep her loud breathing in check. Her shoulders started aching as she carried the heavy bag. Finally, the hallway widened, and AJ got her first glimpse of the scene. There was a large ring of bodies near the far wall of the room. She started sprinting and asking for more space. The bodies parted like a comb in hair, and AJ hissed in a breath when she saw the figure on the ground. 
 
    She got to Mel and dropped to her knees while opening the jump bag with a practiced flip of her wrist. This meeting was vastly different than their first one, even with both of them on the ground again. AJ had her paramedic armor on, knowing she couldn’t get hurt this time. 
 
    Rifling through the bag, she grabbed the BP cuff and quickly took Mel’s blood pressure while her eyes roamed her body for injuries. Her shoulder was sticking at an odd angle, most likely dislocated. When she finished with the blood pressure, she gasped and let out a squeak when cold fingers wrapped around her forearm. 
 
    AJ looked into Mel’s eyes and saw wild pain looking back at her. Mel’s mouth was moving, but she couldn’t make out what she was saying. Leaning in closer, AJ’s ear almost grazed Mel’s mouth. The puff of irregular breath flicked hair into her face, but she finally heard it. “Help me. Please, help me.” Her words whispered over and over. It looked like Mel was looking for a life raft that she didn’t think was coming. 
 
    AJ placed her hand over the frigid fingers and looked her in the eye. “I’m here. I’ve got you.” The murmuring stopped, the fingers slipped, and it looked like Mel had passed out again. 
 
    She reached into the bag, and the stethoscope wasn’t where it usually was. She cursed, taking valuable time by having to look through the bag. It was on the left side when she usually kept it on the right. She placed the stethoscope on Mel’s chest and cursed again when she only heard sounds from one side, indicating a collapsed lung. 
 
    “Do you need any help?” Jose was now kneeling at Mel’s knees; AJ hadn’t even heard him arrive. 
 
    “Yes, it sounds like a collapsed lung. The patient lost consciousness thirty seconds ago.” AJ was back in the bag, grabbing the supplies. “Can you brace her neck?” She grabbed the needle needed for decompression. “Once this is in, we need to transport quickly. Will you be okay to drive? I’ll stay and monitor the patient in the back.”  
 
    “Yes, sounds like a game plan. Okay, the patient’s neck brace is secure, stretcher board right behind you when you’re ready.” His voice was calm. The last of his nerves and green color were nowhere in sight.  
 
    There was hope for him yet, AJ thought. “Decompression was successful and the patient’s BP is stabilizing,” she said while reaching behind her for the board. “On my mark. One, two, three.” They got Mel situated on the board then quickly carried it to the wheeled gurney.  
 
    AJ was surprised at how light it was. Mel was short, but her movie persona made her seem more prominent. It was easy work for the two of them to get her settled and strapped into the gurney. AJ gently placed the jump bag near Mel’s feet and indicated with her head for Jose to start pushing.  
 
    Ed, true to his word, helped them navigate back out of the area. AJ breathed a little easier when they were outside again. The walls felt like they’d lost some width the second trek through. Ed shoved some emergency contact paper at her before she crawled into the back of the vehicle.  
 
    AJ’s body swayed with the movement of the truck as she focused intently on the monitors. The slow heartbeat made her brows furrow, and she was trying to find a cause for the decreased rate. “Hey Jose, can we go a little faster? Her heart rate is slowing, so the sooner we get to the hospital, the better.” She knew he knew that, but she felt useless, and just saying it felt like she was doing something.  
 
    “ETA fifteen, they are aware and waiting,” was all he supplied back to her. 
 
    She looked at the numbers again, and the heart rate was still falling until she saw the dreaded flat line. “Damn it, Cooper. NO. Starting compressions!” she yelled and climbed on top of the patient, straddling Melanie Cooper in the back of the vehicle. 
 
    AJ was used to providing care for patients while in the back of the ambulance, but that was usually with Alex driving. They were smooth in their turns. She was surprised when the vehicle turned suddenly, and she hadn’t tightened her stomach muscles in preparation and instead found herself thrown towards the side. She righted herself and started performing CPR.  
 
    It went that way through most of the trip, flung one way or another with each turn. She was still straddling Melanie’s hips when the truck slammed to a stop, which thrust AJ forward towards Mel’s head. The doors opened and the team waiting gawked at the sight. She straightened again and would have been embarrassed, except at that moment, the steady beep of Mel’s heart returned on the monitor, so only the overwhelming relief flooded AJ’s veins.  
 
    AJ took in a deep breath as she scampered off Mel’s body to report and transfer. The hospital team took the gurney while she and Jose followed, retelling what had happened and what they knew. AJ watched Mel’s limp body, which was transferred to the hospital gurney, disappear through swinging doors. Memories of today and the past encounter with Ms. Cooper were superimposed over each other: AJ reaching for help up, the disgust on Mel’s face, Mel asking for help, and AJ being there. She shook her head, knowing she could only ever count on herself for help. 
 
    AJ slapped Jose’s back. “Nice one, and good job. Let’s get back to the base, shall we?” She gave a tight, tired smile, which he returned, and motioned for him to walk ahead with the gurney back to the rig. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pain. That’s all Mel felt when she woke up. She was cocooned in a cloud of pain and just wanted a reprieve. Drugs or sleep, she honestly didn’t care which one, but something, anything.  
 
    Beep, beep, beep. 
 
    Well, then, not sleep with that incessant noise. Mel looked around to see if there was a plug she could pull. 
 
    “Oh my God, you’re up.” A shadow hurried over to her bed and looked down at her. The shadow was blurry, but the voice was familiar. “Mel, can you hear me?” The shadow said.  
 
     Mel heard a click near her head. She had to close her eyes quickly to block out the painful light. Who knew light could be a source of such blinding pain? She grunted, not able to form complete sentences and not knowing what she could say. What was the question again? 
 
    “Shit, sorry, Mel.” She heard the click again, and the red behind her eyelids turned black. 
 
    She peeked one eye open slowly and saw that the coast of the death light was clear before opening both eyes again. 
 
    The shadow reappeared, and she was slightly less groggy and able to make out Robert’s concerned face. “Hey,” she managed to squeeze out. Her voice didn’t seem to belong to her. “Wh–” She paused to clear her dry throat. “What are you doing here?” That sentence deserved a reward. She had never had to work so hard for a sentence before, and she was an actor. 
 
    “You know, I hear they have good food,” Rob said, his eyes crinkling with his smile. It quickly fell. “You scared the shit out of us, you know?” A second shadow stood over Rob’s shoulder, making it look like he had two heads.  
 
    Mel stared until the shape morphed into Andrew’s apprehensive face. “I’m okay, just didn’t want to use the stairs. Thought it would be faster to jump.” The accident was slowly coming back in bits. She remembered falling and pain; she wasn’t sure why her chest hurt or where that damn beeping was coming from. 
 
    Rob and Andrew’s shoulders were shaking with silent laughter, but it didn’t shake away the haunted look in either of their eyes. Andrew whispered something, and Rob shot him a warning look. 
 
    “What? Tell me.” She wanted to know what they weren’t saying. What was Rob trying to keep from her? Andrew whispered it again, but she shouldn’t make out what he said. “What?” She tried to lean in closer. 
 
    “They said you died in the ambulance. The paramedic had to resuscitate.” Andrew’s low, calm volume contradicted what was happening in her body. 
 
    The beeping became erratic, and both Rob and Andrew looked at the machine in panic. “It’s okay, just proof the news affected me a tad. I’m not a vampire.” She placed her hand over her heart to calm it. “So I died, huh?” She took a breath. “I didn’t see a large white light or a fiery pit of hell. That’s a bit of a let down then.” She tried for some humor, which was her go-to deflection method. 
 
    “We’re just glad you’re okay.” Rob squeezed her shoulder lightly. “Get some rest, and we’ll be back later tonight.” 
 
    She watched as Andrew and Rob gave a final wave. Died. She didn’t know how to process that information. Instead, she called for the nurse to see if there was a way to get a dose of meds. Maybe she didn’t have to process this quite yet. Perhaps she could save it for future Mel to deal with mentally and emotionally. Current Mel had a wave of good drugs to ride on. Her last thoughts were on the paramedic who saved her life. She’d need to thank them somehow.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    AJ was jostled awake with a knee to her ribs. She let out a pathetic yelp when she felt her shoulders pushed down and then grabbed, just to be slammed down again. It was like her whole body was in a bubble of an earthquake. 
 
    “Wake up, wake up, wake up.” With each slam of the shoulders, Kate chanted the words. AJ remembered how she used to wake up Kate when they were kids, knowing karma was screaming down at her years later. 
 
    “Just as effective as coffee, thank you, Kate. I am now indeed up.” She paused. “So you can stop shaking me, please.” Once the body-quake subsided, AJ sat up and rubbed her eyes. “To what do I owe this top-rated wake-up call?” 
 
    A flying projectile slapped her on her face. “Sorry, AJ, I didn’t mean to throw that so hard. But I think there is something you need to tell me, and I couldn’t wait any longer.” Kate bounced up and down on her knees, causing the bed to shake. 
 
    AJ grabbed the previously used assault weapon and opened the magazine. Her heart fluttered with anxiety palpitations when her eyes fell to the marked page. She was a nobody. Why would people take a picture of her? Well, they probably weren’t taking a photo of her per se, but still.  
 
    Her hands shook, and not because of the bed, as she flipped to the earmarked page. AJ found slight comfort in watching Kate from the corner of her eye. It did feel like Christmas, and Kate looked like she wanted to tear into AJ’s present. With trepidation, she opened the page, and there she was on top of Mel Cooper. It looked like she was kissing her. Well, most people wouldn’t have known it was her, but the others in the series had her climbing off Ms. Cooper and smiling. AJ knew it was because she had gotten the heartbeat back. The next one had her looking at Ms. Cooper longingly, which she didn’t remember doing. They just captured some sort of look. AJ didn’t have the energy to unpack any of this right now.  
 
    AJ flung the covers off and sat up against the headboard. She looked up at Kate, who was now statue-still, waiting for her reaction. “Well, it was an interesting night. I had to work with someone who doesn’t have their sea legs yet, but it was a relatively quiet night.” She paused for effect, watching Kate’s face get redder. AJ could practically hear the snarky comments she was going through in her head. “Oh, right.” AJ snapped her fingers, not able to take Kate’s struggles anymore. “One of the patients was Melanie Cooper. I forgot about that. Thanks for the reminder.” She threw the magazine back at Kate. 
 
    “Come on, give me more than that. AJ, please!”  
 
    AJ smiled. “Okay, I’ll tell you what happened, but I need a cup of coffee first.” She swung her legs over the bed and stretched.  
 
    “Oh God, if you’re going to be this slow about it, I’ll start the coffee, then details, AJ, details.” Kate hopped off the bed and ran into the kitchen, leaving AJ to her devices in getting ready for the day.  
 
    After dragging her feet a sufficient amount of time, AJ walked into the kitchen. “Parker get off to school okay?” she asked while grabbing a mug. 
 
    “You know she did, now please, AJ, I’m dying to know what happened. Son of a bitch, don’t you dare answer that.” AJ’s phone had started ringing, and Kate jumped to take it from her hands. 
 
    “I don’t even remember who this person is,” AJ said, looking at the readout. It just said Amy Bar. She shrugged and put the phone down. It started ringing again, and a few texts were coming in. She frowned at her phone. She was lucky if she got a call in a week. Plus, who called anymore?  
 
    “See,” Kate started and pointed at the phone, “it’s a big deal, now spill, please?” The desperation in her voice made AJ crack up. 
 
    “Okay, okay, you broke me down. I can’t tell you specifics, but a certain celebrity was hurt on the set of their movie.” Kate rolled her eyes at the lack of name but smiled and motioned for AJ to continue. “We got to the scene, and they were in bad shape, but we got the patient stable. En route to the hospital, the patient crashed.”  
 
    Kate gasped and held her hand to her heart. “No, oh my God, is she okay?” 
 
    “I started chest compressions, and Jose was driving. I wasn’t used to his driving style, so the action pitched me forward when he stopped. Hence picture one.” She pointed to the glossy evidence in the first picture. “The monitor picked up the heartbeat, and since we were at the hospital, I climbed off the patient. This smile is an ‘oh God, I’m glad I didn’t kill Melanie Cooper’ smile.” She pointed to picture two. 
 
    “So what is this smile then? Because I’ve got to say, AJ, I’ve never seen a smile like this on your face.” Kate looked closer. “Nope, never seen it.” She shook her head. 
 
    AJ looked at another call that was coming in. “Sorry, this is work. I’ve got to take it. Beckett,” she said as she answered. After a few hmm, yes, it was me, umm I suppose so, she got off the phone and walked to the window. 
 
    “What did work want? Do you have to go in?” Kate asked while grabbing more coffee. 
 
    “No, they just wanted to let me know Ms. Cooper and her people were asking around for information. You know my name and such, and asking if it was okay to give out my personal information.” AJ chewed on her lower lip, a habit she’d developed when she was nervous. “What if I messed up, and she is permanently hurt or angry and wants to sue me?” She started pacing the length of the living room. 
 
    “I can help if you want. I can ask some work people if you should be worried. Would you be okay with that, letting me tell them I’m your sister and getting some information?” 
 
    AJ looked up from her pacing. “Yes, absolutely. Are you kidding me? Thank you.” She reached out for a hug. 
 
    “Jeez, AJ, it’s like a thirty-second email, chill,” she said with a grin. “I’ll put out the feelers now. I’m sure it’s fine, and AJ, you’re a hero. It sounds like you saved Melanie Cooper’s life. Be proud of that.” She squeezed AJ’s shoulder and then went to send some emails into the ether. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel’s body was slowly healing. She could walk a whole length of the room now, to the bathroom and back. That was a feat worth celebrating. The pain was still constant, but she was ready to get out of the hospital room. 
 
    “Knock, knock.” A nurse and doctor walked into the room. The nurse flicked the stethoscope from around her neck while the doctor logged into the computer. “Blood pressure is good. Can we take a look at your wound?” The nurse motioned near her side. Mel lifted her shirt slightly so they could see the newly stitched wound.  
 
    The medical staff told her that the paramedic did a marvelous job stabilizing her, but she ended up needing a chest tube in the ER. She had cursed the paramedic’s soul a few times in moments of pure pain when every breath was a struggle and it felt like her ribs were caving in. But each passing day, the stronger she felt, the less cursing she did to the mysterious paramedic, and the balance shifted to gratitude sent out towards her savior. 
 
    “It’s healing nicely. I’m sure you’re ready to get home and make the rest of your recovery in the comfort of your bed. I’m going to discharge you today but want you to continue with PT. The shoulder and chest will be a little sore for a while, but I don’t see you having any setbacks with your age and health. Amazingly, you didn’t suffer more injuries at the height and angle you fell.” The nurse was marking info in the computer while the doctor was talking. “Do you have anyone who can pick you up?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll call my brother.” She nodded. 
 
    “Perfect, oh one last thing, would you mind if our privacy officer came to talk to you?”  
 
    Mel looked up. His demeanor had changed, but she couldn’t put her finger on the cause. “I guess.” She shrugged. Mel didn’t want other visits and just wanted to go home, but she was willing to listen to the doctor, and it was probably necessary. 
 
    “Great, I’ll go get her. She’s right outside.” He nodded to the nurse to follow him. 
 
    “What if I said no?” she mumbled to herself while texting her brother to see if he could pick her up today. 
 
    “Ms. Cooper, hi, I’m Sarah, the privacy officer here at Lawson Memorial Hospital.” She held out one hand while the other held a few papers. 
 
    “Hi, Sarah, what is it you need?” she asked. Sarah flinched slightly at Mel’s abrupt tone, but she wasn’t one for beating around the bush.  
 
    “Well, first, I have to say, I loved you as Zas. Such a good fit. But, here’s the thing.” She looked down at the paperwork, and if Mel guessed, she thought she looked a little uncomfortable. “We had a breach here. A few staff members looked up your medical record when they weren’t authorized to do so. They have been taken care of, but we have a few papers if you wouldn’t mind signing. Also, here are some resources if you want to take matters further.” 
 
    Mel sighed. She wasn’t surprised. People were inherently curious, and she didn’t hold that against anyone. “Honestly, I’ll sign what you need, but I don’t need to take this any further.” Sarah’s shoulders sagged in relief.  
 
      
 
    A little while later, Mel clutched the signed paperwork and walked out of the hospital. It was a miracle she was able to do so a few days from the accident. Halfway down the hallway, Mel had to stop and catch her breath, but Rob was gracious enough not to push her. She knew he was busy and didn’t want to keep him any longer than necessary. The hubbub at the nurse’s station seemed to increase as she made her way to freedom.  
 
    “I got a hold of the paramedic who saved you.” Rob opened up the conversation after they settled in the car. 
 
    Mel looked over to Rob in surprise. “Really? I didn’t know the companies would give out that type of information.”  
 
    “It’s pretty common for people to want to thank their rescuers even though it’s not best practice to give out the information. But before I heard back from the company, we got an email from the paramedic’s sister. We just hired her a few weeks ago as the new IT and web security manager. She wanted to see if anyone knew what your intentions were.” Rob laughed and looked over. 
 
    Mel looked out the window, listening, and saw her face wrinkle in confusion in the reflection. “Intentions, what do you mean?” 
 
    “It sounded like the sister, Kate, was trying to make sure we weren’t going to sue her sister or become outraged at the treatment she provided. It’s cute how protective she is of AJ. It reminds me of us. That’s the paramedic’’s name. AJ,” Rob finished. 
 
    Mel went over the name, tracing it in her mind, and sent thanks to the universe for AJ. Nurses throughout her stay mentioned the placement of her IV and the needle decompression work for her collapsed lung. They kept whispering ‘lucky to be alive.’ The EMT had saved her life, and now she had a solid name. She looked down at her chest, which was only slightly visible. A bruise had spread across the area where two hands had started her heart again. The mark was a physical reminder that she owed someone her life, a temporary tattoo of being indebted. 
 
    “Do you think we could invite her over for dinner or something? Would that be okay?” She wiped the small tear that was threatening to fall. Mel felt such a pull of gratitude towards this stranger, and she wasn’t sure where to put all her emotions. 
 
    “I don’t see why we can’t ask. When would you be up for the company?” Rob asked while turning into her driveway.  
 
    “Maybe in a week? I still have to deal with a few things with the movie, and I want to have better stamina and less pain.” She gestured down to her broken body. 
 
    “Okay, how about next Sunday? You can take the duo to a restaurant.” Rob had scrambled out of the car and was now beside her, helping her to the door. 
 
    “Duo? I thought there was only one?” Melanie asked as she continued shuffling through the driveway, unconsciously rubbing the mark on her chest. 
 
    “There was a driver and the paramedic in the back. I’m getting the impression AJ wouldn’t be as amiable to a meet-up if it weren’t with the two of them who worked on you. It’s probably safest to invite them both to dinner, right?” Rob tilted his head in question. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.” She shrugged, not caring who showed up as long as she could thank AJ, the one who was in the back of the truck, in person. “I think Sunday would work. I’ve got it from here.” She stopped in front of her door. “I know you’ve got a million things to do, and I’ve added a few things to your plate.” She gave a self-deprecating smile. “Thanks for picking me up, though.” 
 
    “You know I’d drop anything to help you out. You’re my biggest client, you know.” He went in for an incredibly light hip check. “Oh, also, just to warn you, there are articles out about AJ being your love interest. A picture of you getting to the hospital was leaked. Your face was mostly covered, but they got AJ’s looking like an action hero. I’m going to reach out to her sister to see if she needs any help with publicity, but I don’t want you blindsided with any questions either,” he finished as they got to the front door. 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense. I’m not in any place to go looking at the stories. If AJ, or her family, needs any help in that regard, please do what you can. I’ll cover the costs.” 
 
    “Of course.” He shook his head and gave her a small smile.  
 
    They hugged, and Mel made her way to the empty house. She threw her keys on the counter and limped to the kitchen. Since nobody knew when she’d be home, and she didn’t have much of an appetite on the pain meds, Mel scraped together a pitiful snack of a few wrinkled grapes and cheese where she had to cut around some mold, then she settled on the couch.  
 
    Rob and Andrew had swung by the studio a few days before to pick up her personal belongings and car. The belongings were on a neatly stacked pile on the coffee table in front of her. She glanced at her phone that was lit up with notifications. She was surprised the battery hadn’t drained at this point with how it kept lighting up. 
 
    Mel wrapped her fingers around the phone and clicked it off. She didn’t want to deal with the masses right now. She only wanted to wallow, drink some wine, even though mixing with the pain pill she just consumed wasn’t recommended, and count her lucky stars she was alive to be annoyed with her pesky device. She sipped on the wine and picked at the pathetic plate of food.  
 
    Her mind went over the fall. She didn’t have the montage of her life flashing that people talked about; no, it was more of a black hole she was falling through. A pit of sadness and seclusion that crushed her heart before she even hit the ground. She had millions of fans, but she felt alone.      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ’s hand shook as she reached out to the door handle. Right before she made contact with the handle, it swung open, almost clocking her in the chin. She took a step back, startled, and ran directly into someone. Her body was screaming to turn around and run, but her mind knew she couldn’t do that to Kate since she had to work with this family. 
 
    “Sorry,” she mumbled in a huff.  Most of the air in her lungs had gone to the wayside after knocking into the person behind her. 
 
    “It’s okay, use all your klutziness out on me before we meet Melanie,” Jose responded with a chuckle as they walked through the now open doors. AJ gave a nod to the wait staff as she walked by. “This is my wife, Anika.” He gestured to the person beside him. She was at least six inches shorter than Jose’s small 5’6” fame. 
 
    A dark hand made its way across Jose’s back, landing on his hip before holding the other one out to shake. “A pleasure.” Her voice was light, and the laughter lines deep along the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “Hi, Anika. I’m AJ. Nice to meet you,” AJ replied as they walked up to the host desk. AJ looked at both of them. “Do you know what name it’s under?”  
 
    “Melanie, maybe?” Jose responded, looking at the well-dressed man behind the desk. His pen was poised, ready to take a name down. 
 
    AJ let Jose and Anika sort out the reservation as she subtly looked around. It was a fancy restaurant that she felt had no business walking by, let alone stepping inside. She looked down at her summer dress, flats, and light cardigan, feeling small when a man in a three-piece suit walked behind her and scoffed. Her cheeks flamed and belly churned at clearly feeling as welcome as a popcorn kernel stuck in one’s teeth. 
 
    “If you don’t have a reservation, then really I must insist you try the Applebee’s a few blocks do–” The host trailed off when Melanie Cooper walked through the doors. He reached out and started physically pushing Anika out of the way to make room for Melanie, which caused AJ’s blood pressure to skyrocket.  
 
    “Hey, don’t put your hands on her. We have every right to stand here even if someone more to your standards walks through the door.” She flicked her head towards Melanie behind her. “Doesn’t mean we don’t deserve common decency.” AJ was frozen, and the indignant puff of fire was quickly burning out, replaced by cold ash. 
 
    The man was immobile. His hand was still on Anika’s arm. She looked at it then back at him, where he finally, albeit at a glacier’s pace, removed the offending appendage. “My apologies,” he muttered before straightening up. “But you don’t have a reservation. I must insist you leave. We are booked months in advance.” He barely gave them another glance before smiling widely at Melanie. The smile was like ripping off a mask to something even uglier underneath.  
 
    AJ was at her limit and tried to think about utilizing her beautiful daughter to get her out of this toxic dinner, a dinner that was quickly unraveling at the seams. Couldn’t Melanie just send a card and be done with it? A light sheen of sweat coated her hands. 
 
    She looked back to the front door, but Melanie’s face was blocking her view. She had walked right up to her with her hand out. Instinct took over as she reached out and enveloped her larger hands in Melanie’s delicate ones. “Please tell me you’re AJ, or this might be an awkward handshake.” Her voice was different from what AJ was used to hearing in the movies. In person, it was more 3D, a lifetime of personality, pain, and laughter behind the sound. 
 
    The light joke broke some of AJ’s tension, but only slightly. A hairline crack opened in her defenses, and she smiled as she let go of her hand. She blushed at how clammy hers must have felt. “It’s a good thing I am AJ. And this is Jose, he was driving the rig, and this is his wife, Anika.” AJ gestured to the group. 
 
    As Melanie turned to give Jose and Anika handshakes, AJ grabbed the free moment to take a second and observe Melanie. There was a slight limp, and it looked like she was favoring her left side, but all things considered, she was fortunate. 
 
    When Melanie turned back to AJ, a small smile was on her lips, and it looked like her eyes were searching for something in hers. Not knowing what she could provide, she gave a small smile then turned back to the now wide-eyed man behind the desk. His demeanor had changed entirely, and he was now looking sheepish as they got deeper into the introductions. He also seemed to be looking around, perhaps trying to stop his manager? She wanted to stick out her tongue in triumphant glory but refrained, barely. 
 
    Melanie’s eyes followed AJ’s track, and her hands went to her hips. “So what is this about them not getting a reservation? It should be under the name Cooper.” The cool tone caused goosebumps to pimple along AJ’s arm.  
 
    Melanie was a force. Watching her calmly but firmly talk to the host, navigate the patrons’ many craning necks, and then finally settle into the chair with an elegant dip to her legs, there might have been more to Melanie Cooper than AJ first realized. The flight bubble AJ felt was slowly receding.  
 
    They were seated in a private room; AJ briefly wished she’d brought Kate as a plus one. Kate knew what to say and how to keep a conversation flowing like champagne. Servers, silent as ninjas, handed the menus out. She had just taken a sip of water and started coughing it up when she got a look at the prices. A small starter salad was twenty-three dollars. The numbers began swimming as her eyes watered; she tried hard to keep from spitting out the water on the nice tablecloth. 
 
    “You okay there, AJ?” Jose stood up and started walking towards her from the opposite side of the table. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she finally rasped. “Water took a trek down the wrong tube, but I’m okay. Thanks, Jose.” 
 
    They went around the table ordering, and AJ gulped when it was her turn. She knew they were a guest of Melanie’s right now but didn’t feel right having her have to pay more than thirty dollars on a meal. It was slim pickings to find something that fit the criteria but she finally landed on the side salad and a soup. Still close to thirty, her stomach might hate her soon, but her conscience would sleep better. 
 
    AJ looked up, and Melanie’s face was tilted, studying her. She raised her glass and cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention. Since there weren’t that many people at the table, it didn’t take long. AJ noticed the frown when Melanie’s eyes fell to her water glass. No, there wasn’t any way she would add to the cost and get a drink. “First off, I want to say thank you. Jose, your driving skills got me to the hospital in time. And your wife is delightful. You are a treasure. Thank you.” She pushed her glass towards him in a salute before turning her head to AJ. “AJ, I wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for you. Thank you.” 
 
    The words sounded sincere but slightly unfinished. AJ wanted to push, but the food had arrived. The smells from other plates were mouthwatering, and AJ’s stomach gurgled in not so silent protest at the tiny salad and sloppy soup. Sighing, she grabbed a fork. 
 
    “Mellie, I thought that was you.” 
 
    AJ turned to the new voice and nearly had the fork tumble out of her hand. Rebecca Miller was standing in the doorway. She looked away, not knowing where to put her eyes in a room with two stars. Her eyes landed on Anika, and she watched as she turned from listening to something Jose said to the voice as well, her eyes bigger than AJ’s salad plate. 
 
    AJ’s eyes flicked to Melanie’s and she was surprised to see her jaw clamped and eyes tight. “What are you doing here, Rebecca?” The cold tone wasn’t just back. AJ was shocked her glass of water hadn’t frozen over. 
 
    “I saw you come in. I’m about to leave, but I wanted to check in and see how you were doing.” She paused and looked around the room as if just now noticing the others. “What are you doing with these folks, Mellie? Come on, there is this party at Gary’s house,” she continued. 
 
    The way she said it was just an expectation that AJ, Jose, and Anika should be pushed aside for something better. And if AJ was honest with herself, she didn’t want to stick around to have that happen. The wilted salad provided an excellent metaphor for her feelings. She stood up suddenly, the chair scraping back and almost knocking over. “I’ve got to go anyway. Umm, thanks for dinner. Glad you’re okay. Anika, it was great to meet you, and Jose, I’ll see you at work.” The words towards the end were bleeding together, but she thought the point came across anyway. 
 
    She was ready to put this dreadful experience behind her. Turning, she had to wait for Rebecca to step to the side. It sounded like Melanie was saying something, but the pounding in her ears kept her from hearing her properly. 
 
    It felt like she couldn’t breathe. She rushed through the fancy restaurant knowing Melanie would struggle to find her or keep up. She ran through the restaurant, bumper car-ing through the restaurant as her hips felt like they hit every corner table. 
 
    When she got outside, fresh air soothed her overheated skin, and crisp air entered her lungs in deep gulps. She saw the world through the rain falling from her eyes as she stumbled back to the car. After a while of holding tight on the wheel to ground her and utilizing some of Parker’s coping mechanisms to stave off a full-blown panic attack, AJ was ready to put some distance between herself and the experience.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Melanie was pacing, or she tried with her limp. Was there a word for pacing with a limp, plimping maybe? What she couldn’t make up for in distance or speed, she more than made up for in sheer determination. She flicked her wrist to see the time. Perfect. At this rate, she’d hit ten thousand steps by midweek; at least it was passing the time waiting for Rob. She had to talk through the hurricane in her head, and he was a prime candidate.  
 
    Her mind tried to sort through the previous night. She’d arrived at the restaurant a little late, and her steps faltered when she saw a tall woman wearing a dress that hugged her curves in the right places. Her eyes trekked over her body like her eyes were a TSA wand looking for metal. That was until she heard the conversation. AJ was upset when the host put a hand on her friend and defended her without a moment’s hesitation. She almost went mamma bear on the man, and it was a sight to witness. 
 
    Then the dinner progressed. AJ seemed quiet. Maybe she didn’t like the food. All she ordered was a tiny salad and soup. She didn’t get any alcohol either. Mel’s head pounded, trying to pinpoint what she’d done wrong. They hadn’t talked much, so Mel couldn’t figure out where things dissolved. She had tried to catch up to her, but those long legs were meant for booking fast when needed. Even if Mel were at a hundred percent, she’d still have had trouble keeping up.  
 
    She could walk in circles and never have the epiphany she was looking for, and that was all before Rebecca walked in and seemed to put everything into more of a tailspin, which was why Rob was coming over: to help her untangle the brain nest that occurred during the evening.  
 
    Right on cue, the door chimed, indicating someone driving up the driveway. Mel looked into the camera and was relieved to see the cavalry. 
 
    “Rob, thank you for coming,” Mel said as she flung the door open. 
 
    “Of course. Let’s open this up and talk things through.” He held an unopened bottle of wine and wiggled it side to side. 
 
    “Perfect. Go ahead and get comfortable in the living room. I’ll bring us some glasses.” 
 
    Minutes later, they were both seated in the large living area. Rob had taken the armchair, leaving Mel the couch. She felt like a therapy patient and leaned into it by lying down entirely on the couch. “Doctor, I’ve got a problem,” she started, pausing when Rob laughed heartily. She sat back up and told the whole story of the night prior. 
 
    When she finished retelling, they both needed refills, and Mel happily went to replenish their drinks, giving Rob time to process what she’d told him. 
 
    Coming back with full armor in the shape of wine, she took a fortifying gulp before asking, “Well? What are your thoughts?” 
 
    He rubbed his chin, which had slight stubble growing. The scratchy sound grated on her nerves. “What made you choose that restaurant?” he asked after taking a sip. 
 
    “The restaurant? Why are you focusing there? Surely there are more relevant things to talk about?” If she were standing, a foot might have slammed down in petulance. Luckily for everyone, she was sitting. 
 
    “Mels Bells. Think about it for a second. The restaurant starts it all. You took a group of non-actors to one of the fanciest restaurants in LA. I’m not saying it was a bad choice, but some people don’t enjoy having the class disparity shoved into their faces. Do you enjoy eating there?” His tone was light, providing an alternate way of thinking. One which she had never considered. He never talked down to her or made her feel stupid for not seeing things the way others might. 
 
    She twitched her lips from side to side in thought. After a bit, she replied, “No, it’s pretentious, and the food isn’t excellent, especially taking into consideration the price point.” She paused for a second. “Okay, I can see your perception of the restaurant. Do you think that might be why she only got a small salad and soup? To not take advantage, or balancing out the disparity by ordering modestly?” 
 
    “As I said, it all starts with the restaurant. Yes, I think that’s a big part of the mindset.” He thought for a second. “She seems like good people. We are enjoying working with her sister as well.” 
 
    Mel looked up with light in her eyes. “Could we invite them here for a family thing? I feel terrible for not thinking about those factors. Rob, she saved my life. I barely got to thank her. She deserves more than what she got.” 
 
    Rob tilted his head, looking at her thoughtfully. “I think that’s a great idea. I’ll see if Kate and I can set it up.” He stood up. “I should go.” 
 
    She struggled off the couch to hug her brother. “Thanks, Robby. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She squeezed his shoulders before dropping her hands. 
 
    “You’d probably have a few more headaches trying to figure out the human psyche. Just remember, it’s not always you. I know you put a lot of effort in trying to learn from your mistakes in social situations, but sometimes it’s not you,” he said as he left with a wave. 
 
    Mel felt slightly lighter having talked things through. There was still a tickle of a headache, but the ache in her heart had lessened somewhat. A butterfly seemed to be let loose in her belly as Mel’s thoughts turned to long legs and a summer dress. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ sat at the studio, waiting for inspiration for the next part of the painting to strike. She looked at Parker, who had her nose in a book. The group had five minutes more of free time before the group leader gathered the kids together and class started. Today they were going to work on socialization. Parker loved the art, science, and reading classes, and recently they had a cooking class that seemed to spark enjoyment. Each class sprinkled in coping techniques, training, and communication while working on a project.  
 
    AJ took a sip of the orange zest tea, immediately transporting her back to the first time she walked into the building three years prior. She smiled, thinking back to that day. 
 
    AJ was at the library trying to figure out what to do with a four-year-old. Parker didn’t appear to be developing at the same rate as the other kids. All AJ cared about was that she was screaming, and she couldn’t figure out why. Parker wasn’t able to communicate, and AJ was close to breaking down. 
 
    She quickly Googled places for special kids, not knowing what else to put and knowing she didn’t have much time with the librarian side-eyeing her and frowning at the screaming child. The ECF popped up, not two blocks away.  
 
    It was a beacon of light. As soon as AJ and Parker walked in, they ushered a screaming Parker to a room where she could take out her frustrations. An angel in khakis handed her a mug of tea and gave her a safe space to break down. The angel turned out to be Sandra, who had a knowing smile. Her son Zander was about Parker’s age, and they hit it off swimmingly. 
 
    This center had saved AJ’s sanity. Without it, she would have been bald by now from pulling her hair out. And it wasn’t just benefitting Parker; AJ was also given coping strategies to succeed with her child.  
 
    The door opened and closed, pulling AJ out of the past. Wesley, the center’s director, stopped briefly to talk with Sandra before making his way to where AJ perched on a stool. 
 
    “Looking good there, AJ. When do you think the painting will be done?” He leaned into her space and being on a stool, there wasn’t much she could do to reinstate her bubble. More than anything, she tried to get away from the garlic and smoke smell that his breath emanated. 
 
    “A few more sessions, and I should be done with it.” She looked back at the painting, starting to see a vague outline of the next part. 
 
    “When you’ve completed it, don’t forget to drop it off before you leave.” It was their routine: AJ used the supplies, and they took the painting.  
 
     “Oh, I meant to ask. Do you have the one I did a few weeks ago in storage somewhere? I want to send it to my friend who just moved to Oregon.” 
 
    Wesley stepped back, slightly shocked. “I’ll have to take a look. We are providing the paint and canvas.”  
 
    That was a weird statement, but she shrugged it off. “No rush, I just would like to send it to them.” She dipped the paintbrush in water as if trying to wash the sentence away. Parker’s laugh and Sandra’s loud clap chased away any feelings on the matter, and by the end of the session, as Parker and AJ sat with ice cream, the conversation was all but forgotten. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Um, what?” AJ paced along the aisle of the grocery store. “No, don’t walk away, Kate Beckett. What did you agree to?” 
 
    Kate looked at a can of green beans like they could grow a stalk that she could crawl up, out of the conversation. 
 
    “Put down the beans. No one in our family likes green beans, and they aren’t magic. What did you say about Sunday?” 
 
    Kate put the can down but continued to pick the label. “Well, it all happened so fast.” She turned around quickly to face AJ, and AJ could only smile at her panicked look. “You know my boss, Rob? We had a pleasant video chat, and he assured me Melanie wanted to try and thank you again. Everyone knows the dinner was a disaster. Melanie talked with Rob, and Rob wasn’t aware of where she made reservations. She wanted to show her appreciation but didn’t think of what would be best for everyone, and wanted to try again, just our family and hers. We’ve cordially been invited to Ms. Cooper’s house, where Rob’s husband, who is a world famous chef, I might add, wants to cook for us. Parker is invited, of course. It sounds like they want to do something nice and make up for dinner.” She paused for a breath, then continued, “Come on, AJ, it could be fun. Plus, aren’t you getting sick of noodles? Neither one of us is a great cook.” When she still didn’t get the reaction she wanted, Kate went for the jugular. “Think about Parker. She hasn’t stopped talking about the magazine lady since the ice cream incident, and it tripled after the work party.” 
 
    AJ sighed, knowing Kate had a point. She could put on a mask of happiness being in the same room as Melanie Cooper for one more night, for her daughter. “Okay, one,” she held out her finger then pointed to Kate as she went on, “that was a low blow, and you know it.” Kate looked sufficiently chastised. “Two, I guess we are going to Melanie Cooper’s house. It’s a good thing I don’t have to work that day, but what does one wear to a movie star’s house? I don’t like this.” AJ wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. 
 
    She didn’t care about celebrities, but she’d hated being so out of her element at the restaurant. Maybe a chill dinner at a house would go better. Three of the four times she’d run into Melanie, at least one of them was on the ground. AJ turned at the exciting squeal coming from Parker. 
 
    “She said yes?” Parker’s eyes were bright, and she was bouncing on her toes. She looked at Kate, who had just broken the news of the dinner, and the matching excitement shining from their eyes wasn’t something AJ wanted to see dim anytime soon. 
 
    AJ’s heart started fluttering at the thought of walking into Ms. Cooper’s house. She groaned at the thought of awkward conversation. “What should we bring? Ice cream?” She chuckled at her joke. Kate rolled her eyes, but Parker nodded her head immediately. 
 
    “Yes, Mom, we should. Can we get sprinkles?”  
 
    AJ laughed at her daughter’s enthusiasm. “Okay, you’ve worn me down, kid. Let’s hit the ice cream aisle.” 
 
    “What do you mean hit the aisle?” Parker looked up with furrowed brows. 
 
    “Sorry, Sweet Pea, I mean go walk down the dessert aisle.” She smiled slightly at her daughter’s confusion. 
 
    Conversation from Parker and Kate buzzed around AJ as the little group walked. AJ’s mind turned back to the Sunday night plans. She took a deep breath, knowing she’d have to use these next few days to center herself for the craziness to come. One thing about her interactions with Mel so far, they hadn’t included a dull moment.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Nine 
 
     
 
    AJ, Parker, and Kate tumbled out of the Jeep that AJ had parked in front of Melanie Cooper’s house. AJ’s hands were slightly shaking as they walked up the walkway to the house. They passed what looked like slight tire tracks down by the rose bed that framed the driveway, and Parker pointed out the blemish on the immaculate lawn. AJ wondered how much Melanie paid her gardeners, then rolled her eyes. It didn’t matter. She felt undeserving to walk on this pavement. Like her shoes weren’t worthy of the trip. If it weren’t for Parker’s excited bouncing or the fact that Kate strategically placed herself as the caboose of their little train, causing an inconvenience in her ability to retreat, she would have turned around before making it to the door. 
 
    “Mom, did you grab the ice cream?” Parker asked, turning around suddenly. AJ was in such a state she rammed right into her. “Ow, mom, geez.” 
 
    Kate laughed from behind them. “I have dessert. Come on, kiddo, we’re running a little late, so can you run up and ring the doorbell?”  
 
    AJ watched her daughter’s curls bounce as she ran up the porch. She was always in awe of the independence and strength of her sweet pea. Her eyes then fell to Parker’s pant leg, and she pointed before whispering, “Oh God, Kate, why are those pants like four inches too short? I need to run home and get her changed.” AJ turned back towards the car, and Kate grabbed her arm to flip her back towards the house. She saw the door open, and her heart sank—nope, no going back now. 
 
    “Take a chill pill, AJ. I think those are capris. She’s fine.” Kate held onto her arm as they walked onto the porch. 
 
    “Mom, this is Melanie. Melanie, this is my mom.” Parker had come down a step to grab her hand and drag her to the door. She apparently wasn’t walking fast enough for Parker’s liking. 
 
    AJ got to the top and stopped. “Hi, I’m AJ, or mom. I’ll answer to either, honestly. Thanks for having me again. It wasn’t necessary.” AJ blushed. Smooth. She cleared her throat, “And this is my sister, Kate.” She motioned to her side. Kate finally let go of her arm, downgrading her from flight risk status. 
 
    Mel smiled and held her hand out to Kate first, then turned to AJ. “The pleasure is all mine; thanks for coming again.” Her smile was wide, and her handshake lingered. AJ wondered where all this charisma was the first time they met. AJ smiled tightly and dropped her hand. “Please come in.” She turned to walk back in the door and opened it wide. 
 
    “Parker, take off your shoes, please,” AJ called as Parker bolted inside. 
 
    Mel’s neck popped when she whipped her head at learning the child’s name. She then stared at the Converse Parker was slipping out of and then back at Parker’s face. Her eyes were wide, and AJ wondered what that was about and made a mental note to ask later. 
 
    They walked through the open concept home, Mel pointing out a bathroom and living room. AJ could hear the bubbling of conversation and laughter as they walked towards the kitchen. The smells could be criminal. They created a pool of water in your mouth that made you choke. The slightly spicy and tangy aroma tickled her nose, making AJ want to sneeze but also eat everything within smelling range. 
 
    “This is my brother Rob and his husband–” 
 
    “Andrew,” AJ and Mel said at the same time. Mel looked at her with her shocked eyebrows in her hairline. “He saved me from a rather intense interaction with someone at the work party,” AJ continued.  
 
    Andrew said something to Mel that caused her to swat his arm. It sounded something like ‘tall drink of water,’ but that didn’t make sense. AJ shook her head. “This is my sister Kate and daughter Parker,” AJ finished. 
 
    “So we have two heroes in the house then, huh,” Rob replied while shaking their hands. 
 
    “Mom, didn’t you say we could get in the pool?” Parker asked. She was hiding behind AJ’s leg. 
 
    “Yes, if it’s okay with your mom, you can get in the pool. Dinner will still be a bit out, but before you change, I’ve got something for you. Hold on.” 
 
    AJ watched Mel limp away quickly. It wasn’t to stare at her ass. Nope, it was to see if she was healing all right. She gave a mental slap to her forehead. The knowing smirk Kate provided wasn’t helping. 
 
    “So, Andrew, I hear you’re an okay cook,” Kate supplied, twisting her hand back and forth. The action caused Rob and Andrew to laugh and AJ to throw a slap to her shoulder. 
 
    “I knew we made a good hire when you came on. Can I get you two anything to drink?” Rob asked while turning to the fridge. 
 
    “I’ll take a beer if you have one. Oh, I forgot. Parker wanted us to bring some ice cream. Hope that’s okay?” Kate held up the bag hanging from her arm. 
 
    After seeing the house and the dinner, AJ’s cheeks heated from the cheap ice cream and few toppings they brought. She wasn’t cut out for fancy dinner parties. 
 
    “This is perfect. I was complaining to Rob that I forgot the ice cream for my brownie dish later. Thank you.” Andrew grabbed the bag and placed the sprinkles on the counter before putting the tub in the freezer. 
 
    Rob’s eyes narrowed at the sprinkles. “Is this a joke?” He pointed at the jar, his voice rising a little. 
 
    “Those are my favorite for ice cream,” Parker stated. AJ looked down at her daughter, then back at Rob. 
 
    “It’s just there was an incident with ice cream and sprinkles a few months back, and I need to make sure this isn’t some laugh-fest you were planning on putting on the internet.” 
 
    AJ backed away, her cheeks now fully on fire. She was looking towards the door, ready to grab Parker and make their escape. She felt a light touch on her shoulder. 
 
    “If you think my sister would do that, then we might need to leave. But if you did any research, you’d know that it was AJ that was knocked over that day.” Kate’s voice was calm but firm. 
 
    Tears were threatening to fall in AJ’s humiliation. “She’s right. I wouldn’t ever use your sister that way, and if you think I would, then it’s probably best to call it a night.” AJ said most of this to the floor, but it was loud enough to get the point. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why would you want to leave?” Everyone turned at Mel’s voice. She clutched a book to her chest, and she looked between Rob, Andrew, and Kate. She tried looking at AJ, but only got the view of her forehead as she stared at the floor. 
 
    Mel started switching weight from one foot to another, leaning side to side in agitation at the lack of response. She was excited to get to know AJ and her family and was in absolute shock when she saw Parker’s shoes, knowing she’d be able to return her book to her. Her heart was thudding, waiting to see what she’d walked in on and why everyone was going to leave. 
 
    “Well, why would you want to leave?” she repeated when nobody said anything. 
 
    “Mom’s embarrassed because of the sprinkles,” Parker started and pointed to a container of rainbow sprinkles on the counter. Mel’s face heated at the memory of falling and having a trail of sprinkles follow her to her car. “You ran her over, then Rob got mad saying she was making fun of you, but really, it’s just my favorite on ice cream. It’s my fault.” Parker looked down at the ground, matching her mother’s pose. Before she bowed her head, Mel caught the tears glistening. 
 
    The look broke whatever hold was on everyone.  
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Mel started. 
 
    “We should go,” AJ said at the same time. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rob threw in. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait, hold up.” Andrew’s booming voice loomed over everyone. “It sounds like there is an explanation, and to be perfectly honest, it sounds miraculous. And I’m not one for letting miracles walk out the door on a little miscommunication, okay?” 
 
    Kate took a sip of her beer. “It’s like a soap opera. You can’t make this stuff up. Andrew has a point, though. We need to clear the air.” 
 
    “First things first. Parker, this is not your fault at all.” AJ got to Parker’s level and looked her in the eye. “Sweet Pea, look at me, please.” Mel’s heart melted at the level of love that radiated from AJ’s eyes. “It is not your fault, okay? It sounds like it was a miscommunication which we are going to talk through. But you did nothing wrong, okay?” She paused. “Can you acknowledge what I said and repeat, please.”  
 
    “It’s not my fault. Grown-ups need to talk it out, but I didn’t do anything wrong,” Parker supplied while a tear fell from her cheek. 
 
    “Perfect, Sweet Pea. Now, do you want to change into your swimsuit?” AJ gave a small smile when Parker nodded. “Your suit is in my purse by the door.” 
 
    Mel looked down at her hands. “Oh, wait, Parker, I think this is yours. You left it in the office at the party a few months back. It’s a great book… maybe we could discuss it?” Mel held out the book to the child. 
 
    She reverently took it in her tiny hands and turned to her mom. “Mom, Mom, Mom, look.” She started bouncing on her toes.  
 
    “See! Miraculous,” Andrew hummed under his breath while taking a sip of wine. 
 
    “I see it, Parker. How about you put it in my purse so it doesn’t get lost.”  
 
    Mel liked the slight smile on AJ’s lips when she glanced over to her. She then watched the brown curls bounce as Parker ran towards the front door. The girl seemed all springs and coils. Tigger came to mind: bouncy, trouncy fun, fun, fun, she just barely stopped herself from saying that out loud. 
 
    “I feel like I missed something,” Mel said when she turned back to the group huddled in the kitchen. “I will admit sprinkles cause me to feel queasy, but that’s just because there was an unfortunate incident. Did Parker say that was you?” She turned fully to AJ. She tried not to find the blush coating AJ’s cheeks cute, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Yup.” AJ put extra emphasis on the ‘p,’ then brought her lips into her mouth, like she was chewing on them from making a further comment. 
 
    “That’s a lot of coincidences. Are you sure you’re not following Mel?” Rob had his eyes narrowed at AJ again.  
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Rob!” Andrew and Kate both exclaimed at the same time. They grinned at each other. 
 
    “Excuse me, Melanie.” Mel looked down at Parker’s voice. She had just changed to her swimsuit and was holding a magazine open. “Would you sign this? It will complete the picture.” She shyly held it up for Melanie to get a better look. Parker held the pen in her other hand, but it was flicking from side to side so fast it looked like a fan. 
 
    Mel looked down at the picture splashed across the page. Two signatures were already marking the page, AJ and Parker’s near their own photos. Mel’s eyes traveled to the image and was appalled at her face looking so sneery. Was sneery a word? She made a mental note to Google it later. She gently took the pen, which had calmed slightly from Parker’s fidgeting hand, and smiled. “I’d be honored.”  
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” AJ said, motioning to the magazine. “Parker, where did you get the magazine? I didn’t even see it in the bag.”  
 
    Mel wanted to take an eraser to AJ’s face to stop her from blushing so much. She didn’t have anything to be embarrassed about. “I don’t mind. Promise. We can’t have Parker here missing out on the whole set.” Mel placed her name next to theirs, secretly enjoying the look of their names together. She smiled at the thought. 
 
    “AJ? How about you and Mel keep an eye out on Parker. Kate, I could use your help with some chopping if you don’t mind, and Rob, hun, if you could start on the salad, please?” Andrew said, throwing a wink Mel’s way. She knew Andrew was a desperate matchmaker, but in this case, she didn’t mind the idea one bit. She smiled and nodded. 
 
    “This way, shall we?” Mel motioned for AJ and Parker to follow her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ rubbed her cheeks while following Mel through the house. They seemed to be in simmer mode, and she couldn’t figure out how to turn them down. The boiling shame that was bubbling in her gut was close to sputtering over. She hoped the night would be salvageable. 
 
    Her eyes fell to Parker as they stepped out on the deck. She delicately checked the temperature of the pool before nodding once. The brown ringlets of her hair glistened off the shimmering pool and AJ quickly took out her phone to capture the image of her smiling child. 
 
    “Mom, Mom, watch.” Parker had backed up and was now walking fast to the edge, cannonballing right into the infinity pool and causing a large splash to the patio. The wave of excess water tickled AJ and Mel’s toes. AJ hunched her shoulders and looked over sheepishly at Mel. She was relieved to see a small smile gracing Mel’s normally stoic face. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” AJ said as they got settled into seats near the pool. They were now outside the water drop zone but still close enough if something were to happen to Parker. 
 
    “Oh, please.” Mel waved off her apology. “The pool doesn’t get nearly enough use. It’s nice to hear the splashes and giggles.” She grinned at Parker’s bobbing head. “She’s a great swimmer.” 
 
    AJ’s gaze wandered in Parker’s direction, her hair plastered to her head, causing her to look smaller than usual. “Yeah, there is this class we take for autistic kids. They teach them skills for the world, and one year they had a swimming class. She enjoyed that one.” AJ hadn’t been able to keep her in that class, as it was more expensive. There were a lot of tears from both parties when AJ broke the news to Parker. A layer of sadness settled on her shoulders now, watching Parker laugh and frolic in the water. She briefly wondered how she’d get her out of the pool when the time came. 
 
    “While it’s just us, I wanted to thank you properly.” Mel was playing with the pattern on the table, tracing the lines from the tabletop. “You saved my life.” Mel looked up and stared directly into her eyes. The emotion behind the blue eyes looked like a map of the world.  
 
    AJ thought she saw a little pin of where they were standing, marking time and location. 
 
    “It wasn’t anything. I honestly would have said no to this dinner, but since my sister works for Rob–” AJ stopped talking when she noticed Mel’s face fall slightly at her words. “I mean, I was just doing my job, Ms. Cooper.” She shrugged.  
 
    “Mel,” Melanie whispered. “Please call me Mel. And it’s not nothing.” Her voice was getting louder. “I know you see it as a job, but I wouldn’t be here if you weren’t there. You know–” She grabbed AJ’s arm. “I talked with the doctor and nurses, and they all said I was alive because of the paramedic. I wish there was something I could do.” Mel looked around. She seemed almost lost, and AJ’s heart broke a little for her. 
 
    “I mean, there were two of us, Ms. Coo—Mel.” She shrugged and laughed when Mel’s vicious head shake caused some hair to flip into her eye. 
 
    “Okay, fine, there were two of you, but I did some digging, and did you know when you’re on call you have a success rate of 98 percent? Most people’s numbers run at 87 percent. You’re special, AJ, just sit with the compliment. Don’t deflect it; let it seep into your skin.”  
 
    AJ was floored with the teasing tilt in her voice. “You win, Mel. I’m awesome. But also, why were you looking up statistics about our success rate? That’s…something.” She couldn’t put her finger on how she felt, but it was a cocktail of pride and amusement with a dash of what the hell? 
 
    “I like statistics. They make sense and provide a level of stability in an uncomfortable world.” Mel shrugged. “But I also want to bring up the ice cream fiasco as well.” 
 
    AJ’s burners to her cheeks turned on again. “Oh, that.” She looked down. 
 
    “I’m sorry for just running away. I hadn’t seen the picture in the magazine.” She waved behind her towards the house. “It was my fault. I didn’t see you and didn’t stop to see if you were okay. I was a little overwhelmed with the crowd and noise.” The sincerity shone in Mel’s face, but AJ knew she was a great actor. 
 
    “Not going to lie, I cursed your name a few times that day,” AJ said with one side of her lips raised. 
 
    “Makes sense. I curse my name a lot too.” Mel was nodding. 
 
    AJ’s mind was a nest of confusion. On the one hand this was the same person who ran her and Parker over, then just left while AJ had to deal with the breakdown. On the other hand, it wasn’t Mel’s fault AJ couldn’t afford another cup. She sighed. “How about we start over. Hi, I’m AJ. I like long walks on the beach and curling up with a good book. Whoops, wrong profile.”  
 
    Mel laughed, and AJ’s heart skipped a beat. She looked down at her shirt, mentally yelling at the beats to settle. She didn’t want to have that reaction to this person of all people. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Melanie, but most people call me Mel. I also like beach walking or cuddling in front of the fire.” 
 
    Damn her smile. AJ could get lost in that smile. She needed to start building a box. One to place over her heart and seal up because no good would come from having a crush on this person. That didn’t happen in real life. Celebrities didn’t fall for normals. Is that what they would call us? What could AJ offer her? Nothing. AJ looked towards the pool at Parker with a sad smile. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you talk things through?” Both ladies turned at Rob’s voice. “AJ, I’m sorry about what happened in there. I talked with your sister, and I’m sorry for insinuating what I did.” He placed the salad he was carrying before extending a hand. 
 
    “It’s all right, I get it, and would probably have done the same in your position. No hard feelings, and actually, you just missed us starting over, so that will be extended here as well.”  
 
    Mel observed AJ’s face while she was talking with Rob. She wished they could truly start over. That would mean there wouldn’t be an imbalance. She had no idea how to deal with the person who saved her life. There would be no coming back from that. She didn’t deserve anything AJ could give her. At least this way they could try for a friendship. Her eyes followed AJ as she walked to the poolside to talk to Parker. Friends probably didn’t check out other friend’s asses. She gulped.  
 
    The rest of the group joined on the deck. Dinner seemed to be a success. Conversation flowed, and laughter filled the back patio like it never had before. Mel’s face was throbbing from smiling continuously. They fit as a group, like puzzle pieces coming together. Their different personalities seemed to enhance each other rather than rub the wrong way. 
 
    Mel put a hand on her stomach to keep it from spilling open. She ate way too much, and looked down at Rob’s love pouch. She realized how easily happiness would bring on a little weight in her. She ached for it. 
 
    “Mom, can we have dessert now?” Mel thought AJ had a similar look when she thought of more food, but looking into Parker’s hopeful face, she knew everyone would be eating at least one more bite. 
 
    “But of course, my dear.” Andrew got up and bowed. “Anything for the Water Warrior. AJ, would you mind helping me?” He tilted his head in question. 
 
    “Sure.” She pushed her chair out and got up. Mel’s eyes were like a magnet to AJ’s backside. She shook her head when the view disappeared into the house. 
 
    “It’s getting slightly chilly. Should we put on the heat?” Rob asked, pointing to the standing heaters lining the patio. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe one or two.” She nodded and got up. 
 
    “Can I help?” Parker asked, who was glued to Mel’s side instantly. She wasn’t touching her but was watching with intelligent eyes. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll show you how to do it.” She explained the contraption, the pilot light, and ignition. Parker listened raptly and asked a few questions. When the flame clicked on, she squealed in delight, and Mel felt accomplished in providing laughter to the child. 
 
    When AJ and Andrew came back, Mel took in AJ’s tight face and rigid body. She didn’t usually pick up on subtle things such as body language, but it was such a drastic turn of events from the loose, laughing woman from before it was throwing her for a loop. 
 
    Andrew leaned down and said something to Rob while Kate was picking up on the change to her sister as well.  
 
    “Holy shit, you’re AB?” Rob exclaimed when Andrew finished whispering.  
 
    Mel would need to go to a chiropractor tomorrow with all the head whipping she’d done tonight. Her neck groaned in protest when she snapped to AJ. “What? You are?” Mel didn’t get twisted at meeting celebrities, but the artist was one of her favorites, and she was in awe that AJ was the coveted AB.  
 
    AJ’s arms were crossed over her chest, and she was looking between Parker and Kate. There was a slight head nod towards the door when she made eye contact with Kate, which was returned with a slight shake. 
 
    “I’m a huge fan of your work. I had no idea.” Mel tried to keep the awe out of her voice, just another notch in AJ being out of her league. 
 
    “Where did you even get the pieces?” AJ’s head was turned, and there were tears in her eyes. It was an odd reaction that Mel couldn’t figure out. 
 
    “PS Arts near Westchester?” She said it in a question because shouldn’t AJ know where her art was sold? Unless she had multiple locations, but it still didn’t seem to match up with her reactions and change to body posture. 
 
    “Hmm, I see.” Her lips were pursed. “I guess that makes sense with Parker’s classes near there at the Exceptional Children Foundation.” She shook her head. “Kate, come on, let’s get home.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not sure why you’re so upset? Are we not supposed to know who you are? I paid a lot for those pieces because they speak to me. When I look at them, I feel a calmness in here.” She grabbed her heart. “And here.” She pointed to her head. “They’re amazing, AJ. I’m sorry your secret has been compromised, but I’m not sorry that I got to shake hands with AB.” She shrugged. 
 
    “It’s not that, Ms. Cooper.” Mel rolled her eyes. So we’re back to formal? Why? “It’s because I didn’t know people were buying those pieces. I created them in Parker’s class, but I never thought to ask about them. So I’m just a little shocked that you paid a lot for those pieces, but I never saw any money.” She shrugged, and on the exhale, her shoulders sank deep like she couldn’t hold up against gravity a second longer. 
 
    Wait, what did she say? Didn’t know about the pieces being sold? That couldn’t be right. She would have to talk to Erin, the owner of PS Arts. Get to the bottom of this grave mistake. Mel panicked when she saw AJ lean over to Parker, telling her something. Mel would bet money it had something to do with leaving. “Let me pay you then,” Mel practically yelled. She desperately wanted to right this wrong. She looked over at Andrew and Rob when they groaned. 
 
    “No thank you,” AJ replied, not looking at Mel. 
 
    “Why?” Mel started fidgeting with her hands in front of her. She wasn’t sure where she went wrong, but social cues she couldn’t read correctly were screaming at her. She didn’t have the decoder to understand what they all meant. 
 
    AJ’s eyes softened slightly. “It’s not right, Mel. You didn’t know, and you paid fairly for them. I can’t take your money.”  
 
    Mel looked at Rob, hoping he could jump in on her behalf to help get money to the rightful owner. 
 
    “I know we started on the wrong foot, AJ, but I like that answer,” Rob said.  
 
    That was the opposite of what Mel wanted him to say, and she scowled in his direction. 
 
    “Do you have any other pieces you’re going to work on?” AJ provided a slight nod, so Rob went on. “Okay, how about you take the piece home when you’re done and contact me? We can work on selling any artwork from now on. Does that work?” He pulled out his business card and handed it to her.  
 
    Mel watched AJ pluck the card delicately. She tried not to stare at her fingers, but they had a mesmerizing color on them. Her inner eye-roll game was intense tonight.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Mel limped along the empty halls of her home. After the dinner party the other night, the house seemed colder than usual. She could hear the ghost of Parker’s giggle, the whisper of AJ’s light laughter, and the deep bark of Kate’s cackle. Kate seemed to sink into familiarity around everyone, fitting in nicely especially with Andrew and Rob, but it was AJ to where Mel’s thoughts turned to most frequently. 
 
    AJ seemed to have a mystery about her, reserved stoicism that Mel itched to melt. She wanted to start breaking down the layered bricks that wrapped around her. She wondered if there was a grappling hook to help propel her over AJ’s walls. 
 
    The phone rang, and Mel’s growl at seeing the name echoed throughout the empty house. She was still upset the director made her unblock the caller’s number. The set worked on a calling tree for any vital information, and Mel had missed a critical meeting change when she didn’t get Rebecca’s call. She had a feeling it was a setup somehow but didn’t have the energy to fight the demand. 
 
    “What do you want, Rebecca?” she answered coldly. Fine, she had to answer the phone to people on the project, but she didn’t have to provide a welcoming environment. 
 
     “Brr, Mellie.” Rebecca’s voice grated on her eardrums like putting cotton between teeth. “I just wanted to see how you were healing up,” she continued when Mel didn’t respond. 
 
    “I’m fine, is there anything with filming I need to know?” She was trying to set boundaries and wanted the conversation to finish. 
 
    “We are taking a slight break for you to get all healed up nicely. We can’t rework the scenes without you, apparently,” she said in defeat with a slight biting undertone. “They still want you, so they’ll work around your limitations right now and push the more strenuous scenes towards the end. Heaven forbid Melanie Cooper goes down, and everyone bends over backward to accommodate.”  
 
    Mel wasn’t sure why this information was coming from Rebecca, but it went back to a conspiracy that had only tickled in the back of Mel’s thoughts. She hadn’t spent time actively reflecting on the situation, though. “Okay, thanks for letting me know.” She pulled the phone away from her ear to hang up when the voice called out. 
 
    “Wait, don’t hang up. I just wanted to see if you needed anything? We were all so scared watching you fall. I was scared,” she finished. There was a sadness to her tone now, but it wasn’t anything Mel wanted to unpack. 
 
    “I’m fine. I don’t need anything. Bye.” She heard the protests again as her phone made the trek from her ear, but she didn’t stop this time and just cut off the sound with an unsatisfying smack to a flat surface. Phones had upgraded out the pleasing aspect of hanging up with a slam. Maybe there was an app for that. She’d have to Google it. 
 
    With a few weeks off to heal, she wondered what she should do with the extra time. When she looked at the daily clock in her kitchen, the hand landed on Wednesday, she smiled to herself, a half-baked plan began to form in her mind. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    The light murmur of noise cocooned all around as children milled about, waiting for the class to begin.  AJ’s eyes roamed the blank canvas, scared to start something without talking with the director. She wasn’t sure how she’d deal with the knowledge that had come out at the dinner party.  
 
    Her concentration was pulled to an excited screech. It was one of the other kids peppering Sandra with questions while she shuffled through paper. According to the calendar the class was supposed to be Coping Through Cooking, but something clearly had changed.   
 
    AJ’s eyes traveled to Parker, who was on the outskirts of the group trying to read. Zander was attempting to get her attention, but the book must have been something else. She smiled and turned back to the easel. 
 
    The door opened and closed; she barely registered the action until the babble of increased whispered conversation buzzing around her forced her concentration away from the canvas. Curious at what was causing the commotion, AJ looked up to see the newcomer. Her breath hitched at the sight. There stood Melanie Cooper, in all her 5’4” glory. That was one of the strange things about being in Melanie’s presence the other night. You can read about people’s heights or see them on a screen, but it’s not until they are standing near your shoulder that you have a concept of the measurement. Maybe that’s why Hollywood always seemed fake? Towering over a bona fide movie star crushed the image of a powerful being. 
 
    AJ watched Mel as she took off her sunglasses and hung them on her shirt. The extra weight tugged the fabric down slightly, which made AJ’s mouth water. AJ was somewhat hidden behind the canvas propped up in front of her, allowing for a perfect creeper opportunity. A few freckles peeked over the extra skin, and AJ’s fingers started twitching, wanting to pull the fabric down just slightly more. No. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the images out of her head, and straightened so her head was now fully behind the canvas. 
 
    “Ms. Cooper, wow, to what do we owe the honor?” Sandra gushed loudly when she noticed Melanie looking around.  
 
    AJ peeked around the canvas again, and her eyes met directly with Melanie’s. She squeaked and straightened again, hidden, although not before she registered the small smile that started on Melanie’s lips when their eyes met. 
 
    Sandra and Melanie continued to talk for a second, but AJ couldn’t make out what they were saying. Soon though, her ears picked up again when she heard the squeal of her daughter. 
 
    “Melanie, hi. This is my friend Melanie. Melanie, this is my friend Zander.” Parker’s voice was wobbling, which most likely meant she was bouncing. The sound also told AJ that she needed to buck up and face the beautiful movie star and keep Parker from getting hurt through excessive bouncing. 
 
    She took a steadying breath and stood up from her stool. AJ’s head was now peeking directly over the canvas. She saw Melanie point to Sandra, and they both started laughing. 
 
    AJ put her hands in the pocket of the hoodie she was wearing and walked towards the group, which had grown. 
 
    “Mom, what’s whack-a-mole?” Parker asked, eyebrows furrowed.  
 
    Well, that was a bit random, but the mystery was solved soon after when Sandra jumped in and touched her elbow. Her eyes were wet with tears of laughter. “Sorry, AJ, that question is on us. Mel said you looked like a whack-a-mole when your head popped suddenly up over the canvas.” 
 
    AJ felt a warm blush coat her cheeks. Not liking being the center of attention, AJ’s hand rubbed the back of her neck as she gave a small chuckle. “What brings you around these parts?” she asked, trying to put the spotlight back to its rightful owner. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Mel lightly touched her elbow. “It’s good to see you again, AJ.” A mega smile graced Mel’s face causing AJ to blink slowly. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too. So what are you doing here?” AJ blurted out. She wanted to roll her eyes at her awkward interaction, not sure where the sudden case of social anxiety came from. 
 
    “I’m helping teach one of the classes. I’ve got a few weeks off from shooting to heal up and wanted to give back.” Mel’s eyes traveled the room then landed back on AJ. Her eyes were too intense, and AJ looked away, nodding. 
 
    “Well, that is nice of you,” AJ mumbled to the floor. She flicked her thumb behind her. “I’ll just get back to my mole hole.” She patted Parker on the head, who had put her book away and was now talking with Zander about the possibilities of a black hole, and slunk back to her place behind the canvas. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel was frowning as she watched AJ walk away. She always felt one step forward, five steps back. She was trying to figure out where she went wrong when Sandra grabbed her attention. 
 
    “We should start in a few minutes. Do you want to put your stuff in the locker over there?” Sandra pointed to large windows, little lockers lined up underneath them.  
 
    Mel’s eyes fell to the canvas that she knew was blocking AJ’s face. She would have to walk right by her, and that thought made her heart pick up slightly as if trying to lead the way. 
 
    “Oh, sure. Yeah, I’ll be right back.” She started walking, maneuvering around the canvas, and stopped near AJ’s hip before turning around towards the art piece. She was excited to see what magical piece AB would be working on and was disappointed when all she saw was the white surface. “Do you know what you’ll work on, or are you still waiting for inspiration to hit?” She turned slightly and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, it’s done,” AJ said, waving her hands in front of the blank surface. “I’m going for more abstract this time around.” Mel was staring at the work, trying to politely figure out a way to say she hated it and to go back to making beautiful art when AJ’s chuckle pulled her focus back. “I’m just kidding. I just haven’t found the right muse yet.” She bit her lip and looked directly at Mel. Mel’s stomach swooped. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find it,” Mel whispered in her ear. She didn’t mean for it to come out breathy or that suggestive. It was only because AJ was sitting on the stool, and at perfect ear level for Mel. She had to ignore the grin that wanted to break her face at the sight of a slight shiver vibrating AJ’s body. 
 
    “Melanie, you coming?” Sandra’s voice sounded from across the room, breaking the bubble they were in. 
 
    “Be right there,” she quietly called back, not wanting to yell in AJ’s ear. Mel found herself rooted in the spot. AJ’s warm brown eyes were magnetic, and she didn’t want to be the first one to move. There were a few clicks, children shouting, laughing, a ball might have been bouncing, but still, Mel looked on. 
 
    “You should probably get going. The kids need you,” AJ whispered. 
 
    Mel nodded, looked to the lockers, then down at her feet. AJ’s purse was kicked under the easel. “Will you watch my purse?” She slid the strap off her shoulder and held it in her hand, motioning near AJ’s own purse. At least this way, she would have an excuse to talk to her at the end.  
 
    “Sure.” AJ went to grab the handle, and their fingers brushed. A zap of electricity shocked them both, causing them to jump at the contact.  
 
    “Well, I should go.” Mel flicked her head behind her. “See you soon, AJ.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yes, yes, you will, AJ thought before nodding. She tucked Mel’s purse on top of hers so it wouldn’t have to touch the nasty floor. She smiled at the chivalrous nature before focusing on the taunting screen. Her eyes gazed towards Mel again, as if they were attached to a string. 
 
    The shadows of the painting started popping out. Greens danced with reds, freckles and flowers. The canvas unlocked its inspiration and showed itself in AJ’s mind’s eye. She grabbed a pencil and started sketching the outline. 
 
    “Mom, come on, the class is over.” Parker’s voice startled AJ, and she looked up from the canvas. “Wow, that’s good.” Parker leaned in closer. The sentiment brought a small smile to AJ’s embarrassed face. 
 
    “Thanks, Sweet Pea.” She looked back. It was just an outline right now, but it did have potential. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She bent down to pick up her purse, and her hand landed on the quality material of Mel’s bag. It wasn’t the cracked, scratchy material AJ was used to feeling. She wanted to rub the soft handle along her cheek, but that would be weird. She looked around for the owner. 
 
    “Hey, thanks for watching my belongings.” Mel slid up beside them and smiled down at Parker. “You did great today, Tigger.” 
 
    Parker sighed and stomped her foot. “Why does everyone call me Tigger?” 
 
    “Bouncy, trouncy, fun, fun, fun,” AJ started. 
 
    “Cuz, I’m the only one,” Mel finished with a smile. She looked down at Parker, who still had a confused look on her face. “Are you telling me you’ve never seen Winnie-the-Pooh?” She held her hand to her chest in horror. “That is something we will need to rectify very soon. Maybe you and your mom can come over to watch?” Mel looked at AJ with a hopeful expression. 
 
    “Ooh, can we, Mom, please?” Two pairs of pleading eyes were too many. 
 
    “Well, when you’re right, you’re right. I can’t believe I’ve made the egregious error of not showing my daughter the wonderful world of the hundred-acre woods. As long as you’re sure?” She laughed at the vigorous nods. “Okay, just let us know what works for you.” She handed Mel her purse. 
 
    “Is tomorrow too soon?” Mel asked, taking the strap and hiking it up her shoulder. The slight wince in pain was not lost on AJ. 
 
    “Tomorrow works. I have to work Saturday, so yeah, tomorrow is preferable.”  
 
    AJ started gathering the painting. She had decided she wasn’t going to leave her work here anymore, but also wasn’t going to bring up the sold images since it wasn’t worth the fight to her, but she was going to look into Rob’s offer of representing her, which meant keeping the paintings closer. 
 
    “Wait, wow.” Mel stopped her hand from grabbing the painting and was looking intently at it. “This is wonderful.” She stepped closer and let her hand fall to her sides. 
 
    “It’s not done.” AJ wasn’t focusing on the fact she missed the contact on her hand. She narrowed her eyes at her treacherous hands, willing them to stay where they were and not reach out. 
 
    “It’s going to be one of your best pieces, though.”  
 
    AJ warmed at the compliment and shrugged. 
 
    “Mom, come on, the ice cream will have melted by the time we get there.” 
 
    AJ laughed. “Okay, Parker let’s go.” 
 
    “Do you need a ride?” Mel asked while the little group walked towards the door. 
 
    “No, that’s okay, thanks, though. It’s close enough to walk,” AJ said while holding the door open for Parker and Mel to walk through. 
 
    “Nothing is walking distance in LA,” Mel responded with a chuckle. 
 
    “Usually true, but this one is pretty close.” 
 
    “If she gives us a ride, could she have some ice cream?” Parker asked. 
 
    AJ wasn’t sure if she liked this two to one outranking. She looked at the sky, then back down. “Okay, Melanie. A ride would be wonderful, and if you would like some ice cream, you are more than welcome to, you know, actually come into the parlor.” She gave a small smile, and Parker cheered. 
 
    “That is very kind of you, AJ.” Mel tipped an imaginary cap to AJ, and her heart quickened when she winked before pulling her sunglasses from her shirt as they made it outside. “I owe you both an ice cream anyway, and I don’t like having a debt go unpaid.” She smiled and then went on. “You have a hard time accepting help, don’t you?” Mel asked while gently placing the unfinished artwork in the back of her trunk. 
 
    AJ’s hackles raised slightly. “No, I accept help from my sister,” she replied while putting on her seatbelt. She turned in her seat to ensure Parker was buckled as well.  
 
    “Okay, I guess I was mistaken.” Mel shrugged. 
 
    Mel wasn’t wrong, but AJ didn’t like having someone know her so well. She tended to keep people at arm’s length away. Her plate was filled with responsibility, and she didn’t know how to let someone in, especially Melanie Cooper. 
 
    “Okay, maybe a tiny bit.” She held her thumb and pointer fingers close together. “But this end is connected here,” she pointed to her thumb with her other hand, “and goes around the world to end here.” She pointed to her pointer finger. 
 
    Mel’s surprised laugh filled the car, and just maybe a brick came down from AJ’s wall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel pulled her car up to the curb of the parlor. She wanted to raise her hand in triumph at the amazing parking space but refrained herself. She looked over, and AJ had a fist in the air, which she quickly lowered when she saw Mel watching. 
 
    Goof, she thought. She ached to see more of the light personality, the joking, and teasing. They were getting somewhere, but it was on a foundation built on a tightrope. One wrong move, and she could go tumbling.  
 
    “Come on, slowpokes.” Parker had the door open and two feet out on the sidewalk. 
 
    “The last one there is a rotten egg,” AJ yelled and jumped out of the car, racing towards the front. Mel absolutely would be the rotten egg if she got to watch the sun bounce off their brown curls and listen to the pair’s laughter. 
 
    “You’re in trouble, my friend,” Mel said out loud to her empty car. She got out and smiled when she saw the group hovering by the door waiting for her. She limped towards them when the first click and flash went off.  
 
    The smile slid from her face as a larger group gathered around Mel creating a human barrier to where she wanted to go. She reached towards them, but AJ had pressed her body in front of Parker, shielding her from the growing crowd. The last thing Mel saw was AJ ushering Parker into the shop, while Parker looked at her in confusion. The nail to Mel’s heart was the slight shake of AJ’s head as she looked down at her daughter before walking fully into the shop.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that,” Mel said, leaning down slightly to whisper in AJ’s ear before sliding into the booth where AJ and Parker were sitting. The table dipped when Mel put too much of her weight on a corner. AJ watched Mel’s eyes fall to their ice cream cups with a frown. It also wasn’t lost on AJ the look of Parker’s face lighting up when Mel arrived at their booth. 
 
    “It was already halfway made when we walked in. They know our order here but I wasn’t sure what you wanted.” She shrugged, trying desperately to calm herself down. She’d been in a bubble recently with Mel and had almost forgotten the famous aspect of her life. That had been quite the reminder. 
 
    “Well, then I still owe you.” She gave AJ a small, hopeful smile. “Are we still on for tomorrow?” she practically whispered, looking between her and Parker. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we be?” Parker asked around a mouthful of ice cream. 
 
    AJ’s stomach clenched. She didn’t know how to handle a friendship with Melanie, and the fact her daughter seemed to be getting attached was a recipe for disaster. She wanted to run away and was simultaneously being pulled towards something, but she couldn’t figure out what. Half her lip ticked upwards, a physical manifestation of her indecision. She saw Melanie start to clench and unclench her fingers that were intertwined and resting on the table. Her face was clear of emotion, a blank slate, perfect for actors but not for painters. 
 
    “Listen,” AJ started before having to clear her throat. Mel’s shoulders slumped back into the booth and appeared to sink a foot lower. She was like a deflated balloon. She looked at Parker, who looked poised for an epic freak-out. “What time, and can we bring anything?” she finished. 
 
    What? That wasn’t where that sentence was supposed to go. The storm brewing on Parker’s face cleared, and she happily started eating her cold treat again. Melanie’s face lit up, and AJ had to look down to her stomach, giving it an excellent mental talking to to settle down. 
 
    “Parker, can you bring those epic sprinkles? I’ll grab the ice cream. Do either of you have food allergies? I’m not a great cook, but I can make okay spaghetti, that’s just boiled water and noodles. What are your thoughts on popcorn? Oh, and you should bring your swimming suits!” Mel was talking fast, and she was close to bouncing in her seat, which made AJ choke on her food as she laughed. 
 
    “In all of that, you still didn’t answer one of my first questions.” AJ’s eyes danced. 
 
    “Right. Yes, um, what was it again?” She was nodding and looking behind AJ, trying to look into the past for the missed questions. “Oh, right, how about three? Is that too early?”  
 
    “Three is my favorite number,” Parker supplied. 
 
    AJ wondered if they should exchange numbers, but she didn’t feel comfortable asking for Mel’s digits. It was too close to asking her out, and that was not something she’d be able to put herself through. It made her feel too vulnerable.  
 
    “Before I forget, could I have your number, you know, in case something comes up?” Mel slid her phone across the table, with a new contact open and ready. 
 
    AJ bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing when she saw the name Melanie put in. She changed the contact name from Life Saver to just AJ Beckett, then added her number before sliding it back. Mel laughed when she saw the title. “Can you believe she didn’t like Life Saver?” Mel stage whispered to Parker, who giggled. AJ’s phone pinged with an incoming text, and she had a reasonably good idea it wasn’t Kate. 
 
    Seeing Parker so light, smiling, and laughing warmed AJ to the core, but the image terrified her. Her feelings weren’t the only ones involved in this tentative friendship, and she didn’t know how to process those thoughts. “We should probably get home soon,” AJ said after flicking a glance at her watch.  
 
    “Okay, well, you know where the car is parked.” Mel scooted out of the booth. AJ dubbed the move smooth in her mind, even when she noticed Mel favoring one side. She hovered over them, waiting for movement. 
 
    “Oh, I think we’ll just walk from here. It’s not that far, and parking is hard to find near the house. Where you’re parked now is probably the closest place we’d be able to find anyway.” 
 
    “Well, there goes my master plan of kidnapping you two for the rest of the evening and keeping you in my basement.” Mel’s eyes were teasing.  
 
    Parker laughed. “Mom’s not a kid.” She slid out of the booth and stood close to Melanie’s hip. 
 
    AJ sighed. They were working on personal boundaries, but it hadn’t stuck yet. Parker didn’t like hugging or being touched, but she would poke a boundary like nobody’s business. 
 
    “I’ll keep your painting safe, and you can pick it up tomorrow if that’s okay? Unless you want to work on it?” 
 
    “I forgot the painting was in the trunk. Yeah, I’ll pick it up tomorrow. I don’t have any art supplies at home, so I wouldn’t be able to do anything anyway.” AJ shrugged. 
 
    “No supplies? Why? Melanie asked while walking to the front door. 
 
    AJ couldn’t look at her. Supplies were an expense she couldn’t afford, and food for Parker was more critical. She didn’t want to say that but couldn’t think of a viable lie. “They are pretty expensive, at least the quality supplies.” AJ hated feeling vulnerable. She crossed her hands across her chest to protect her soul. At least it hadn’t come out very defensive. That was a win. 
 
    Mel just gave a few small nods while walking to her car. The crowd had dissipated, leaving a short, clear path to the car. AJ tried not to be disappointed in the fact the journey was short.  
 
    “Bye Parker, see you tomorrow.” AJ’s eyes widened when Mel got on one knee to say goodbye at eye level. She provided her fist to bump. AJ couldn’t remember if Mel had seen anyone do that, or she just instinctively knew. Either way, she was floored and had to cover her stomach with her hands to cover the fluttering lightning bugs warming up her body. 
 
    AJ hurried to her side and helped her up by her elbow when she saw Mel struggling to get up off the floor. “Still healing, I guess,” she mumbled. 
 
    “No kidding. Melanie, take it easy.” AJ’s hand quickly fell from her elbow. “Well, see you tomorrow.” She waved, not knowing where they were in their departures yet. 
 
    She noticed Melanie lean in a little closer as if she was going for a hug but she must have changed her mind halfway into the decision. AJ’s arms twitched to reach out for a hug, but Parker’s pull on her arm in the opposite direction stopped her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel watched AJ and Parker disappear around the next block. She ached to follow them in stealth mode to see where they lived. She desired to get to know the elusive AJ and energetic Parker. They were a breath of fresh air in her stagnant life.  
 
    She winced when she climbed into the car, thinking not for the first time that she needed a vehicle higher off the ground, especially since the accident. Mel tenderly touched the cut from where the tube was placed. It itched, but it also felt like something had ripped. However, she was scared to look. She’d deal with the cut in the privacy of her own home. 
 
    Mel started the car and waited a beat before pulling into the street. “Text from Rob, press enter to have it read.” Her car spoke in a melodic but robotic tone. Mel selected enter with a graze of her thumb. 
 
    Dinner tomorrow? Andrew is making glazed salmon, and I know that is your favorite. 
 
    She hit the ‘speak to reply’ feature and responded: Can’t. Got a date with a lovely lady and her daughter.  
 
    Well, date was a strong word, but Mel would be lying if she said she wasn’t excited. She had been terrified things were ruined when people had started crowding around her and they got separated. She knew being in the spotlight caused an inevitable circus around her, which could be a lot for a non-celebrity to deal with regularly. She ached for the end of this contract, when she’d be free to do anything. 
 
    Date huh. Well, you lesbians do move fast. Please don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, which leaves the night wide open. Mel rolled her eyes when the following text came through. What are you up to now? 
 
    She replied – Going shopping. 
 
    Ooh, shopping huh, what are you getting? 
 
    Mel took a beat before responding. She didn’t know if it would be a good idea, but she wanted to do something nice for them. Winnie-the-Pooh paraphernalia and art supplies, she finally sent. 
 
    Hmm, was all he responded. She frowned at the response and then asked the car to replay the message in case something cut off. Nope, still the same message. 
 
    Explain, please, she responded. 
 
    She could practically hear the sigh, but she didn’t care. She needed to know what she was doing wrong. The response came shortly after. It’s just—be careful, Mel. Actually, I’m going to call you. 
 
     Just as the car got done reading the text, Rob’s jingle came through the speakers. “Hey Mel,” he started right away. “Just be cautious, okay? I know we don’t talk about money, but there is a huge gap between you two. I know you, and you’ll want to overdo the presents. I’m just warning right now you might want to dial it back.” 
 
    “I haven’t even gotten anything yet,” she said indignantly, but it was only to cover up the fact she knew he had a point. And if she had any hope at anything with AJ, she would heed her brother’s warning. 
 
    “I know, and that’s why I’m saying something. Mells Bells, I know you. You have a heart of gold but tend to go overboard. I’m helping you, I promise. Someone needs to keep you grounded. How about a $20 limit for both of them?” he suggested, and Mel scoffed. 
 
    “Um, have you been to the stores lately? I’d be hard-pressed to find a stuffed animal for twenty. How about $500 for both?”  
 
    Rob choked then sputtered, “No, nope. Fifty, Mel. You can get a lot of cool stuff for fifty. You don’t want AJ to run, thinking she won’t make you happy, right? Mel, you’ve got to think about things like this.” 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” Mel squinted at the speaker in the middle of the dashboard. Rob didn’t usually get involved in her life. 
 
    “I watched you at the party, Melanie. I watched you watch her. There was lip biting, laughing at silly jokes. If you’d sat closer, you would have touched her arm. But I also watched her, and I think she could be good for you. She has this calmness about her, plus a dash of trying to make up for the way the party started. I didn’t mean to jump down her throat. Andrew and I had a great conversation with Kate, and what can I say? I’m a fan and am now shipping you two. Melaj. Nope, that’s a weird ship name. We’ll come up with one.” 
 
    Mel rolled her eyes, but her teeth glistened in a smile reflected in the rearview mirror. She liked to know her brother was in her corner. “Okay, so we landed on $100 each then?” she asked, laughing. Rob’s frustrated snort puffed out the speakers. 
 
    “Fine. $100, but that’s the limit. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do. Thanks, Rob. I’m pulling into the parking lot right now. Talk soon. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you. Let me know how your date goes.” 
 
    Mel hung up and put her hand over her heart. She’d have to pick up a sports drink to replenish the electrolytes she was losing with the racing heart. There was a feeling in Mel’s gut, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. When walking through the large art supply store, she came across a wooden sign that made her stutter to a stop. Hope—that was it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    In my rambling, I don’t think I got an answer for allergies, or if spaghetti works, or is there anything you or Parker don’t like?  
 
    AJ read the text message with a smile. It was fun to know Mel rambled even in text. She was getting Parker ready for bed, so she put her phone on the kitchen counter to fully be present for her daughter.  
 
    She walked towards the bedroom, knowing she’d given Parker plenty of time to brush her teeth and change into her pajamas. Parker was at the age of wanting to do things for herself, so they’d started this new routine a few months prior. AJ stopped in front of Parker’s door and knocked in their standard rhythm, two fast knocks with a small break, then two more fast knocks. It sounded like a heartbeat, which is why Parker chose it.  
 
    AJ waited until she heard the muffled, “Come in,” from inside. That was another thing she was working on: boundaries. AJ wouldn’t barge into her room unless it were an emergency. 
 
    Opening the door, AJ peeked inside. “I hear there is a warrior in here getting ready for bed. Would said warrior like a story, or is she too old now?” Parker’s giggle warmed AJ. She wanted to bottle the sound and let it wash over her when the days got rough. 
 
    She flicked the light off while Parker reached over and turned on the lamp near her bed. They had the timing down to a second, where the bedroom would go dark and be filled instead with a warm glow of the bedside lamp. The glow-in-the-dark stickers stood out bright against the dark wall. 
 
    “I’m not that old, Mom.” AJ caught Parker’s eye roll, but she was smiling. There was a space near her with a book tucked around the second pillow.  
 
    They were halfway through Holes by Louis Sachar. AJ hadn’t read it before and was surprised she liked it. She was excited to see where it went. “You’re a day older, Sweet Pea.” She settled into the chair near Parker’s bed and found the spot where they’d stopped. 
 
    “Mom, do you like Mel?” Parker asked. The question startled her, and she was still thinking of a response when Parker spoke again. “I think you do.” She nodded once as if to mark the statement with an exclamation point. 
 
    “Do you now?” AJ asked. “What are your thoughts on that?” She placed the book on her lap and leaned in, wanting to see where Parker would go with this conversation. 
 
    “You smile more now.” She shrugged and snuggled further into bed.  
 
    This kid. There were some days where AJ wanted to run, wanted to tear her hair out in frustration, wanted to scream back. But then there were days like today where four words slapped her in the heart, and she remembered the other side of the coin: the wonderful, lovely, sweet human she was raising. “I think you’re right,” AJ whispered into the dark. 
 
      
 
    AJ poured herself a glass of wine and settled on the couch with her phone after reading a few chapters, Parker having fallen asleep. She chuckled at the empty living room when she saw three more texts. 
 
    Sorry I tend to ramble. It was good seeing you today. Your’re art is great. 
 
    *Your damn it, my phone always does that. 
 
    She took a steadying breath before answering.  
 
    Parker is allergic to cats, so unless you plan on sprinkling cat hair into the spaghetti, that sounds wonderful. We’ll eat pretty much anything.  
 
    Also, Parker doesn’t like her food to touch, and she doesn’t like spicy food.   
 
    She sent those texts, and then started drafting the next one. It was great seeing you two.  ;-)*too.  
 
    A reply came quickly, and AJ smiled at the thought of Mel waiting patiently to respond. 
 
    Drat, there goes my secret ingredient. I suppose I can make that work. I should go, have to get ready for a date tomorrow. Sleep well, AJ. 
 
    AJ stared at the word date with her heart fluttering. She shook her head, and the vibration of the movement sloshed the wine up the sides, spilling over on her carpet. It couldn’t be a date. For one, Parker would be there, plus she didn’t have any interest in dating a celebrity. She was a nobody from California, with debt and a kid. She didn’t have time to date, let alone deal with the pressures of someone famous. She slammed her head back on the couch. 
 
    You too, Mel. See you tomorrow. 
 
    AJ put her phone down and stared at the ceiling. She played their previous meetings over, each interaction dancing along the blank surface in her mind’s eye, reliving the feelings each session provided. From anger, hurt, disappointment, the frustration that slowly danced towards flirtation, laughter, fun. Seeing another side to Mel was dangerous. Like looking at the sun too long. But the sun was magnetic, and she wasn’t sure she could look away until she was a pile of ash or burnt to a crisp. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Melanie stared at the response. It was the first time AJ had called her Mel. She’d fluctuated between Melanie and Ms. Cooper, but finally, she received a Mel, and it was everything. 
 
    Her arms were full when she’d gotten back earlier that day. She was able to stay under the two hundred dollar limit, but just barely. She fluttered around the house with purpose, putting the presents away and creating a bouquet using the art supplies she got.  
 
    After cleaning up and forcing down a depressing dinner, she’d held her phone close, willing it to beep. She rolled her eyes when she sent three messages, but when she didn’t get a response, she decided on a bubble bath to calm her tingling skin. The feelings were new. Even when she’d first started dating Rebecca, she didn’t have the excitement bubble she had whenever her thoughts traveled as they did now when she thought of AJ.   
 
    Melanie was about to get out of the tub when the phone beeped. She was surprised when she looked down and didn’t see the water moving, almost positive that her increased heart rate would have caused ripples in the water. Her phone pinged again, and her body shivered, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t because of the now lukewarm water. 
 
    In her response, she made sure to include the word date. They probably had some communication to get through, but she wanted to put it on the table. A twinge of disappointment settled when AJ didn’t acknowledge the date, but Mel wasn’t giving up on getting to know the Beckett ladies. She’d have to up her game because she wanted to get to know AJ and Parker, not just because AJ had saved her life, although that might be part of it. No, she was intrigued by the calm maturity, the river surface that ran smooth. She wanted to see what was under the little family’s river, and if she could fit into the flowing stream somehow. She hoped it was possible.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The Ice Queen Hankering for Some Ice Cream 
 
    It makes sense the Queen of Ice’s food choice would be the one thing colder than herself. Ms. Cooper was spotted downton laughing with a mystery woman. Now who is the new woman Melanie is schlepping around town with? We would like to know as well. Witnesses saw the pair entering a creamery together yesterday. They all seemed mighty cozy for a Thursday afternoon. We believe Melanie can do better. Pictures provided below. Let us know your thoughts in the comments. 
 
     
 
    AJ’s face was hot reading the article. Schlepping, and do better—the words rattled around her brain in a bingo cage of thought, just waiting for the next insult to be called on. 
 
    She’d woken up that morning with a small smile and a tiny ball of excitement for dinner later. Parker was bouncing off the walls. She had woken up with more energy than on Christmas morning. The ball of excitement that AJ had felt was extinguished, then stomped on for good measure when she read the article and a few of the comments. 
 
    The pictures were okay, albeit grainy, since they were taken on personal phones, but the comments were where her mouth tingled with the acid that made its way up her esophagus. She looked at her daughter, at a complete loss as to what to do. She couldn’t break her heart, but she wasn’t sure she could put herself through this.  
 
    Reading strangers put their two cents on everything from her body image (She definitely doesn’t need to set foot in that ice cream place, look at those thighs) to the fact she was a money grubbing whore and would die in a pit of fiery hell was enough for her to want to go cold turkey on the internet.  
 
    Yesterday she would have sworn up and down that comments wouldn’t have bothered her, and if anyone had a problem with lowlifes screaming into the void of the comments section that really it’s the person’s fault for even reading them in the first place. Reality was a cold bitch.  
 
    She took a shaky breath and let it out. Unshed tears slightly distorted the living room.  
 
    Please don’t get online, AJ. And whatever you do, DON’T read the comments. Her phone’s display lit up with the message and quickly disappeared. 
 
    “Mom, can I start getting ready for Mel’s?” Parker had bounced her way to AJ’s side, landing right in front of her. 
 
    “It’s still a ways off, Sweet Pea.” She wanted to reach out and wrap her up in a hug but refrained since it would be more for her than Parker. She watched as Parker ran to the door. AJ had completely missed the doorbell ringing. She picked up her phone and then put it down again. She didn’t know how to answer. Her head slammed against the back of the couch, and she closed her eyes, willing the tears to stay where they were. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me in, Parker, I forgot my keys. Sweetie, how about you go read in your room for a bit. I’ve got to talk to your mom, and that will make the time go by faster.” AJ heard Kate talking to Parker, then winced at Parker’s high-pitched squeal, and thundering feet down the hall. 
 
    “All right, AJ, I saw the article, pictures, and some of the comments, so I came running back from running a few errands. Too bad it’s only nine, or I’d be busting out the wine.” AJ felt the couch dip, but she still didn’t move her head. “Come on, AJ, look at me.” AJ felt a tap on her arm, and she shrugged it off. 
 
    “Can’t. Head fused to couch cushion.” She lifted a tiny bit before slamming her head back down. “See.” She peeked at her sister with one eye. Opening the peeper was a mistake because the lid didn’t hold the dam back anymore, and AJ felt the tear slide down her cheek and pool into her ear. She shuddered and lifted her head to wipe the wetness.  
 
    “Dang, I thought I could get here in time, maybe hide your phone and play interference to keep you from seeing it.” Kate gathered AJ in her arms and started rocking. 
 
    It was an awkward angle but exactly what AJ needed at the moment. She clung to Kate’s shirt and let the waterworks loose. When she felt a little more in control, she unclenched the material from Kate’s shirt and sat back again. Kate’s eyes were on AJ’s phone, lit up on the coffee table. 
 
    “You might need to answer one of those,” Kate said, pointing to her phone with her chin. 
 
    “Not yet.” AJ was trying to keep from throwing her phone across the room, and she saw another flash of a notification. “I don’t know what to do, Kate.” She hated how helpless and small she sounded. 
 
    “What do you mean? Why do you have to do anything?” Kate tilted her head in confusion. 
 
    “With Mel. You know we have plans tonight, and I don’t know…there might have been sparks, but now…” She looked at her phone and shrugged. “It might be DOA, Kate. I’m not sure how it can work, plus she’s…” AJ flung her hands around, not sure how to mime all that. “She’s Ms. Cooper, and I’m. Just. Me.” Her shoulders deflated. 
 
    “Nope, naw, no, I’m calling bull.” She reached over and flicked AJ’s nose. 
 
    “Hey.” AJ rubbed the stung area. 
 
    “Just you. Come on. Plus, I saw you at the party, AJ. I haven’t seen that type of light behind your eyes for someone other than Parker in–” Kate’s hand rubbed her chin, then she threw them in the air. “I don’t even know when.” Her eyes fell to the phone that lit up again, and she reached down then held it in her palm flat like she was serving the device. “At least see what she has to say. AJ, come on. It’s not like she was the one spewing the horrible crap.” 
 
    AJ sighed; her sister had a point on that one. “It’s hard, Kate,” she said slowly. “Have you ever had to read the negative things that run through your head, but from other people? The worst things you think about yourself are held up in a mirror, and you get the pleasure of reading them. It’s hard to deal with.” She held her arms around her stomach protectively. 
 
    “I saw what they were saying about my sister, and I know it’s not the same, but it wasn’t a party, that’s for sure. But it’s not Melanie’s fault, and she doesn’t deserve to be ghosted.” 
 
     AJ grabbed the phone and started reading the messages. 
 
    Are you up? 
 
    Please don’t get online, AJ. And whatever you do, DON’T read the comments!!! 
 
    AJ, are you not responding because your phone fell into the toilet? 
 
    Are you and Parker still coming over? I have the ingredients ready. Sans cat hair, I promise. 
 
    I’m making caramel brownies. I’m hoping you have a chocolate affinity where you won’t be able to resist the pull of caramel delight. 
 
    Sorry, my dog got a hold of my phone and has been texting constantly. 
 
    AJ laughed and cried, reading the thread. Mel’s personality was a bright ray of sunshine on the crap day. She still wasn’t sure what she was going to do. The article didn’t help any, but she could read the playfulness and the hopefulness in the thread. 
 
    You don’t have a dog. Not one that I saw, anyway, unless you hide it in the basement? Full disclosure, I saw the article and read the comments. Who needs coffee when you can wake up to that? 
 
    AJ hit send and took a deep breath. She didn’t have to wait long for a response.  
 
    I’m sorry. If I could erase the Internet, I would. Lord knows there are articles I want scrubbed from that black hole. Is there anything I can do? 
 
    AJ looked at Kate, then back at her phone. She was at a loss at what to do. Was she willing to open up for more scrutiny? Did she want her daughter to get attached further? A jostle to her shoulder made her look up to Kate again. Her eyes shone with concern. 
 
    “I know you, AJ. I know you are trying mental gymnastics to get out of this. You’re analyzing things with Parker and probably doing a pros and cons list. But put all that aside.” She grabbed AJ’s hand. “What do you feel here?” She put their nested hands on AJ’s chest, over her heart.  
 
    AJ thought of her interactions with Mel. Her smile, laugh, twinkling eyes. Kate smirked when she felt AJ’s heart speed up. “Your heart rate doesn’t lie, little sis. Why not see what could be, take a chance?” 
 
    She sighed. “Okay, you win.” She leaned back with her phone. 
 
    No, thanks, though. Anything I can bring today? 
 
    AJ smiled at the instant reply. No, it’s okay, just bring Tigger, your appetites, and a swimsuit if you want. See you in a few hours. 
 
    “Well looks like you have a date to get ready for.” Kate grabbed her shoulder to try and haul her off the couch. “I’ll stay for a bit longer if you want to get ready. The errands aren’t going anywhere.” She reached down to her messenger bag and pulled out her computer. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’m ready.” AJ looked down at her ratty sleeping shirt and boxer shorts and then back at Kate with a grin when she heard Kate’s barking laugh. 
 
    “Whatever this is will truly be DOA if you show up wearing that.” The corners of Kate’s eyes were crinkled with continued laughter, which followed AJ to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel let out a long-held breath when she got confirmation the two Becketts were coming. It took a few laps in the pool to finally calm her down enough to do anything productive. She’d wanted to rip out people’s throats when she read the article. 
 
    The swim helped calm the edge she felt in her heart and she was now puttering around the house, wiping surfaces, checking the cooking inventory, and ensuring the gifts were all ready to go before starting the route over again. She looked at the counter, surprised she hadn’t wiped the pattern out of the countertop yet.  
 
    A glance at the clock showed it was time to hit the shower and start the what to wear routine. Mel flicked the shower on and waited for the water to heat up. As she waited, Mel’s eyes roamed her body through the mirror. Her eyes landed on the healing scar near her side. The red raised area called attention to its imperfections. 
 
    Mel wasn’t used to public scrutiny and body issues that came with being in the spotlight. She had a healthy dose of self-esteem, but being in the public eye seemed to take more than she was willing to give. Her tank was empty, and if she kept going at her current pace, there would be nothing left to give. The fall had opened her eyes to what she wanted in life, and right now, she wanted to get to know a specific little Beckett family. 
 
    Steam filled the bathroom, hiding Melanie’s body from her internal musings. She didn’t hate her body; it wasn’t as tight as it was in her earlier years, but people seemed to have expectations when she’d tried to have a physical connection with someone. When they saw her body and not the airbrushed versions they knew from the media, it shattered those illusions, and people left in a huff. When they found out THE Melanie Cooper had lousy breath, bodily functions, snorted sometimes when she laughed, it extinguished a picture people had. That’s why she liked AJ. She didn’t seem to hold Melanie up on a pedestal. If anything, the fact that Melanie was in the public eye seemed to be a deterrent for AJ. And deep in Melanie’s heart, she liked that.  
 
    Melanie wiped the fog that had coated the mirror. If only wiping away AJ’s layers would be that easy. Thinking of AJ, she saw her face transform in the mirror. Her blue eyes seemed to dance in happiness, and a small smile appeared distorted. Just one more hour, she thought while hauling herself into the tub. 
 
    An hour later, Mel fluttered around the house like a nervous mouse. She scrambled back and forth, checked her phone, and started the sauce on the pasta. They were still a ways away from food, but Melanie wanted to be prepared. Her heart stuttered when she got the On our way text from AJ.  
 
    A little while later, she heard the ding of a car making its way up the driveway. She gulped in a few deep breaths to center herself as a light layer of sweat coated her back. She rarely got to the sweaty back degree of nervousness. Her head hurt from straining to hear the knock or doorbell that would seem to have occurred by now. 
 
    When a few more seconds passed, and her body felt it would snap, Mel ran to the window to see what the delay was. She saw AJ’s body framed in the back door of the car, presumably talking to Parker. Mel watched her reflection light up in the window at the sight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are we close?” Parker leaned forward to get a better look out the front window. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes, we are close.” AJ flicked the turn signal on and slowed into Mel’s driveway. With the slower movement, she felt Parker’s shaking excitement through the car. Her daughter’s excitement was contagious. Placing the car in park, she undid her seatbelt and reached for the door. Craning her neck to the backseat, she said, “Come on, Sweet Pea.” Her eyes fell on Parker, and she saw immediately something had happened. “Parker, what’s wrong?” 
 
    AJ swung her legs out of the car. Her fingers gripped the backdoor, and she pulled it open before squatting down slightly to Parker’s eye level. The scent of what had happened filled her nostrils, and she softened her gaze. Parker was bright red and picking at the stitching in the seat.  
 
    “I was too excited.” AJ barely caught Parker’s whispered confession. 
 
    “Oh, it’s okay, Parker. Let’s see. I’ve got your swimsuit here and some wipes. You know what I also have?” She paused, waiting for Parker to make eye contact. When she saw the brown eyes swimming in tears of shame, her heart broke. “I’ve also got a pair of shorts that told me they were getting lonely just crammed into the bottom of my bag. They wanted to fulfill their purpose in life.” 
 
    Parker’s watery smile greeted her at those silly words. “Pants don’t talk,” Parker said, a little louder this time. 
 
    “Well, you’ll have to tell them that when you put them on. So how about it, huh? Want to change into your swimsuit and shorts?” She received a sparse nod. “Do you want help, or would you prefer to do it alone?” AJ asked softly.  
 
    “I’d like some help.” She paused. “Please.” AJ’s heart warmed. Parker didn’t ask for help often, and AJ was ecstatic to hear such simple words. 
 
    They got cleaned up and changed. AJ helped Parker slide out of the Jeep. Once Parker’s Converse were on the ground, she took off, bouncing up Melanie’s driveway. AJ was about to call for her to wait when the front door opened, and the words were caught in her chest at the sight of Mel’s smiling face peeking out the cracked door. AJ could hear Parker’s squeal and fast babbling but couldn’t make out the individual words.  
 
    Smiling to Mel, AJ held out a finger to indicate one second. She saw Parker’s bouncing body climb up the steps and Mel’s nod in acknowledgment. AJ turned to clean up the rest of the mess in the car, which gave her a beat to ground herself. Mel’s outfit was positively radiating. She had on a loose pair of white capris and a blue and green plaid shirt. The buttons were undone, and a white tank top peeked through the top of the plaid shirt. Seeing all the white AJ made a mental note not to carry any beverages near her. She was afraid the white outfit would magnetize the food or drink. 
 
    She looked down at her shorts and light sweater that hung off one shoulder. It was nothing fancy, but she felt the most comfortable in the outfit, and right now, comfort was something she needed in Melanie’s presence more than needing to make a good impression. 
 
    AJ closed the door to the Jeep softly and then turned to see what this date would have in store. She’d be lying if there wasn’t a simmering of anticipation under her skin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel laughed at Parker’s long-running sentences. She barely had time to take in a breath before she was on the following topic. The only way Mel could tell there was a topic change was a few words picked out. They were both hovering around the front door, waiting for AJ to finish in the car. Her breath caught when she noticed AJ turn around and close the door.  
 
    The sun bounced off the black Jeep, causing beams to halo around AJ’s body. Mel’s mouth went dry as she watched her make her way up the driveway. The subtle swish of her hips was hypnotizing Mel into a statue. 
 
    “Melanie, come on, let’s go in.” Parker’s voice broke through the stillness, and Mel blinked a few times before turning her attention to Parker.  
 
    “By all means, Parker, lead the way.” She motioned for Parker to head inside and watched the vibrating energy that only a kid could dispense as she clamored inside and kicked off her shoes. 
 
    A shiver went up Melanie’s back when she felt AJ’s breath on her neck and a light “Hi” land near her ear. She turned around slowly and came face to face with the soft chocolate caramel swirl of AJ’s eyes. Their height difference was erased when Mel stayed on the porch and AJ was two steps down. She swallowed. 
 
    “Hi back at ya. Glad you made it.” Mel had been terrified when the article came out that AJ would cancel. She couldn’t change the reverent tone in her voice if she tried. “Come on in.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
     
 
    “Smells delicious,” AJ said while taking off her shoes and giving her heart time to settle. She was surprised her smartwatch hadn’t beeped in alarm with the spike. 
 
    “Can we go swimming first?” Parker practically screamed in excitement. 
 
    “Shhh, Sweet Pea, no need to burst our eardrums. We’re right here.” AJ touched her pointer finger to her lips. 
 
    “Sorry,” Parker said in a near whisper. “Can we, though?” she said a little louder while bouncing on the tip of her toes. 
 
    AJ looked at Mel, who was sporting a broad smile and nodding. “I’d love to go for a swim,” Mel said enthusiastically, and Parker whooped and turned to run through the house. 
 
    “Bathroom is in there if you need to change.” Mel pointed behind her. “I’ll go change into my suit and meet you both outside.” AJ watched Mel bound upstairs, taking two at a time. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to change, mom?” Parker was pulling her arm towards the bathroom, but AJ was distracted watching the spot where Mel had disappeared. She shook her head when Parker said “Mom” again. 
 
    “It’s okay, Parker; I’m already wearing my suit.” She pulled her sweater up a little to show the fabric underneath. Her heart was picking up in anticipation to see Mel’s swimwear. 
 
    “Come on.” Parker started pulling her outside. 
 
    “Hold on, let’s get some sunscreen on you.” AJ pulled a tube from her purse as they made their way to the backyard. 
 
    Parker squirmed while AJ lathered the waterproof sunscreen on her neck and arms. As soon as she finished, Parker ran and cannonballed into the pool, causing a tidal wave of water up along the patio. AJ smiled as she pulled off her shirt and started lathering her chest and shoulders. 
 
    “I’m surprised that such a string bean can cause such a splash.” Mel’s melodic voice came from behind her. AJ turned, a witty remark dying in transit when her eyes fell on Mel’s exposed skin. She wasn’t wearing a bikini, but her collarbones were exposed, and AJ suddenly discovered her love of that particular area. AJ’s tongue ran along her lips subconsciously. “Would you mind getting my back?” Mel turned around and presented her shoulders, which was another area AJ was discovering she enjoyed as well. 
 
    Mel’s hair was cut short, and AJ’s eyes fell on the splatter of freckles on her shoulders. Her fingers started tingling as she squirted the lotion in her hands and rubbed them together to warm up the cream. At first contact on Mel’s shoulders, AJ observed the hair on Mel’s neck stand up and goosebumps coat her skin. There was a slight shiver, but she wasn’t sure if it came from her or Mel. 
 
    The skin along her neck was soft as AJ massaged the lotion along her back, neck, and shoulders. AJ watched her hair gently sway in the light breeze as her fingers teased along different paths of freckles. AJ’s stomach tightened when a low moan escaped Mel’s lips.  
 
    She picked up the tube to reapply some lotion but flinched and dropped the slippery lotion bottle when she heard Parker yell, “Mom, Melanie, come on!”  
 
    The lotion splattered their feet, snapping them both to the present. They both laughed, and Mel turned around, lifting her feet from the puddle. 
 
    “Well, I guess the patio won’t get burned there,” AJ said, shrugging, and looked up at Mel’s snort. 
 
    It was a lovely sound, but Mel’s hand flew to her mouth, and cheeks grew red. AJ put the reaction away for further reflection.  
 
    “COME ON!” Parker’s shout further broke the spell as they both turned to the water. The sun sparkled off the surface, making it look like the pool was winking cheekily at them. AJ looked back at Mel and smiled. “After you,” AJ said and swept her arms in front, clearing an invisible path for Mel to follow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel hadn’t thought things through when she suggested swimming. She was glad to be wearing board shorts because she was certain her arousal would have been visible in any other type of swimsuit. She hadn’t been touched or massaged like that in years, and her body had reacted accordingly. Everything stood at attention, and when she ran to slide into the water, it was to cool down. 
 
    They enjoyed playing Marco Polo and diving games. After checking in with Parker to make sure she would be okay with it, Mel set Parker on AJ’s shoulders, and Mel tried to climb up the duo like a spider monkey. Giggles, laughter, and sputtering filled the air as they splashed around the pool. Gurgling stomachs joined the symphony, which was how they found themselves huddled in the kitchen looking at a smoking mess on the stove. 
 
    “It’s burnt,” Parker said, peering into the blackened mess.  
 
    Mel’s lips pursed, and she was trying not to blush, although if the heat on her face was any indication, she was failing miserably. “Yeah, it looks like I forgot to turn off the stove.” She frowned at the pan. 
 
    “Do you have another jar?” AJ asked as she opened up a window. 
 
    “No.” Mel shook her head. “What about pizza? Would you be okay with that?” 
 
    “PIZZA! Mom, Mom, Mom, we have to have pizza, please, please.” Mel was surprised Parker didn’t hit her head on the ceiling as an extra bounce punctuated each word.  
 
    AJ was picking at the side of her shorts she’d thrown on. Her body language was screaming something, but she couldn’t figure it out, so she asked point-blank, “Does pizza not work for you?”  
 
    Mel watched as AJ’s mouth twitched back and forth. She barely caught the mumbled response of, “I just bought groceries.” 
 
    She tried to figure out what buying groceries had to do with pizza. It wasn’t like the groceries were here. Mel could tell AJ wasn’t talking to her but instead having an internal debate. She was patting her pockets, but Mel couldn’t decipher the mumbles. 
 
     Mel looked at AJ with a tilted head and furrowed brows. Their eyes finally connected before AJ’s flitted away again. “What do you mean by just buying groceries?” 
 
    AJ’s eyes closed, and she took a deep breath. Mel held her breath, not knowing what the reaction would be. When Rebecca had this type of face, the responses varied but usually were negative. Mel’s heart rate kicked up as she looked around for an exit. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mel. If Parker has taught me anything, it’s to be more direct with communication. I meant I can’t afford pizza right now, but could maybe pay you back later if you’re okay with that? I’m sorry for not communicating that clearly.” AJ’s toe traced the tile in the kitchen. 
 
    Mel’s whole body deflated in relief. AJ’s voice was calm, controlled, and the opposite of anything that Rebecca had done in the past. Plus, she was reasonable, which was a far cry from what she’d had to deal with before. “Oh, I invited you all, and I ruined dinner. So it stands to reason that I’d provide the pizza.” She shrugged. 
 
    She watched AJ’s fingers tap her lip, and Mel had an unexpected wish to be the one to caress those lips. “Okay, as long as we can return the favor sometime.” AJ’s smile was shy, and her hand rested on Parker’s head, as if she was trying to ground herself. Parker quickly shrugged off the contact. 
 
    Mel smiled then held out her hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” They both grinned as they shook and then laughed when little fingers enveloped theirs. 
 
    “Me too!” Parker yelled. “That means we’re getting pizza, right?” Parker looked from one to the other, her neck craned. 
 
    “Indeed, that’s exactly what it means,” Mel said as they all broke their little circle. “How about AJ, you order the pizza, and I’ll get the movie ready.” Mel handed her card over, and when their fingers grazed, she almost dropped the card with the tingle that shot up her arm. “Right, okay. Um, I’m okay with anything, so get whatever works for you two.” Mel shook her head and walked towards the living room. 
 
    She needed a second to compose herself. She heard the babble of voices in the kitchen as she fiddled with the movie and blankets in the living room. Mel was so lost in thought that when Parker bounded next to her, she jerked in surprise. “Can I help with anything?” Parker was right at her hip, but Mel found the closeness endearing and not invasive like she usually did with people she didn’t know very well.   
 
    “Nope, I’m all done. How about you sit on the couch, and I’ll tuck you in with the blanket.” Mel held the blanket open and waited while Parker got settled. She cocooned Parker’s legs by tucking the blanket tightly around her body. “There, now you’re stuck here.” Mel stood up with a grin, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “There are worse places to be stuck.” Mel turned at AJ’s voice. “Pizza should be here soon. Should we start the movie?” 
 
    Mel nodded. “Pick a seat, and want me to tuck you in too?” She turned towards the TV with a blush. She hadn’t meant to make that sound so suggestive. 
 
    “Maybe.” AJ’s timbered response hit her in the heart. 
 
    “Mel, you have to sit next to me, and Mom on this side.” Well, the best buffers in the world were known to be kids. 
 
    AJ plopped down next to Parker unceremoniously and started poking her in her sides. “Assertive. You know what you want, and you ask for it. You’ll make a great boss someday, Sweet Pea. Can I get a raise?” AJ held out her hand with a grin.  
 
    Mel slid gracefully next to Parker and pointed the remote to the TV. All teasing slipped away as everyone settled. Apparently, the Beckett women were serious about their movie watching.  
 
    The living room was still, and the colors of the TV flooded over their faces. Mel kept looking over at AJ’s profile, enthralled at the changing colors and slight smile. She quickly turned towards the TV again when AJ looked over at her. 
 
    “I’ve got to poop,” Parker yelled and jumped up from the couch. The sudden movement startled both of them, and it took a second before Mel fumbled forward for the remote to pause the movie. 
 
    The blanket was still cocooning Parker’s legs, and she stumbled forward, almost face planting on the coffee table. She high-stepped the blanket with one foot then the other until she was free. 
 
    “Need any help in the bathroom, Parker?” AJ asked quietly. 
 
    “No, I’ve got it, just don’t start the movie without me.” Parker shuffled to the bathroom.               
 
    With Parker missing, the air around them thickened. They both stared at the far wall as an awkward silence fell around them. Mel’s heart stopped when she felt AJ’s hands start playing along the skin on her neck. She moved her head slightly to look over, and fingers ran along the side of her neck and lightly touched the bottom of her ear. She saw AJ’s arm reach over the space Parker had vacated. Mel gently kissed the playful fingers, then turned back to watch the wall, not wanting to break the spell. She shivered when the fingertips started running through the shorter hairs at the back of her neck.  
 
    The doorbell rang, and Mel held back a growl at the interruption, and a hole of disappointment filled up at her feet when the connection broke as she stood. “That should be the pizza, just a sec.” Mel padded to the door and didn’t bother to peek at the security camera. She kicked herself when she opened the door and found Rebecca with the pizza box in her hands. 
 
    “Looks like someone lost my invitation in the mail for this little party.” Rebecca’s smile picked up where Mel’s had fallen. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she whispered angrily while leaning in slightly and closing the door somewhat. She wanted to slam it in her face but knew that would cause more issues in the long run. 
 
    Rebecca’s face fell at Mel’s tone. “You haven’t answered any of my texts. I needed to see you and make sure you were all right. I’m a bit surprised to see pizza at your house. I almost sent the delivery person packing.” Rebecca held out the box for Mel to take. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Mel’s heart sank when she heard AJ’s voice behind her. Rebecca craned to see around her, but unfortunately, Mel didn’t have the height to hide much of anything. Her past and present were colliding, and she didn’t like the feeling. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, Rebecca just stopped by to check on me, but I think she was leaving.” She paused for a beat before continuing, “I’m sorry. AJ, this is Rebecca. Rebecca, AJ.” She waved between the two of them. 
 
    “Right, yeah, Rebecca. Wow,” was all AJ replied. Mel’s stomach twisted in two. She wasn’t sure of her tone, but it definitely wasn’t chipper. 
 
    “So, I was just checking in on Mellie here.” Rebecca stepped closer, causing Melanie to back away. She didn’t like Rebecca in her personal space. “Looks like there is enough food for me.” Rebecca finished, flicking her eyes to the box in her hand. 
 
    Mel looked at AJ with wide eyes. 
 
    “So, let me in, come on, Mellie, don’t be rude in front of your–” She looked AJ up and down with a sneer. “Friend.” 
 
    Mel was trying to figure out a polite way to slam the door in her smug face but instead was statue-still as Rebecca walked through the door.  
 
    Rebecca had always been like this. Pushy, not waiting for answers, doing whatever she wanted, and Mel usually caved. She was falling into old patterns right now and didn’t want to scare AJ away yet by screaming at Rebecca to get out of here. For now she’d play nice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Well, this put a damper on things, but AJ was curious. She wasn’t sure why Melanie’s ex was standing at the doorway or why Melanie seemed to freeze up. AJ didn’t feel that Melanie wanted Rebecca around, and Melanie had tried to get rid of her. But it wasn’t AJ’s place to send her away. So here they were, stuck in an awkward dance that AJ didn’t know the steps to. 
 
    Standing next to two movie stars was taking a hit to AJ’s low ego. Rebecca was wearing a tight sundress that left little to the imagination. Her legs went on for days, and the slight heel she was wearing gave her a height advantage over AJ. She was also wearing a sneer, wiping anything from the positive column. AJ blinked, and it was gone, replaced by a sickeningly sweet smile. 
 
    “And who is this? Huh?” AJ furrowed her brow at Rebecca’s tone. It sounded like the tone was dripping with condescension at each word, the effect causing AJ’s skin to prickle.  
 
    AJ rolled her eyes at herself. Maybe she was having such a strong reaction because she was standing next to Melanie’s ex. She’d read the tabloids and knew they had an on-again, off-again relationship. Not that those tabloids were a top-notch source of truth. Most likely, AJ and Melanie had a few things to talk things through.  
 
    AJ brushed her hand across the top of Parker’s head to center herself. “This is my daughter, Parker. Parker, and this is Rebecca, a friend of Melanie’s.” AJ saw Mel’s jaw twitch. She tucked the piece of knowledge away to examine further later. 
 
    “Are we going to watch the movie?” Parker was eying Rebecca and inching closer to AJ’s leg. The reserved shyness was the reaction Parker usually had which made it an almost miracle she had gotten so close to Mel so fast. She could feel the quivering of Parker’s vibration. If AJ didn’t have her jaw clamped shut, her teeth would be chattering. Her eyes wandered to Mel, who was pulling absentmindedly at her hair.  
 
    “Um, maybe we should have some pizza first?” AJ asked the room. Everyone was hovering in the doorway, so she turned towards the kitchen, hoping they would follow. 
 
    “Ah, I guess people have to eat,” Rebecca said as she walked away. 
 
    AJ turned around and caught Rebecca looking at her. Not checking her out, no, but looking at her in a way that suggested she didn’t think she and AJ should breathe the same air. Rebecca then tried to catch Melanie’s eye in comradery, but she avoided her eye contact. 
 
    The look brought up feelings from the article again. Shame, hot rage, and a healthy dose of wanting to run from this person battled inside AJ’s overactive mind. They’d exchanged maybe five words, and she already felt three inches tall. 
 
    They made it to the kitchen, and Mel was slowly coming out of her shocked state. She looked less like a statue and more like a street performer playing one. She was still absently playing with her hair, but at least a little color had returned. Rebecca placed the pizza on the counter with the lid flipped up. Mel wasn’t making a move for plates or anything, so AJ put a hand on her lower back as she reached over her to get the dishes in the open concept cabinet. 
 
    The contact made Mel look up at her, and AJ’s breath hitched at the soft smile that reached Mel’s lips, and her blue eyes danced in the light.  
 
    AJ’s eyes slid to Rebecca’s, whose eyes narrowed at their display. 
 
    “Can I have two pieces, Mom?” Parker asked from her hip.  
 
    “Sure, Sweet Pea, let’s start with one and see how you feel, but if you’re still hungry, then of course, you can have two slices.” She smiled at her daughter. 
 
    A cackle made AJ look up again, but Rebecca didn’t follow up with any retort. 
 
    Replaying their conversation, she couldn’t figure out what was cackle-worthy. She was trying to give things a chance and knew she was on the defensive, but the interactions gave her a headache.  
 
    “So, how did you two meet?” Rebecca broke the awkward silence as she looked between the two.  
 
    AJ had a mouthful of pizza and couldn’t respond. She wasn’t going to change her eating habits because of a judging look. Yes, she had some curves, but she wasn’t trying to be anyone other than herself. She wasn’t about to teach her kid body image issues. 
 
    “Melanie fell on Mom, then Mom and Melanie were at a party, then Melanie got hurt, and Mom fixed her,” Parker supplied when nobody answered. 
 
    “Ah.” She snapped her fingers, close to Parker’s ear, which made Parker flinch and cover her ears with sauce-covered fingers. “That’s where I know you, you’re the…” She paused, trying to think of a derisive name, no doubt. She snapped again. “Plain Jane from the magazine, and in the ambulance.” And one more snap. “That’s why you look so familiar.”  
 
    With each snap Parker’s body flinched, then Rebecca placed a hand on Parker’s head. 
 
    The hand was the last straw. Parker started rocking back and forth on her heels as a loud wail escaped from deep within her lungs. It was shocking that such a small child could create such a noise. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” AJ heard Rebecca ask Melanie. Rebecca had removed her hand, oblivious of the damage she had caused. Melanie didn’t respond but instead drifted to where Parker and AJ were huddled.  
 
    “Can I help with anything?” Melanie was doubled over behind AJ, near her ear, and both were holding still. 
 
    “No, just give it a moment. Could you stand over there and keep Rebecca away? No sudden movements or noises, please,” AJ whispered, and Mel nodded..  
 
    AJ listened to the repetitive mumblings of the constellations. Parker was coming out of it slowly. The rocking reduced, and little hands lowered. The frantic mumbling stopped, and she looked between Melanie and AJ. Melanie had drifted slightly behind AJ again and was looking on with concern.  
 
    “Good job, Parker. I’m proud of you. I’ll get you a sticker when we get home, okay?” Melanie and AJ eye’s connected with mirrored smiles. 
 
    “Ah, so she is one of those then, huh? Bad luck for you.” Rebecca twirled a finger near her head. 
 
    AJ saw red. “She’s not crazy, she’s a remarkable kid, and I’m astonishingly lucky to have her in my life.” She swept Parker up behind her. AJ’s voice softened when she turned to Melanie. “Mel, I’m going to take her home. Thanks for the pizza and movie, but she’s going to need her routine soon, and well...” She didn’t know how to end the sentence. AJ was hesitant to say I don’t want to be around your shit ex, so she mumbled with a shrug, hoping the tiny shrug was able to convey the emotions running across her face. 
 
    “Oh dear, you’re mighty defensive. You millennials are always so sensitive.” Rebecca’s manicured hand waved near AJ’s face as if to try and flick AJ’s outburst away like a bug.  
 
    “It’s not a millennial thing, Rebecca. You insulted her kid, so she went momma bear on you. We were having a great time, and I honestly wish you would leave. I understand AJ has to go home and be there for Parker, but I want you to leave first.”  
 
    Rebecca’s eyebrows were in her hairline, and there was a slight rounding of her shoulders. She took one longing look at the pizza before grabbing her purse and huffing towards the door. AJ couldn’t hear what the angry mumbled buzzing was as Mel walked Rebecca out, but AJ had a feeling it was so that Melanie could forcefully shut the door with a grunt when Rebecca walked out. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about that, AJ,” Mel said, and she looked a little lost. The powerful burst of assertiveness had caused Mel’s cheeks to flush. 
 
    The thought of Rebecca and Melanie still being together had crossed her mind, but the outburst warmed AJ’s heart. That didn’t stop the complications. Another layer to add to the nest, another wall to build up in her heart. AJ’s life didn’t fit complications in very well. She had Parker to think of and she would always come first. 
 
    “Can we finish the movie another time?” Parker asked. She usually would have wanted to stay and finish or would try and push some boundaries to get to stay, but it seemed she was going into herself, and AJ knew she would need the comfort of Elle, her stuffed elephant, and the weighted blanket that sat on her bed. 
 
    “Um, maybe, we’ll have to see. Right now, you look like you’ll need to be wrapped up like a burrito in your bed. Let’s get you home,” AJ said, reaching out to take Parker’s hand. 
 
    “You can take the movie home if you want. Finish it there, or you’re always welcome here to finish it, whatever you choose.” There was a slight lilt of hope in Mel’s voice. Parker nodded a few times. 
 
    “Yeah, we would love to finish it, then maybe tomorrow we can meet, and I’ll return it then?” AJ tilted her head.  
 
    Mel’s shoulders seemed to relax as she provided a nod in confirmation. She reached out to squeeze AJ’s arm before dropping her hand and turning towards the living room to grab the movie.  
 
    They ambled to the door. Parker was fussing with her shoes at the door, and AJ and Mel stood awkwardly near each other.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Mel started and reached for her arm. “I don’t know what her problem is. I hope Parker is okay and if there is anything I can do to help please let me know.” She squeezed her arm. “I had a great time with you two. Thank you for coming over. Does tomorrow work to meet? Maybe go out for coffee. There are a few things I’d like to try and explain.” Mel’s foot shuffled cracks in the faux wood flooring. 
 
    AJ closed her eyes, needing a second to decide, and looking directly at Mel was creating a complex distraction for decision-making. Today proved complicated, and she didn’t have room in her life for complications.  But she also felt sparks and wanted to give Mel a chance to explain. And maybe AJ could figure out why she felt lightness when she looked into Mel’s eyes. “Okay, I’m free around one for a little bit before my shift, if that works?”  
 
    Mel’s eyes, previously shrouded in a layer of anxiety, suddenly cleared at AJ’s confirmation. She squealed and jumped into AJ’s arms. The hug took her off guard, and she stumbled back slightly before returning the embrace. 
 
    AJ’s heart picked up when Mel’s arms squeezed tighter. It felt comfortable, familiar, like home after a vacation. When they parted, AJ felt a chill.  
 
    “Oh, I forgot, um, hold on one more second, please?” Mel pulled away and ran to the closet when she got AJ’s confirmation that she wouldn’t bolt out the door. “These are for you.” 
 
    AJ’s eyes prickled. In both hands were some presents. She was handing Parker’s gifts with one hand and holding out a bouquet of paint supplies in the other. AJ’s finger’s clasped around the staples for painting as tears pricked at her eye. It was the sweetest gift she’d ever received, besides Parker. 
 
    Melanie kneeled in front of Parker. “You can open this up when you get home. I want you to know you’re an amazing water warrior, Parker, and don’t let anyone tell you differently.” Mel got up smoothly and looked at AJ one last time before saying, “I’ll count down the minutes until one tomorrow.” 
 
    Oy, Mel wasn’t going to make this easy. AJ sent a wave over her shoulder, a mess of emotions playing along her skin. Walking to the car, she looked down at the art supplies and buried her face in the soft brushes. She cracked up at the thought of what she looked like right then but didn’t care. Mel was an enigma, and if it was only Mel, there could be something there. But movie star Mel, Rebecca’s ex Mel, millionaire Mel: many personalities were warring for brain space, and AJ didn’t know if there was enough room in her life for all of them.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Is Love Back in the Air? 
 
    Are the beloved duo of Becanie back together? After two years apart, sources spotted Rebecca Miller entering Melanie Cooper’s house yesterday. There was no word on how long she stayed, but Melanie was happy to see her long-lost lover again if this small smile is any indication. Were they discussing their future, rekindling lost love? Only time will tell. Personally, we are hoping Hollywood’s hottest couple is warming each other up again. Let us know your thoughts in the comments below. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to us, Mel. What happened?” Rob asked as he handed Melanie a tea. 
 
    Melanie was sitting at her table, staring at the steam from the mug. Her mind kept replaying the fingers playing in her hair, the shiver down her spine, and the bubbling low in her belly before the bubble popped and Rebecca ruined everything. To make it worse, she was fuming over the new article. AJ had just come behind her, but AJ’s presence was nowhere to be found in the picture, of course. Vultures. She reached out to the mug, but her hands were shaking. Not wanting to tremble hot water over her hands, she instead clasped them on the table. 
 
    “Mel?” Andrew asked, breaking her out of her thoughts. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Sorry, yes.” She vigorously shook her hands as if the vibrations would help steady them. “Rebecca stopped by.” Her eyes shifted back and forth as memories of yesterday flooded her mind. “I tried to get her to leave, but she butted in, then was rude to Parker and AJ, then I kicked her out, but it was too late. Parker needed the familiarity of her surroundings.” She took a second to gather her thoughts. “It was awesome until then. I like her. But those Longhorn beetles, with their telescopic photographs, have no decency, throwing crap in the air to see what will stick. That’s two articles now.” She snarled and took a sip of her tea, looking at the far wall. In her peripheral vision, she saw Rob and Andrew exchange glances.  
 
    “Yeah, we saw the newest piece of trash. It’s unfortunate timing in the picture as well, but you were smiling at AJ’s presence, as you said earlier. Surely she put the pieces together.” Andrew’s kind eyes showed conviction. Mel could only hope it was the truth.  
 
    “How is she doing?” Rob asked with a tip to his head. Mel only shrugged a response. 
 
    “When are you seeing her again? AJ, I mean?” he clarified quickly while taking a sip of his coffee.  
 
    “Hopefully later today, but she hasn’t answered any of my texts.” Her eyes glanced at her phone, which was staring back, teasing her by staying depressingly black. Her stomach clenched at the thought of another article ruining something with potential. She wanted to throw her cup in a rage. Intense feelings needed an outlet. 
 
    “Give her a little time, Mel Bell. She’s had a lot to deal with and isn’t used to life with a celebrity.” 
 
    Melanie put her elbows on the table and held her head in her hands. “It’s like the universe is teasing me. Putting someone in my path. Someone I like, just to say psych.” Melanie wiped a frustrated tear from the corner of her eye. 
 
    Andrew stood up and walked around the table. Standing behind her, he squeezed her shoulder. “Hang in there, Mel. The universe isn’t teasing you. It’s just making sure you’re ready for someone like AJ. She isn’t someone you can go halfway with, and you might have to be the one to set the foundation you both need. Your back might scream at the steady bricks you’re laying, tears and sweat might mix in your brow while you manually mix the concrete, but in the end, I think it will be worth it. You’ll look up, and AJ and Parker will be standing there handing you the next brick.” 
 
    “That was beautiful, honey,” Rob said, looking up at Andrew before his eyes landed back on Melanie. “You know, I had to claw my way to Andrew. He was like a rabbit chased by a hawk, zigzagging my advances.” 
 
    Mel looked up and saw the love radiating from both of them. She laughed. “Yeah, well, I can see you eventually caught your rabbit, Mr. Hawk. What did you do? Build a hole, then chase him to it?” 
 
    “No, dear,” Andrew started. “He was a rabbit all along. I just had to stop zigging before I could see it. That’s not to say we don’t have our issues or hard times. Hell, I can relate to AJ, and if she ever needs anyone to talk to, I’d love to get to know her better, but in the end, Rob was building our foundations before I had even stopped running.” 
 
    Mel’s mouth twitched back and forth as she thought of their interactions. She tried to puzzle together her feelings and dissect her thoughts. Her phone lit up at the same time she nodded in acceptance. Her heart kicked up a notch when she saw AJ’s name flash along the screen. “That’s helpful. Thank you, rabbits.” She reached for her phone to read the message. 
 
    Sorry, I let Parker sleep in and took advantage of the time. Would one work to meet up? I can return the movie. How about Nervous Nellie? It’s in Pasadena. 
 
    The following text had the Google reviews and directions that made Mel smile. She loved knowing where she needed to go, and maps were a source of comfort. 
 
    “I think Mel’s going rabbit chasing with that smile,” Rob whispered to Andrew, who slapped him on the arm. 
 
    Sounds perfect. See you then. 
 
    She wanted to tell AJ to keep the movie, but she also had a feeling that wouldn’t go over well. AJ seemed to need independence, plus it was giving her an excuse to meet up. 
 
    “I think our little Mel Bell is going to need to get ready for her daaattte,” Rob teased, puckering his lips and making kissing sounds. 
 
    “Andrew, could you be a dear and slap him on the arm again,” Mel said. She tried to take a drink of her tea, but the cup skidded along her exposed teeth as she smiled. 
 
    “We better go before she knocks out a tooth, and the LA Kings think they need to recruit her.” Rob stood and hugged Mel. 
 
    “Let us know how it goes. We are a part of this journey now,” Andrew finished with a head nod. 
 
    Mel watched them from the doorway as they pulled out of the driveway. The sun was shining, illuminating the possibilities of the future. Her eyes fell on the fresh roses that lined her driveway, along with the undamaged old ones in the wrecked fiasco of moped versus flowerbed. An idea started forming on how to create the foundation. As the idea spread, so did Mel’s smile. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You are shitting me. Rebecca Miller just shows up out of nowhere? Damn, that’s bad timing, sis.” Kate was sprawled across the couch, each limb taking space in all directions. 
 
    “Yup, that’s me, queen of bad timing. I didn’t realize I didn’t want to spend my life with Jason until I was four months pregnant. I didn’t understand an arts degree wouldn’t be the most lucrative until almost graduating and now this fun adventure of Rebecca and Melanie.” AJ winced at the shattered glass that was in her hands, not realizing how hard she had slammed it down.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Kate walked into the kitchen, and her eyes widened at the liquid dripping down the counter and puddling on the floor. She grabbed a washcloth and handed it to AJ. “AJ, are you okay?” she repeated softly. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” AJ grabbed the towel and kneeled to clean up the mess. “I don’t know. I’m fine.” She stared at the coffee stain and glass pieces on the white cloth. 
 
    AJ felt like the rag she was holding. A dishtowel was underappreciated. It did all this dirty work cleaning other people’s messes, soaking mistakes into its skin, and slowly disintegrating with each wash. The stitching comes loose at the seems only to be thrown away when it isn’t effective at its job anymore, or someone needed something more beautiful. 
 
    She felt a sob deep in her chest, rumbling like a volcano. “I think I must be close to my period if seeing this rag is going to break me down, huh?” AJ looked up to Kate’s eyes, slightly distorted through unshed tears. 
 
    “It might be more than little hormones, sweetie. This reaction is seven years in the making, and Melanie might be a catalyst. Someone to break down your walls. I think the result has the potential to be beautiful, but the journey will be hard.” She placed a hand on her head to stroke her curls. “But that’s life. Pain now can bring extended pleasure.” 
 
    AJ snorted as she scrambled up from the floor and reached for an unbroken cup. “You know that’s a bit kinky.” 
 
    AJ saw Kate’s smirk in the microwave by her head. “Don’t knock it till you try it, little sis.” 
 
    “Who says I haven’t tried,” AJ responded, wiping the snot bubble that had formed, and poured herself another cup of coffee. 
 
    “I’m going to sidestep that landmine and scrub any pictures that are currently running through my mind against my will, and instead ask—when are you meeting up with her again?” 
 
    “Shoot, that reminds me.” AJ grabbed her phone and shot off a text, along with directions. “If I don’t respond right away, I forget, which is exactly what just happened.” She put the phone down. “Would you mind watching Parker today? I hate to leave her with you all day and night. I might be able to take her with me, but she had a big day yesterday.” 
 
    “No, no AJ, of course, I don’t mind. Honestly, you never take advantage of having family living in the same house as you, plus I’m totally shipping you and Mel. Ajel. Nope that sounds like some sort of lube. We’ll come up with something.”  
 
    Coffee splattered everywhere with AJ’s half choke, half-laugh. “Damn it. Most of this pot has been sacrificed to the washrag. At this point, I almost need to just ring it out into my mouth to get the caffeine fix. Definitely not Ajel, plus it’s way too early for shipping names. We are just getting to know each other.”                
 
    AJ rolled her eyes when Kate turned around, hugging her body and wiggling around, making it seem like she was making out with someone. At least the cloud overhead had dissipated a little. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel looked at her watch and smiled when she saw she still had fifteen minutes. She wrapped her fingers around the handle of the coffee shop door. The scent of coffee was almost a wall that she walked into. She couldn’t tell if the jitters she felt were from a contact high of coffee or nerves. As Mel walked deeper into the shop, her heart stuttered in time with her feet. AJ was sitting at the window. She had a coffee cup in front of her and she kept moving the handle to line up with the grain in the wood tabletop. The sun was beating down through the window, highlighting AJ’s hair. Melted chocolate came to mind, and the thought brought a tumbleweed through her stomach. 
 
    Shaking herself forward, she reached the table and looked down at AJ. Warm caramel eyes widened along with her smile when their eyes finally met. 
 
    It looked like AJ was trying to get up, but the table shook, and the coffee teetered precariously. AJ reached out to steady the cup, then motioned for Melanie to sit across from her. It looked like she was rubbing her leg and grimacing. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mel asked while taking a seat. 
 
    “I’m fine, just the dangers of being me,” AJ said with a sheepish shrug. Mel was pretty confident AJ could warm the coffee with her cheeks about this moment. “That’s for you. You seem like a plain no-frills coffee, but if I’ve misread you, please let me know, and I’ll get you whatever you want.” 
 
    Mel looked down at the steaming cup as she wrapped her fingers around the hot ceramic. “No, you didn’t misread me at all. Thank you.” She looked at AJ quickly, flinching when she bit into her lower lip too enthusiastically. “Oh, this is for you.” She held out a single mint green rose. “Their petals and stems are durable. Oh, and it’s disease resistant.” She spat the last part out louder than she intended. 
 
    AJ’s chuckle rumbled as she reached across the table, and their fingers brushed. Mel could feel the touch travel up her arm. “Disease-resistant, huh. Well, thank you.”  
 
    Mel watched AJ close her eyes and bring the rose to her nose, her chest expanding as she inhaled deeply. Her eyes then fell to the fingers wrapped lightly around the stem. She wiggled in her seat slightly, seeing the purple nail polish on AJ’s fingers, liking that it matched splendidly with the rose. Her eyes traveled north again, and she blinked a few times when she locked eyes with AJ, who was looking at her with a tilted head. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Melanie mumbled, realizing she had awkwardly stared at her for who knows how long.  
 
    “The rose is beautiful, and I’ve never seen this color. What does it mean?” 
 
    Mel’s mind started trekking down the path of what AJ meant, but she came up empty. “What do you mean? What does it mean?” She rolled her eyes internally, wondering if she could come up with a sentence that had more of the word mean in it. 
 
    “Well, don’t rose colors have different meanings? Do you know what this light green one represents?” 
 
    “Oh.” Mel slapped her forehead. “Okay, this is a mint green rose. It isn’t available here and is a hybridization from old roses. The symbolic color can mean optimism or–” She paused and cleared her throat. “Affection,” she finished quietly. “I got this plant two years ago in Singapore when I was there promoting a movie. It didn’t bloom last year, but this year it has exploded with little mint green blooms.” She shrugged. “I like gardening, but there is something special about roses specifically. They have these pure soft petals, but also hard thorns, like innocence with a kick.” She stopped talking and looked up. 
 
    “That’s an artistic way to put it, Mel, thank you.” AJ reached across the table and put her hand on top of Melanie’s before squeezing it and slowly retreating once more. “You talk about roses like Parker talks about the constellations.” She took a sip of her drink. Mel was transfixed at the dainty wet spot on her lips. 
 
    “Gardening calms me, and roses are my anti-anxiety med. Do you want some food?” Mel asked after a loud gurgle reverberated from the other side of the table. 
 
    AJ’s hands flew to her stomach. “Sorry, I had some coffee this morning but forgot to eat after I fed Parker.” She looked to the side, and a blush started crawling along her cheeks. 
 
    Mel stood up. “What do you want? Sandwich, scone, muffin, burrito? If you haven’t eaten, I won’t suggest a cookie, although, from this point of view, those look to die for.” 
 
    AJ wouldn’t meet her eye; it was similar to their misunderstanding about the pizza. Rob’s nagging voice was tickling the back of her brain to tread lightly, but caution was thrown to the wind when another loud rumble started. 
 
    “Come on, AJ, if I don’t get any food in you soon, the vibrations of your stomach will cause an earthquake in China.  I’ll get you one of everything.” Mel turned to the front counter. “Including a cookie,” she added over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ had seen some beautiful things in her twenty-seven-year lifespan, but only two things had taken her breath away and for vastly different reasons. The first one was seven years prior when her eyes fell onto her screaming child. She was splotchy, patchy, and screaming bloody murder, but AJ had never seen anything so life-changing. Her world tilted perspectives to the tiny bundle in her arms. 
 
    The second time was a few seconds ago when her eyes soaked up the glory that was Melanie’s backside. It can’t be compared to holding your newborn baby for the first time, but there were a surprising amount of similar reactions warring in her body. Increased heart rate, wide eyes, slight panic at what happens next; yup, all similar feelings. 
 
    She took a deep breath and looked around, trying to settle her feelings. A flash went off, then another. As AJ looked around at the source, she found two giggling girls in the corner of the shop whispering and pointing. The flash on from their phones provided a beacon right to them. Sighing, she grabbed her cup and took a drink of her now cold coffee. 
 
    “Sorry that took so long.” Mel slid back into her seat and placed a bag in the middle of the table, grabbing the opening and tilting it towards her. 
 
    It looked like she was opening a stocking on Christmas, but she already knew what the gifts were. AJ watched Mel’s eyes light up at whatever treat she found. She reached in further, the bag almost reaching her elbows before sliding it out with whatever prize grasped in her claw. 
 
    “You are eating this burrito.” Mel pushed the food to her. “Eat,” she continued with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “What if I’m allergic to whatever is in this, huh?” AJ asked, grabbing the package, but almost dropped it when she registered the temperature. “Wow, I wasn’t expecting it to be hot,” she said, shaking her hand. 
 
    “I asked them to warm it up, can’t have you eating a cold burrito. That would be cruel.” Melanie shuddered as she tore into the cookie. It was the size of a plate and gently broke apart with only a few crumbs breaking away. She handed half to AJ along with a napkin.  
 
    “Thank you.” AJ graciously accepted because if anyone knew her, she had a soft spot for amazing cookies.  
 
    “It’s the least I can do. I feel I’m still in a deficit with what happened. How is Parker doing?” 
 
    AJ slowed her chewing. “She’s okay. She wanted me to wrap her up as you did on your couch. I had to redo the leg cocooning four times before she was satisfied that it was, and I quote, ‘A passable imitation of Melanie’s wrap.’ I swear I don’t know where she gets her vocabulary.” 
 
    Mel’s smile lit up the room, and AJ’s lightning bugs were back, swooping and fluttering in her stomach. “Imitation is the most sincere form of flattery. Next time, call me over; I can’t have Parker go through a movie with loose corners. She won’t be able to concentrate.” 
 
    “Maybe I will,” AJ teased and took another bite of her cooling burrito, giving herself a little more time before the next question popped out of her mouth. “So, Rebecca. I would say she seems nice, but I think that would make me a liar. Are you two getting back together?” 
 
    AJ almost laughed at the grimace that appeared on Melanie’s face. “No, God, no.” She looked down at the decimated cookie. “She was abusive.” Mel’s hands flew to her mouth, almost as if she were trying to catch them from leaving. “I’ve never said that out loud before,” Melanie whispered, and then looked around as if remembering they weren’t alone. 
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything over text, but I saw the second article. The picture looked like you and she were wearing the clothes from when Parker and I were there, unless it’s a coincidence and you both were wearing those same clothes another time.” She was rambling, so she used the last bite of the burrito to stuff into her mouth before any more word vomit could escape. 
 
    “It’s the same day. You’re in the picture too. You’re the shadow that brought my smile.” 
 
    AJ’s eyes watered slightly at that. Yeah, she was probably starting her period soon. “You’re poetic, you know.” She quickly wiped her eyes when Mel looked away. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Both women looked up at the new voice. 
 
    “Can I have your autograph, Melanie?” A tiny girl in a wheelchair held a piece of paper and a pen out, but it looked like she was struggling even with those objects. 
 
    “Oh, of course.” Melanie gently took the pen and paper from the kid’s hands. 
 
    “Thanks for this. She is in awe of your work. Especially your voiceover work for Olly, in the mini series cartoon of Olly’s Wish. It was beautiful,” the woman gushed as she stood behind the child’s wheelchair. AJ’s eyes fell to the child again with a smile when she saw the kid’s head bobbing. It reminded her of Parker. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Mel asked. 
 
    “Emily,” the girl said shyly. 
 
    “Well, Emily, it was lovely meeting you. We are filming the movie right now for the live-action, and I would be honored if you would come to the premier,” Mel said, handing the piece of paper and pen back. She then reached out and handed a card to the girl’s mother. “Give this number a call. It’s my agent’s office. Say Mel sent you, and tell them I’m giving you tickets to the premiere when it’s out. They’ll set everything up. I’ll let Rob know to expect your call.” 
 
    The mom took the card with shaking hands. She blew out a breath that fluffed her bangs up, making it look like they waved at them. With a reverent “thank you,” she turned to leave. 
 
    “Would you like a picture?” AJ asked before she could stop herself. It wasn’t her place to offer that information, but three tentative smiles looked in her direction, so she felt she couldn’t have been that far off the mark. 
 
    The mom handed her phone over to AJ, and AJ played the role of director. “Closer. Mel, can you crouch a little and lean in? Perfect. Say ‘Emily is a magnificent warrior’ on three.” AJ took a few pictures, but her favorite was the set right before and after she called Emily a warrior. The faces changed from forced smiles to genuine happiness. Emily’s mom left the shop with tears in her eyes, unable to look away from the picture.  
 
    When AJ looked up again to find Melanie’s eyes had softened around the corners. The look robbed AJ of breath for the second time in an hour. 
 
    “I have to get to the station soon,” AJ said, looking at her watch. “Oh, I forgot.” She reached into her purse and pulled out the Winnie-The-Pooh DVD. “She loved it, by the way, and has fully accepted her Tigger status, although she wants to be Owl.” 
 
    “Why Owl?” Mel asked as she gathered her things slowly. 
 
    “She wants to be closer to the stars,” AJ answered, handing over the case. “Space, but especially stars, is Parker’s special interest.” 
 
    Mel nodded and hesitated, reaching out while looking into AJ’s eyes. “I kind of wish I could refuse right now so I’d have another excuse to see you.” 
 
    AJ smiled. “Well, we could wait and see if fate has any more meet-ups lined up for us.” She held eye contact. Mel’s small smile widened as AJ watched Melanie process the information, and when she landed on a solution, she could see the light expand in her eyes. 
 
    “Or,” Melanie said as she stepped forward and wrapped her fingers around the DVD case, “I could tempt fate and ask you to meet up when you’re free next.” 
 
    “I’ve got Parker.” AJ exhaled and dropped her hands while taking a step back. 
 
    “You’re a package deal to me, AJ. I wouldn’t want, or expect, you to leave Parker behind. There are lots of things we can do with Parker. Oh, the Planetarium! Has she been there?” Mel’s arm twitched, almost as if she wanted to reach out. 
 
    “Well, she doesn’t have her license, so I don’t think she’s made the trek as of yet.” AJ joked. Mel lightly hit her arm in retaliation, but it was the single rub up and down that sent an electric jolt to AJ’s core. “Maybe we can make a date of it and coordinate so we’re not tempting fate to see if we’d run into each other again.” AJ’s voice was husky. 
 
    “Although at our rate, I bet even if we didn’t set a time, we’d still end up there together.” Mel sighed. “But I’d rather hedge our bets. Text me when you and Parker are free?” 
 
    “Okay. I should know after tonight’s shift; the schedule comes out then.” They stared at each other for a moment until both moved at the same time into a crushing hug. She watched Mel’s hair part when she breathed out, and then the short hairs tickled her nose when she breathed in the sweet summer scent. Light and clean were words that came to mind, along with frolicking in a flower field. A small smile was buried deep in Mel’s hairline, a secret held within the follicles.   
 
    The hug wasn’t long, but AJ melted into Mel’s body. It was like being wrapped in an electric blanket during the winter. It was hard to unclasp her hands from around Mel’s shoulder blades. With extreme reluctance, she relaxed her hold, but they were still breathing the same air. 
 
    AJ’s lips met Mel’s warm cheek, and she thought the spark she felt was what created the flash, but after the second click, she realized people were taking photos. She stepped back quickly and watched Mel’s face fall slightly, but Mel’s hand subconsciously touched the spot where AJ’s lips were. 
 
    “I’ll call you,” AJ whispered near Melanie’s ear. She smiled at the low moan and shiver that vibrated among her cells. 
 
    Walking into the station for her shift, she felt she’d hit her head on the ceiling, she was floating so high.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Already Trouble in Paradise? 
 
    Sources saw Melanie drinking coffee with the so far unnamed woman. Sources close to the actor suggest nothing is going on with them, but the lingering lip lock to the cheek throws serious doubt to the claims. If anyone has any information on this new interest, please let inquiring minds know. The lady appears to be the same one popping up recently in Melanie’s orbit, and it’s time we do some digging. We are still shipping Melanie and Rebecca. They make a gorgeous couple and would set Hollywood aflame. Comment your thoughts below.   
 
      
 
    Melanie sank deeper into the bathtub, her fingers playing softly along the now nearly healed wound. She’d have to go back to shooting soon, but the time with AJ had been worth the fall. 
 
    Their conversation at the coffee shop played on repeat. Every action, reaction, and small interaction was being dissected in her mind’s microscope. Her fingers played along her ribs before landing on the soft underside of her breast. 
 
    Fingers traced along the path that AJ’s hug traveled earlier. She felt the whisper of the ghost hug that had seeped into her skin. The tip of her fingers swept over a now hard nipple. Thoughts then turned to the light kiss along her cheek, her other hand swept across her lips underwater. If this were the reaction a little cheek kiss entailed, Mel wasn’t sure she’d live through an actual kiss, although everything in her yearned for one. 
 
    The water rippled as her fingers played along her hard clit. The slight pruning on the tips of her fingers gave way to new friction she’d never experienced before, both hands now playing on her nipple and lower nub. Her mind helpfully played the scene of AJ’s lips near her ear as she said, “I’ll call you.” Along with her phone chirping to AJ’s tone, the mental image brought a deep moan as her body tightened. Mel smiled at the thought of AJ’s timing to reach out via text and unknowingly help her reach climax.  
 
    The secret swirled down the drain as Mel watched the tub water gurgle and she wrestled her arms through the robe. She turned around with a toothbrush in hand. As her phone pinged again, she flicked her wrist to see what AJ had written.  
 
    Need a hand? 
 
    Mel’s toothpaste splattered across the mirror as she started coughing, rereading the message. 
 
    Um, with what? she quickly replied. It couldn’t be because of the bath, right? Her heart rate spiked at the thought. 
 
    Mel? Shit, I’m sorry, I thought I texted Kate, sorry about that. A second beep came after the first. Do you think I could get any money if I let the papers know who I am? Like if I’m the one selling out, at least it saves me from hating someone I know, right? There was another beat. I mean if there is any money in giving the information, I’d want it to go into my pocket. *shrug 
 
    Mel looked up in the splattered mirror and saw a sad smile reflected back. She didn’t like AJ having to deal with things like this, especially since Melanie didn’t see herself staying in the movie business. She was serious when she’d told Rob that this was the last film. 
 
     I don’t think the beetles pay anything for information except in souls, and you don’t want to sell your soul, do you? 
 
    She started wiping the mirror and then looked down at her phone at the reply. It depends on how much I can get for it, I suppose. Melanie’s laughter vibrated off the tiles in the bathroom. 
 
    The going rate is three dollars. 
 
    I can work with that. I’ll put it in the stock market, and in 150 years, I’ll have a nice little soulless nest egg since I’ll be invincible. 
 
    I don’t think that’s how it works. 
 
    How about after class on Thursday? Are you free? We can go to the Planetarium. 
 
    Yes. Mel sent quickly. See you then.  
 
    Mel looked at her phone. Five days never felt so long. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ tucked her phone into the back of her pants and looked up to see Parker bounding into the kitchen. “I’m hungry, Mom. How’s Melanie? Did you tell her hi for me?” AJ could hear the clacking of the cups in time with Parker’s bounces.  
 
    “Okay, Sweet Pea, go sit down. I’ll bring you some oatmeal. Melanie is great, we have a surprise on Thursday for you, and she says hi back. Do you want to know your surprise, or would you rather wait?” 
 
    AJ had learned that Parker needed to be in control when it came to surprises. She got to decide if she wanted to know, or wait until the day of to find out. It had taken two ruined birthday parties before AJ realized she had to give Parker the option to choose. Since then, she’d let Parker decide how she wanted to handle things.  
 
    AJ watched Parker put her pointer finger to her lips as if to shush herself before nodding once and declaring, “The surprise will stay as such until Thursday.”  
 
    AJ smiled and placed the oatmeal in front of her. “And so it shall. How are you doing, Parker?” She went to ruffle her head before stopping herself mid-reach and slowly put her hand down. Her phone chirped, and she smiled before registering the tone wasn’t Mel’s.  
 
    Can we talk about the wedding? 
 
    Jason. With all that had happened, AJ forgot that was coming up. 
 
    Yeah, give me about thirty minutes. The next text was of a thumbs-up emoji. AJ put her phone down and looked back at Parker, who was picking at her food. 
 
    “Are you okay, sweetie?” AJ asked, realizing she hadn’t responded to her first question, and the frown that had appeared on Parker’s face was worrying. She wanted to soothe her daughter’s wrinkled skin between her eyebrows but knew the action would only be comforting for her. 
 
    “What’s shipping mean?” 
 
    “Hmm, shipping? Like to ship a package?”  
 
    “If an article says they are shipping Melanie and Rebecca, does that mean they are supposed to be together?” 
 
    AJ looked above her head, surprised a light bulb hadn’t gone off. “Ah, that type of shipping. Well, Parker, people are obs–” She stopped mid-sentence to change tactics. “No, they aren’t supposed to be together. People like to be right and will force their opinions on others, wanting to be the first to say something will occur. Especially in those types of magazines; they will fling anything on the wall to see what sticks. It doesn’t matter if they are wrong ninety-nine percent of the time.”  
 
    Parker’s eyes darted from side to side as she processed that information. “But the article said they are supposed to be together. Does that mean Melanie can’t be friends with you?”  
 
    AJ crouched down to be at eye level. Her mind wound through their conversation from the day before and landed on what Melanie confessed. It had been quick before they were interrupted, but Melanie looked so broken at her whispered confession about abuse. She wanted to know more, wanted to wrap her in a hug, wished for more whisper history and confessions.  
 
     “No, it doesn’t mean we can’t be friends. In fact, I think we’ll be great friends if that’s okay with you?” Parker’s eyes lit up as she nodded vigorously. “An article doesn’t get to choose fn people should lose the ability to choose for themselves. Okay? Remember, we all have the power to choose what’s right for our own hearts.” AJ held her hand against her heart and melted when Parker placed her little hand over hers. “The choice lies within us. Just because someone says it should be this way doesn’t mean it has to be.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I don’t want Mel to be with Rebecca.” Parker looked away and dropped her hand. 
 
    “Neither do I, Sweet Pea. Neither do I.” AJ stood up. “Finish your breakfast. I’m going to talk with your dad. Do you want to talk to him after?” 
 
    It was another option AJ had learned to give Parker. A few tantrums had caused AJ to readjust her parenting style. Instead of controlling and telling Parker how it would be, she had to relinquish control and let Parker decide when the outcome wasn’t life-altering. AJ would still pull Mom rank when needed and deal with the consequences. 
 
    “Yeah,” Parker responded while digging into her breakfast. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    AJ left the living room area and padded through the halls to her bedroom. She closed the door most of the way, leaving a little space in case Parker needed her. It was their code that it was okay to come in without knocking. 
 
    She stood in the slit of sunlight that was seeping through the windows, her toes warming in the light, and dialed Jason’s number. 
 
    “AJ, thanks for talking with me. How are you doing?” Jason answered as soon as he picked up. 
 
    She debated telling him about Melanie but decided against it for now. He never got into gossip magazines or stories, so there was little chance he would find out until she was ready. “I’m doing good, Jay. I’m sorry I completely forgot about the wedding. What are your thoughts on getting Parker there?” She scrunched her toes into the plush carpet once before beginning to pace. She always talked better on the phone while walking. 
 
    “I won’t have time to come get her, but if you’re still okay with her flying, that will work best.”  
 
    “I can’t pretend it doesn’t bring me anxiety having her get on the plane alone, but you’re right, that will be the simplest option. Although,” AJ paused. She hated bringing up money, but it was best to rip off the Band-Aid in these situations. “I don’t have enough for a ticket.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, we’ll get it.” AJ moved the phone to the other ear. “We were hoping to have her a few days before the wedding. You know, get her settled. Would Wednesday or Thursday through Sunday work?” 
 
    AJ paused and fidgeted with her pant string. “Um, yeah, I guess that works. Jason, she needs a routine, so I think Thursday would work best. Will you be around? I know you’ll be busy with wedding preparations, but will it be okay for her to be around?” 
 
    “Of course. Come on, AJ; let the reins loose a little.”  
 
    “It’s not about loosening reins, Jason.” The soft and angry combination of her voice was something every mother had perfected. “It’s about thinking things through, making sure everything will be accounted for, ensuring the safety of our kid. I hate that you always get to be the fun one, swooping in with your jokes, buying everything she asks for; you never had to deal with the temper, the screaming, crying, or meltdowns. You never have to think about the routine or how to calm her down. I’m sorry for asking questions, Jason, but someone has to think about these things.” She rested her head against the window and watched the breath fog up, then dissipate quickly with her breath. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She could barely hear the whisper through her shallow quick breaths. “Sometimes I forget how hard it must be for you every day.” His voice was a tiny bit louder but seemed to be quivering slightly. “I’ll be there. She’ll be safe, I promise.”  
 
    Jason didn’t make promises if he wasn’t prepared to deliver. “Okay, get the ticket.” 
 
    After exchanging a few more pleasantries, AJ handed the phone to Parker, then headed back to her room to go over the conversation. If she was frank with herself, some of the defensiveness was coming from anxiety at letting Parker go on the trip. There wasn’t a time since she was twenty that she and Parker hadn’t gone to sleep under the same roof, and the thought of time and distance without her was proving difficult. 
 
    A frustration bubble was building inside her until her eyes landed on the bouquet of paint supplies that still lay on her bedside table. When her eyes landed on the gift, the intense emotions seeped out of her like a balloon. She reached under the bed and pulled the canvas she’d started at Parker’s Thursday class. She placed the canvas on her rickety easel near the window.  
 
    AJ had stumbled on the easel quite literally a few years back. Her foot had twisted in the wooden frame lying near the dumpsters near her work. It took a little TLC to clean it up, but for the most part, it worked okay, if she adjusted for the slight angle on the canvas. 
 
    She studied the outline, seeing the inspiration again jumping from the page. With a smile, she got her tools ready to finish what she’d started.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Throughout the week, Mel looked at her clock so much she almost pulled a neck muscle. She was able to pace the house without getting fatigued, and the pain that had been wrapped along her whole body was subsiding. Rebecca had tried to reach out a few times throughout the week, but luckily she hadn’t returned to the house. Mel could only hope it stayed that way.  
 
    Mel had to stop herself from skipping to the door. It was surprisingly hard to contain herself. Her phone beeped right before she got to the door. 
 
    I’m back at work next week. Excited to see you again, Ms. Cooper. Melanie smiled when the second picture showed Max in one of the outfits she had sent them.  
 
    I will be glad to have you back, Roland. He’s already getting so big!   
 
    I wanted to say again. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help with your accident. I texted as  
 
    soon as I heard, but you were probably getting many messages. I know you turn off your phone when you get overwhelmed. I wish there was something I could’ve done. 
 
    There wouldn’t have been anything you could have done anyway, Roland, but thank you for the concern. Enjoy that baby, and see you next week. 
 
    She tucked her phone inside her purse and started again towards the front door of ECF, her thoughts turning to next week. A script had landed on her doorstep yesterday, meaning the grueling shooting schedule would start up again soon. The recovery time had provided a sneak peek into what life would be like after she stopped acting, and the glimpse was going to make it hard to drag herself back to the studio.  
 
    Her neck spasmed at the thought of having to go back. Her hands were working through the knot when she heard “Melanie!” The loud shout came from behind her. She turned, and Parker’s bouncing curls and smiling face soothed the twitching muscle more than her fingers were able to. 
 
    “Parker, hi, it’s good to see you.” She gave Parker a high five as she skidded to a stop in front of her. “Where’s your mom?”  
 
    “Still in the car, she had a phone call. Can we go inside?” Parker’s bouncing toes inched towards the door. 
 
    “Hmm, well, what about your mom? She might wonder where you are.” Mel looked around, not sure what to do. 
 
    “I asked her if I could say hi to you when we saw you outside. She’ll know I’m with you.” Parker grabbed her hand and started dragging her inside. “Come on. I want a good spot. How many more classes are you teaching?” 
 
    Mel loved kids since they didn’t deal with small talk nonsense. They were honest and to the point. “I have to go back to work next week, so this will be my last class for a bit of time, but I’m hoping to come back once I’ve finished with filming.” 
 
    Parker stopped and looked up at her. “Promise?”  
 
    Mel got down on one knee. “I can’t promise anything because life has a way of changing things up, but I promise to do everything in my power to come back if they would have me.” 
 
    Parker’s look was intense; she was surprised to see eyes so similar to her mother’s boring into her soul, but it lacked bouncing, which was new. It felt like a mirror was being held up, and she had to pass a test to ensure all three of them could move forward. “Okay.” Parker’s single nod released a breath Mel didn’t know she was holding. “Are you going to date my mom?” Parker’s head tilted, and Mel watched her eyelashes wave through a few blinks. 
 
    “I’d like to. Would you be okay with that?” Mel was whispering, and she was rethinking her earlier thoughts on the positive of kids being to the point. Parker’s smile dissipated the cloud of anxiety. “All right, glad we are on the same page. Shall we go inside?” Mel grabbed the handle near her head to use it to hoist herself up. It wasn’t the most effective since it was mobile, but a final groan got her to her feet. 
 
    “Parker, why didn’t you try and help her up?” AJ had turned the corner and was walking towards them. She had a small smile, but her eyes seemed to hold something. Mel looked down in time to see the nonchalant shrug Parker threw her mom’s way. 
 
    “It’s okay, see, I stood up on my own, no help to this doorknob, though.” Mel glared at the offending object. “Shall we?” Mel held the door open for the Beckett ladies to walk through. “Are you okay?” Mel asked as she stepped in time with AJ. 
 
    “Yeah, um, I guess I’m in a little pickle,” AJ said. 
 
    Mel laughed at the mental image, trying to cover up the fact she had no idea what that meant. “Little pickle.” Mel chuckled again.  
 
    AJ looked at her curiously before clarifying, “Sorry, I mean I have an issue.”  
 
    Mel instantly sobered. “What is it? Are you and Parker okay?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah, we’re fine. The shift is short-staffed and I just was called into work. However, Kate has plans and can’t take her.” AJ looked around, waiting for the answer to jump out to her. 
 
    “Should I be offended you didn’t think to ask me?” Mel asked, tilting her head. She wasn’t mad, just curious. 
 
    “Sorry, Mel. Honestly, I didn’t want to assume, plus she can be a lot to handle at times. I’m not sure.” It looked like she was trying to do the math, but the numbers weren’t adding up. 
 
    “If you’re not comfortable with me taking her yet, that’s okay. But if it’s because you don’t want to inconvenience me, put that right out of your head.” Mel flicked her fingers away from her head. 
 
    AJ brought her fingers to her lips in thought before nodding once. “If you’re for sure willing, I’d be eternally grateful. I can’t pay you much though. You have my number, and I’ll give you Kate’s just in case.”    
 
    “You don’t have to pay me anything, AJ. I like Parker, and we get along. Plus, we were going to hang out after this anyway. Would you be okay if I took her to the Planetarium, or do you want to wait until we could do that together?” Mel pulled out her phone to add a contact for Kate before handing the phone over to AJ to put in the number. 
 
    “I told her there was a surprise on Thursday, so if you could still take her, that would be wonderful. Oh, here.” AJ handed a twenty over along with her phone back with Kate’s hot off the press number. 
 
    “Perfect. Ice cream, the Planetarium, and good company. I’m sorry you have to work.” Mel didn’t want to take the money but knew there would be an uproar she most likely wouldn’t win. Reluctantly she grabbed the money and knew she made the right choice when a broad smile stretched across AJ’s face. “Shall we tell her together?” Mel gestured towards Parker, who was talking to a friend. “You probably have to lay the rules down a lot and don’t get to bask in the glory of surprises that much, right?” 
 
    Mel was terrified for a second that she had said the wrong thing. AJ’s eyes misted over, and an apology was on Melanie’s tongue when AJ threw her arms over Mel’s shoulder in a tight hug. 
 
    “Thank you,” AJ whispered in her ear, which caused a scale of shivers to play along her spine. 
 
    Mel watched the arms along her shoulders rise and fall with her shrug. “It’s no big deal,” Mel responded just as quietly. 
 
    “It’s a huge deal. I can’t believe you picked up on something like that.” She had let go slightly but was still close enough to smell the cedar scent of AJ’s shirt. “I’ll pick her up at your place after my shift. It should be around nine. It’s not a whole shift, just a few hours to fill in. Does that still work for you?”  
 
    Melanie smiled and nodded. “Of course,” she whispered, wiping the lone tear at the corner of AJ’s eyes with the tip of her thumb. Her hands dropped. “Let’s go tell her. After you.” Mel stepped aside to let AJ pass. It gave her a moment to compose herself. She had almost kissed AJ in a room full of kids during a class. If there was a less appropriate time to do something like that, Mel was having difficulty coming up with one. 
 
    She stepped up next to AJ, who had just told Parker the surprise. A shriek of excitement followed by bouncing hair flopping up and down created a vibration of butterflies in Melanie’s stomach, a pulse of hope. She looked between these two, who had come flying into her life when she wasn’t looking and bowled her over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “AJ darling, why aren’t you painting?” One of the ECF directors walked up to AJ sitting to the side as she watched Mel teach the kids about improv. The last group scene cracked her up when Mel, at a child’s request, had sat on a stool licking her hand like a cat. 
 
    “Hey, Wesley. Mel got me some supplies, so I’ll paint from home from now on.” She was only half paying attention, watching Mel and Parker interact in a scene. She thought back to the half-finished work, excited with how it was turning out. 
 
    “What?” The angry outburst pulled her attention from the group to a shaking Wesley in front of her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” AJ tilted her head, not sure what was happening. 
 
    “The paintings are ours. It was our supplies, our canvas. We deserve them.” Wesley was getting into her space, and his eyes were wild. 
 
    “Everything was part of the class I’ve been teaching. We’ve had this deal for years, but if you need me to pay for the canvas, I’ll do that.” AJ reached down to grab her wallet. Instead of grabbing money, she clenched Rob’s business card. Understanding flooded her mind on what was happening. They were selling her paintings and were now mad that she wouldn’t be handing them over anymore. 
 
    “I don’t need you to pay for the canvas; you need to provide the full painting.” His jaw was twitching, and he leaned in close. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen, though.” AJ stepped into his bubble. “I know you’ve been selling my work.” She looked over his shoulder and made eye contact with Mel, who was staring intently, looking like she wanted to come over. AJ gave a slight shake of her head. “Here’s the number of my representation now.”  
 
    Wesley held eye contact, but AJ wasn’t giving an inch. He finally looked away and took a step back. “We’re not done talking about this, AJ.” 
 
    Taking a shaky breath, AJ stepped to the side. She pulled the business card out of her pocket, ready to make a call before heading into work.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Melanie put her wallet back after paying for her and Parker’s ice cream after improv class. She rubbed her cheeks to try and massage the soreness from them. The muscles used for a genuine smile had apparently weakened, and she was feeling the pain.  
 
    “Mel, did you know that most stars travel with a companion or in clusters? So that means most stars deal with the buddy system.” Parker looked up as they walked back to her car.  
 
    “Hmm, no, I wasn’t aware of that,” Melanie replied as she got Parker situated in the back seat. 
 
    “Well, not all the stars. The Sun, for instance, doesn’t have a travel buddy, but maybe that’s because the planets that revolve around it are considered its friends. Did you know elements found in humans are the same elements found in stars? We hold the elements of space in our bodies. That’s so cool, don’t you think? Did you know stars were born in stellar nurseries?” 
 
    Mel got situated in the driver seat and took off her hat and sunglasses. She’d seen a few paparazzi when they left the shop but had jumped in front of Parker to save her from unwanted picture taking. She hoped she was fast enough. 
 
    The trivia didn’t stop for the entire forty-five minute drive, but Parker wasn’t looking for responses. She just seemed happy to talk. Mel looked back now and again, always struck by how much she looked like AJ. 
 
    “Melanie, do you have a telescope?” Parker asked as they pulled into the parking lot of the Planetarium.  
 
    “No, I don’t, but it’s funny you mention that. I was thinking about getting one. Which one would you recommend?” Mel knew full well AJ wouldn’t let her buy Parker a telescope, but maybe she’d be okay with her buying one for herself, and of course, allowing the Beckett family over whenever they wanted to use it.  
 
    “Yes, I know loads about the different types of telescopes. I can tell you about them on the way back.” 
 
    Mel looked down to make sure she’d put the car in park because it seemed to be moving. She smiled when looking at the rearview mirror; Parker’s head was bobbing in and out of Mel’s view as she bounced up and down in her seat. 
 
    “Come on, Tigger, let’s see what infinite knowledge we can absorb today. Are you ready?” She walked over to Parker’s side and opened the door, and held her hand out. Parker’s fingers wrapped around hers as they walked to get tickets. 
 
    “Your daughter is adorable,” the ticket clerk said when Melanie and Parker walked up.  
 
    Melanie’s hands were halfway to taking off her sunglasses, and she could see the woman looking down at Parker, who was looking up at her in confusion. “I’m not her daughter,” Parker said with a hand to her hip. 
 
    When the clerk looked back in Melanie’s direction, her sunglasses were now hanging on her shirt, and the lady’s eyes widened in recognition. “Oh my God, of course she’s not your daughter, Ms. Cooper. Can I call you Melanie? Can I have your autograph?” 
 
    Mel was taken aback; she had assumed a place of science would have better control over people fawning, and her jaw clenched at the dismissive way she was acting towards Parker. “I’d like two tickets. Adult and child,” Mel said, ignoring the rest of her questions.  
 
    “Okay, okay. Here you go. On the house, of course.” Mel winced at her loud tone. The lady handed the tickets to her but didn’t let go, and her long acrylic nails scraped along the top of her hand, causing Mel to flinch. “You know, we have a yearly pass if you want to do that. I bet I can get you a discount.” She started tapping on the keyboard. “Yeah, see.” She pointed to the screen, even though it wasn’t pointed at Mel. “I can get you a yearly pass for fifty. It will get you into any of our shows and the park.” She then leaned in close. “I’d even get you one for forty.”  
 
    Parker’s arm tugged on the bottom of her shirt. “Mel, can we go in? Come on.” Parker started moving towards the door.  
 
    “Wait just a second, Parker. Should we get a pass for you and your mom? That way, we can come back and enjoy various shows.” Parker’s smile stretched across her face like a comet shooting along the sky. It was all the answer Mel needed. Turning back to the lady, she said, “Okay, a yearly pass for two adults and one child.” The lady’s face fell slightly. 
 
    “Well, the discount was only for you.” She played with her hair and blinked repeatedly. Mel wondered if she had something in her eye. 
 
    “That’s fine. I’d still like a yearly pass for two adults and one child.” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips and then smiled. “I work every Thursday, so feel free to visit then. Now, how about that autograph?” 
 
    “No, I’m here taking my friend to see the show. We’ve been patiently waiting to get the tickets, but we’d like to go in now. It’s not an appropriate time to ask.” Mel was reaching her limit with this person, who seemed to be some gatekeeper.  
 
    “Jeez, I was just asking for a picture.” She flung the passes in Mel’s direction, and they clattered to the ground. 
 
    Parker picked them up and handed them to her. “Thanks, Tigger,” Melanie said as she put them in her purse. “Sorry for the delay. Let’s go in.” She held her hand out for Parker to take. 
 
    “You said we’re friends, is that true?” Parker timidly took her hand. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I don’t invite just anyone to my house. You and your mom are special, and I’m glad to get to know you.”  
 
    “I’m glad we’re friends,” Parker responded as she bounded to the entrance. 
 
      
 
    They had been there about an hour; the place was perfect for both of them. The noise and lights were minimal, and each room held different information about space. Melanie was in awe of Parker’s memory of star facts and loved watching her face light up with additional details she didn’t know. Parker had a little notebook that she wrote things down she hadn’t heard before. 
 
    The duo was on their way to one of the last halls when a large group surrounded Mel. They were taking pictures, and they all were talking at once. Melanie couldn’t make out precisely what they were saying, but the noise was overwhelming, and the flashing lights were pushing Mel towards panic.  
 
    It felt like she was inside a washing machine, and the commotion was making her sick. People were shoving papers in her face to sign, and hands were clawing at her arms. She started looking around for an exit. This situation was exactly the type of thing Roland used to help contain. 
 
    With tears in her eyes, she gasped when her mind cleared enough to remember she had to help Parker. When she turned around to locate her, the blood drained from her face when she looked down to see hairy sandaled sausage toes of a man in cargo shorts and not the Converse toes of Parker. Breathing became increasingly difficult; it felt like she was trying to breathe through a pinhole, and oxygen was in short supply. Shallow breaths followed as she tried to take in more air. 
 
    AJ is going to kill me. I lost her kid. I can’t believe I couldn’t spend three hours with Parker without messing up. 
 
    She pushed the crowd away without saying anything. She wasn’t sure anything would come out as a coherent thought anyway. The walls were closing in, and outside air was something her body was craving, but she wouldn’t leave the building without tearing it down first to find Parker. The first room she checked was the last room they were going to check out. It was dark but tauntingly empty. With tears and sobs about to burst from her chest, she held onto the wall for a second. Taking a deep breath and holding it in for three seconds, then releasing for five seconds, Melanie finally saw in front of her and assessed the situation with a marginally clearer head. 
 
    Tentatively she walked into the room Parker had spent the most time exploring. She held her breath until she saw Parker huddled on a bench. There looked to be someone from security squatting in front of her, trying to draw her out. Parker had her legs pulled up near her chest, and her arms had a vise grip around her legs, making it look like she was giving herself a full-body hug. She seemed to be rocking, and the image both broke and put Melanie back together again. She could see a split path of losing Parker and what that would have done not only to her but to AJ as well. Seeing Parkersafe gave Mel the first clean breath of air she’d had in what seemed like decades.  
 
    Mel landed in front of Parker with three extremely shaky steps, and she might have even pushed the security staff to the side to get better eyes on her. She spoke with one knee on the ground and at close to eye level, although her voice cracked with emotion. “Parker, sweetie, are you all right?” Mel’s hands twitched to reach out, but having watched AJ interact with her, she knew it would not be welcome. 
 
    Parker’s eyes widened in recognition, but her body language stayed shut off. Mel didn’t know what the next step should be. She knew what she needed, and that was to find a dark and quiet room. Her mind flitted to the first room she’d checked, thinking it would be an okay place for both of them to decompress for a second. “There’s still one more room we need to check out, and I think you’ll like it.” She held out her hand, which was still shaking, and waited. Mel knew instinctively that any next step had to come from Parker. 
 
    She blew out a shaky breath when little hands enveloped into hers. “It’s not far, but there is a hallway that is a little bright. Do you want to wear my sunglasses until we get to the room?” Mel dug into her purse for a spare pair, which Parker’s hands wrapped around tightly. She put them on, but her face was swimming in them, which made Mel smile genuinely for the first time since the ordeal started. “Perfect. Let’s go, Star.” It seemed like a fitting nickname for her, and Mel was rewarded with a slight uptick of one corner of Parker’s lips; she’d take that as a win. 
 
    Back in the dark room, they settled on a bench, their shoulders touching as they both looked at the vast wall of space in front of them. Mel was lost in her thoughts, going over all the doomsday scenarios of telling AJ she’d lost her kid. Everything played out like a movie in her mind, from a slap to a spit to an “I never want to see you again” through clenched teeth. Each thought brought Melanie further into the black hole they were currently staring at. 
 
    “I don’t like noises or a lot of flashing lights. I’m scared of lightning storms because it brings my two least favorite things together into my most favorite place, so I think the sky is mad at me.” Parker’s voice cut through ghost AJ telling Melanie she hoped she died. 
 
    “I don’t like loud noises either, or scratchy things on clothes.” Mel looked at Parker. “Are you okay? I’m sorry about what happened.” 
 
    “I’m good. I just needed a moment. Sometimes I lose control and freak out. People look at me weird, but I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.” 
 
    “You’re not doing anything wrong, Parker. Some people need to have better compassion for what people are going through. It’s funny, you are more aware of your surroundings than a lot of other people. I wonder if it’s because you’ve felt you need to change when honestly it’s others that should try opening their eyes and observing the world around them.” 
 
    “Can we go home now?” Parker asked after nodding once. It looked like she was still processing the previous events. 
 
    “Of course, I would like that. Your mom will pick you up at my place, is that okay? Maybe we can watch a movie while we wait.” 
 
    “Can you wrap me up again with a blanket?” Parker’s eyes held some light and the brick sitting on Mel’s chest loosened a smidge. “Can we surprise mom with some dinner? I’ve wanted to try and make her something before, but we never have the right ingredients.” A little bounce was back in her body, and Mel’s nose was tickling from holding in tears of relief. 
 
    “I’ll have to be your sous chef because we all know how my cooking is, but that sounds like a lovely idea.” She bumped shoulders with Parker. “We’ll stop by the store and grab a few things.” 
 
    They headed back out to the car, Mel feeling both relieved and sad. She didn’t think AJ would be able to forgive her, especially since she couldn’t forgive herself. Mel didn’t let go of Parker’s hand in the store, even when Parker tried to reach for a few things with it. She got a confused look a few times, but she wasn’t about to let this child out of her sight for a second.  
 
    Mel’s heart hurt as they got closer to her house. She felt she had a glimpse of what life could be like once she retired after the movie. She realized she could learn from Parker and teach her things, but the picture was being sucked into a black hole, one where she didn’t deserve to be happy. AJ and Parker warranted the best, and if she couldn’t handle one day without messing up, it was a picture she’d have to let go of, even if it hurt like hell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ’s work uniform’s stiff fabric was stifling in the muggy evening air, sticking to her back like a clingy lover. The wet drops from her earlier shower at the station created a puddle, making her look like she was sweating from the shoulders. She wanted to rip the shirt off. The car’s AC was on high, causing goosebumps to coat her arms, but she didn’t dare change the temp as the cold blast was helping keep her eyelids from drooping. She didn’t trust herself in a warm cocoon right now. Her whole body was being dragged down in bone-tired weariness.  
 
    Lizzo blasted in her speakers as she pulled up to Melanie’s house. With loud music blasting and cold air blowing, she was able to stay awake for the journey. She wasn’t sure how she’d make it home with Parker since she wouldn’t be able to use the temperature and music extremes without hurting Parker, but all that aside, she was excited to see her girls. Her girls. That gave her pause, but it felt right. She and Mel had been dancing around something, and AJ was finally willing to see what it was. 
 
    Her thoughts turned over as she walked to the front door and she felt her heart rate pick up the closer she got to the front door as if it was edging her closer to what it wanted. The door swung open as her fisted hand went to rap on the solid wood. The unexpected movement propelled her forward into the open arms of Melanie.  
 
    “Sorry about that, AJ,” Melanie said as she disentangled their arms but kept contact on her shoulders. “The video dinged, and I was too excited to wait while you knocked.” The smile Melanie gave her chased all residual tiredness away. 
 
    “No worries, I’m just glad I didn’t accidentally sock you.” AJ put her fists up in a mock boxing stance but quickly dropped her hands when she saw the tightness behind Melanie’s smile. “Is everything okay? Did Parker behave herself?” AJ glanced around, not seeing Parker.  
 
    “She was a doll. Um, listen, there is something I need to tell you.” They walked towards the kitchen, and when they rounded the corner, Parker, standing in front of the stove, came into view.  
 
    She had on an adorable apron; when she turned to greet AJ with an exuberant yell and bounce, AJ saw it was decorated with the Constellations in the night sky. The turn flicked some rice off to the side, which landed on the floor. Looking down, she saw it was just one of a growing pile. 
 
    “We’re cooking you dinner, Mom.” She turned the burner off and jumped down from a little step stool she was standing on, landing on the recently fallen rice. She looked down and scrunched her face. “Eww.” She then stuck her foot out, not quite knowing what to do. 
 
    “Here, Parker, let’s get this sock off, then you can take a well-earned break. You’ve been cooking nonstop.” Melanie leaned down and slid the sock off before helping her navigate the food landmine.  
 
    “I hope you like it, Mom.” Parker’s sockless feet landed in front of her, and AJ looked down, smiling. Parker had leaned in close to her leg—the closest she got to giving a hug. 
 
    “Well, if the smell is any indication, it’s one of my favorites. It’s perfect, Sweet Pea, thank you, and we both know Mel has some limitations in the kitchen.” She threw a teasing smile towards Mel, who had cleaned up the floor and was now getting plates down. 
 
    Melanie chuckled. “Yeah, that was a disaster, but this was all Parker’s idea and pretty much her recipe. I’m just the height for things she couldn’t reach.”  
 
    Pride. That’s the look Parker was giving her. One day with Melanie, and Parker looked like she could take on the world. “I didn’t know you could cook.” AJ said. 
 
    “It was in one of the classes, but we wanted to do something nice for you,” Parker responded while removing the apron.  
 
    AJ was struck by how much Parker had grown. Her little kid was coming out of the awkward kid phase, and she was seeing a glimpse of the teen and adult she could become. Nostalgia, delight, and a tinge of sadness for the past warred inside of her. “Well, the mission was successful. It looks and smells amazing. Thank you. Both of you,” AJ added when Mel walked by with a plate of steaming food. 
 
    Fried rice stuffed with veggies and glazed tofu was piled high on the plates. Steam trailed each dish. Dinner was a lively affair with Parker retelling their adventures in the Planetarium. Throughout the conversation, Melanie added a few anecdotes here and there but mostly let Parker regale. AJ tried to catch Mel’s eye in mirth, but she kept dodging the eye contact. 
 
    “Mom, can I finish the movie I was watching?” Parker asked towards the end of dinner. 
 
    AJ looked at her watch, debating if they should take off soon. It was getting late, and it was true Parker didn’t have school the next day. She ultimately relinquished when Parker added that there were only thirty more minutes; that gave AJ the opportunity to see what was bothering Mel.  
 
    After Melanie cocooned Parker “the correct way,” Parker had to point out, and the movie played softly in the background, Mel and AJ came back to the table. Mel sat across from her and fidgeted with a pen that had Saturn on the end of it. The tag wrapped around near the top of the pen caught AJ’s eyes. She smiled, willing to bet money a certain seven-year-old turned on the charm when they’d hit the Planetarium gift shop. If all they left with was a single pen, AJ would sell Kate’s house. Even she sometimes had a hard time saying no to those big pleading eyes. 
 
    “Thanks for watching her,” AJ started when Mel was playing keep-away with her eyes again. 
 
    “I—um. Of course. I had fun. Um.”  
 
    “Mel, what happened?” AJ looked back at where Parker was. She looked fine and seemed to have had a great time, so it couldn’t have been that bad, right? She reached out to still Melanie’s fidgeting fingers and wrapped them in hers. 
 
    Mel took a deep breath then swallowed. She had tears in her eyes, and AJ’s anxiety was spiking at the sight. She willed herself to stay still and not grab her arms and shake the information out of her. 
 
    “I lost her,” Mel pushed out, talking to the table. 
 
    AJ barked out a laugh, and Mel looked up, startled. It seemed she might have thought about different reactions AJ would have, but none of them included laughter. It was nice to finally get extended eye contact, even if Mel’s eyes were almost glowing with unshed tears. 
 
    “Melanie. Oh, sweetie. I’m sorry if you were beating yourself up about that all day.” She squeezed their still connected fingers. “It’s a right of passage for a parent to lose their kid. I’m not diminishing the experience. It’s one of the worst to go through. But she’s okay.” AJ stepped around the table and knelt in front of Melanie. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    Melanie sobbed. It seemed she’d been holding that in all night.  
 
    “Hey, it’s okay. Just let it out. There you go.” AJ rocked her back and forth. It was a little hard on her knees, but she wasn’t about to stop the connection. The sobs subsided slightly, and AJ leaned back. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I guess it affected me more than I thought it did.” Mel shuddered.  
 
    “When Parker was about three, Kate and I took her to the mall. I was looking at a few shirts. She had wanted out of her stroller, so I let her out for a second. I turned to put the shirt back, and when I turned around, she wasn’t there anymore. It was four seconds tops, and my world stopped. There isn’t a jolt like losing a kid.” AJ got up and sat back in the chair, closer to Mel. Their legs slid together like puzzle pieces as they faced each other. 
 
    “We were on our way to the last room when a group of people recognized me. They surrounded and hounded me from all sides. I was so overwhelmed with the noises and lights that I blanked on what I was supposed to do.” AJ stiffened slightly at her words. “I turned, and that’s when I realized I expected to see Parker’s jeaned legs and Converse and not some hairy toes and cargo shorts. The image jolted me to panic mode. I pushed through the crowd but couldn’t find her. She was in the second room I checked, though. It was her favorite, so I’m not sure why I didn’t try that first. I’m so sorry, AJ.” 
 
    AJ looked at Mel. She saw the despair, the pain, and embarrassment rolling around in the stormy blue eyes. There was so much emotion AJ wasn’t sure how Mel hadn’t burst apart with the sheer overwhelming aspect of it all. “No need to apologize. How did you know it was her favorite room?” AJ asked. 
 
    “It was the one we spent the longest time exploring. Parker wrote a lot of information down, and she seemed extra bouncy.” Mel hung her head like she’d done something wrong. 
 
    “Hey.” AJ lifted her chin with soft fingers. “You knew which room was her favorite. You know what that tells me?” AJ waited until she shook her head. “It tells me you were paying attention. You were watching her, and the situation sounds like it was out of your control. Parker has issues with sounds, crowds, and lights. I’m not surprised she ran, but I’m a little in awe at how soon you found her. That’s impressive, Mel, please believe that.” AJ lowered her hand, but Mel’s chin followed as if not wanting to relinquish the contact yet. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mel said softly. 
 
    “I should be thanking you. I trust you,” AJ said, and she meant it. She trusted Mel with not just her heart but also with Parker’s well-being, and that was the hardest thing for anyone to earn. 
 
    Mel leaned in further, not breaking eye contact, and AJ’s eyes went to her lips, where at that moment her tongue was trekking slowly across her upper lip. Her eyes darted back up to Mel’s, and she noted the darker tone of her eyes, her pupils taking up more space. 
 
    AJ met her halfway as their soft lips touched; she almost flinched from the sparks. They didn’t go very deep with Parker in the next room, but the kiss held promise, future, and hope. AJ couldn’t stop the low moan that left her mouth. She felt the vibration buzzing between them. When they broke, Mel’s eyes took a second to open, and when they did, the kiss had chased away all the torment, replaced by bewilderment and more than a little lust. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to do that for a while,” Mel whispered to her. Their mouths were so close AJ was able to feel the air on her lips. Slightly wet, the air provided an incredible contrast.  
 
    “Me too,” AJ said, leaning in again for another kiss. 
 
    When they broke apart, AJ looked down at her watch and sighed. The early fatigue was settling in again when she saw the time. “I should probably head home.” 
 
    The growl and moan concoction that left Mel made AJ laugh. She reluctantly stood and started walking towards the living room. Parker’s sleeping body greeted them when they walked into the room. The soft glow of the TV playing the beginning loop of the DVD filled the dim area. AJ ran through ideas of how to best move Parker to the car. She melted into Mel when she felt the warm body step up beside her. 
 
    “Stay. I have enough room,” Mel whispered near her ear, making a shiver run up her spine. 
 
    “Okay.” AJ turned to Mel with a small smile. “I think I’d fall asleep if I tried to get us home, thank you.” Mel’s head rested on AJ’s shoulder as they watched Parker for a second before panic set in on what she’d agreed to. What exactly would the sleeping arrangements be? AJ gulped at the thought.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
     
 
    “Let her sleep for a second, and let’s discuss sleeping arrangements.” Mel had to stand on her tippy toes to reach AJ’s ear. It was too dark to see the blush, but she could feel the heat radiating from AJ’s cheeks. She went to kiss the side of her cheek, but AJ’s nod at her words made her lips slip across her cheek and land near her ear. She nipped it lightly before turning and walking back towards the kitchen area. 
 
    When she stopped and turned, she caught AJ’s eyes lowered to her backside but they quickly made the trek up to her face. A loopy smile at being caught spread across her face. 
 
    “So, um, I can share a room with Parker, if that’s more comfortable for you,” AJ said as she played with the pattern in the tile with her toe. 
 
    “Or, Parker can have her very own room, and you could sleep in a nice king bed with me.” Mel stepped closer, gently pushing AJ’s wandering toe to the side and settling between AJ’s hips. “I’ll say this, though; I’m not ready for sex.” She leaned to AJ’s ear and whispered, “Although I hope you’ll stay for some cuddles, and maybe if I’m lucky, I’ll get a kiss or two.” She nipped her ear. “It’s up to you.” Mel didn’t want any miscommunications or expectations. Rebecca had blamed her for always leading her on and would get mad when Mel hadn’t realized she was in the mood. She didn’t want that with AJ. 
 
    “Oh good. It’s a little too early for me for that as well. No funny business, I promise,” AJ said, taking a step forward. 
 
    “Well, I won’t kick you out of bed if you make a joke or laugh,” Mel said dryly but followed it but with a wink. 
 
    AJ stared at her for a minute before softly laughing. “Is that a play on funny business? Good one.” She pointed a few times at her. Mel smiled. Not a lot of people understood her humor. 
 
    “Thank you.” Mel curtsied. “Parker’s room is the second on the left upstairs. Shall we grab her and head to bed? You look tired.” Mel ran a hand across her cheek. 
 
    “It’s been a long day. I’ll go get her and follow you up.” 
 
    “You just want another chance to look at my butt.” Mel jumped around and, looking over her shoulder, started to wiggle her behind towards AJ, who was chuckling deeply, but there was a hint of something more. The lighting was better in this area, and Mel could have sworn AJ’s eyes darkened close to black. 
 
    “I’ll never say no to a chance view. But no funny business, Ms. Cooper.” Her voice was deeper, which hit Mel directly in the core. “Wait for me, and I’ll go grab Parker.” 
 
    Mel had to grab the counter when AJ came back into view after a few minutes. Parker was sprawled over her arms. When AJ had gotten to the house earlier, she’d taken off her work shirt and was just wearing a plain T-shirt. However, there was nothing plain about the way AJ wore that shirt. Now with Parker draped over her arms and muscles bulging that Mel hadn’t known were part of muscle groups, she wanted to dunk her head in cold water. Maybe she needed to go bobbing for apples. That was a legit thing to do at 11:30 at night, right? 
 
    In her ogling, she hadn’t registered that AJ had walked towards her and was now standing right in front of her, waiting for Melanie to walk up the stairs first. She shook her head, but that only made her dizzy. “Right, come on, slowpoke,” Mel whispered as she turned and started for the stairs, light laughter reaching her ears. 
 
    As she walked up the steps, Mel was suddenly self-conscious of her backside. She felt the heat of AJ’s gaze warm her, but she didn’t know how she usually walked. She started overthinking it slightly: did she usually clench? How do toes usually land on the steps? What do people do with their hands while walking? Is this too much swinging? She wanted to mentally kick herself for being the most awkward stair walker ever. 
 
    After walking what felt like fifteen flights, they finally reached the second floor. Mel continued to the second door on the left and opened it before stepping aside to let AJ into the room. The small gasp made her smile. 
 
    Mel leaned against the doorframe and watched as AJ took in the room. On the walls were glow-in-the-dark stars. Mel’s mind flashed back to when they were at the Planetarium gift shop, and Parker had squeaked her excitement when she saw the glowing white stick-on stars. She had the green ones in her room but had wanted the white ones as they seemed more authentic to the night sky. But she didn’t need them, so she’d slowly put down the pack.  
 
    Mel had still been worried about AJ’s reaction to her having lost Parker, but she’d picked up the stars and slipped them in with the rest of her purchase anyway. If there was any chance of them staying the night in the future, she wanted the pleasant surprise for Parker. And if they never ended up staying, it could be a beautiful but painful keepsake. She’d been able to sneak out a few texts to Rob asking for a huge favor. While they were cooking, Rob had sent someone over and they created the starry scene that was before them. 
 
    “Wow, this is amazing.” AJ’s voice was a whisper as she slowly turned around the room. “You did this for Parker?” She looked down at the sleeping form, then back at the walls. Parker was starting to wiggle a little. Mel saw her eyes slowly blink open, shut, then open again. 
 
    “Mom? Where are we?” Parker’s sleepy voice cracked, breaking the spell on AJ. She looked down again and walked over to the bed. 
 
    AJ turned over her shoulder. “Could you grab the blanket?”  
 
    “Oh, sorry.” Mel hurried over and pulled down the covers so AJ could place her daughter gently on the bed.  
 
    Embarrassed at not thinking about helping, Mel retreated to the door opening again. She couldn’t hear what AJ was whispering to Parker to get her back to sleep, but she did make out Parker’s gasp and a hand reaching to point at the stars. 
 
    Mel turned to give them some privacy and padded to her room, the warmth fading the further she got from the room. She shivered as she walked into her bedroom. The vast cold space contrasted the warm room she’d just left. Walking up to the vanity along the far wall, Mel sat at the stool and gently pulled out her earrings. The soft reusable round cloth wiped the light layer of mascara. When she looked up, a shadow appeared in the mirror. She would have jumped, except her body already knew this shadow. As AJ walked closer to the vanity, her shape solidified in the mirror. Mel didn’t turn around and didn’t take her eyes off the mirror image. Their eyes locked in the glass.  
 
     “That was the sweetest thing anyone’s ever done. Thank you.” AJ rested her hands lightly on Mel’s shoulders and leaned in to brush her lips across Mel’s cheek, but Mel turned her head to meet her lips head-on. 
 
    Mel’s stomach swooped when their lips met and she could feel the vibration of AJ’s moan in her chest. Mel tentatively swiped her tongue along AJ’s bottom lip. Her heart rate was pounding faster as she tried to stay in control. She quivered when AJ’s lips parted in permission. She could feel her underwear get soaked as their hesitant tongues met in a teasing dance giving a promise of more. Mel reached up and buried her fingers into AJ’s curly hair. 
 
    The contact broke when AJ’s eyes fluttered closed, and her head fell back. “That feels so good.” Her head moved slightly from side to side. She opened her eyes, going still, and stared. 
 
    “What are you thinking right now?” Mel whispered, still playing with her hair. 
 
    “I was just remembering our first couple meetings and how different you are from what I was expecting.” AJ looked behind her towards the mirror. Mel watched her eyes close slowly, and they took a long couple of seconds to reopen. 
 
    “Come on, AJ, let’s get you to bed.” Mel pushed AJ back slightly so she could stand up. She then grabbed AJ’s hand and led her to the bed. AJ stumbled when she tried to lift her foot to take off a sock. “Whoa there, hold on. Sit right here.” Mel guided her to the edge of the bed. She kneeled in front of her and wrapped her fingers around her calf. She hooked her finger at the side of her sock and slid it off. She then mirrored the action on her other foot. 
 
    She started massaging AJ’s foot, paying particular attention to the heel and arch. A loud moan escaped AJ’s lips, and Mel looked up, smiling. “It’s not good for your healing to be crouched like that. Come on, Mel.” AJ tried to pull her foot away. 
 
    Mel grabbed it more tightly and settled the foot back on her lap. “Let me take care of you, AJ.” She started massaging up the calf and smiled when AJ settled and closed her eyes. 
 
    When she started feeling a twinge in her back, Mel knew it was time to stop. When she looked up, AJ had fallen on her back and was lightly snoring. Standing up with her hands on her hips, she debated what to do. She didn’t want to wake AJ, but she also didn’t want her to sleep in her work pants. She tapped her fingers against her hip in thought. Her decision was made when AJ went to turn into a more comfortable sleeping position, but her elbow knocked over the lamp on the bedside. The motion woke her, and she sat straight up in bed with a loud gasp. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ woke with a start. The crash brought her back to consciousness, but her mind was still on her dream where Mel had been rubbing her feet and legs. She hadn’t been touched like that in such a long time. She felt her legs had never had such excellent circulation. The tingling in her legs caused her brow to furrow. Maybe it wasn’t a dream? 
 
    She looked around the room, disoriented. She jumped up from the bed and started walking in circles. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for but knew if she walked around, it might come to her. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” Mel said softly as she picked up the lamp. 
 
    There was a slight dent in the lampshade. The crash: it was slowly coming back to her. “Sorry about that.” AJ rubbed her eyes. “I think the night shift is starting to catch up with me.” She shook her head. “Um, do you have any shorts or loose pants I can wear to bed?” AJ looked down at her scratchy work pants.  
 
    Their last call had been gory, which had forced her to change into the spare clothes she kept in her locker at work. At least they were clean, but since she didn’t wear them as often, they were scratchy and stiff. She frowned at the offending pants. 
 
    “Oh yeah, right there. I was debating how to get them on you when you decided to have a boxing match with the poor lamp.” Mel smiled. “Didn’t think you’d want to sleep in those pants all night. The pants would sandpaper your skin by night’s end.” 
 
    AJ grabbed the shorts and held them close to her chest. “Do you happen to have a toothbrush too?” She looked around like the spare toothbrushes would be kept on the nightstand in the bedroom. 
 
    “Yes, I even have toothpaste and floss if you’re nice,” Mel said, waving her towards the bathroom. 
 
    Walking into the room, AJ gasped. She placed the pants on the counter as she took in the room, which was larger than her living and bedroom combined. The white room with blue accents created a calming layout, but the Jacuzzi tub claimed her stare. AJ looked over at Mel, who was also staring at the tub. A slight blush crept up her neck. AJ liked the look but wondered what memories she was playing right now. 
 
    Mel cleared her throat and tore her eyes away from the tub. “Teeth cleaning modus operandi are in that drawer.” Mel pointed with her hip as she got her toothbrush ready. “Pick whatever calls to you.” 
 
    AJ opened the door and stacked neatly were toothbrushes in all rainbow colors, arranged from super soft to stiff bristles. She picked up a soft green handle and held it to her ear. “What do you have to say, oh wise toothbrush?” She cocked her head, pretending to listen. She nodded once and held it out. “This one calls to me, whispering words of circular brushing and 45-degree angles.” She chuckled, trying not to blush at how dorky and insane she must sound right now. 
 
    Splatter coated the bathroom mirror as Mel snorted. “Damn it, AJ. No funny business when I have a mouth full of toothpaste.” 
 
    Relief flooded her veins as she tore open the packaging and loaded up the pristine bristles. “I make no such promises. I love your snort, by the way. It’s so freeing and pure.” The grin AJ wore made it harder to get the toothbrush to her teeth, but she noticed the stiff posture and tightness around Mel’s eyes’ skin.  
 
    “I’ll see you in there,” Mel said as she finished up her routine. 
 
    AJ looked down while finishing her scrubbing. There were two sinks, and she was standing in front of the one Mel didn’t use. She was debating whether to spit in the unspoiled sink or use the one Mel used, so she didn’t dirty an area. Deciding it would be more polite to utilize only one area, she scooted over and spat the foamy mess into Mel’s side. 
 
    On her way out after changing into the tight shorts, her legs bigger than Mel’s, she took one more look at the sinks, hoping someday she might feel comfortable enough to spit in the extra sink. She also wanted to find out what she’d said that made Mel stiffen up. AJ turned off the light and headed into the unknown. 
 
    There was little light to go off now that all light sources were out, but she had the shadow of a tree and the moon shining through the large French door AJ had missed the first time around. The strip of light was proving a runway to the bed where Mel was sitting up against the headboard. The corner of the empty side of the bed’s covers was flipped, providing a landing strip. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Mel said as she snuggled in further to the blankets. AJ wanted to chase her into the burrowed hole and was relieved to see the stormy clouds had evaporated from Mel’s eyes. 
 
    “Sorry it took so long. I had to squeeze into these shorts. I might be better just wearing underwear because I’m pretty sure they are providing a tourniquet to my lady bits,” she stage- whispered conspiratorially. 
 
    Mel laughed as she patted the bed next to her. “They look fine. And people say I’m the drama queen.” She held the back of her hand to her forehead and pretended to faint. 
 
    “No, they say you’re an ice queen or a dragon queen. But all I hear is queen. Own it,” she whispered the last part close to Mel’s mouth and loved the shiver it caused. “Also, I’m sorry if I said something that upset you in there. I love making you laugh, and sometimes you have the cutest snort, but if that was the wrong thing to say, please let me know. We need to learn our triggers and quirks.”  
 
    AJ leaned on her side propped up by her elbow, and she watched Mel’s facial expressions. Mel’s eyes were looking at the top right corner of the ceiling, and AJ gave her time to respond without pushing.  
 
    Mel clicked her tongue once before swiveling her eyes back to AJ. “Rebecca used to make fun of the snort. She didn’t care for the unladylike sound and kept cutting into me about it. I think at one point I would purposely do it to make her mad, but I think it was some of that stuff coming back when you said you liked it.” 
 
    AJ leaned in for a light and quick peck on the cheek before responding. “Thank you for telling me. Knowing that, I’ll try not to mention it. Please know, though, I love the sound and will never try and take it away from you. If anything, it will be my silent life mission to hear it more often.” AJ watched the flicker of emotion play along Mel’s face and hoped she could chase away some of the demons Mel had. 
 
    “Thanks for understanding,” Mel said, although AJ almost couldn’t hear it. 
 
    Mel closed the gap, capturing her mouth. The kiss escalated quickly as Mel laid flat on her back, and AJ hovered over her. She didn’t know when Mel had wrapped her legs around her waist, but the grinding pulled her out of the haze slightly. She held still and put her forehead against Mel’s. Their minty breath mingled in a muggy bubble.  
 
    “We’ve got to stop. I promised no funny business.” AJ rolled off Mel and wasn’t sure if the pitiful mewl came from her or Mel. 
 
    “I’m going to kick my past self.” Mel kicked out her foot, making AJ laugh. 
 
    “Don’t hurt your past self; she didn’t have to deal with the hormones raging through her body like we are right now.” AJ put a hand to her upper thigh and rubbed it soothingly. 
 
    “Could you put your hand lower? Like my foot?” A playful, laughing moan escaped Mel’s lips. 
 
    AJ joined in Mel’s laughter, but it was a bit strained. Pictures flew into AJ’s mind, not helping quell the tingling sensation now running through her body. Mel settled on her side, pulling AJ’s arm around her. She wiggled into AJ’s stomach that caused a moan to ruffle Mel’s hair. AJ pulled her tighter into her body. “The theme for tonight is no funny business, Ms. Cooper. Now behave.” The tone was low, which seemed to create the desired effect. A huff of air escaped Mel’s lips. 
 
    AJ held steady, waiting for her body to relax, her early tiredness seeping into the floor. Listening for the persistent breath, she fell asleep mesmerized by her arms rising and lowering in the time of Mel’s breath. As it evened out, everything fell away. For the first time in a very long time, it felt like she could breathe.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel Cooper’s Babysitter Club 
 
    Ms. Cooper was seen at the Planetarium stuck playing babysitter to a child. Half the time, she looked bored, half the time frantic when a few lovely fans asked for her autograph. She pushed those friendly folks aside in an attempt to find the child. Don’t quit your day job, Ms. Cooper; babysitting is not your forte. Sources close to us say this child belongs to the mysterious woman who’s been seen around town with Melanie, and we finally have a name. AJ Beckett and her daughter Parker are nobody special. We are still digging into her background, but we are in the firm camp that Melanie can and should do better. We also hear around the water cooler that shooting will resume next week. It can’t come soon enough. Take off that domestic coat, Melanie. It is not figure forming. We can’t wait to see you back to work. Heal up, dear friend. Let us know your thoughts in the comments below. 
 
    Pictured: Melanie Cooper standing to the side waiting for Parker to get done writing notes. We can practically see the drool of boredom falling from Melanie’s lips. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The first thing Mel noticed when she woke up was the warm arm covering her hip. Slowly coming out of sleep, she subconsciously curled closer to the warm body in her bed. The hand squeezed, using her hipbone as a purchase to pull her nearer. Snippets of last night were on display behind her closed eyelids, creating a small smile as her body provided a feedback loop to go along with the images.  
 
    “Morning,” Mel said, still not fully awake. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” AJ responded with light tickling along her side. During the night, her shirt had ridden up slightly, providing a trail of skin for gentle fingers to play along. 
 
    “Did you sleep okay?” Mel asked, peeking one eye open and turning her head slightly. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” AJ responded again. Mel could see she had a smile but wasn’t opening her eyes. 
 
    Ding. 
 
    A phone went off somewhere, but Mel couldn’t tell if it was hers or AJ’s. 
 
    Ding. 
 
    Another text came through, but Mel still didn’t care enough to check. AJ’s fingers continued playing along her side, and it had been an exorbitant amount of time since she’d felt a touch like this. Light, lovely, soft; Mel could get used to such contact again. With both eyes now open, she studied AJ’s face. The tension that sometimes made her eyes and forehead rough with worry currently sat smoothed out. She looked younger than twenty-seven. Should I put any thought into a ten-year age gap? Or should I be more worried that it never crossed my mind? Insight for another day. 
 
    Ding. 
 
    A third text in thirty seconds, well, at least they haven’t started cal—As soon as she almost finished the thought, “Count on Me” by Bruno Mars started playing, making AJ groan and whip the covers off her legs. She grumbled about something about “nosy sister.” 
 
    Mel watched AJ flick her eyes to the bed stand, but the muffled ring was coming somewhere near the vanity. Mel involuntarily squeaked when long legs in boy shorts fell into her line of sight. She could have sworn AJ went to bed with a little more cover on her legs. She saw the angry red lines across her thighs where the bottom of the shorts she gave AJ last night would have been and deduced what had happened. She thought they would have fit, but AJ’s legs were deceptively muscled. Mel licked her lips in anticipation of what could potentially occur in the near future. 
 
    “Kate, hey. No, I’m not home.” A slight pause and an eye flick to Mel. “I don’t know when I’ll be home. I’m not there, though. No, Parker is with me. Yes, Mel took her yesterday. Why? Damn. Shit, and there is a picture? With a name.” Mel’s heart dropped to the floorboards. The tone changed, but Mel wasn’t sure which direction. “Okay. Um, no comment? No, I’m not going to tell you where I am, Kate. Because. No, it’s not Melanie. Why would you think that?”  
 
    It sounded like AJ wasn’t sure what Mel would be okay with Kate knowing, so she took matters into her own hands. “Kate, you’re interrupting a morning sex session. You know morning sex is the best. She’ll tell you all about it later.” Mel spoke loud enough for Kate to hear and smiled when maniacal laughter drifted through the phone. Mel was surprised the noise hadn’t blown the phone speakers. 
 
    Mel marveled at AJ’s blushed face. “Yeah, I’ll talk to you tonight. Pizza and wine? Perfect, see you then. Love you.” AJ looked down at the phone, shaking her head. She then looked up, and the look she had made Mel freeze, not knowing what was coming up next but loving the anticipation.  
 
    AJ growled as she pounced on top of Mel. “Now I’m going to have to regale nonexistent sex talk to my sister.” She shivered in mock horror. Mel’s breath was coming out quicker as she studied AJ’s eyes hovering above her. She was daring AJ, blinking seductively for a kiss. When that didn’t work right away, Mel felt her tooth dig into her lower lip in anticipation.  
 
    Mel was going cross-eyed, following the slow movement towards her lips as AJ leaned in. Right as they were about to connect, a small voice came from the doorway. AJ jumped off her as if a barrier had shot out of her chest, pushing her away. 
 
    “Mom?” Parker’s small form took up a tiny portion of the doorframe, and she was hiding behind the door jam. “Mom, can you come here, please?” 
 
    AJ was looking between the two of them. Mel hadn’t moved but flicked her head to let AJ know she should take care of Parker. She leaned down and gave her a peck on the cheek before heading towards her daughter. 
 
    Parker was shuffling from one foot to another. It was different than her usual bouncing, which gave Mel pause. 
 
    “I need some help.” Parker stepped away from the door jam, and Mel saw the darkened material at the front of her pants. Her heart went out to Parker; that was something she’d had to deal with as a kid, mainly when she stayed in a different place. She’d sworn off sleepovers around Parker’s age.  
 
    “Oh, Sweet Pea, it’s okay, come on.” AJ held out her hand and led Parker away from the room. 
 
    Mel watched their retreating shadows disappear down the hall. Jumping off the bed, she grabbed some supplies from the bathroom and padded after the Beckett ladies. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Don’t tell Mel, please.” Parker’s panicked voice blasted through AJ’s inner musing. 
 
    “I won’t tell her what specifically happened, but you’re going to need a shower. Hey, it’s okay. What’s wrong?” Massive crocodile tears were streaking down Parker’s face, and she was shaking silently. It was different from some of her other meltdowns, causing AJ’s palms to sweat slightly. “Parker, can you open your eyes? Good. Now when you’re able, do you think you could find some words to use to describe what you’re having a hard time with?”  
 
    AJ started stripping the bed, looking back at her shaking child a few times, giving her time to process. With the sheets bundled in her arms, she told Parker she’d be right back. Stepping into the hall, she ran into Melanie, who also had full hands. Products went scattering along the wood floor. 
 
    “Sorry,” Mel said, scooping up some shampoo and conditioner bottles. AJ laughed when she kicked one on accident, chasing it down the hall as it rolled away.  
 
    “We have a knack for running into each other,” AJ said with a smile as she looked around for the laundry room. “Um, do you mind if I throw this in the laundry?” She nodded towards the bundle in her arms. 
 
    “Oh, sure. Here. I thought Parker might want these for a shower. They have lavender, which is calming. Let me take the bundle, and you can go back to helping Parker. Is there anything I can help with?” Mel went to grab the laundry, but AJ turned to the side so she couldn’t grasp the pile. 
 
    “It, um, you don’t want to touch this. Could you just point me to the laundry room?” AJ’s eyes were tearing slightly from the smell, and she didn’t want to subject Parker or Mel to it. 
 
    “Seriously, AJ, it’s okay. I don’t mind.” AJ looked at Mel’s outstretched hands, noticing the products now lined neatly along the wall near their feet. 
 
    AJ was at a loss at what to do. She didn’t want to hand over the sheets, she didn’t want to tell Parker’s secret if she didn’t have to, and the thought of having Melanie Cooper carry around pee sheets brought her heart palpitations. She looked around, ready to fling the offending bundle of fabric out the window. It felt like a drummer was taking a drumstick to her eardrum, beating along to the rhythm of her heart. It was so loud she almost missed Mel’s following words. 
 
    “All right, you stubborn fool, we are going to work on letting me help. Your first task in Getting AJ to Trust, GAT for short, will be to hand over the sheets. I’m well aware of why you don’t want to hand them over, but please let me decide what I can handle. Believe me, this I can handle.” She leaned in a little closer, and the only outward display of being uncomfortable was a scrunched-up nose. “I had accidents as a kid as well. Please let me help.” She reached out again, and this time AJ tipped the bundle into her waiting arms. “Thank you. Now, was that so hard?” She smiled and winked as she turned around. 
 
    AJ watched her walk down the hall. Another brick had fallen away. With just a few words, Mel had soothed her worry and helped pacify the situation. She was giving Parker space, knowing what she needed. She shook her head as she walked back into the room with Parker. Mel must be some sort of Parker whisperer. Or—no, it couldn’t be, could it? Something niggled at the back of her brain, but not in a place to unpack the thought, she focused back on her daughter. 
 
    Parker’s face was clear of tears, but she still looked upset. The usually bright eyes and bouncing personality were missing. “What’s going on, Parker?” AJ perched on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “I want Melanie to like me, and I’m afraid she’ll get mad. That she’ll want me to be normal, and if I mess up, she’ll leave.” Parker wasn’t looking at her, and AJ’s heart broke at the full-bodied dejection Parker was displaying. 
 
    “Oh, Sweet Pea, she isn’t going to leave because of this. I think you might have more in common than you even know.” Parker’s head popped up at that, and her eye contact made AJ want to squirm. 
 
    “She won’t leave?” Parker asked, more hopeful this time. 
 
    “I don’t think she would leave because of you, Parker. There is no such thing as normal, so it won’t be anything you do. If anything, it would definitely be my fault—my inability to open up, or complete lack of knowhow around power tools. But I promise you, it won’t be because of you. Do you want to talk more, or do you want me to draw you a nice bath? I think I have some spare clothes in my duffel bag in the car.” She smiled at Parker, wishing she could wrap her arms around her kid. 
 
    “I think…bath.” Parker started bouncing, and AJ let go of a breath she hadn’t known she was holding in. 
 
    “Bath it is. Come on, Water Warrior.” She slapped her thighs, then groaned as she stood up. 
 
    Out in the hall, she bent to pick up the products that lined the wall. The scents wafted up to her nose, soothing any lingering smell stuck in her nose from earlier. The lavender brought up memories of holding Mel close the night prior and made her shiver slightly. 
 
      
 
    AJ had gotten Parker settled into the tub and was now rummaging through her car for the duffle bag. The light hum of a car pulling up to the driveway made her look up and she slammed her head onto the door. Seeing black swirl in her eyes, she grabbed her head. 
 
    “Are you okay?” A familiar male voice drifted from behind her, but she couldn’t place it. She waved her hand behind without turning, not wanting this new person to see the tears that had formed in her eyes. “There are less painful ways to get out of seeing us, you know. You don’t have to go knocking yourself out.” The same voice chuckled.  
 
    Her vision cleared slightly. “Andrew, hi,” she said, finally placing the newcomer’s voice. She turned and saw Andrew and Rob hovering protectively around her. Their look of concern brought a new wave of tears. “And Rob, how lovely to see you both again.” 
 
    She went in for a hug, still holding her head, and almost gouged Andrew’s eye out with her elbow. His quick reflexes and glasses saved him from the protruding limb. “Not very coordinated in the morning, are you?” Andrew chuckled while pushing up his glasses. 
 
    “Have you been here long? It’s kind of early, isn’t it?” Rob asked. He had a small smile, but his tone was cautionary. She wondered if she’d get the ‘If you hurt my sister’ talk soon.  
 
    “Mel watched Parker last night while I got called to work. I didn’t get back until late, so she invited us to stay.” AJ wasn’t sure what she usually did with her hands. She wanted to fidget, but that might imply she’d done something wrong. “There was no funny business,” she added, hoping that would lighten the mood, but cringed inside since it made her sound like she was a teen who had just gotten caught sneaking out. 
 
    Andrew barked out a laugh and slapped Rob on the shoulder. “Lighten up, Rob. They are allowed to do what they want.”  
 
    AJ’s throbbing head wasn’t helping her come up with a viable response. “What brings you around these parts?” She tried for a southern accent; maybe she needed to check her head for a concussion. 
 
    Rob chuckled a perfect harmony to Andrew’s laugh. Interesting. “I need to talk with Mel, actually both of you, so I’m glad you’re here. And Andrew here needs to get to work, but we only have one car right now, so I’m dropping him off after this.” He flicked a glance at his watch. “Shall we?” He stepped aside so she could walk past him. 
 
    Holding the change of clothes for Parker close to her chests, she tipped her imaginary hat, thanking him kindly again with a southern tilt, before walking to whatever unknown Rob was bringing them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I found some strays outside. Can we keep them?” 
 
    Mel jerked in surprise, spilling some pancake batter over the edge of the bowl. Her mind was wandering through a lush forest of amorous thoughts. She was pretty sure if she splashed some batter on her cheeks, they would at least warm the batter if not outright cook the pancake. 
 
    Her eyes met AJ, and they locked on. It was like a powerful magnet. 
 
    “No funny business, my ass,” Rob muttered.  
 
    “You’ll have to clean up after them if you want them to stay,” Mel said with a soft smile. 
 
    “That’s okay. I’ll pass. I have my hands full with Parker as is.” AJ sauntered up to her and wiped some flour from her face. “Just going to bring this up to Parker. Be right back.” She kissed her cheek, then walked away. 
 
    A long sigh escaped Mel’s lips as she watched AJ walk away.  
 
    “Hi, Mel. Good to see you, it’s been a while. I’m great, thank you for asking,” Rob said good-naturedly. His words brought her eyes back towards the strays.  
 
    “Hi. I didn’t know we had plans?” She furrowed her brows, trying to remember the words in her planner. 
 
    “We didn’t, but there are a few things we need to address.” Rob flicked an eye towards the stairs. “Didn’t know you’d be entertaining, but glad I caught you both, since this affects AJ as well.” 
 
    Mel was trying to wrap her head around what they possibly needed to discuss. She was retiring soon, the injury…she paused her thoughts. “Do you want any coffee?” she asked, knowing she could come up with a hundred reasons but would have to wait for him to reveal the cause of the visit. 
 
    “Coffee would be lovely,” Rob and Andrew said at the same time. 
 
    “Mel! Mom said you were making pancakes. Can I help?” A newly clean, bouncing Parker came bounding into the kitchen. The motion caused droplets of water to flick on her arm.  
 
    “Hey, Sweet Pea, how about you come help me pick up a little bit in the living room.” AJ held out her hand for Parker to follow.  
 
    Mel frowned. The action was sweet, and it allowed some time with her brother and Andrew, but ultimately unnecessary since they were the ones she wanted to hang out with, talk to, and get to know better. 
 
    Rob’s gaze fell to the ladies that just left the room. “I wish our parents were like AJ is with Parker, especially with you. They were always unnecessarily hard on you.” He looked up at Mel with a sad smile. 
 
    “It’s okay, Rob. I was hard to control and stubborn. Parker is lucky, though. AJ is exceptionally good with her.”  
 
    Mel looked down at the batter that was now thinner than broth. Parker seemed to be in a better mood, but there was an energy that was expanding from her, a storm likely brewing under her surface, and the slight wrong move from Mel would whip out a tempest of emotion. 
 
    “That’s over stirred, Mel.” Andrew leaned over her shoulder, causing her to jump. “I can take it from here if you want,” he said, holding out his hand for the bowl. 
 
    “Thanks.” She thrust the bowl into his hands and went to the cupboard for cups. She poured the last bits of coffee from the pot into a cup before starting a new pot. 
 
    “So, had a little sleepover, did you?” Rob batted his eyes. “Did you braid each other’s hair? I mean, yours might be too short, but hers. I bet you wouldn’t mind running your hands through her mane, huh.” 
 
    Mel blushed and handed out the coffee cups, making sure to bop Rob on the shoulder after she placed his cup down in front of him. 
 
    “How did the room turn out? Did Parker like it?” Andrew asked from the stove. The sizzling pancakes and popping bacon started filling the kitchen with an orchestra of delicious smells.  
 
    “Oh, yes, thanks for getting that together. Parker was sleeping when we took her up, and there was some hubbub this morning so I forgot to ask.” 
 
    She looked towards the living room, wondering what was taking them so long. Her wish to see the Becketts' faces was granted when Parker came bounding out of the room straight to her. Parker stood close to her leg, and Mel looked down, then up, seeing AJ turn the corner. AJ was tucking her phone back in her pocket, and Mel’s eyes narrowed at the action. Her eyes traveled to AJ’s face, who was sporting a smile.  
 
    Mel clenched her hands and wanted to slam them into the counter. The look and action was something Rebecca gas lit her about on more than one occasion. She knew it wasn’t a fair reaction but still couldn’t reign in past hurts’ emotional feelings. 
 
    When AJ’s eyes met hers, she saw them light up, and her smile grew. The smile was a direct shot in getting her to unclench her fists. Mel took a shaky breath and closed her eyes, surprised by her emotional reaction and how it shot her back into her past. Towards the end of their relationship, Mel had had enough of Rebecca and her mind games. Sure, she was hurt when she opened the door to the naked butt of her stunt double eating out Rebecca, but by that point, there were enough walls over her heart that she didn’t feel the pain as sharply as it could have been. 
 
    Mel opened her eyes and was again met with the soft brown of AJ’s eyes. She had her head tilted in question, but her front upper tooth was currently digging into her lower lip. She was looking only at Mel. Mel answered her non-verbal question with a smile and a wink, the previous tension seeping out of her body. 
 
    “Breakfast is ready,” Andrew said as he moved everything from pans to plates. “How about Parker, you and I eat outside. We can talk about cooking, or whatever you want, and let these old farts chitchat in the dining area.”  
 
    “Thanks, hon,” Rob said as he piled his plate high and went to sit down at the table.  
 
    AJ made Parker’s plate and took it outside; Parker followed, asking questions about seasoning and cooking time, temperature, and the benefits of gas vs. electric stoves. Andrew was laughing at her pointed questions. Mel couldn’t hear any more of the conversation  
 
    once they made it outside, but she could bet Andrew would be leaving her house today as a massive Parker Beckett fan. 
 
    In the kitchen, Mel held two empty plates in her hand. She wanted to do something nice for AJ, but the decisions on what and how much overwhelmed her senses. AJ found her frozen with two plates in her hand and no food on either of them.  
 
    “Is one of those for me?” AJ asked, pointing at an empty plate. 
 
    “Oh, yes. I was going to try to do something nice for you but might have overthought it a bit.” 
 
    AJ hid a smile behind the plate that was now in her hands. “It’s the thought that counts, so thank you.” She paused. “I think Andrew might rue the day he told Parker she could ask any questions she wanted about cooking. He had wide eyes, and I think he was looking for the exit.” 
 
    Mel blinked. “I don’t think so. Andrew is fantastic with kids and questions. I think he even did one of the cooking classes at ECF.” 
 
    “Oh wow, I didn’t know that. I’ll have to ask him about it.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d like to talk about it. Nobody has his passion for cooking. Rob and I can talk about the industry for hours. I think Andrew will like having someone to tuck under his wing.” 
 
    With their plates piled high, they settled at the table where Rob had spread papers across the counter. Mel tried to peek at the content, but Rob’s fidgeting didn’t allow for a good look at any of the documents. Glancing at AJ’s plate, she noted the two slices of bacon, heaping pile of fruit, and medium-sized pancake. She hoped to catalog the information for future use to avoid freezing like an ice cube when trying to make a decision.  
 
    “So,” Rob started as he shuffled more paper around. “There are a couple of things. I wanted to wait on one item, but an article came out today, and I don’t think it should wait. One, we need to figure out how to handle the press. The articles are getting crazy, and they keep mentioning a source. Two, I was wondering if you, AJ, have thought more about us representing your work as an artist. I talked with Sam, who is better versed on that side, and she would be happy to look at your work. And three, Mel, we need to look at your retirement. If you’re still certain?” 
 
    AJ gasped. “Retirement? At your age?” She paused for a second. “Lucky,” she finished with a smile. 
 
    “I’ve tried hard to get her to reconsider, but alas, she seems dead set on making it happen,” Rob remarked as he finally stopped shuffling his papers. 
 
    “I can’t do it anymore. It takes too much out of me.” Mel looked into AJ’s eyes. She didn’t think AJ was here because of her star status; Mel had a feeling she was with her despite it, but held her breath all the same. 
 
    “I get it,” AJ whispered with a small smile. “You have nothing left to give. Your reserves are empty. It’s time to focus on what you want and need.” Mel looked down at AJ’s fingers wrapped around her arm, protecting and showing her it was going to be all right. Mel’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Thanks,” Mel mumbled to the table. She was silently unpacking her thoughts on the matter and knew she was making the only decision to bring her peace in the future. A scrape of a fork against the plate brought her back to the present. She reached out and took a sip of coffee. “So Rob, what’s going on with these articles? They are getting nasty, and why do they keep pushing Rebecca and me together?” 
 
    AJ mumbled something that Mel couldn’t quite pick up, but a bubble of laughter from Rob made her lookup. 
 
    “Caca. That’s a great nickname for her.” 
 
    A giggle burst out of Mel. “Why didn’t we think of that one? Rob, you’re slacking.” Mel wagged her pointer finger at him. “I stopped looking at the articles. Is there another one?” Her hands twitched, wanting to pick up the phone, but self-preservation and a dose of dread curled up as a bedmate near her heart kept her hands from reaching out. 
 
    “They got a hold of AJ and Parker’s names. The last article was particularly horrible as they dug deep into Parker. AJ, I would advise you to stay away from social media or other news outlets for a couple of days. Unplug if you can. We are working on a few statements, but nothing is being printed yet. Everyone is following the lead of this gossip rag.”  
 
    Mel looked over at AJ, who was wiggling back in her chair to sit up further. “It’s not ideal that they know who we are, but it shouldn’t be too crazy, right?” Just as she finished, she looked down, frowning. Notifications lit up her phone.  
 
    The phone was on silent, but the light was screaming loudly. AJ’s eyes went wide as she watched her phone. She picked it up and held it pinched between her thumb and pointer finger, swinging it back and forth, looking between Rob and Mel.  
 
    Rob gestured to the phone that still had yet to go dark. “I think you have your answer. People will come out of the woodwork to get to know you. They will try to get through you to get to Mel. They know your daughter’s name.” He paused and gulped some of his coffee down. Mel had a feeling he was trying to steel himself for the next bit of information. “The last article had some unkind things to say about Parker.” He looked into her eyes and didn’t continue until AJ was looking at him. “AJ, I need to ask. Are you okay with this level of privacy issues?” 
 
    Mel glared at her brother. If anyone should ask about AJ being okay, it should be her. She rubbed her chest, suddenly scared of the answer. When she looked back, AJ’s eyes were wide, but at least she hadn’t grabbed Parker’s hand and marched out of there. There was still a chance.  
 
    “AJ, I’m retiring after this movie. It would be naïve to think everything will die down right after that, but it should calm down. If you want to put a hold on things until then, I’ll understand. But maybe before that, we can see what this is?” She grabbed her arm. 
 
    “I—I.” AJ’s throat dipped up and down as she swallowed. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t have as big of an issue if it were just me, but I have to think about Parker. She will come first always, so I just don’t know.” She looked down but didn’t pull her arm away. Hope surged when warm fingers interlaced Mel’s. 
 
    “We don’t have to make any life decisions right now. But you two probably have more talking to do,” Rob said, not unkindly. 
 
    “Nothing bad happened with over-communication, right?” AJ joked with a smile. It looked forced, but what did Mel know about facial expressions? 
 
    “Just the time when the robbers talked over their game plan so much before robbing the bank that the cops picked them up,” Mel said with a shrug. 
 
    AJ laughed as her eyes softened. They looked like a bowl of slightly melted chocolate ice cream on a hot summer day. 
 
    Rob went on once the laughter died down. “Okay, I’ll still work on a counter-attack with the press, but let me know what you decide to do. For me, I’m all for this. You are delightful together, and I know we had to work out some things, but family is important. Protecting her family is everything. I get that, and you do too.” He winked at AJ. “So the last part is representing your art. Would you rather we set up an appointment at the office? Or you can tell me to shove it right here.” Rob looked down, winding a pen through his fingers. 
 
    “We can talk preliminary here if that’s okay with you?” AJ looked up, and at Rob’s nod, she went on. “If there is a way for you to represent me, I’d prefer that than working with Sam. If Sam is my only choice, though, I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
    Rob nodded, his eyes darting to the side in thought. “It’s not my expertise, but I’d be willing to learn, even if you decide not to continue things with Mel. You’ve got real talent, and I’ve wanted to learn other areas of the entertainment business. You still have my card, right? We can set up an appointment.” Rob reached over to shake her hand. “I need to take the lug to work, but it was nice seeing you again.”  
 
    A warm smile broke over AJ’s face, but Mel felt she was in shackles. She wouldn’t be able to break free until she heard what AJ thought about their future. Wanting to push for a yes, but knowing she’d get further by being patient, Mel picked up the now cold coffee and took a sip instead of saying anything. It felt like slime going down. It was going to be a long day.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “I have tonight off, and I think Kate can watch Parker. Could we maybe go somewhere to talk?” 
 
    AJ leaned over the counter, trying to capture Mel’s attention as she put the last dish away. Rob and Andrew had left a while ago, and both of them were in their heads while picking up the kitchen. AJ had intuitively picked up the layout of the room like she’d been there a thousand times before.  
 
    She had tried to engage in conversation, but Mel was visiting another land, and AJ didn’t have her passport to visit this area. She understood; Mel had a lot of things to think about after talking with Rob. If she was being honest with herself, she knew she would give Mel a chance. The latest article was horrible, but the pictures didn’t lie. They were contradictory to what the caption said. Mel looked engaged, bright-eyed, and willing to hear what Parker was telling her. It was an adorable picture of the two of them, and it turned AJ’s stomach to have that precious picture turned into something ugly. She wanted to protect both of them, her momma bear instincts flowing to tuck Mel under the umbrella as well as Parker. 
 
    “Um, can you give me a hint of this talk? If it’s not great news, I’d prefer to be in the comfort of my own home.” Mel’s eyes darted around the room, but they didn’t land on anything for more than a second, like a hummingbird flitting around a flower.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s bad, but I think we need to chat about a thing or two.” AJ provided an anchor of eye contact, and Mel’s eyes latched on.  
 
    “Okay.” Mel exhaled a drawn out breath as the corner of her lip twitched upward sporadically. 
 
    AJ clapped once. “Perfect. Let me get ahold of Kate and see if she’d be okay with some babysitting duties.” 
 
    “I’m not a baby.” Parker had come into the room and stomped her foot at AJ’s words. 
 
    “You’re right, fine, how about a preteen sitter?” AJ tilted her head in question towards Parker. 
 
    “No, most experts indicate preteen as nine- to twelve-year-olds.” Parker held a hand to her hip and tilted her head, mirroring her mom’s position. 
 
    “Hmm.” AJ tapped her lip. “How about a kid-sitter?” 
 
    “Yes, that one is acceptable. Can I go swimming?” 
 
    “Not right now. I’m seeing if Kate can watch you for a bit. I’ve got to talk to Mel about a few things.” AJ looked down and saw the fire engine red of an impending blow up. “We’ll be back here soon, Parker.” The corner of AJ’s eye caught Mel looking up fast at those words. Was there any doubt? See, this is why we need to talk.  
 
    After getting confirmation from Kate, AJ turned back to Parker. The reassurance that they’d be back seemed to soothe some of the storm away. “Promise we’ll be back?” Parker asked after she pulled on AJ’s sleeve.  
 
    Looking down at Parker, then at Mel, AJ almost burst out laughing. They had such similar hopeful expressions they could have been related. “Yes, I promise,” AJ replied, making sure to look at both of them. “Let’s get you all packed up, Mel. I’d suggest some comfortable walking shoes if that’s okay with you?” She paused and noted the worried look on Mel’s face. “It’s not far or strenuous, but I have an idea of someplace I want to take you.” 
 
    “Why can’t I go?” Parker asked as she put on her shoes. 
 
    “We have a few things we need to talk about, Sweet Pea. Did you thank Mel for all the things she did for you yesterday and today? The stickers and such?” AJ whispered the last part in Parker’s ear. 
 
    “Oh, Mel, thank you for all the gifts and taking me to the planetarium yesterday, and the stickers on the wall! They are the color I like. Mom, can I stay here again? That room is so much cooler than my room.” Parker bounced at each word, and Mel’s eyes were trying to track her movements, making it look like she was nodding. 
 
    “Well, last night was a special case, but we’ll see.” AJ turned to Mel, who had been quiet. Her tennis shoes were on, so at least that was a good sign. 
 
    Parker did most of the talking on the way to their house. AJ kept sneaking glances over at Mel, but she looked out the passenger window, seemingly deep in thought. The car pulled to a stop in the front of a loading area in front of the condo building. She didn’t have time to decide if she needed to invite Mel up since Kate was outside talking to someone. When AJ pulled up, Kate waved and walked towards the car.  
 
    Parker was having a hard time being left behind and was kicking and screaming when Kate picked her up out of the car seat.  
 
    “I should be back in a few hours. I’ll text you, though. Thanks so much, Kate,” she said over Parker’s cries. Mel gave a little wave and frowned as if she felt bad. 
 
    After pulling away from the curb, AJ glanced over at Mel and saw the pained expression in the reflection of the window. She replayed their conversation before wincing and gently placing a hand on Mel’s leg. “I just want to clear the air for a second, but didn’t want to have a deep conversation with Parker around, or in a car where we can’t look at each other, but you also seem miserable so let me just say this: I just want to talk about what it would look like to move forward with me. Well, with us.” AJ stole a glance over and was blinded by Mel’s smile.  
 
    “Thank you.” Mel’s hand reached AJ’s and she squeezed. “So where are we going?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” AJ answered, glad to still have Mel’s hand in hers. 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re letting me keep my eyesight. I’d have thought you’d have blindfolded me by now so I wouldn’t see the direction.” Mel’s eyes twinkled with silent laughter. 
 
    The light banter felt good. They seemed to have lost a little bit of their connection from last night, and AJ felt the loss at the pit of her stomach. She pulled into the parking lot of the Exposition Park Rose Garden. When she pulled into the lot, she looked over at Mel expectantly. There was a high chance she’d been here before, but hopefully, it would still be a pleasant experience. 
 
    “I haven’t been here in years.” Mel’s reverent tone brought a flutter in AJ’s gut. Pride shone through in her smile. It was like someone had switched a flip in her stomach. She wanted to pull up her shirt to see if her belly was glowing. 
 
    “I thought you might like it. You got this light in your eyes when you were talking about roses. I’m hoping to see more of it today.” AJ tried to make it around the car in time to open the door, but Mel was too fast. 
 
    They walked around the park. Mel pointed out her favorite colors, and what the colors meant, while AJ tried to keep her mind on what Mel was saying and not what she wanted those fingers to do. Mel was almost to bouncing status when they got to the tunnel of roses. The previous contemplative nature of the morning had dissipated into the air around the roses. Seeing the lightness reflected in Mel’s eyes made AJ’s tongue slowly trek across her lips in anticipation of a kiss. 
 
    For the most part, people left them alone. They were more interested in the flowers, water, and park than someone famous among their ranks. 
 
    When they walked through the metal arches filled with rose petals, AJ grabbed Mel’s hand to point out a particularly stubborn bud that hadn’t bloomed fully. To AJ’s delight, Mel kept their fingers intertwined as they kept walking. She kept her hand loose, letting Mel decide if she wanted to pull away, but she felt the grip tighten, which was like a hug to her heart.  
 
    “There’s a bench over there. Do you want to sit for a second?” AJ asked, pointing to a seat that was underneath a tree with long branches. The tree provided a layer of protection casting a nice cooling shadow to sit underneath. 
 
    They sat watching the sun sprinkle droplets of sparkles along the surface of a pond in the distance. Peace settled over AJ. This morning Rob had asked her to think about what it would mean for her to be in a relationship with Melanie. The articles scared her, and she always had Parker’s best interest in mind, but if this morning was any indication, Melanie was good for Parker. She understood her in ways that maybe AJ didn’t.  
 
     She steeled herself with a deep breath. “So, about one of the points that Rob brought up.” She paused, looking away. One of her legs was revving up and down, causing the bench to shake slightly. Mel reached over and put a hand on her leg. She turned on the seat slightly to look at her better. The weight settled not only her leg but her soul as well.  
 
    “AJ, you can say what’s on your mind.” 
 
    Their eyes met, and AJ gave a small smile. She rested her hand on top of Mel’s, which was still resting on her leg. “The privacy thing is going to be hard, but if you’re retiring after this movie, then I don’t see any reason to wait to see if this can be something.” She rubbed her thumb along the top of her hand. “As long as you’re still okay with it and it’s something you’d want?” 
 
    Mel had gone stock still when she started talking. “So, what are your thoughts?” AJ continued when Mel didn’t say anything. 
 
    Instead of an answer, Mel leaned in and kissed her. AJ hummed in surprise before returning the kiss. Her hand left Mel’s and pulled her in closer from the back of her head. Her fingers swirled in the little curled hairs at the nape of her neck. They couldn’t take it much deeper than that in a public park, but the kiss held passion and promise. AJ found every answer she had not even known she was looking for in that kiss. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel was trying to mentally calculate how to drag AJ home without witnesses. She’d been on an internal precipice for the morning, trying to distance herself when her doomsday thoughts told her AJ was going to run. For the second time in twenty-four hours, AJ had surprised her in the car. First, her reaction to Mel having lost Parker. She would be lying if being called a parent didn’t jump her heart and ache for the possibility. Now, AJ was officially saying they could give this a go. 
 
    She nipped AJ’s bottom lip before pulling away, causing a growl to escape from AJ. When they pulled apart, they both had wild eyes and flushed cheeks. “I’m sorry about the articles and spotlight. It should die down once I retire, but I want you to know we can always talk about it if you need to. Or we can look into getting Parker some extra protection.” 
 
    “We can figure it out as we go. I might ask for tips and tricks on dealing with the paparazzi. I bet I could Google it.” AJ grabbed her hand and helped her off the bench. “Oh, I’ve meant to tell you—in a couple of weeks, Parker is going to visit her dad. He is getting remarried. We just solidified plans this morning.” 
 
    Mel looked at AJ, remembering her flash of jealousy or hidden wound that had flared up when AJ was on the phone earlier, and nodded. “To be honest, I was a little curious about that conversation. You had a small smile, and it reminded me of some things that Rebecca used to do.” 
 
    AJ looked up, startled. “I would have told you what the conversation was. Why didn’t you say anything?”   
 
    Mel found a particularly interesting rock near the toe of her shoe. “I didn’t want to cause waves, not knowing where we stood. Plus, Rebecca’s reactions to my questions were unpredictable.” 
 
    “Hey.” AJ stopped them and gently pulled her chin up, so Mel was now looking into the emotional swirl of AJ’s eyes. “Don’t ever think you can’t bring something up with me. Clear communication is something I work on with Parker, and it’s a good rule of thumb for anyone. But also, I want you to know I’m not going to date anyone else.” AJ looked down, seemingly bashful, and dropped her hand. “I want us to be exclusive, so if that’s not something you feel comfortable with, we might need to have a longer conversation.” 
 
    It was Mel’s turn to gently grasp AJ’s head, placing a hand on each side of her face. Slowly she turned so their lips were inches apart. Mel couldn’t feel breath on her lips, so she assumed AJ was holding her breath, not wanting to break the moment. She closed the gap, and with a tender kiss, she poured out all her feelings. 
 
    When they broke apart, their breathing was ragged, and each erratic puff caused Mel’s hair to fly wildly around her face. “If the kiss wasn’t clear enough, I wholeheartedly agree.” Their matching smiles grew as they turned to continue walking. Mel lightly placed her fingertips at the palm of AJ’s hand before sliding down and interlocking their fingers. 
 
    The bright sun was now hidden behind gray clouds. AJ looked up with wide eyes, and the look melted Mel’s heart. She loved the look of fascination that only youth could provide. The rain started dripping down, first with a few leaders testing the water, before the rest of the friends followed, cannonballing into the impromptu puddles on the path.  
 
    There was a symphony of squeals as people scrambled to pick up picnic baskets before running around as if trying to outrun the downpour. Most people in LA didn’t know how to handle a light drizzle, let alone the thick drops that were currently falling. Mel looked at AJ and shrugged, pulling her in for a hug. Under the tree, they kissed again as rain fell around them. The tree provided light cover, but after a few minutes, Mel looked down at the soaked white T-Shirt AJ was wearing, and her brain froze. 
 
    AJ followed Mel’s eyes downward and laughed. “Shoot, I didn’t wear my good bra today, huh. I wasn’t expecting to give you a show.” She tried to cross her hand in front of her chest, but Mel stopped the trek with a light touch to her wrists. 
 
    “It’s a show I don’t mind seeing. Although I don’t like the thought of others getting a peek.” She stood on her tiptoes and looked around. Most people had scattered, but still, she pulled off her zip-up hoodie and hung it loosely over AJ’s shoulders. 
 
    “Why, thank you, ma’am,” AJ said, crouching slightly to make it easier for Mel to reach. “My dignity has been saved.” She smiled, and Mel pulled on her ear lightly, which caused a low moan to escape her lips. Mel made a mental note of the area that elicited the delicious sound. 
 
    “Thank you for taking me here. Do you mind the rain?” Mel offered her elbow that AJ grasped almost hungrily as they started walking back to the car. 
 
    “No, I never understood why the fine folks of LA feel like they would melt like the Wicked Witch of the West if a few drops get on them, but it’s never bothered me.” To punctuate her point, AJ hopped into a puddle. “You?” she asked, coming back to Mel’s arm after her frolic in the puddle. 
 
    “Same, I don’t mind it at all. I’ve always thought it was cleansing, plus LA could use the water.” She looked up, closing her eyes and letting the pellets fall around her face. She felt AJ tilt away, then she heard a click. Mel’s heart clenched at the thought of the paparazzi having found them. She opened her eyes in panic.  
 
    Her phone dinged with a text. She saw it was AJ, who had just taken a picture. Mel flicked to the screen and her knees buckled slightly. Her eyes were closed with a soft smile in the picture, and AJ’s eyes were on her. Mel couldn’t figure out what AJ’s face was showing, but it made her feel warm and safe. And at that moment, that was something she would take over anything else.  
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After making out like teens in front of the house, Mel asked if she wanted to come in, and the hopeful smile nearly did AJ in. As her body screamed yes, her mind resisted knowing it would be best for both right now. AJ waited until Mel was inside before reluctantly driving away. 
 
    Having no idea how she got home as her mind was in a Mel Cooper shaped cloud, AJ parked near her building and held her fingers to her lips. They were swollen and a little chapped, having lost their kissing endurance. She needed ChapStick, pronto. AJ kicked the door closed when she got into the house, hands full of pizza and a bottle of wine. It was nothing fancy, something that the change in her car could pay for, but she knew it would do the trick in catching up with her sister. 
 
    “Honey, I’m home,” AJ called as she kicked off her shoes. 
 
    “Mom’s home!” Parker bounded into the hallway with a smile splitting her face. The previous storm had dissipated. 
 
    “Hey AJ, I feel like I haven’t seen you in years.” Kate came in with a matching smile. “Sorry I couldn’t watch her yesterday, but it sounds like Parker and Mel had a great time.” Kate took the pizza and wine from AJ’s hands as AJ knelt in front of her daughter to take a long look at her. 
 
    “They seemed to have gotten along well, right Parker?” She grunted as she stood and put her hand out in a fist for Parker to bump. 
 
    The tiny fist knocked hers as she nodded vigorously. “She’s so nice to me. She helped me when I was overstimulated at the planetarium, she talks to me like a person, not a little kid, and I feel like she understands me. When can we see her again?” Parker asked while following AJ to the kitchen. 
 
     Kate was pulling out plates and had motioned to the poured glass of wine on the counter with her head, and AJ clasped it gratefully before taking a large sip and answering Parker. “Well, we didn’t set up anything, but I’m sure we’ll see each other soon. She’s starting work again Monday.” 
 
    “Oh right, I heard they were starting shooting again,” Kate responded while handing her a slice of pizza. “How was your date?” Kate wiggled her eyebrows. “You got wet, I see.” She ruffled AJ’s still damp hair. 
 
    Laughter filled the room as AJ turned away, embarrassed. The trio made their way to the table before AJ responded. “Yeah, it started raining,” she mumbled through a mouthful of pizza. “Oh, before I forget—Parker, your dad texted me this morning. He got your plane ticket for the wedding. You’ll leave in a couple of weeks. Remember when we flew to visit your dad a few years ago?” Parker nodded. “Do you have any questions?”  
 
    “How does a plane fly? Will there be turbulence? Who will help put my mask on if there is an issue? Is Dad going to pick me up at the airport? Can I bring my sticker stars? What should I wear?” 
 
    Kate and AJ’s equally wide eyes met across the table before Kate motioned for AJ to ‘go on’ with a wave of her hand. She hid a smirk behind the glass of wine raised to her lips. 
 
    “I’ll have to look up how planes fly. I’m sure the internet can enlighten us. I’m not sure if there will be turbulence, and the flight attendant will help you with your mask. Yes, your dad will pick you up at the gate. He’ll get a special pass to be able to meet you when you get off the plane.” She put her hands to her lips. “I’m not sure I can remember any of the others—ah right, Angelica and your dad will take you shopping for something to wear when you get there. They have a few ideas but wanted to wait for your input.” 
 
    They had to go back and forth a few times as Parker needed answers to the questions missed and kept adding new ones.  
 
    Kate raised her eyebrows and her glass in silent cheers when all the questions were finished. It had become somewhat of a game between them when Parker asked questions one after the other like that to see if they could remember them all and answer them to Parker’s liking. Both sisters held their breath for Parker’s final verdict.  
 
    “Okay,” was all Parker said before scooting out her chair from the table. “Can I go read my new book? Mel got me one at the gift shop.” She hovered, waiting for the answer. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll come to tuck you in later.”  
 
    They watched her retreat towards her room, the bouncing hair almost to the line of the pictures that lined the hallway. “She’s getting tall,” AJ remarked after taking a healthy gulp of wine. She chuckled when the glass slipped a little and clunked on the table, sloshing red wine along the side like a wave. “Should probably slow down with this stuff.” She pushed the half-drunk glass further away. 
 
    “You never let loose,” Kate remarked, putting her elbows on the table and holding her chin in her hand as she pushed the glass back towards AJ. “So seriously, how was the date?” 
 
    AJ grabbed the wine again and took another sip. Her gaze darted to the side, replaying the previous night and that day; a smile grew with each remembered touch and warm memory flitting through her brain. “It was good,” she said with a shrug, knowing that answer would irk her sister. She wasn’t disappointed when the snort filtered to her ears. 
 
    “You know I’m going to need more than that, AJ. Come on, spill.” AJ grabbed her cup and started to tip the liquid out. “No, dork, don’t spill delicious wine. Spill your thoughts.” 
 
    “It was amazing. Have you ever kissed Melanie Cooper? It is divine. I highly recommend it, but don’t you dare, or I’ll cut you.” She mimed throwing her plate before stacking the rest, laughing. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby sis. My lips will stay away from your woman.” She puckered her lips and made a kissing sound.  
 
    AJ rolled her eyes as she sat back down to the table. Her phone dinged with an incoming text. 
 
    My bed smells like you. How am I supposed to concentrate? AJ giggled when she read the text. 
 
    Why do you need to concentrate if you’re just sleeping? she responded. 
 
    I’m going over my lines again in bed. But the scent is distracting because I keep thinking of your arms wrapped around me. And your lips. Mmm, I’m tempted to call an emergency, so you’d rush over here. 
 
    I’m not on duty.  
 
    AJ frowned at what she just wrote. She’d need to brush up on her flirty texting.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Twenty 
 
     
 
     AJ Caught Red-Lipped 
 
    We warned Mel that this AJ was trouble. The pair have been spotted around town, sometimes without the third-wheel of AJ’s kid. Days ago, they were in a lip lock while the rain fell around them. Now we have footage of AJ locking lips with an unknown. No one has seen Mel since the photos were released. We will follow closely with updates. Let us know your thoughts in the comments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The muscles of Mel’s body groaned in protest as she contorted herself into a small space. She tried to regulate her breathing, but she could hear footsteps out in the hall. They were slow and methodical, and every other step had a distinct click of the cane on the marble stone. It stopped in front of the broom closet. Everything in her wanted to scream, but she held still, frozen in panic. 
 
    The door was flung open. “Gotcha, street rat.”  
 
    A hand curled around her arm and yanked her from the closet space. The cool air felt refreshing for a second before the sting of a backhand and the resounding slap made her crumple to the floor. 
 
    “And cut. Nice work. I think we have what we need for today,” Ed called from the chair. “Damn it, Gary, you better not have actually hit Mel.” 
 
    “I told him a light tap was okay,” Mel replied, sitting up. She grabbed Gary’s offered hand to help her off the floor. “He didn’t put any heat behind it, but it’s better if it looks real.” She rubbed the spot the light hit had made contact. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Mel. I pulled back at the end but might have gotten you more than necessary.” Gary’s concerned eyes looked over her face, and she pushed him away to reestablish her bubble. 
 
    She waved off his concern. “No harm, Gary. I promise.” Her eyes darted to the people milling around, looking for a specific family in general. 
 
    Filming was almost complete. After Mel had found her groove with the shooting schedule again, she asked AJ and Parker if they wanted to visit the set and watch a scene’s filming. Her heart rate spiked, which had nothing to do with what they’d just shot but all to do with her gaze finally landing on Parker’s curls bobbing in the background, AJ behind her, looking around discreetly. Parker was pointing out people and props and had her ever-present notebook out. A few people in the film had been kind enough to sign the book when she showed them around before having to get stuffed in the closet for the scene. 
 
    Mel snuck up behind AJ and snaked a hand around her waist before whispering in her ear, “There is a sight for sore eyes.” She smiled into AJ’s back when she felt the taller woman’s knees buckle. 
 
    “Mel! There you are. Being here is so cool. Thank you for taking us here.” Parker had walked up to them, standing particularly close to Mel’s side, and was looking up with shining eyes that seemed to glimmer.  
 
    Three words were on the tip of Mel’s tongue, but it wasn’t the time to spill her heart. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, Tigger. Are you all packed for your trip?” 
 
    Curly hair bounced up and down as she nodded yes. Mel brought her hand to the back of her neck. Sometimes watching Parker’s exuberance made her neck hurt by proxy. It looked like it was going to fly off. “Yup, and Mom’s taking me to the airport soon.” 
 
    Mel smiled as she looked up. Her eyes met AJ’s from across Parker’s head. AJ’s bottom lip was buried deep into her upper teeth. It looked like her brown eyes had darkened, and Mel had to grab onto the craft service table to stay upright. The look was pure hunger, and it wasn’t towards the food. 
 
    They’d decided to hold off taking things to the next level until after Parker had left for the wedding. It was a bittersweet day marked on her calendar because she would miss having Parker around but couldn’t deny the appeal of what was to come. Or who. 
 
    Their texts had increasingly warmed up, and it was at a level now that would be making her phone blush if it ever became self-aware. Mel had to take a lot of self-serving baths to get through the time as she was in a constant state of simmer. 
 
    “I’ll drop her off, then come by your house if that’s okay?” AJ asked, eyes full of hope. There was no way she was going to deny those eyes. 
 
    “Perfect,” she replied with a soft smile before bending on one knee to Parker’s level. “Have fun, Tigger. Enjoy the wedding, and if you need anything, you have my number, right?” 
 
    “Yup, got it right here.” She pulled out her notebook. “When I get a phone, it will be the fourth number I put in.” 
 
    “Fourth, huh. High praise, I’m honored.” She touched her hand to her chest. 
 
    “Yup, Mom’s number will be first, although I already know it, so not sure why I would need to add it. Aunt Kate’s will be next, then Dad, then you.” She counted along by raising a new finger and, when she got to four, tipped all fingers in her direction. 
 
    Mel grabbed the bundle of fingers and wiggled them side-to-side. “Well, that’s a mighty fine list you got, and I’m honored to be on it. Have a safe trip, and we’ll see you when you get back, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, bye.” Parker waved and turned to her mom. 
 
     Mel laughed at the abrupt ending as she peeled herself off the floor. She wished everyone was able to end conversations like that. 
 
    “See you tonight.” AJ leaned in for a tentative hug, and when their lips were close, Mel went in for a kiss. It was still PG for everyone else’s sake but held a key of promise to the kisses that would come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ’s hands were shaking as she drove to Mel’s place after dropping Parker off. The tears she had shed had finally dried as she sat in the famous LA traffic. It was more intense than she thought, to leave Parker at the gate. She had to pass her kid to the flight attendant like a relay baton in a race. AJ watched, mesmerized at the bob of her backpack, as her mind found the memory of Mel handing over a bag full of treats for the hour-long airplane ride. It was jam-packed with puzzles, books, and snacks. The thought of Mel’s shy smile as she handed Parker the goodies released a slight grip on AJ’s heart. 
 
    Watching the back of her daughter’s head bounce along the ramp without her looking back nearly broke her. She had to set her teeth and clench her jaw to keep herself from running along the ramp and grabbing her and never letting go. 
 
    She was proud of how Parker handled things, diving headfirst into the great unknown. Much like what AJ was doing tonight. Her tears may have dried, but as soon as her sadness for Parker leaving dissipated slightly, a new feeling took root in her body. Anticipation. 
 
    The closer she came to Mel’s house, the more her hands shook. Her body thrummed in anticipation. She pulled into the driveway and turned off the Jeep, not noticing the other car tucked to the opposite side of the driveway. She sat in the silent car for a second as the engine’s hiss and cooling provided the only noise besides her thudding heart. 
 
    After a few deep breaths, she was ready. She reached behind her and grabbed her overnight bag. One more fortifying breath, and she was out of the car walking towards her future. The word love had been on the tip of her tongue for a week now. Her heart jumped to her throat when she imagined saying the words.  
 
    The patter of her tennis shoes on the paved driveway stuttered to a stop when the door opened, and Rebecca stepped out, buttoning a few of her shirt buttons. Melanie’s hair was mussed, but her facial expression was pure anger. 
 
    Rebecca stopped fumbling her buttons when she saw AJ in the driveway and instead turned back to Mel. AJ was close enough now to hear what she had to say. “When you’re ready for round two, call me.” A long finger traced along Mel’s neck, and AJ’s eyes must have burst because she saw red. 
 
    There seemed to be super glue stuck to the bottom of her shoes because that was the only explanation for not turning and running away. AJ glanced at her shoes to see why they felt stuck before looking back up. With the slight reprieve, her mind caught up to what she was seeing. Mel was stone still and staring in the distance. She didn’t appear to be looking at anyone. 
 
    “Mellie, let’s get back inside. We can talk more or finish what we started, shall we.” Rebecca had grabbed Melanie’s arm, but she didn’t move or acknowledge the grip at all. 
 
    The possessive move combined with Mel’s blank frozen stare shook loose the grip the ground had on AJ’s feet as she moved towards Mel. Something was wrong, and AJ wouldn’t leave Melanie to fend for herself. “Mel?” she started once she pushed her way to Melanie’s side. “Mel, sweetie, can you hear me?” AJ received a few extra blinks in response. “Do you want us to go?” AJ looked down and saw Rebecca’s hand still on Mel’s arm. The white knuckles of Rebecca’s hand showed AJ how tight she was holding onto Mel’s arm. 
 
    “You can go, but Mellie and I have a few more things to discuss.” Rebecca tried to start dragging Mel into the house, and the jolting action brought Melanie a smidge out of the freeze. 
 
    “Rebecca, please leave. I’ve told you multiple times. And let go of my arm. You’re hurting me.” Mel tried to wiggle out of the grasp, but Rebecca held on. “Let go. Stop.” She fought harder. 
 
    Seeing the indent Rebecca was making, AJ grabbed her hand, and with a thumb in a pressure point at the inside of her wrist, AJ yanked and didn’t let go. Through clenched teeth, but soft and low, she said, “Don’t touch her.” 
 
    The whimpers and ows Rebecca called out went on deaf ears. “Okay, okay. I’ll leave,” she finally relented. “I don’t want to be with her anyway. She is giving up acting. Good luck making rent next year. You two deserve each other.” 
 
    “Thank you,” AJ responded as she put a tentative arm around Mel’s shoulders and was relieved when Mel sank into her touch. She buried her head into the crook of her armpit, and AJ stood tall. 
 
    “You think you’re so special now. Just wait until Melanie gets bored or isn’t in the mood. Just remember you’re nobody special.” 
 
    Mel went to take a step forward, but AJ held her back. She leaned down to whisper, “She’s not worth it,” into Melanie’s ear.  
 
     The remark about ‘nobody special’ resonated in one of the articles AJ practically had memorized. It was the one with Melanie and Parker at the planetarium. If she didn’t read the words of the article, the picture was sweet. Well, at least they now had an idea of who the inside source was—not that it was a surprise. 
 
    They watched Rebecca drive away before turning towards each other. Mel’s eyes were swimming in unshed tears. “I’m shocked you’re still here after that, but I’m glad you are.” 
 
    She stumbled forward into AJ’s arms. AJ gripped her tight against her body, and it wasn’t long until the unshed tears fell silently across her face. She rubbed circles in her back. The reality was this wasn’t how she’d envisioned holding Mel this weekend, but she loved providing comfort. 
 
    “I’m glad I stayed too. Are you okay?” Mel’s shoulders sagged at the question. “Want to talk about it?” AJ continued, still holding her tight to her body. 
 
    The motion to Mel’s head was chaotic. Movements from up left, dipping down then right before landing back at up, eyes on AJ. 
 
    “Is that a yes and no?” AJ’s head tilted with a small smile. 
 
    “It’s a ball of emotions that I’m not sure I can untangle right now. Let’s get inside, and we’ll talk a little about it.” 
 
    “This isn’t you getting back at me for the article that came out today, is it?” AJ lightly teased with a bump on their shoulders as they walked into the house. 
 
    They had joked that morning in texts about AJ’s picture giving life-saving measures to one of her patients. Photoshop removed the white lettering on her work jacket. They had laughed at another desperate attempt to put a rift in their relationship. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t trying to get back at you.” Mel went to the fridge and grabbed a beer. She held one up to AJ in a silent question. At AJ’s nod, she grabbed two bottles before they both settled on the bar stools near the kitchen counter. “Sorry, I froze. Sometimes in intense situations, I lock up, can’t move, and can’t react. It happened on set once and took half the day for me to come out of it. They even had to call my brother. It was embarrassing.” 
 
    AJ had noticed Mel’s rambling tendencies when she was anxious. “It’s okay. That is a very understandable reaction.” AJ picked at the beer label. “Mel, do you know if you’re on the autism spectrum?” 
 
    “What?” Mel asked, leaning back a little. 
 
    AJ took a breath. “I don’t mean offense. Truly, I was just curious if you thought you might be.” She shrugged. 
 
    Mel stared at a sweat bead that had formed on the beer bottle. She was watching the trek lose the battle to gravity. “It’s not something I ever thought about before. I don’t have the same characteristics that Parker does or a lot of the kids at ECF, for that matter.”  
 
    “Well, that’s the thing about it being a spectrum. It manifests in different ways, and it’s missed in girls far more frequently than boys.” AJ took a drink while eyeing Mel. 
 
    Mel leaned a hand on the table and rested her chin. “I’ll reflect on it now. There are countless times I didn’t understand what was being said, or felt like others had a map drawn that I didn’t have to navigate social situations or communication. I don’t think I’d get tested or anything at my age, but it might be something I’ll research a bit more, or look into. I have a hard time understanding what people mean, and like you saw today, I freeze when overwhelmed.” 
 
    AJ leaned in and kissed her cheek. “If you need anything, an ear, or help, even if it’s to reach the top shelf at the grocery store, I’m here.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. Thank you, you’ve given me some things to think about and it sounds like I have some homework to look forward to in hopefully unlocking my brain a little.” She took down the last sip of the beer. “How are you doing? Must have been hard seeing Parker off,” Mel said as she stood up to grab more drinks. 
 
    On her way back, AJ clutched Mel’s hips before she walked away and looked into her eyes. They were now the same height. AJ tugged gently to maneuver Mel’s solid body into the space between her legs and leaned forward.  
 
    Their lips touched, reaffirming their affection, but the kiss of greeting quickly turned to a kiss of passion when Mel’s moan vibrated throughout AJ’s mouth and down her body, settling down in her core. Mel’s fingers coursed through her hair, and the hands that gripped Melanie’s hips slid behind as she grasped her supple butt and pulled her closer. Their tongues danced together, clashing like waves and retreating in the space between them. 
 
    Knowing they still needed to talk about a few things, it took everything in AJ’s power to pull away. Mel’s mouth chased hers before she came to her senses and pulled back slightly. The breaths taken between them were erratic, and AJ was pretty sure they had similar looks on their faces. 
 
    “Was that a preview of things to come?” Mel’s whisper-breath kissed along her heated skin. 
 
    “It’s entirely possible,” AJ replied and shivered when Mel moaned before stepping further away. The space around AJ cooled considerably, and her fingers ached to pull her back into the bubble. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Mel asked, turning her back and heading to the kitchen. AJ was mesmerized by the sway of her hips. “Earth to AJ. Come in, AJ,” Mel sang as she leaned on the counter. 
 
    AJ swiveled the barstool, and her eyes gravitated towards the cleavage on display in front of her. She licked her lips and bounced her eyes back to the dancing mirth of Mel’s blue eyes. AJ’s stomach growled, and she looked at it with a frown. “See, suppose I don’t even have to talk. My body will sing for me.”  
 
    Laughing, Mel straightened and turned towards the fridge. “I have cheese, crackers, and grapes. We can open some wine as well, maybe nibble by the pool?” Her head popped out from behind the fridge door. “I’m going to need some communication at some point, AJ; use your words.”  
 
    AJ chuckled. “Sounds perfect.” She stood up and walked to stand behind Melanie, who was rifling through the fridge for the food. AJ wrapped a hand around her waist from behind and pulled her close. Mel gave a surprised squeak. “I’ll get the music and outside table ready,” AJ whispered to the shell of her ear before nipping on the sensitive skin below. Melanie leaned in to rest her more petite frame on AJ and shivered.  
 
    AJ tightened her grip for a second before releasing. She smiled when walking away, listening to Melanie mumble under her breath. She couldn’t make out the specific words, but something about getting hands on you. 
 
    Outside, the cool California breeze felt delightful on her overheated skin. The wind whipped strands of air around, and a particularly hefty breeze carried long strands of her hair that stuck into her newly moisturized lips. She grabbed a hair tie to pull the wild strands into a messy bun before continuing with the deck preparations. 
 
    They had enjoyed many evenings sitting by the pool, watching Parker swim, laughing, learning about each other’s likes and dislikes. She stared at a bench near a flowerbed that held a particular secret they had talked about regarding a specific mutual interest in trying a strap-on. AJ shivered at the memory. They seemed to be compatible in more ways than one, which made this next step more powerful.  
 
    AJ tinkered with the gas heater, and flipped on the string lights that covered the wooden awning as her mind wandered through their time together so far. How far they had come, where they would go. The three of them hadn’t had the smoothest beginning, but they seemed to fit as a unit. Even Kate commented on the light in her eyes, and Parker appeared to have fewer incidents, and when she was with them, Melanie usually caught them and reacted faster than AJ.  
 
    Light instrumental music floated up, enveloping the area in a final touch of intimacy and relaxation. If only AJ’s heart could slow down with the memo. With every squeeze and release from the workhorse muscle, feelings of gratitude and love flowed in her veins and warmed her body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel dashed around the kitchen, plating the food and grabbing a bottle of wine and glasses. She didn’t want to get drunk but hoped it would help the mood and lubricate their inhibitions. Not that they needed much lubrication if those kisses were any indication.  
 
    AJ seemed to have taken Rebecca’s presence with a grain of salt. They had dealt with pressures from articles lately, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if AJ had high-tailed it out of there. Instead, she provided the stability and support Mel needed to get through the interaction. 
 
    There couldn’t have been more of a contrast between the two women than in that moment. Where Rebecca would have torn her to shreds, belittled her, and maybe even got violent, AJ propped her up, provided action when needed, and allowed her to stand on her own but silently offered support during the altercation when she needed it.  
 
    Mel had been done with Rebecca long before today. Catching her in bed with someone else was the last string cut to her heart, but it took her breath away at the intensity she felt for AJ. It was more than anything she’d felt for Rebecca, and the experience of their earlier altercation provided a clear magnifying glass to that fact. 
 
    A smile firmly in place and love on her lips, she gathered the tray of goodies and walked towards her future. 
 
    “All right, I’m coming out, so you should stop making out,” Mel called as she opened the sliding back door. 
 
    “Go jump the fence,” AJ responded in a stage whisper to the shadows. 
 
    “I’ll be honest, that picture did set my jaw. I was about to crawl into a depression before seeing the small flicker of the ambulance light in the background. I might need to get my jaw realigned,” Mel said as she set the tray down and rubbed her jaw. 
 
    “To be perfectly honest, it almost got me too. I looked at it for a second, gasped, and thought to myself, Oh my god, what did I do? It took a second for my heart to slow down, and my mind finally caught up with my work uniform, even with the lettering Photoshopped away.” AJ’s eyes locked onto hers before she continued. “I’m glad we were able to talk about it this morning.” AJ finished the sentence with a light kiss. 
 
    After pulling away, AJ came up behind her and pulled out her chair, and helped push it back in. Mel laughed before sobering up a little. There was still one situation today they needed to talk about before moving on to more fun topics. She wrapped her fingers around the wine bottle, and she used the solid shape as an anchor before pouring generous helpings into each of their glasses. Watching the waves of the liquid slosh up the sides, she hoped it wasn’t a premonition of the potential emotional waves on the horizon. 
 
    She looked back to AJ, who seemed to be giving her time to gather her thoughts. “Do you have any questions about today with Rebecca?” Her eyes had found a particularly interesting crease in the table that she studied intently. 
 
    AJ cleared her throat. “Want to tell me what happened?”  
 
    The fascinating crease was in view of the food, and a finger slid into the peripheral before plucking a piece of cheese and retreating. The day was a blur, but the late afternoon was apparent as an iceberg in that you only see ten percent of the top of the iceberg. The rest is hidden below the sea depths, which was how she felt when it came to Rebecca. 
 
    “You can just give me Cliff Notes if that’s easier,” AJ provided, giving her an out if needed. 
 
    Mel swallowed another sip of wine, before the beginning of the story was muffled into the mouth of the tilted glass. “I was getting ready for our date. You know cleaning, washing the sheets, dusting, well, you know.” Mel put the glass down when her eyes met AJ’s, and she only saw curiosity and compassion, no anger. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not the only one who does that. Kate said the house has never been cleaner since we started dating.” AJ chuckled. 
 
    The light reaction brought a little comfort, so Mel put down her emotional support glass of wine and continued. “No, you are not the only one. So I’m dancing along, cleaning to my heart’s content and the beep of someone coming up the driveway alerts me. I was so excited I didn’t look at the time or register that it couldn’t have been you yet, and flung the door open.” The smile fell away as she remembered the slight shock on Rebecca’s face. “She took that as an invitation to walk in. She started going on about how I’m the one for her, and she was done playing the game. She cornered me and started undoing her shirt. Her fingers stopped halfway down before they started running through my hair. I ducked under her groping arms and kept trying to tell her to fuck off. I’m not sure how much clearer I needed to be.” She stopped and took another sip. 
 
    Rebecca had said a lot of hurtful things. Not about her, but about Parker and AJ. The memories curdled her blood at the venom and disgusting comments. Rebecca’s face had morphed into a contorted hateful creature. Mel’s pause as she tried to think about what to say next dragged on. She didn’t want to hurt AJ by hashing out everything but also didn’t want to subject her to the vile words. 
 
    AJ grabbed her hand and squeezed lightly, before retreating back. “It’s okay, I think I can fill in some of the gaps of what was said, and honestly, I don’t need to know.” 
 
    Her response melted Mel as she looked into AJ’s thoughtful eyes before glancing towards the glittering surface of the pool. “Yeah, it was nasty. I want to clean my ears out with soap.” She shuddered. “I finally got her to leave, and I think you saw the rest on the porch.” 
 
    “She’s lucky I didn’t knock her out.”AJ’s fingers clenched, causing her knuckles to go white. 
 
    “Hmm, I wouldn’t have minded seeing you go momma bear on her.” Mel grabbed AJ’s clenched fist, stroking it softly to get the death grip to loosen. Feeling the tension seep out of AJ’s body from her touch, Mel brought AJ’s hand to her mouth and kissed her fingers lightly. “I’m glad you didn’t leave.” Mel’s words were slightly muffled by AJ’s fingers. 
 
    Without saying anything further, Mel stood up and walked around to AJ’s side of the table. AJ never took her eyes off hers; it was like a fish hook embedded in her heart being reeled towards AJ. Unlike a fish, Mel was a willing participant in heading towards her destiny. 
 
    The scrape of metal on concrete split their eardrums as AJ backed her chair further from the table. Mel placed a hand in the middle of her chest to keep her from getting up and then straddled her thighs. She felt AJ’s strong arms wrap around her waist and clamp behind her, resting just before the swell of her ass. Mel leaned in to nip the skin below AJ’s ears and smiled when she felt the flex of AJ’s gulp. “I’m done talking for now, AJ, how about you?” Mel whispered in AJ’s ear. 
 
    Mel felt AJ’s nod from her nose resting near AJ’s neck. Mel’s teeth were bared in a grin as she dragged her mouth along the sensitive skin at her throat. The moan rumbling through AJ’s chest caused Mel to grind down on her lap. She nibbled through whimpers when AJ’s fingers dug into her lower back. A slick trail led from AJ’s ear across her jaw before landing on her mouth. 
 
    AJ’s mouth was made for kissing, and Mel felt sorry for anyone who hadn’t gotten a chance to discover the silky texture of AJ’s lips, but nobody else would ever get to experience the delectable treat. Mel had now claimed them with her tongue. She pulled the lower lip, gently using her teeth, before following the nip with a soothing stroke of her tongue.  
 
    Mel’s eyes widened when she felt the cool air along her exposed belly, where she only just now registered the busy silent work of AJ’s wandering hands. Her button-down shirt was now open and the air whipped around her bare shoulders. Mel shuddered at the graze of AJ’s thumb along the fabric of her bra. “If you don’t stop, I’ll have to take you right here,” Mel moaned into AJ’s ear. 
 
    “I do not see a downside to that,” AJ responded while moving one hand and flicking open her bra with an expert twist of her wrist. 
 
    Mel felt the strap’s fabric caress her shoulder as one string slipped down, assisted only by gravity. The trek didn’t go unnoticed by AJ’s eyes as they followed the slow movement with a gleam in her eyes.  
 
    Traces of goosebumps followed in the wake of AJ’s touch as the bra slipped off. Mel looked around, knowing full well the backyard was a fortress. With the light fading and crickets racketing up their chirps, Mel’s thoughts were pulled back into the moment when AJ’s lips wrapped around her nipple, plunging her into a tingling puddle. AJ’s callused fingertips traced the other nipple before pinching lightly and pulling. They had learned about each other through texts and one steamy phone call over the previous weeks. AJ was fully aware of Mel’s proclivity towards slightly rough nipple action. The shocking sensation pulled a deep groan from Mel’s throat as she ground into AJ’s lap again, searching for friction.  
 
    AJ traced a bridge with light kisses and nips on her way to the other nipple while one of her hands slowly lowered the zipper to Mel’s pants. She stopped briefly to look into Melanie’s eyes, searching for something. Melanie almost growled at the loss of contact to her breasts. “Is this okay, can we take these off?” AJ’s eyes fell to where her hand was resting inches from Melanie’s heated center.  
 
    Melanie scrambled off AJ’s lap and slid out of her pants and underwear before crawling back onto her lap. She was slightly aware that AJ was still fully dressed while she was laid free for all to see. Outside, no less, but in AJ’s arms, in Melanie’s sanctuary, she felt free to let go. She had plans for AJ, and her being fully clothed wouldn’t last long. 
 
    All thoughts scattered to the wind when she felt a steadying hand wrap around her hip as she was lowered slowly to waiting fingers. Mel felt a slight graze of the tips of AJ’s fingers before the slow guide stopped. She looked at AJ in confusion before realizing she was allowing Mel to decide if she wanted to take it the rest of the way.  
 
    Well, if the drip from her center was any indication her body was ready, her mind was keen as well. “I love you,” she said, looking deep in AJ’s eyes. She didn’t expect to hear it back, and the sharp intake of breath brought a sad smile to Melanie’s lips. 
 
    “I love you too,” AJ replied, capturing her mouth in a kiss as if to seal the words in their bodies and absorb them into their bloodstreams.  
 
    With renewed vigor, Mel lowered herself to the waiting fingers. Both ladies released similarly pitched moans as they found a rhythm. AJ’s mouth returned to Mel’s nipples as she lavished her tongue over the firm nubs. A slight swipe over Mel’s clit brought her hips surging forward, the action thrusting her breast more firmly into AJ’s mouth. AJ licked and sucked, then bit and pulled, all while keeping a steady rhythm of her fingers.  
 
    Melanie was glad for the slight anonymity of dusk that swallowed their moans into Mother Nature’s symphony.  
 
    The sensations of AJ’s mouth sucking on her nipple and her thumb running circles along Melanie’s clit made her bite down on AJ’s neck gently as a moan escaped. AJ shifted her hips up slightly, allowing her to hit a deeper spot inside and when AJ moaned “I love you” in her ear, Melanie tumbled over in a shattering orgasm. She’d never climaxed twice in a row, but when AJ didn’t initially stop, just slowed down to catch their breath, she was surprised when a fluttering buildup started bubbling at her core again. AJ started with a light touch on her clit before picking up the pace. 
 
    “Move your thumb side to side,” Mel whispered. “Yessss, like that.” Mel moaned when AJ complied, and she tumbled over again. 
 
    Only when Melanie pinched AJ’s wrist lightly did she sigh and slowly remove her finger where her core pulsed in tune with the increased heart rate. Mel’s eyes went wide when she saw AJ suck her fingers into her mouth, smiling and moaning at tasting Melanie’s essence.  
 
    Once AJ sufficiently lapped up the juices from her fingers, she wrapped her arms around Melanie’s body and pulled her close. Unlike their first kisses of pure passion, this one was of love and connection. Their tongues danced in a familiar beat. Mel smiled, tasting herself. 
 
    A slight shiver from Melanie’s sweat-soaked naked skin getting gently caressed by the wind made AJ break the kiss. She then wrapped her hands under Melanie’s butt and stood up. Melanie gasped in shock but found the noise quickly silenced with another searing kiss. Melanie wrapped her legs around AJ’s waist as she got carried inside.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Light filtered into the unfamiliar room as AJ blinked, trying to figure out what had woken her up. A strip of natural light illuminated a dark bedside table with a lone lamp. Her smile matched the sun outside when she felt Melanie’s feather-light touch along her back, tracing along her spine from head to tailbone then branching out along her shoulder blades. 
 
    Last night: memories flooded her thoughts. She had eventually joined Mel in a naked embrace as they found the little nooks and crannies that made each other squirm. AJ was nervous, at first, getting undressed. After seeing Mel’s body, she was scared to show the extra pouch she still had after having Parker, or the fact she really liked cookies. Her stretch marks seemed to glow in the low light, but Melanie didn’t seem to mind. AJ had held an arm around her midsection, which Mel gently caressed until AJ lowered the appendage out of the way.  Mel took extra care in showing her appreciation for AJ’s body. 
 
    AJ’s body hummed in memory, the light tracing touches on her stretch marks, the assertive direction Mel gave which enhanced both their pleasures, and the love shining in Mel’s eyes, which was all AJ needed to see to let go. 
 
    “I know you’re up.” Mel’s sleep-dusted voice filtered into AJ’s ears, pulling her to the present.  
 
    She rolled over slightly and propped herself up on one hand, cradling her head in her hands and resting her elbows on the pillow. AJ was trying to catch Mel’s dark blue eyes, which were currently looking south of her head at the newly exposed nipples. AJ’s lips curled in a smile at seeing Melanie’s teeth buried in her bottom lip. “Mornin’ darlin’,” AJ drawled, her voice cracking at the end when Melanie pounced. 
 
    Her knee slammed into her side, taking some of her breath with it. “Oh, shit AJ, I’m sorry.” Melanie had AJ’s hands pinned above her head as she looked down in concern. “Are you okay?” 
 
    AJ’s pain was already forgotten, with lovely breasts dangling in her face. “It hurts,” she teasingly whimpered. Mel’s eyes darkened when AJ lifted her hips slightly off the bed, connecting their cores; there was an object AJ couldn’t place right away resting on her stomach. She looked down, and her hips jerked unexpectedly at the sight of a medium-sized purple dildo bobbing slightly on her belly. It seemed Mel had been busy getting ready after she’d woken up. AJ lowered her voice. “It hurts so bad.”  
 
    A small smile appeared on Melanie’s face, chasing away her concern. “Well, I’ve got to do something about that pain then, huh.” She leaned in for a searing kiss as her hand slid over to play with AJ’s nipple.  
 
    AJ moaned, and her hand drifted to Melanie’s hair, which caused her to growl, and she stopped her exploration. AJ groaned in frustration. “Keep your hands up,” Mel commanded. AJ slowly raised her hands and rested them above her head on the pillow. 
 
    Only when AJ’s hands stilled and Melanie was fully satisfied they wouldn’t move again did she resume the torturously slow movements of her mouth on AJ’s nipple. AJ watched as the perked nub disappeared into Mel’s mouth before getting released. The glistening bud cooled fast when Mel switched to the other nipple. 
 
    Mel kissed her way down her belly, slowly caressing soft skin on her way down. AJ’s moans filled the room as her hips tried to find purchase on something, anything. Melanie settled between AJ’s legs. All AJ could see was a mound of auburn hair. AJ’s hands flew to the hair when the first lick coated her core. Melanie pulled away, and AJ slowly put her hands back above her. Melanie’s muffled moan floated up as she went back for a second lick. 
 
    Melanie pulled away, sensing the impending orgasm, and AJ assumed she didn’t want her to go over yet. She sat back on her knees, licking her lips and watching AJ as she tried to piece herself back together. 
 
    “I know we talked about this a little, but if you’re not ready, just let me know, and I’ll take it off.” Mel gestured to the strap-on. She was running her hands along the shaft. The movement made AJ squirm on the bed, trying to find some purchase or friction to her core.  
 
    “No, don’t you dare take it off. I’m ready. So ready.” AJ almost found herself pleading in desperation. She was so close to getting a fantasy of hers fulfilled.  
 
    Mel leaned forward to capture a kiss. When she broke off, she whispered, “Do you want to be on top, or do you want me to take you right here?”  
 
    AJ’s body reacted with a gush of wetness dripping between her legs. She had never been this wet before. Without another word, AJ grabbed Melanie’s hips and turned her onto her back. “Well, I can say I absolutely love you giving me a choice.” AJ lowered herself, loving the way the dildo filled her up.  
 
    Melanie held her hips still, allowing AJ to get comfortable and set the pace. Mel’s eyes skimmed back up to hers as if on a leisurely stroll.. AJ’s pupils were dilated, and the musky scent of sex filled the air. AJ pumped her hips, slow at first but picking up speed when they found a rhythm together.   
 
    Mel’s moans when AJ thrusted her hips down brought renewed vigor and sweat dripped from AJ’s forehead. They never took their eyes off each other. Mel’s hands found AJ’s hips, and they rocked together. The slight tap of the bed frame added to the moans of the room. 
 
    AJ felt Mel’s hands tighten on her hips before they moved to her butt, urging her forward. AJ’s core tightened when she heard her name escape Mel’s lips.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” Mel requested as AJ started playing with one of her nipples.  
 
    Melanie’s hand snaked down between them and found AJ’s clit. The sensation caused AJ to tense and duet screams left their bodies when both tumbled over the edge together. AJ leaned forward and captured Melanie’s mouth once more, not unlike their position in the ambulance all those months ago. 
 
    AJ slowly became aware of her surroundings as she became reacquainted with her limbs. She gradually raised herself off Melanie, slightly sad for the loss of contact, but collapsed back down when her arms started shaking. She snuggled into Melanie’s side, and maneuvered her arm around Mel’s stomach, throwing one leg over both of hers.  
 
    Melanie’s strong heartbeat fluttered under AJ’s cheek as she rested on her chest, catching her breath. “I love you,” she said, slightly hoarse from her moans and screams earlier. 
 
    “I love you too,” Melanie replied with a smile as she played with AJ’s hair.  
 
    It was good to reaffirm from the night before, and AJ was sure she wouldn’t get sick of hearing the words come from Melanie’s mouth. 
 
    “We’re almost done with shooting. Would you and Parker be interested in coming to the cast party next weekend?” 
 
    AJ lifted her head off Melanie’s chest. “Really?” She tilted her head before Melanie patted her back to resume the snuggles. 
 
    “Of course. There will be a room that Parker and I can use to decompress when things get too overwhelming. Rob is throwing the party, and that’s always been one of my demands if he wants me to show up.” Melanie laughed softly. “I get overwhelmed at parties.” 
 
    “That’s perfect. We’ll be there. Just tell us when, where, and what to wear.”  
 
    Melanie laughed and caused AJ’s head to bob up and down on her chest. She then started belly laughing, which caused AJ to lift her head again. 
 
    All Mel could do was point down; she couldn’t catch her breath enough to say what was so funny. AJ followed her finger’s path, and when she saw the bobbing dildo flopping about with Melanie’s laughter, AJ broke down as well. 
 
    When the laughter settled down, Melanie grabbed AJ’s hand to pull her off the bed. “Come on, let’s take a shower, and since it’s California in the middle of a drought, we’ll have to conserve water.” Melanie’s blue eyes had darkened again, and AJ grinned at the sound logic she provided. Facts were facts, after all. 
 
    Their scampering feet filled the hallway on the way to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “When does Parker get in tomorrow?” Melanie’s muffled voice filtered in through the shirt she was trying to put on after their shower, where they had gotten stuck in a loop of cleaning just to dirty up again. Each woman was finding it hard to keep her hands from wandering. 
 
    “I have to pick her up at three. It’s been an amazing long weekend, but I’m finding it harder and harder to have her away.” 
 
    AJ came up behind Melanie, who was now getting their toothbrushes ready, and placed her chin on top of Melanie’s head, then wrapped her arms around her, basically becoming a human scarf. Mel looked into the mirror into AJ’s eyes. “I miss her too.” AJ squeezed tighter at Melanie’s words. 
 
    They spent the rest of the time in a synchronized dance of teeth brushing like they had been doing it together their whole lives. Mel let AJ know she could use the sink, although she said it with a loving eye roll. The extended eye contact in the mirror indicated their fresh love. AJ was surprised they hadn’t melted the aluminum from the mirror yet. She also knew it wouldn’t be like this always, but hopefully their foundation was strong enough for any changes.  
 
    “Oh, I forgot, I have something in the car for you,” AJ said after they broke apart from a searing kiss. After all, they had to test their newfound freshness of brushed teeth. 
 
    “Really?” Mel exclaimed, and AJ laughed because her excitement reminded her of Parker. 
 
    “Yup, let me run to the car and grab it. Are you hungry? I could go for some breakfast right about now.” Melanie’s stomach growled enthusiastically, answering AJ’s question for her. AJ poked it good-naturedly. “Guess that answers that question. Meet you in the kitchen?”  
 
    “Race you,” Mel said, laughing as she ran down the hall and thundered to the stairs. AJ nipped at her heels, her arms outstretched, trying to grab her waist to turn her around and get the advantage. 
 
    “I win,” AJ exclaimed, holding her hands above her head. 
 
    “Just because you cheated with your ten-foot-long stride,” Mel replied, poking her in the ribs. “I’ll scrape some breakfast together.” Mel shooed AJ out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Okay, be right back.” AJ bent down and placed a light kiss on Melanie’s cheek, smiling at the light blush that coated her face. 
 
    Skipping to her car, AJ grabbed the painting she had finished using Melanie’s art supplies. The canvas had awoken as her feelings for Melanie deepened. AJ held the picture up in the morning light. A breeze ruffled her hair, creating a vision of the painted hair blowing in the wind. In the middle of endless rows of rainbow roses stood a woman looking into the future, her short auburn hair swirling in the wind. The ground was covered in rainbow sprinkles, making it look like the transition came from the roses themselves. There were footprints behind the lone figure and two footprints in front of the figure leading to two figures in the distance. You couldn’t tell if they were coming or going, but the past prints would match up perfectly with the future if only the figures took a chance. 
 
    AJ maneuvered the painting behind her back as she walked back into the house. The smell of pancakes filled her nose. “Smells delicious,” she said, walking up to the counter. She observed Mel dancing around the kitchen with music that couldn’t be heard, just the beat of her happiness. The smile Mel turned onto her almost buckled her knees. 
 
    “I’m almost done. Go ahead and sit at the table. I’ll bring things out.” 
 
    “Need any help?” AJ asked as she leaned the painting along the wall. 
 
    “No, I’ve got it, thanks, though,” Mel replied, her total concentration on the tray she was carrying that held plated food, drinks, and pancake toppings. She settled the tray in the middle of the table before grabbing the plates and placing them down. She looked up and gasped when her eyes fell to the back of the painting, leaning against the wall. “Is that an original AB?” Mel’s blue eyes twinkled in the morning light. 
 
    “It is. Want to see it now, or would you rather eat first? I forgot to fill you in on the saga of the painting drama.”  
 
    “Ooh, saga, huh. Maybe I can play the tortured soul of AB in your lifetime movie,” Mel said, laughing. “Let’s eat first. I want the suspension to wreck me, which will make the reveal that much sweeter. Plus, pancakes get cold fast.” Mel started scarfing the food down. 
 
    “Careful love, you don’t want to choke before seeing the painting.” AJ laughed, taking a sip of coffee. 
 
    Mel swallowed and took a breath to slow down. “You’re right. So what’s the next chapter of this saga? Last you said, they were giving you the runaround on that painting.” Mel pointed over AJ’s shoulder to the most recent AB painting. “You were going to talk to Wesley to see if they would come clean.” 
 
    AJ thought back to the plan they’d hatched a few weeks ago. AJ wanted to see if the center would cop up to selling her work without her knowledge. Mel agreed to work on Erin’s side, the art director where she bought the paintings, and AJ would work on Wesley, who worked at ECF. 
 
    “Oh right, so last week I dropped Parker off at class and went to the front desk to see if he was there. Instead, he cornered me to see why I’m not painting anymore. He was shaking and red-faced, and a little spittle came out of the corner of his mouth.” AJ looked up at Mel, and she was transfixed in the story, although her eyes seemed to be searching her face for something. 
 
    “Were you okay? He didn’t hurt you, did he?” Mel’s face looked devastated at the thought. 
 
    “No harm. He tried to grab my arm, but I pulled it away before he could get a good hold.” She shrugged and took another bite of the pancakes. They were a little cold, but her tongue still did a happy dance as the flavors hit. “He said that I was required to paint, especially if I wanted to keep Parker in the program. Well, you know how well that went over, threatening my daughter with one of her happinesses.” 
 
    “Momma bear,” Mel whispered, a smidge in awe.  
 
    AJ laughed. “Yup, momma bear. I told him right there I knew what he and Erin were doing. I asked how much the paintings sold for and  if he knew if I got any of the money. He looked away and started mumbling something about art supplies. Well, I handed him Rob’s card and told him that my agent is advising me to stop giving my paintings away, especially when I’m not getting any money.” 
 
    Mel nodded. “That’s close to the story I got when I talked to Erin. I asked when the new AB paintings would be up for sale, and she said that AB might not be around. AJ, it was so hard not to laugh. I had to dig deep with my years of acting not to spit in her face, although it was over the phone, so all I would have gotten was my phone having spit.” She shook her head. 
 
    “That does make sense. If we hadn’t met, I would have continued painting, not knowing they were being sold. Wesley had a Rolex on and a new car in the parking lot. Honestly, I wouldn’t have cared, except I couldn’t pay for Parker’s ice cream once. I felt like a failure.” AJ’s cheeks warmed at the confession. She looked into the half-consumed cup of coffee, not sure what answers she’d find at the bottom of the cup.  
 
    “Hey, you’re not a failure, AJ. You’re wonderful; I see the way you interact with her and what you might not have had in funds, you have in your heart. Plus, you won’t have to worry about that anymore. You wouldn’t have to work if you didn’t want to.”  
 
    “No, that’s not what I want. But I do need to get out of the night shift. I’m hoping to start selling the art and actually keep some of the profits. Although who knows if anyone other than you would buy them,” she joked while gathering the empty plates. 
 
    “I had to outbid a few people multiple times for some pieces, and there were a few paintings I got outbid on. Believe me, AJ, you can paint, and people will buy them.” Mel gathered the rest of the dishes. 
 
    “You cooked, I’ll clean up,” AJ said when she noticed Mel helping pick up. 
 
    “If I help, I’ll get to see the painting sooner,” Mel said, vibrating with anticipation. 
 
    In short order, they sat down at a clean kitchen table. Mel had her hands clasped, resting in front of her. To AJ, it looked like she was trying to keep herself from fidgeting. She bent down to kiss Mel on the corner of her lip before standing to retrieve the gift. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel was buzzing with excitement. The liquid in the coffee cup was rippling from her shaking leg. She took a moment to admire the fabric of AJ’s shorts stretching enticingly over her backside as she bent down to grab the painting.  
 
    “All right, close your eyes,” AJ demanded on her way to retrieve the painting. 
 
    “They’re closed,” Mel said, moving her eyes up from AJ’s backside and meeting the knowing smirk of AJ staring back at her over her shoulder. 
 
    AJ laughed. “Fine, you win. All right. Here we go. One. Get ready. Two. Are you ready?” 
 
    Mel caught on with the delay tactics and almost lunged at AJ to get at the painting. “Come on, AJ, please,” She begged. 
 
    AJ flipped the painting without further word. 
 
    She couldn’t help the gasp; it was unlike anything she’d seen before. Her eyes soaked up the color, roses, the movement of the wind the painting created. She was sure she could look at it for days and still discover new details. 
 
    Her hands reached out to hold the painting, and in Melanie’s periphery, she knew AJ was shaking. The color was unlike any AB paintings before it. “AJ, it’s—it’s. It’s beau—amaz— wond—I can’t even finish descriptors because nothing fits. The painting is unworthy of common words.” She looked up and saw AJ’s eyes were swimming in unshed tears. “What’s wrong?” Mel stood up in alarm. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s nothing. Well, your reaction got me.” AJ dabbed at the edge of her eye. 
 
    “My reaction? What do you mean?” Mel frowned as she replayed her reaction but was coming up short. She couldn’t provide adequate verbiage to express her thoughts, and maybe that’s what had upset AJ.  
 
    AJ walked up to her and smoothed her thumb against the bundled crease between her eyes. “It’s happy tears, love, I promise. Your face and body language gave more away to what you felt when you saw the painting than words would be able to. Although I loved your words too.” The room lit up with AJ’s beaming smile, which incidentally made Mel’s lower stomach flutter like a balloon caught in the wind, dipping, diving, and looping endlessly. 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s a relief. I’m not great with body language and facial expressions, but if you say so, I’m glad my face was able to communicate the magnitude of my feelings for this. Thank you.” Mel’s eyes drifted back to the painting, not able to keep her eyes from feasting on the work for long. “I don’t feel right taking this though, AJ. Can I buy it from you?” 
 
    Mel did indeed have a hard time with body language, but AJ’s stormy face was coming in loud and clear. Her body screamed DANGER, RETREAT!  
 
    “It’s a gift, Mel.” AJ’s flat voice drifted to Melanie’s ears, piercing the current red alert alarm that was blaring in her brain. 
 
    It was a hardship dragging her eyes away from the painting, but she held steady and replied, “I’m sorry. You’re right, and this is the most amazing gift I’ve ever gotten. I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just hard for me to accept such a thoughtful and treasured gift. I love it, and thank you.”  
 
    AJ looked to the left and bit her bottom lip in concentration. Finally, AJ smiled slightly and nodded once. Mel released a breath she didn’t know she was holding. “You’re very welcome, and if it helps, this will be the last one I can give away for free unless I paint you more gifts. I’m hoping to make enough on the side to move to the day shift.” 
 
    Mel gently placed the painting on the end of the table that hadn’t been used and turned back to AJ. Without warning, she ran and jumped into her arms, knowing full well she would be caught. “I think you’ll make enough to quit your day job entirely. That way, we can have fun outings with Parker, then fun innings in our bedroom.” Mel wanted to laugh at the shiver she felt when she whispered the words to her in her ear. However, she was dealing with her own shiver and the laughter died on her lips as they went in for another searing kiss.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Cozy Coopett Couple Spotted Leaving Ice Cream Parlor 
 
    We have had our issues with the Melanie Cooper and AJ Beckett coupling, but pictures don’t lie, and love might be in the air for these two. Even little Parker looks smitten, and who can blame her. Our sources have been quiet lately, and we are left to wonder if a U-Haul will soon be gracing one of these lady’s lawns. Let us know your thoughts in the comments below. 
 
      
 
    Petals fell to Mel’s feet. She looked to her left and held out her elbow for her love to take as they walked down the steps to their future. 
 
    “Cut. That’s a wrap. Mel, Carol, that was excellent work. Don’t forget the cast party tonight at the Old Warehouse downtown. Kids are more than welcome, and the venue will be child-friendly until ten. Then things might get crazy, so please plan accordingly.” Ed’s booming voice cut above the crescendo of excited murmurs. 
 
    Mel turned to Carol and leaned in for a hug. “It was a pleasure working with you.” 
 
    Carol wasn’t much like the shy Robin of her character, but the easy blush was similar. “I feel lucky to have worked on your last production. I can’t believe you’re walking away after this.”  
 
    Mel could only smile and shrug. “Just ready for the next adventure. Will you be at the party?”  
 
    Carol nodded while gathering a few belongings, and they started walking towards the trailers together. “Are you bringing AJ and Parker to the party? I loved Parker! She was such a delight when she visited on set, and dang, that girl is smart.” 
 
    Mel smiled at her words. She hadn’t seen Parker since she got back from the wedding and was excited to spend time with her and her mom. The thought of seeing AJ after even only a couple of days apart was making her heart strain, as if trying to reach out to time and pull it along faster. “Yes, both will be present and accounted for, but we aren’t planning to stay long. Parker and I get over-stimulated, so I’m delighted to have an excellent excuse to leave now. I’m thrilled to see them.” 
 
    “It’s been nice to see life in your eyes.” Mel looked at Carol as she finished the sentence with her head tilted. Carol stuttered to a stop. “That came out wrong. I don’t know you that well, but you know, you seem happier. It’s nice to see.” 
 
    The bright blush that was slowly forming on Carol’s cheeks cracked Melanie up. “That’s sweet for you to notice. I have to go pick up AJ and Parker. I’ll see you at the party.” With a final wave, Mel headed to her car.  
 
    On the drive home to change, Mel put on some pump-up music. She was finally free to do what she wanted. The music filtered in and out as her mind wandered. Thoughts weaved through the music. She knew she’d be okay but wasn’t one for idling around.  
 
    There was construction blocking Mel’s usual way home, which forced her to the street where Rob’s office was. Thoughts of AJ and Parker flooded her mind as she drove past the ice cream shop the pair always stopped at every Thursday. She was smiling as she drove by with warm memories filling up the car.  
 
    While stuck at a red light, Mel got lost in thoughts of Parker’s bouncing and AJ’s laugh. She turned her head to the left, and a sign caught her eye. Mel looked at the clock quickly to see if there was enough time for a stop before pulling up in the loading zone in front of the building, four doors down from the ice cream parlor.  
 
    A woman with a few brochures strode out of the building and turned to lock up the door. Mel jogged the couple steps to land in front of her. “Excuse me, do you know anything about this building?” 
 
    The woman startled slightly, then relaxed when she turned around to see Mel. Her eyes widened, but she shook her head and replied, “Yes, a few things. I’m the realtor trying to sell this space.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I set up an appointment to take a look?” The tendrils of a plan were starting to come together. As she waited for the realtor to locate her business card, Mel took a closer look at the neighborhood. Excitement bubbled up at the prospect. 
 
    “Here you go, just give me a call.” She handed over a brochure with information on the property then twisted her wrist to look at her watch. “I have a few minutes. Do you want a quick tour? Your car should be fine for a couple more minutes. I’m Allison, by the way, but you probably read that on the card.” She held out her hand. 
 
    Melanie shook as she replied, “Nice to meet you. I’m Mel, and yeah, I’d love a quick peek inside. Thank you.” 
 
    Melanie slipped the card into her pocket while Allison unlocked the door. She missed the person taking some candid shots a few doors down as they walked into the building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    AJ had a growing pile of clothes at her feet that had now crawled to her shins. A slight flush of panic coated her face as she tried to wiggle out of jeans she no longer fit in. She wasn’t sure why she had even tried jeans on in the first place. They wouldn’t be the best choice for the party. She sighed and glared at the offending pile, disappointed she couldn’t magically create what she wanted out of thin air. 
 
    “Knock, knock,” Kate said as she toed the door open with her foot. Her hands were occupied with two mugs. “Here, thought you might need a pick-up.” Kate handed one of the cups to her and frowned when she saw her sister’s tornado of clothes and half-dressed state. 
 
    “I know, I know. I procrastinated again, and now I’m not sure what I’m going to do. Maybe I’ll cancel and say Parker came down with something?” She looked up hopefully. 
 
    “You will have a threat level APB, Angry Parker Breakdown, if you cancel now. Remember we told her she couldn’t sleep in her outfit last night because it would be wrinkled? My eardrums still haven’t recovered.” Kate shuddered while kicking a few clothes out of the way to make a path to the bed. “How do you have this many clothes anyway? You wear like three things.”  
 
    “True, but I also don’t throw any clothes out. I always think I’ll change my style, but when I get something home, it just doesn’t work in the light of my life.” AJ shrugged, pulling a shirt out from the pile, hoping that the style had somehow morphed while lying on the floor. No such luck. 
 
    “How about the long black skirt with the red plaid shirt tucked in? Wear flats and a smile. I’m sure Mel won’t even notice what you’re wearing.” 
 
    AJ’s hand caressed her chin in thought. “Might work. Okay, let’s see.” 
 
    She had one foot in the skirt when Parker came bounding down the hall. “Mom, Mel’s here. She’s here, Mom.” Parker’s bright, eager eyes bounced up and down. 
 
    As soon as she’d woken up, Parker was ready. She changed into her new outfit that Jason and Angelica had graciously bought while she was with them. They still had close to ten hours to kill, but luckily Aunt Kate was up for a challenge that day.  
 
    Looking back at her daughter in her bright blue Converse, currently bouncing an inch off the ground with each word, AJ felt a calm envelope her body—a déjà vu feeling that she was meant to be on this path in life. She laughed. “Well, let her in, sweetie, and let her know I’ll be out in a second.” Parker squealed, and a wave of hair flipped as she turned around towards the door. 
 
    “Let’s get you to this ball, Cinderella.” Kate held out the outfit with a small smile. 
 
    “Thanks, Kate, for everything.” AJ kept hold of the clothes and kept eye contact with her sister. They were on the precipice of change, but that didn’t necessarily mean the end of the world. She and Kate would always have each other’s backs. “Pizza and wine tomorrow?” AJ asked, breaking the moment. 
 
    “You know it. Have fun tonight. Love looks great on you.” Kate looked away, most likely embarrassed by the sappy words. 
 
    AJ threw her arms around Kate, holding her tight. A slight tear formed at the corner of AJ’s eye. When she let go of Kate’s shoulders, she wiped the offending liquid from her eye and mumbled, “Allergies.”  
 
    Kate laughed lightly as she left the room, although there was a distinct glitter in her eyes that the bedroom overhead light caught. 
 
    AJ could hear Parker’s mumbles and Mel’s laughter as she put the finishing touches on her outfit. Kate’s voice mixed into the orchestra, and AJ almost didn’t want to leave the comforts of the bedroom. Here, the warmth of her family provided a cocoon. She was safe and warm. However, her arms ached to hold Mel again and laugh with Parker. She wanted to joke with Kate and cook with Andrew. She knew she was walking towards her future with startling clarity, her happiness the one she tripped over then fell for. With each step, AJ’s smile grew. Her heart was pounding, but it felt like it was pulling her towards Mel. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel’s heart stuttered when she saw AJ come around the corner. Parker was retelling a few stories from her visit with her dad and the wedding. Kate added a layer of comedy weaved through the stories, but it all faded to the background when AJ came into view. 
 
    “Wow,” Mel whispered under her breath, but it was amplified with an echoing “Wow” from AJ. 
 
    “You look—you, um, wow,” AJ stuttered as she walked closer. 
 
    Mel wanted to pull AJ into her arms but wasn’t sure what the protocol on physical affection was with the rest of the family around. The churning anxiety quelled when AJ walked right up to her and planted a tender kiss on her lips.  
 
    “Mmm,” they said in unison. Mel’s lips felt the loss when AJ pulled away, but she didn’t go far. She slid to her side, hip to hip, and placed an arm around Mel’s side like the last puzzle piece clicking into place. 
 
    “You all are going to stop some hearts tonight,” Kate said, kicking her elbow out to Parker’s shoulder. “Do you want me to pack a hose for you to help dose them down, Parker?” 
 
    Mel looked down at Parker, who had scrunched up her nose. “Why would I need a hose? How would there be any water? Where would we plug it in?”  
 
    Parker shot off the questions one at a time. Kate looked at AJ, who held up her hand in a ‘go ahead’ motion. Kate cracked her knuckles. 
 
    “This is a game we like to play.” AJ’s whispered breath was on Melanie’s neck. “When Parker asks a lot of questions in a row, we like to see how many we can remember. Usually, Parker is the one who wins, always remembering each question along with the answers, but it’s a fun exercise for us.” 
 
    “Do you think Parker knows you play this game with her questions?” Mel whispered back, her lips grazing AJ’s shoulder. 
 
    “Probably,” she continued before saying louder, “Keep it PG, Kate.” AJ giggled, trying to stifle the sound in Melanie’s hair. 
 
    Kate smirked and cleared her throat. “All right, Parker. You will need a hose to cool these two down since it might get hot on the dance floor. There might be a sink in the bathroom you can use. Or just crawl over the bar and grab the water sprayer.” 
 
    “Any hose that needs to be plugged into the bathroom probably wouldn’t reach the dance floor,” Parker said with a hand on her hips. 
 
    “Hey, let’s get a picture of the three of you all dressed up before you head out!” Kate practically shouted while grabbing the phone from her pocket. Mel suspected this was a tactic used to change the subject. 
 
    “Ow, Aunt Kate,” Parker said, holding her hands over her ears. 
 
    “Oops, sorry, Pea,” Kate replied in a softer voice. 
 
    Parker stood in front of AJ and Mel. When the flash went off, Mel didn’t flinch. She didn’t seize up or want to run. She was where she wanted and needed to be.  
 
    “Beautiful,” Kate said, smiling softly while looking at the picture. “I’ll send it to you. Now get out of here, you crazy kids.” 
 
    AJ and Mel walked side by side while Parker bounced in front of them. “Oh, I’ve got a surprise for you. We can talk about it on our way to the party,” Mel said when there was a slight break in the conversation as they walked down the pathway to Mel’s car. 
 
    “I want to know the surprise.” Parker’s excited voice carried along with the breeze. 
 
    “You can’t mention surprises without Parker wanting in on the action.” AJ reached out to brush the hair off of Parker’s shoulder. Mel noticed Parker didn’t shrink away from the contact as she usually did, most likely because she didn’t feel the brush of AJ’s hand. 
 
    “I’m going to buy the building that’s for sale near the ice cream shop.” Mel knew she didn’t need to distinguish which ice cream shop. In the life of the Beckett women, there was only one. 
 
    “Really? What will you open?” AJ looked over at her curiously. 
 
    “An art studio,” Mel replied without any preamble. 
 
    She watched AJ’s brows furrow and lips purse. Mel wasn’t sure what the look meant, but it wasn’t what she was expecting. If she was honest with herself, she was expecting bright eyes and a hungry kiss. The reaction was quite the letdown. 
 
    “What will you do with it?” AJ asked cautiously. 
 
    The trio had stopped in the pathway. Mel and Parker were looking back and forth at each other and AJ, but AJ’s eyes bore into Mel’s soul, unwavering. 
 
    “I want to set up a place for artists to sell their work, but also I took a look inside, and with just a little bit of work, the space could work for artists to come in and create. What you went through with your art gave me an idea. Artists just starting out can have a hard time getting the equipment needed to create clay, paints, brushes, canvas, whatever the medium; it’s expensive to start, and I don’t want that to be a deterrent for new people. So if I provided the supplies, they could create the work, and I’d sell it. Of course, they would get a profit once we sold the art. I want to pay it forward in some way.” She paused, and AJ’s face changed from slightly pinched to more open and light but she still didn’t say anything. “AB would always have a spot there, but if it’s not something you want to pursue, it is still something I want to do.” Mel’s weight shifted from one leg to the other. 
 
    With the last sentence, AJ’s temporary wall crumbled. “Melanie Cooper. That might just be the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. I’m glad to hear you didn’t just do it for me. We can talk about it more, but it’s a lovely idea.” AJ swooped down, and Melanie received the reaction she was hoping for all along. 
 
    “Come on, slowpokes.” Parker grabbed each of their hands and started pulling them to the car. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The party was in full swing when the trio walked into the room. Parker was as close to AJ’s side without touching as she could be, and she looked around with wild eyes. 
 
    The warehouse was set up in sections with an area for kids to play in filling up a large room in the back. AJ looked around before settling back on Parker. “So, Sweet Pea, do you want to play in the kid’s room, or would you rather come with us?” 
 
    Parker weighed her options by swinging her head back and forth. Both Mel and AJ gave her the time to make the decision. “I want to come with you for now,” she said with a single nod. 
 
    “Great, I’ll introduce you to some people you didn’t get to meet the first time on set,” Mel said warmly. 
 
    The love AJ felt flowing from Mel towards Parker almost made her cry. “Thank you. I love how you never treat her like a burden. I know it’s a lot to ask, dating someone who has a kid, but you’ve handled yourself marvelously,” AJ whispered as they walked towards the food table. 
 
    “Burden? She’s not a burden. She’s an asset and I’m lucky you both are in my life,” Mel replied, taken aback.  
 
    AJ wasn’t sure if her heart could get fuller. They made it to the food table when Parker declared she wasn’t hungry. “Momma, will you dance with me?” 
 
    “Let me get some food first, and then I’ll dance with you,” AJ responded. 
 
    “No, not you, mom. Momma Mel.”  
 
    AJ looked down then back at Melanie, slightly panicked, although she didn’t have a reason to be scared.  Melanie’s hand was over her heart, and she had a bubble of tears threatening to spill over her lids. Their eyes met, and AJ gave an encouraging smile. If Mel didn’t have a problem with it, she sure didn’t either. 
 
    “I’d be honored to dance with you, Parker,” Mel replied hoarsely and with a slight bow. AJ saw the discrete eye wipe as she walked to the dance floor. Both Mel and Parker gave twin waves to her halfway to their destination. 
 
    The music was at a low decibel, but murmurs of conversation blended in the background. AJ turned back to the food table, wondering where she should start. 
 
    “I thought I’d find you at the food table.” 
 
    AJ was glad she hadn’t grabbed a plate yet because she was sure she’d have dropped it upon hearing the dry and scaly voice of Rebecca. 
 
    “I almost feel flattered you’d come to seek me out.” AJ gave a plastic smile. 
 
    Rebecca waved her hand in front of her like she was swatting a fly. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”  
 
    The back of AJ’s hair rose at the change in her tone. It was now sickeningly sweet, and AJ wondered if she should check her ears for cavities. She chuckled to herself on a pun well done before looking back at Rebecca, who was still waiting for an answer. “Sorry for what?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “Well, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but I saw Melly go into an apartment complex with another woman, and from where I was standing, it didn’t look to be platonic. I didn’t want you to hear it from anyone else.” 
 
    AJ just barely suppressed an eye-roll. The fake ‘I’m so concerned for you’ look Rebecca was giving her made AJ’s arm twitch to take a swing but she hadn’t ever been one for violence. “Oh yes, I heard about their rendezvous,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    The problem with talking through barely contained anger is that another person can mistake the reason. Case in point, Rebecca leaned in to put a consoling hand on AJ’s shoulder before AJ jerked and took a step back. “If you ever need anyone to talk to, you can come to me. I’ve been through the craziness that is Melanie Cooper, all the people clamoring for her attention. You’re better off. Think about the young kid. You’re really not bad looking,” Rebecca said, tilting her head as if seeing AJ for the first time. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say. However, you are the ugliest person I’ve ever met, especially on the inside. Did you know this is Mel’s last movie? I suspect things will calm down relatively soon.” AJ paused to look at the cookies near her. She reached down and grabbed a few. The news of it being her last movie seemed to shock Rebecca. “Yup, so she’s been looking into what she wants to do after the movie wraps, which is when? Oh right, it’s tonight. So no, Rebecca, you didn’t give me some titillating knowledge. She told me what she found today.” AJ popped a cookie in her mouth and had to stop the moan wanting to escape. That would be sending the incorrect signal, but the cookie melted in her mouth with an explosion of vanilla. 
 
    AJ looked back at Rebecca, who had backed away a bit. She looked like she was trying to calculate something difficult. “I hadn’t heard this was her last movie. She is a star. You shouldn’t hold her back.” The spittle that flew through her mouth landed on AJ’s arm, and she wanted to see if she needed an anti-venom shot to counteract the venomous tone. 
 
    “She doesn’t hold me back.” 
 
    AJ, who hadn’t noticed her blood pressure was soaring, returned to normal at hearing Melanie’s soft tone. Mel slipped beside her and put an arm around her back, and her hand curled around her waist. AJ looked down and smiled, her first genuine smile since the conversation started. 
 
    “If anything, she holds me up. That’s what a partnership is, you know—helping support and build weaker areas while keeping strengths fortified. A partnership is not tearing someone down to make you feel more important.” AJ wanted to clap or fall on her knees and take Mel then and, no, not there. Mel continued, turning to AJ. “Parker is ready for a dark room, or we can get home and enjoy a more intimate wrap party with just the three of us. What do you say?” 
 
    AJ was shaking her head. Mel hadn’t even looked back at Rebecca, who seemed to be still shocked by the news. Well, if Mel weren’t going to give her the time of day, AJ certainly wouldn’t. She leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on Mel’s cheek. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    “Oh good, I didn’t want to have to find the hose Aunt Kate told me about,” Parker chipped in, ready to bounce her way through the building. 
 
    The light laughter of Mel and AJ provided a trail to the doors. Neither looked around to the past, both knowing their future lay ahead.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Darkness filtered through the room. The full moon cast a shadow over half of AJ’s face, and Mel couldn’t look away. Mel was propped up on an elbow as she lay on her side, and she was tracing patterns along AJ’s bare back. It was still early, but Mel’s mind couldn’t turn off. It had been three weeks since the party, and she only felt closer to AJ.  
 
    They switched off and on where they stayed the night, surprisingly choosing AJ’s place more often since it was closer to Mel’s job now. AJ had transitioned into the day shift, so she was able to paint during the evenings with more energy, and the extra income from selling one of her new paintings allowed her the freedom to break free of the shackles of the night shift.  
 
    All of those were beautiful things, but the thing keeping Melanie up was when AJ had to fill in for the night shift two days ago. It was the first night they’d stayed apart and having AJ back in her bed where she belonged sealed the deal. It was time. 
 
    She felt AJ stirring below her strolling fingertips, and a light moan escaped AJ’s lips. 
 
    “Feels good, huh?” Mel asked huskily from lack of sleep and calling out AJ’s name through the night. 
 
    “Mmhmm, feels extremely—oomph.” AJ huffed out the last piece when Mel crawled onto her back and settled on her butt. 
 
    “Just relax,” Mel said as she leaned forward to massage AJ’s tense shoulders. 
 
    They had gotten in the habit of putting on nightshirts since Parker sometimes burst into the room. Still, both usually went without underwear, which was why at this particular moment, Melanie’s clit was throbbing at being so close to AJ’s center. Just the thin slice of fabric protected AJ’s delicate skin from the copious juices now flowing from Mel. She had a ten-minute head start, after all. 
 
    A long moan rumbled out of AJ as Mel dug into a particularly stubborn spot. The vibration of the moan caused Mel to twist her hips forward, subconsciously seeking contact. The movement slid AJ’s nightshirt up further, and AJ gasped as her right hand flew to her back. 
 
    Mel looked down, and AJ’s fingertips landed on the wet stop where Mel’s center had been. AJ pulled her hand back to look at it, then presumably finding what she needed, she flipped Melanie over so she was lying on her back with AJ above her. 
 
    The move allowed Mel to witness the flush creep up AJ’s face and breaths coming in short spurts. AJ pulled both their shirts up slightly so their centers were exposed before lowering herself down on Mel where their clits touched. 
 
    Mel’s core tightened in contact, and she knew it wouldn’t take much to shoot her over the edge, although she couldn’t dredge up one iota to care. She wrapped her legs around AJ’s hips to pull her tight and then grabbed the back of her head to connect their lips. 
 
    AJ’s thrusting didn’t stop as they teased their mouths with their tongues. Mel’s whole body tingled as she felt the wave build to a crescendo. As she tipped over, she latched onto AJ’s lip gently before letting go with a throaty groan. AJ’s neck was taut as she followed Mel over the edge. 
 
    The loss of contact was hard to take, but the steady arm holding onto her hip as they came back to reality was a source of comfort.  
 
    “I could get used to that,” AJ said, breaking the silence.  
 
    “I might already be used to it, and now that I have it, I don’t want to give it up,” Mel replied, turning slightly to be face to face. “What do you say about moving in together? You can move into my house, or we can find one together. I doubt Kate would want us all crashing at her house. What do you say?” Mel looked away suddenly, scared of the answer. 
 
    “Are you serious?” AJ replied. Her tone didn’t sound angry, so Mel snuck a peek. AJ’s teeth sparkled in the moonlight as she smiled. 
 
    “Of course I’m serious. I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it,” Mel responded, still waiting for an answer. 
 
    AJ rolled slightly and captured Mel’s mouth in a tender kiss. The yes vibrated over and over as they shared another kiss. 
 
    “Momma? Mom?” Parker’s muffled voice floated from the closed door, followed by a knock. 
 
    AJ rolled off of Melanie with a grunt. “I love that she called me momma,” Melanie said, grabbing the blanket and pulling it under her chin. 
 
    “Me too.” AJ said before calling out louder, “Come on in, Parker.” 
 
    The door opened, and Parker’s footsteps echoed into the bedroom. “Can I show Aunt Kate and Uncle Rob and Uncle Andrew my room when they come to the party? I want to show them the stars.” Parker rubbed her eyes while talking excitedly but was missing her trademark bounce. 
 
    “Of course you can. I’m sure they would all be excited to see it. But why are you up? Let’s get you back to bed for a few more hours.” AJ went to move out of bed, but Parker’s next question stopped her. 
 
    “Can Momma read me a story?” Parker asked, looking between them. 
 
    Mel turned her head. “Would you be okay with that?” She didn’t want to step on AJ’s toes when it came to Parker, especially since she knew how much AJ cherished reading to Parker. 
 
    AJ’s eyes softened slightly, and she replied, “Of course it’s okay. It looks like Parker has adopted you as her appointed other mom; you shouldn’t keep her waiting.” She moved her arm out in front of her like she was opening a door. 
 
    Mel was pretty sure her smile could be seen from space as she wiped her eyes during the walk towards her daughter’s room. That had a nice ring to it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The party was in full swing. They were calling it a celebration of Mel’s so far successful business and AJ’s sale of one of her latest paintings, but mostly it was just an excuse to get family and friends together. 
 
    Music filtered along the back patio, and AJ swayed to the beat, lost in her thoughts. 
 
    “Mom, watch out!” A wet ball from the pool flung towards her, pulling her from her inner musings. She flinched, but it did nothing for the wet projectile coming straight for her face. 
 
    Thunk. 
 
    It plopped helplessly to the ground after hitting Andrew’s outstretched arm. She looked up and smiled kindly. “Why, thank you, Andrew.”  
 
    “Anytime. How’s it going?” His eyes twinkled in the sun. “I’m glad you found her. I’ve never seen her so happy.” 
 
    AJ’s eyes wandered to where she last saw Mel. She was in the pool with Rob and Parker as they played catch with the wayward ball. She smiled softly, looking at her family. “She might have been the one to find me.” She couldn’t stop the contented sigh that escaped. 
 
    Andrew chuckled. “Let’s rally the troops and get the food out.” He squeezed her arm and started talking loudly to Rob. 
 
    AJ walked back into the house to grab the food, and when she turned the corner, Sam and Kate were murmuring in the kitchen. Kate laughed at something Sam said, her body leaned in and a hand wrapped around her bicep. The scene brought a bubble of light to AJ’s chest, watching her sister interact in a way she hadn’t in a while. 
 
    “Hey, you two,” AJ said, announcing herself as she walked closer to them. 
 
    Kate’s smile didn’t fade, but her arm did slowly leave Sam’s as she took a step back. Sam looked down at her arm and back at Kate, a soft expression in her eyes. She was a far cry from the drunken mess AJ had seen at the party all those months ago. 
 
    “Hey AJ, have you met one of my bosses, Sam? Sam, this is my sister AJ.” Kate waved between the two of them. 
 
    “Yes, we met briefly at the work party. AJ, I owe you an apology.” Sam stepped forward and held out her hand. “There is no excuse for my behavior that night. I had a chat with Andrew and Rob, and I know it won’t make up for my actions overnight, but I hope we can start mending that bridge.”  
 
    AJ looked into Sam’s eyes and only saw sincerity with a dash of embarrassment. She wrapped her hand around Sam’s and shook a few times. She wanted to sweep it under the rug and tell her it was fine and not to worry about it, but that would take power away from the person trying to apologize. “Thank you for saying that. I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.” Sam’s eyes seemed to shimmer at AJ’s words. “Can I get you anything to drink? I’m about to grab the food to take outside.” 
 
    “I’m good with sparkling water. Do you need help grabbing the food?” Sam asked, looking relieved for the respite in the intense conversation. 
 
    “That would be great, thank you,” AJ replied. “Oh, Kate, I forgot to mention. I’m probably going to be moving out soon.” 
 
    “I figured as much. It’s going to be weird without you and Parker. The house will feel so empty.” 
 
    AJ was fairly certain Kate didn’t realize her eyes flickered to Sam when she spoke about empty houses, but that would be a conversation for another time. 
 
    The trio brought the food out to the deck. After AJ set the dishes down, she felt a wet arm land on her waist, and a hand squeezed her hip. “Hi, babe,” AJ said, kissing Mel on the cheek. 
 
    “Hi, love. Rob was admiring the wood frame of the picture from the premiere of the three of us. Do you think it would be okay to give him Cass’s info? She sounds like she’s all set up in Portland with Alex. I’m sure Rob can get Cass some great clients.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea. I know Alex wants to cut back on their paramedic hours now that Cass wants a kid. Do you ever think about having a baby?” 
 
    “Baby? What baby? Do I get to be an uncle again?” Rob looked up from filling his plate and tried to rub elbows with Parker, who had walked away without registering what was going on. Rob laughed and continued piling his plate. 
 
    “We haven’t talked about it much, but I’m okay either way. I’m thrilled with Parker, but if you want another baby, I won’t rule it out,” Mel replied, shrugging. 
 
    “I don’t want any others but would consider it if that’s what you would want.” 
 
    “Why mess with perfection?” Mel looked towards Parker, who had a hand on her telescope, most likely looking for the first stars of the night.  
 
    “Why indeed,” AJ said and kissed Mel’s cheek. Both let out a small sigh. 
 
    For the rest of the night, laughter filled the area, and love filled their hearts.

  

 
   
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE: Six months later 
 
      
 
    Parker’s laughter filled the kitchen as Wall-E played in the background. She was helping Mel cook dinner, and Mel mused to herself that Parker might be able to take over the cooking duties entirely if she wanted to in a few months.  
 
    “He put the plant in his belly.” Parker shook her head and laughed. She’d seen the movie so many times she had it memorized by the beeps and little dialog. 
 
    “We’re about to put some plants in your belly,” Mel responded while chopping up some cucumber and carrots for the salad. 
 
    “What are we putting in our bellies?” AJ walked behind Mel and wrapped her hands around her shoulders. “Smells delicious, my lovely cooks.” Mel sighed, leaning back into AJ’s steady embrace. 
 
    “We’re almost done. Want to set the table?” Mel turned her head and kissed AJ’s cheek. 
 
    They both turned to observe Parker try to test a spoonful of sauce, but she was bouncing on her stool so much that the spoon continued to shake as she tried to get it to her mouth. Splashes of red sauce dotted around her feet, fallen comrades in the battle of taste testing. 
 
    Mel tilted her head and saw AJ’s mouth twitch in hidden laughter. Mel could feel the strained smile muscles in her face; she often found her jaw aching from the long-dormant muscles her face wasn’t used to using. 
 
    “Sure.” AJ squeezed her hip before turning away. Mel couldn’t wait to be wrapped in those arms again tonight. A slight shiver went up her frame at the memories of their time in bed. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, AJ was trying to coax Parker to bed. The first couple of days had been hard for Parker since it was a new routine, but she hadn’t had many issues since establishing rules and boundaries. 
 
    “I want Momma to read to me tonight. She does the voices better in this book than you do,” Parker said with a decisive stomp. 
 
    “That does not surprise me,” AJ replied with a wink to Mel. “I’ll see you upstairs. Good night, Sweet Pea.”  
 
    Mel watched as AJ swished her hips up the stairs before turning her eyes back on Parker. “All right, Tigger, let’s get you to bed.” 
 
    Mel helped Parker to bed, and her mind was elsewhere when she heard Parker quietly say, “Momma?” 
 
    It still caused her heart to race to have her call her that. She loved the protective feelings she had for this kid and was excited to watch her grow up and see what the inquisitive mind would become. “Yes?” she responded once she realized her mind had wandered and she needed to reply. 
 
    “Will you ever marry my mom?”  
 
    Kids had a way of cutting through the fog and providing clarity. If Mel was honest with herself, she had thought about it in the periphery of her mind. It wasn’t until the information was presented in such a matter-of-fact way that she even recognized the thought had been there all along. “I, well, I would like to, yes. What are your thoughts on that?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    The excited bounce and bright eyes should have caused concern for winding Parker down for bed, but rather, it lifted Mel’s heart into her throat. She wanted to gasp in relief or rush over to her bedroom and drag AJ back into this room to ask right away. 
 
    Instead, she took a breath, and together they came up with an idea. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, AJ was in Mel’s studio creating a new painting. She was always humbled when a new piece of work sold. She was cutting back on her hours as a paramedic and relishing in the extra time she was able to have with Parker.  
 
    A chirp from her phone broke the layered strokes she was placing on the canvas. Looking down, she saw a photo of peanut butter ice cream sitting on the table of the shop a few doors down. Another image came through of Parker and Mel with their ice cream and sad-looking faces. AJ wasn’t one to let her girls down, so she quickly cleaned the area and jogged to the shop. 
 
    Her hand wrapped around the door. Thud. 
 
    She rolled her eyes as she pushed the door open and saw her hearts looking towards the door, laughing. 
 
    “Did you forget how to open a door, Mom?” Parker started when she got closer. 
 
    AJ waved at Amy before sitting in the booth across from them. Her ice cream was slightly melted, just the way she liked it. 
 
    “This is a surprise. Thank you,” AJ said as she took a large bite. “Did you get your shopping done?” She looked from Mel to Parker. Both had cagey looks and wouldn’t meet her eyes. “What’s going on?” AJ felt her blood pressure increase, wondering why they were acting so weird. She observed Mel nudge her elbow gently into Parker’s side. 
 
    Parker cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “Mom, let’s play a game.” She pushed her half-eaten ice cream to the side before clasping her fingers together and laying her forearms on the table. 
 
    AJ couldn’t take her eyes off the drowning rainbow sprinkles, hoping it wasn’t a metaphor for what was going on. “A game?” She tilted her head. “What kind of game?” 
 
    Parker leaned forward slightly. “I’m going to rapidly ask you a lot of questions, and you’ll have to answer all of them.” Parker was bouncing up and down slightly, or maybe it was Mel’s leg jiggling, some sort of centralized earthquake happening on that side of the bench. 
 
    “I’ll have to tell Kate she’s onto us,” AJ stage-whispered to Mel with a wink. “Okay, Parker, hit me with your best shot.” 
 
    “What are you doing next summer? How many friends do you have? Where is your favorite place in the world? Will you say yes?” 
 
    AJ’s brows furrowed in concentration and slight confusion at the questions. “Well, I’m not sure what I’m doing next summer, but I assume all three of us will be together. I honestly don’t know how many friends I have. Um, my favorite place is anywhere where you two are, and well, I’m not sure what you mean; say yes to what?” She looked between her two favorite ladies, searching for a clue. 
 
    A scrape across the table caused her to look down, and she gasped. The ring was simple, and the contrast to the ice cream table was laughable, but all AJ managed was a slight nod before she launched herself out of the booth. The table tipped, and the ice cream cups spread across the floor in a jumbled mess. 
 
    Mel, who seemed to be holding her breath, squeaked in surprise at AJ’s sudden movements but was quick enough to save the ring before it landed in the pile of melted ice cream. 
 
    “Of course!” AJ replied, after finally catching her breath. She tugged at Mel’s arm for her to stand up, wanting to kiss her fiancé for the first time. Their mouths tasted like the ice cream from the first time they met, rainbow sprinkles falling along their feet. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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