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Chapter 1

	Liv

	 

	Ugh. What a rotten day.

	Dominic must have noticed me getting all broody as I pulled my apron on and swept the long, loose strands of my blonde hair back into a ponytail, because he leaned against the wall in the backroom and raised his eyebrows at me.

	“Who pissed in your Cheerios?” he said, and I just turned and checked my reflection in the mirror, making sure my dark, sophisticated makeup was flawless. I’d always been more of a light makeup kind of girl, but working at a luxury restaurant kind of turned you into this sophisticated figure.

	“I don’t eat Cheerios for breakfast,” I said. “I eat toast with Nutella on it, because I’m a responsible adult.”

	“I think that’s more sugar.”

	“It’s on whole wheat bread.” I tightened my apron, and I turned back to him. “You on lunch?”

	“Just a fifteen.” He shrugged, dropping into a chair. Dominic was a pretty tall guy, maybe six one, with tanned skin and a shaved head, but he had this slim frame that kind of tricked the eye when you saw him standing so tall, especially in the long, black cook’s outfit, so he looked even taller. He looked back up at me, elbows on his knees and hands folded between his legs, and he said, “So, what is it? Boyfriend dump you?”

	“I don’t have a boyfriend, weirdo.”

	“Is that because he dumped you?”

	I rolled my eyes, but I turned back to the clock and leaned back against the freezer to watch it count down to my shift starting at four. I didn’t want to go telling Dominic about all my petty crap, but I’d been trying—really, I had—to be a better person. And I felt like maybe talking about my feelings was part of that. Dominic probably didn’t care, but hell, he’d asked, so I’d tell him.

	“Friend breakup,” I said. “That’s all. Just a little winded from it.”

	“Oh, yeah?” He raised an eyebrow. “What did you break up over?”

	I wanted to tell him off, but I reminded myself—like I did about forty, fifty times a day these days—that I was trying to be a better person. “More just kind of slowly fell out. It’s not like we were best friends, so it’s whatever. Just… been having a lot of people stop wanting to talk with me. Telling me I’ve changed and I’m boring now.”

	He laughed. “I think you’ve always been boring.”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Dom,” I sighed, turning back to the mirror and fussing with my hair. Turned out telling Dom about my feelings had been a mistake. I’d been making a lot of those things lately. “Yeah, forget about it. I don’t mean to dump my crap on you.”

	“Hey. You’re just a kid. These things happen.”

	“I am twenty-two years old. I’m not a child.”

	“Try hitting thirty. Everyone under twenty-five is just a child.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, hitting thirty is the plan. Despite my wild lifestyle, I’m planning on living past thirty.”

	“Point is… you’ll get over it.”

	Dominic was sweet—somewhere deep down—but he was the world’s worst at giving emotional support. I strained a smile at him. “Yeah. I’ll see about that whole getting over it thing. All right, I’m heading onto the floor early. Enjoy your break, Dom.”

	“Try printing a picture of your ex-friend’s face and putting pins in it,” he called, as I pushed through the swing doors into the kitchen, making a beeline towards where the store owner Avery was on supervising today.

	“Hey, Liv,” she said, smiling at me like her solemn duty in life was to smile every second. Of course, she had a rich and famous and unnervingly hot girlfriend, so I’d probably be smiling too if I were her. “Thanks for coming in. How are you feeling? Physical check-in? Emotional?”

	Aves was the sweetest human being on the planet, a pretty thing just an inch or two over my five six, with loose waves of brown hair and green eyes and a penchant for lofty statements like believe in your dreams hard enough and they can’t help coming true that I’d come to enjoy in my time knowing her, and there was zero chance of her shooting me down like Dom had. But I just felt winded and deflated after listening to him laugh about it, so I shrugged and said, “Doing all right. Little tired. Some time on my feet moving around will help.”

	She gave me that look that said she knew I was lying, but she didn’t press it. “Let me know if you need an extra break anywhere in your shift or anything. I’ll be in the office doing paperwork from five to seven, and I can cover you for another fifteen or something if you need it.”

	Dammit, she was such a good person it was obnoxious. “Thanks,” I said. “Let’s just see the shift plan for tonight.”

	Because that was how I did it—I shut my mind off when I worked, occupied with keeping track of who needed what at what table, and I didn’t have to think about crap anymore. And so I got to completely avoid my responsibilities in life, which was amazing.

	I got to clock in, check out, and sort of just come to somewhere from four to eight hours later with a little more money and a lot less energy. And I loved checking out, generally, until there was a diner looking at me like the woman at table sixteen was.

	“Hello, and thank you for choosing Paramour tonight,” I said, only just realizing halfway through saying it that the way she was staring at me—this girl sitting at table sixteen by herself—was so intense it was like she was trying to slice me in half with it. “Have you dined with us before?”

	She was a slender woman with dark hair, almost inky black, cascading in curls over one shoulder, and the most unnervingly beautiful gray eyes that just stared right through me. She licked her lips, which were tinted with a dark gloss, before she said, “No. It’s my first time.”

	“Well, it’s… a pleasure to have you,” I said, words hard to come by under the pressure of the way she was staring at me. She was pretty, wearing a crisp white dress shirt with a simple black tie and pants, and I felt like maybe she was judging me. Which was the exact opposite of what I needed right now. “My name’s Liv, and I’ll be taking care of you tonight.”

	She smirked at me, delicately arched one eyebrow, and she said, “Well, then, Liv. I leave myself in your hands. Please take good care of me.”

	And that was when I placed it. Not judging me. Flirting with me.

	Which normally was worse—I’d had plenty of men in their forties try to hit on me even when they were sitting there across the tables from their wives, and I always felt like I needed a shower—but I didn’t mind it nearly as much this time. Maybe because I was straight and I knew it didn’t mean anything, knew it was just harmless fun, and that she was pretty, besides.

	“I’ll do my very best,” I said, arching an eyebrow back. “I’ve been told people enjoy my care here.”

	She laughed, tossing her hair back, and her smile widened so I got the littlest glimpse of white teeth. “Well then. I just may have to come here more often. Liv? My name’s Sage.”

	“I’ll tell Avery Lindt I singlehandedly got us a repeat customer,” I said. “She’ll be over the moon. Can I get you started with something to drink?”

	It had felt weird for a while, my friend Avery being a celebrity enough that I could name-drop her now, but I got used to it eventually. And sure enough, Sage cocked her head with a curious smile.

	“Is Avery in right now?”

	“She’s on the luxurious duty that is paperwork right now,” I said. “Should I bring her out for the meet-and-greet?”

	She grinned wider. “No, I have to say I’m much more interested in the company I have already.”

	My brain fizzled for a second. “Well, I’ll… keep you company as much as you like tonight.” I frowned. “That sounds wrong.”

	She just smiled wider. I cleared my throat.

	“Can I get—”

	“Just a sparkling water to start,” she laughed. “But I’ll take a minute with the wine list.”

	“Right. Sparkling water. Let me know if you need any recommendations on the wine—”

	“Oh, I absolutely trust your taste,” she said, her voice entirely too sultry for the situation, and I felt my face burn a little, but I kept it cool. I was an expert at customer service. I’d had people flirt with me before.

	“I’m no experienced sommelier, but I can definitely give you—”

	She put a hand up. “Don’t worry, Liv,” she said. “I’m something of an expert when it comes to inexperienced people.”

	Wow. I was an expert, but not enough to avoid getting flustered at that.

	I felt like I should have minded, but instead I just found myself eagerly wracking my brain while I was in the kitchen getting her sparkling water trying to find a smooth comeback, and when I brought it out, I said, “For the expert in the building.”

	And then I wondered why on earth I’d said that. It was probably a dick move of me to lead this girl on. If I were her, I’d think I was gay. Was I just playing it up to get a bigger tip? Or the ego boost of getting her number on the receipt?

	She raised her eyebrows at me, a quizzical look, before she said, “You trust me implicitly. You haven’t even seen my expertise.”

	I smiled wider. “Well, what do they say? The customer is always right? You said you’re an expert. Any decisions on your menu yet?”

	“I think I’ll take the calamari for an appetizer,” she said, setting the menu down. “What do you think would make a good follow-up, Liv?”

	“For the calamari? I’d say… are you looking for something lighter or heavier?”

	“Lighter. I need to keep my energy up.”

	I cleared my throat. I was not going to let her fluster me. It felt almost like a competition now. I smiled. “If you really want something light, Paramour serves the best salads in Southport. The tilapia salad is a specialty.”

	“You think I’m that fond of seafood, don’t you?” she said, quirking a smile at me. I swallowed and straightened my back.

	“Well, what else do I have to go on?”

	“Are you angling to figure out more about me?” she said, her smile widening. I felt like I was stuck at a crossroads and both ways were just labeled DANGER.

	“I’m always interested in getting to know a diner,” I said. “Avery wants us to try getting to know the diners as intimately as possible.”

	“Oh, I see,” she laughed, a low and throaty sound. She kept her eyes fixed on mine, and the intensity nearly burned right through me. “Well, I’m sure you’re an expert yourself in that…”

	I gave her my best smirk. “I’m not half-bad, I don’t think.”

	“If just a bit inexperienced?” she said, grinning wider. I felt my pulse pick up a little, but I just shrugged.

	“We all start off that way,” I said. “No use denying it.”

	“Sometimes a lack of experience can be good. Keeps things fresh and exciting.”

	I laughed. “Well, I’ll strive to be fresh and exciting, then.”

	She raised an eyebrow, and slowly, she raked her gaze down along me and back up to my eyes, and somehow despite all the flirting, that one look caught me wildly off-guard and that was the point where my brain went offline.

	“I imagine you do just fine, Liv,” she murmured, and I felt heat blossom in my face.

	“I—I, uh… the… salad?” I said, words spinning around in my head. “Does the tilapia salad… Sauvignon Blanc…”

	“Sauvignon Blanc sounds wonderful,” she said, smiling wider. “And I’ll do the calamari and the tilapia salad. I look forward to it, Liv.”

	I had no idea what happened. I kept turning it over in my head as I got to the back and even as I was moving onto the next table, trying to figure out how to talk to them while my mind was not with me.

	I was cool. I was put-together. I was collected. I mean… kind of. Mostly. It wasn’t like this was even my first time. I’d had girls flirt with me before. I flirted back. It was all in good fun. I’d kissed a girl in college. I wasn’t weird about these things. But somehow Sage flirting with me took all the gears in my head and spaced them all out so nothing caught, and the motors in my brain just spun uselessly.

	It was all I could think about for the rest of the night, when I was away from Sage’s table just wondering what she’d say the next time I stopped by to ask if everything was all right or to clear her place for her, to bring out the next course. And then when I was at Sage’s table, she’d keep shutting my brain off in that small way, just talking normally until she’d slip in one little comment that would just shut me down and I had no idea how to get myself back online.

	And it was an understatement to say I was nervous when I stepped up to her table after she’d finished the main course and said, “Are we finished over here? Can I interest you in dessert?”

	She smirked, glancing me up and down again, and it sent a thrill down my spine. “I would have to say that depends on what you’re offering, Liv,” she said, and there it was again—just one little comment and my brain shut down and had to reboot.

	“I—uh—the—” I cleared my throat. “There is… a seasonal ice cream selection that is blackberry and lavender flower honey right now, served with a caramelized wafer. It’s our most popular item right now.”

	“Hm,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Anything else on the menu tonight?”

	I was positive she thought I was on the menu. I didn’t know how I felt about that. “There is… a… French chocolate cake made with biscuit and mousse—I have a menu,” I said, only just remembering that I did, in fact, have a menu. I slipped it from my pocket and handed it over. “My personal favorite is the crème brulee. It’s flavored just lightly with basil, and it’s so much better than you’d think.”

	“Well,” she said, laughing softly, “if you recommend it, I’ll give it a try. I told you I’d leave myself in your hands, after all. And I don’t think you’ll disappoint me.”

	I was pretty sure I was going to disappoint her. I mean… I was pretty sure. I wasn’t going to pursue anything with a girl, not even one as pretty as Sage. I was pretty sure. I mean, it could have been an interesting experience. It wasn’t like I had never been curious. And Avery had told me to experience all kinds of things.

	There was nothing wrong with a straight girl screwing around and having a little fun on the side. Right?

	Except once Sage finished her crème brulee and told me I really did know how to give a girl a nice time—which I wasn’t sure if I did know or not but I was more curious than I should have been all of a sudden—and she left, I felt like I was coming down from a high and questioning every little thing I’d done.

	I stood there for a second over the empty table sixteen trying to figure out what on earth I’d been doing—I was straight, I reminded myself for the umpteenth time, and it was incredibly rude of me to lead a girl on like that when I knew I had no plans of following through with it.

	Or at least, I didn’t think I had any plans of following through with it. Or… well. I wanted to believe I didn’t have any plans to follow through.

	It took me a second to be able to check the receipt, and sure enough, there was a phone number on the back. In case you really were angling to figure out more about me, she wrote above it, with a little heart at the end.

	And hell, I’d gotten phone numbers on receipts before. Sometimes from married men. One time from a good-looking guy who’d been in on a business meeting and had totally charmed me up until the moment I saw his number on the receipt, and then it just took all the magic out of it. Usually it was from lonely men twice my age. I threw them all out, leaving a trail of broken hearts behind me.

	But thanks to Avery, I’d been paying more attention lately to my own feelings. The things I thought about, the things I cared about. And Sage’s message was making me feel some things I wasn’t used to feeling.

	“Someone give you their number?” Diane’s voice said from behind me, and I jumped, crumpling up the receipt in my hand. I whirled on where the older woman was giving me a wry smile, and I put a hand to my chest.

	“Christ, Diane, you move like a ghost.”

	“You’re a pretty little thing. All kinds of creeps will hit on you. Trust me, a restaurant ain’t no place to meet someone. Throw that thing away.”

	“Yeah… yeah,” I said, feeling my head spinning. I flung the receipt in the trash, and I regretted it before I’d even done it, but with Diane’s eyes on me, I couldn’t not. “Just… surprises you sometimes the kinds of people who are into you.”

	She grinned like the cat who got a whole damn flock of canaries. “What was it this time? Old man?”

	“Uh… woman.”

	Diane chuckled under her breath. “You really can get ‘em all. Enjoy the self-esteem boost. Those are harder to come by when you’re older.”

	“Yeah… will do,” I said, watching as she headed off towards table eight, feeling a keen ache in my gut.

	I was some kind of asshole, leading Sage on just for a self-esteem boost.

	Either that, or I was more curious about girls than I thought I was. And I wasn’t sure which one I wanted to believe.

	Ugh. What a rotten night.

	 


Chapter 2

	Sage

	 

	I wasn’t entirely surprised when the pretty blonde girl from Paramour didn’t text me. It took about a quarter second to place her as one of the curious straight girl types, and they were always flighty. But you miss a hundred percent of the shots you don’t take, and all that, I figured.

	It wasn’t a surprise, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be disappointed. And I might have been just a little irritable when Jason told me to hang out the next Saturday.

	“Look, I’ve got a million things going today,” I said, dropping down on my couch and kicking my feet up over the sofa arm. “Luna wants the revisions on Wednesday, and I’ve been stuck on late shifts since Thursday. I’ve got one tonight, too. If you dumped Clara, you’ll have to find someone else to be your wing girl.”

	“Good lord. I didn’t dump Clarie. I’m not asking you to be my wing girl, I’m asking you to hang out with me. Clarie’s going too. And unlike some people, we’re doing something other than one-night stands all the time.”

	“I have work. You know, much more mundane than one-night stands, which, I might remind you, are none of your business.”

	“Hey, don’t get touchy just because your latest straight girl shot you down.”

	I rubbed my forehead. I didn’t know how he even knew about that. Jason was the creepy kind of guy who just knew things. It was the only reason we were friends, honestly. He had too much blackmail on me. “Look, if I were dejected over a girl saying no, I’d be spending my whole life fucking miserable.”

	“Just saying. You’ve seemed glum this week. And what happened last weekend? That trip to Paramour. Olivia Harper works there.”

	“How do you even know that?” I paused. “And she goes by Liv.”

	“I saw the interview with Mike Wallace, Sage, c’mon. We all did. Point is, Olivia Harper works there, and Olivia Harper is a straight, preppy blonde girl. And a pretty one. Check, check, check, Sage wants her in bed.”

	I sighed, raking my fingers through my hair and pausing halfway through, just slumped over the sofa with my hand tangled in my hair. “Fine, you creep. Liv waited on my table. We flirted, I left her my number, she didn’t text me. It’s hardly the end of the world.”

	“Hmm. Any reason you’re so miserable lately then?”

	“Look, there’s a lot of crap I don’t want to talk about, okay, J?”

	“Fine. You know what? Fine. Clarie and I are going to Starcrossed instead. And we’ll hang out with you while you work. How’s that?”

	“Jason, it’s a job. And I kind of enjoy the job, at that. I’d like to focus on it and keep it, not just screw around.”

	“Look, I hear you,” he said, his tone sounding defeated, and I let down my barbs. “C and I aren’t gonna distract you or anything. We’re not expecting anything from you while you’re on the clock. We just want to hang out where you are. We love you, Sagey.”

	I wrinkled my nose. “Call me Sagey again and I’ll put mud in your drink. Fine, whatever. You and Clara can come to Starcrossed, just like you can any day of the week.”

	“Maybe you can talk about what’s eating you there? A little backwards, the bartender spilling their woes to the customer, but—”

	“Stuff it. I’m fine, just let me have a bad day every once in a while. I’ll see you at Starcrossed, then. My shift starts at six.”

	“See you, Sagey,” he said, sneaking it in before I could hang up, and I sighed, letting my arm with the phone drop off the sofa.

	The truth was, I didn’t know why I felt like crap. Luna did want the revisions Wednesday, and it was a bit of a tall order, but I was already almost finished. Three back-to-back night shifts bartending at Starcrossed took it out of me, but it had happened plenty of times before and it didn’t leave me feeling like this, just feeling like I needed to do a line of caffeine.

	Obviously, it wasn’t Liv. I’d been shot down by tons of pretty girls. I’d had plenty of straight-ish girls flirt back and then walk away. Maybe it just smarted a little more because I’d seen her on Mike Wallace’s disastrous live interview, and it felt a little like getting turned down by a celebrity, which always did hurt a little more.

	But that could not be the full explanation for why I felt like I just wanted to sink into a puddle and stop moving for good.

	“Fuck’s sake,” I mumbled, dragging myself back up to my feet.

	Least I could do was bury myself in script revisions. As a human being, I was a hot mess, but as a screenwriter, I was—and this was speaking modestly—a goddamn genius, and it felt nice to remind myself that I was a goddamn genius by getting lost in a script.

	I lost the hours until my shift at Starcrossed whiling away at Luna’s revisions for the script, and I felt at least marginally better about myself once it was time to pull on my all-black bartender’s uniform and head out of my cramped studio apartment, lock the electronic door with my key fob, and take the stairs down rather than the elevator to work up the energy. Starcrossed was right at the end of my block, a sleek upscale bar sandwiched in between a modern Chinese restaurant and a boutique clothing retailer that some days I wasn’t sure if it was a front, and I listened to the door chime as I pulled it open, nodding to Heather on security and heading for the back.

	Sure enough, Jason showed up before long with his latest girlfriend, Clara—he was the kind of guy to date anything that moved, but I’d been sore with him for picking up Clara, who’d been our mutual friend for almost a year now and it felt like crossing a line. Even now, seeing him wearing that cool-guy leather jacket and strolling in, arms linked with Clara, a cute girl with a strawberry-blonde pixie cut and big blue eyes, looking good in a tight tank and jean shorts—I didn’t like the sight, especially when he nodded at me with a big grin on his face.

	“Hey, Sagey,” he called, and Clara lit up, waving to me. I waved them down the line.

	“Sit down wherever, I’ll be with you in a second.”

	“It’s nice seeing you,” Clara said, shooting me a passing smile as she walked by and sat down at the end of the bar, still hanging off of Jason’s arm.

	A minute later, I came over to the two of them and leaned over the bar, arching an eyebrow at Jason. “So, what can I get you, aside from seeing my face like you were so desperate to do?”

	He rolled his eyes, grinning. He was a pretty guy, I had to admit—he had that heartthrob look, that I’ll break your heart but I know you still want it look about him, with a manicured wave of brown hair and sharp hazel eyes. He’d been a contestant on the Sea and Stars Song Contest just recently, and he hadn’t gone far, but he’d still come back with twice the ability to pick up anyone and everyone. And twice the willingness to use it to break hearts.

	“Nothing fancy. Let’s make it a martini.” He paused. “You know? Double up on the gin.”

	Clara giggled, leaning against him. “J. Don’t go too hard.”

	“Go big or go home, right?” He winked at me, and I scowled. I couldn’t stand the sight of this.

	“Clara?” I said, and she waved me off.

	“Oh, jeez. Give me your girliest drink. Something really colorful and sweet that just, like, has alcohol kind of waved in its general direction.”

	I laughed, a little of the tension coming off me. “You sure that’s not going to knock you on your ass if I give you something that strong?”

	“Come off it, Sage,” she laughed. “I’ve got some tolerance.”

	“That remains to be seen,” I said, turning back to throw together Jason’s drink first.

	“How’s the revisions?” Clara said, and I shrugged.

	“Lot of work, but I’m good at what I do. I’ll do fine, just a little tired.”

	“Let’s all go out to Sugar Kiss to celebrate once you’ve finished them,” she said, and I pursed my lips, setting Jason’s drink down in front of him.

	“Go easy on it. We don’t need you passed out on the floor.” I turned back to start on Clara’s drink. “I’m not going to third-wheel your date to SK.”

	“Hey. Sagey,” Jason said. “You know you’re always the first wheel.”

	“The first two wheels aren’t even numbered. There is no first wheel.”

	“Look, I told you when C and I got together—it’s not going to get in the way of our friendship. You know, this group thing, here, us. That’s still real.”

	I wondered about that. He might have invited me to be his third wheel, but it wasn’t like I was eager to sign up for it and watch him and Clara make faces at each other the whole night. “You’re right,” I said, still keeping my back to him. “But you are a couple. You do get private date time.”

	“Yeah,” Clara said. “And we also get friend time with the three of us. We miss you, Sage.”

	“We’ll see,” I said, finishing up Clara’s drink and taking a second longer to put on a neutral expression before turning back to set it down in front of her. “Luna’s a hard taskmaster. I might be busy right after that, too. I’ll let you know. Here’s your drink, Clara.”

	“Oh, it’s gorgeous. Sage. You’re a genius.”

	Ugh. I turned away again. “Just because we’re friends doesn’t mean you don’t have to tip. Enjoy your drinks, you two. I’ve got customers.”

	I always did a good job of disguising it, but I knew at least that I’d had a crush on Clara. And I respected that line that Jason ended up crossing.

	One-night stands were so much cleaner than that whole… feelings thing. I just wanted to rip my own feelings out most days. I’d done pretty well at that so far, but some days I slipped up.

	It was maybe half an hour later that Clara went to the bathroom, and Jason leaned over the bar and dropped his voice to a whisper when I came back to check on him. “Hey, look, Sage. You’re being a pretty poor sport about this whole thing. You don’t need to make me and Clarie feel like shit just for dating each other.”

	I drew a long breath, and I put on a smile. “Ah. So this is why you wanted to see me tonight.”

	He rolled his eyes. “No. That was because I wanted to see you, because we’re friends, and that’s what friends do. What friends do not do is disappear and guilt-trip one another for getting together with someone. I specifically asked you first if it would be okay to date Clara. You can’t get moody about it after giving me the okay.”

	I sighed, looking out the window. “You really don’t know how to respect when someone doesn’t want to talk about something, do you?”

	“You never want to talk about it, but we need to. You’re being pissy and making Clara feel bad.”

	“I’ve been busy,” I said. “It has nothing to do with you and Clara—”

	“Bullcrap. I have eyes. You’re pissed off because—”

	“Look, J, I’ve got customers, okay?”

	“For Christ’s sake,” he said, sinking back on the barstool. “When are we going to talk about this?”

	“There’s nothing to talk about, so I’m thinking never,” I said, turning and heading towards the front, where a group of girls came in all chattering and laughing with one another, except for one off to the side who had that distinctive look about her—that look like she was alone in a crowded room, in a group of people but none of them wanted to talk to her. Hell if I didn’t know what that felt like. I’d been there.

	But that wasn’t really what was catching my attention about her. It wasn’t even that cute look with the light sweater over a button-down, light-wash jeans and pink Converse, long blonde hair swept up into a high ponytail.

	What caught my eye about her was that she was Olivia Harper, and she was so engrossed in her phone that she didn’t even seem to notice me as she exchanged a quick word with one of her friends and sat down at the bar, the rest of her group heading for a table without her.

	The universe really did like to play games with me. She was such a pretty thing, probably two, three years younger than me, twenty-two or twenty-three, with golden-blonde hair and blue eyes—always with the big, blue eyes getting me. I leaned over the counter, drawing her attention up towards me, and she almost dropped her phone when she saw me.

	“Hey,” I said. “What can I get you, Liv?”

	She stammered for a second, scrunching up her brow, and I could not get enough of that flustered look. Finally, she blurted, “Sage? Oh… you’re a bartender?”

	“Among other things.” I smirked at her, just to see if it had the same effect it did last weekend in Paramour, and sure enough, she straightened her back and swallowed. “Now then… can I get you started with something to drink?”

	She raised an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure that’s my line.”

	“Share?” I winked, and she blinked twice, quickly, a little flush inching into her cheeks.

	“Can I just get a shot of Jack’s on the rocks?”

	“Woman after my own heart,” I said, stooping to grab a shot glass and fill it with ice, and I set it down in front of her and poured the Jack Daniel’s over it. She took it and nearly downed it in one go, and I leaned against the counter, one eyebrow raised. “Damn, Liv. Be careful with that stuff.”

	She coughed a little, and I could see it was burning her. “I’ll be all right.”

	“If you need some liquid courage that badly, you don’t want it to come back up.”

	She gave me a wry smile. “Fair point. I’m guessing you’re an expert here too?”

	I shrugged. “I am in many things.”

	She cleared her throat, looking away. After a second of quiet, I figured I needed to lay off, and I was about to turn back to the rest of the line when she said, “Hey, uh… sorry I didn’t text.”

	Ah. She was gutsy. Most people would skirt around the topic forever. Or maybe she was changing her mind. I leaned back over the counter, giving her a playful smirk. “You didn’t hurt my feelings. Don’t worry.”

	“No, uh…” She fussed with the glass, looking back over at where her friends were gathered around a table, laughing together. Some friends, I thought, leaving Liv alone to sit out whatever they were doing. “My coworker threw out the receipt, so I actually lost your number.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t need a cover story. No is a full sentence.”

	“Well, yeah. I know that. I mean…” She sighed. “Okay, truth is, I threw it out. But my coworker told me to. She said nothing good comes from anyone who leaves their number on a receipt.”

	“And you disagree?”

	She let out a sharp breath, still avoiding my gaze. “Can I just have some water, too? This is heavier than I expected.”

	I loved the back-and-forth of an uncertain girl. I poured her a glass of water and slid it over towards her, and I said, “Take it easy, Liv.”

	“Yeah. Thanks.” She took a big sip of water. “God, I’m normally way more put-together than this.”

	“The bar’s where you go when you’re not put together.”

	She laughed. “I see you have a bartender’s wisdom.”

	I tossed my hair back. “If you came back here to get my number again, then, you can just ask.”

	She went wide-eyed, and she took a long breath, but she didn’t look away this time. “Well, it’s not like I knew you worked here. I’m not stalking you. But… well. It’s just…” She looked away, scratching the back of her head. “I mean, I’m straight.”

	And here we were, down to business. I leaned over the counter further, getting closer to her and dropping my voice. “I think sexuality’s a spectrum. Plenty of straight people have just a little bit of something else in there.”

	She raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m going to go out on a limb and, uh… guess I wouldn’t be the first straight girl.”

	I smiled wider. “Very perceptive.”

	“This feels weird,” she said, face going redder.

	“Do you want me to stop?”

	“No… I didn’t say that.” She fussed with the edge of the bar counter. “I mean, I had a lot of gay friends in college. I’ve had girls flirt with me before and stuff. It was always just in good fun.”

	“And that’s a problem?”

	“I wasn’t… interested,” she mumbled. I felt a smile coming on more and more, and I left it hanging there for a second before I spoke.

	“And now you are.”

	She cleared her throat. “I mean… I guess I’m curious.”

	And there it was. I licked my lips. “Nothing wrong with a little curiosity.”

	“I mean, I’ve heard it killed the cat.”

	I shrugged, leaning in a little closer still. “But satisfaction brought it back. And don’t worry—I’m very good at satisfying.”

	“Wow,” she blurted, a full-on blush over her face now. I grinned, standing back up.

	“Sure,” I said, taking a napkin and a marker, writing my number down. “Tell you what. If you’re uncertain, we can add an extra step in there. Let’s schedule a time and place to meet up and talk a little more outside either of our jobs and see if you actually want to do this.”

	“Wow. Yeah. All right.” She took the napkin, her hand shaky. “I cannot believe I’m doing this.”

	“Experience everything,” I said, and she looked up, eyebrows raised.

	“Yeah… experience everything.” She glanced me over once, and I rather enjoyed her checking me out. “I mean… you’re really pretty.”

	“Ah, so you have a type.”

	She scrunched up her face. “I haven’t been doing—this—nearly long enough to have a type.”

	“Doing this being doing women.”

	Liv cleared her throat, fussing with the collar of her shirt. “Yeah, that’s… basically it.”

	“Want a slower drink?”

	She let out a long breath. “That’d be great. Something fruity.”

	Something fruity seemed fitting.

	I tried to deny it, but there was no arguing how much better I felt just from getting a second shot with Liv. She really was so my type—cute, preppy blonde girl, a little nervous, a lot inexperienced.

	And I was looking forward to giving her some experience.

	 


Chapter 3

	Liv

	 

	I stared blankly at the journal page the next evening, wondering how even to start describing what happened to me. Avery’s handwriting from the opposite page, so neat and elegant, just stared at me like it was judging me not being able to put down my feelings like Avery did. The cool nighttime wind blowing down along the Parson River in front of me swept my hair across my face, and I tucked it back as I sank back into my seat on the low half-wall into the flower beds behind me.

	Avery had been my age when she wrote this thing—a journal of all her thoughts and feelings as she tried to find herself the first time she came to Port Andrea. When I admitted to her I didn’t know what I was doing with my life, she ended up giving me the journal and telling me to try filling the other sides of the pages with my own thoughts and feelings.

	As if that wasn’t pressure. Sure, just taking a priceless keepsake from her formative years, the journal that helped her become who she was today, and writing all of my crap into it. I felt like I needed to write a masterpiece on every single page, even though most of what Avery wrote was banal. The page I was staring at was no exception.

	I’ve been thinking of taking up running. I wonder if it’s a good idea. I keep returning to it, but I’m not sure how much I actually want to run and how much I just like the idea of being a cute runner girl.

	That was pretty much all it was, just her thoughts and feelings all over all the pages, and I’d filled a few pages since she gave it to me, but now I was stumped. I hadn’t touched the thing since my run-in with Sage at Paramour, and now I was finally facing it.

	I clicked open my pen, and I wrote at the top, I got a girl’s number and I think I’m going to sleep with her.

	Well—that was the long and short of it, wasn’t it? Sage hadn’t been subtle with her intentions. I got the impression she particularly liked the feeling of turning a straight girl maybe a little wibbly.

	And after I threw away her number, I spent the whole week alternating between regretting it and wondering why on earth I regretted it. I was just about ready to move on when Sara and her friends dragged me to Starcrossed and left me alone at the bar for the first half hour because they knew I didn’t want to join their little drinking game, and then I looked up at Sage standing over me, and she’d looked good in that bartender’s uniform.

	I still wasn’t sure what happened there, but I knew I walked out of it with her number. And then I texted that number with the most awkward text of all time, Hey, it’s Liv. I hope I got your number right.

	I really thought I would be smooth in this kind of situation. But I felt like I was bumbling through and bumping against everything around me in the process. And why was I even in this situation to begin with?

	It was kind of hard to admit I was curious, but yeah, I was curious. I’d never been curious before, but with Sage, I was curious.

	I set my pen back to the page.

	We have a date-ish kind of thing I guess next weekend. I scheduled it later rather than sooner because I’m nervous.

	It’s not a date. We’re not dating or anything. She just knows I’m nervous and she wants to make sure I really want it before we do anything.

	I don’t know why I’m doing this. I’m straight. But it’s exciting when she flirts with me. And I like flirting back.

	I bet she’s really good at kissing.

	I groaned, rubbing my forehead. I did not need to write that last line. That was entirely unnecessary.

	I was so engrossed in the writing I didn’t even notice someone coming closer, until he dropped down on the wall next to me and I looked up, snapping the journal closed. “Hey,” he said, some total stranger probably ten years older than me, and my pulse picked up. “Don’t mind me. I’m just sitting down. You can keep writing.”

	“Oh,” I said, my throat dry. I looked down. “I, uh… I was just finishing, actually. I’ll let you have the spot.”

	He grinned. “What are you writing? Classwork?”

	Ugh. He thought I was a college student, which probably meant he thought I was even younger. He must have been thirty-five. I looked around. “Uh… just notes. Look, I need to go.”

	“Relax. Hey. I’m not trying to hurt you or anything. See?” He put his hands up. “I’m friendly.”

	Somehow I doubted he was friendly. “I know, but, I just…” I blanked for a second before I said, “I should thank you, really. I was so caught up in writing, I didn’t notice the time. I’m going to be late.”

	“Where are you headed?” He stood up with me. “I can give you a ride.”

	I pursed my lips, taking a step back. “I, uh… I’m good, it’s just at the end of the block…”

	And the last thing I was expecting was Sage’s voice behind me, but I’d laid awake at night replaying our conversations enough to recognize her voice the moment she said, “Don’t worry, Liv. I came out to grab you.”

	I nearly dropped the journal, whirling back on her. She looked—well, hot, no sense beating around it. She looked hot in a button-down with a tie and a black blazer, all crisp black and white, and I felt my mouth go dry like I was some damn nervous teenager talking to her crush.

	“Oh… uh… Sage. Hey. Sorry to make you wait.”

	“You’re right on time. Let’s go,” she said, gesturing for me to follow her, and I fell into awkward step next to her until we matched our pace, walking slowly down along the river. Once the guy behind us was out of earshot, she said in a low voice, “You okay?”

	“Yeah… thanks.” My heart was hammering. Mostly because I’d been terrified a minute ago. Partly because Sage, of all people, got me out of it. “What, are you stalking me?”

	She arched an eyebrow at me. “Why would I need to do that? I already scored your number, remember?”

	And then I lost my cool, half a second after regaining it. “I—well—yeah, I mean, I guess you did,” I mumbled, looking back out over the water. She laughed.

	“I walk this road a lot. I work close to here.”

	I paused. “Starcrossed is just a part-time thing for you, then?”

	“Yeah, just to keep me from being locked up in a room writing all day.” She thrust her hands in her blazer pockets, and she glanced down at my journal. “Speaking of writing, that’s a very cute—”

	“It’s not mine,” I blurted. “It’s a gift from a friend.”

	“Mm-hm.”

	I laughed, waving it at her. “Hey. I’m telling you the truth. In fact, I’ll have you know it’s a gift from Avery Lindt herself.”

	“Is it?” She raised her eyebrows. “Are you and her close? I wondered after I saw your live interview with Mike Wallace how she managed to get you on there. I guess it was a favor for a friend?”

	I looked out over the water. Avery said I’d saved the season of Holly’s show Kitchen Rescue by coming on in the last minute of a live interview with the con artist they were trying to bring down and revealing he’d paid me off to write smear articles about Paramour, the restaurant I worked at. It had thrown me a little more into the spotlight than I was comfortable with, and not always in a good way, but… “It was the right thing to do,” I mumbled.

	“Well, you’ve got a knack for a dramatic appearance.”

	“Yeah, Aves and I are friends,” I said, keeping my gaze down on my feet as I walked. “I guess you could say she’s like… a mentor to me. That probably sounds cheesy.”

	“So what’s the journal?”

	“Er…” I scratched the back of my head, looking out over the water again. What even was going on here? She was just walking me away from the immediate danger. But the atmosphere of the warm night along the river through downtown, strolling along side-by-side with her in that snappy blazer, it felt like a date. I did not date women. “Just some crap you’d probably find really boring. Are you a writer?” I said, glancing back at her. “You said you get out to avoid being closed up all day writing.”

	She grinned. “Just some crap you’d probably find really boring,” she said, and she stopped at a two-way split, one path going up towards a shopping plaza and the other down under a bridge, and she turned to me. “I think we’ve lost your fanboy back there. Will you be okay? You’re not going to be late for real now, are you?”

	I shifted my weight uneasily from foot to foot, just looking away. “I’ve got nothing on my agenda tonight. I’ll probably just head home.”

	She raised an eyebrow at me. “Your friends cancel plans with you or something?”

	“What? No, I just…” I trailed off, only just realizing where she was coming from. Right. I told her we had to schedule for next weekend because I was busy tonight.

	I chewed my lip. Hell, maybe learning to be honest was the next part in this whole… trying to improve as a person thing.

	“Well… truth be told, I didn’t have any plans tonight. I just wanted to put off our meeting until next weekend because I was nervous.”

	She raised her eyebrows, eyes going wide. “We don’t have to do it, if you—”

	“No, I do.” I surprised both of us with how sharply I cut her off. Why I was so eager on doing it, well… curiosity killed the cat, I guessed. And I needed satisfaction to bring it back. “I’m just… I guess just trying to be emotionally ready or some crap like that.”

	“You know, it doesn’t have to go anywhere,” she said, leaning back against the wall, hands thrust into her pockets and hair fluttering gently around her face in the wind. “That’s kind of the whole point of it, is that it’s to see if you want it to go anywhere.”

	I flushed. “Yeah, but… god, I don’t know. I’m like a fish out of water.”

	“Relax,” she said, waving me off. “Would you like me to walk you home? I could use the exercise.”

	I chewed my cheek. “I feel like I owe you for bailing me out.”

	“You’d do the same for anyone you knew. But if you want to buy me a pretzel or something, I’m not going to refuse.”

	I blinked. “A… pretzel. Yeah. You know? What the hell. I’ll buy you a pretzel.”

	She grinned, turning back towards the ramp up to the shopping plaza. “Maybe I need to get in the habit of rescuing more damsels in distress.”

	“I am not a damsel in distress,” I said, following along after her up towards the shopping plaza, quieting out for the Sunday evening but still with a hum of chatter and lights strung all around it, stalls open around the perimeter. I’d been through here plenty of times before—it was a nice little stop on the tour of Parson River—but I wasn’t usually out at night, and the way the little lights glowed over the abstract sculptures scattered between the tables and the columns and trellises that had light strings woven in with the ivy creeping over them, it felt dreamy. Kind of more romantic than the moment warranted. “I’m telling you, one more second and I would have shoved the guy in the river. You saved his ass.”

	“Well, I need to save more gross, entitled men’s asses from being pushed into rivers,” she said, gesturing me to the Barker’s Pretzels stand. “Been before?”

	“Never. Tell me what you like.”

	“Just a plain salted one. With mustard. I keep it simple because I’m not some kind of monster.”

	“I feel like you’re judging my pretzel tastes before I’ve even shared them.”

	She grinned at me. “Cinnamon sugar suits you. You’re sweet with just a little spice in there.”

	I crossed my arms, shooting her a loaded look. “And that’s your type?”

	She met my look with a smirk. “My type is cute blonde girls who act like they’re in charge and ready to show you who’s boss, and then turn to putty in your hands. So I’m going with yes, Liv, that is my type.”

	Fuck. How did she do that? Just like that, I was putty in her hands, and I turned away to hide the blush over my cheeks, which was ridiculously embarrassing because I was not a blusher.

	“Plain… salted pretzel. Right. Coming up.”

	She laughed. “I can pay for my own pretzel.”

	“No. I’m doing this for you.”

	I wasn’t actually interested in cinnamon sugar to begin with, but it must have been something about not wanting to disappoint Sage, because I got her pretzel and then a cinnamon sugar one for me, and I handed hers off to her before I bit into mine.

	“Thanks. I’ll buy you something next time,” she said, dipping a piece of hers into the mustard, and it made me a little too nervous hearing her talk about next time.

	But not even nervous in a bad way. Just nervous in a what the hell is going on way.

	She led me to a little square glass table overlooking the water, half tucked away behind some of the bushes, and she slipped her blazer off and hung it over the back of her chair before she sat across from me, looking unreasonably pretty in the low glow of the fairy lights. She leaned in, and she gave me that same intense stare she’d given me in Paramour, and it made me just as nervous as it had then.

	“Hey, uh… thanks. For stepping in for me.”

	“Relax. You okay?”

	I nodded. “Yeah. Just… ugh. I’m sick of older men creeping on me.” I paused. “How old are—”

	“I’m twenty-five.”

	“Okay. We’re good.”

	She laughed. “Out of curiosity, where’s the cutoff?”

	“Ugh. Somewhere below twice my age, which plenty of people don’t seem to have noticed.”

	“Twenty… three?” she said, looking me over.

	“Almost. Next month.”

	“Happy early birthday. UPA?”

	Ugh. Like I couldn’t be college age in Port Andrea without going to University of Port Andrea. I looked away. “I went. Didn’t finish.”

	She raised her pretzel container like she was toasting with it. “Hey, same. Here’s for the UPA non-alumnae.”

	I stopped, looking up at her. “What, for real? You look like you’re the type who went right along the track to success.”

	She shrugged. “I was a junior when I realized I didn’t need university credentials to do what I wanted. I got out and took up a bartending job while I waited to break into the industry. Ended up keeping the bartending jobs too.”

	I paused. Break into the industry, especially for a writer in Port Andrea, could only mean one thing. “You’re a screenwriter,” I said, and she grinned.

	“And based on your deductive skills, I’m guessing you’d be a mystery writer.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Hardly. I just, uh… I was actually in film at UPA.”

	“Oh, no kidding?” She leaned forward, a more serious expression coming on. “Don’t tell me. Introduction to Film with Dr. Lehman?”

	I wrinkled my nose. “Oh my god. You didn’t tell me we were going to revisit my traumas.”

	She laughed, a big genuine laugh that was less guarded than the rest I’d seen from her so far, and her eyes sparkled. “Sorry,” she said. “Just trying to commiserate on shared trauma. So, what’s the story? Are you writing screenplays in that journal?”

	“Well, no. I promise you, the journal’s a lot less interesting than you’re thinking.” I shifted. “So—what? You’re an actual established screenwriter in the heart of Port Andrea—and doing pretty well, from the fact that you were at Paramour just for a Sunday night dinner—at twenty-five?”

	She took a bite of her pretzel and said, without a hint of irony, “I’m a good writer.”

	I kind of admired that self-confidence. “That or nepotism.”

	She wiped her hand with the back of her mouth. “Not that one.”

	“That’s what nepotists say.”

	She smiled, but it was thin and strained. “Touché. But it’s also what non-nepotists say.”

	Family was probably a touchy subject. I diverted. “Well, either that or extraordinary luck.”

	“Success is always luck,” she said, meeting my eyes with that steady gaze, and—Christ, maybe I wasn’t straight or gay, maybe I was just sexually attracted to intense eye contact, because wow. “Just a matter of increasing your exposure to potential luck.”

	“You sound like Avery. What does that even mean?”

	She shrugged, looking down at her pretzel. “Just that everything in life is luck. Nothing’s ever a hundred percent and nothing’s ever zero percent. Sometimes people will separate luck and hard work, but the line’s blurry, because in the end, work is just what you do to increase your likelihood of scoring luck.”

	I stared for a while before I said, “That’s what people who just got lucky said.”

	She smirked. “I haven’t gotten lucky yet. But you could change that.”

	I almost dropped my pretzel. “I—didn’t mean it like that,” I stammered, feeling my face going red.

	“I know,” she said, raising an eyebrow, meeting my gaze again, and it made my heart thump unevenly. “But the offer still stands.”

	For fuck’s sake. Not only was she a woman, but she was some kind of genius who’d scored on exactly the dream I’d abandoned. She was cool, confident, and she knew exactly what she was doing, and that was terrifying.

	Terrifying and honestly attractive.

	What the hell. I’d always been curious. I didn’t think I liked girls, but I’d always just been… curious. And Sage was gorgeous, confident, and probably the best I’d ever get. Hell, I didn’t even know how I was getting her.

	I didn’t know what was getting into me. Maybe it was how she and Avery had both, separately, told me to experience everything, and I felt like I’d be kicking myself for a long time if I missed out on this.

	I took a long breath and I said, “Tonight?”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Are you offering?”

	I felt my face flush hotter, but I just raised an eyebrow to match her. “Are you accepting?”

	She licked her lips, slowly, a smile spreading over her face, and she glanced me over once before she nodded. “I absolutely am,” she said, and my stomach dropped, hard, but it wasn’t a bad feeling.

	Just terrifying.

	 


Chapter 4

	Sage

	 

	“You do know we don’t have to do this, if you don’t want to,” I said, watching the way Liv fumbled with her apartment key.

	“I know that,” she mumbled, hunching her shoulders a little.

	She seemed like the type who had a hard time admitting to wanting something. I wondered if that would translate in bed.

	When she got her key in the lock, she pushed open the door and led me into a studio apartment that was barely big enough to turn around in, clutter everywhere. I always loved a person’s clutter—the kinds of insights it gave into a person, the things you could understand about someone just by seeing their disorganized piles. I spotted band memorabilia, merchandise from a dozen TV shows I could name and plenty more I couldn’t, some heavy old books that must have been for her studies at UPA, and I was a little surprised by the violin case that looked well-used, but what caught my eye the most was a framed, signed photo of the cast for Port Andrea-based hit drama Anyone’s Guess.

	Liv must have caught me staring at it, because she cleared her throat and said, “Yeah, I was a geek for that show.”

	“Huh,” I said. She raised her eyebrows.

	“Hated it?”

	“Sometimes,” I laughed. “I was an assistant on the writing team.”

	Her shoulders dropped. “Are you fucking serious?”

	“I’m serious. You can see me in the credits and everything. Sage Blackwell.”

	“Oh my god,” she said, looking back to the photo and at me again. “That was… two years ago?”

	“I came on after the first season…” I leaned back against the wall, looking around the apartment. Unsurprisingly, the equipment in the kitchen said she took her cooking pretty seriously, too. “But yes, about a year and a half. It was sort of an apprenticeship under Maria Gonzales.”

	She rubbed her forehead, sinking back into the bed. “Oh my god.”

	“You sound like you’re upset over it,” I said. “Did I ruin the writing on it? I’m the one who gave Dave that whole character arc with Cathy.”

	“Seriously? Ugh. I hated Dave.”

	I laughed, pulling out the chair opposite her and sitting down. “We all did, Liv.”

	“Cathy deserved better than that. Why’d you do that?”

	I gave her a one-shoulder shrug. She was cute when she came alive like this. Those big blue eyes shone brighter, and god, was I weak for them. “Dave got better. He grew as a person.”

	“Yeah, but… he didn’t do anything to atone for it all.”

	“He went to meet with Shane in place of Cathy’s new boyfriend…”

	“One random act of heroism doesn’t make you a changed person. He just did that to alleviate his conscience. Actual redemption isn’t that easy.”

	I paused. I’d heard plenty of criticisms of Anyone’s Guess, but that hadn’t been one of them. People loved Dave’s redemption.

	Still, I arched an eyebrow at her. “You had quite a widely-seen redemption moment, yourself, Olivia Harper,” I said, and she flinched, screwing up her face.

	“I—that’s—well… yeah,” she mumbled, letting her gaze drop, kicking the air beneath the bed. “I mean, that’s just it. Ugh, I guess you know the full story. I got paid to write smear articles against Paramour in an attempt to drive Avery to sell the restaurant on the cheap to Mike Wallace. I came out with it on live television and probably sank my chances at working anywhere other than Paramour, but I guess… yeah, I don’t think it’s enough. Still eats me, you know?” She glanced away, out the tiny little window she had in this place, where drops of rain started plinking down across it. “Like, I wouldn’t have thought I was the kind of person to do that. I guess reckoning with your inner demons changes you a little. But this isn’t what you came to my apartment to talk about.”

	It caught me off-guard, because honestly, for a second, I’d forgotten that hadn’t been what I’d come here for. I was getting invested, but—she was right. That wasn’t the kind of conversation to have for a little casual fling with a straight girl to experiment.

	“It’s fine,” I said, sitting up straighter. “I know you’re nervous.”

	She chewed her cheek. “Yeah, you like me nervous, don’t you?”

	“I do. You’re cute when something breaks through that little cool wall you have up.” I stood up, and I sat down on the bed next to her. She turned, looking at me with wide eyes, and she glanced down between us before looking back up into my eyes.

	“You know I’ve never done this before,” she said, voice small.

	“I’m aware.” I lifted a hand and caressed my fingertips along her cheek, watching the way she jolted at the touch before softening into it. “Do you want this?”

	She swallowed hard, but she nodded. “Yeah. I do.”

	I trailed my fingertip down along her lips, running over the shape of them, and she parted them with a soft sigh, eyes fluttering shut. Still, her shoulders were tense, and she sat as stiff as a telephone pole. I slipped my hand down to her shoulder, massaging gently, and she flinched.

	“Relax,” I said. “We can stop this at any time, for any reason. Just try to be comfortable and enjoy it.”

	She bit her lip, looking into my eyes for a second before she nodded. “Okay. I just—sorry if I don’t know what I’m doing.”

	I laughed, brushing a strand of hair back from her face. “It’s sex, Liv. I think you’ll figure it out okay.” I trailed my hand back up to her lips, and this time, she softened all through her body, sinking into the touch. “Can I kiss you?”

	She nodded. “Yeah. It’d probably be some awkward sex otherwise.”

	“People are into all kinds of things,” I said, but I swept my hand down, cradled her jaw, and tilted her up into a kiss.

	She met it with less hesitation than I expected, pressing her lips into mine, parting them to move them with mine. I felt her hand come up around my side, up my back, and I just held it there, lightly, for a minute before I did anything else.

	When I pulled back, though—to ask if it was okay, to ask what I could do next—she chased me, leaning after me and pressing her lips back against mine, and it caught me off-guard. I let out a small grunt of surprise, but I didn’t fight it, letting Liv lead a second kiss, leaning into me and trailing a hand up into my hair, tangling in it.

	Maybe I was just emboldened by her suddenly chasing the kiss, but I put a hand on her waist and pulled her tighter into me, and I touched my tongue to her lips. She made a noise I wasn’t sure if it was a grunt of disapproval or a moan she didn’t mean to make, but she parted her lips for me, and I pressed my lips up tighter against her and slipped my tongue into her mouth.

	And once again, she surprised me, because she met my tongue with hers, grabbed me by the waist, and pulled me into her hard enough she sank backwards, and I came down on top of her, pinning her to the bed, and she slipped a foot around my ankle, holding my leg close to her. Her hands roaming my back sent a roar of arousal through me, and I pulled back, hot and heavy and breathing hard.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “You said you haven’t done this before?”

	She scrunched up her face. “I’ve kissed people before. I’m pretty sure that’s a gender-neutral activity.”

	“You sure don’t hold back,” I said, hovering just over her lips.

	“I’ve kissed a girl before.”

	“Well, not like this, or I imagine you’d have ended up having sex with her too.”

	She bit her lip, smiling suddenly wide. “Is it that sexy?”

	“Unbelievably. Let’s get back to it.”

	And we did—I sank back down into Liv and pressed my lips back up against hers, and we resumed in a tangle of limbs, heat building between my legs as Liv kept making little gasping noises below me.

	She was, without a doubt, one of the least straight straight-girls I’d ever gotten in bed with. But I wasn’t complaining. All the fun with none of the obligation.

	I was a little breathless when I pushed myself up from the kiss and propped myself up to straddle her, biting my lip at the sight of her red-faced underneath me. “You look cute like that,” I said, and she reddened more.

	“Glad you like it. Is it the mascara?”

	I laughed. “Are you going to take your hair down, or do you normally have sex with your hair in a ponytail?”

	“Today’s a pretty good day for firsts, but I’m not feeling that one,” she said, reaching up and tugging the scrunchie from her hair, dropping it on the floor.

	And I really had a thing for blondes with ponytails, but the sight of Liv underneath me with her hair splayed out like this was even better. I trailed a finger down her cheek, towards her chin. “You are unfairly gorgeous,” I said, and she shot me a challenging look.

	“What, like you think you’re nothing special? Just coming sweeping in wearing a tie and blazer like it’s nothing?”

	“Ah, so you do have a type.”

	She bit her lip, looking down over me. I pushed her down against the bed and leaned in closer.

	“Do you want to take it off me?” I said, and she went wide-eyed.

	She didn’t say a word, just slipped her hands up my sides and over my arms, tugging my blazer down off of me and dropping it to the floor. I tugged my tie loose, undoing the top button, and she dropped her hands to my hips and just stared, wordless. I laughed.

	“Oh, you like this look, don’t you?” I said. “Hot and bothered professional?”

	“I—well—fuck. Yes,” she said, looking away.

	I raised an eyebrow. “Fucking is the plan. If you’re up for that.”

	“Uh—” She sputtered. “I… uh… yeah. If… yes. God. Fuck. Yes, please.”

	I wasn’t expecting to break her like this just by having a loose tie and an unbuttoned shirt, but I’d take it. I slid down and slipped my hands under her shirt, and she sat up with me to take it and pull it up over her head, tossing it to the floor. I captured her in another kiss, and this time she met me with a long moan, sinking into me as I unbuttoned her pants and tugged her out of them.

	“You are so sexy like this,” I said against her lips, trailing my hand down along her smooth, bare skin between her bra and panties. Mostly, I just knew that sleeping with men could be awful for a girl’s self-esteem, and I wanted to at least leave her knowing a little better how unbelievably enticing she was. “Such a turn-on.”

	She bit her lip. “Just… keep kissing me. I’m getting into it.”

	I arched an eyebrow. “Getting into it? What was all that at the start with pulling me on top of you and making out with me if not—”

	“Oh my god, we don’t talk about that.”

	I laughed, but I obliged, kissing her, laying her back down and unclasping her bra hook behind her, pulling it off and throwing it to the floor without breaking the kiss. I slipped out of my pants and only finally broke away from the kiss to sit up and slip my tie off and drop it to the floor, throwing my shirt down after it. I left my bra and panties on, just slipping down and kissing along Liv’s body, down to her small, pert breasts, where I placed a soft kiss just above one of her nipples. She arched her back into me.

	 I dragged my tongue down to her nipple and sucked it into my mouth, ghosting my fingertips down along her side, and I was rewarded with a full-body shiver and a long moan, pressing her head back into the mattress.

	“Fuck, Sage,” she groaned. I really liked the way my name sounded in her sex voice.

	“Well, the plan was actually to fuck Liv,” I said, and she let out a short, exasperated sigh.

	“Oh my god. Okay, yes. Do that.”

	I slid down and tugged her panties down, lifting her legs up to slip them down and over her ankles, dropping them to the floor. I put my hands on her thighs and spread her legs wide, pushing her down into the bed, and I trailed my hands up her thighs, just the lightest touch. The way she squirmed her hips told me it worked.

	“Can I touch you?” I said, and she nodded, face red.

	“Please.”

	I slipped two fingers up along the shape of her, and she closed her eyes, letting out a shaky sigh. I relished the way her hips bucked against me, and I watched how she squirmed under me when I brushed my fingers over her clit, letting out a soft moan.

	“Is this good?”

	She bit her lip, hard. “Um… yours…”

	I paused, raising an eyebrow. “My what?”

	She reddened more, gesturing to my hips. “The… your… ugh. Would you just get naked with me?”

	Oh, Liv was enjoying this. I licked my lips, smiling wider, and I decided to take a chance. “Do you want to take them off?”

	“God, I don’t know. Fuck. Yes. I do.”

	I rose onto my knees between her thighs, and she reached up to hook her fingers under the band of my panties. She hesitated, but when I bit my lip, she slid them down, dropping them around my knees, and she just stared between my legs for a minute before she looked back up at me.

	“Can I touch you?” she said. I nodded.

	“Yeah.”

	Liv’s fingers felt too damn good even at the slightest touch. She brushed her fingertips up along my thigh, and then lightly over my clit before sliding, hesitant but not stopping, down through my folds. I threw my head back and let out a low moan, and Liv breathed a curse.

	“Wow,” she murmured. “You’re… wet.”

	I smiled to myself, not feeling like I was all there. “What were you expecting, Liv?”

	“I-I don’t know.” She paused. “You really get turned on like this.”

	I licked my lips. “If you’re asking whether or not you’re a massive turn-on, then yes. I can’t take how fucking perfect you are underneath me like this.”

	She stared at her hand between my legs for the longest time before she looked back up to me, her face red, and she said, “I… want to try making you come.”

	Jesus. It wouldn’t be hard, at that rate. I bit my lip. “I think you’ll be able to manage,” I said.

	“What do I… do?”

	“I’m going to say whatever you like doing with your own, Liv.”

	She let out a sharp breath, and once again, her fingers moved along my center. I groaned, collapsing over her, and she whined a little before she said, “Sage, I… uh… I need… uh…”

	It sent a flush of heat between my legs seeing her like that. “Say it,” I said, and she buried her face in her shoulder.

	“God. I need your… fingers, inside me, please.”

	I could not get enough of this woman. I felt like I could have come just from listening to her say things like that while she barely even touched me.

	I slipped my hand down between us, and I teased my fingertip around her entrance, and she let out a long groan. She was so wet, so desperate for this, my finger went in with no effort, feeling her walls clenching tight around me, and it was obvious she was already aching for a second. My second finger went in just as easily, and she ground her hips against the movement of my hand, a whole sensual motion that was maddening to watch. She pressed her hand up against my center, too, moving her fingers through my folds and getting into a rhythm.

	“Fuck, Sage,” she groaned, pressing back against the mattress. “Please don’t stop.”

	I had not been planning on it. Instead, I bent back down and pressed my lips up against hers, feeling the way she clenched tighter around my fingers when I kissed her, and the way she moved her fingers faster around my clit.

	If she’d never done this before, I wondered how good she’d be with some experience, because god was she good at this.

	I pumped my fingers in and out of her until she was breathless, moving along the bed with each thrust, and when I angled my hand to brush against her clit as I did, too, the way her expression changed told me she was close already, and I desperately needed to see what she looked like when she came.

	“Sage,” she gasped. “Oh my god. Sage, please—”

	“I want you to come for me,” I said, my voice low, husky, still hovering just over her face. Her brows knotted together, but there was still some hesitation there. I bit my lip. “We’re not stopping there, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	She reddened. “I—that’s not—I wasn’t—fuck, Sage,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut and turning away. “Oh my god. I’m going to…”

	She didn’t get to finish her sentence, breaking off into a long, desperate gasp that turned into an obscene moan. I kept thrusting my fingers into her, angled right at the spot I’d found she was sensitive, but I lost where I was or what I was doing for a second when she slipped a finger inside of me, seeming like she didn’t even realize she was doing it.

	But hell, I didn’t mind. Her coming so hard she unconsciously fingered me was I think the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

	I matched her rhythm as she came, moving her finger inside me as she bucked her hips under me, letting out shaky, desperate gasps until finally, she collapsed underneath me, breathing hard. She slowed her rhythm inside me, and only seemed to realize then that she’d even been inside me, slipping her finger out and looking away, smothering that hand in the sheets.

	“Oh my god,” she panted. “I’m… sorry. I didn’t even mean to…”

	“Trust me. No apologies necessary.” I bit my lip, sinking onto my side next to her. I would have killed to have her fingers back inside me, but I knew I had to take it gently right now. “You okay?”

	“Well—yeah. Jesus,” she gasped. “I… wow. That was good. I’m really, really embarrassed, but hey, yeah, that was… good.”

	“Embarrassed?” I trailed my clean hand through her hair. “For being impossibly hot?”

	“For, uh… you know. Ugh. Fingering you without even realizing.”

	I licked my lips. “You have no idea how hot that is, Liv.”

	“I-I wasn’t even thinking about it.” She paused. “Okay, I was thinking about it. You felt so good inside me, I wanted to try doing that for you too. Then… I guess… I was coming and I just kind of—did it.”

	I felt my smile get wider and wider. “Well, once you’ve recovered, you can absolutely get right back to it, because that was the hottest fucking thing and I am so fucking wet right now.”

	She bit her lip, looking down at me. “Is it weird that that’s hot?”

	“Me getting turned on by the things you do?” I laughed. “I think it’s natural to feel good when you make someone else feel good.”

	“But—you’re—I mean—”

	“A woman. And you clearly aren’t totally opposed to making a woman feel good.”

	“I… I didn’t think I was gay.”

	I softened, brushing the hair back from her face. “You don’t need a label. You can just be a girl who likes the things and the people you like.”

	She bit her lip. “Anyone ever tell you you’re really good with your fingers?”

	I raised my eyebrows. “Truth be told? Quite a few…”

	“I don’t know why I asked that. I knew the answer.” She cleared her throat, looking away. “I… want to try making you feel that good, too.”

	And there it was, that flush of heat back between my legs. I placed a light kiss on her lips, climbing back on top of her, and I said, “I think you’ll do just fine, Liv.”

	 


Chapter 5

	Liv

	 

	“The Den?” Avery said, gesturing out to the plaza. With fall rolling in, it was cooler out, and people weren’t playing in the ground-level fountain anymore—most of them were walking by in coats and scarves, carrying cups of coffee or sitting for lunch, reading books. But it was still the same plaza Avery and I always walked through, just two blocks away from her apartment, and the destination was always the same.

	“Yeah,” I said. “I, uh, I could use some coffee.”

	“Great. On me.”

	“It’s always on you. I can pay for my own coffee.”

	She gave me an odd smile. “Who says no to free coffee?”

	“Someone with at least a little bit of pride.”

	She just laughed, but she gestured me towards Komodo’s Den, the cozy little coffee shop at the end of the plaza, whose windows were stocked with so many knickknacks you could barely see through. “All right, then, Miss Bigshot. Let’s go separately buy our own coffees.”

	The place was always cute as hell, and even when I was this distracted, I still enjoyed the smell of coffee along with citrus and vanilla that hit me when I stepped inside, dark and cozy colors on everything, big rugs on the floor and big oil paintings on the walls. I lined up behind Avery and bumped into her a few times while the line progressed, and when we got to the counter, I blanked for a second on what to order.

	“Uh—cinnamon,” I said. “Mocha. Chocolate. Coffee. Cinnamon.”

	The barista, a cute guy named Matt with a nose piercing, just grinned. “I know your order, Liv. Cinnamon mocha coming up.”

	“God, that means I come here too often.”

	Avery just gave me an odd look once we got to the handoff plane, and once we got our drinks and headed off for the big overstuffed sofa by the window, she said, “So… what’s on your mind?”

	I took the first sip of my mocha, which was the best sip, because it was the one that was ninety-nine percent whipped cream, and I set the cup down and hunched over. “Nothing’s on my mind. I just wanted to hang. It’s been a hot minute.”

	“Uh-huh…”

	“I mean, it’s been a week, that’s about how often we usually do this.”

	She smiled. “Liv, I’ve told you this before, but you’re not a good liar.”

	“For fuck’s sake. Can’t you at least pretend I am?”

	She laughed. “I can pretend I believe nothing’s wrong, but I will know something’s wrong. And you know you can always talk to me.”

	“Yeah, I know. Ugh.” I slumped backwards in the couch, sprawling over the back and looking out the window, people-watching. This cute lesbian couple strolled by holding hands, which was the universe giving me the most obnoxiously on-the-nose reminders of how I’d slept with a woman. I turned back to Avery. “When did you realize you were trans? Is it cool if I ask that?”

	She crossed her legs, leaning against the sofa arm. “Well… I knew pretty young, but I didn’t really have a name for it until I was fifteen. Why? Are you questioning your gender?”

	“What? No.” Questioning something else. I shook it off. “Just wondering. Was it hard to accept it?”

	She chewed her cheek, casting her eyes up to the ceiling. “Well… I’d say yeah, probably. But mostly just because I was a moody teenager who didn’t like stuff.”

	She might as well have said she’d been a Martian cowgirl. I squinted at her. “You? Moody? I had this image of you plastering your walls with motivational posters, inspiration quotes on all your stuff…”

	She laughed, cupping her chai latte in both hands and sipping at it. “It’s really hard to find the joy in things when you’re not authentic to yourself. Going on every day feeling like you’re living somebody else’s life… how are you supposed to get excited about your life, when it’s not even your own?”

	I rolled my eyes, hiding a smile by turning away. “Ugh. You and the mission statements.”

	“No, I mean it, you know?” She set down the chai, moving a little closer. “Wait. What are you looking away for? You’re smiling at my mission statements.”

	“Because they’re ridiculous,” I laughed.

	“You secretly like them. You just like being difficult.”

	I absolutely did, and I would never admit to it. “Fine, fine,” I said, turning back to her. “I guess it’s hard to get excited about life when you feel like something major is missing. And I’m glad you got to transition and stuff.”

	She beamed. “It’s not just being trans. All of us have to face our little lies we don’t even realize we’re telling ourselves if we want to be happy.”

	I laughed. “There’s another one.”

	“Quit it,” she said, swatting at me playfully. “I’m being sincere, you weirdo.”

	“Oh, I know. That’s the only setting you’ve got on your dial, blinding sincerity.”

	“That’s why you’re friends with me,” she said, sinking back into her corner and picking her chai back up, eyes twinkling as she looked over the lid at me. “Because all that cynicism needs something to balance it out. Now… mind telling me why you’re asking about my transness?”

	Right. The topic at hand. That little piece of work. I looked away. “I told you, I was just wondering.”

	“You’re not a good—”

	“Don’t even say it,” I sighed. “Look. I understand the optics. I’m gonna need you to not comment on it.”

	“Okay,” she said. “I’m already looking forward to not commenting on it.”

	“That inspires so much confidence. Uh…” I cleared my throat, looking out the window. “Well, you’re an expert on this. I got into something casual with someone—”

	“Liv,” she said, her jaw dropping, brows knotting. “You have a fuck-buddy.”

	“Okay—look,” I shot back, my face reddening. “I told you not to comment, and you commented before I even said it. What kind of friend are you?”

	“I cannot believe you. Getting on my case for being casual with Holly, all talking about my fuck-buddy and how it’s such a bad idea, and then we barely even get together before you turn around and get your own fuck-buddy. The absolute audacity of this, Liv.”

	I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help a smile. “Are you done with your monologue, boss?”

	“Don’t call me boss. It’s so weird,” she laughed. “Okay. Great. Now it’s your turn to have a fuck-buddy, and I’m not going to let go of how you kept calling Holly that. And now you’re catching feelings for him?”

	“No, not catching feelings.” I cleared my throat. “Uh… Christ, this is weird.”

	She cocked her head. “You didn’t get pregnant, did you?”

	“No, uh… that… wouldn’t have happened,” I mumbled. She gave me an odd smile.

	“You slept with a girl. Is that what all this is about?”

	Dammit. I was transparent. I cleared my throat hard enough it hurt this time, looking pointedly out the window. Avery laughed.

	“You know I’m not going to judge you for sleeping with a girl,” she said. “I mean, kind of been-there-done-that, myself.”

	“You don’t say,” I mumbled. “I’m—I mean—look, I’m not—I mean—I’m straight, you know.”

	She raised her eyebrows. “Mm-hm. Very straight.”

	“I’m serious,” I said, drawing my shoulders tighter. “I just… it was just a little thing. You know, experimenting.”

	“Uh-huh. And the results of that experiment?”

	I pinched my lips in a tight line. “Are you asking how my first time having sex with a woman was?”

	She grinned. “Given that you said first time, I’m going to assume good enough you’re thinking of future times.”

	“God dammit. I guess I said that.” I looked away, rubbing my forehead. Avery just laughed, sipping her drink.

	“Liv. It’s okay. Most people who aren’t exactly straight think they’re straight first.”

	“I mean—okay, but—I am.”

	She raised her eyebrows. “Straight women don’t have sex with women multiple times, Olivia Harper.”

	For fuck’s sake. That was a really sound argument. “I… ugh. I don’t know. I think it’s just her. I’ve never wanted to before. And she’s… well… just kind of amazing, I guess.”

	“I’m assuming you’re talking about her in bed, in which case, I had guessed as much.”

	“Not that.” I paused. “Also that.”

	She shook her head, grinning. “You really are open with your sex life, huh?”

	“You asked. Look, what I mean is…” I looked down. “I don’t know. It’s hard to put into words. I guess I kind of envy her? She’s really put together, she worked her ass off, got a good place in life, made her dreams come true and all that. And she works in film, too.”

	“Oh, no kidding? What’s she do?”

	“Screenwriter.” I shifted. “I don’t know what she’s doing now, but I know she worked on Anyone’s Guess. Sage Blackwell.”

	“Sage, huh?” She cocked her head. “I’ll ask Holly about that. I didn’t watch Anyone’s Guess.”

	“I, uh… I was a big fan.”

	She laughed. “I can personally recommend dating girls from shows you like.”

	“We’re—we’re not dating,” I said. “I might… have sex with women, I guess… or with one woman… but I don’t date women.”

	She sipped her tea for a long while, and I knew it was to make a point, before she said, “Not even one woman?”

	“No. She’s just looking for casual, too.” I looked away. “Kind of embarrassing, because I think converting straight girls is kind of her thing, and I guess it worked.”

	“Ah. Sounds like a heartbreaker.”

	I scrunched up my face. “I’m not giving her my heart to break. It’s just casual. But… I mean, I think we’ve got some chemistry as friends. I guess I am having the crisis you were having, except instead of wanting to date, I just want to be friends.”

	“Friends with benefits.”

	“I guess so. I don’t know. It’s weird.”

	She shrugged. “We’re hyper-advanced molds living on a rock hurtling at high speeds through space orbiting a giant ball of gas that’s been exploding for billions of years. Life is inherently weird. No sense being ashamed of weird things.”

	“Sometimes I’m not sure if you’re just high all the time.”

	She smiled. “Olivia. I kind of figured the day would come I’d be helping you with girl problems.”

	I flushed, hard, pulling one leg up into the sofa with me. “What? Did you think I was secretly gay or something?”

	She cocked her head. “Well, you talked a whole lot about how hot Holly was, and how you would let her kiss you, and how I was lucky having her bang me…”

	I pursed my lips. “She is hot. I have eyes.”

	“Yes, trust me. She’s extremely hot. No arguments here. But still, that’s not exactly heterosexual behavior.” She set down her tea, a more serious expression coming on. “Liv, do you think maybe you also have to face something about yourself before you can get excited for your life?”

	I rolled my eyes, looking away. “My problems aren’t going to disappear magically if I say I’m gay. And I’m not. I guess… maybe I’m just a little bit bisexual. But—only for Sage. And not like in a dating way.”

	“You want to be friends with her, just ask. The worst she can say is no.”

	Ugh. I didn’t want to think about that. I sank back into the sofa. “Yeah, but that’s a pretty bad thing to say. I’d be all moody and crap for a month.”

	“Wow. Sounds like you might care about her just a little.”

	“It’s not…” I rubbed my forehead. “I know you’re living your best life with your hot girlfriend, but you don’t need to push two girls together wherever you get the chance. Not like she’s even interested.”

	“Liv, at some point it’s going to be five years from now. When you look back on this time, I can promise, you’ll treasure every little thing you did and wish you’d savored all the joy there is in every tiny little moment. Just go for it. If you’ve been feeling some chemistry, I’ll bet she is, too. Live your life, and enjoy it like the world depends on it, because the whole world comes down to this—ourselves and the people we care about, together in little moments in time too small to see from a distance, but too big in our memories to measure.”

	“What the fuck does that even mean?”

	She smiled. “It means quit second-guessing yourself and just do what makes you happy, already, you weirdo.”

	I stared at her for the longest time before I sank back into my corner of the sofa, picking up my drink again and sipping at it. Drinking a million tons of sugar in a cup absolutely made me happy. What else made me happy?

	Well, Sage’s mouth between my legs the other night made me pretty damn happy. I hadn’t thought I’d be able to come a third time, but… wow. I hadn’t seen her or heard from her then, but I kept thinking about how incredible all of that was.

	She’d left the offer open to do it again. And I at least wanted that.

	“Yeah,” I said. “Okay. I guess I can get behind that one.”

	She grinned. “That’s more like it. Sounds like you’re coming a long way.”

	I shook my head, but I couldn’t deny the little blossom of warmth I got. “Weirdo yourself,” I said, looking out the window.

	Yeah. Maybe I had come a long way.

	And gotten to something terrifying in the process.

	That just figured.

	 


Chapter 6

	Sage

	 

	Liv enjoyed the sex as much as I figured she would—and that was not to say I didn’t enjoy it, because she was entirely too good at that to go on thinking she was straight—but I figured it was a one-night thing, even though I offered to do it again. She said she’d like that, but she was so blissed out in bed from three orgasms that I figured she wasn’t entirely on top of what she was saying.

	But I’d gotten more disappointed than I usually did when I got radio silence from her the next few days. Obviously, what was she going to do, text me about how great the sex was? It wasn’t like we were friends and had a lot to talk about.

	But maybe it was just that she was really good, and I really wished I could have another opportunity to go back to her apartment. So I sat petulant with the feeling all week, and when I turned in the script revisions on Tuesday, Luna said it was brilliant, and frankly, I agreed.

	Then she asked me while we were meeting Wednesday afternoon if I was doing anything to celebrate the next week I got to myself, which was how I found out she didn’t have any more work for me for the next week, which was unheard of. And I absolutely hadn’t had anything planned, but I blurted the only thing that came to mind, and that was Sugar Kiss with my friends.

	So one way or another, I ended up third-wheeling Jason’s and Clara’s date, and watching as they made faces at one another and snuck kisses that just made my stomach feel gross. Ice cream didn’t really help that sick feeling, and I ended up excusing myself to the bathroom and leaving, texting Jason honestly that I wasn’t feeling well.

	He didn’t notice it for half an hour. I wondered if he even realized I’d been gone for the bathroom for an unusually long time.

	But then Thursday morning—or at least my version of morning, half past ten today, I woke up to exactly what I was expecting not to see, and it made my heart jump more than it should have: a text from Liv.

	Hey, I meant to say it earlier, but I got nervous and awkward. Thanks for Sunday. It was really amazing.

	I sat up in my double bed in my cramped bedroom, one tiny window over the dresser letting in morning sunlight and cracked just a little for the cool autumn air to get in. Liv’s timestamp was twelve minutes ago. Maybe we were both late risers.

	Glad you liked it. I enjoyed it more than you know, I sent, and I typed a new message. So, what? Are you hoping to schedule another night?

	She stopped typing the message she was working on, and started again a minute later. Um. I guess I was wondering if we’re still on for the weekend.

	I squinted at the screen. The plan for the weekend had been to spend time together to see if maybe she was interested in sleeping with a woman. I was pretty sure that had been checked off. Taking a girl out to dinner before you take her home? I see you’re taking to ‘doing women’ very courteously.

	 She texted back, You just like messing with me. You can’t see me blush over text.

	I laughed, falling back in bed, my hair falling across my face. I blew it away from my lips. I appreciate the confirmation that you’re blushing.

	I don’t normally blush. I’m not a blushing teenager. It’s so embarrassing.

	She had no idea how much I loved the way she would go red for me. God, Liv really was all my weaknesses, wrapped up in one Converse-wearing, surprisingly-good-at-kissing package. Maybe it was just wanting more space to mess with her and see her blush in person that prompted me to forego the whole don’t do anything that feels like a date thing I considered a golden rule—it wasn’t like Liv actually had any interest in dating a woman, just having incredible sex with one. So I texted back and said, Sure. We can still do the weekend. And if you want, I can still do you.

	I waited until she was typing before I sent another message.

	Or you can do me, since it turns out you’re very into fingering a girl.

	Watching her stop typing felt like a victory. I could just see her reaction, and I laughed when she replied with, Oh my god. Sage. A minute later, she texted, Well, I guess maybe I was sort of hoping for that, but only if it goes there naturally.

	Alert signs sprang up in my head. If it were anyone other than Liv, I’d say that was a big red flag they were catching feelings, and the whole thing had to stop. But Liv was ardently opposed to dating a woman, and besides, it was just a UPA film non-alumnae meeting.

	Sounds good. Let’s get street food.

	 

	*

	 

	We got street food.

	It was a little stall selling kebabs, and it smelled heavenly, so when Liv showed up at the entrance to the tight, food-stall-lined passage of Jamison Street wearing a cute striped top and, I swear to god, a red beret with a UPA brooch pinned to it—could she get any more particular on my weaknesses?—I bought Liv a kebab. She let me buy it without complaints, which was refreshing, just taking it with a grateful smile.

	“Thanks. It smells amazing along here. I haven’t been down Jamison Street for dinner in ages.”

	 “Used to come down here a lot?”

	She nodded as she bit into a grilled zucchini piece, steam rolling out and Liv waving at her mouth. “Yeah. When I first moved to Port Andrea, I was an annoying tourist going around places like this all the time. Nowadays, though, I usually just cook or go to the same couple of places… or just mooch whatever leftover food I can get from Paramour.”

	“Not a bad deal, taking home Paramour cooking.”

	She grinned. “Yeah. But I’ve missed street food, now that I’m here. We should do this more often.”

	I paused. She seemed to realize halfway through another bite what she said, and she scrunched up her face.

	“I mean… I should do this more often, is what I meant to say.”

	She was a really bad liar. I gestured her to a bench, where we sat side-by-side before I said, “Take women out in hopes of getting into their pants?”

	She choked on her food, going red. “That—wasn’t totally what I meant.”

	“And yet you’re not saying no.”

	She chewed her lip, setting the kebab down on her paper plate and looking down at her lap. “I’m sorry if I disappoint you, but I’m not going to go around banging women all the time now. I really haven’t wanted this with a woman before.”

	“You just had that good a time last weekend, huh?”

	She chewed her cheek before she looked away and said, “Yeah, it was good.”

	“You’ve got something else on your mind.” Why was I even asking?

	“Nah, it’s nothing.”

	I took a bite of my kebab, watching her carefully. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a bad liar?”

	“Fucking hell. Yeah, all the time.” She sighed, sinking back against the metal backing of the bench, watching straight ahead as people walked by, stopping at the food stalls for small bites and into the little hole-in-the-wall boutiques and shops along here. “I don’t know. I just—I mean, you’re hot and last weekend was really good. But I think it’s also that I… admire you, I guess.”

	That was an odd feeling. I cocked my head. “Admire me? Don’t tell me you’re already so deep that you want to go turning straight girls gay, too.”

	“Not—that’s not the part I’m talking about,” she laughed, giving me a light nudge with her elbow. “You know what it is. You’re just good at what you do and you know it. You set out with this specific goal in mind and you got there, and now you give it the best you’ve got and you do really well. I guess I just look at you and I’m like… that’s what life is supposed to be like, right?”

	I… wondered about that. Sure, I was happy with my job. It hadn’t always been my dream job, but it was close—I’d wanted to be an actress when I was little, but when I grew up, I realized I was more into creating the stories. I was grateful I got a chance encounter with Robin Westlake that got my foot in the door. I was good at what I did, and my career was growing all the time.

	So what the hell did I feel like something major was missing for?

	“I’m just a bartender,” I said. “Nothing different from being a waiter. We smile at men hitting on us for tips.”

	She gave me a wry smile. “If that ain’t the truth. But you’re just being willfully difficult with me, Sage.” She looked back ahead, out to where a kid’s parents handed her a grilled Mexican corn cob, and she bit in, mess going all over the pavement and her dress. Liv got a distant expression, kicking her feet—still in pink Converse—up into the air, idly. “I know I’m just some nobody who shamed herself in front of a live audience, and you’re way out of my league, even in, like, a friends sense. But I guess I just wanted to get to know you outside of sex and stuff.” She shook her head. “But I’m just being weird. Forget about it. I shouldn’t dump this kind of stuff on you when you’re just looking for food and the night.”

	That definitely wasn’t something I got from the other girls I slept with. Either they were totally on my wavelength and they’d say thanks for the amazing orgasms and head out, maybe keeping my number just to text me when they needed a toe-curling orgasm, or they got attached and started wanting to date, at which point I dropped them in a blink. I had a good system.

	But I didn’t have a play prepared for I admire you and I want to be friends. Who said that?

	Liv did, and even though it gave me a little bit of a crisis, I kind of admired it myself. The girl could talk about her feelings and voice wants better than anyone I knew.

	“You want us to be friends with benefits,” I said, and she hung her head.

	“God, I can’t believe I made fun of Aves for getting a friends-with-benefits arrangement. I guess that’s what it boils down to? But if you can’t, then…”

	“Then just the sex?”

	She winced. “I was actually kind of going to ask if we could just do the friends part then, but…”

	And that did it. I officially did not understand Olivia Harper.

	She said she was straight, but she absolutely was not. She asked me in a bar for sex, texted me to meet up for sex, and got really turned on by the look of me with a loosened tie and an undone shirt. She had every hallmark of a not-so-straight girl who just wanted a girl to fuck in secret, and yet she was here, looking like all my weaknesses with her blonde hair down in that cute damn beret, and she was admiring my career and asking to be friends.

	This was blurring lines I had always drawn very clear, and I was most confused of all by the fact that I wanted it. Maybe because I didn’t understand in the slightest, and I needed to know, or I was going to spend forever wondering.

	I didn’t get to reply, though, before—of all people, Clara’s voice called me from down the road, shouting, “Sage! Hey!”

	Liv looked up at me with a look bordering on panic, but I just turned to where I saw Clara waving to me as she made her way through the crowd. She was looking much too cute again in a loose runner’s tank and leggings, a long and light cardigan thrown over with the air getting colder, but I was at least relieved that Liv looked even more my type and I got to sleep with her. Maybe Liv was the perfect antidote to my jealousy over Clara.

	“Hey, Clara,” I said, setting my kebab down. “Guess we had the same idea tonight.”

	Clara stopped in front of me, looking between us. “Sage. Look at you. You’re actually on a date for once?”

	I held up a hand. “We’re just friends,” I said, which made Liv sit up straighter, eyes wide. “This is Liv. She’s a waitress at Paramour, and I believe you may recognize her from Mike Wallace’s live. Liv, this is my friend Clara. She worked on Anyone’s Guess too, doing set design.”

	“Hi, Liv,” Clara said, thrusting out a hand for a handshake. Liv wiped her hand off on her napkin before she took it. “Don’t tell her I said this, but Sage doesn’t get out much. Nice to see she’s made a friend.”

	“Clara, you’re too pretty to be that casually cruel,” I said, and Liv laughed nervously, looking between us.

	“Um… wow. It’s really great meeting you. I was such a big fan of Anyone’s Guess. You worked on the sets?”

	“I decorated the set for Stacy’s house almost entirely myself,” Clara said. “My first big project. You can probably recognize all my favorite little touches in there, like the sea glass? I love sea glass.”

	“Wow. Uh…” She cleared her throat, shuffling back into a cramped sitting position against the bench. “Yeah. I do remember that. That was amazing work. I just wait tables, so I’m feeling a little out of place.”

	Clara glanced between us, her brow furrowed. “How’d you two end up meeting, anyway?”

	Clara absolutely did not need to know the details. If she knew Liv and I were having sex and I’d called her a friend, she would be getting on me until the end of time telling me to date Liv. “I went to Paramour the other weekend,” I said. “Liv waited my table, and we got to chatting. Then she showed up in Starcrossed by complete coincidence, and we traded numbers. She took some classes in the film program at UPA.”

	“Oh, wow. That’s so cute.” Clara clasped her hands at her waist. “What did you want to do in film?”

	“Uh…” Liv scratched the back of her hand. “Not totally sure. I kind of screwed around for a while, just trying stuff… wanted to see what felt right. Nothing really caught on, so I guess I’ve just been, uh… spinning my wheels for a minute working at Paramour.”

	“I saw you on Mike Wallace’s live,” Clara said, adjusting her cardigan on her shoulders. “That was so badass, just so you know. I think you’re cool. I’m really glad you and Sage have ended up friends.”

	“Uh… yeah,” Liv said, giving me an odd look. “Me too. I really… admire her work.”

	I almost laughed. “She’s good for my ego,” I said. “You and Jason don’t give me enough compliments.”

	Clara threw her head back and laughed. “You’re the one complimenting yourself half the time. I don’t feel like it’s necessary.”

	I looked around. “Is Jason not here?”

	“Nah…” She looked down at her feet, toeing the pavement. “He’s been busy lately. I just got out of a late job with Sylvia over at Abby’s team, and I wanted some greasy food. Do you mind if I join you, or is this a two-person outing?”

	“Oh…” I glanced over at Liv, who pursed her lips. I had no real way of explaining this was a two-person outing because I wanted to go to Liv’s apartment after and give her at least another three orgasms, but I figured maybe Clara just wanted to sit and eat together before she headed home. “Yeah, sounds great.”

	“Perfect. Give me a minute, just let me grab something to eat and I’ll be right with you. Don’t let anyone steal my spot!” she called as she slipped back into the crowds, and Liv looked down once she was out of earshot.

	“I… hope I didn’t put you in an awkward situation or anything,” she mumbled.

	“We can be friends,” I said. “With benefits.”

	She sat up straighter, looking at me with a smile. “Yeah? I’m probably pretty boring as a friend, but I can get you a really good table at Paramour, anyway.”

	“Might go for that,” I laughed. “The food was amazing.”

	“Avery’s a genius,” she said. “Um… thanks.”

	“For being your friend who also gets to fuck you?”

	She flushed. “You know? Sure. We’ll say that.”

	I laughed, nudging her with my elbow. “My pleasure.”

	Clara got back before long and she sat on the bench, sandwiching Liv between us, and we chatted together over our plates of food. She absolutely unloaded on Liv about set design, her experiences with different leads in different studios, and Liv just watched it all with rapt attention.

	When we finished our food, we stuck together, making our way to the crepe stand on nearby Talman Street, the famous little spot just big enough for two employees that made the best crepes in Port Andrea, and was the real litmus test for Andreans—if they knew to come here for a hit of sugar at night. And we wandered, from there—along the length of Parson River, up to the bay, hanging around the attractions, until finally we stopped at Clara’s apartment and we waved goodbye for the night.

	“It was so great meeting you, Liv,” she said. “You’re the coolest. I’m sure I’ll catch you around somewhere. Ask Sage if you want my number, I’d be happy to chat with you about more of my work woes.”

	Liv waved, a big and easy smile on her face that looked good there. “Yeah, sounds good. Thanks for hanging out tonight!”

	“You’re a natural,” I said, once Clara shut the door and her footsteps disappeared up a stairwell. “Clara loves you. If she weren’t dating my other friend Jason, I’m sure you’d be able to score a second girl.”

	She flushed, hard, but she just shook her head. “I already told you, I have no interest in… uh… other girls.”

	I licked my lips, a smile coming on. “If you’re still interested in this one, though… my place is actually closer from here.”

	She went wide-eyed, pursing her lips, but after a second, she nodded. “Yeah… sounds great.”

	God, did it ever.

	 


Chapter 7

	Liv

	 

	Sex with Sage was even better the second time. And then the third time, the night after that, was even better.

	The fourth time, two nights later, I lay in her bed naked after we both came, and I noticed I was starting to get comfy in the place. Her bedroom was a little small, but it was clean and elegant and modern, all black and white with just the tiniest red accents in places, and I couldn’t get over just how much it suited her.

	And just how good she looked collapsed naked next to me in the bed, a satisfied smile on her face I could have just kept admiring forever. I’d… sort of come around to the fact that I liked sex with her. I was still working on accepting the fact that sex with her might have been the best sex I’d ever had, and that put a little bit of a damper on my I’m totally straight thing.

	“You smell nice,” she murmured, rolling her head over to face me, those black curls riding up over her eye as she did. “Are you wearing perfume?”

	“Just a little, but I feel like maybe it’s worn off by now…”

	She grinned, reaching a lazy hand up and flicking my hair back out of my face. “Guess you just naturally smell good.”

	She smelled good, too, but I wasn’t thinking about that, because that was even more of a damper on the straightness thing. “You’re welcome to enjoy it all you like,” I said, shifting onto my side to face her. Sage didn’t usually wear much makeup, but she’d swiped on a matte red lipstick today that I think maybe one in a million people could have worn, and she looked too good in it. “Been enjoying your surprise week off?”

	“Getting to eat you out until you scream my name? Great way to spend any break.”

	I collapsed into the bed, burying my face in the pillow. “God. You have one speed. And it always gets me.”

	“I have other speeds, but why would I switch when this one works so well?” She trailed her fingertips over my side, up and down, and I bit my lip, a soft flush of arousal rolling through me at the touch. She just did the littlest things and it turned me on. Maybe that was the thing anyway. Men just all seemed to think going harder was better. Sage touched me in the lightest, gentlest ways, and it made me lose my damn mind. And my damn sexuality.

	“You’re going to get me turned on again if you do that,” I said.

	She raised an eyebrow, and she continued doing it. “Talk about a terrifying threat. A gorgeous, sexy blonde girl, who talks to me about my interests, getting wet when she’s naked in bed with me? I couldn’t bear it.”

	I bit my lip, a smile tugging at me. “I feel like you could get someone a little sexier sleeping with a girl who, you know, actually knows what she’s doing with a woman.”

	“Olivia. Do you know how many times you’ve made me come? Because I’ve been counting. You know what you’re doing.”

	I flushed hot, but I smiled, biting my lip harder. Maybe that was another thing with Sage. She genuinely thought I was sexy, and she told me that. A million little gestures I didn’t even realize I did, in bed or otherwise, that she called sexy—and when I tried to do something sexy, she always responded well, looking at me like I was the most desirable thing in the world. It was addictive, and I felt like I could do any number of things just trying to get those reactions from her, and I didn’t even mind that. “Yeah?” I said, and she nodded.

	“You have no idea how fucking perfect you are,” she said, trailing her hand lower, down along my thigh, and I shivered at the touch.

	“Maybe you could show me how much you enjoy me?” I said, my voice throaty, and she licked her lips.

	“And how do you think I should do that this time, Liv?”

	I was tempted to go with the usual, to lie on my back and let her fuck me until I came hard enough to leave this world, but… part of me kind of wanted, more than anything, to have her think I was sexy. So I sucked on one corner of my lip and said, “Well… maybe you should lie down on your back and let me see how much you like it when I, um…”

	She grinned. “When you finger me.”

	That sounded great, but I’d done it before. And I kind of wanted to see how much reaction I could get out of her. I flushed hotter, but I shook my head, sitting up next to her. “Maybe when I, er… do something else?”

	She raised an eyebrow. “There’s a lot of things you could do that I promise you I’d enjoy quite a bit, Liv.”

	I didn’t know how to put it into words, so I just ran my tongue slowly over my lips. She watched for a second before she gave me a quizzical look.

	“Are you… talking about eating me out?”

	I felt my face prickle with the way I blushed, but I nodded. The look on Sage’s face, desire flaring up in her eyes, lips parting, brows knotting together, was so what I was looking for. “Jesus Christ, that’s hot.”

	I leaned in, squeezing my shoulders together. Embarrassment burned through me, but it wasn’t really… in a bad way. “You like that?”

	“You were telling me a week and a half ago you were straight, and now you want to eat me out. Yeah, that’s really fucking hot.”

	She rolled onto her back, propped up onto her pillow, and I felt my heart thrum as I slipped down between her legs, a weird tingling in my chest that I didn’t dislike. I’d definitely never done this before, and I’d never wanted to do this before, but the way Sage bit her lip with that intense, burning look in her eyes as she angled up on her elbows looking down at me…

	I tucked my hair back, bent down, and I kissed just above her clit, something she always did to me and I couldn’t get enough of. She lifted her hips off the bed, pressing up into my mouth, and it sent a wild thrust of arousal through me seeing her so desperate for this.

	She was wet, and in the past week and a half, that had turned into the absolute hottest thing in the world, knowing I could get Sage Blackwell wet like this. Maybe it was a pride thing, but hell, Sage was fucking amazing and she’d been with a lot of other girls, and the fact that among all of that, I could get her wet like this, it felt really, really fucking good.

	It didn’t feel as weird as I expected dragging my tongue up along her, and the way she rolled her eyes back and fell back against the pillow with a groan was something I wanted to watch again and again. I’d tasted—well—myself, I guessed, when she kissed me after oral, but hers tasted… well… different, somehow.

	Her folds were soft, hot under my tongue, and the way she twitched under me when I flicked the tip of my tongue over her clit, I felt like maybe I could have gotten used to this.

	Hell, maybe sexuality was a spectrum. And maybe I wasn’t even that far to the straight side of it after all.

	“Fuck, Liv, please,” she groaned, putting a hand on the back of my head, and that was the biggest turn-on in my life—that feeling that she needed my mouth on her so badly she couldn’t help herself from holding me into her. I pressed my mouth up against her, moving from side to side a little just like she did to me, and I teased my tongue around her entrance—I’d had my fingers inside of her, and it was easier to get accustomed to my tongue there too than I expected. She gripped me tighter in response, thrusting her hips into me, her breathing getting harder.

	I couldn’t believe I was getting this wet from eating a girl out, but the desperate way she moved under me, the way she gasped for breath and let out little curses in between sharp breaths and moaning my name, I’d never felt sexier in my entire existence, and that was something I wanted forever.

	I gave in totally, dragging my tongue up through her folds, sucking on her clit, licking up her wetness, pulling away to rub her clit in small, fast circles before taking her back against my mouth, and teasing my tongue just barely inside of her. Before long, she was gripping the sheets with one hand and clutching my head with the other, and she gasped, “Liv, I—fuck, Liv, I’m going to come,” and it shot a flush of heat through me, straight down between my legs. I looked up at her and nodded, my mouth still against her, and I teased my tongue along her faster, sucking and licking, until she gave in.

	She came hard on my mouth, bucking her hips up, thrusting against me, letting out a long, wavering gasp, and I savored the way I felt her throbbing and twitching under my mouth while I kept working her through it, licking her, running my lips over her, sucking. When she finally came down, sweaty and breathing hard, I pulled away feeling a desperate need pulsating between my legs, too, but I just sat up between her legs and looked at her.

	“Jesus Christ,” she gasped. “How the fuck are you straight?”

	I laughed, wiping my mouth. It still tasted like her. I kind of… liked that. “Sexuality’s a spectrum, right?”

	“Fuck, Liv,” she groaned, pulling me up and draping me over her, kissing me. I was so turned on, I grinded against her without even trying to, and she laughed breathlessly in between kisses. “You’re that wet from eating me out? Are you fucking serious with being that hot?”

	“If you think I’m that hot, maybe do something about it?”

	She laughed, a deep and throaty laugh before she sat up and pulled me into a deeper kiss. “Oh, I’ll do plenty about it,” she said, which just made the heat between my legs skyrocket.

	So I got to collapse naked on top of her after a breathless orgasm some fifteen minutes later, and we got to do it again that weekend, where I accidentally fell asleep in her bed after we finished.

	She didn’t seem too bothered, though. She was a late riser, too, and we both woke up half past ten, and lying there talking about her week and coming off her break and right back into working around the clock, somehow talking led to soft finger trailing, and that led, as it always did, into sex.

	Morning sex with Sage was also good. I kept that one filed away for future reference.

	Port Andrea got colder as October rolled in, but I enjoyed the opportunity to show off my cold-weather outfits to Sage every time we went to hang out. When we’d meet her and Clara, Sage would just give me a compliment, but when it was just the two of us, she would give me that hungry look that made me feel like the sexiest thing alive.

	When we ended up on a little coffee outing together and we found ourselves sitting on the pier, Sage wearing a black trench coat and a black-and-white bow blouse and me on the bench next to her in a striped sweater and blazer, I set my coffee down next to me and pulled my journal out of my bag, feeling myself flush a little with self-consciousness as I opened it to the next blank page. Sage glanced over at me.

	“The mystery journal appears again,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “You have nice handwriting.”

	“That’s not mine,” I said, glancing over at Avery’s handwriting on the opposite page, a sad little entry about Avery feeling left out in the cold every time Cecilia went to her meetings and her events and never took Avery anywhere anymore.

	“You said it was Avery’s originally, right?”

	“Yeah.” I shifted back into the corner of the bench, looking out over the long, rolling waves. It was calming, somehow, just looking over the sheer enormity of the water, and I breathed in the cool, damp air. “About… two months ago now, she gave me this journal she wrote when she was my age. She wrote her feelings in it.”

	“So it’s a diary? And she just handed you hers?” She whistled low. “That girl’s gutsy.”

	“Well…” I looked down. There was a nervous squirming feeling in my gut, and I was getting better at recognizing these days what I was feeling. I wanted to open up to her about the journal—my personal struggles—all that crap. But I was worried not only that she might have laughed at me for it or something, but also why I was so invested in sharing my really personal crap with her.

	I figured it had to do with all my other friends kind of distancing themselves from me. Every time I went to hang out with them these days, I’d be alone in a crowded room, everyone talking around me, and I’d just find an excuse to slink away. Aside from Avery, everyone else just ignored me most of the time.

	But Sage just sat there, gray eyes intently focused on me, and she listened. And I really liked that.

	“Well?” Sage prompted.

	And she was good at fucking everything. Probably I just wanted to impress her, too. I kicked my feet under the bench and I said, “When I came to Port Andrea, I was really pumped. I’d never lived away from my parents before, and living here and going to UPA, it felt like there was just so much to do. Like my life had started.”

	She nodded, slowly, just listening. I looked away.

	“But I guess I got disillusioned. I didn’t really like anything we did in classes, and I felt like I was supposed to be getting out there and making those connections in the industry, but I didn’t know where to start because I didn’t know what I wanted to do.”

	“And then you left the program.”

	“Yeah.” I sighed. “I feel like a loser for telling you this, but I ended up just hopping around from job to job, making ends meet while I tried to figure out what I wanted to do with my life, but I never found anything.”

	She was quiet, just watching me. The nervousness wriggled harder inside of me, but I was trying to get comfortable with being uncomfortable. That was something Avery had talked a lot about in this journal, and it felt… important.

	“As you know, eventually it ended up with me writing smear articles against Paramour. And that led into a whole thing…”

	She gave me a wry smile. “Ironically, your break into television.”

	I laughed nervously. “I wonder about that. But either way, I ended up spilling to Avery about it. How aimless I was feeling and crap. And she told me she went through the same thing at my age, and she documented her feelings in this journal. She said it helped her… find herself or something like that, I guess. She talks in lofty statements a lot.” I scratched the back of my head. “But she said she only filled half the journal, and gave it to me to fill the other half. Said she hoped it would work for me the same way it worked for her.”

	She chewed her lip, and eventually, she just leaned over the arm of the bench, looking away. “Sounds like a lot of work.”

	My heart broke.

	I wasn’t sure why. That was a totally neutral statement. And a true one—it was a lot of work actually paying attention to how I was feeling, always writing it down, just feeling all the heaviness weighing on me at times. It was a lot of work, but for some reason, I really wanted Sage to be impressed. To say something nice.

	“Yeah, guess so,” I said, closing the journal, a sour feeling in my chest. “But I think it’s worth it. I think I’ve improved as a person over the past two months.”

	She just nodded, still looking out at the water. “That’s important,” she said, but her voice didn’t exactly sound like she meant it.

	I felt like I was ashamed of the thing as I slipped the journal back into my bag. Already, I was kicking myself for ever pulling the thing out, let alone telling Sage about it. “Definitely. But yeah, it’s whatever. Like I said, just some boring crap.”

	“Do you really feel like you need to write down your feelings to improve as a person?” she said, glancing over at me, and I froze up. “Is improving as a person even a thing? How do you measure a person?”

	I stiffened. My throat was tight. I felt like I was in a police interrogation all of a sudden. “Um… tape measure?”

	She gave me a wry smile. “I mean it. What’s the use in all of that self-help crap? It’s just a whole industry that tries to sell you on the idea of you not being good enough as you are, so you have to buy their stuff so you can be good enough.”

	I chewed my cheek. Admittedly, I’d have agreed with her before I met Avery. But I shook my head and said, “I think if you improve as a person… you just kind of know, you know? It’s just like being happy. I can’t measure my happiness and I can’t compare it to yours, but I can tell you I’m happier than I was a couple months ago. I can also tell I’m more in tune with my feelings and all that. I mean—” I put my hands up. “Look, it’s not important. I’m sorry I brought it up. I just figured since you’d asked before and I’d brushed you off—”

	“I don’t believe in all of that,” she said, looking back out to the water. “I don’t see the point of getting on the treadmill of always trying to be some kind of arbitrary better.”

	I looked down at my coffee, now about as appetizing as dishwater. “Yeah. I wouldn’t want to pressure you into doing it too or something. It’s cool. I mean, just wanted to let you know what it was about.”

	She checked her phone, and she sighed. “Look, I’m sorry to bail here, but I need to get to this meeting. Luna wants to talk more scripts, and I don’t intend to let her down.”

	“Oh… yeah,” I said. “Yeah, totally. I don’t want to keep you. Let’s go,” I said, standing up, but she waved me off.

	“You’ve got your journaling to do. I’m not going to keep you, either. I’ll see you around, Liv.”

	I stared at her, feeling like the house of cards we’d been building up, a carefully-laid castle of them all stacked perfectly and measured down to the last millimeter, had just had the first card fall down. There was no reason it shouldn’t have still been fine, but now this thing we’d been building—the way we spent every second outside of our jobs together, the way we shared everything we did—it was coming down, and there wasn’t even anything I could do to catch it.

	“Yeah,” I said, feeling distant. “I mean… totally. See you around. I hope your meeting goes well.”

	She didn’t say a word, just raised a hand over her shoulder as she walked away, trench coat snapping around her ankles as she walked back towards the subway and away from where I stood with the bag, and the journal sitting in it like a mark of shame.

	 


Chapter 8

	Sage

	 

	“Thanks for this,” Clara said, giving me a tired smile as she sank into the seat opposite me. Sharp’s Coffee Company was a gorgeous place that was just slightly leaning postmodern, with dark wood meeting glass panels and sleek surfaces. The prices on the menu made a girl wince, but the coffee was damn good, and judging by the blotchy eyes, Clara needed the best coffee money could buy.

	“Always here for you, C,” I said, and she looked away, out the window and along the street that ran in front of Jessica Castle Plaza.

	“I have to be honest, it kind of felt like you weren’t there a lot for me lately.”

	I paused, sick worry turning in my gut. Apparently I’d not only been an ass to Liv yesterday afternoon, when I ditched her suddenly on the pier after talking about her journaling, but I’d been an ass to Clara, too?

	I was starting to see a pretty rotten pattern here.

	“I’m sorry,” I said, and she shook her head, closing her eyes and just breathing in the smell of her white chocolate mocha topped with lavender crystal sugar. 

	“That was a bit of a low blow. I know Jason and I made you feel like a third wheel a lot, and I understand why you didn’t want to hang out.”

	I chewed my lip. The past tense was doing some heavy lifting there. “Is everything okay with you and Jason?”

	She sagged over the table. “I wouldn’t say things are going amazing.”

	Christ, Clara only used a coached statement like that when things were really bad. “Please don’t tell me he broke up with you.”

	She sighed, resting her elbows on the table and burying her face in her hands. “It shouldn’t even hurt. I knew this was going to happen. This happens to everyone he ever dates. I guess I thought I was special because I was his friend before it. Guess I wanted the satisfaction of pinning down someone who always slips away. Guess I’m just as gullible as the rest of them.”

	I sighed.

	I was going to break Jason over my leg like a fucking twig.

	But first, I needed to be there for Clara.

	“Clare, I’m so sorry,” I said, getting up and pulling my chair over next to hers, sitting down by her side and putting my arm over her back. “You spent time with him because you cared for him. You gave him your heart. You never did one thing wrong. I’m sorry he hurt you.”

	“It’s fine,” she said, the tone of her voice saying it wasn’t fine at all. “He can be with and leave whoever he wants. If he thinks someone else will be so much prettier and go to the club with him more often, then… then he should be with them, right? It just makes sense,” she said, her voice turning into a choking sob.

	I pulled Clara into a hug, burying her face against my collar, and she took it gratefully, just crying softly and quietly against me. A million different uncomfortable emotions still churned in my stomach, but I was resolutely ignoring them.

	“None of that matters right now,” I whispered. “No amount of justifications for him changes the fact that he hurt you. You’re beautiful, and talented, and worthy of happiness, and I really love you, C.”

	She sniffled against my chest. “I’m a useless idiot who can’t keep anyone she cares for. That’s all I am.”

	My stomach turned. Under better circumstances, I wanted to say I care for you, I care for you more than you know. But… that was a heavy, uncomfortable feeling in my chest right now, and I was explicitly not thinking about why.

	I stroked her hair gently and I said, “You are so much more than that. You’re kind, and you’re strong, and you uplift everyone around you. You deserve love, Clara.”

	“Then why didn’t he give me any?” she sniffled, getting louder now. I winced, looking around, but the other patrons respected the sanctity of the awkward scene and pretended we weren’t here.

	“Maybe he just didn’t have any to give,” I said, my voice small. He’s like that, I thought. Always getting people to want a heart he can’t give.

	But was I any different? Especially after yesterday, was I any different? I wondered about all the girls who I’d thrown away the moment they showed feelings for me, and I wondered how many of them felt like Clara did right now.

	I wondered if any of their friends held them like I was holding her.

	“I just wanted… I just wanted to be wanted,” she murmured against my front. “I try so hard. I always try to be upbeat, and fun, and friendly, and I try to make everyone else feel important and valued, and… and I try my best to be pretty, and sweet, and likeable, but I never feel like I’m anyone’s first choice. I just want to be that for somebody. Is that so much to ask?”

	My heart ached, and I took it out by squeezing her tighter. “Clara, you… you’ve always been my first choice. You’re the best friend I’ve had. I’m just… sorry I haven’t been a good friend.”

	“Ugh. No, you’ve been… you’ve been great. You are great.” She pulled away, wiping her eyes, turning back to her coffee. “I was supposed to be done crying. Don’t let me cry anymore. I already cried plenty.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “Do bad things just give you a time window to cry and then you have to be done?”

	She smiled sadly. “Don’t they? Isn’t that how it works? People are sympathetic for a bit. But then you need to be back to normal. Back to being… peppy and bright and always smiling and laughing and dying inside because nobody’s ever really looking at you. They’re all just looking through you, past you, and… and they all want something else.”

	I pursed my lips. “Are you… sure you don’t want to cry more?”

	“Dammit, of course I want to cry more. And I also really want to stop crying already. My eyes hurt. My chest hurts. My nose hurts. My feet hurt. Why in the world do my feet hurt?”

	“Your feet have a more direct link to the brain and the sympathetic nervous system—”

	“Okay, okay, okay. Point is, everything hurts, and I just want it to stop. Can I just magically feel better for ten minutes? Just ten minutes? That would be great, thanks.”

	I smiled sadly across the table at her. “I wish I could help.”

	She took a sip of her coffee, and tears sprang to her eyes again. She blinked them away. “Oh, wow. It’s really good. Thank you.”

	“Of course. I’m always here for you.”

	The tears came back, and she looked at me with the kind of heartbreaking quivering eyes full of tears I thought you only saw in the movies, and it made my stomach twist like wringing out a rag. “What do I need to do? To be better? Do I need to be prettier? Sweeter? Sexier? More flirty? Do I need to drink alcohol more? Less? Do I need to grow my hair out? What do I do?”

	My insides clenched. I wondered if I’d been cursed to revisit this topic in so many ways over so many days. “Clara, trust me when I tell you that you are perfect the way you are. You don’t need to make yourself miserable focusing on the one little thing you think you need to do better, or you’ll never feel like you’re enough.”

	“What if that’s because I never am enough?” she said, voice quivering. “I can try to accept myself, love myself all I like. What’s the point if no one else wants me?”

	“I am so sorry he made you feel like—”

	“It wasn’t just him,” she sighed, slumping over the table. “Everyone’s always made me feel that way. Because that’s just reality.”

	I paused. “That’s including me, isn’t it?”

	When she didn’t say anything, I just felt like falling backwards in the seat and sinking out of existence. I was having a real feel like an asshole week, from the looks of things.

	“Look—whatever I did, Clara, I—”

	“No, don’t apologize,” she groaned. “It’s not your fault. It’s me being stupid, and hopeless.”

	“You are not—”

	“What was I supposed to do?” she said, glancing up at me. “You were always just… there, so perfectly in everything you did, and I… I never knew how to make you look at me. You always seemed like you were looking right through me, thinking of something else.”

	My stomach flopped. “Clara, you… did you feel like I was ignoring you?”

	“I’m being awful,” she groaned, sinking back into the table. I reached across and put a hand on her upper arm.

	“No, it’s okay. I… I want to know if I did something to hurt you.”

	She sighed, hard, heavy enough that when it started sprinkling rain outside the window a second later, I figured she probably shook it down from the clouds. “I really liked you. But you never did relationships. And I knew you would just break my heart if I got too close. But I… I couldn’t stop wanting to make you look at me.”

	It felt like I’d just had the wind taken out of me. I stared at her for a minute before I managed to say, “Clara.”

	“I know. I shouldn’t have said anything like that,” she mumbled, sipping her coffee, looking down. “Feels like I’m guilt-tripping you or… whatever, I guess. Probably feels bad to shoot me down when I’m like this. Don’t worry. I’m not expecting that to go anywhere since I told you, I just… just wanted you to know.”

	“I…” God, it was hot in here. How high did they turn the heat in autumn? It felt like the floor was spinning. I was having a hard time placing where I was. “But… since when did you…?”

	“Since when?” She snorted. “I’m not even going to answer that, because I’ll feel like a complete tool.”

	“So—that’s—a long time, I’m guessing.”

	She squeezed her eyes shut. The look of absolute devastation there, I had to say something different.

	“Clara, you know I… well.” I scratched the back of my head, looking away. What was I supposed to say? Tell her I felt the same way? Now was hardly the time for that, was it?

	Or maybe now was the only time. Let it slip by and I’d be asking myself nonstop why I let it go and never find a chance to bring it up again. Tell her I felt the same way but I wasn’t going to pressure her into anything right now, and…

	And that was absolutely not going to work, because I could not date. I refused. I didn’t do that whole scene—and right here in front of me was the exact reason why, the pain, the heartache. Everything ended. And I was just fine with things the way they were now, so why would I take on something different that would end up hurting me?

	I was trying to tell myself that was all there was to it, but when I really thought about it, I… had to wonder when the light had gone out of my feelings for Clara. They’d been burning bright for so long, and even when they’d hypothetically burned out, they were smoldering embers glowing molten orange and waiting to ignite again at every little smile and every laugh.

	But they were the cold ashes of an October night campfire now, blowing in a bitter wind and leaving nothing but dryness and that acrid smell in your nose.

	And I hated the fact that some part of me deep down knew it was because I’d been spending too much time with a straight, preppy blonde girl I could absolutely never have.

	“You’re… you’re still my best friend,” I said, slowly sinking back into reality, but feeling like I was watching from miles away as I reached across the table and put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re my best friend, and you’ve always been there for me. No matter what’s happened. No matter how much of a snobby little stuck-up brat I’ve been sometimes.”

	She laughed through the sniffles, a shaky smile coming on. “You’re not that bad. I mean… well… you’ve had your days, but we all have. I’m having one right now.”

	I smiled. “Yeah, but you’re having your day because Jason was a little rat who broke your heart, and I’d have my stuck-up brat days just because I’d woken up on the snobby side of bed that day.”

	She laughed again, wiping her eyes. “Are you insulting yourself to make me feel better?”

	I shrugged. “I’m just telling the truth. You’ve always been there for me. And I can’t overestimate how much that means. I can’t return those feelings, specifically, but I really do love you, Clara.”

	She shook her head, giving me that teary smile. “You know, you… you’ve seemed different somehow lately. Ever since you started spending time with Liv, you’ve seemed more… at peace with yourself. And better able to tell people you care, I guess.”

	I bit my cheek, looking down. I really had, though, was the thing. Liv had been a constant in my life for the past weeks. We’d been texting nonstop, all the little daily nothings we had to share with someone, and we would meet up almost immediately when she got off Paramour or I finished a meeting at the studio.

	Sometimes we’d go out somewhere, sometimes with Clara. We’d swing around town and hit up new spots, since Liv said she was liking being shaken out of her routine, and we’d try food from all around Port Andrea, where I’d get to sit and listen to her talk about food. She told me she was an inexperienced sommelier, but all she really seemed inexperienced in was sex with women, and she was really picking that up fast.

	And sometimes we’d just stay inside, and I’d work on a script revision, and she’d just be there, put on the TV or something, make sure I took a lunch break and cook something for us. It was a kind of friendship I’d never really had before, too used to the almost rigid formality of work friends like Clara had always been, where we’d schedule hangouts with specific dates, times, and durations before we would each leave. We’d text for an hour here and there and stop for a few days. It felt like trying to start a fire with a wet log.

	But Liv just fit into my life. Things could be spontaneous, and we’d have fun. And I wasn’t sure we’d stopped texting ever since that night we went out for street food. It was a reigniting match that I wouldn’t be able to put out if I tried, and I’d tried yesterday.

	I’d always been keeping a close eye on how every girl I slept with felt about me, and I had a perfect system for how to cut them out if they started developing feelings for me.

	But fucking hell, I had nothing planned for if I developed feelings for them. Especially not when they didn’t date women and just wanted me to have in bed.

	Talk about irony.

	“She’s a good influence,” I said, finally, much too long later. Clara chewed her cheek.

	“Are you two… you’re not dating, are you, Sage?”

	“No. I’m not—she’s straight.”

	She gave me a small, teary laugh. “Sage, that’s the last thing in the world that’s ever stopped you.”

	“It doesn’t stop me from sleeping with girls, but it stops me from dating them.” I paused. “I don’t even… do dates, anyway. I’m not a relationship person.”

	“Sage…” Clara sighed, letting her head fall towards the table. “I want you to be happy.”

	“I—I am happy,” I said, my voice strangled.

	“You’re not. Something’s been bothering you this whole time.”

	“I’m… there is nothing,” I mumbled. “I’m just worried about you.”

	“You’re not as good at hiding things as you think you are,” she said, looking up at me. “Trust me. I know you really well. I, uh… I’ve paid a lot of attention.”

	God dammit. All of a sudden, all of this, I just wanted to cry. Clara coming to me, telling me she wanted me, it should have been wonderful. I should have been celebrating.

	Instead, I was just realizing how much Liv had been taking over my life, and how much I didn’t even mind. Until I’d realized yesterday that I really should have minded.

	“It’s…” I looked out the window. “Now isn’t really the time to talk about my things. Now is for you.”

	“Sage,” she pleaded, reaching across the table and squeezing my arm. “Please. I want to be the person you can tell things to. I feel so superfluous. Can’t you just… let me in… just a little? I promise, I never want to hurt you.”

	Ugh. I felt rotten. Now it felt like I’d hurt Liv yesterday and made Clara cry today. What was wrong with me?

	I chewed my lip. “I… ugh. Are you sure you want to hear me dump on you about all my crap?”

	She nodded. “Please. Something to think about other than how rotten I feel.”

	Christ. I didn’t even know where to start. I sank back into the seat, watching the rain pick up outside, people strolling past under colorful umbrellas. “Well, if hearing about me screwing up sounds good to you, yesterday I got short with Liv and made her feel bad.”

	She pursed her lips. “What happened?”

	“She just… showed me her journal. Seemed like it was an important thing to her. And she said how it was a gift from a friend to help… find herself, I guess. She wrote down her feelings in it all the time, to help get more in touch with herself. Personal development.”

	“Okay…”

	I sighed, rubbing my forehead. “This is harder to talk about than I expected.”

	She knotted her brow. “You don’t have to tell me…”

	“Ugh. You make puppy-dog eyes with the best of them.” I shook my head. “I told her it was stupid and left.”

	Clara flinched like something had hit her. “What—why?”

	“I’m guessing if I just say because I’m awful and I make awful decisions, you’re going to press for more details.”

	“Well… yep. That’s about it.” She wiped her eyes, sitting up straighter. “You keep everything locked down tight. What on earth prompted… that?”

	I shook my head. “It’s a lot of ridiculous crap you don’t want to hear about.”

	She pursed her lips. “Sage.”

	“Ugh. Stop it. Quit it with the puppy-dog eyes.”

	She didn’t, though, so I just sighed, taking a long drink of my coffee. It was good, but it wasn’t enough of a distraction.

	“I… it just reminded me of my parents.”

	Her look softened. “Oh, Sage. I’m sorry.”

	“What’s the point? If you’re always miserable with where you are and telling yourself you need to move forward more to be happy, what’s the fucking point? You’ll never be happy.”

	She pursed her lips. “I guess. I mean… I think the joy is in the act of moving forwards.”

	“I am moving forwards. And I’m not doing it by being miserable with where I am.” I rubbed my forehead, letting out a long groan. “I’m… sorry. I’m not making any sense, and I’m taking it out on you when you’re hurt and you don’t need that.”

	“It’s really okay.” She gave me a sad smile. “I really like to be there. Listening, you know.”

	“It’s weird,” I mumbled, and she cocked her head.

	“Me listening?”

	“Not that. Liv.”

	She paused. “Her journaling?”

	“I guess. No, not quite.” I sighed. “It felt different from her. I mean, from my parents. Christ, I’m not making any sense.”

	“Well… no, not exactly.”

	I sighed hard enough my chest hurt, raking my fingers through my hair. “Clara, what the hell am I supposed to do?”

	“Um…” She put on a thin smile. “I think first you’d have to tell me what the actual problem here is. Apologize to Liv?”

	“Well, yeah. That one’s a given. At… some point.” I looked down. “All of that wasn’t the reason I snapped at her. It was the reason I felt weird, but it wasn’t why I snapped.”

	“Okay…” She cocked her head the other way. “Then why did you snap?”

	“Because… I…” I groaned. “Because I’m ridiculous, and I think I have a crush on her. And she’s straight. There. Happy now?”

	She blinked slowly. “I… figured you did, but that doesn’t explain why you snapped at her.”

	“You—figured?” I sat up straighter. “Are you serious? I didn’t figure I did. I realized I felt something for her I wasn’t supposed to be feeling, and I snapped to try getting myself away from her.”

	“Well…” She shrugged. “Sage, you never open up to anyone like you’ve been opening up to her. You obviously really care. She means a lot to you. And you’ve just looked so… content with the world since you met her.”

	“Well—but—fucking hell,” I groaned, pressing my fingers into my temples. “Great. Apparently the whole fucking world knows it. Hey everyone, I’m Sage Blackwell, and I have a crush on a straight girl.” I paused. “I don’t do feelings, Clara. Relationships suck.”

	She shook her head. “Relationships are wonderful, Sage.”

	I squinted. “I… am so sorry I’m saying this, but I don’t know if you’re the poster child for that statement right now, C.”

	She looked down. “I feel horrible. But it was worth it.”

	“For Jason?”

	She laughed. “Yeah. It wasn’t a great fit. I can see now it wasn’t a good match from the beginning. But we had fun in lots of places, and… and I grew as a person from it. I’m glad I did it. And this will pass. I learned a lot. I think… there’s a lot about yourself you can only learn from someone else.”

	“But…” My mouth felt dry. “I’m just fine the way I am. I have everything I need. A relationship won’t bring me anything I need that I don’t have.”

	She gave me an uneven smile. “Have you ever felt like something’s missing?”

	“I…” I had. But she wasn’t seriously going to tell me it was a relationship. I’d seen how they’d gone.

	“Love is the unexpected finishing touch. It’s… love is the colorful curtains that make a room pop. Love is the dash of spice that makes a dish into an experience. Love is the one line in a script that the audience remembers. Love is what makes a moment, Sage. You can’t skip out and just expect to do without it. You’ll always be missing one piece of the puzzle.”

	“For Christ’s sake, I was supposed to be helping you,” I sighed, sinking back and running my fingers through my hair. She laughed.

	“This… helps a lot, honestly, Sage,” she said, quietly. “Being able to be here for you, and see that you struggle too… it helps. Really. It does.”

	“I just…” I sighed, and my voice fell into something softer, quieter. “What am I supposed to do, Clara?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t know. Figure out. Life is all one step at a time. But… before anything else, I think you should apologize. And then I think you should tell her.”

	“I can’t—”

	She put up a hand, and I stopped. “You can,” she said, and that was the worst thing of all.

	I could. And that made everything so much more complicated.

	 


Chapter 9

	Liv

	 

	I handed the journal over, and I said, “Here. You can take it back.”

	Avery, sitting across from me at the cute little birch wood outdoor table at Green Light Café, with the wind along Production Corridor sweeping up the scarves and coats of people walking up the way behind her, scrunched up her face. “You’re ungifting my journal? That’s so rude.”

	I put it down on the table in front of her and looked away, watching people stroll by. I had a sandwich in front of me, and it should have looked delicious, smoked turkey and provolone with a balsamic tomato reduction, but I didn’t have much of an appetite. “It’s, uh… I’m done with it. Thanks. I think it’s done its part.”

	She puffed out a cheek. “I knew something was bothering you. You looked like you were a million miles away all day this morning at Paramour. Dominic said you were tripping over your own feet.”

	“I was not tripping over my feet. Dominic is just mean.”

	“God, is he ever. He’s really good at what he does, though.” She took a sip of her raspberry seltzer water, watching me carefully, before she said, “So… what happened?”

	“Nothing happened.”

	“Liv. You’re not—”

	“Fuck. Are there lying classes I can take or something? Maybe that’s what I should be studying at UPA.”

	She smiled. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

	I raked my fingertips across my scalp. “You’re going to think I’m ridiculous for giving in so easily. I guess I think I’m ridiculous for it too, so it’s whatever. Sage made fun of me for it. Well, she didn’t make fun of me, but she told me it was nonsense. She just… brushed me off like I was an absolute tool for journaling about crap like that, and I guess I really respect her opinion and want her to like me, because I haven’t been able to write in it since. Just looking at it embarrasses me.”

	Of all the possible reactions, I hadn’t expected Avery to beam, but she set down her drink and beamed away. “Liv. You’re doing great.”

	I scowled. “If this is the one time in your life you’ve chosen to be sarcastic, I’m going to be mad.”

	“I’m serious,” she laughed. “Listen to yourself. You’ve gotten way better at naming your feelings and putting a voice to what’s on your mind.”

	“I…” My head spun for a minute. “I knew what feelings were already.”

	“You could have fooled me, the way you talked when we were first friends.” She pushed the journal back. “I think you should keep it.”

	“Do you just hate the journal? Are you embarrassed you got pink and sparkly crap?”

	She laughed. “Maybe just the tiniest bit. But that’s not it. Look… the way we as human beings—”

	“Oh, here it is,” I said, rolling my eyes, but Avery laughed.

	“You’re smiling. You do like the mission statements.”

	“Just get on with whatever you’re about to say, and then we can get the translation,” I said, leaning back and looking away to hide my smile.

	She laughed, shaking her head, but she just settled back in her chair too and took a bite of her salad, taking a minute before she spoke. “Change is slow, Liv.”

	“Yeah. Glacial, if you’re me.”

	“But here’s the other thing,” she said. “Change is fast.”

	I scowled. “That’s the exact opposite. Those can’t both be true.”

	“When you’re in the middle of growth, it feels like you’ll never get there. Like every day only brings you backwards at least as much as you go forwards. But when you look back over five years… god, the things you do in five years. The things you do in one year. Sometimes you look back and you don’t even realize how different you are, how far you’ve come already.”

	I pursed my lips. For once, I didn’t need an Avery-to-English translation, but I wasn’t sure I liked what she was saying. “So you’re telling me to just get over myself and accept the circumstances.”

	“Oh, never,” she laughed. “Accepting the circumstances sucks. I mean, just look at me. At one point, circumstances told me I had to be a man who did veterinary biology.”

	I paused. “Well… okay. Yeah. You clearly didn’t take to those circumstances.”

	“I’m telling you that you don’t even realize how much progress you’ve already made,” she said, pushing the journal back towards me again. “Take it. But don’t just keep writing. Write more if you want to, but take it and just sit down and read it from the beginning. Sometimes we surprise ourselves with just how much we change in a month or two.”

	I looked down at the journal, my thoughts churning, an anxious feeling sitting in my gut.

	She wasn’t wrong about that part. I surprised myself with a lot this past month and a half. Everything with Sage…

	Sage Blackwell, everything I wanted to be. And yet, the more I got to spend time with her—hanging out on the balcony at her apartment drinking her obnoxiously high quality wines or spirits, and just watching that way she looked intensely at the horizon when she got lost in her own thoughts—the nights she’d fall asleep after sex and I’d just lie there next to her and wonder, I’d been realizing more and more, she was just human. She wasn’t even that different from me. Just… a slightly better version of me.

	“I don’t want Sage to judge me,” I mumbled, but I didn’t push the book back.

	Avery folded her arms on the table, her expression soft. “Does she seem like the type to do that?”

	“Well—no. She doesn’t talk about her feelings a lot. Sometimes it’s hard getting her to talk about herself at all. We’ve been talking nonstop for the past month, but I feel like I still barely know anything about her. So I wonder if I just… pushed her over the breaking point somehow. Or maybe if she didn’t like me all that much to begin with and she just finally got fed up.” I sighed, letting my gaze fall to the ground. “I haven’t had a friend like her in a long time. Maybe ever. I just feel like I’m fucking up the simplest possible thing in human existence.”

	“All problems are interpersonal relationship problems,” she said. “Friendship, romance, love, family—interpersonal problems are the hardest possible thing in human existence. Don’t beat yourself up.” She cocked her head, loose brown waves falling at an angle. “Are you sure you don’t have a crush on her?”

	“I’m—Avery, I’m straight.”

	She just stared at me long enough I had to realize the complete ridiculousness of that statement myself. I looked away.

	“Okay, look. If you really want to know the details, yeah, we still have sex. And yeah, it’s really good. And I guess that means I’m not totally straight. But… like… only in sex, you know? I don’t want to date another woman.” I scratched at the corner of the table. “And she doesn’t even do dates. It doesn’t matter.”

	“If everything she did doesn’t seem like her, then it’s probably not her,” she said, gently. “Odds are, something else was bothering her, and she took it out on you. That doesn’t mean it’s right of her to do, but it does mean it’s not about anything you did.”

	I scowled. “She went off right when I’d been talking about the journaling.”

	“I’m sure it seems obvious, but the human brain perceives everything as negatively as possible, and thinks everything is about us. Generally, things aren’t nearly as much about us as we think they are.” She reached across the table, and she put a hand on my arm. “Just talk to her. I think you’ll be happy you did.”

	Ugh. I wasn’t going to be happy about much.

	I could barely even be happy about this damn sandwich.

	 

	*

	 

	Port Andrea must have realized it had slacked off on its hourly rain quota by nightfall, because it was coming down hard as I sat at the desk in my cluttered little studio apartment, the chair reclined and my feet up on the desk while I alternated between flipping through the pages and watching out the window. I had it open just a crack to smell the rain and listen to the distant rumbles of thunder, and it was the perfect environment to get all introspective and crap reading my old entries.

	But that environment broke down pretty quick when someone knocked, light but steady, on my door. I nearly kicked a book off my desk in the process of throwing the journal down and standing up, and I threw open the lock and opened the door to where Sage stood in the hallway with an umbrella closed and dripping wet by her side. My stomach did a whole fucking acrobatics routine, and I would have awarded it a huge medal if I weren’t panicking about how crap I looked in yesterday’s sweater and my hair everywhere.

	“Hey,” Sage said, but she avoided my gaze. “Sorry to show up unannounced. I was… nearby.”

	I blinked. I wondered if this was what everyone felt like when I tried to tell a lie. “Hey,” I said. “What’s wrong? I mean… come in, first. Do you want some tea or something else warm?”

	She stepped inside, hanging her umbrella up on the rack by the door, and shook her head as she stepped out of her shoes. “Just been a minute since we talked. I was going to ask if you wanted to do something.”

	“Oh…” I blinked fast. Was this the route we were going? Just pretending she hadn’t stormed off the other day? Maybe I was feeling petulant, and that’s why I said, “No, I don’t really want to go out right now. I had a shift earlier and my feet are killing me.”

	She sighed, rubbing her arm, looking out the window. “You always did like listening to the rain, huh?”

	That was a great non-sequitur. “I mean… yeah. It’s relaxing, and stuff.”

	“Yeah. Well, unless you’re in it.”

	I laughed awkwardly. She laughed even more awkwardly.

	Finally, she put a hand to her forehead, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I’m good at a lot of things, but this is not one of them.”

	“What… is this mysterious thing you’re not good at, pray tell?”

	She chewed her lip. “Apologizing. I’m sorry for dropping off the radar the last couple of days. Jason broke up with Clara, and she’s been devastated, so I’ve been trying to be there for her.”

	Wow. I—wondered if all this time, I’d been reading into her being upset for Clara’s sake and figuring she hated me. I felt a flash of guilt, and then irritation for why she couldn’t just be upfront with me, but—

	I shook my head.

	“That’s really okay,” I said. “I’m sorry for Clara. Is she doing okay?”

	“Yeah, she’s… she’s doing all right.” She still avoided my gaze. “Eventually, she got sick of me looking after her and told me she loved me, but she was going to punch me in the nose if I kept, and I quote, ‘creeping out of care.’”

	I laughed. “She’s way too sweet most of the time to be that violent.”

	She grinned, finally meeting my eyes for a second. “She’s got her hidden dark side.”

	“Is it okay if I text her, send her hugs and stuff?”

	“She’d be overjoyed. You know she loves you.” She leaned against the door, smirking at me, and finally I was seeing Sage again, just for a second. “I mean it when I say you could probably land her yourself, if you were so inclined.”

	“Not exactly my type,” I said.

	“Oh, so you finally do have a type.”

	I laughed, looking out the window. “I mean, clearly. I thought you’d have noticed.”

	“And what, pray tell, is that type?”

	I raised an eyebrow at her. “And what, pray tell, are you hoping for the answer to be?”

	Her smile widened, but then it disappeared just as quickly, and she looked back down. Before I could panic and wonder what I’d said wrong, she said, “Look, I’m sorry for the other day. I shouldn’t have brushed off your journaling like that. I think it’s good that you care about something that much.”

	That threw me for a loop clear through another loop. I stared at her for a second just processing what she’d said, and she shook her head.

	“I know I clearly don’t know how to behave like an adult, and I can’t blame you if you’re upset. I just wanted to…” She trailed off, narrowing her eyes at the distance. “To… Christ’s sake, I forgot what came next.”

	I blinked. “Did… you… write a script for this?”

	“Yes, I did. No, we will not speak of it.”

	I kind of wanted to speak of it, though, because that kind of made my heart melt more than it should have right now.

	Maybe Avery was right. Maybe it had been something else weighing on her mind, and she’d taken it out on me when it was never really about me. And maybe she’d spent days rehearsing a way to apologize, and even wrote it out beforehand, because she was worried about how I felt about her.

	How I felt about her. Maybe she, Sage Blackwell, was worried about my, Olivia Harper’s, opinion on her.

	I’d been turned a little bit gay in bed by the way she made me feel sexy and desired, and I suddenly panicked for a split second realizing she might have been able to turn me a little bit gay outside of bed by making me feel important and valued, because I was not used to that feeling and it did really, really strange things to my heart.

	“You’re pissed off,” she said, looking away. “Right. I expected that. Look—the truth is, I wanted to buy you dinner as an apology. Can I?”

	“You—don’t owe me an apology.”

	“Yeah, I do. I already knew I did. Then I told Clara what happened and asked her opinion, and she said I owed you an apology. You’re getting the apology, so just deal with it.”

	I stared at her for a second before I laughed, a smile breaking over my features. “You make it sound so aggressive.”

	“Dinner?”

	“It’s pouring.”

	“We can get delivery.”

	That one I hadn’t been expecting. It took me a second to place my thoughts before I nodded. “You know? That sounds great.”

	So, somehow, twenty minutes later, Sage and I were sitting on the sofa with food, a whole spread from the Greek place just down the way laid out over my coffee table, and she led with every ridiculous story about Jason’s exploits in breaking hearts, and I laughed along with all of it until, finally, the food finished, we ran out of iced tea, and I sank back in the sofa as we fell into silence.

	“You don’t owe me an apology,” I repeated, after the silence got to be too much to bear.

	“Look, I’m not an asshole. Or I try not to be. Actually, I do a pretty bad job of that, but…” She sank back, watching out the window as the rain streaked along the glass. “You were obviously self-conscious about the journaling thing, and I freaked out over something completely unrelated and probably made you feel bad.”

	“You were worried about Clara. I get it.”

	She shook her head. “That hadn’t happened yet. It was just…” She crossed her legs, looking away. “Your whole self-improvement thing really reminded me of my parents.”

	My heart sank. “And… I’m guessing that’s not a good thing.”

	She trailed her fingertips along the sofa arm, looking down at it. “Do you actually want to know about it all?”

	My heart thumped. I wasn’t going to say something like of course I want to know everything about you I can. That was coming on too strong. But—what the fuck was I even coming onto? I wasn’t into her that way. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m curious.”

	“Curiosity killed the cat.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “And satisfaction brought it back. I’m waiting for my satisfaction.”

	She glanced back at me, a smirk playing on her lips, and she looked me over. It felt like electricity through me everywhere her gaze landed, and I’d really, really missed that feeling.

	“I think I can satisfy you,” she said.

	I laughed, a nervous feeling in my chest like a teenager on her first date. “You’re not talking about sharing your life story now, are you?”

	“Life story?” She slipped closer on the sofa to me, running a hand down along my arm, licking her lips as she met my eyes. “What life story?”

	I didn’t want to bring up her parents. I really didn’t want this moment, the electricity of this connection, to end. “The story of… what that hand is doing, exactly, I think.”

	“Oh, it’s a pretty busy hand. It does quite a few things,” she murmured, slipping it to my side. I let out an involuntary sigh, and she bit her lip, trailing her hand up and down my side through my sweater. “Liv… I promise this wasn’t the plan coming over here.”

	“I don’t really care about the plan right now, to be honest,” I sighed, letting my eyes flutter closed as her hand kept roaming along my shirt. I wasn’t wearing a bra under it, and right now that was either a terrible idea or an amazing one. I was leaning towards the latter.

	“Do you want this?”

	“Honestly, I want you to take me on this sofa right now, but I didn’t want to say that unless you initiated.”

	She paused, and I fluttered my eyes open to see concern in her gaze. “Are you sure?” she said. “I don’t want to do this unless you’re completely on board with it.”

	I stared into her eyes for a second, trying to find a way to express just how completely on board with it I was, how much I’d missed this and worried this wasn’t coming back, when I realized with a stabbing pang just how horrible this little interlude in our situation had been.

	Not because I was mad at her. Not because she was mad at me.

	It really, really, really sucked, because now I’d seen what it was like going without Sage in my life, and… well…

	And god dammit all, I was just a little gay. And not just in bed. No matter what I told myself, these past few weeks with Sage had been a better relationship than any relationship I’d ever had, and now that I’d had to live for almost a week with what felt like a breakup, I realized how much I wanted this relationship that wasn’t one and couldn’t be one.

	I wanted the one woman who explicitly never dated.

	Because that was just my luck.

	But hell, I could at least enjoy the moment while it lasted, so I nodded, hard.

	“Please,” I said. “I need it. More than you know.”

	She stared for a second longer, and just when I worried she was going to catch the way I really felt, she bit her lip, gripped me by the hem of the shirt, and she pulled me into a kiss.

	And I needed it, more than she knew.

	 


Chapter 10

	Sage

	 

	I felt like I could spend the rest of my life tasting every inch of Liv’s body, and as we collapsed into a pile on her bed, where we’d moved to after her first orgasm, I just held her close, holding gently like she was some priceless artifact I didn’t want to damage.

	She breathed out slowly into my chest, and eventually, she mumbled something I didn’t catch. I brushed her hair back away from her face. “What was that?” I said.

	“You smell different,” she mumbled.

	“I got rained on, on the way here. I imagine I smell like rain.” I stroked her hair, feeling like my hand was betraying me.

	“No, it’s definitely you. You smell different. I know what you smell like.” She breathed in again. “Were you sleeping with someone else?”

	Now, why on earth she was worried about that, I wasn’t going to think about it. I wasn’t going to think about the way some desperate part of me thought maybe she wanted me all to herself. “I did no such thing,” I said. “I’ve been with Clara, and I’m not interested in her that way.”

	Which was a bizarre thing to say, but it was true.

	“I thought maybe you had a crush on her,” she mumbled. “You checked her out a couple of times.”

	I laughed, brushing my face against her hair. “Trying to call me out here, are you, Liv?”

	“You sure you didn’t sleep with her?”

	“I promise I didn’t,” I said, pushing down the ridiculous little floaty feelings I got from the situation. “I wouldn’t need to ever sleep with anyone else again, when you’re that good with your mouth. And your hands. And everything else.”

	She grinned, looking up at me. “Am I that good?”

	“Unbelievably.” I twirled her hair around my fingers, and it felt like it belonged there. I could count off every single thing in Liv’s apartment like it was my own, and an ever-growing portion of them were my own—my hair ties scattered among her clutter, one of my jackets hanging up on the wall by the door, a few of my shirts in Liv’s laundry hamper. She wore them better than I did, and I’d stolen a sweater or two from her, so fair was fair. I had a favorite chair in her place, and when we fell asleep together—which was getting more and more common—I had my side of the bed. She had one in my bed, too.

	Was this what dating a girl felt like? It felt right, it felt easy, it felt perfect, and that terrified me, because I knew it would end at some point. If I was lucky, it would end right away. If I wasn’t, it would end later down the road, when I’d built a whole life around a person and fallen in love with her.

	But it wasn’t like it mattered. Liv didn’t even date women. And neither, I reminded myself, did I.

	“You’ve got that far-off look in your eyes,” she said, trailing her fingertips over my front. “What’s bothering you?”

	I shook my head, looking out the window. The storm was letting up, but there was still the low whisper of rain outside, and breathing it in felt relaxing. “It’s nothing.”

	“Hmm. That seems to bother you quite a lot.”

	I raised an eyebrow at her. “Well, when you’re as cool and confident as I am, nothing bothers you.”

	She laughed. “Well, if you ever want to get that nothing off your chest…”

	“No, no. I know you like it when I have nothing on my chest.”

	She laughed harder, eyes crinkling, as she put a hand over one of my bare breasts. “Well, okay, yeah. Guilty as charged. But seriously, what’s up?”

	I chewed my cheek. “We never actually talked about anything.”

	“Mm. Well, I’m here and my ears are still working post-orgasm, even though my legs aren’t.”

	“This feels like an odd time to talk about my parents.”

	She shrugged. “There’s something naked and vulnerable about it, I guess. Maybe it’s fitting.”

	That made a little more sense than it had any right to. I went back to idly trailing my fingers through her hair as I looked out the window and said, “You were talking a lot about self-improvement. About trying to find ways to be better as a person.”

	“Yeah, I guess so. I thought it was all just kind of aspirational nonsense that didn’t have any real, practical sort of meaning until I… well, until I started journaling, I guess,” she mumbled.

	“My parents were into that, too. I mean, I guess they were less into self-improvement and more into me-improvement.” I shifted, turning more of my face away from her. “Ugh. I don’t want to beat around the bush. They were pretty much always right there, always telling me what to improve on. They’d chart me out, come up with metrics, always have me performing up to standard or get reviews. It felt like I never got to be a kid. Or a teenager. Or really anything, until I moved to Port Andrea.” I paused, tasting the silence in the air, nervous and uncomfortable, but… still safe, I guessed. “It felt dehumanizing. Like I was just reduced to a list of metrics.”

	I wasn’t sure what to expect, but Liv just giving me a soft look felt easier than whatever I would have expected. “That sucks. I hate that there are parents who would do that to their kids.”

	“Yeah. I’ve got two siblings, younger. They’re both still back there…” I turned, staring at her refrigerator just because it was the furthest thing in the room from Liv. “I didn’t just move out, I cut them off entirely. They weren’t keen on me being a lesbian, either, but I was almost glad for that. Let me leave with a clearer conscience. So—there you go,” I added on hastily, my throat tight. “I guess when you talked about it, I pictured—numerical reviews, performance graphs over time, improvement rubrics and the constant pressure to not be a human being. When I came to Port Andrea, I really enjoyed being a messy human being who didn’t care to improve. I screwed around in classes, I worked in bars instead of in major companies, and I slept around with women. A lot of women. And I guess I like pretty, preppy straight girls because I like to introduce some mess into their neat and tidy little lives, too.”

	To my surprise, she laughed. “Wait. You didn’t think I had my life together or something, did you?”

	I felt a smile come on, and I glanced back at her lying along my chest. “More than me. You journal about your feelings and try to grow as a person. I just like to corrupt innocent women.”

	“Well, consider me thoroughly corrupted,” she said, placing a kiss on my collarbone, and it gave me those anxious flutters again. I could handle fucking her against a wall and making her come four times back to back, but soft touches and sweet little kisses were more than I could take.

	“I’m sorry. You obviously weren’t like that. I took it out on you too harshly.”

	She chewed her lip, looking away. “So… like… you don’t think it’s stupid or anything, do you? Or childish, or ridiculous, or…?”

	“Not at all. I think it’s a good practice, so long as you take a healthy approach to it.” I paused. “I told Clara about it. She said the joy is in the act of moving forwards. I’ve been thinking about it, and I guess that makes sense.”

	“The act of moving forwards?” She sucked her lower lip into her mouth, nodding slowly. “Yeah… I can see that. Huh. Yeah, I like that. Clara’s pretty smart.”

	“Sure you’re not interested in bagging her yourself? She’s single now,” I said, but there was a keen jealousy in my gut I had absolutely no place feeling.

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” she laughed, and her expression turned more sincere. “I’m sorry your parents did all of that. I promise I never wanted to put any kind of pressure on you to be anything you’re not.”

	I laid a hand on her back, feeling tension melt out of me. “You’re really good, you know that?”

	“Uh, hardly. I think I’m kind of an asshole most of the time.”

	“Well, you’re an asshole I like having around,” I said, placing a kiss on her forehead. “So… tell me more about your journaling.”

	She paused, looking up at me with apprehensiveness written all across her face. “I told you it’s just some crap you’d probably find really boring.”

	“Not at all. It’s important to you, so I want to hear it.”

	She sighed hard, sinking into my chest. “You’re really good, too, you know that?”

	“Absolutely not. Major asshole over here. And I’ve kind of owned it proudly the last few years.”

	She laughed. “Well, I like you in all that you think you are.” She paused. “I… yeah. If you really want me to share.”

	“Just quit beating around the bush. I know you get that look when you really want to do something but you feel like you’re not supposed to.”

	She flushed, scrunching up her face. “I have a look like that?”

	“You absolutely do. I know all your expressions. Now tell me.”

	So she told me, nestled up next to me naked in bed, hesitant and shy at first, but I watched her face brighten as she kept going—as she talked about everything she’d been putting down in her journal, all the different things she’d been thinking about, and, since she’d just been rereading it before I showed up, everything she’d been finding from her past writing.

	I listened, and I had to try really hard not to develop more feelings for her, which felt like standing in the middle of the ocean trying not to let it get wet.

	 

	*

	 

	It was only harder to keep my feelings for her in check when I woke up in that bed the next morning, apparently having drifted off halfway through a movie we were watching on her laptop, and found Liv standing there in the kitchen wearing my shirt and no pants, making pancakes for breakfast.

	“Rise and shine, sleepyhead,” she said, glancing back when she noticed I was awake. “You really do sleep like a rock.”

	“Rocks don’t sleep,” I groaned, rubbing my eyes and sitting up in bed.

	“Yeah, well, I could be forgiven for thinking you’re an inanimate lump of stone with the way you don’t even move an inch in bed. You’re like a statue. A very pretty statue. Now, do you want pancakes? I’m good at making them, if I may say so myself. And I may.”

	God dammit, I liked her. “That sounds amazing,” I mumbled, falling back into the bed. “Let me just put clothes on.”

	“Oh, you really don’t have to do that.”

	But she didn’t seem to mind when I got out of bed in a pair of her jeans, topless to complement her look, and we sat together with one complete outfit between us to eat pancakes.

	Which, to no one’s great surprise, turned into sex. And to no one’s great surprise, it was really, really good.

	As if they had never stopped, our constant texts and calls started again, and a week rolled by of nights—and more often than not, mornings too—at my place or hers, and I met her at the front door of Paramour often enough that one time, the tall and brusque-looking cook whose name I learned was Dominic waved at me on his way out.

	“Your girlfriend’s in the back. She’ll be out in a second.”

	I turned to watch him walk by, raising an eyebrow. “She’s not my girlfriend.”

	“Could have fooled me, the way you check out her ass every time she steps out of the building.”

	I crossed my arms. “So sue me if she has a nice butt. Have a nice day, Dominic.”

	He grinned, and when I told Liv that Dominic had caught me checking her out enough times he commented on it, the only part that surprised her was that he had grinned.

	“You made Dominic smile?” she said, turning to shoot me an incredulous look as she held the door for Komodo’s Den open for me. “What the hell? I’ve been working there for months and I’ve never gotten him to do anything other than scowl.”

	“Guess I’m just that charming,” I said.

	“Well, no kidding. I’ll tell Avery. She’ll want lessons from you.”

	“Hey, Liv, Sage.” The barista, Cait, a pretty girl with blonde hair and brown eyes and just a few freckles, who absolutely would have been my type and I should have been leaning across the counter to scope out my odds with her if it weren’t for these insufferable feelings I was developing for Liv, the damn feelings that made me not even care about other girls—the barista waved at us with a smile. “Cinnamon mocha and a small double cappuccino?”

	“Oh my god, I’m a regular,” I said, and Liv elbowed me in the side.

	“I took it hard at first, too, but you’ll be okay. They make good coffee.”

	“I blame you for this,” I said, elbowing her back.

	“I think the word you’re looking for is thank, you’re thanking me for this.”

	“You two are adorable,” Cait laughed, looking between us. “You make a cute couple.”

	“I’m—” Liv scrunched up her face, flushing, and I cleared my throat.

	“We’re just friends,” I said, and Cait just laughed and rang us up for our drinks.

	Liv didn’t argue she was straight this time, though, which was something I was absolutely not going to think about.

	At the end of the week, Clara was looking bright-eyed again, and after an outing with me and Liv before her closing shift at Paramour, Clara waved extra hard to her as she headed into the glass door of the restaurant.

	“She’s so sweet,” Clara said. “I love her.”

	“She’s…” I fumbled, looking for the right word to capture all the things she was. She was comfortable, she was fun, she was spontaneous, she was easy to be around. She could be both incredibly sexy, and incredibly cute, usually at the same time. She was perfect. “She’s got a nice butt.”

	“You’re the worst,” Clara laughed, swatting me. “Let’s hit up Carpenter House, I could kill for a London Fog right now.”

	But when we sat down in the airy corner of cute little hipster café Carpenter House with Clara’s London Fog and my black coffee, Clara leaned in and studied me for a second.

	“You haven’t told her,” she said, and I looked away.

	“We talk about lots of things.”

	“If she felt that way about you, wouldn’t you want to know?”

	I sighed. “Did you actually want that drink, or was this a pretense to corner me into this conversation?”

	“Little bit of column A, little bit of column B. I mean, the London Fog is to die for.” She sipped at it and shut her eyes, sinking into the table. “Oh, god. I’m in paradise.”

	“I’m not telling her anything. She doesn’t need to know anything that’s just going to make her feel uncomfortable.”

	She gave me a sad little smile. “Sage. Please. You know how I’ve felt about you. It’s not easy for me to send you off to be with someone else. Just be honest, upfront with everything. I know it’s what you want to do.”

	“I don’t. I just want to keep living my life. I’m fine like this.”

	“Somehow, I’m not exactly buying that.”

	“Clara…” I sighed, hanging my head. “Okay. I’ve felt bad hiding it from her. But it’s going to ruin what we have.”

	“You can still be friends even when one of you has feelings for the other,” she said, arching her eyebrows at me. I looked away.

	“I would say friends is actually not… an entirely accurate description of what we are.”

	Clara narrowed her eyes. “You sleep with her,” she deadpanned, and I put my hands up.

	“What? Of course I do. Have you seen her?”

	“Sage Blackwell. How did I know you’d get into this position sooner or later?” She rubbed her forehead. “You are a thorny one.”

	“That’s all it was predicated on to begin with. I flirted with her, she wanted to experiment, so we did. And then we talked too much and ended up friends, too, and then…”

	“Big surprise. You really thought you could just sleep around as much as you do and never catch feelings for anyone?”

	“I was really hoping so, at least,” I sighed. “I did really well for the longest time. I should have said no when she asked to be friends.”

	“But you wouldn’t be as happy as you are with her.”

	“Yeah. Well, I like what we’ve got, so I’m not screwing with it by telling her anything unnecessary.”

	She gave me a thin smile, sipping her tea before she said, “You know it’s only going to get worse, right? The more you sleep with her. The more you spend… as far as I can tell, every waking second with her. You’re falling in love with her,” she said, and it wasn’t a question—just a declaration that I found myself powerless in front of.

	“I… fuck, Clara,” I sighed, rubbing my temples. “So that’s it? You think I should tell her and get it all over with now? While it hurts the least?”

	“I would say it’s just a matter of being honest and upfront, but…”

	“Right. Honest, upfront.” Which I didn’t care about right now. But I did care about not getting hurt, and Clara was right.

	The longer I did this—the more mornings I woke up next to Liv, the more time I spent thinking of her through every meeting I sat through and texting her right after, the more times I met up with her the moment we were able to, and hell, the more times we came together and I got to watch that absolute bliss that looked so beautiful in her eyes, the more I was going to fall for her.

	I had to do it quickly and decisively, like ripping off a bandage.

	But god, it was going to hurt.

	 


Chapter 11

	Liv

	 

	“I’ll be with you in just a sec, Liv,” Sage said, which always made my heart floaty and bubbly, but there was something unspoken in her expression today as I slid into the barstool across from where she was looking good in that sleek black bartender’s uniform again.

	“Take your time,” I said, waving to her. Starcrossed was busy tonight—Sage had told me about it, and she was desperate to get off in half an hour, and then, if I had anything to do with it, getting off in a different way not long after.

	A minute later, some guy I’d never seen before sidled into the seat next to me, and he gave me a leery smile. “Hey,” he said. “You’re Olivia Harper, right?”

	Ugh, pass. I still liked men—it wasn’t like Sage had turned me into a lesbian—but god, had she ever raised my standards. I put on a polite smile. “I am. I’m not here long, I’m just here to meet up with my date.”

	A look flickered over his eyes, and he gave me a sly smile. “Well, hope he doesn’t mind you having a friend. Date, huh? What’s he like?”

	I cast a glance up at where Sage was mixing a Manhattan for someone—I wasn’t exactly a mixologist, but having been in here so many times just to see Sage, I’d gotten to know things pretty well. “Well…” I said, turning back to the man sitting next to me. “A bit broody, maybe, but full of depth and warmth once you get closer. Fun and witty and clever and really, really talented, and someone I admire very much. And… much too beautiful for this world.”

	He grinned. “Sounds like a pretty impressive guy. Must be some tough competition for any guy who sees those pretty blues, huh?”

	“The toughest competition around,” Sage’s voice said, and I jolted and looked up at where she stepped up and leaned over the counter towards him, one eyebrow raised. “Something I can help you with, sir? Another martini?”

	He looked between us, and my heart surged as I saw recognition dawn on his eyes. “Oh, uh—I was just asking if I could get a water,” he said, and Sage gave him a wry smile that said his lie was awful but she was going to pretend she bought it, and she bent down to get ice and set down a glass of water for him.

	“Pace yourself with that gin over there. You’re obligated to tip me more if you pass out on the floor and I need to drag you somewhere.” She turned to me, locked eyes with me, and she gave me that smile that made my insides turn to a tangle of live wires. “What can I get you, gorgeous?”

	“You know what I like, beautiful. Surprise me.” Was I flirting with Sage right in front of a stranger? Yeah, it sure seemed like I was.

	She raised an eyebrow. “I know plenty of what you like, Olivia.”

	“And I’m up for all of it,” I said, leaning in a little closer, and the guy took his water and left, looking a little put out. A second later, Sage broke out into a smile.

	“I’m either getting a bitter zero tip, or a big sorry I hit on her in front of you tip. I like taking chances.”

	“Rum and coke?”

	“You got it.” She reached across the bar and squeezed my hand, and the warmth stayed there long after she’d given me my drink and turned back to the rest of the line, and even long after I finished my drink, and even once Sage came out of the back with her apron gone and her hair down, spilling wider in that way it always did when she took it down. Or when I took it down.

	“Thanks for the help with Mister Competition,” I said, and she looked away, that distant look back in her eyes.

	“I’m not that broody, am I?”

	I put a hand over my mouth, feeling a flush prickle over my face. “Crap. You’re not telling me you heard all of that, did you?”

	“I hear everything in the bar. You know that.” She scratched the back of her hand. “And you know I pay attention to everything you say.”

	Wow. Sage was getting… shy. That was a new sight. I blinked fast. “Oh. Well… I mean… I stand by it all. I think there’s something mysterious and attractive about someone a little broody.”

	She cleared her throat, looking out the front window, the city getting quiet this late at night. “Let’s head to my place.”

	“Sounds good,” I said, spinning off the barstool and stepping up to follow her out into the cool almost-November air. I pulled my scarf back tight around my neck again, drawing my coat tighter, but Sage didn’t seem affected, just striding on with her hands in her trench coat pockets as always.

	She still had that distant look on the whole time, and by the time we got up to her apartment and she sat me down in front of the French doors onto the balcony, the city rolling out around us, below us—I was getting worried, but I had no idea how to ask.

	“Good shift?” I said, and she laughed drily.

	“Exhausting. But plenty of tips. I still have some of those leftovers from Paramour you brought yesterday, if you want me to heat that up.”

	“Oh, god yes. The red wine chicken breast, that would make my week right now.”

	When she sat down a minute later with food scraped out of Styrofoam containers and onto the white square plates with the black border decoration I’d seen a million times by now, she looked out the window and said, “Thanks for coming by tonight.”

	That did it. I set down the fork I just picked up and said, “Okay, what is bothering you? Are you okay? Is there anything you want to talk about?”

	She sighed. “Yeah. But I really just want to eat first.”

	“Well… all right. I’ll worry the whole time, though.”

	She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Right. That is true, isn’t it? I’m being an asshole.”

	I shook my head, the worry deepening in my stomach. “No, it’s… it’s really fine. I’m honestly okay, I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

	She sighed hard, pushing her plate away. “Liv, what’s going on?”

	I blinked. “Um… well, we’re having dinner, I guess. Late dinner, but still.”

	“Yes, that much I can see. You’re telling strangers I’m your date.”

	Oh. Crap. Right. Yeah, I really hadn’t meant for Sage to hear that, because we weren’t… well… dating. I rubbed the back of my head, looking away. “I mean, you didn’t exactly fight it…”

	“Liv, I don’t date.”

	The words felt like being punched right in the stomach, and I nearly bent over double. I pursed my lips. “I know that. Sorry. I was just… trying to get the guy to leave me alone. I’m sorry.”

	“That’s not—” She stopped, putting a hand to her forehead. “For Christ’s sake. Look. I’m not… actually upset about that or anything. It just… it’s a lot.”

	That didn’t do much to help with the anxious thrumming in my chest. “What’s a lot?”

	“This. Us. All of this that’s happening here.” She sighed, dropping her arms and looking away. “Look, Liv, I don’t think this is a good idea.”

	My stomach dropped. There it was—the other shoe, finally dropping, after all this time waiting for it. Sage was in a different class from me, a different world. And she was tired of me.

	“What’s not a good idea?” I whispered, after a horrible minute, even though I knew what she meant.

	“Everything… that we’re doing. This whole arrangement between us. It’s gotten a little out of hand.”

	“What do you mean, it’s gotten out of hand?” I said, a thick feeling in my throat.

	“It’s—” She stopped, looked down, looked up, squeezed her eyes shut, sighed, just looking like she didn’t know what to do with herself. Finally, she seemed to release some well of tension, and her shoulders sank, and she had a resigned look on her face once she opened her eyes. “Liv, I really like you.”

	My heart jumped into my mouth. I chewed my lip. “But?” I said, barely able to get the word out. She shook her head, squinting.

	“But what? That’s it. That’s the problem, Liv. I like you. I care for you. I mean—for fuck’s sake, Liv, I think I’m falling for you.”

	That was not where I’d expected this to go. I sat there with my lips parted, eyes wide, just staring and trying to find my heartbeat again. When I spoke, it was more like I was just distantly hearing myself, saying, “You… are you serious?”

	“Yeah. Serious.” She kicked at the floor, looking down. “I know. It’s ridiculous. I sleep around with however many women—I honestly can’t even keep count—and you do me in just by being my friend first and foremost. I’m… sorry,” she said, an awkward, strangled tone in her voice. “I really did try not to.”

	“But—I don’t—” My head was spinning. Sage’s living room was a second home to me by now, but all of a sudden I couldn’t make up from down in it. “I… I don’t get it. You’re saying that’s a problem?”

	She pursed her lips, meeting my eyes, and it made my heart flutter until I was dizzy. “Of course it’s a problem, Olivia. We had an agreement. We knew what this was. And I don’t date. And you don’t date women.”

	“I—well—but—” I shook my head, everything spinning. This wasn’t really how I’d planned to tell her. I mean, hell, I’d planned to never tell her, and to sit on my feelings forever and die on them like a little gremlin hiding in a cave, but here we fucking were, talking about them. “I… you’re… different,” I mumbled, looking down, heat spreading through my face, prickling over my cheeks. “I mean… if you wanted me, then I’d… fuck.” I drew my shoulders, took a sharp breath, and faced her directly to say, “I’m—really kind of falling for you too, actually. And I don’t think I’m nearly as straight as I thought I was. I—want to be with you, Sage.”

	The words pulled the air out of the room, not a sound other than the frantic thumping of my heart. Sage stared at me, studying me, and I burned with self-consciousness, but I wasn’t fucking backing down now.

	I was squeezing the table leg just out of sight so tightly I might have deformed the metal, but hell, I did what I had to do to get through.

	“You’re joking with me,” Sage sighed, finally, raking her fingers through her hair. I swallowed.

	“I’m—I’m not joking. I’ve been… I realized it just recently, when you came back and apologized for everything at the pier. I don’t care that you’re a woman. I care that you make me feel wanted, and valued, and that you fit into everything I do. I… I really like you, Sage.”

	“Fucking hell, Liv,” she breathed, putting both hands over her face. “Why the hell, like this?”

	My stomach turned. I felt like I might have been sick. “Like… what? What’s wrong?”

	“I told you, I’m not interested in a relationship. I’m not here to date anyone. Especially not someone who’s… who just came to Port Andrea for university and is just here on this—self-exploration journey. I’m not going to emotionally tie myself to someone who could just—up and leave any minute.”

	“I’m not—Sage, I’m not going anywhere.”

	“Are you not? What are you doing a year from now? Hell, what are you doing a month from now?”

	I stopped, losing my thoughts. I… hell if I knew. Was that it? Because I didn’t know what I was doing with my life, because I didn’t have a clear direction—clear plans—now I’d lose everything with the best person I’d ever had?

	“I’m not going to tie you here. And I refuse to let you break my heart, Liv.”

	“I—you’re talking about me breaking your heart?” I shot, my voice thick, heavy. She frowned.

	“I… you do realize how badly I don’t want to do this, right?”

	“Then why are you doing it?” I squeezed the table leg, somehow, tighter. I could barely breathe. I was lightheaded. “Fuck, Sage, I thought—you know I couldn’t stop thinking of ways I’d tell you how I feel, of times and places—thinking of the places that are special to us, and how I might have told you—but this wasn’t what I had in mind.”

	“You…” She chewed her lip, brows knotted, and I paused when I saw the heartache there in her eyes. When she spoke again, her voice was softer. “You were really thinking like that?”

	“I… of course, Sage,” I said, softening with her, letting go of the table and wringing my hands in my lap instead. “I never knew I could feel this way for a woman. You’ve just been this—this amazing, wild roller coaster, and I’ve never had so much fun in my life. Never felt so connected to someone—never felt so wanted—fuck, Sage, I’ve felt like I was perfect exactly the way I was, and I swear I’ve never—” I broke off, tears stinging my eyes, and I couldn’t fight them no matter how damn hard I tried. “I swear I’ve never felt like that before,” I said, hating the way my voice squealed.

	Sage looked down. “I… god dammit, Liv. How am I supposed to do this when you say something like that?”

	“Then don’t do it,” I said, but even as I said it, I knew it was no use. I’d known from the beginning it was no use—that Sage Blackwell did not do relationships, and that I was just a girl to have fun with at night. I couldn’t change who she was.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, looking out the glass doors. “I… know it doesn’t help right now, but I’ve never felt like this before, either. Like I’m in the right place. Like I’m doing the right thing with myself.”

	“And you’re going to throw that away? Just because you think I might hurt you?”

	“Because I know it’ll hurt,” she said. “At one point or another… you know as well as I do it can’t last. And if I keep doing this with you, I’m only going to care for you more.”

	I squeezed my hands together, tears springing to my eyes again. “That doesn’t even make sense. Are you even listening to yourself?”

	“It makes perfect sense. I’ve watched too many people fall out of love. I’ve watched it break hearts, or worse, watched people stick together—forever—long after all the love is gone. I watched my parents grow to hate each other more each passing day, but they were stuck together. I’ve watched all my friends fall into relationships and drift away from all their friends, and then end up with their hearts broken and no one there for them… and I swore to god that I wasn’t going to do the same crap.” She turned in her chair, facing out the window, watching as night crept in deeper over the city. “My life is just fine without any of that, Liv. I take calculated risks. And—that—all of that? If it never lasts, what’s the point?”

	I narrowed my eyes, feeling resentment and bitterness and hurt like I’d never had before all churning in my stomach, and I stood, leaning over the table. “You’re not even saying that to me. You’re trying to convince yourself.”

	She rubbed her forehead. “Fucking hell, Liv, I’m saying it to both of us, because it’s… it’s what I’ve been telling myself my whole life. And it’s never been harder to remember than when you look at me like that.”

	I swallowed. “Like… what?”

	“Like…” She stood up with me, planting her hands on the table, leaning in towards me. “Like this,” she said, narrowing her eyes right back at me, meeting my gaze in the middle. My heart shot into my mouth, but I didn’t break the connection.

	“What? Are you intimidated by this?”

	She chewed her lip, narrowing her eyes more. “It’s not that I’m intimidated. It’s that it’s hard to remember those promises I made when you look at me like… like you want to do whatever it takes to keep me.”

	God dammit. She had to go and say something like that and make me weak. I clenched my fists on the table. “And what if I do want to do whatever it takes to keep you?”

	“Why do you want me so much? I’ve just been some cold, distant figure who keeps this distance, and—”

	“You are so fucking bad at being cold and distant. You fucking cared for me like no one else ever had, and… and I…”

	Neither of us said anything, the stares exchanged between us saying more than words ever could, until I felt everything give way inside me. A resignment heavier than the world settled over me, and I wanted to cry, but first, I wanted to kiss Sage.

	“Sage,” I said.

	“What?”

	“You’re really doing this.”

	She pursed her lips and nodded, and in her eyes, I saw it hurt her just as much as it hurt me, and that was the worst thing in the world.

	“Then…” I swallowed. “Then take me.”

	She narrowed her eyes. “What?”

	“Take me. One last night.”

	She let out a sharp breath, pupils dilating. “We… shouldn’t,” she said. “Do you know how hard it’s going to be to let go if—”

	“Stop making excuses,” I said. “And just… do what feels right. One more night, Sage.”

	Sage groaned, an exasperated sound as she clutched at her forehead. “Dammit, Liv. Why do you have to be so hard to say no to?”

	I had never stood up for anything, really. Never really cared enough. But I’d be damned if I didn’t care now. “One more night,” I said. “If you’re going to break my heart, Sage Blackwell, I want it to hurt as much as fucking possible. Take me.”

	“You don’t make any sense, you know that?”

	I laughed, a dry and itchy sound. “Yeah. Never did. And neither did you.”

	“Fucking hell, Olivia Harper,” she sighed, and she stepped around the table, and she pulled me into a kiss, her lips crashing into mine.

	And god, it was good. It already hurt so fucking bad, as she grabbed me by the hips and pulled me into her, our lips pressing together, hot and heavy already.

	Because if she was going to break my heart, I wasn’t going to stand for half measures.

	I knew I wasn’t straight after all, but I could never date a woman again after this—not after what she made me feel.

	And I needed it to hurt real fucking bad, so I’d never forget that.

	 


Chapter 12

	Sage

	 

	Liv was gone in the morning, true to her word. I felt like shit, because I’d fallen asleep the night before cradled in her arms and just wanting to say I love you.

	I’d never known what this was like before. Now I couldn’t get it out of my head. I’d never imagined there was something that could feel like this—where another person just consumed me completely until it felt like I was missing part of me without her. Where I wanted to kiss her, hold her close, tell her I loved her. I’d thought it would be a measured choice made after weighing the evidence. Turned out it was a biological need.

	Love sucked. I dipped my toes in it and pulled back out, turned tail, and I was never going to stop running.

	The morning felt like I was dying, dragging myself out of bed, hating how many reminders of Liv I had around the apartment. I had to pack them up, had to send them off to her… or do anything with them other than leave them in the apartment. Throw them out the window, maybe. Could only have been an improvement.

	When I sat down for a meeting with Luna later that day, I could feel the way my eyes were glazed over, and I wasn’t sure I came out of it remembering a word anyone there had said. My head throbbed like I’d been hit by a car, and I went straight home and ate leftovers from Paramour, because that was the first thing Liv brought that I could clear out.

	And it turned out over the next few days that it was the only thing of hers I could get rid of. I would wear the sweater she’d left around the apartment, just because it felt like she was holding me, the way it smelled like her. I’d put my hair up with her ridiculous colorful hair ties, even though they looked bizarre against my usual monochrome looks.

	I hated every second of this. The only thing even close to getting me through it was reminding myself every second that it was either this pain now or worse pain later on, and sometimes, through throwing myself into my work as hard as I could, I managed to numb it for a little while. I was a smart woman, so I stayed off the alcohol completely, knowing if I even took a shot at the end of an exhausting bartending shift like I’d done plenty of times before, I’d end up piss drunk in my bathroom.

	But instead, I numbed the pain with work, dragging myself out of bed in the morning when I woke up at six and couldn’t get back to sleep, sitting down at my desk and starting writing straightaway. When Luna gave me a massive section to write all by myself, I turned around and handed it to her the next morning, and she’d asked if I was okay.

	“Yeah, just felt motivated,” I lied, and I spent the walk home laughing at myself because it was the only thing I could do.

	All in all, it turned out to be pretty all right for my work. Cautiously, Luna gave me bigger and bigger tasks, and every time, I welcomed them, throwing myself into them for so long I wasn’t sure I ever saw daylight except when I had studio meetings to go to.

	Every now and then, I’d get exhausted, worn out, run down, and I’d need to step away. I’d go outside, just go for a walk, grab coffee, say hi to anyone I know who I ran into.

	Except that, like a curse, I kept running into Liv, everywhere I looked.

	We never talked, because of course we didn’t, but I’d be sitting at Green Light Café and I’d see Liv out of the corner of my eye walking with a friend, or I’d be ordering coffee at Komodo’s Den and I’d see Liv and Avery sitting outside, or I’d be at the library and sure enough, there she was, just a flash of blonde among the stacks, and I’d turn and walk out.

	She never saw me, but every time, I’d go home ready to drown it all in work again, and every time, I’d push myself until two in the morning, when I’d collapse into bed and drag myself out again a few hours later.

	After two weeks like that, I found myself sitting down in front of my desk without the laptop and my piles of books, but with a slim, black-and-white notebook. I just stared at the thing for a while before I turned to the first page, before I took a pen from my cluttered desk drawer, and I wrote along the top.

	It wasn’t supposed to still be hurting.

	I really miss Liv. I miss Clara. Hell, I miss Jason. And I really miss Liv.

	It feels like she was more than just a person, she was a centerpiece of my life. I don’t talk to anyone now that she’s gone. Like she took my sense of a life with her.

	I spent the past week trying to dissuade myself from doing this, but I’m starting a journal. To write down my feelings, and try to figure out how to improve as a person.

	My hand hurts. I don’t like handwriting.

	I set down the pen, closing the book, and pushed it away. What the hell was I even doing? Was spending my time doing Liv’s favorite activity really my way of getting over her?

	I was being ridiculous. Buying the journal had been a mistake.

	But I couldn’t get rid of it. The next day, I wrote in it again. And then again the next day, squeezing it in multiple times between my work.

	Another few days like that, and I was starting to feel a little clearer-eyed, a little more like the dense, heavy fog that had settled around me was parting, and then it all shattered one night I was on a walk back from the studio, my head hunched low as I walked through the cold November night air blowing icy over Parson River, and I came up face-to-face with Olivia Harper, walking the other direction, and stopping at the sight of me.

	“Oh,” she said, eyes wide, and I stopped too, some fifteen feet down, the whole world frozen around us. People walked by, but it felt like time held still as I locked eyes with her, and my heart beat harder and harder in my chest as the moment dragged on.

	She was more beautiful than I remembered. I thought maybe I’d romanticized her in my memory a little, but she was really the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. Those big blue eyes took me in, and I wanted to lose myself in them forever. Her soft pink lips with a deep bow parted just lightly at the sight of me, and I wanted to kiss them every night and every morning.

	God, I hated this.

	I lowered my head and pushed past her without a word, walking on ahead, down the road, trying to quiet the desperate chaos in my mind, but it was useless. Some thirty feet down, I glanced back over my shoulder, and of all the forces of fate, it had to be right when Liv glanced back over her shoulder at me, too, and we froze again.

	I wondered if it would be romantic if I ran to her right now, kissed her right here on this street.

	But hell, she didn’t want that. She must have hated me by now. I’d hate me, if I were her. Hell, I already did hate me. I’d thrown it all away, and for better or worse, I could never get it back.

	But god, did I ever want it. Just wanted to feel her arms around me and breathe in the way she smelled one last time.

	I turned back ahead, a feeling like struggling pulling two magnets apart, and I thrust my hands deeper into my coat pockets and stormed on ahead, willing myself not to look back again, because I didn’t think I had the willpower to survive a second time.

	And when I got home, I didn’t even take off my coat or my shoes, just making a beeline to the journal and writing down on the next clean page, I can’t let go of her.

	That was still bouncing around inside my head the next day, I can’t let go of her, feeling like a damning confession to my own failures as a human being, haunting me into the small hours of the night, and crashing back into me in the morning. And it was still bouncing around inside my head when someone knocked at my door, and I opened it figuring it was my package delivery and found myself face-to-face with Jason, who stood in the apartment hallway leaning against the doorframe with a smug little smirk on his face, and my first instinct was to close the door in his face.

	“Long time no see, Sagey,” he said, and I sighed.

	“What do you want, J?”

	“I’d like to come in, first and foremost. I know you don’t typically invite men into your apartment, but I’m sure you can make an exception for an old friend.”

	I wrinkled my nose. “You’re an iffy acquaintance, at best,” I said, but I stepped aside and let him in. “The question still stands. What do you want?”

	“It’s been a while,” he said, kicking his shoes off and slipping out of his long dark coat, taking his newsboy cap off and hanging it up by the door. “Haven’t gotten a chance to chat with you since Clarie and I broke up.”

	“You broke her heart, and I’m still pissed off at you for that.”

	He gave me a wry smile. “Because you were into her, and you think you would have treated her better? Like you’re any different.”

	God dammit. Not like he was wrong. I needed to lie down and just sink into the earth. “I see. You’re here to harass me into feeling even shittier than I do right now, because you’ve had a bad day and you want to make a girl cry.”

	“Wow, do you ever have a low opinion of me. I was actually thinking I could go for some onion rings. Do you want to grab a delivery order?”

	I sighed, hard and heavy, but I just rubbed my forehead and said, “You know? Onion rings sound great.”

	So we got onion rings, and of course Jason got an overpriced beer, and we sat in the seat by the window, and Jason barely let me get through the first bite of food before he said, “So, I heard you fucked up with some pretty girl.”

	I scowled at him. “J. I know you have that… preternatural ability to just know stuff. You already know what happened.”

	“I want to hear it straight from you. I’ve only gotten bits and pieces.”

	“God dammit. I fell in love with Liv, and she told me she liked me too, but I still know dating isn’t worth it and I called off everything we were doing. Now I really, really fucking miss her, and I guess I’m experiencing heartbreak for the first time, and what do you know? Can’t recommend it.”

	He raised his beer in a toast. “Well, welcome back to the club of people without emotional baggage. Casual is better.”

	“You broke Clara’s heart,” I said, and he shrugged.

	“She got more attached than I expected. I think you can empathize. Pretty sure you broke a girl’s heart when she got more attached than you expected, too.”

	“Oh, for crying out loud,” I groaned, planting my elbows on the table and sinking into my hands. “Being compared to you just makes me feel worse.”

	He reached across the table and laid a hand on my arm. “Hey, look here. I’m sorry all that went down with Liv. She’s a sweet girl and I can see why you fell in too deep. But you’re healing, even if you can’t see it.”

	“I know. I know I am. I know this will pass, and I’ll be okay, and then…”

	“And then no more emotional attachments?”

	I sighed. “Yeah. No more of… that. I really can’t afford to do this again.”

	He patted my arm. “There’s our Sage. Hey, live and learn, you know? Every heartbreaker’s got their own story. Falling in love with one of their latest romps, and then the heartache… it’s poetic, in an ironic sort of way.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “I’m guessing you have yours, then?”

	“Yeah, sure. Before the song contest, I dated this one person for six months and was all heart eyes and rainbows. But they stuck with it being casual no problem, and they went off to go sleep with the next guy. I’d never hated poetic justice so much. But…” He shrugged. “I got over it. Threw myself into performing, and it led me to getting on Sea and Stars.”

	“Which you blew,” I said, a smile tugging at the corner of my lips.

	“Only this time.” He winked, and I rolled my eyes.

	“Getting compared to you still feels pretty rotten.”

	“Why’s that?” he said, settling back in his chair with his beer. “Because I’m a commitment-free heartbreaker who loves to find attractive people, spend a few nights with them, and let them go even if it breaks their hearts? In that case, Sagey, I’ve got some awful news about who else is one of those.”

	“I—so that’s it?” I said, sitting up straighter, feeling heat burn out to the tips of my ears. “You came here knowing I felt like shit, to come and insult me?”

	He put his hands up. “Hey, hey. Cool your engines, Blackwell. I’m not insulting you. There’s nothing wrong with putting your own happiness first, and keeping your own level of emotional access. You’ve been doing damn well leading this life of having fun with whoever you want, whenever you want, and I respect the hell out of that. Screw everyone who says otherwise, I think you’re doing well. This part of the process sucks, but you’ll make it through and be stronger on the other side. Better at avoiding the whole… catching feelings pitfall.”

	I narrowed my eyes and just… watched him for a minute. Not because of what he said, really, but because the first response to mind was to tell him that’s not me anymore.

	Keeping my own level of emotional access. Having fun with whoever I wanted, whenever I wanted. Back to picking up whatever girl I wanted, and the rush of getting a pretty, goody-two-shoes straight girl in bed.

	And… for what? What was I doing it all for? A couple great orgasms here and there? They weren’t half as good as the ones I had with Liv anyway. She knew my body like a virtuoso knew their instrument, and she played the sweetest song in the world.

	What the hell was my endgame with all that? What was even the point without the emotional attachments?

	Fucking hell. I hated this. Missing Liv really was throwing me off.

	“You okay?” he said, and I shook my head.

	“Everything hurts. My head hurts. My eyes hurt. My throat hurts. My feet hurt, too. Clara wasn’t kidding.”

	“Clara?”

	“I don’t even want to go back to an attachment-free life. I just want Liv back.”

	He reached across the table and patted me on the shoulder. “I know you do. Give it another week or two, you’ll feel better. Be right back to the thrill of spotting a pretty face and taking that plunge, going for it, and the high of actually scoring a night with them.”

	The thought made me sick. “Yeah,” I said. “Always was a fan.”

	“I’ll be here for you. Check in on you, make sure you’re not texting Liv or calling her or anything.”

	I probably needed that. With the way my heart had been lurching enough to make me seasick after seeing Liv along Parson River yesterday, I could see myself texting her any number of things, all of which were a bad idea. I miss you being one. I love you being another.

	I was tempted to right now, honestly.

	“Yeah,” I said, sinking back into my chair. “Yeah, that’s… helpful.”

	“And more onion rings whenever you want.”

	Ugh, I didn’t even like onion rings. I didn’t want onion rings. I wanted Olivia Harper.

	But Jason was right. All of this was nothing more than a painful reminder of why I did not date, why I did not do emotional attachments, and why I did not fall in love.

	In a way, I probably should have been grateful for all this.

	I wasn’t feeling very grateful.

	 


Chapter 13

	Liv

	 

	Ugh. What a rotten couple of weeks.

	It must have finally gotten to be too much for everyone else to ignore, because I sat down in the back room of Paramour and just sank against the wall, and Dominic, looking up from his phone, arched his eyebrows at me.

	“What is it this time?” he said. “Girlfriend dump you?”

	I laughed. I didn’t know why I laughed. It wasn’t funny. None of this was funny. “Yeah,” I said. “I mean, pretty much.”

	He laughed. It was worse when he laughed. “She looked like a heartbreaker.”

	I sat up straighter, untying my apron and slipping it off. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

	“I don’t say things to make you feel better. Hire a therapist if you want that.”

	“Ugh, I might.” I rubbed my forehead. “I know, I know. You’re over thirty, I’m a child, all of this is just funny to you.”

	“She just up and turned you gay and left you. So what happens then? Are you straight again now?”

	“My sexuality is go fuck yourself with a cactus, Dominic.”

	He whistled, looking back down at his phone. “Pretty solid choice of sexuality.”

	Ugh. I couldn’t get one over on this guy. I sighed. “Seriously, who pissed in your Cheerios? I thought I was cynical.”

	“You? Cynical?” He laughed. “You’re the girl who came to Port Andrea looking for dreams and has been running around town journaling her feelings to find herself, falling in love unexpectedly and feeling it hard after it’s over. I think you might be the only person I know less cynical than Avery.”

	I stared at him for a minute before I sank back in my seat, dragging my hands over my face before I remembered I had makeup on.

	Fuck. Personal growth really blindsided you. Avery one, Liv zero. I had stopped being cynical, somewhere along the way.

	Was it weird to get mad over personal growth? Yeah, probably. But ever since—for some god-forsaken reason—I’d decided to sleep with Sage one last time to make the breakup hurt more… well, I’d succeeded. And I’d been mad over everything, but most of all, why I’d decided to try making it hurt more, because fucking yeah it hurt more.

	“I just want to know what I did wrong,” I sighed.

	“Fell for the girl who sits on a throne of girls’ broken hearts.”

	“Yeah, but—ugh. We were different. We were special.”

	He didn’t look up from his phone. “Yeah, I’ll bet you that’s what all the girls think.” He smiled a little, just to himself. “I like her. She’s got style.”

	I stared for a second before I said, “Can we revisit my sexuality?”

	He looked up from his phone. “What do you mean?”

	“Just that I want to tell you again to go fuck yourself with a cactus.”

	He looked back down at his phone. “Fair enough.”

	God dammit. He was almost charmingly infuriating. He was the kind of guy who you could punch in the face and he’d just laugh and say it was a good punch. He was some kind of—like somehow more punchable than a punchable face—

	But fantasizing about punching Dominic in the face only made me feel better for so long, because I was back on the floor before long, and I was back in my apartment before long, and I was back around town in the morning before long, and no matter where I went, all I did was think about Sage.

	Sage would like that, when I walked past an art installation, or Sage mentioned this place, when I saw a store or a restaurant she’d told me about, or worst of all, Sage and I were here, and I’d wander through seeing myself with Sage, and think about all the things I still wanted to say. I love you was pretty high up there on the list. Strangely, I hate you was pretty much at the exact same spot.

	Normally I moped at home all the time after a breakup—in my limited experience—but home was full of memories of Sage. The Anyone’s Guess memorabilia, Sage’s favorite chair, or of course, her shirts she left there and that I still wore from time to time and told myself it was just because they looked good on me and not because they smelled like her.

	It was because they smelled like her.

	Weird thing, to fall in love with a girl after a lifetime thinking I was straight, and find out falling in love with a girl was so fucking awful I never wanted to do it again.

	Maybe out of spite or anger, I signed up for dating apps desperate for a rebound, and men sent me messages, and I didn’t respond to one of them. I looked through all their pictures and profiles like not right, not right, not right, until I finally decided the only criterion for right was whether or not they were Sage.

	It took a full week after the breakup—or whatever to call it when we weren’t together to begin with—before I journaled, and when I did, the page was mostly just full of expletives. After another week, though, I was… slightly more coherent, and I spent a lot more time with the journal than usual, just putting down my thoughts, but it was never enough to get rid of this aching regret in my chest.

	Aves figured out what happened without me even having to say anything, and she only brought it up once to say I could always talk to her if I wanted to, and then never said a word about it again. She seriously was too good for the world. I took to visiting her apartment a few times again, reveling in the one little spot I knew Sage had never been.

	After three weeks, I woke up with a keen resolution on my mind: I’m going to get over her.

	That lasted for thirty minutes, because thirty minutes later, I accidentally opened the pictures of us on my phone, and I cried again. That was when I grabbed my journal, falling back into bed, and turned to the next blank page.

	I’m never going to get over Sage, I wrote.

	I stared at it for a while. I should have felt rotten. It was me tormenting myself. But in a way, it felt like it took a load off me putting it on the page, so I kept writing.

	I’m sure I’ll get better, eventually. I’m sure I’ll be able to fall in love with other people. I’m sure I’ll meet someone great one day, fall in love, get married, and be happy.

	But I’m not going to get over her. I know somewhere in the back of my mind, I’ll still remember Sage, and I’ll still remember how I felt with her, and that’s never going to leave me, no matter how long it goes on and how happy I am in the future.

	And frankly, I’m pissed off because she stuck me with this feeling that I’m going to have forever, but in another way… I guess I’m glad I got to know what that’s like.

	Aves said to experience everything. Sage said it, too. I think that comes with the implicit acknowledgement that some things will hurt, and some will never fully heal.

	But a mosaic is made of a million little cracks and broken pieces, and it’s beautiful.

	So… thank you, Sage.

	Like, seriously, though, fuck you. But thank you.

	I closed the book, sank back in the bed, and set it on my chest, just breathing slowly.

	It took maybe five minutes before I realized fuck you was exactly what I wanted to do to Sage, and that might not have been the best choice of words. But… hey. Freudian slip.

	Either way, there was a sort of peace in it—in acknowledging it was okay to not get over it, to still be sad no matter how long it was—in acknowledging that it hurt and it was just going to keep hurting and that was okay, I could live with that. And I went about my day resolving to just feel what I was feeling, and I managed to find some smiling energy for the people at Paramour when I went in for my open shift, greeting the regulars with gushing and big smiles and the new diners with my sweetest demeanor.

	One of the regulars even commented on how I had seemed a little out of it recently and they were glad I was doing better, and I figured honesty was part of this whole new me thing, because I said, “Yeah, I had a rough breakup. But I’ve committed to being okay with that.”

	And maybe I could be okay with that.

	In, like, thirty years.

	Some of that enthusiasm had died when I got back to my apartment, and I just felt exhausted—there was nothing more tiring in the world than moving on—and I crashed on my bed and mindlessly browsed fashion pins on Pinterest for at least an hour. More, I think.

	Either way, eventually, the exhaustion just got to be too much, and I let my phone fall on the bed next to me, and I just did what I’d done a lot of lately: I lay back in bed, and I counted the grooves on the crown molding.

	I always lost count before I got too far, but I was on a roll today, because I got to a hundred and twelve before my phone buzzed next to me and threw me off. I grumbled and turned to the phone, already mad at whoever had messed with my flow, and every system in my body paused like a video needing to buffer when I saw Sage’s name on the text.

	Hey, Liv. I know I’m…

	The text preview trailed off there, and I stared at it for a long, long time trying to figure out if it was actually real before my heart found its drive again and kickstarted into top speed.

	Sage Blackwell was texting me. She knew she was what? The worst in the world? The love of my life? A terrible decision-maker? I didn’t know how to move my hands to open the text. My mind caught on a loop like a broken song playing a half-second segment over and over, thinking seriously? After I’d just resolved to live with it, now she texts me?

	It took me a solid minute before I opened the text, my hand shaking, heart pounding.

	Hey, Liv. I know I’m not in any place to ask this, but I need help. Can I see you?

	I didn’t know it was possible to have my heart swell up and break at the same time. What? She just wanted a favor from me? Getting my hopes up dropping into my texts and just asking me for help?

	But—she’d asked me for help. Sage Blackwell, who never asked for help.

	After a minute, I finally brought myself to type a text back. You were pretty resolute on not seeing me.

	I felt like an asshole right away. I had to remind myself she was a bigger asshole.

	Her reply came through a few minutes later. Yeah. I made some mistakes. I understand if you don’t want to see me again.

	Ugh. Talk about coached language. I didn’t know if the mistake was being with me or leaving me. And she understood? Was that her brushing my issues off as simple? Or just that she empathized? Was I reading into everything too much? Of course I was.

	What do you need help with?

	It took another few minutes of her typing and deleting before she sent a reply. I think I might have broken a wrist. Or both.

	My stomach dropped. Right. Yeah. Okay, fine. This wasn’t really the time to get petty or spiteful.

	And deep down, I couldn’t deny the wave of relief I felt knowing I was the one Sage still turned to when she needed help. Was this a dangerous game to be playing? Of course it was, but—well—I couldn’t possibly say no.

	Are you okay? Where are you?

	Her replies taking a while to type made more sense now. I’m at home. I’m okay, I think. I’m taking care of them.

	Sage, who never admitted to a problem, was saying I’m okay, I think. It was worse than I thought. My heart was in my mouth as I typed, Can I come over there?

	I waited anxiously until the reply came, If that would be okay. I wouldn’t blame you if you can’t.

	Ugh. This damn woman was so fucking bad at looking after herself. I loved her so fucking much. I’ll be right there, I sent, jumping out of bed with a feeling I hadn’t felt in a while, and I barely took a second to grab my things before I rushed out the door and took the stairs down two at a time.

	The subway was treacherously slow, just missing a train and needing to squeeze onto the next one, but I came out in front of Sage’s apartment complex before long and ran with my blood pounding harder in my ears as I did, taking the stairs and nearly stumbling over each step on the way up.

	It took a long time to summon the nerves to knock on Sage’s door. But—feeling ridiculously shy, like I was a blushing teenager knocking on her first date’s door—I knocked, and I heard Sage moving around inside before the door unlatched and swung open to reveal Sage Blackwell herself, standing there with her expression full of too many emotions to count. And too much to read into right now, based on more pressing matters, like—

	“Sage, why on earth do you not have anything on your hands?” I said. “Tell me you’ve been doing RICE.”

	She squinted at me. “Rice? How is rice supposed to help?”

	“Oh, for god’s sake. Look—go get back in bed. I’ll get ice for it. What happened?”

	She stepped back, letting me inside, and I managed to compartmentalize enough to not feel weird about it. I was here to help her with a medical emergency, that was all. “I’m not going to bed, I’m in the middle of work,” she said, and I dropped my bag by the door and whirled on her.

	“Sage Blackwell. Don’t you dare tell me you’ve still been working on the computer.”

	She chewed her cheek, looking away. “I have a lot of things to get done.”

	“Jesus, woman,” I said, hating the way my hands were shaking right now, panicking about every little thing that could possibly be wrong. “I don’t care how much you have to get done. Give me just—ten minutes. Sit down and tell me what happened.” I moved through her apartment like it was my own home—a home I really missed—as I got ice from her refrigerator and put it in a bag, wrapped it in a towel.

	“I feel ridiculous,” she said, heading through the doorway into the bedroom. I found her sitting in bed pulling the laptop into her lap when I came into the room, and I pushed the laptop shut and set it aside.

	“Don’t you dare touch that thing. Come on. I’m icing it. Tell me what happened so I know if I need to take you to the doctor’s or not.”

	She sighed, dropping back into bed. I compartmentalized hard to not think too much about Sage in bed in front of me, let alone what had happened the last time we’d been in that bed. I had no idea how she was even prettier than before. It wasn’t fair. “I tripped,” she said.

	“You—tripped? Over what?” I applied the ice to her wrist, and she flinched, grimacing.

	“A step,” she said.

	“A…” I paused. “How many steps were below that step?”

	She groaned. “I fell down the stairs. There. Happy now?”

	“Well, no, honestly. You fell down the stairs?”

	“In the complex. I caught myself on my hands. That was a bad idea. They’ve already been… hurting a lot. I’ve been working a lot lately.”

	Based on the amount of mess and takeout containers in her bedroom, she wasn’t kidding. My heart ached, wondering if it was her way of coping with everything ending. “Christ, Sage. And you went right back to working?”

	“I figured it was fine, the pain would wear off, but they’ve been swelling more…”

	“Sage. Oh my god. You need to set the work aside. This swelling is awful. We need to get you to—”

	“I can’t,” she said, panic sweeping over her expression. “I have a script draft to hand in on Sunday, and it’s barely even close to done.”

	“I…” I sank into a chair next to her bed, my head spinning. “Sage. You can’t work with your hands like this.”

	She looked down, drawing her face into tight, hard lines. “I have to. It’s fine. I can—do whatever it is I need to do with rice.”

	I rubbed my forehead. “It’s an acronym, Sage, and the first element is rest.”

	She sighed. “Then I’ll ICE them, I guess.”

	“Rest is the most important one. How have you gotten more stubborn while I was gone?”

	“I am not more stubborn. I have always been this stubborn and you know it.”

	“And you’re happy with this situation, I see.”

	“Served me well so far,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me, and… dammit. I was really, really weak. Here we were, talking just like always. This was what I remembered. This was what I really, really missed.

	“It landed you in a room full of takeout containers with broken wrists and a mountain of work, so… I’m going to go out on a limb and say it’s actually not serving you that well.”

	She looked away. “It’s good takeout. I know the good restaurants around here.”

	“If there were Olympics for missing the point, you’d be taking all the golds.” I took a long breath. “Sage… please.”

	She narrowed her eyes at the bedsheets below her. “I’ll be all right. I can rest after this. I just have to push—”

	I reached out, my hand betraying my better judgment, and stroked her arm softly. She melted instantly into the touch. “Please. You did the right thing asking for help. Now let me help you.”

	“Liv…” She sank back into the bed, staring out the window. “Look, Liv, I—there’s a lot I want to say, and I—well—ugh. Compromise. I’ll go to the doctor. But we’ll insist on me being able to still work.”

	I gave her my sweetest smile, squeezing her shoulder in the way I knew she was weakest for. “Absolutely, unconditionally no.”

	“What—you’re shooting down my compromise just like that?”

	“Shooting it down with aplomb, ma’am. Shooting it down and going over to where it fell and stomping on it.”

	She laughed. “Liv. My compromise. That’s so brutal.”

	“I know. Deal with it.” I squeezed her shoulder. “I’m here for you. Let me help you.”

	“What are you—”

	“I’ve got two hands that work great, and I can do all kinds of things with them,” I said, and she stared blankly at me for a minute before I realized what exactly I’d just said. I coughed, looking away. “I could have phrased that better.”

	“I mean…” She shrugged, a smile playing on her lips.

	“I’ll take the weekend off. Aves will be happy I’m actually asking for time off. And I’m going to stay right here with you, and we’re going to finish writing that script together, if you just tell me what to write. Okay?”

	She stared at me, eyes wide. “Are… are you serious?”

	I strained my smile wider. “Do I look like I’m joking right now, Sage?”

	“Well… no, you look like you’re contemplating murder.”

	“I’m contemplating knocking you over the head and dragging you to the doctor’s.”

	“But—I don’t know how I can possibly—”

	I put a finger up to hush her. “I want to,” I said, and she stared for the longest time before her expression softened, her shoulders sinking.

	“Olivia,” she said.

	“Doctor’s,” I said, and she pursed her lips and nodded.

	I really was never going to get over her. I seriously loved this woman.

	 


Chapter 14

	Sage

	 

	Typing was difficult with the wrist brace, but I did what I could, moving more from my elbows as I hunched over my laptop in bed. Every part of me ached, I was so damn tired it felt like my soul was bent in half, and—not exactly news of the century—my wrists hurt.

	But I figured if I just sat there and didn’t type, then I’d think about Liv being here in my apartment, prepping food in the next room, mumbling to herself, cursing at my appliances, and how much it felt like before. And I couldn’t think about that, so, typing it was.

	Which got a lot harder when the bedroom door swung open and Liv came in carrying a massive smoothie with a straw, and she stopped at the sight of me, that cute little dimple on her forehead showing up like it always did when she scowled.

	“Sage,” she said, scolding voice out.

	“I’m typing slowly,” I said, turning back to the screen. I couldn’t take the sight of her there in a waffle-knit sweater and light jeans, hair up in a ponytail, just a little blush and mascara on. I’d always been too weak for that.

	“I don’t care if you’re typing slower than my grandma, you’d better be typing at the speed my great-grandma does, and she’s dead.” She set the smoothie down on my nightstand and pulled the laptop away, closing it. “Rest your hands.”

	“I’m not flexing my wrists. I’m keeping the braces on—”

	“Don’t make me tie you to the bed to get you to listen,” she said, a smirk playing on her lips. “I know exactly where you keep the straps.”

	Dammit, she did. I looked away. “I don’t know if that’s as intimidating as you want it to be.”

	“Drink your smoothie. And don’t use your hands too much. There’s a reason I brought you liquid food.”

	I chewed my lip. “Liv, I have ten more pages to get through tonight—”

	“We have ten more pages to get through tonight,” she said, pulling the laptop closer to her chest. “And we’re going to get through them.”

	I sank backwards, slouching against the headboard. “Dammit, Liv. You know? Fine. You win this time.”

	A grin flashed over her expression, a playful twinkle in her eyes. “Win at getting you to accept help? An accomplishment like that, I think I need to put it on my resumé.”

	“Along with professional typist,” I said, “if you’re actually doing this.”

	“Unpaid internship, I think.”

	“Paid in snacks, judging by the little bit of crumb you’ve got on your lip there…”

	She laughed, brushing it off the corner of her lip. “I don’t think you can legally pay your interns in snacks, Sage. Although I’m sure people in film would try.”

	But I didn’t fight her any further, just sinking back and fumbling awkwardly with my smoothie in my tin-man gloves while she took a seat at my desk, opening my laptop. At her request, I ran her through a quick summary of the script so far, and the current scene, and she nodded with a glow in her eyes.

	Somewhere along the way, I found myself wanting her to like it. I wondered just how much she’d picked up in her classes and in everything she watched, the way I’d sometimes catch her in the mornings with a movie on and a pad of paper taking notes. After hearing all her enthusiasm for Anyone’s Guess, maybe I’d started seeking her approval.

	Hell, maybe when she criticized that part about Dave’s redemption arc was when I’d started falling for her. Maybe that was where it all went wrong.

	“What do you think?” I said, once I finished the summary of everything I’d written so far, trying to sound nonchalant.

	“Remind me how quickly you wrote this?”

	“I started on Wednesday…”

	She laughed breathlessly, shaking her head. “Good fucking lord, Sage. I knew you were good, but do you know how to chill out and stuff?”

	I raised my eyebrows high. “That’s… a compliment, right?”

	“It’s a compliment to your writing ability, and a withering insult to your self-care ability,” she said, turning back to the computer. “Okay. Tell me what comes next, and I’ll put it down.”

	God, this was weird. We’d never called it dating, but Liv and I had been dating. Hell, we’d practically been married. And calling it off sure as hell hurt like a breakup. So it felt absolutely right to think of Liv as my ex, which meant… here was my ex, in my apartment, making me a green smoothie and helping me with my writing.

	And we weren’t talking about anything, which was simultaneously a massive relief and absolutely unbearable.

	But I told her what came next, and she put it down.

	It was awkward for maybe the first ten minutes, always fumbling and tripping over myself, telling her, “Wait, hold on—scratch that—I don’t know, give me a second,” and feeling like I’d never been so out of my element in my life. But we got into a rhythm eventually, and she started finding prompting questions for when I lost my track of thought, and before long, I wasn’t sure if maybe we were making faster progress now than I was before.

	We did maybe an hour of that before my mouth was dry from talking, and the heavy weight of exhaustion was settling in, and Liv caught it and pushed the laptop away the next time I paused, turning back towards me.

	“Break? Hot drink?”

	“Coffee would be amazing,” I said without even thinking about it.

	“It’s eight o’clock.”

	I looked away. “I’m… getting into the flow of it.”

	She studied me for a while longer before she stood up. “Should I just get some crappy coffee from the machine, or step out to grab you a cappuccino from the Den?”

	I frowned. “You’re doing enough for me. I’m not sending you—”

	She put a finger up, stopping me, and a second later, she broke into a grin. “You say that as if I don’t want my cinnamon mocha myself.”

	I paused. “It’s eight o’clock.”

	She put her hands on her hips. “And we’re doing this together, Sage.”

	God, I was weak for her. I sank back in the bed, feeling a smile playing over my lips. “At least take my card. And get me an almond croissant too. I could use some sugar.”

	She smiled wide enough I caught the crinkles in the corners of her eyes, and it left me glowing long after she said, “You got it, my dear unpaid-internship boss,” and took my card out for the coffee run.

	Hell, maybe a life with Liv in it everywhere I looked wouldn’t have been half-bad after all. Maybe if there was inevitable heartbreak at the end of it somewhere, then it was worth it.

	And hell, maybe there wasn’t even an inevitable heartbreak in the first place. Maybe I could just do what I’d always claimed I did, and that was living in the moment.

	I didn’t know what the future looked like, but in this moment, I really wanted Liv.

	No idea if she still wanted me, though. That was the problem.

	When she got back some ten, fifteen minutes later, after a few texts back and forth to make sure I wasn’t using my hands—I told her she was making me use my hands to text, and she said, crap, you’re right—she sat with the desk chair spun to face me as we both dug into coffee and pastries, and she asked me what I was thinking for the rest of the script. I laid out my ideas, told her everything I had in mind, and she nodded along, eyes sparkling. She polished off her muffin right when I finished, and she tossed the little paper baggie into recycling and said, “Awesome. I’m ready to get back to work whenever you are.”

	“I really don’t know how to repay—”

	“You bought me a coffee and a chocolate chip muffin. I promise you, we’re good.”

	I wondered how much that we’re good meant. “All right,” I said, arching an eyebrow at her. “I didn’t realize you were that easy to buy.”

	She shrugged, turning back to the computer. “I don’t trust anyone who can’t be bought with coffee and muffins, frankly.”

	It was an offhand, flippant statement, the kind of thing we always traded back and forth, but I could tell the nervousness, hiding her expression, her reaction. She’d been doing a hell of a job compartmentalizing here, but I knew it could only go so far.

	“I mean, it works out for me,” I said, settling back against the headboard with my coffee clumsily cupped between my wrist braces. “All right. Onto the next scene.”

	So we went onto the next scene, and we didn’t talk about anything, which was a huge fucking relief.

	We found the rhythm between us easily again, and we carried on for another couple of hours into the night before I fumbled with one part, catching myself halfway through a sentence. Liv turned and glanced back at me, giving me an odd look, and I furrowed my brow.

	“Hold on a second,” I said.

	“She’s just gotten the news about Shelby from her boyfriend. She’s stressed, right?”

	“Yeah. Well, no. Well…” I chewed my lip. “Dammit. No. Her boyfriend’s out of state. That doesn’t work.”

	“Oh, crap. You’re right.” She sat up straighter, eyes wide. “We can just go back and cut that.”

	“We can’t. The whole scene in the office is contingent on him not being around.”

	“Oh.” She shifted in her seat, casting her eyes up to the ceiling. “Do you want to take a break and get back to it?”

	“No. I don’t do breaks.”

	“Sage Blackwell of the healthy mindsets,” she said, and I laughed, waving her off.

	“Listen, you,” I said. After a pause, I chewed my lip and I said, “What… what would you do?”

	“Me?” She raised an eyebrow. “Take a break.”

	“In the scene. I promise I’m better than this. I don’t normally leave plot holes.”

	“I know you’re good, Sage, you don’t need to tell me,” she said with a nervous laugh, shifting in her seat. “Um… you’re the professional. I don’t know how much I’d be able to help.”

	I glanced out the window, watching the night sky darken further with dense clouds. “You know, I thought about what you said about Anyone’s Guess. Dave’s redemption arc. I think you were right.”

	“What?” She sat up straighter, eyes going wide. “Oh, uh—wow, no, I, uh, I was just really, really nervous that night, for reasons—I mean—I’m not going into that right now, uh—” She cleared her throat. “I was just saying whatever random crap came to mind, and I was amazed at how you’d been writing for it—and—”

	“Liv. Breathe for a second.” I put up a hand. It ached a little. “Really, though. I think you know these things better than you think you do.”

	She flushed a warm pink, looking down, fussing with the knit on her sweater. “If you think I learned anything in that film program, I really don’t know how to tell you this.”

	“You know I dropped out of the program, too, right?”

	“Okay, well—yeah, I do know that. But… you’re actually talented and all that.”

	“Bullshit. No one’s naturally talented unless they came out of the womb writing scripts, and thankfully for my mom’s sake, I didn’t. I worked hard.” I sank back against the headboard again, watching outside the window as the city lights glimmered through the low fog. “And I’ve seen you working hard, too. You know I’ve caught you in the mornings making notes while you watch movies.”

	“I—you caught no such thing,” she mumbled, looking away, face fully flushed now. I never got that level of flush from her except when we’d first been having sex. I missed it.

	“Unfortunately for your pride you somehow have vested in looking like you don’t care about the things that are important to you…” I said, a smile coming on too hard to fight. “I caught it.”

	“Ugh. Okay, fine. Sometimes I act like I’m some kind of pro who knows what she’s doing, and goes all… all… super-serious try-hard.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “For someone who’s been journaling for months trying to find the things you want to take seriously and try hard at, you sure seem ashamed at the concept of actually… doing it.”

	“Well—but—” She pursed her lips, wringing her hands in her lap. “I mean, it’s just… ugh. It is embarrassing.”

	“Uh-huh. And why is that?”

	“Because—I mean—isn’t it?” She kicked at the floor. “You’re an actual, serious professional. You worked your way to the top. I’m just over here with no fucking clue what I’m doing, and I’m acting like I know what I’m talking about, and… uh…”

	“No one has any fucking clue what they’re doing until they’ve been doing it.” I paused. “And taking it seriously.”

	She chewed her cheek, still looking down at where she scraped her toes along the floor. “I feel like such a tool, doing that kind of thing next to you.”

	“Do you want to?”

	“Well—I mean, I guess. I want to find something I can take seriously and give my all to. But… nothing really inspires me.”

	I should have just laid off—even before considering she was my ex and this was weird, I should have laid off. But instead, I shifted closer to her, leaned in, and I dropped my voice to say, “I’m going to go out on a limb here. You think nothing really inspires you, or you think maybe you feel silly, out of place, or like an impostor when you are inspired, so you keep it down?”

	She put a hand to her forehead, dragging her fingers through her hair. “Fuck, Sage. This isn’t the time for deep spiritual revelations. Let me be a walking mess of contradictions.”

	I laughed. “No,” I said, reaching out and brushing her shoulder playfully before I could catch myself. It was amazing just how easily, how naturally the gesture came. “You’ve got too much talent to go to waste sitting in self-doubt and impostor syndrome and crap.”

	She looked away. “I thought you said talent was bullshit.”

	“Talent’s not in how good you just inherently are at something. Talent’s in how much you care.” I lowered my voice. “I know you care, Liv. I think that’s a good thing.”

	She was quiet for a long time, and I counted the ways I’d overstepped, fucked up, and made a fool of myself before she finally mumbled, “You really want to know what I’d write?”

	My heart, which I’d worked for a long time trying to get to act cool, surged. “Yeah. A little collaborative writing helps loosen up the ideas. So long as there’s good chemistry between the people collaborating.”

	She paused, looking up into my eyes, a hesitant spark there. “And… you think we have chemistry.”

	God, I was doing this wrong. I raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you?”

	She swallowed. “Yeah…” She looked down, eyes sweeping over me, and back up to my gaze. “Yeah, I think so.”

	Dammit, I wanted to kiss her. “Then let’s work on this together.”

	Liv took a long breath, turning back to the computer and hunching over it for a minute, and I was once again convinced I’d overstepped, until she stood up and picked up the laptop. “Okay,” she said, and she turned and sat down in the bed next to me, shuffling up until her side met mine, and she set the laptop on top of where our legs pressed together. “Let’s go over it together. I was thinking… thinking actually we could have a complete story thread with Shelby and her boyfriend. Let me scroll up and show you what I’m thinking.”

	And here we had something beautiful.

	I wasn’t sure if I just meant the collaboration on the screenplay or not.

	 


Chapter 15

	Liv

	 

	Sage fell asleep on me.

	That was a feeling, nestled up in bed next to her, her head rested on my shoulder, breathing soft and deep and slow. I’d been getting pretty close to falling asleep, too, honestly—we were pushing two in the morning, and we’d finished those ten pages Sage had scheduled for today but we kept going because neither one of us wanted to call an end to it—but it jolted me back to wakefulness when she slumped onto me and shut her eyes, falling asleep just like that.

	I shut the laptop, set it aside, and took a minute just sitting there with Sage leaning on me, and I admired how obnoxiously perfect she was.

	Like, seriously? Even while asleep, she had those perfect curls in her hair, that serene expression, and just—how did a human being look that good even in her sleep?

	I never knew I could feel this way about a woman. Hell, never knew I could feel this much, period. But even though I’d come here just to help her, I was suddenly desperate for even the slightest opportunity to change her mind.

	I moved the laptop away and stood up, moving carefully around Sage, and lay her down gently on her back as I got up. She stirred a little with a groan, but she didn’t wake up, and I stood there leaning over the bed for the longest time just watching her sleep before I leaned in and placed a quick kiss on her forehead.

	“Sleep, you ridiculous woman,” I whispered, and I slipped out of the bedroom, taking her smoothie cup and the coffee cup trash with me and shutting the door quietly behind me.

	Sage’s little workaholism spiral had done a number on her, but it wasn’t too badly reflected in her space. I took a minute to tidy up, just because I didn’t really know what else to do—to just sleep next to Sage, to sleep on her sofa, to go home—and also because it kept me from thinking too much about Sage.

	She’d just been a fun little fling. Just an experiment to see how I felt. Then somehow—not only did I fall in love, but maybe she was the answer to the questions I’d been working on.

	After cleaning up for half an hour, I grabbed my bag from near the door and dropped onto my side of the sofa—because yes, I had a side on Sage’s sofa—and I opened the journal to the next blank page, close to the end of the book now.

	Sage is right, I wrote. Of course she is. I had to justify myself not being engaged in anything meaningful by building this identity of a person who didn’t care about anything. It was inevitable I did actually stop caring.

	But she told me not to be afraid of caring about something. And we worked on her script together.

	I think I want to try screenwriting. I think I’ve wanted to all along, and I’ve just been afraid to be seen being bad at it.

	Also, Sage is too fucking pretty. I don’t know how to handle being in her apartment again.

	I glanced around the apartment, and maybe it was the fact that I’d been writing in mine, but I noticed another notebook in the clutter on her sideboard, a pen lying on top. I set down my journal and I walked carefully over to it, moving the pen and turning over the book in my hands, studying it, before—

	“Just some crap you’d probably find really boring,” Sage’s voice said from the bedroom doorway, murky with sleep, and I jumped, gasping so hard I choked.

	“Jesus, Sage,” I sputtered, whirling on her, clutching the book to my chest. “Don’t scare me like that. You want to have to take me to the hospital for a heart attack with your hands like that?”

	She just smiled, coming over and taking the book. “You scared me just as much,” she said, looking back down and flipping through the book. I squinted at her.

	“Scared you how, by cleaning up your crap out here? Was it arranged according to some sacred ritual?”

	She didn’t look up from where she was thumbing through the book. “Woke up just now and thought you were gone,” she said, and—well—fuck. My heart melted a little, and I looked away.

	“Oh. Uh… no, still here. For better or worse.”

	“I’m leaning towards better,” she said, shutting the book and setting it back down. “I’m pretty open with sharing things with you, but my journal is private.”

	I stopped, looking back at where she leaned her hip against the table with a sly smirk on her face. My heart missed a beat. “Your—wait. You, journaling?”

	She gave me a nonchalant shrug, but I knew her body language well enough to see the touch of nervousness. She glanced out the window. “I figured maybe being a better person wasn’t a bad idea after all.”

	I stared. “Oh,” I said, finally, a minute later, looking between her and the journal. “Oh, yeah, well, it’s—I mean, it’s worked well for me. I hope it has. I mean, worked well for you, too. I mean—it can be a bit of a—”

	“Shh,” she said, holding up her hand. “It’s been great, Liv. It’s been a really helpful release. Thanks for giving me the idea.”

	God fucking dammit, I really wanted to kiss her. The sleep rumple in her clothes didn’t help. Or did help, depending on how you looked at it. “You need to get back to sleep,” I said.

	She raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you going to sleep at all tonight? You can’t preach self-care at me and then turn around and spend the whole night working yourself.”

	“Okay, well…” I looked down, fussing with the back of a chair. “I mean, I guess so. Yeah, I’m pretty tired. I didn’t want to wake you up.”

	She looked sharply away, and she was quiet for a minute. I panicked a little, wondering what I’d said wrong, but slowly, a smile spread over her face. “Hey, Liv. What’s your favorite season?”

	“Uh—what? I mean… I don’t know. Probably autumn? Why?”

	“Do you like the snow?”

	I didn’t get it. “Yeah… I mean, it’s pretty.”

	She glanced back at me, a twinkle in her eyes. “It’s snowing.”

	“What?” My heart jumped, and I looked over to where the first few flurries swept past the window. “Oh my god, it is snowing,” I said, stealing over to the glass door to the balcony, pressing my palms into the pane and leaning in, watching the first flurries of the season drift down over the scenery of Port Andrea. “Look at it! I was wondering when the first snow would finally come. It’s been late this year.”

	“You’re cute when you’re excited,” she said, unlatching the door. I turned, giving her an odd look, but she just pushed it open with her elbow, sliding it to the side and letting in the cold air.

	I stepped out after her, onto the cozy little nook of her balcony, modern-style outdoor chairs dressed up in blacks and grays, with white render walls on either side before the view over Port Andrea, where the flurries came drifting down. I slid the door shut behind us, drew the heavy outdoor curtains over it, and stepped up alongside Sage at the balcony.

	“Guess maybe I should express my condolences?” she said, just looking straight out, folding her arms gently on the railing. “If your favorite season is autumn, this is its death knell.”

	“No way. I love it.” I didn’t tell her what I was really thinking—that I wanted to experience the seasons together with her, and maybe then I’d be able to pick a favorite season for real, because the seasons, and hell, everything in life, stood out in bright color when I was with her.

	We stood there together for a while before I shivered, and she reached back for a blanket draped over the back of a chair, black and white buffalo check. I grabbed it first.

	“I think I need to tie your hands behind your back to get you to quit using them,” I said.

	She laughed. “I can get out of the knot.”

	“Not with those gloves on.”

	The smirk she gave me warmed me up more than the blanket. “I can use my mouth.”

	Sage undoing things with her mouth was not an image I needed right now. It was an image I wanted right now, but it was not an image I needed right now.

	A few minutes of watching the snow later, Sage shivered, too, and I took one end of the blanket and draped it over her shoulder, too. My heart pounded as she shifted closer against my side, and I fought the urge to put my hand down on top of hers.

	“Hey,” she said, quietly, a minute later, still looking straight ahead. “I wanted to say… thank you for helping. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

	I looked down to hide my smile and the flush, which I could only have passed off a little on the cold. “Let’s not find out, then,” I said. “Thank you for asking me to help. It means a lot you came to me when you needed someone.”

	She was quiet for a second before she said, “I trust you.”

	I just stared at her for a minute, watching her gray eyes twinkling in the light of streetlights and the moon glowing faintly through the clouds, and I couldn’t help thinking she was so ridiculously perfect, I didn’t know what I’d even do with myself if it wasn’t spending every damn second I could find with Sage.

	Maybe it was the romantic atmosphere of being nestled together under a blanket watching the first snowfall of the season. Maybe it was the flash of vulnerability over her face.

	Hell, I think it was the fact that she’d taken up journaling too.

	Whatever the reason, I leaned in closer and tilted my head up, and Sage turned and met me in a kiss, soft and gentle, not rushing, not going anywhere—just kissing, her lips pressed to mine, feeling that sensation like electricity coursing through me, and leaving me so warm I might have scorched the blanket, even when we barely moved. It was the lightest touch, the softest thing, like a butterfly landing on a flower that just barely swayed under its weight, but for real, it messed me the fuck up, because I knew I’d fallen in love with Sage and there was nothing else I could do about it.

	“Dammit,” I said, pulling away and looking back out at the city, hunching over the railing. My heart pounded in my chest, leaving me feeling dizzy. “I-I wasn’t supposed to do that.”

	“Didn’t seem too bad to me,” she said, leaning in after me again, planting another kiss against my lips. My heart jumped into my mouth and I wanted, desperately wanted, to just lean in and kiss her back, wrap my arms around her, kiss her like we used to, but—I pulled back, looking down.

	“Do you?” I said, my voice shaky, heat creeping into my face. She furrowed her brows, standing up straighter.

	“Do I what?”

	“Do you trust me?” I paused. “Just now. You said you asked me for help because you trust me. Do you? You sent me away because you didn’t trust me. When I told you how I felt—because you thought I would use it to hurt you.”

	Her lips parted, and she just watched me for a minute, before she sighed, hanging her head. “Liv… look. I’m not good at all this.”

	“And that’s your excuse to hurt me?” I shot, hearing my pulse pound in my ears.

	She shook her head. “No. I mean, I’m not good at… talking about this kind of thing. But… I’m sorry, Liv. I was scared, and I made the wrong decision. I thought it would just be—ripping my feelings off like pulling off a bandage, getting it done quickly. But you’re…” She struggled with something in her expression. “You’re different, Liv. You’re not like anything I’ve done before. And I’m… I’m scared of that. I’ve never felt like this before.”

	I stared at her for the longest time. My blood pounding sounded like a roar in my ears, and I didn’t even know if this was real, if this was happening. For the first time, I felt my heart surge with the possibility—picturing in my head how maybe, at the end of this, I could be Sage Blackwell’s girlfriend. And how badly I wanted that.

	“I’m sorry,” she sighed, hard, leaning against the railing, looking away. “I don’t blame you if you’re pissed off, if you’re not ready to drop it that quickly, or hell, if you just want to walk out of here and never see me again. But even if you do, I want you to know I was wrong, and I don’t want any doubt in your mind that you’re incredible, that you’re capable of incredible things, and that whoever gets you, I’m incredibly jealous.”

	Dammit. That always had been my weakness. Early on, she’d made me feel sexy, desirable, and I hadn’t been able to just keep it to the one night we shared. As we started spending more and more time together, she made me feel wanted, like I was someone people would actually want to have around, and it was addictive.

	And somewhere along the way, she made me feel like I was the most important person in the world. Even here, when she had the opening, she was just trying to make sure I could still love myself, no matter what happened.

	And that was exactly why I loved her, no matter what happened.

	“I know you kind of have the confident, cocky ego thing going on, and it’s kind of hot,” I said. “And I always roll my eyes, but I like when you talk about how you are that good at what you do. But… I think getting jealous of yourself is a step too far.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Is… that… your cute, difficult little way of admitting you want to be with me after all?”

	I looked away, covering up a laugh. “I know you like it when I get difficult.”

	She stared at me for the longest time, a smile spreading over her face, and it flooded me with warmth watching it. “I do,” she said. “And I know you like it when I take that sassy little attitude and turn you to putty in my hands.”

	I bit my lip, feeling a flush coming on hot, but I didn’t fight it. I didn’t want to fight away anything around Sage anymore. “You have to be careful with those hands. The doctor said nothing strenuous for the weekend.”

	Her smile widened. “I have other tools at my disposal.”

	I shivered, and I didn’t think it was just because of the cold. “Well, I know how you lesbians love tools.”

	“Is that you attempting to be suave, Olivia?”

	I stifled a stupid, silly little giggle. “I’m cold and nervous.”

	“You’ve done plenty well when you’ve been nervous before,” she said, reaching up and brushing a thumb along my cheek, stiff in the brace but still that warm, soft touch I needed. “And I can warm you up.”

	“Sage,” I scolded. “What kind of activities, exactly, are you even proposing, Miss Hand Braces?”

	She grinned. “Taking you back inside, Liv. Where it’s warm.”

	“Dammit. Yeah, I forgot that was a thing.”

	She grinned wider, taking my hand and leading me back towards the door, and when we got inside, she turned to face me, slipped the blanket down my shoulders, and tugged me with it into her, falling against her chest. She caught me in a kiss, and I sank into her, everything else fading away into the background—a million thoughts, worries, insecurities, that just didn’t exist right now.

	We kissed, and my heart pounded until I might have gotten dizzy, my mind asking again and again if maybe—possibly—if this was actually real, if it was happening—if maybe the one woman who’d ever made me want to have a girlfriend was going to come out of this actually my girlfriend—but when she pulled away, she just smiled and said, “Now, can I convince you to practice what you preach and actually get some sleep tonight?”

	I bit my lip. “I, uh… I’d love that.”

	“Mm.” She kissed me again, and somehow it was even better than the last one, and I didn’t fucking get how that was possible but I wasn’t complaining. “Sounds like a plan.”

	“What were you journaling about, anyway?” I said, as she led me to the bedroom.

	She laughed. “You, obviously.”

	“You were not.”

	“I was. I’d read you some of it, but it’s probably too mushy for you.”

	God, I wanted to read that. “I mean… I journaled about you.”

	“And when you thought about the things you really, deep down, wanted most—the things that inspired you, that lit you up—did it look like this?” she said, kicking the bedroom door shut behind us and sinking into the bed. I tugged my sweater up over my head, just down to the light shirt I had underneath, and I sank into her arms, falling into bed with her.

	“Yeah,” I mumbled, falling into Sage’s collar as we sank into the bed together. “I think… I think it was just like this.”

	 


Chapter 16

	Sage

	 

	Liv paused. “Now what?” she said, and I just kept staring at the laptop screen propped up on her lap next to me in the bed, watching like it might have disappeared if I blinked.

	“Now… now I think we’re done,” I said, and she glanced over at me, eyes wide.

	“For real? Just like that?”

	I still couldn’t believe it myself. The weekend had been a whirlwind, but here we were, sitting together in front of a completed script early Sunday afternoon.

	The weekend had been a whirlwind, but Liv had been my rock, keeping me steady. And we still hadn’t properly talked about anything since Friday night, when we finally kissed again. We’d snuck kisses here and there as she whirled around my apartment, always busy, but here we were, the dust settling around a completed script.

	“Just like that,” I said, shutting the laptop. “And I’ll send it to Luna. And tell her you helped.”

	“What? I don’t…” She put her hands up, paling. “Oh, god. That’s too much pressure. I’ll die.”

	“This may have been an unpaid internship, but I’m at least not going to steal the credit. I think you’ll live.”

	“I didn’t do anything. I just sat here and typed. Professional typist—”

	I cut her off with a kiss, leaning in and pecking her on the lips. It made her break off into stammering and a pink flush, and she pouted when I pulled back away.

	“That’s not fair. You can’t just cut me off every time I—”

	I cut her off with another kiss. “People have historically had very little luck with telling me what I can’t do,” I said, lingering with my lips against hers for a second before I laid another kiss on her lips and pulled back. “You did a lot, Liv. You played a big part in this, even outside just the typing. And I don’t say this lightly, but you’re good at it.”

	She pursed her lips, eyes wide. “You’re just being nice because you like blonde girls.”

	I broke into a smile. “How shallow, exactly, do you think I am, Liv?”

	“Don’t try to tell me that wasn’t why you liked me at first,” she laughed.

	“Liked you for plenty more than that,” I said, brushing her hair back, feeling it slip along the contours of my brace. “But I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t part. Either way, Liv, I know you’re good. And I think on some level, you know you’re good.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? You think I should take after you now, start swaggering around with a tie and blazer and talk about how great I am?”

	I paused. “Should I be flattered by this characterization of me, or…?”

	“Oh, absolutely,” she laughed, giving me another swift kiss. “Really thought I was straight until I saw all of that going on, and I’m like… yeah, I can be a little flexible.”

	“Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad it worked,” I laughed, leaning back against the headboard and looking her over. “But I think you suit your current look well enough. That’s not what I’m getting at, and you know it. You know this is what you want, and you know you’re good at it. I think you’re just nervous to admit you do have something that lights you up. Because… maybe you feel like you’re not ready to claim that?”

	She looked down, her shoulders sinking. “I… dammit. We don’t even get the script done for two seconds before we’re doing the heavy conversations.”

	“Liv, I—” I struggled with words for a second, my heart surging with feeling, and I put a hand to her face. “Look. You did this for me. All of this. I want to at least do this for you. I want you to be happy, confident—all these things you deserve.”

	“You’re making my cynical soul wither with that kind of talk.”

	“You’re the least cynical person alive,” I said, kissing her again. “You’re a girl who cares deeply about what she does.”

	She dropped back in the bed, falling onto her back next to me, her ponytail fanning out behind her as she stared out the window. “Aren’t I supposed to be, like… put together? When I have this—this thing that lights me up, wasn’t I supposed to be jumping out of bed every morning excited to live my life, and—staying on top of my obligations, taking care of myself, living like a fucking adult, because I have this—what—this powerful driving force?” She rubbed her forehead. “I’m trying to remember how Avery put it.”

	I sank onto my side next to her. “It’s never gonna be that simple, Liv. There’s always going to be crap days and crap feelings. But I think when you’re after something you really, really care about, it just makes those days manageable. It means you’re able to get through them, because you’ve got something you care about.”

	After a long silence, she said in this tiny voice so small I barely caught it, “What if I don’t make it?”

	“In the industry?”

	She pursed her lips and nodded, eyes welling with emotion. I brushed my fingertips over her cheek.

	“Then you’ll try again tomorrow.” I paused. “And I’ll be there to support you.”

	“Fuck, Sage,” she sighed, draping an arm over her face, covering her eyes. “What am I supposed to say in response to that?”

	I laughed, my heart warming up. This was new territory for me, but hell, I didn’t mind it. “That you’ll give it a go after all, and see how it feels?”

	After the longest time, she finally pulled her arm away, looking over at me, and she said, “Sage, what is—this?”

	My heart jumped once at the question, but I just raised an eyebrow. “That’d be my bed, Liv. You’re not a stranger to it.”

	She rolled her eyes, a smile playing on her lips. “Good lord. No, I am not. You know what I mean. What’s—what are we? I mean…” She sat up, hunching forward and looking out the window. “I’m not sure how it happened, but I… I mean, I care for you. I like you. You know that.”

	I sat up with her, settling in next to her, pulling her into my side. My heart pounded and it felt like I was in completely new territory, everything unfamiliar for me, but… hell, I could get used to this territory. “I do,” I said, quietly. “And I feel the same way.”

	She pulled a knee up into her chest, burying her face partly in it. “So then—what does that make this? Are we… I don’t know.”

	I chewed my lip, a smile coming on too hard to fight. “Dating?”

	She nodded, and I laughed, pulling her into me tighter.

	“Liv, I think we’ve been dating for months, and we were just in denial about it.”

	She laughed nervously, glancing over at me. “You—you really mean it, though? You want to be with me? Like… girlfriends and all that?”

	“It’s…” I cleared my throat. “It’s new territory. I mean, I’m not used to dating girls.”

	She gave me a wry smile. “Well, I’m not used to dating girls. But I think maybe, between the two of us…”

	“We can figure it out?”

	She nodded, a smile coming on slowly until it overtook her whole face. It wasn’t like me, but I found myself just grinning along with her, looking at her like she was the best damn thing in the world, because… I guess that was just what happened when you fell for somebody?

	It was weird. But I wasn’t upset about it.

	“Avery is so going to rub this in my face,” Liv laughed.

	“Oh, yeah? She the vindictive type?”

	“Not in the slightest. But she kept telling me how I was totally going to catch feelings for you and end up wanting to date you, and I was like, oh, no way, I’m straight.” She paused. “She told me straight women don’t have sex with women multiple times. I mean, I guess that was sound logic.”

	I raised my eyebrows high. “You were telling Avery Lindt about our sex life.”

	She shrugged wildly, nearly whacking the bedside lamp in the process. “She told me all about hers. When she was banging Holly Mason but convinced it would just stay as friends-with-benefits.”

	“Hmm. That’s a relatable situation.”

	She hung her head. “I can’t believe I did the exact same fucking thing. I’m such a tool.”

	I laughed, leaning in and capturing her lips in a kiss. “Well,” I said, “you know how we lesbians love tools.”

	“I—” She broke off into laughter, eyes sparkling in between kisses. “I cannot believe you just said those words in that order—”

	But I just sank into her, kissing her, wondering what the hell happened to Sage Blackwell and why I was here with a girlfriend, but I found I couldn’t really get mad about it. Turned out I didn’t mind in the slightest, as I pushed her onto her back and climbed on top of her, kissing her until she laughed and rolled us over, her on top.

	“You are not pinning me down with your hands like that,” she said. “You can’t put weight on them.”

	“I was on my elbows,” I said, not that I minded having Liv on top of me.

	“Oh, you always have an excuse for not taking care of yourself, don’t you, Sage Blackwell?” She kissed me again, and I wrapped my hands around her back, pulling her into me.

	“Here. I’m elevating them. Am I a RICE master, or what?”

	“Judging by the way you’re kissing me, I don’t think you have the rest part down…”

	I laughed, just pulling her in for another kiss. “Don’t pretend you don’t like it.”

	“I—well—I do, and that’s the problem,” she said, kissing me back, her lips moving with mine, and when I touched my tongue to her lips, she parted them for me with a soft groan.

	“Doesn’t feel like a problem to me,” I said once we parted just for a second, before I took her lower lip in my mouth and tugged lightly.

	“I—the problem here is that you’re turning me on,” she laughed breathlessly, and I grinned wider.

	“That feels like even less of a problem.”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake. What part of rest don’t you understand?”

	I gestured around us. “We’re in bed. That’s the pinnacle of rest.”

	“Sage. I cannot believe you’re real.”

	I just laughed and kissed her again, and she didn’t fight it as I slipped my tongue into her mouth again and explored inside, feeling the hot, wet sensation of her tongue against mine. A feeling of desperate need thrummed between my legs, getting more and more aching, more and more urgent the longer I felt her tongue against mine and heard her breathless groans and muffled gasps into my mouth. When I slipped my hands down her back and along her hip, she closed her eyes and let out the kind of fuck-me-now full-on moan that shot arousal through me like an electric shock, and I pulled away from kissing her just to watch the way she buried her face in my collar.

	“Fuck, Sage,” she groaned. “I cannot believe you’re doing this to me right now.”

	“I need you so fucking badly,” I said, my voice quivering. “It’s been too damn long. I don’t care what’s happening to my hands.”

	“Well—pretty sure you’re still supposed to,” she grunted, but she looked up into my eyes with the most breathless, needy look, and she said, “Just… let me taste you.”

	I bucked my hips automatically against her, want surging through me, remembering keenly how much I’d missed the sensation of her tongue around my entrance. “God, Liv. How do you just say things like that and get me so fucking wet?”

	She bit her lip. “I guess… maybe because I’m your girlfriend?”

	I laughed breathlessly. “Trust me, I’m pretty sure there are a lot of people out there who don’t get nearly as turned on by their girlfriends as I do.”

	“Maybe because I’m an amazing girlfriend?”

	“You really, really are. Amazing in everything. Including with your mouth.”

	She just bit her lip harder, grinning, as she slid down me and unbuttoned my pants, looking up at me as she did. I propped myself up on my elbows to watch as she tugged down the zipper and slipped my pants off, trailing her fingers up along my thigh before running them over the front of my panties.

	I watched with my body aching for her as she tugged my panties off, dropped them to the floor, and unbuttoned my shirt and just left it to drape over me as she rose, straddling me, and undid her shirt—my shirt she was wearing—and dropped that to the floor, too. Her bra went right after, and then she shimmied out of her pants and panties in one go, dropping them into a pile on the floor so I could see the way she was glistening for me already, desperate and aching as badly as I was. When she saw me staring between her legs, she reached down and ran her hand over her center, throwing her head back with a low moan as she did, playing with her clit.

	Fuck, I’d never been so frustrated not being able to use my hands.

	When she slipped back down and dragged her tongue slowly up my thigh, grasped my hips firmly in her hands and met my wetness with her lips, I let out a long groan and thrust my hips up into her, sinking back into the mattress and letting my eyes shut.

	God, she was fucking good. Better than I remembered. Maybe it was just because now I’d realized I loved her, and it turned out somehow that made all of this even fucking better, as she kept trailing her tongue lightly up along me, building up slowly in the way she knew I loved.

	I couldn’t get enough of her—from the way she teased her tongue up over my clit, leaving me aching and desperate for more, to the feeling of her fingertips digging into me, and just the way she looked at me with those big blue eyes blinking up at me from between my legs, smiling at me in between burying her face against me and sending me higher. I needed her every second, forever.

	She pulled me tighter into her and I felt the heat of her tongue teasing around my entrance, slipping just barely inside of me, and I hooked my legs around her and pressed her tighter against me. Her lips against my clit, feeling her licking up my wetness, it sent me higher and higher until I felt like I was drifting in a sea crashing hard as pleasure crested higher and higher. I moved my hips in time with her mouth, and I gripped the sheets as best I could with my damn gloves as she sent me towards the edge.

	She paused right as I teetered on the brink, teasing me there, and fuck if it wasn’t elegant, beautiful torment hanging there, desperate for her to send me over the edge. I cried out something, but I couldn’t even hear myself anymore, the blood pounding in my ears, my every sensation just focusing on how she felt against my throbbing, aching wetness, and—

	When she thrust her tongue back inside of me, burying her face into me, she sent me over the edge, and I collapsed into this sensation like the rest of the world faded away, disappeared into nothing, and all that existed was this raw, carnal sensation, and just—fuck, I loved her so much it made my chest ache, and she was perfect, and I felt like my very being unraveled and came wound back together again in a different shape as I reached climax on her mouth, legs wrapping around her, crying out something I couldn’t make out myself.

	When I came down, I landed in sweet paradise, just drifting in the afterglow, and when I came to, Liv was nestled against my side, gazing at me with the softest eyes, stroking my hair back out of my face.

	“Fuck,” I panted, looking over at her. “God, you’re good.”

	She kissed me, once, softly, sweetly. It tasted like myself, something I’d tasted on her plenty of times already but couldn’t get enough of. “So are you,” she said, a silly little smile playing on her lips. “You weren’t supposed to be gripping through your hands like that…”

	“Liv,” I sighed, and she laughed. “I am not even going to dignify that with a response.”

	“Hey, I’m not taking responsibility,” she laughed. “You’re the one who initiated this. You are bad to the bone.”

	“I don’t think the most bad to the bone thing I’ve done is wiggle my fingers a little when my girlfriend is making me come…”

	She laughed lightly, softly, and she nestled her face in my collar. “I like it when you say that. Your girlfriend. Makes me feel important.”

	This woman was so damn perfect—the way she just said things like that, how she could be the most adorably frustrating thing alive and then the next second make my heart melt—and there wasn’t anything else for me to do. I just put my hands on her back and I let out a long sigh before I said, “Yeah, well, get used to it. I’ll be calling you that plenty often, and trying my damnedest to remind you how important you are.” I shifted. “Hey, Liv?”

	“Yeah?” She glanced up at me, big blue eyes sparkling, and I brushed her hair back from her face with the back of my hand.

	“There’s no pressure to reciprocate or anything, but just so you know, I’m, er…” I cleared my throat. “I’m pretty sure I’m in love with you, Olivia Harper.”

	Her eyes went wide, lips parting, and she propped herself up looking at me. “I… Sage. Are you serious?”

	My heart pounded so hard I could barely hear anything over the roar of blood in my ears, but I pursed my lips and I nodded. “Yeah. Like… like I said, I’m not trying to pressure you to reciprocate. It’s just… I’m pretty sure I knew right when I sent you away. I knew even before it was done that it was the wrong decision, because—well—because you were different. I’d never felt something like… all of this before. I love you, Liv. And I never want to lose you like that again.”

	She bit her lip hard, smiling wider and wider, until she burst out into a big and bright laugh. “Oh my god,” she said. “I can’t believe it. Sage Blackwell, in love. And I did that?”

	I just stared at her for a minute before I said, “You… chose that for your response?”

	“Hey. Let a girl be proud of herself.” She shifted up on top of me, up to hover her face over mine, and something soared inside of me, a swooping sensation that felt like taking off.

	Except where I’d always thought taking off like this would just result in crashing and burning somewhere along the way… hell, maybe a girl could just fly, after all.

	“Well,” she said, brushing her fingers through my hair, beaming at me, “that’s an amazing coincidence, because… it just so happens I think I’m in love with you too, Sage.”

	God, it felt like a dam burst. I wasn’t sure what was rushing through suddenly with explosive force, too much to ever be contained, but it led me to just wrap my arms around Liv, hold her tightly, and stare at her wide-eyed because of everything I’d been expecting out of this weekend, that hadn’t been high on the list.

	“You’re kidding,” I said. “Even though I wrote that half-baked redemption arc on your favorite show?”

	She laughed. “It wasn’t my favorite show. Don’t get ahead of yourself. But hey, it wasn’t half bad. I had a half-baked redemption arc, myself.”

	I pulled her down into me, brushing my forehead against hers. “Well, if you’ll accept my half-baked redemption arc after trying to send you away, I think yours is pretty damn amazing.”

	She kissed me, and it felt like getting home after a lifetime away. “We’ll see what the market thinks,” she said. “I love you, Sage.”

	I kissed her back, letting my eyes flutter shut. “I love you, too,” I murmured, the words so much more damn perfect than I ever thought they could be.

	“Hey. Keep your hands elevated.”

	“Liv, I swear to god. We’re having a moment.”

	“And you are going to keep those hands elevated for our moment,” she said, and I just sighed, pulling her into another kiss.

	We had plenty more moments still to come.

	 


Epilogue

	Liv

	 

	I stretched my arms over my head with a grunt after I got out of the apron, flinging it into the laundry bin. Dominic, in the back of Paramour with me, looked over from where he was washing his hands.

	“Done already?” he said.

	“Half shift today,” I said. “Lucky me.”

	“You’ve had a lot of those lately.”

	I laughed, pulling my bun down and shaking my ponytail out. “Well, yeah. This is a side job now. Liv’s headed for the big leagues, baby.”

	He wrinkled his nose. “I preferred before you had your gay awakening and all you did was mope and grumble, not talk like that.”

	“I know you love Sage,” I said, elbowing him out of the way of the sink to wash my own hands. “You’re always muscling in line to chat with her every time she shows up here.”

	“I didn’t say I didn’t like your girlfriend. She’s got cocky asshole vibes, and I like that about her.”

	I laughed. “She’s sweet, okay. She says you just have asshole vibes, though.”

	He shrugged, drying off his hands before he grabbed an apron, pulling it on. “She’s not wrong.”

	“She still likes you, for whatever reason. Says you’re charmingly awful.”

	He smiled, which happened about once every ten years. “That’s the goal. Well, go enjoy your luxury time off, part-timer.”

	“Hey,” I laughed, elbowing him one more time on his way back towards the kitchen. “I work hard, thank you!”

	“You do,” Avery’s voice said, and I glanced to where she stepped out of her office, carrying the next week’s schedule. She had that look about her of exhausted satisfaction, and I knew it wasn’t a coincidence that our reservations here had skyrocketed after Paramour’s episodes aired on Holly’s show. “You know you’re not forced to stay here, if you feel like it’s too much.”

	I shrugged, peering over her shoulder to catch a glimpse of the schedule as she posted it up by the back fridge. “Yeah, I know. But Paramour’s my anchor, you know? You all keep me real.” I paused. “And I still feel like I owe you. For the whole smear articles incident. What’s my schedule like?”

	She turned around, leaning back against the wall and cocking her head at me. “Eighteen hours. I already told you, I wasn’t mad at you about the—”

	“I know, I know,” I said, putting a hand up. “But… look. It’s a personal thing, Aves. You gave me a chance no one else would just by keeping me on here. Otherwise I’d have probably gone crawling back out of Port Andrea with my tail between my legs.”

	Avery just laughed, fussing with the collar of her blazer. “You really overestimate me. I kept you on because I wasn’t mad, because those smears had gotten me onto Holly’s show in the end, and besides, you were really good at your job and no one else wanted to work for us. I mean, I probably owe you for getting to call Holly my girlfriend, too.”

	I shook my head, laughing. “You are seriously too positive for this fucking planet, Aves. How are you and Holly doing, anyway?”

	“Doing well,” Holly’s voice said, and she came sweeping out of the office behind Avery, a tall woman with long dark hair tugged up into a lazy ponytail right now, wearing a turtleneck and slim pants, and I did a double-take because I had no idea when she’d even slipped into the restaurant. She came over behind Avery and planted a swift kiss on the side of her head, leaning against her as she met my gaze. “We’re getting away from everything for the winter holidays, and frankly, it can’t come quickly enough.”

	“Holly’s kidnapping me to take me to the mountains,” Avery said, beaming. “If you never see me again, I’m buried somewhere in a snowbank far from civilization.”

	Holly sighed, a smile on her face. “Avie, it’s not deep in the Himalayas, it’s just Colorado.”

	“You underestimate my ability to get lost and die in a snowbank,” Avery said.

	I looked between the two of them with eyebrows raised. “Damn, Aves. Scoring big with the celebrity girlfriend taking you to resort vacations.”

	Holly cleared her throat, looking away. “It’s less a resort and more… well… my parents. They live out there. And they’ve been hounding me about bringing back this cute brunette I’ve made public press by dating.”

	“And judging by what she’s told me about her family,” Avery said, “there’s a nonzero chance they’ll be the ones to kill me and hide my body in a snowbank.”

	“They’re just… eccentric,” Holly said. “They’ll love you.”

	“Please don’t die,” I said. “If someone else takes over Paramour after your death, I don’t think they’ll pay as well.”

	Avery just laughed, waving me off. “Oh, you’d be fine. You’re a screenwriter now. You and your girlfriend, Miss I’m totally straight but I’ll sleep with this girl as many times—”

	“That last part aside,” I said, putting a hand up, “you’re really misunderstanding the industry if you think it pays well. I’m an assistant writer. I just stand there and nod approvingly at someone else’s script, and I have an allotment of five words I’m allowed to say a month. I used up three of them on fucks alone.”

	Holly just laughed, shaking her head. “I’ve heard plenty from Sage, you’re wonderful. I’m sure you’ll be getting some real roles soon. You’ve only just started.”

	I had, though, was the thing. It had only just started—I’d just wrapped up my second week of working on Sage’s team, under her boss Luna, who was as hard a taskmaster as Sage had promised but somehow simultaneously the sweetest thing in the world—but already, everything felt so different. Just embracing something exciting and uncertain, moving forward, doing my best…

	Hell, Avery had been right. Which reminded me.

	I signaled for her to wait one second and grabbed my day bag, pulling Avery’s journal out and thrusting it back to her. “Here,” I said. “I just remembered. This is for you. I filled it up.”

	Avery just went wide-eyed, looking at it. Holly smirked.

	“Ah, the famous pink and sparkly notebook,” Holly said.

	“Look, I’m telling you it wasn’t mine,” I said.

	“You’re ungifting my journal again,” Avery said, giving me an odd look. “You know I wasn’t loaning it, right? You can keep it.”

	“I… I know,” I said. “But… I’m finished with it. It’s different this time. It’s gotten me where I wanted to be. And, uh… I owe you for that.”

	She stared at it for the longest time before she smiled and pushed it back. “I think you should still keep it,” she said. “The moment where you start to see the light is the moment everything begins, not when it ends.”

	I blinked. “And… translation?”

	It was Holly who spoke. “Pretty sure she’s telling you to keep it and keep journaling. Because if you stop right when it starts giving you what you want, then you’ll miss out on the best opportunities with it.”

	Avery beamed, resting her head on Holly’s shoulder. “She understands my mission statements. That’s true love.”

	“Ugh, you two are so cute it makes me sick,” I said, taking the journal back. “So—what? Are you saying I should just fill out another journal? About what?”

	Avery shrugged. “That’s a question for you to answer. When you wake up each morning and decide anew who you want to be—paying attention to your thoughts and feelings will always help you get there.”

	“What in the world—” I started, but Holly interrupted.

	“You figure it out,” she said. “Life isn’t a straight trajectory.”

	“And when you get lost in the sea of life, the best guide is yourself,” Avery said.

	I threw my hands up. “You’re even worse in sync with Holly. I don’t know how anyone can stand you two.”

	“You’re doing great, Liv,” Avery laughed. “And I’m really glad you’re staying with Paramour.”

	I looked away. “I… look, I’ve been thinking. You’re going forward with Abby Parker’s team, right?”

	Holly smiled. “Avie, that was under confidentiality agreements.”

	“I told her not to tell anyone,” Avery laughed.

	“I want to do something to contribute to the show, too. I’ve, uh,” I said, scratching my arm. “I’ve been looking into Parker’s studio. And I sort of sent them some samples. And the guy who looked over my samples said no, but he said no personally, and that maybe I could try again later, and I think that’s a good sign.”

	Holly’s expression turned serious, narrowing her eyes a little. “You want to work on Kitchen Rescue? With Abby’s studio?”

	“Well… I mean, yeah, I guess. Look—I’m not good at all this mushy crap, but Paramour means a lot to me. And, like…” I looked away, shrugging. “Where Aves is involved, I want to be, too. I really like what I’m doing with Sage’s team, and I know it’s a big jump from fiction, but… I want to try to do both.”

	Avery took a long breath before she broke out into the world’s biggest smile, and she said, “I’ll talk to Abby. I bet she’d be ecstatic to at least give you a little role based on your big showing on Mike’s show.”

	“I’m—are you talking about casting me on the show?”

	Avery just laughed. “Abby’s a little unpredictable. I think there’s no telling what she’ll do.”

	“I’m not an actress,” I said.

	“You think I’m an actress?” Avery shrugged. “We make things work. I’ll talk to Abby and let you know, all right? I would be so excited to work with you on the show.”

	“It’d be an honor,” Holly said, glancing at her phone. “But we really need to get a move on, Avie. Tay’s been waiting two minutes, and they’ve sent me thirty-nine texts.”

	“Thirty-nine?” Avery whirled on her, jaw dropped. “Do they have nothing better to do?”

	“Patently, they do not,” Holly deadpanned, before she turned back to me. “We’ll talk to Abby. Catch you around, Liv.”

	From there, I was walking on cloud nine out to the back exit of Paramour, where the sky was dense with white clouds, light drifts of snow still lying from this morning over parts of the city, and I spotted, across the parking lot, a particularly gorgeous woman with loose curls of black hair leaning against the railing looking out at the water, dressed in a down jacket and a stylish red scarf that only a girl as unfairly good-looking as Sage could have pulled off. I skipped over to her right and tapped on her left shoulder, and she turned immediately to her right, giving me that same smirk that always made my insides get all mushy.

	“Do you really think I’m going to fall for that one of these days?” she said.

	“One of these days, I’ll tap you on the right shoulder, and you’ll look the wrong way.”

	“I wish you all the luck with that.” She turned to face me and pulled me into a quick kiss, her hand lingering on mine after she pulled away. “Good shift today?”

	“I had one guy get rude and snappy with me the whole time he was there, but then he left me this massive tip, so I officially forgive him.” I leaned against the railing with her, just letting my gaze trail over her, admiring how ridiculously pretty my girlfriend was. “Let’s hit up Tangerine and I’ll buy you something.”

	She laughed, pushing away from the railing and walking with me, slipping her hand into mine and clasping warmly as she pulled me along, our boots crunching in the snow. “Buying me clothes? What’s the occasion?”

	“Maybe just that I love you?”

	“And maybe because you figure you’ll be wearing whatever you buy me as often as I do?”

	I laughed, squeezing her hand. “Okay, yes. So what? Sharing is caring, and I care, Sage Blackwell.”

	“All right, all right. Boutique shopping it is.” She tugged me into her side and gave me a swift peck on the cheek. “And I’ll buy you something, too.”

	“So you can wear it.”

	She winked. “How’d you know?”

	God, I loved her. We’d been officially together just over a month now, and every day, I just fell harder for her. Who even told her it was legal to be so damn perfect? They were wrong. But I absolutely did not want Sage to stop breaking that particular law, especially not when she’d hold my hand and walk me down the city streets like I was her most prized possession.

	She walked me down the three blocks to where the tiny boutique was squeezed in between an upscale kitchenware retailer and a salon, taking the two steps up and kicking the snow off our boots before we pushed open the door to the jingling little bell overhead, and just like Komodo’s Den, I’d been here too often, because the sales assistant waved and said, “Hey, Liv, Sage. Nice to see you.”

	“You keep making me a regular at these places,” Sage laughed, but she didn’t seem upset about it, and most importantly, she didn’t let go of my hand, and it made my heart glow when Sage just owned that I was hers in front of other people like this.

	“So you’re stylish now. Don’t complain.”

	“I have been stylish,” she deadpanned.

	Somewhere between trying on shirts and me twirling in front of Sage in cute skirts, she ended up standing in front of a mirror trying on yet another blazer and saying, absently, “I’ve been thinking of leaving Starcrossed.”

	I adjusted the collar on her blazer. “Some new bar calling your name?”

	She pursed her lips. “No… I think I just want to try doing the writing full-time. Luna’s really impressed with the episode script we wrote together, you know.”

	“The episode script you wrote,” I laughed, elbowing her. “I just typed.”

	“It got you a position on the team, Olivia Harper, don’t be hardheaded,” she laughed, lifting her arms and checking the blazer fit in the mirror. “But it’s gotten me some more responsibility, too. And with Ghalia taking maternity leave, there’s more to cover.”

	“Tell me Luna will pay you more,” I said, putting my hands on my hips and turning to face her. “You’re not doing this whole more-work-for-less-pay thing again.”

	She laughed. “Yes, Liv. I’ll still be able to finance our exorbitant boutique trips.”

	“I’m paying for this,” I laughed, swatting her shoulder playfully. “And you know that’s not why I’m asking. I want you to be comfortable.”

	“Yeah, of course Luna’s willing to pay more for it. No concrete numbers yet, but we’ve been in talks, and I think it’ll be best for my mental health to stop spending nights bartending.” She cleared her throat, looking away. “And I figured it’d… well… keep me where Jason can’t keep hounding me down and asking me for free drinks.”

	I paused. “You know I can tell when you’re not telling me the truth, right?”

	“Lord. I guess that’s what happens when you have a girlfriend and she cares.” She rubbed the back of her neck, looking away. “I want to get more time with you. There. Happy now?”

	Dammit. Sage always had a way of just saying things like that out of nowhere and melting my heart to a sticky little goo. The way, even now, she made sure I always felt like the most important thing in her life. I softened, feeling my smile widen, until I pulled her into me and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Very happy,” I said. “In that case, I think it sounds perfect.”

	“I—was impressed, honestly, when you asked Avery to scale your hours back at Paramour. I’d never thought of just… trying to do less work.”

	“Revolutionary concept, right?”

	She laughed. “In today’s world, it is.” But she turned and fixed me with the softest, sweetest smile, and she said, “But… I guess it never occurred to me because I didn’t have anything more important than work.”

	Here we were again. My heart had barely even started forming itself back together, and now it was melting again. “And… now you do? Is it maybe your excellent work relationship with Luna?”

	“Ha, ha. Try again, darling.”

	“Hmm.” I took a step closer, brushing her hair back from her face. “Could it be… enjoying wintertime activities?”

	“Depends on what you mean by wintertime activities,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Trudging through Andrean wet snow to and from work, no. Watching a movie with a certain someone on the couch, wrapped up in a blanket, with one of those god-awful cinnamon mochas in front of us?”

	“Hey,” I laughed, tugging at the collar of the blazer she was trying on, which did look way too good. “They’re delicious.”

	“That kind of wintertime activity I could go for some more of.” She paused. “I’m glad you enjoy them, but I like to actually taste coffee in my coffee.”

	“More for me,” I laughed. “Avery and Holly are going to talk to Abby Parker about me. They think they can get me an in there.”

	She beamed, slipping the blazer off and putting it back on its hanger. “Yeah?” she said. “Is anyone surprised? You’re damn good at what you do.”

	“I’m nervous. I don’t know what they might have me do, if they decide to bring me around.”

	“No such thing as a wasted experience,” she said. “You’ll do great. And I think you’ll be happy you went for it. I know this is important to you.”

	“Yeah…” I looked down. “But, uh… just so you know, even when I take on more work and stuff—you know you’re still the most important thing to me, right?”

	“Well, of course. Just look at me. How could I not be?”

	I laughed. “I don’t know how I fell in love with you, Sage Blackwell,” I said. “As insufferable as you are pretty.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “I know you love both sides of that.”

	“Okay, guilty as charged.”

	“Once you get your in at Abby Parker’s studio, we’ll get dinner at Paramour to celebrate.”

	“Oh, god, I don’t know,” I laughed nervously. “That makes it feel important.”

	“It is important. You following your dreams is important.” She brushed my hair back. “And I’m proud of you.”

	I was about to say something silly, flippant, try to brush it off before I positively melted on her, but I heard Clara’s voice from around the corner making an aww sound, and I jumped, turning to look at where she was standing there looking at us with eyes sparkling, and I put my hand to my chest. “Hey, you two,” Clara said. “I swear, it’s like clockwork being able to run into you two being cute and mushy here.”

	“I’m not cute and I’m not mushy,” I said, putting my hands up.

	“She’s cute,” Sage laughed. “And she’s sometimes mushy, but she’ll kill me if I tell you that.”

	“You just did tell her that,” I said, swatting her shoulder.

	“I’m glad I told you about this place, Liv,” Clara laughed. “I knew you’d drag Sage here all the time, couple of lovebirds that you are.”

	I bit my lip, looking at Sage out of the corner of my eye. “I just like clothes,” I mumbled, but Clara laughed.

	“Don’t try to deny how adorable you are. You know I love you two. And you know you’re amazing, Liv, actually getting to pin down the elusive Sage Blackwell herself.”

	I cleared my throat. “It’s my greatest accomplishment.”

	“Mine is turning her gay,” Sage said, and I laughed.

	“You did that with a million other girls.”

	“Yeah,” she said, grinning at me. “And you’re my favorite.”

	“That’s how Sage says I love you,” Clara laughed. “Are you two coming to the party at Foundry’s on Saturday? I bet Liv would be able to make a ton of great contacts there.”

	“Oh, yeah,” I said, tossing my hair back. “I’ve been dumping my nerves on Sage about it all week because I know they’ll all figure out I’m an impostor, but I’m excited to go.”

	“You are not an impostor,” Clara laughed, waving me off. “It’s been great having you in the studio. You actually appreciate my set design. I’ll spend the rest of my life grateful you actually got Jack to incorporate the sea glass into a scene.”

	“She’s right, you know,” Sage said, giving me a side-eye look. “I mean, Clara usually is. You’re better than any other newcomers we get on board.”

	I put a hand up, turning away. “Stop. No more. I can’t handle you tag-teaming me with compliments.”

	But I could, really—just keep doing this forever. Getting into screenwriting with Sage had been more than just taking up a career interest. It had been a plunge into her whole community, seeing deeper into Sage’s world the more I went in, and when I’d been worried in my college program that maybe I’d get into the industry and find out it wasn’t all I’d dreamed it to be, it turned out it was even more amazing being in the middle of it.

	Sure, exhausting, stressful more often than not, and a lot, but there was always something more to learn. And it kept bringing me closer with Sage, and somehow, I could see that happening for a long, long time still.

	Clara attached herself to us for a while, helping us both pick out new pieces we liked, and we said goodbye at the door and went our separate ways, pausing at the Den to grab coffee before we made our way back to Sage’s apartment. And that night, as the snow fell again, we put on a movie, sat on the sofa together, and nestled close to one another under the blanket to watch, my delicious cinnamon mocha in front of us. And it was a good movie, but I found myself sneaking glances at Sage more often than watching the movie, to the point I wasn’t even sure what was happening on-screen anymore.

	When Sage caught me sneaking glances at her, I laughed and kissed her, and she kissed me back, and the next time she caught me mid-glance, we kissed longer, and then the third time, the movie was forgotten in the background as we kissed, and kissed, and kept kissing, me sinking onto my back underneath her and the blanket as the snow whipped harder against the window.

	She had me there on the sofa, slipping both of us out of our clothes, until I arched my back underneath her and cried out in pleasure and came down slowly, breathing hard to the tune of a thousand kisses Sage peppered over my chest, my neck, my face, and I returned the favor for her shortly after.

	It was a long night later before we crashed into her bed together, her tucked in my arms, the TV still on asking if we wanted to watch the next suggested movie, and my cup of cinnamon mocha still with an inch of coffee left at the bottom as Sage drifted off to sleep in my arms, breathing slowly, her hair tickling my face.

	And as I watched the snow pile up higher on the window, the low glow of the TV change colors with the program over the shapes of our clothing on the floor, and the way Sage’s chest rose and fell with her long, slow breaths, I let myself drift with her, sinking into the bliss of the moment.

	And this—this—was something worth getting excited over in life.

	Every damn second of it.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The End

	
Thank You

	 

	Thank you SO much for reading What Makes a Moment! If you’re reading this, you must be one of my mailing list subscribers (if not, feel free to fix that here to get early access to all my upcoming books). It really means the world to me having amazing people like you supporting me through my list, my books, and everything.

	If you haven’t yet, go pick up Fake It to read Avery’s story saving Paramour together with Holly and accidentally falling in love with her while pretending to date her.

	 

	[image: Book cover for Fake It, featuring a woman wearing a blazer and looking confident]

	 

	If you liked the book, feel free to send me a line on Twitter under @lilyseabrooke, and say hi! Meeting readers is always my favorite thing and makes me SO happy.

	Thanks again so much for reading! I hope Liv’s and Sage’s story made you feel beautiful exactly the way you are, because you and all your dreams are perfect.

	 

	Can’t wait to see you in the next book!

	 

	- Lily
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