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Lifetime Between Us

Diana Morland


Chapter 1




Erica hurried out from the kitchen with the two hot sandwiches that the couple in the corner had ordered. Heather took them out of her hands quickly, and Erica sighed with relief as she went back behind the bar, where she belonged.

As usual on a Friday night, she and Heather were the only ones working at the Bell and Pauper, and as usual, it was busy. Actually, tonight was even busier than usual. She wondered if there was something special going on that she’d missed or whether the restaurant was just getting more popular. Maybe if they got more popular, Vance could be bothered to hire another server.

Erica glanced up and down the bar to see whether anyone was waving her over for an order. Nothing had changed while she was in the back, with the exception of a stunning woman having sat down at the end of the bar. She was staring at the bottles of wine and beer on display and Erica felt her heart take a triple beat.

The woman had long, shiny chestnut-brown hair, tumbling in waves down her back. She was dressed in a simple black dress that clung to her shape and dipped low in the back to show off her delicate shoulder blades. Even her makeup, what Erica could see of it, was flawless.

Erica sighed and told herself to get a grip. She’s probably here for a date. Don’t get too excited.

Still, there was nothing wrong with making her way over there. In fact, it would be irresponsible not to. If the woman wanted to order a drink, it was Erica’s job to make it.

She glanced around one more time, making sure she wasn’t neglecting another customer (or Heather), then let herself head quickly down to that end of the bar.

The woman turned her face toward Erica as she approached, and Erica felt her heart speed up. Her palms were getting clammy. You are overreacting, she told herself. But there was something oddly familiar about the woman… her dark eyes grew pale in the center, a nearly golden ring around the pupil, in a way she was sure she’d seen before.

The woman frowned a little as Erica approached, a line appearing between her arched eyebrows.

Erica had to take a deep breath before speaking, putting on her cheerful customer-service face. “Welcome to the Bell and Pauper. Can I get you anything? Do you want to see the menu?”

The woman’s frown deepened and her forehead wrinkled. “Do you serve hard liquor?”

The sound of the woman’s voice was like the clapper striking a bell, but the bell was deep within Erica’s mind. That voice—she hadn’t heard it in almost twenty years, but she could never forget it.

“Maria?” she gasped.

Maria sat up straight, her eyes going wide, and Erica knew it was her—how could she have forgotten those beautiful eyes, the ones she had stared into for countless hours as a child?

“Erica?” Maria said, her astonished tone almost a twin to Erica’s. “It is you!”

Erica nodded quickly, her hair bouncing against her ears, trying to keep herself from grinning as widely as she wanted to. What she really wanted to do was dash around the bar and grab Maria in a hug, but that didn’t seem appropriate. One, she was at work, and two, it had been eighteen years since she’d seen Maria. She had no idea if Maria was as excited to see her as Erica was. She didn’t want to push too hard when they’d only just met again.

“I can’t believe you recognized me,” Maria said, dropping her voice low.

Erica shivered inwardly. Maria’s voice was an incredibly sexy alto, almost a baritone. And those lips. Damn, but her childhood best friend had grown up sexy.

“I almost didn’t,” Erica said. “But your eyes are the same. And your voice… it’s not exactly the same, it’s deeper, but it still feels the same.”

To her surprise, Maria flinched. Then she glanced quickly around the room, leaned over the bar, and said in a voice even lower than before, “Don’t tell anyone about me.”

Erica blinked in surprise, then remembered. Julie and Denise had called her Maria in play, when she insisted on it, but Erica had been the only one to call Maria by that name all the time. She didn’t understand why no one else would—it was the name Maria asked everyone to call her. But all the others had called her Marcus.

Something shivered deep within her, a sick feeling rising at that name. She pushed it back down. She didn’t need to worry about anything right now. She was employed, she was upwardly mobile, and she’d just reconnected with her childhood best friend. Everything was good, and now it was going to keep getting better.

“I won’t,” she said, speaking just as low and just as honestly. “I never thought of you—I mean, I always just thought of you as my sister. My best friend.”

Maria sat back on the bar stool, her face warmed by a smile. “Really?”

“Really.” Erica had to look away then, avoiding the joy in Maria’s eyes. “And, uh, to answer your earlier question, no, we don’t serve hard liquor. Beer and wine only.”

“Oh. Uh, that’s not important.” Maria laughed a little, nervously. “I just thought… I should order something while I wait…”

Erica felt a flush of embarrassment rush over her face and body and dissipate quickly. It wasn’t like she had been about to ask Maria out or anything. “You are waiting for a date, aren’t you?”

Maria nodded, looking around. “But she’s late. It’s… she’s ten minutes late.” She’d pulled a phone out of the purse resting by her elbow on the bar and was looking at the lock screen, which showed a picture of a pug with a pathetic expression on its face—not that pugs ever had expressions other than ‘pathetic.’

“Ten minutes isn’t too bad,” Erica said, trying to sound cheerful. She touched the phone in her back pocket, which had a lock-screen photo of her pet rabbit. “What’s her name? Have you been seeing her long?”

“No. We just met—online, I mean. This is our first time meeting in person. Her name’s Lea. She suggested this restaurant.”

“Erica,” Heather said, appearing over Maria’s shoulder. “Order of the broccoli salad.”

“Hot or cold?” Erica asked automatically.

“Cold,” Heather said.

Erica smiled. Cold was quick. Heather could get it herself, if there was another server, which there wasn’t. She turned to Maria. “I have to work, but I’ll be right back. Do you want to order anything really quick?”

Maria shook her head. “I’ll wait for Lea.”

Erica nodded and hurried to the back. In the kitchen, she took in a deep breath of the earthy smell in the kitchen, a mixture of the breads, veggies, and other fillings they used. Now that she was here, she realized she was grateful for the quick break. It was amazing to see Maria again, something she’d never thought she would get to do, but it was overwhelming at the same time.

She grabbed a broccoli sandwich with a glove, plated it, and realized her hands were shaking. She had to hold the plate and take three deep breaths before she could calm down.

Back out on the floor, she handed off the sandwich to Heather, who took it to the customer, then made it behind the bar again. She had to fill two wine orders and hand three beers over to Heather before she could make it back down to Maria’s end of the bar.

At least ten more minutes must have passed, and Maria was looking worried. Still no sign of the date, Erica assumed. She glanced around the room, but there weren’t any unattached women who looked like they were seeking their internet date.

Erica approached Maria again. “I hope we didn’t scare her off. You might not have looked like you were waiting for a date when we were talking. I didn’t see anyone come in, though. Does she know what you look like?”

Maria nodded. “There aren’t any internet dates without pictures these days. She should be able to recognize me. Here, this is her.” She held up her phone to show Maria a picture of a boyish young woman with a sparkling grin and spiky blonde hair. She looked familiar.

“I think I’ve seen her around here before,” Erica said. “If I see her come in, I’ll point her your way. In the meantime, are you sure you don’t want to order a drink?”

Maria smiled faintly. “I think I will. Can I have a glass of your cheapest white wine?”

“Of course.” Erica filled the glass, set it in front of her, and then had to go serve a group of guys with truly impressive beards, all of whom wanted beer and peanuts. She was about to compliment their beard dedication until one of them called her ‘sweetie.’ She swallowed her friendliness—it was bad enough when women thought she was flirting with them; men were impossible to deal with—and just handed over their chilled bottles and room-temperature nuts.

Someone had come in and sat down near the end of the bar—it wasn’t Lea, but another regular. Erica gave her a friendly smile. “Hi, Kenya. The usual?”

“Yes, please.” Kenya smiled back, her eyes distant, but Erica was happy enough not to make conversation. She hurried to the back to heat up Kenya’s usual sandwich, poured her usual glass of red, and placed them both in front of her before finally turning back to Maria.

Maria was sipping her wine slowly and had only gone through half her glass. She was resting her elbows on the bar, but sat up, smiling, when Erica approached. “Everything all right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Erica said, making sure to glance around the room. She was not going to give anyone reason to complain of slow service. “It’s just busy tonight. It always is on a Friday.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Maria looked around. “I can see why. It’s a nice place.”

Erica grinned proudly. She was only the bar manager, an employee for two years, but she had a certain possessive fondness for the Bell and Pauper. She liked its atmosphere, its regular clientele, and its quirky food and drink offerings. It was a good place to be.

Not that she wasn’t going to look for another job, of course. She had been, though it was hard when the restaurant was this busy. Vance wasn’t likely to give her a second raise anytime soon, and the only way to rise in rank in a place like this would be to buy it out, which she would never be able to afford. She made a comfortable living, but she had higher ambitions in the food world.

“So how have you been for the last, oh, eighteen years? I can’t believe we’ve met like this. I never thought I’d see you after we moved away.” Erica shook her head.

“Well, to be honest, things haven’t been easy,” Maria said. “But they’re getting better. I mean, they are better. But my parents…” She trailed off.

“Oh. Right.” Erica looked around the room again, embarrassed. She didn’t want to pry too deeply into Maria’s life, but obviously she didn’t look as good as she did now without a lot of hard work, and presumably some difficulty with her parents and sister.

“Why did you move away?” Maria asked, obviously working hard to change the subject, but looking at Erica with genuine curiosity in her wide eyes. “I remember it seemed really sudden, like you were just gone one day with no warning, but maybe that was just how it seemed to me as a little kid. I never thought to ask Denise if she knew anything about it.”

The question made memories come back—hazy and frightening, and filling Erica with a hot, sick shame. She’d only been seven years old when her family had moved suddenly, but it remained the most significant event of her life. She could never forget those feelings.

She took a deep breath, intending to tell Maria what had happened, but the breath caught and stuck in her throat, and she turned around to adjust the wine bottles in display, hiding the tears that filled her eyes. She sucked air into her lungs while she stared at the bottles, willing herself not to cry at work.

“It was sudden,” she said, talking to Maria without turning back around to face her. “I don’t know if my dad meant for us to move permanently, or if it was just going to be a place to stay for the night, but we never went back.”

She didn’t want to be so cryptic. She squared her shoulders and turned back to Maria, who was watching her with her eyebrows drawn together.

“My mom died suddenly that night,” she said. “Brain aneurysm.”

Maria gasped, her eyes going huge, putting her hand over her mouth. “Oh, no, that’s awful! I’m so sorry!”

Erica nodded jerkily. It was the best response she expected from anyone when they heard that she’d lost her mother as a young child, and yet she never knew how to respond to it. Thank the person? Tell them it wasn’t their fault, it was hers? That was a conversational tactic that never went well.

Thankfully, Heather appeared to her rescue, giving her a list of sandwich orders. Erica gave Maria another awkward nod before hurrying into the kitchen, while Heather poured sodas for the customers.

Erica managed to get herself under control in the kitchen while she heated the sandwiches, and by the time she handed them off to Heather, the shame was pushed away again. She turned to the end of the bar, expecting to feel annoyance if Maria’s date was still delaying, but instead she felt pleased when she saw Maria still sitting alone.

She pinched the inside of her elbow in an attempt to keep herself from dreaming too much about Maria. This is Maria, she told herself. You’re not going to drag her home for a roll in the hay. She’s too important for that. She’s your sister, remember?

No matter how hot she’d grown up to be.

“Sorry,” she said when she reached Maria again. “It’s kind of hard to catch up with all these interruptions. We should swap phone numbers so we can chat.”

“Yeah, that would be great,” Maria said. “Maybe we can get together sometime when we’re not at work. Do you live in this area?”

Erica nodded. “Just a few blocks away, actually. It’s tiny and not the cleanest place, but it’s home.”

“Better than me,” Maria muttered. “I still live with my parents. The same house I grew up in.”

As they swapped numbers, a picture came vividly to Erica’s mind of the house where Maria had grown up—the identical twin to the one where Erica had lived with her parents and her sister Julie. She knew it well, because they must have spent hundreds of hours running back and forth, up and down, all through both houses and their backyards. If it wasn’t all four of them together, it was Erica-and-Maria in one spot, Julie-and-Denise in another.

And Maria was still living there. What would it be like to visit her now?

“What about you?” Maria asked. “Roommates, girlfriend?”

“Oh.” Erica laughed. “No, just me, and I like it that way. All I need is Cadbury.”

Maria blinked in obvious surprise, then raised her eyebrows. “If you’re going to make excuses for being single, you could at least pick a better brand of chocolate. Something really decadent.”

Erica rolled her eyes and turned away, though she was secretly pleased that she’d gotten an appropriate reaction to her silly declaration, the same one she gave whenever someone asked her why she didn’t have a girlfriend.

“I’m not making excuses,” she said once she had served another beer to a man down the bar. “And I really do just need Cadbury.” She pulled her phone out again and showed Maria the lock screen. “That’s my pet rabbit’s name.”

Maria laughed with surprised delight and took the phone so she could look more closely. “He’s a cutie! She?”

“He,” Erica said, grinning with pleasure. She was always happy when someone else acknowledged just how cute Cadbury was, with his gray-and-white fur and his little, wiggly nose. She could pet him for ages if he didn’t eventually get tired of it and want a nap or some veggies. “He’s definitely the most important guy in my life. Okay, I mean, my boss Vance is pretty important, but I’d do a lot more for Cadbury than I would for him.”

“My parents have a pug,” said Maria, pulling out her own phone. She showed Erica the lock screen, which Erica had glanced at before, but not looked at closely. Now she saw that the pug was sitting in the middle of a dark blue carpet—the same carpet she remembered from her childhood. He was looking up at the camera as though expecting it to pet him.

“He’s cute, too,” Erica said, handing back the phone. “Is he why you haven’t moved out?”

“Oh, well, not really,” said Maria, looking down at the phone and fiddling with the screen. “I’m actually allergic to dogs, but I love him. It will be hard to leave if I can ever afford to move out.”

Erica nodded sympathetically, but if there was one thing she hadn’t had any difficulty with, it was moving out of the house she’d lived in with her father and grandmother (her older sister Julie having similarly moved out the minute she could). Her grandmother claimed to tolerate her queer granddaughter, but both Erica and Julie, who was polyamorous, had to put up with her constant passive-aggressive sniping, and most of their memories of the house were sad. Their father had never really gotten over the loss of his wife; she was a big, gaping hole in every family meal and every bedtime story.

Erica sometimes wondered what it would have been like if they had stayed in their old house. But being in the place where her mother had died might have been worse. Certainly their father had thought so.

“Be right back,” Erica sighed as she saw Heather coming toward her. “Wait a minute, Maria, do you want anything to eat? You’ve been sitting here for a while.”

She saw Maria wince out of the corner of her eye, but her voice was steady when she said, “You know what, I’d better have some food. What do you recommend?”

“I’ll surprise you,” Erica said with a smile.

She took the order from Heather and went to the back to prepare the sandwiches, including an extra one of her favorite for Maria—the Havarti, Granny Smith, and mesclun grilled cheese on crusty multigrain bread. She put it in front of Maria before handing over the rest of the sandwiches to Heather to deliver. She had to go to a table to uncork a bottle of wine, but when she returned to the bar, she was pleased to see Maria chewing the sandwich with a closed-eyed expression of bliss on her face.

Erica wondered if that was what Maria looked like when she was having an orgasm. Then she reminded herself that she was never going to find that out—she was never even going to try.

Maria opened her eyes, saw Erica, and chewed more quickly, covering her mouth with the back of her hand. “This is amazing,” she said before she’d entirely finished the bite. “I can see why Lea recommended this restaurant.”

The thought made Erica anxious and seemed to make Maria sad, so Erica desperately grabbed for another subject. “How’s Denise doing?”

Maria smiled. Success, Erica thought.

“She’s great,” Maria said. “She’s married and they have a daughter, Gail, who’s two.”

“Oh, wow! So you’re an aunt!” As soon as the words left Erica’s mouth, she feared she would regret them—what if Denise, or her husband, or her husband’s family, wouldn’t accept Maria? What if she never got to see her niece for stupid reasons?

But Maria’s sparkling smile hadn’t faded. “Auntie Mar, that’s me. I babysit sometimes on weekends. They’ll drop Gail off at my house, or Denise will drag me out. I really adore Gail.”

“Lucky for you, then.”

Maria nodded. “And Julie? How is she?”

“She’s great.”

Before she could say anything else, Erica was summoned away again to serve drinks and food. The one good thing, she thought, was that Vance had stocked them up on sandwiches. But if it stayed this busy for a few more hours, she would have to start making more, and that would mean less time talking to Maria.

When she got back out, though, Maria had laid a few bills on the bar, next to the empty wine glass and the sandwich plate lightly scattered with crumbs. “I don’t think my date is showing,” she said.

“You can hang around as long as you want,” Erica said quickly. “We’re busy, but not so busy that someone is trying to push you off the bar.”

Maria shook her head, her shoulders slumping. “No, I’d better get back home. But it really was great to see you again.”

“You, too.” Erica felt heavy with disappointment at the prospect of Maria going home, even if she understood—if they could have sat together and caught up, that would have been one thing, but she kept running off, and Maria must have been getting bored while Erica was off serving customers.

She wondered if they would manage to see each other again after this. They had each other’s numbers now, but they both worked, and they didn’t live close to each other. Would she even remember to give Maria a text or a call?

This was important, she decided. It might have just been by chance that she and her childhood best friend had found each other again, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t meaningful. She wouldn’t let this go.

“How much do I owe for the meal?” Maria asked, gesturing toward the bills.

Erica shook her head and pushed them back toward Maria with one finger. “On the house. Call it a combined apology for vanishing on you and consolation prize for your date never showing up.”

Maria smiled awkwardly. “Well. Thanks.” When she reached for the money, her fingers brushed Erica’s. Erica pulled her hand back, but her heart was already pounding.

It just wasn’t fair. Why did Maria have to be so gorgeous?

She was called away by an order down the bar, and when she turned back, Maria’s spot was empty. She’d left a ten-dollar bill on the bar by her plate, but nothing else remained of her.


Chapter 2




“Good boy,” Maria said, taking the slobbery ball out of Gus’s mouth. He stared at her, panting and wagging his tail, until she threw it again. “Go get it!”

He didn’t need to be told—he turned and bounded off after it, his stumpy little legs scrabbling through the grass. A little girl shrieked and pointed at him as he ran by.

Maria grinned and stretched, shaking out her hand, though she knew it wasn’t going to come clean of all the dog slobber until she washed it with soap. It was good to be in the park with her dog on a Sunday—especially on a beautiful day like this. The park was crowded, but no one here was judging her, and it was a welcome break from work and from her parents.

What she should be doing, of course, was working on job applications. She wasn’t going to be able to move out of her parents’ house until she could afford to pay her student loans and rent at the same time—not to mention groceries and all the other things she would need for her own place. And she really wanted a job with better health insurance. Without a college degree, though, the job hunt was particularly fruitless, and it had been grinding her down. She hoped an afternoon in the park would be what she needed.

Gus came bouncing back, ball in his mouth, and she took it and threw it again—in a different direction this time, so that he wouldn’t be annoying the same people by running past them over and over again. He tore after it, and she smiled at his retreating curly tail. Oh, to be a pug, and to be infinitely entertained by something as simple as a ball flying across a park.

She squinted as she watched him run off. He was passing by the figure of a woman, walking along one of the paths, and the woman looked familiar. Maria swallowed with sudden nerves. This wasn’t a former date of hers, was it? She came to the park to get away from people.

The woman walked closer, coming more into focus, and Maria gulped in a breath of relief as the messy, dark hair and little snubbed nose came into view. It was Erica. Maria had no idea what she was doing in the park, but it was much nicer to see her than anyone she’d been fearing.

Gus was heading back to her with the ball in his mouth, so she gave Erica a quick wave, then tossed the ball gently in her direction. It landed only a foot from the sidewalk and, because it had gone slowly this time, Gus caught up to if after only a second. Erica hadn’t seen Maria wave, but she saw Gus, and when she followed him with her gaze, she suddenly grinned.

Erica came walking after Gus through the grass, and Maria took the ball from his mouth, then stood there awkwardly. She hadn’t thought this through. She was holding a ball full of dog slobber, she was dressed in an old pair of men’s jeans, and her tank top had a stain on it. Her cheeks warmed. She didn’t want Erica to see her like this.

Before she had any time to wonder why she was reacting so strongly, Erica reached her and stood there smiling, just far enough away that they couldn’t touch unless one of them moved. “I thought I recognized your dog,” she said.

Maria smiled. “Well, he’s my parents’ dog, technically.” He sat there panting at her foot, fixated on the ball as he waited for her to throw it again.

“Still, I shouldn’t be surprised to see you here, giving him some exercise. It’s sweet of you.”

Maria nodded, then realized she had just agreed with Erica calling her sweet. How ridiculous. She turned and threw the ball again for Gus to chase. “It gets me out of the house,” she said. “And I guess I need the fresh air just like he does. What brings you to the park?”

“Exercise,” Erica said with a shrug. “I’m on my feet all day at the restaurant, but I actually try to stretch my legs when I’m off.”

“But you look great,” Maria said, her cheeks warming. “I mean, you’re in great shape.” She sounded like she was flirting. She hadn’t intended that.

Erica grinned and looked away for a moment. “Well, thanks. But I still need to work at it.”

“You don’t bring your bunny to the park?”

Erica laughed, and Maria was pleased that she’d amused her. “Cadbury? No, he would love it here, but only if there weren’t any other people or dogs. I know he’d be terrified of your dog.”

“What, little Gus?” He had just run up with the ball in his mouth, so Maria crouched down to pat him while getting the ball out of his mouth. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He doesn’t even chew his tennis ball.” She threw it again.

“Yeah, but he chases it,” Erica said, watching him go. “Anyway, Cadbury doesn’t know the difference. He’s just a little bunny. He sort of understands people, but other animals are a terrifying mystery to him. You should come meet him sometime—he could use attention from people besides me more often.”

“I’d like that,” Maria said. She meant it, though she wasn’t sure if Erica meant the invitation.

“Cool, I’ll call you,” Erica said. “Or text. Whatever. What do you prefer?”

“Text,” Maria said, putting one hand self-consciously to her throat. Even Erica had noticed how deep her voice still was—she’d worked on it, watching countless YouTube videos and practicing her feminine voice over and over again, but she still couldn’t get it to sound natural.

Even now, once in a while she got ‘sir’ over the phone, though it had been years since that memorable day she’d corrected someone’s ‘sir’ and he had refused to believe her. Texting was always better. Text was entirely gender-neutral.

As silence fell between her and Maria, she resisted the urge to ask whether Lea had ever shown up at the restaurant two nights ago. She knew the answer: either Lea had blown her off completely, or she had delayed long enough to be sure Maria wouldn’t be waiting any longer before showing her face at the Bell and Pauper.

After Maria had returned home, she’d opened her laptop and gone through the conversation she and Lea had had on the dating site. It hadn’t been hard to find: she’d read, with a sick plummet in her stomach, where she had written the fatal words to Lea.

I want to be honest with you. I’m trans.

That’s OK with me, Lea had assured her, and Maria, foolishly, had believed it. Lea hadn’t asked, as some of her online dates (or attempts at dates) had, whether Maria was ‘pre-op’ or ‘post-op.’ Maria had thought that meant Lea really didn’t care.

And Lea had still said she would meet Maria at the Bell and Pauper. Obviously, she had either changed her mind, or been so determined to humiliate Maria that she had pretended to be willing to go, only to leave Maria sitting alone at the bar.

Well, this time it had backfired on her. Maria had found her childhood best friend again, and this time she wasn’t letting go. Not if she could help it.

“Well, I should get back to my walk,” Erica said. “I’ll definitely text you. I promise.”

Maria smiled, then bent to take the ball from Gus’s mouth and throw it again. “Sounds great.”

She found herself watching as Erica headed back to the path. She hadn’t been lying when she said that Erica was in great shape. That was a fine ass, beautifully enhanced by the yoga pants Erica wore.

She patted her hair self-consciously. She shouldn’t be admiring Erica’s shape. Like Erica had said, they’d thought of each other as sisters when they were younger. The years of separation shouldn’t change that—too much.

Then she groaned and cursed to herself. She would really have to shower when she got home. She’d just rubbed the hand covered in dog slobber right in her hair.


Chapter 3




Erica remembered that she wanted to text Maria exactly seven times that week—twice she remembered while she was in the shower, four times she remembered while she was busy at work, and once she remembered right before discovering Cadbury chewing on the cover of her favorite book. She did not text Maria a single time.

On Saturday morning, Erica’s alarm went off at six AM. She did not want to drag herself out of bed. But the big city flea market was that weekend; she had been wanting to go since last year, and when she’d mentioned it to Vance, he had given her a list of things to pick up for the restaurant if she found them (reimbursable, of course). Skipping it would mean Vance would give her one of his disappointed looks. Not to mention that she might miss out on the chance to score some awesome vintage clothing.

She could always go later, but it was supposed to be hot that day, with a potential thunderstorm later. People would be packing up early. Anyway, she knew the best flea market shoppers got there at the crack of dawn; the later she arrived, the less there would be for her to pick through.

She pulled herself out of bed with that inducement and dressed quickly while making a cup of coffee. She drank it while petting Cadbury and giving him his morning veggies. “You be good while I’m gone,” she told him sternly, not forgetting the incident with the book (now safely tucked away on a high shelf). “And maybe I’ll find some rabbit toys to bring home.”

He stood up on his hind legs, nose reaching toward her as though he’d understood. She smiled, shook her head, gave him one last nose rub, and was off.

Thank goodness the sun hadn’t gotten too scorching yet. She realized when she arrived that though she had her straw hat, she’d forgotten her sunglasses. She was going to be squinting at everything as she walked around. Either that or she would have to buy another pair of sunglasses.

A table with lots of dresses and jeans laid out over it drew her attention. She started walking quickly, deciding that sunglasses could wait.

An hour later, she was loaded down with two pairs of jeans and a dress she intended to crop into a shirt, but she realized she’d forgotten to look for any of the things on Vance’s list. She was looking for somewhere to sit down and look through the list when her phone rang.

It was her sister, Julie. “Hi! What are you up to?” Erica answered cheerfully. Now she was looking harder for somewhere out of the way to sit, or at least get out of the flow of foot traffic.

“The guys are out on some kind of boat adventure, so I thought I’d grab the chance to talk with my favorite sister. I know it’s early, but I figured this was the best way of getting you before you went to work.”

“Well, I won’t be at work for hours yet. You didn’t want to go with them on their boat adventure?” She spotted a bench and aimed for it, squeezing between a woman holding the hand of a whining child and a group of three young men who seemed to be daring each other to do something. The bench was mostly empty.

Julie laughed. “No, thanks. I’ll probably get sick and then they’d think it was funny to splash me with river water.”

“Gross. And you get twice the harassment. I think I’ll stick with being single.”

“Oh, it has its benefits.” Julie’s voice warmed, and Erica couldn’t help smiling in response as she sat down on the bench. She and her sister might have their differences, but they still got along well, after all these years. Erica suspected that it helped that Julie was so much older—four years—that they could never be forced to share much growing up.

“I’m at the flea market now. You should come join me. I’m finding some really cool clothes.”

“Isn’t it crowded?”

“It’s super crowded,” Erica said as a woman sat down on the bench next to her, pulling a stroller in between her knees. Erica shifted over a tiny bit so the woman’s leg wouldn’t touch her, not that there was much space to move. The little girl in the stroller (who, unlike the woman, appeared to be Asian) whined. “But that’s half the fun, right?”

“No, thanks.” Julie snorted. “You do your thing. If you see anything you’re sure I’ll love, I’ll pay you back for it.”

“Okay, fine.” Erica would probably not end up buying anything for her sister—unless she found something she was so sure Julie would love that she wanted to save it as a gift. But that was unlikely. Julie had specific taste, and Erica—unlike Julie’s boyfriends, Nicholas and Jack—was not very good at keeping track of it. She usually defaulted to her own taste.

Maybe she would get some candy for Julie and her boyfriends. There was definitely a lot of candy to be had, and that would fulfill Erica’s urge to fill up a giant bag of assorted candy without forcing her to go through the whole thing on her own.

“How is work, anyway?” Julie asked. “You haven’t been talking about it much.”

“Oh, it’s the same,” Erica said. “Vance needs to hire another server. It’s probably going to be crazy tonight again, just like it was last night. And last week.” Mentioning last week reminded her that she’d seen Maria there. And that she’d promised to text her. Her stomach twisted with guilt. She’d do it after she got off the phone with Julie.

“You need to ask for a raise.”

“He just gave me a raise.”

“Find another job offer, and use that to get another raise. Either that or take the other job. You deserve better than that.”

“I’m working on it.” She wasn’t sure she did, though. She was already making good money for a bartender, and while ‘bartender’ wasn’t strictly her job description anymore, it wasn’t like she would find another job that gave her so many different responsibilities. But she was job searching, because she knew she could make more money. It was just hard to get anywhere in the restaurant industry.

A gorgeous woman was weaving through the crowd, carrying three ice cream cones, so that it was hard for her to squeeze past people. She was getting the attention of several people, including the guys who had been giving each other dares—and Erica.

Erica squinted, her heart pounding. It had to be her imagination, right? She’d just been thinking about Maria, so now people in the crowd were looking like Maria. “Is that—” she began.

“What is it? Erica? Are you okay?”

The little girl in the stroller next to her let out a loud squeal, and the woman waved one ice cream cone in her direction. No, it wasn’t her imagination. Maria was coming toward her.

“I’m fine,” Erica said, a little breathless, turning to bend over the phone and hope that she wasn’t drawing attention to herself. “I have to go. I’ll talk to you later, okay? Let me know how the boat adventure goes.”

“Uh, yeah. Call me back when you’ve dealt with whatever it is, okay?”

“Sure.” Erica hung up and stuffed the phone in her pocket. She wasn’t able to get off the call in time—Maria was now squatting down in front of the stroller and handing an ice cream cone to the little girl, having not noticed Erica at all. Of course, Erica had turned so that Maria couldn’t see her face.

“Here you go, sweetie,” Maria was saying to the little girl.

“What do you say?” the mom said.

“Fank you, Auntie Mar,” said the little girl through a mouthful of ice cream.

Of course—this must be Denise and her daughter. Erica couldn’t believe she hadn’t recognized her.

She stood up as Maria was handing another ice cream cone to Denise. When she took another look at Denise’s face, she was no longer surprised that she didn’t recognize her. She’d gotten a lot heavier and her hair was a different color than when they were kids. And Erica wasn’t really sure, now that she thought about it, that she actually remembered what Denise’s face looked like.

“Maria,” she said, annoyed with herself for how breathlessly the word came out.

Maria turned quickly, standing as she spun, her eyes wide and her mouth drawn tight. Erica’s heart gave an extra beat at the fear on Maria’s face. She promised herself she would never startle her like that again.

“Oh!” Maria’s face relaxed into a grin, and Erica breathed more freely. “Erica! Wow, we just keep running into each other, don’t we?”

“I guess so,” Erica, said, grinning back.

Denise looked up from under her floppy hat. “Erica? Mar, don’t tell me…”

“You remember Erica and Julie,” said Maria. “Our neighbors when we were little.”

“Of course,” said Denise, her eyes widening. “Have you two been in touch? I had no idea.”

“No, no,” Maria said quickly. “We just met again last week. Erica works at the Bell and Pauper—I was just out there last week.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of that!” Denise said, her voice growing more enthusiastic. “I’ll have to check it out, especially now that I know someone who works there.”

Erica grinned with pride in her restaurant. “It’s great. You should definitely come—just not on a Friday or Saturday night, because it’s packed.”

Denise smiled. “That may depend on Mar—unless you think it’s a kid-friendly atmosphere.”

Erica shook her head quickly. “Not really. We serve booze.” She couldn’t help noticing that both Denise and her daughter kept calling Maria ‘Mar’… and the way they pronounced it, it was short for Marcus, not Maria.

But Maria obviously cared about her sister anyway, so Erica wasn’t going to judge.

“This is Gail,” said Maria, gesturing toward the stroller. She crouched down again. “Gail, say hi to my friend Erica.”

Erica bent over the stroller, smiling. Gail looked up, eyes wide, and gave Erica a perfunctory wave before turning back to her ice cream. Erica laughed. “Nice to meet you too, Gail.”

“Sorry about her,” Denise said.

Erica shook her head, straightening up. “It’s fine. If I had ice cream, I’d probably be more interested in it than some stranger, too. But it’s great to see you guys again. I was actually just on the phone with Julie.”

“Oh, how is she?” Denise asked.

“Wait, were you sitting down?” Maria said. “I didn’t mean to make you get up.”

Erica shook her head and stepped out of the way, gesturing to her vacated spot on the bench. “No, you sit down. I’ve been sitting for a while. Anyway, you have ice cream.”

“If I’d known you would be here, I would have gotten one for you, too.”

Erica smiled. “Maybe I’ll get one myself later. Go on, sit down. Julie’s doing great,” she said to Denise as Maria gave in and sat. “She has a good job and, uh, a good relationship with her two boyfriends.”

She tried not to drop that comment on Julie’s life like a bombshell, but Julie was always insistent that she wasn’t hiding from anyone, and Erica wasn’t allowed to keep it a secret, either. At least, not as long as Erica was open about being a lesbian, which she was, so much so that almost everyone she met tagged her immediately.

Denise, to her credit, raised her eyebrows and blinked several times, but did not immediately make any judgmental remarks about Julie’s love life. Maria, on the other hand, guffawed behind her hand, nearly spilling her ice cream. “Two? Good for her!”

“Are both men… happy with this arrangement?” Denise asked faintly.

“Oh, yes,” Erica said, grinning. All right, so it was fun to drop the information on people and watch their reactions. “They’re together, as well. They call it a triad.”

“Oh, well, I guess that makes sense.” Denise shook her head. “I don’t know how they can handle that. One husband is enough for me, and sometimes I even need a break from him—like today.”

“She must have a lot of stamina,” Maria said, starting to giggle. Erica couldn’t help laughing as well, and when Gail joined in—though hopefully she didn’t know what she was laughing about—Denise laughed too, and they all gave in to the giggles for a few minutes.

“Maybe the four of us should get together sometime for a chat,” Denise said. “It’s been so many years. There’s a lot to catch up on. Why did your family move so suddenly?”

Abruptly all the laughter drained out of Erica. A lump formed in her throat. Maria, glancing at Erica quickly, leaned close to Denise. “I’ll tell you later, in private. If that’s okay with you, Erica.”

Erica nodded. “Tell her. I—yeah, I just don’t want to think about it right now.”

“That’s okay,” Maria said. “It’s fine. I’ve finished my ice cream, so let’s get back to shopping. Want to walk with us, Erica?”

“No, I—I think I’d better go home. I bought enough stuff.” She hefted the bag she carried, not meeting Maria’s eyes. “Anyway, Cadbury misses me. I’m sorry I haven’t texted you, by the way. I’m going to, I swear.”

“It’s okay,” Maria said again.

“Are you sure?” Denise asked. “You can’t have been here long. I know I haven’t seen even half the booths. You don’t have to buy anything, it’s just fun to walk around and look.”

Erica put one hand on the back of her neck to keep herself under control. She shook her head. “No, I have to go. It was great seeing you. I’ll talk to you later. I promise.”

She hurried away. She thought Maria was saying something else to her, but she deliberately blocked it out. Listening to them ask her to stay was just making it worse. She needed to go.


Chapter 4




After work, the text read. 5:30 OK?

Perfect, Maria texted back. See you then.

She sat back with a sigh, then quickly resumed her usual excellent posture and put her hands on her keyboard so it would look like she was working. She couldn’t afford to seem to be slacking off in any way. Desperate as she was for a new job, the last thing she wanted was to get fired from this one.

Especially when she was doing ridiculous things like spending fifteen dollars on ice cream and candy at a weekend flea market. She couldn’t afford that, but she could never resist Gail.

She checked her phone quickly to make sure Carmen really had agreed to meet her after work. Carmen was her only trans friend, and right now she needed to talk to someone who understood what she was going through.

An email came through and she skimmed it for information relevant to her department, but her mind wasn’t on it. She was mentally going over, again, Erica’s sudden departure from the flea market on Saturday.

Maria had been so excited to see her there—way too excited. With a sinking heart, she’d recognized her reaction. She was getting another ill-advised crush on a friend. That was why she needed to talk to Carmen; the two of them would have a good heart-to-heart and then she would feel better, and she’d probably be able to treat Erica like her childhood friend again. Like she was.

Erica looked so great these days, though, so confident, with such a fun job, and the way she treated Maria was almost like she’d forgotten she was ever Marcus…

She sighed, double-checked that the email was irrelevant, and deleted it. But Erica was also proudly, happily single, and anyway, she’d said she thought of Maria as her sister. There wasn’t much room for ambiguity there.

Andy, her friend who sat a couple of desks over, stopped at her desk on the way back from the coffee machine. He put his coffee cup on her desk and leaned on her cubicle wall with one arm. “I heard you sighing. It’s been a long week, hasn’t it?”

She tried not to smile. “Andy, it’s Monday afternoon.”

“Exactly.”

“Yeah, I guess it has. What about you?”

“It’s end of quarter. It was a long week by the time I went out for lunch. I’m still trying to get the last of those numbers in, but it’s like pulling teeth.”

Maria clucked her tongue sympathetically. She only had a vague understanding of what Andy did in finance, but it certainly sounded stressful—unlike her job, which had practically no challenge at all. But without a college degree, her choices were limited.

“Well, if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”

“Actually, there might be. If I send you a couple of emails, will you look them over and kind of proofread them for me? Make sure they don’t sound overly hostile or impatient?”

She smiled. “I can do that.”

It wasn’t as though she didn’t have time in her workday to do stuff like that for coworkers—and it was sort of in her job description, though she wouldn’t be inclined to run around telling the director that she was doing it. But she was here to be administrative support for the whole department, so if she was helping Andy administrate his emails, that fit.

“Thanks, you’re a peach.”

“How was your weekend?” she asked him.

“Oh, it was good. Toby and I went down to the beach—it was a perfect weekend for it. Reminded me of the day he proposed, actually.” Andy’s smile went a little distant and misty. Maria smiled in sympathy, though she was a little jealous, too. She wished it was as easy and straightforward for her to find someone as it had been for Andy.

They chatted for a little while longer, then Andy headed back to his desk, sighing about how much work there was for him to do. Maria checked her email again. Nothing new.

A few hours later, having proofread and praised Andy’s emails (they were perfectly businesslike), booked rooms for several meetings, and made a stack of copies, it was finally time to go. She closed down her computer, snatched her purse, and hurried out of there before anyone could come up with an excuse for her to stay late. She needed her time with Carmen.

When she reached the coffee shop, she realized that she was early, so she decided to surprise Carmen by ordering both of their drinks—Carmen always drank the same thing. Once she had ordered, she found a table for two and set her purse on the empty chair, claiming it for her and Carmen. The coffee shop was noisy, but not too crowded, which was just the way she liked it; she and Carmen would be able to talk in relative privacy.

After a couple of minutes of waiting, Maria heard the barista call out, “Flat white, hazelnut macchiato, caramel mocha latte with soy!”

The first two drinks were hers, so she stood up and walked to the counter—and found herself face-to-face with Erica, reaching for one of the drinks.

The two of them stared at each other for a moment, then started laughing. “This is getting crazy,” Erica said. “And I still haven’t texted you. I’m such a jerk. Do you want to come over on Wednesday night to meet Cadbury? That’s my next night off.”

“Sure,” Maria said, feeling her mouth stretch in an unexpected grin. “I actually would like that.”

She’d assumed Erica was just making excuses and hadn’t felt too bad about it. Really, she was used to being rejected, and a gentle rejection was much better than being stood up, like Lea had done to her. But the straightforward way that Erica had just asked her to come over made her think that maybe Erica didn’t dissemble.

When they were kids, Erica had always been dramatic, but honest. But so had Maria, even if not everyone in her life took her seriously; it was hard to lie when you were little. She’d just assumed they’d both grown up.

“What are you doing here?” Maria asked.

“Taking advantage of my night off to write some job applications,” Erica said, wrinkling her nose and picking up her drink in both hands. “Not that I’m doing very well at it. Maybe I just need some more caffeine.”

Maria nodded and reached for her drinks—she should get them to the table before Carmen showed up and got in line to buy another drink. Erica’s gaze followed Maria’s hands and her eyes widened suddenly. “Oh, shit, are you here with a date? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t monopolize your time. Go have fun.”

“No, no,” Maria said as soon as she could get a word in edgewise, her cheeks warming. She wished she didn’t have to dismiss the idea that she was on a date so quickly—but she didn’t want Erica to think she was dating other people, either. Not that Erica would care.

“I’m meeting a friend,” she explained. “I wanted to surprise her with the drink when she gets here. We were just going to chat. Let me… oh, there she is. Carmen!” As Maria turned to put the drinks on the table she’d claimed, she caught Carmen just walking in the door. Carmen grinned, waved at her, and made her way past the line over to Maria.

“Oh, you got me my flat white. Bless you, darling. I didn’t mean to make you wait, but the subway was just packed. And who is this gorgeous creature?” Carmen smoothly turned to Erica, smiling a dazzling white smile and holding out her hand to shake.

Maria winced inwardly. She’d forgotten how charming Carmen could be. She just hoped her friend didn’t seduce her… other friend right out from under her nose. “Carmen, this is Erica. She was my best friend when I was a kid, and we just met again. Erica, Carmen, another friend of mine.”

“How wonderful!” Carmen cried, shaking Erica’s hand. “What serendipity to meet again after many years. You must be delighted to see how Maria has developed as an adult.”

“I am,” Erica said. Her voice was warm, but her eyes flickered to Maria and then away to study the polished floor. Maria took a deep breath, resisting the urge to bolt. She’d overestimated Erica, just like she did with everyone else. She couldn’t help remembering Marcus, and wondering what exactly was underneath Maria’s pencil skirt.

“It’s good to meet you,” Erica said. “But I don’t want to interrupt your friend time. I’ll just…” She pulled her phone out, balancing her drink in her other hand as she swiped on the screen. “Maria, I’m texting you my address. Come over anytime, okay? I’m completely off work that day.”

“Yeah,” said Maria, confused and a little stunned. “Sure, I will.”

Erica walked away, back to her own table—Maria could see her laptop open on it—and Carmen tugged at Maria’s elbow, pulling her onto a chair as Carmen slid into her own.

Carmen wrapped her hands around her coffee, eyes going wide and eyebrows going up. “An invitation already? This is moving fast.”

“Shut up,” Maria said in a sigh, but her heart wasn’t in it, even to tease. “It’s not—it’s not that. I’m supposed to meet her pet rabbit.”

Carmen guffawed so loudly that half the coffee shop turned to stare at her. Maria felt her cheeks go hot. “Not that,” she hissed, trying to pretend she didn’t know why Carmen was laughing. “He is an actual pet. His name is Cadbury.”

“Sure he is,” Carmen said, now gasping with laughter.

“She showed me a picture!”

“Oh, I bet!”

Maria groaned and sank down in her seat, taking a drink of her macchiato to cover her embarrassment. Carmen would stop laughing eventually. She hoped.

No, what she really hoped was that Erica didn’t realize that Carmen was laughing about her. Still slumped down in the seat, she turned her head carefully, picking out Erica’s table to see if she was one of the ones staring at Carmen. To her relief, Erica had big noise-canceling headphones on; she probably hadn’t even heard the laugh.

Maria took another drink and glared at Carmen, her courage bolstered. “Are you done yet?”

“Oh, I don’t think so.” Carmen shook her head and took a gulp of her drink. That seemed to calm her down. “But maybe I can let the rest of the coffee shop get on with their day.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Thank you.” She shifted in her seat, wishing she hadn’t slid around—her pencil skirt had ridden up on her thighs. Maybe she could find a fortuitous opportunity to use the bathroom and adjust things.

Because, of course, what was under the pencil skirt was exactly what she didn’t want there. The source of her troubles. It wasn’t the only thing that had made people treat her as a boy growing up, but it was the last stubborn piece… at least, the last outward piece.

“So what did you want to talk about?” Carmen asked.

“Oh, no.” Maria hid her face in her hands. She’d forgotten the reason she had wanted to meet Carmen in the first place. Now the last thing she felt like doing was sitting down and having a chat about her feelings for Erica.

“What is it? Come on, Carmen’s here. I’ll listen.” Carmen reached across the table and patted Maria’s shoulder.

“I know you’ll listen,” Maria said, her hands still over her face. “But that doesn’t mean you won’t laugh. Anyway, I don’t know if I can talk about it now. Not while she’s here.” She dared another peek at Erica, who seemed to be entirely ignoring her. That was fine. That was good, in fact. But maybe they should go to another coffee shop.

“What, Erica?” Carmen raised her perfect eyebrows and turned to look at Erica’s table—she moved her whole upper body, being completely obvious about looking. Maria covered her face again.

“She is a hottie,” Carmen said. “But she’s not listening.”

Maria sighed. “I know, I know. It’s just weird, okay?”

“So she really wasn’t inviting you over to her house to play with her rabbit?”

Maria opened her fingers enough to glare at Carmen again. “No. We were really childhood friends. Best friends. Denise was best friends with her sister, too.”

“So why’d you lose touch in the first place?” Carmen sat back and sipped her drink.

“She moved away all of a sudden—we were seven. I never knew what happened. I know now.” Maria lowered her hands and put them flat on the table, staring at them. She couldn’t imagine what an awful experience that must have been for Erica. It had been heartbreaking enough for Maria to lose her best friend—Erica would have had a much harder time, losing her best friend and her mom on the same night. Not to mention the home she’d grown up in. It was amazing that Erica dealt with life as well as she did.

“What was it?”

Maria shook her head. “I don’t want to go around spilling her story. It’s enough to say to say, I wondered when I was younger if it had anything to do with me, but now I know for sure that it didn’t. There’s nothing I could have done to affect it one way or another.”

Carmen nodded. Thankfully, her expression was now serious, all laughter wiped from her eyes. “Okay, I get it. You thought she hated you, and now that you know she doesn’t, you’re all over her.”

“No, I never thought she hated me! I just… I felt like I’d done something wrong, and now I know I didn’t. That’s not why I’m all over her.”

“Aha!” Carmen grinned, leaning forward again. “So you admit you have a crush on her.”

Maria grabbed her drink and took a long sip. She needed the sugar and caffeine. The addiction probably wasn’t helping her overall mood, but oh did it feel good when she got the hit.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I can’t deal with this.”

“Why not?”

“She was my best friend! She said she thought of me as her sister.”

“Her sister?” Carmen’s eyes widened with real, not theatrical, surprise this time. “I thought you never came out until you were ten.”

“Not as such. But I told Erica to call me Maria when we were kids. I told Denise and Julie, too, but I guess Denise didn’t take me seriously. No idea about Julie. They’re older—well, you’ve met Denise, you know how much older than me she is. I guess Erica accepted what I said at face value, but they were already old enough to look past what I said at what I looked like.”

“They were old enough to have internalized the rules society gives,” Carmen said.

“Yeah, exactly.”

“Denise is okay about it now, though.”

Maria wrinkled her nose. “She still calls me Mar, and so do Elias and Gail. It’s cute from Gail, but I wish they’d use my full name. Better than my parents, though.” She shrugged, keeping her hands wrapped around her drink. It wasn’t keeping her warm anymore, and the coffee shop was overly air conditioned. “But I don’t want to complain about them anymore.”

“Complain about them all you like,” Carmen said. “I’m here to listen. But I’m going to tell you every time that you have to move out.”

Maria shook her head and looked away. She wasn’t going to have that argument again. She would love to move out, but there was no way she could afford rent anywhere. If only she could finish college—but she couldn’t afford that, either, and the idea made the pit of her stomach freeze up.

“Move in with Erica,” Carmen said. “Then you’ll be fine. Just mooch off her until you find a better job.”

That made Maria smile and look at Carmen again. “I don’t really think that’s an option.”

“Yeah? Try it out.” Carmen leaned over the table, the corners of her mouth twitching as she tried to restrain a grin. “When you’re visiting her and her bunny-rabbit, kiss her. Or at least ask her out.”

“No way. I’m not setting myself up for rejection. She doesn’t even want to date anyone.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

Maria rolled her eyes, really getting annoyed with Carmen this time. “You don’t even know her. You just met her tonight.”

“Yeah, but she keeps checking you out.”

“What?” Butterflies suddenly arose in Maria’s stomach. She glanced at Erica as quickly and surreptitiously as she could, but Erica was still looking away, her hands on her keyboard and her ears covered with headphones. “You can’t even see her.”

Carmen smirked and nodded toward the ceiling. “Mirror.”

Maria twisted around and stared in the direction Carmen had indicated. Sure enough, there was a mirror in plain sight for Carmen, clearly reflecting Erica’s seat. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment for a moment. Carmen had been playacting when she’d turned around to look at Erica, too.

“But she’s facing the wrong direction,” she said quickly. “She couldn’t be checking me out.”

“She’s using the mirror. I keep catching her looking this way.”

Maria shook her head, the butterflies in her stomach turning back to ice. “She’s probably looking at you, not me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Carmen said. “I know I’m gorgeous, but I’m not her type.”

“How could you possibly know that?”

“Look at her. She looks like a lesbian, true, but a quiet one. She doesn’t go out of the way to draw attention to herself. She wants someone like you, beautiful, who looks like a woman. Not me, who looks like a drag queen more than anything else.”

Maria tried not to smile at Carmen’s self-deprecation, but it was funny. “You don’t look at all like a drag queen.”

“No? Then I must not be trying hard enough.” Carmen whipped a tiny mirror out of her purse and stared at herself in it. “That’s it! My lipstick is coming off!” She dug around in her purse until she found a tube of bright red lipstick. When she drew it over her lips, watching it carefully in the mirror, it proved to be full of glitter.

And this was why Maria liked hanging out with Carmen—besides the fact that she could truly tell her anything, even if Carmen tended to make a joke out of it. She always made Maria laugh. Despite her self-consciousness, she was giggling at the theatrical way Carmen put on her absurd lipstick and smacked her lips together.

“And there we go,” Carmen said, nodding at the mirror again. “Your girl is smiling, but she’s not laughing. So she must be looking at you, not me.”

Maria shot a surreptitious glance at Erica, but she couldn’t see any expression on her face. And she definitely didn’t want to make herself obvious by looking at the mirror again. She would just have to take Carmen’s word for it.

“Fine,” Maria sighed. “I’ll believe you.”

“You should, for I am wise. Now finish your drink.”

Maria gulped it down obediently. It had gone quite cool, and she was glad to have it finished before the taste became off-putting. And the sugar in her system was bringing her energy up.

Then she crossed her arms and glared at Carmen. “I came here to talk to you about how my crush on Erica is completely hopeless and unfair,” she whispered. “You haven’t helped with that at all.”

“Fair? Nothing’s fair in love and war.” Carmen smirked.

Maria shook her head. “I don’t mean fair to me, I mean fair to her. I’m probably just—just latching onto her because she was the first person to really treat me like me.”

Carmen’s expression finally went serious, despite the glittery lips. “I think that’s a perfectly good reason to have a crush on someone, to be honest. If someone you’re dating doesn’t treat you as you, that’s when you have a problem. And believe me, I’ve had plenty of trouble dating people who see me only as an object.”

Maria nodded, frowning sympathetically. Her dating history hadn’t been quite the same as Carmen’s, but neither of them had had much luck—including with each other. And Maria had heard enough about the men and women Carmen tried to date that she would never declare herself unluckier in love than her friend.

“I guess you’re right. She’s a good person and I want to keep her as a friend. But she thinks of me as her sister. You don’t date your sister.”

Carmen shrugged. “She might have thought of you as a sister when you were children, but that’s how children think. When I was eight, I rode around on skateboards with Chance Weldon and there was never anything sexual or romantic about it. These days we’d be all over each other, except he’s gay and can’t get over the tits. Believe me—we tried.”

Maria couldn’t help giggling again. “Poor guy. He thought he was getting Pablo and it turned out there was only Carmen.”

“It’s tragic,” Carmen sighed. “But that’s not the point. The point is, you’re adults now and you can have an adult relationship.”

Maria propped her chin up in her hands. “I wanted you to talk me out of it.”

“Talk you out of getting laid? Never.” Carmen raised her empty cup in a toasting gesture.

“Shh,” Maria hissed, feeling not only her cheeks flush this time but the rest of her body, as well. “She’ll hear you.”

“Your girl’s gone home,” Carmen said. “We can be as bawdy as we like.”

Maria looked quickly at the spot where Erica had been sitting. Sure enough, she and her computer were gone.

Maria wanted to be glad that she and Carmen could talk more freely now, but, staring at Erica’s empty seat, she felt instead as though a cloud had lowered over the table, turning the whole world gray.


Chapter 5




Erica knew she should be working on job applications—she’d completely failed to finish any on Monday night at the coffee shop—but she couldn’t seem to tear herself away from garbage TV, Sriracha popcorn, and a constant cycle of social media. Twitter, Instagram, Facebook—every time she got through the new posts on one, she decided to just take a minute to check the next, and by the time she’d finished that one, several more people had posted on the next.

She comforted herself with the excuse that she was exhausted. Her evening shift at the Bell and Pauper had gone longer than usual, because a group of guys had come in at eight and gone through several bottles of wine, staying until after closing. The restaurant had made good money, and she’d gotten a good tip from them, but she’d been on her feet for almost an hour longer than usual. She’d had a good night’s sleep, but she was still recovering.

Anyway, Cadbury seemed to agree with her assessment of the lazy day. As soon as she’d let him out of his cage this morning, he’d hopped onto the couch and flopped in the corner. When she went to the kitchen to feed herself, he followed her in, hoping for (and receiving) some fresh greens as a treat, but otherwise they’d both been complete slugs.

She looked up at her computer as the show she’d been watching ended and it prompted her to pick something new. In the corner of the screen, she could see that it was almost five-thirty. She should probably start thinking about what she was going to make for dinner soon. Maybe she should just order out—complete the lazy picture.

Well, if she was going to do that, she didn’t need to decide now. She could watch another show. She leaned forward and started to scroll through her options.

Before she could do anything, though, the phone in her hand buzzed. She looked at it with a frown and saw a text from Maria.

Her heart was suddenly going double-time. How could she have forgotten that she had invited Maria over to meet Cadbury today? That had been a terrible idea. She wasn’t dressed or showered—though her hair didn’t look much different from how she usually styled it, admittedly.

But, when she saw that Maria was checking that it was OK to come over, she couldn’t say no. How could she stand up her best friend? Especially after all the days that she had completely failed to text Maria. It would take a really crappy, thoughtless friend to change the plans now.

Sure, she texted Maria back. Just buzz when you get to the front door and I’ll let you in.

Then she leapt up from the couch and raced over to her closet to find some real clothes to put on. First, a bra, and then a shirt that wasn’t stained. Oh, damn, she was going to have to do laundry. She heard Cadbury hop down onto the floor, clearly interested in what she was doing.

She still didn’t have pants on when the phone rang. She leapt for it. “Maria?”

“Hey, I’m here. This is pretty convenient to work, actually.”

“Great! I’ll buzz you in. I’m on the third floor, second from the right when you come out of the elevator.”

She pressed the button to buzz Maria in and snatched the first pair of pants she could find. They proved to be slightly too small, but she managed to get them on and buttoned anyway. She was trying to decide what to do with her hair when there was a knock at her door.

The hair was a lost cause. She looked quickly around for Cadbury and found him under the coffee table, well away from the door. He seemed interested in what was going on, one ear tipped toward the door to catch the sounds coming from it.

Erica took a deep breath, dashed the door, and opened it, grinning. “Hey, come in!”

Maria looked just as fabulous—maybe more so—than the last few times Erica had seen her. She’d obviously come from work; her makeup was muted and elegant, and she was dressed in an impeccable gray tweed dress with black detailing. Erica couldn’t help staring as Maria stepped over the threshold in her black, practical heels.

“Wow,” she said. “Did you get that tailored to fit you?”

Maria looked down at herself, then up again, smiling shyly. “Actually, it fit this way off the rack. You think it suits me?”

“It looks amazing,” Erica said vehemently, then swallowed. “But I’m glad I don’t have to wear fancy dresses like that to work. I’d never be able to deal with it. You probably have to get that thing dry cleaned.” She shut the door behind Maria.

“I do,” Maria said, “but it’s worth it, I think. And I like dressing up.”

Erica thought back to the last few times she’d seen Maria. She always had nice clothes on—usually skirts or dresses. Even at the flea market. “Yeah, I guess you do.”

There was a moment of awkward silence. Maria looked around, then went to set her purse on the arm of the couch. Erica threw her hand out to stop her. “Not there,” she said. “Cadbury will chew anything unattended. Hang it on the hooks here.” She pointed next to the door, where she’d hung a set of hooks for anything she wanted to keep away from sharp little rabbit teeth.

“Ah, thanks,” Maria said, hanging up her purse. “I see the chewed-up blanket.”

“Yeah.” Erica looked away, embarrassed. She should have put away the blanket before Maria got here, or at least folded it so it didn’t look quite so ratty. But there hadn’t been time.

“So where is he?”

“Under the coffee table.” Erica squatted down, her hands on her thighs, and looked for him. He was still sitting there, looking quite calm, though both his ears were tipped forward now. She was kind of surprised that he hadn’t run away to hide somewhere—he usually did when a stranger came to the apartment. Maybe he was just feeling too lazy today.

“Hey, little guy,” she said. “Want to come out and meet Maria?” She put her hand under the table toward him. He stretched his head forward to sniff her fingers but, when he found no treats there, he settled back again.

Erica straightened up. “I don’t know if he’ll come out. He’s usually pretty shy.”

Maria kicked her shoes off and got down onto her hands and knees, peering under the table. Cadbury didn’t seem to twitch. “He won’t bite me if I reach out to him, will he?”

“Not unless you jab him in the eye or something.”

Maria smiled and reached her hand out slowly. Erica’s breath seemed to catch. She squatted down again, both so she could watch and so Cadbury would know it was all right.

Maria stopped with her hand about an inch from Cadbury’s nose. His twitching nose sped up, and then he stretched his head forward to sniff the tip of Maria’s finger, all his senses on alert.

He must have liked what he smelled, because he actually took a hop forward to sniff the rest of her finger, then her hand. He didn’t seem to want to stop sniffing, but Maria was patient with him, letting him inspect her. Finally, he lay down—still under the coffee table, but right at the end, where he was easy to reach.

Maria lifted her hand and gently stroked the top of Cadbury’s head. He accepted this, letting his ears lie flat against his back, though he didn’t settle down and half-close his eyes like he usually did when Erica petted him. Of course, Maria had hardly started.

Erica grinned, delighted with what she was watching. “You’re really good with him.”

“Well, I guess I’m used to animals,” Maria said, still gently stroking Cadbury. “Though Gus will usually come up to you and demand to be petted whether you want to or not.”

“Yeah, dogs are like that, I guess.”

Maria petted Cadbury slowly. Suddenly he seemed to decide he’d had enough: he jumped up, kicking his hind feet out in a show of petulance, and hopped away. He jumped up onto the couch, where he grabbed the blanket in his teeth and pulled it halfway around himself.

Maria laughed, standing up and brushing her hands together. “I guess he got tired of being petted.”

“That was pretty impressive, though,” Erica said, standing up as well. “He doesn’t usually tolerate new people for that long, and he didn’t go hide in his cage or under the sink.”

“Does he always do that with the blanket?”

“Sometimes, when it’s cold. It’s not cold today, but he might feel like he needs more protection or something. Anyway, did you want to stay for dinner? I was just about to, um, order out. Or make something. I have plenty of food in the house, I was just having a lazy day.” Erica folded her hands behind her back, not sure whether she wanted Maria to accept or not. She’d been enjoying her lazy day alone with Cadbury, but it was really good to have her best friend around again.

“I’d like that, but we can order out. I hate to make you cook on your day off.”

For some reason, that inspired Erica. Or maybe she was taking it as a challenge. Either way, her brain started to come up with excellent dinner-for-two ideas. “No, I’ll cook something. I don’t get to do any real cooking at the restaurant anyway, it’s all sandwiches. What do you like? Is there anything you don’t eat?”

“I’m allergic to soy, actually,” Maria said, frowning as though she was afraid of being reprimanded. “It’s not severe, but I can’t eat tofu or anything like that.”

“No problem.” Erica grinned, heading for the small kitchen. “That means the veggie sausage patties are out, but I usually save those for breakfast anyway. Let’s see, I can do something with noodles and… ooh, what about ramen?” She opened the fridge and surveyed the vegetable options. She didn’t have two whole servings of anything—but that was perfect for ramen. She could just shove everything in there. She picked out three scallions, a thick carrot, and a few leftover mushrooms.

“That’s not what I do when I make ramen,” Maria said. Erica glanced over at her. She was standing on the other side of the kitchen island, her brow slightly furrowed.

Erica shook the scallions at her. “I’m making real ramen. None of that instant noodle with flavor packet stuff.” She set everything down on the counter, then bent to find a cutting board.

“That sounds interesting,” Maria said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

Erica shook her head as she stood up with the cutting board. “I’m too used to cooking alone to want help. Just relax and stay out of the way.”


Chapter 6




Maria watched for a few minutes as Erica started the noodles cooking and chopped up the vegetables with efficient speed. She might not get to cook at work, but she was clearly a force to be reckoned with at home. Maria had thought she would feel awkward, but instead it was like an entertainment for her benefit alone as Erica whirled around the kitchen. It didn’t have a lot of space—she’d been honest when she said she had a small apartment—but she used it well.

After a little while, Maria wandered back over to the couch, looking at Cadbury. He sat on the couch with the blanket half around him, staring back up at her. She didn’t try to touch him again—he’d clearly had enough of that—but she wanted to look at him. She’d never really met a rabbit before, just seen a few at petting zoos or in the wild, and he was really cute.

He seemed to relax after a few minutes, but when she reached tentatively toward him, he scrambled up onto his feet again. She decided to leave him alone and walked back to rest her elbows on the kitchen island and watch Erica cook.

The pot of noodles was boiling on the stove now, and Erica seemed to be adding spices. She was dancing back and forth a little, and the movement of her hips was distracting Maria.

She scrambled for an appropriate topic of conversation. “What made you want to get a pet rabbit?”

“Oh, I’ve always loved rabbits,” Erica said.

“I remember!” Maria surprised herself. As soon as Erica had said that, a memory had flashed into her mind—hazy with the years—of the time a wild rabbit had run across their shared backyard. Erica had shrieked with delight and run after it, but of course it had disappeared under the neighbor’s hedge. “You tried to chase a wild rabbit once.”

“I probably did,” Erica said with a laugh. “And when I moved out of my grandmother’s house, I thought, well, why not? She never let us have any pets.”

“Oh, that’s not fair. I would have thought she would never want to deny you anything.” Maria couldn’t believe that a grandmother who’d lost her daughter-in-law would fail to indulge her half-orphaned granddaughters. After such a horrible trauma, they deserved it.

Erica shook her head. It somehow didn’t interrupt her rhythm; now she was cracking eggs into a pan, making it sizzle. She raised her voice over the sound. “Not my grandma. She’s strict.”

“Is she still around?”

“Oh, yes. My dad still lives with her. I can’t imagine what he’ll do when she passes.”

“Wow. I can’t imagine. All my grandparents are gone. Probably lucky for them.” Maria tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice. The only grandparent she really remembered having around was her mother’s father, who had never stopped voicing his displeasure over having a granddaughter when he expected a grandson—not that he ever referred to her as his granddaughter, of course.

“No. I think they’d be lucky to know you now.” Erica gave Maria a grin and a glance over her shoulder. Maria blushed and turned away.

“So, Cadbury. Where did you get him? From a farm?”

“No, from a shelter. He was just a baby. Someone had given him to a kid as an Easter present and then when the kid got tired of him, they just dropped him off there.” It didn’t sound like Erica was bothering to keep the anger from her voice.

And for good reason. Maria shuddered. “How awful! I can’t imagine wanting to give up a pet. I would never do that.” She walked over to look at Cadbury again. He twitched his ears up at her, but he was still lying down and looked relaxed. “He seems happy here with you.”

The sizzling quieted. “I hope so. I’d like to get him a girlfriend, a companion, but I don’t really have the space for a second rabbit. Maybe once I get my student loans paid off, I can get a bigger apartment.” Gentle splashing noises accompanied her words.

Maria laughed. “Yeah, I know how that is. Did you go to culinary school?”

“Oh, I wish.” Erica’s voice was suddenly much closer to Maria. She turned, surprised, to see Erica holding two large bowls with chopsticks stuck in them. “Here. You don’t mind eating on the couch, do you? It’s either that or the kitchen island.”

“I’m afraid I might spill soup on your couch,” Maria said, taking a bowl and eyeing the contents with trepidation—but also anticipation. “This looks delicious.” It was full of bright green and orange vegetables and pale noodles, with a perfect fried egg sitting on top.

“Spill on the couch all you like,” Erica said, walking around the end of the couch and sitting in the middle. “Budge over there, you little lump. You want a carrot? Here you go.”

Maria hurried to follow her onto the couch, in time to see Cadbury snatch a piece of carrot from Erica’s hand, jump off the couch, and run over to his cage in the corner with it. She laughed. “You just bribed him off the couch.”

“So I needed to make space.” Erica moved over and put her feet up on the coffee table. “Come on, sit down.”

Maria sat, picking up the chopsticks hesitantly. “I’m not really the best with these. Where do you keep your forks?”

“Oh, no you don’t.” Erica put her feet down and set her bowl on the coffee table. “I spent two weeks in Japan while I was on winter break from college, so I’m obviously an expert. Pick one chopstick up between your fingers like this, as though you’re holding a pencil.” She demonstrated. Maria picked up a single chopstick hesitantly, trying to follow her lead.

Erica gave an encouraging nod. “Good! You’ve got it. Now, the second chopstick goes between your thumb and your hand, right where they meet.”

Maria frowned at the chopstick and tried to stick it in between her thumb and her hand. She was sure she was doing it wrong, and Erica proved her right.

“No, like this. Here.” Erica took Maria’s hand in both of her own and moved her chopstick to the correct position. “Now you’ve got it.”

Maria blushed. The warmth of Erica’s hands seemed to move through her whole body, and she didn’t want to take it away. “Like this?” she said, bending her palm to make the chopsticks move together, in a way she was pretty sure was totally wrong.

Erica laughed. “No, the bottom chopstick doesn’t move. Here.” She held the bottom chopstick in place. “Now move the top one.”

Maria moved it up and down, grinning. She’d never gotten chopstick instructions quite this good before. “I think I’ve got it.”

“You definitely do. Good job.” Erica picked up her ramen bowl and effortlessly brought her chopsticks into the correct position. “Now grab some noodles and slurp!”

Maria stared at her in unaffected horror. “Slurp? I’ll get soup all over my dress!”

Erica stared back for a moment, then burst out laughing. “So you will! Here.” She took the blanket that had been so recently wrapped around Cadbury and wrapped it around Maria, tucking it over her shoulders and draping it over her lap. It covered her almost entirely; the ragged, chewed-on part was dangling over her knees.

She was sure she was blushing incredibly hard. She just hoped it couldn’t be seen through her makeup. “Thanks. I think I’m well protected now.”

Erica grinned at her, then once again picked up her soup bowl and chopsticks. This time she grabbed some noodles and vegetables in her chopsticks, lifted the food to her mouth, and slurped.

“It’s considered polite,” she said with her mouth half full. “Go on.”

Maria looked down at her bowl. She wasn’t sure she could get it right, but she was hungry. She picked up a noodle with her chopsticks—she’d been going for more than one, plus a piece of scallion, but one was sufficient with her newfound chopstick skills.

She brought it to her mouth—and dropped it. She tried again and dropped it again.

She took a deep breath. One more time. She could get it right, if only because Erica was watching.

This time she succeeded in getting a noodle with a piece of scallion, and she made it all the way to her mouth. She grabbed it between her teeth, then remembered to slurp.

She did splatter herself a little, but it only got on the blanket. And the soup was delicious. Once she had managed to swallow, she said so.

“Did you learn to make this in college?”

Erica chewed for a moment before swallowing again. “No, I majored in psychology, of all things. You can tell how well that worked out.”

Maria nodded sympathetically. “Yeah, I… my major didn’t work out, either.” She focused on her soup for a few moments. Now was not the time to talk about how she’d gotten too overwhelmed and panicky for college and ended up dropping out before she’d even declared a major.

“Psychology must have been interesting, though,” she said, talking partly to keep Erica from asking her about her college experience. “And you’re sort of a bartender now, so people pour out all their troubles to you, right?”

Erica shook her head, which was pretty impressive while she was slurping her soup at the same time. She was really very coordinated. “No,” she said when her mouth was free. “Thankfully. I mean, I had enough psychology in school. After I’d been bartending for a while I realized that I just didn’t want to go back. But at the Bell and Pauper, people mostly want to talk to their friends, not the bartender. There are always those who want to flirt, but they’re easy enough to deal with.”

Maria felt a tiny twinge of jealousy and tried to suppress it. “How so?” she asked casually—or so she hoped.

“Oh, they’re usually guys, and when I tell them I’m a lesbian they go away and flirt with Heather instead,” Erica said, stirring her soup with her chopsticks. “With the occasional girl—well, if she’s hot, I’ll be up-front about my interests. Half the time, that ends up with me getting laid.” She winked. “The other half, I guess the girl is looking for more and is smart enough not to press.”

Maria’s heart sank. She’d almost been ready to think of this as a date. But she knew Erica wasn’t interested in any kind of relationship.

She wanted a girlfriend so badly. Someone to support her, to hold her hand and smile at her in a special way, to walk around with her, to make her feel like a real woman…

Who was she kidding? She wasn’t going to feel like a real woman for a long time, certainly not until she could get that problem under her skirt dealt with. She shifted self-consciously, returning her attention to her soup.

After a moment, she realized she’d let the silence drag on too long and things were getting awkward again. She hastily swallowed. “I wish I had your ease with women,” she said. “I definitely don’t get flirted with at my job.”

“What do you do?” Erica asked, and that was enough for Maria, relieved to have moved away from an awkward conversation topic, to tell Erica all about her job as an administrative assistant at a marketing firm. She could complain for long hours about her boring, soul-sucking job.

She was so focused that she didn’t notice what was going on until she felt a weight pulling down her soup bowl. She looked down, confused, and saw that the rabbit was on the couch, his paws on the edge of the bowl, clearly interested in what was in there.

All Maria could do for a moment was stare at him in incredulity as he sniffed, his nose wiggling in the direction of the carrots. Then Erica burst out laughing. “Cadbury! What are you doing? Those are cooked, you don’t want those.” She grabbed him around his middle and pulled him backward, off of Maria’s soup bowl. “I’m sorry about that.”

“I’m just shocked,” Maria said, still staring at the rabbit, though she felt like laughing herself. “Does he do that a lot?”

“No, not really. I mean… I feed him off my plate sometimes if I have raw veggies.” Erica was petting Cadbury now, and he was settling down in the middle of the couch, his ears flattening onto his back. “I guess I spoil him a little. It is just him and me, and I work long hours on days that I go into the restaurant, so I feel like he deserves the extra attention when I am home.”

Maria grinned, watching Cadbury relax into the petting. “I think attention might be all that he wanted.”

“Yeah. He’s an only child, so maybe he was jealous.”

“Still, I’d better finish my soup before he steals it!”

It didn’t take much longer for her to finish her food, and while she didn’t want to leave yet, she felt that she should. Erica needed time alone with Cadbury—and besides, her parents would probably be worrying. She’d texted them to say where she was going, but they didn’t like for her to stay out so late.

Erica asked Maria to stay as long as she liked, but Maria was pretty sure she was relieved to be alone again. Maria thanked her many times for the food and hospitality; Cadbury accepted a few more pets before she left.

She stepped out onto the darkened street with a sigh, heading for the train station. Maybe if she’d majored in psychology like Erica, she would have been interested enough not to leave. She’d been thinking of a degree in English or communications, but hadn’t had any focus. And then what had happened with Cathy… well, it had been difficult to focus on classes.

Anyway, what would she have done with a degree in psychology? Probably the same crappy job she was doing now. She had too many issues of her own to be a good therapist, and she didn’t see any other career path from a psychology major.

A wolf-whistle came out of a dark alley across the street. She hunched her shoulders and walked faster, getting her phone out to tell her parents that she was about to board the train home.


Chapter 7




I don’t know whether you’re at work tonight, the message read, but either way, it’s Thursday, so you’re not busy. Talk to your favorite sister.

Erica smirked. Julie was right; it was early on a Thursday night, so the restaurant wasn’t busy. In fact, she was the only one here, as Vance had just left a few minutes before and Heather was not on tonight. She hated being the only one on shift, because it meant she had to be behind the bar and out on the floor at the same time—not to mention in the kitchen getting orders—but until the dinner rush started in half an hour or so, she had time to hang back and text. Right now, there was only one guy in the entire restaurant; he’d ordered a bottle of wine and was sitting in the corner with it and his laptop, so he didn’t look ready to ask for service anytime soon.

What makes you think you’re my favorite sister? Erica texted back, keeping one eye on her phone screen and the other on the door. If Vance were to return unexpectedly, she didn’t want to look like she was slacking.

You only have one sister! Apparently Julie was not in the mood for Erica’s teasing today.

Not true. How quickly you forget! What about Maria and Denise?

There was a long pause. Erica’s stomach twisted with anxiety. She realized she didn’t know what Julie would say. Did Julie even remember Maria as Maria? She and Denise were a few years older than Erica and Maria; they might not have taken her insistence on being called by that name as seriously as Erica had.

But all Julie wrote back was, Erica, they weren’t really our sisters.

Erica sighed. Julie was really not in the mood for teasing. In fact, she seemed to be missing that Erica was teasing at all, which wasn’t like her. After all, she’d grown up with Erica’s sense of humor.

What’s wrong, Jules? Work?

Work is always hard. I know I’m doing everything that can be done.

Everything OK with the two hotties?

Yes, Julie wrote back quickly—too quickly. Erica lifted her head entirely to take a survey of the room. Still no one but Beardy over in the corner, slowly sipping his rosé.

We’ve been talking about getting married, came the text, finally.

Didn’t you just do that?

That was a commitment ceremony. There was no legality to it. If we want to have kids, we’ll have more legal protections if we’re married, but of course, all three of us can’t get legally married.

Erica winced. That did sound difficult. She couldn’t imagine committing to one person, let alone two like Julie, but she could still sympathize with her sister’s dilemma.

Someone came in the front door. Erica quickly stashed her phone in her back pocket, but the teenager looked around, shook their head, and left. Good thing, too—they were probably too young to drink.

And it had given Erica a moment to think of what to say to Julie. Get pregnant and marry the bio dad? she suggested.

There was another long pause from Julie. Erica straightened the wine bottles and checked the stock below the counter; she had plenty to get her through the evening.

That’s practical except for the DNA testing part, Julie texted back.

Erica shrugged and sighed, though she knew her sister couldn’t see her. She was no good at this advice stuff. There was a reason she hadn’t gone on to grad school to become a therapist.

I don’t know what to tell you, she wrote. But good luck figuring it out.

I didn’t expect you to have any advice. No one can really decide except for us.

Of course not.

She stuck her phone back into her pocket as a man and woman came in, looking around uncertainly. Erica walked up to them with menus in hand, smiling her winning smile. “Welcome to the Bell and Pauper. Would you like to sit at a table or at the bar?” Her phone buzzed while she spoke, but she couldn’t look at it now.

“Oh, a table, please,” said the man.

Usually people seated themselves at the restaurant, but Erica was happy to guide them to a table for two near the bar—convenient for her, and far enough away to hopefully keep from bothering Beardy with his laptop. She took their drink orders, filled them, and then retreated into the kitchen with their sandwich orders.

As she heated up their sandwiches, she had another moment to look at her phone. How are you doing? her sister had asked.

Good, Erica wrote back. Everything is going quite swimmingly.

How’s Cadbury? Julie added a bunny emoji after the question.

He’s great, of course. He made a friend the other day.

I thought you weren’t going to get another bunny until you had more space.

Erica laughed quietly. A human friend. Before she could elaborate, the sandwiches were done, and she hurried them out to the couple. She also took the opportunity to check on the man with the bottle of wine, who told her politely that he would probably want to order a sandwich in half an hour or so. He seemed to be holding his alcohol well.

Her phone buzzed, and she knew she should see what Julie had written, but three guys came in and seated themselves at the bar, and she had to hurry to serve them. They all wanted the same beer and the same sandwich, which made her job efficient, but she barely had time to whip her phone out and send Julie a quick text.

Sorry, business is picking up now. We’ll chat later.

It wasn’t until late that night, when the restaurant was closed and her sister was undoubtedly asleep, that she saw the text Julie had written. You actually introduced another human to your rabbit? I’m proud of you. Can’t wait to meet her.


Chapter 8




It was Friday afternoon, and half the office had gone home. Maria couldn’t afford to do the same, since she didn’t want to waste the small amount of leave that was available to her, and anyway, the director was still in, so there might still be stuff for her to do.

But that didn’t mean that she couldn’t slack off a little. Right now she was staring into space, her eyes half-focused on a spot a few inches above her computer screen, where there was a blank stretch of cubicle wall. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Erica since Wednesday. The way her hips had swayed while she chopped vegetables, the sweet way she took care of her pet rabbit, the warmth of her hands when she helped Maria with the chopsticks…

She knew Erica only thought of her as a friend, despite what Carmen had said. Even if she was attracted, well, there was no way Maria could be like the girls who flirted with her at the restaurant, a forgotten fling, even if she’d wanted to be. No, she would have Erica as a girlfriend, or as a friend, or she wouldn’t have her at all.

But that didn’t mean she wasn’t allowed to daydream. As long as she didn’t try to convince herself that the daydreams were real.

And maybe the daydreams were a good thing, because she was starting to feel motivated. For a long time, she’d been putting off applying to her company’s health insurance to see if they would cover her vaginoplasty. Of course, it wasn’t listed on her explanation of benefits; she was pretty sure no insurance would cover it as a regular rule, considering it elective surgery. But she’d read that some companies would allow it, and she’d found enough information from the internet that she thought she could figure out how to do it.

She refocused her eyes and found the insurance company’s website. The good thing about doing this at work was that it looked and sounded like she was working; in fact, it sort of counted as work, since it was her work health insurance. But she still had to keep a close watch, making sure that no one could sneak up on her and see what exactly she was applying for.

No one at work knew she was trans, and she meant to keep it that way. The surgery would just make that easier. For all intents and purposes, she would be a real woman once it was complete.

Carmen said that she was a real woman—that they were both real women—despite not having had the surgery yet. But Carmen didn’t seem to understand how badly Maria wanted it, either.

She started typing, filling out the forms, keeping her eye out for anyone approaching. This would be just the moment that Andy would choose to show up and want to have a chat with her…

But he didn’t. She wasn’t even sure if he was still in the office. And she reached the final point and stopped, her finger on the mouse button.

Maria closed her eyes and took a few deep, calming breaths. They didn’t help. What if someone was watching her somehow? What if the company rejected her claim and told her boss what she’d requested? What if she got fired for it? She probably wouldn’t be able to prove it was because she was trans. Not when no one knew.

Andy was coming around the corner. Hastily, before she could change her mind, she hit send. Everything disappeared from her screen just before he got to her, leaving only the health insurance website and her email open.

Of course, he didn’t even look at her screen. “Isn’t this always the way? Rush, rush, rush, until Friday afternoon, when it’s wait, wait, wait. I don’t even know if the person whose sign-off I need is in the office at this point.”

Maria grinned and shrugged. “Then you might as well go home, right?”

He sighed and shook his head. “Not an option unless I’m sure she’s gone. But at least I don’t have to sit there waiting for my email to refresh. I’ll check again in a few minutes. Why haven’t you gone home?”

She tilted her head toward the office behind her. “Bryce is still in, so I have to stay. He might have something for me.”

“Very conscientious of you.”

She rolled her eyes. “And I don’t want to waste my vacation time. You must have plenty by now.”

“Actually, I had to take advance vacation for my honeymoon, so I was in vacation debt for a while. I have a little bit now, but I still live for the weekend.”

Maria pushed back in her chair so she could see him a little better. “Do you have any plans?”

“Oh, Toby wants to clean the whole house or some foolish thing like that. Just because he saw a bug.” Andy flapped his hand impatiently. “I’m thinking fancy mixed drinks and finding a hot tub to sit in are better uses of our time.”

Maria grinned. She knew Andy well enough to suspect that on Monday, he’d be bragging about how good his house looked now that he and Toby had scrubbed it top to bottom. He might even bring in pictures.

“How about you?”

She shook her head. “Nothing special. I’ll probably just play with Gus. Oh, and I might go visit a friend of mine. She has the cutest pet bunny. Did I tell you I ran into my childhood best friend again?”

“Oh, yes, I think you mentioned her. That must be great.”

Maria nodded. “It’s pretty amazing to be friends again after so many years.”

“Friends again, or something more?” he asked, leaning in with a wink.

“Friends,” she said firmly, telling her subconscious the same thing at the same time.

Mr. Bryce, the director of the firm, chose that moment to come out of his office, chatting loudly with a similar tall, gray-haired man in a suit. “We’ll be bringing in plenty of new business for you,” Mr. Bryce said, obviously happy with a deal he had just completed. “You won’t regret it for a moment.”

“Oh, I believe it,” the other man said as they walked past Maria’s cubicle, Andy stepping aside to be out of their way. “I’ve heard excellent things about your work. What’s the name of this bar you’re taking me to?”

“MacAwley’s,” Bryce said heartily. “Just the sort of thing you’re looking for.”

Their voices were starting to fade as they approached the door out. Maria relaxed a little. Now she knew that Bryce was leaving early to buy a client a few drinks, she didn’t need to get anything done for the rest of the day—she could even leave early herself, as long as she could self-justify fudging her time sheet.

“Sounds great,” said the client. “Just as long as it isn’t Tanners Bar and Grill. I swear I got hit on by three trannies the last time I was there.”

Maria froze, her heart leaping into her throat. The men were laughing. Were they both laughing? Did Bryce think that was funny?

She should never have sent that request in to the insurance, she should never have risked it, they would deny her and Bryce would hear about it and tell her she was disgusting and she would lose her job—

The door slammed shut, cutting off any further sound of the two men’s voices. Maria managed to gulp in a quick breath, though she couldn’t seem to get her heart back in its rightful place.

This was bad. She couldn’t survive here. Everyone hated her. Didn’t they?

She realized that neither she nor Andy had spoken for several moments and chanced a look up at him. He wasn’t looking at her. He was staring after the two men who’d just left, his jaw clenched and his lips thinned out.

But he didn’t say anything, either, until he looked over at her. His mouth curled up into a weak grin. “Well, Bryce has gone home,” he said. “I guess that leaves the rest of us free for the afternoon. Maybe if I get this approval I need, you and I can knock off early and get a drink—anywhere other than McAwley’s, of course.”

“Sounds good,” Maria managed to get out. “Excuse me a moment.”

She wasn’t sure if he’d understood her through her clogged throat, but it didn’t matter. He stepped out of the way as she fled for the bathroom.

The problem with bathrooms was that they had mirrors. One glance at her square-jawed, broad-shouldered, manly reflection, and the tears started before she could hide herself. She was lucky that the office was so empty; there was no one else here to see her.

She locked herself in a stall and sobbed.


Chapter 9




It was a Saturday night, and yet the Bell & Pauper was not crowded. Erica was pretty sure there was a baseball game (or maybe basketball?) going on elsewhere in the city, which meant that in a few hours, the restaurant was going to be mobbed. But right now, it was quiet, and she was going to take the time to enjoy it.

She smiled at Heather. “Nice change of pace, huh?”

Heather smirked. “If Vance would just hire another server…”

Erica shrugged. They both knew that Vance was not likely to hire anyone—not without some serious motivation, and a busy evening at the restaurant was not enough motivation for him. He was rarely in to see how busy it got—he usually spent the earlier part of the day at the restaurant, making sandwiches—but he could tell from the receipts and the cashflow how busy it was. And receipts and cashflow were all he cared about.

Well, that and sandwiches.

A man in the middle of the bar put down his menu with a smack and Erica hurried to wait on him. Before she could ask what he wanted, he said in a loud, complaining voice, “Do you people really just offer sandwiches? Not even a soup?”

“Sorry, sir,” Erica said, doing her best to keep a straight face. “Sandwiches are our gimmick.”

He gestured, fingers spread, at the sign above the bar. “The Bell & Pauper sounds like it should be a traditional pub. Fish and chips. Beer. You know.”

“We have beer,” Erica said with a shrug. “If you’re looking for a traditional pub, may I recommend Tanners Bar and Grill, which is two blocks west?”

The man snorted, hunched his shoulders, and resumed staring at the menu. Erica supposed he was going to order something after all, but wasn’t ready yet, and walked away so she wouldn’t be crowding him. A fish and chips sandwich probably would be a good idea, she thought. Battered, fried fish and crispy fries on a nice, soft white bread, so that the bread wouldn’t overwhelm the crunch of the fries. Or maybe replace the batter for the fish with bread—or potato bread instead of the chips? Better yet, battered fish over pasta…

It didn’t really matter, though she was inspired to try some of the combinations at home for her own dinner. Vance had shot down all the sandwich suggestions she’d given him in the past; she wasn’t about to try again now.

That was another reason she needed a new job. She wanted to work somewhere she had autonomy and control. Not a place that relied on a gimmick. Even if the gimmick was something as fun as sandwiches.

A pretty young woman sat down several places down from the man, and Erica hurried over with a menu and a napkin for her. “Hi,” she said, restraining herself from making eyes at the red-haired hottie. She didn’t flirt unless they flirted first. “Would you like to see a menu? Or just a drink to start?”

“I’ll see a menu, thanks,” the girl said, smiling shyly. “But it might be a little while before I order. I’m waiting for a date.”

Erica handed over the menu with a cheeky smile that cleverly concealed her slight disappointment. “Good luck, then. Let me know when you’re ready to order.”

After all, the redhead was pretty, but Erica knew plenty of prettier girls. And she was probably looking for far more of a commitment than Erica was anywhere near ready for—just like all the other girls her own age or older.

She hadn’t been lying when she told Maria that all she needed was Cadbury. But she wanted companionship (and sex) sometimes, too.

The annoying man set down his menu with a loud sigh. Erica went over to take his order. He seemed irritated about ordering a craft beer and a caprese sandwich, but she refrained from suggesting once again that he try another restaurant.

Instead, she took his menu and turned to go get his order—and froze.

Next to the pretty redhead, another woman was sitting down on a bar stool, taking the redhead’s hand with a pretty smile. Erica recognized that spiky blonde hair.

Lea.

“Uh, am I getting my beer or what?” the man asked. Erica swallowed and started to walk without looking at him. She got him his beer and set it in front of him, but to get to the kitchen for his sandwich, she would have to walk past Lea and her date.

Blood was pounding in her ears and her hands were shaking. It had taken her two tries to get the cap off the beer bottle. There was a sick feeling low in her stomach. How dare Lea come in here, as though she’d never done anything wrong, just to meet another date?

Breathe, Erica. She rushed past them while they were still involved in one another, got the sandwich from the kitchen, and rushed back to set it in front of the young man. She probably wouldn’t be getting a tip from him, but she’d sacrificed that—well, it wasn’t her fault in the first place.

She gritted her teeth and turned, pretending to be looking over the wine selections. She couldn’t face Lea yet.

And then it hit her like a blow, making cold sweat break out on the back of her neck—the reason she was overreacting this much to the simple sight of a regular.

She had a crush on Maria.

Erica took a deep, steadying breath. Now that she knew what the problem was, she could set it aside and deal with it later, at a more convenient time. She’d learned one useful coping skill, if no others, from therapy. She swallowed down her excess of feelings, grabbed another menu and napkin, and turned with her cheerful bartender smile to Lea and the redhead.

“Hi,” she said, handing Lea the menu. “Can I get you two anything to drink? Or do you need a few more minutes?” She beamed at them as though delighted to see two women on a date in her restaurant—which, ordinarily, she would be.

“Can we each have a glass of the house red?” Lea said. “If that’s all right with you, Belle.”

“That’s fine,” Belle said, blushing.

“And we’ll take a few more minutes with the menu. Thanks, Erica.”

“Sure,” Erica said, smiling mechanically and moving away to get them their wine. She hadn’t realized that Lea knew her name. She wouldn’t know the other woman’s name, regular or not, if she hadn’t stood up Maria a week ago.

Maybe it was better that Lea had stood Maria up. If she was transphobic, at least Maria hadn’t gotten her hopes up. And she seemed a little bossy. She and Maria would never have gotten along.

Besides, if Lea had shown up for the date, Erica and Maria might have noticed each other but would never have had enough time to talk and get to know each other all over again. Maybe they wouldn’t be friends now. That would be too bad.

But then Erica wouldn’t have this crush to deal with. And she had to deal with it; Maria was worth far too much to her for her usual one-night fling. She was pretty sure Maria wouldn’t even be interested in a one-night fling. And Erica couldn’t give her any more than that.

Her hands were shaking again as she set the glasses of wine in front of Belle and Lea. She was not doing a very good job of setting aside her stress for later. I’ll deal with it when I’m off shift, she told her subconscious. I’ll have plenty of time then. I’ll sit with Cadbury and just think.

“Is that the house red?” Heather asked, hurrying up to the bar and setting down her tray with two empty glasses on it. “My table wants refills.”

Erica mechanically poured the glasses—she overfilled the first one a little, but that was better than the other way around—and found the bottle empty, so she had to duck down under the bar for a fresh one. That was a good idea. It gave her a few minutes to help compose her face.

Then she filled the second glass, sent Heather off, and turned back to the two women. They were giggling and whispering over their wine glasses. It seemed like they were getting along well. Erica noted, then moved past, the pang in her heart.

She smiled at them at a natural pause in their conversation. “Ready to order?”

“Yes,” said Lea, taking charge again and ordering a sandwich for each of them and a third one to split. She wanted them all toasted. Erica did a quick check of the people at the bar, caught Heather’s eye, and with no other orders, rushed off to the kitchen to heat up the sandwiches.

With all three of them in the toaster oven, she sat back, resting on the prep table, her eyes on the sandwiches so they didn’t burn but her mind elsewhere. She’d managed to distract her conscious mind long enough for her subconscious to work on the problem.

Maria hadn’t said anything outright to Erica, but she knew the signs from years of dating: some girls wanted flings, some girls wanted to try it and see if they liked it, some girls were open to anything, and most girls were ready to fall in love, on the hunt for a lifelong commitment. Maria was the last type. That meant she wasn’t Erica’s type.

And even if she was wrong—she wasn’t going to try anything. No matter how amazing Maria looked in her work clothes, no matter how good she was with Cadbury, this friendship was too important to screw up. And Erica would screw it up if she tried to flirt.

She would just have to pretend her crush didn’t exist. Treat Maria as nothing more than a friend, and it would run its course. If there was one thing Erica knew how to do, it was get over crushes.

The sandwiches were starting to brown at the edges, looking and smelling perfect. She opened the oven and pulled the sandwiches onto plates, then carried them out to the bar, her mind once again tranquil and calm.


Chapter 10




Maria was watching TV and scratching Gus’s belly when she got the text. My darling, my dearest one, I need to talk to you.

She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t help smiling at Carmen’s overdramatic tones—she could practically hear them even through text. Now? I’ve finally gotten my mom to watch Say Yes to the Dress with me.

Yes, today, please! I have lady troubles and I need your ears. You are the best listener I know. You can watch your stupid heteronormative TV show anytime.

But not with my mom! And it isn’t heteronormative. I’ve seen a whole bunch of lesbian brides.

And I bet none of them are trans.

Maria frowned, folded her arms, and didn’t answer Carmen’s last text. There had been a trans woman on Say Yes to the Dress, but only one so far, and she was straight. But Maria had not even tried to watch that one with her mom. She was afraid that her mom would ask (for the millionth time) why Maria couldn’t date a man, why a trans man wasn’t good enough for her, and she didn’t want to have that conversation again. There was no way she could explain her sexuality to her parents, who had never been anything but cisgender and straight.

“Who are you talking to, Marcus?” her mom asked, leaning over as though to see her phone.

Maria flinched. Two hours of the girliest TV-watching imaginable and her mom still couldn’t remember to use her real name. “Carmen.”

“Oh, what does she want?” Maria’s parents knew that Carmen was transgender, but for some reason it was easier for them to use her real name and pronouns—probably because they had never known her as anything other than a woman. It didn’t mean her mom entirely approved of Carmen as a friend, though.

“She’s trying to get me to go out,” Maria said. That was an oversimplification, but she wasn’t going to tell her mom about Carmen’s lady troubles, whatever they might be. “Maybe we’ll go shopping.”

She darted her eyes toward her mom at the mention of shopping. Sometimes her mom liked it when Maria mentioned girly hobbies—though she always seemed to make disapproving comments about all of Maria’s favorite, best-fitting clothes.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” her mom said, picking up the TV remote and turning off the show. “Why don’t you make dinner for us? It’s been a while.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Maria’s heart sank, but she got up from the couch—Gus had wandered away—and headed into the kitchen, looking around dispiritedly for dinner inspiration. Maybe she could make ramen like Erica had. Her heart sped up as she remembered the way Erica had practically danced in the kitchen, chopping up the vegetables.

But Maria didn’t know how to make ramen, and anyway, they didn’t have any chopsticks. She would have to put together something else.

Her phone chimed again as she was poking through the vegetable drawer to see what they had. She pulled it out and looked at it. Carmen again.

I’ll pick you up and we’ll get fro-yo.

Maria glanced toward the living room, where her mom had just put on a reality show about people with mental illnesses. She knew her father was in the basement, drinking beer and watching whatever he watched. She looked in the fridge and saw nothing interesting, but enough variety to throw together a quick stir-fry.

Half an hour? she texted Carmen back.

The reply was almost immediate. I’ll be there.

The stir-fry completed, she told her parents dinner was ready, shoveling food into her own mouth quickly. Her mom made it clear that she was disappointed in the dinner, but Maria didn’t know what else she could have expected. She served them, then dashed upstairs to change.

“Where are you going?” her dad asked when she got back down, now wearing a button-down blouse and swing skirt, with her purse over her shoulder.

“Out with Carmen.” She headed for the door, not wanting to give them a chance to stop her. She had made up her mind, and she was going.

“Be careful,” her parents both said at the same time. Maria gave them a wave and headed out the door.

To her relief, Carmen’s blue convertible was right there at the curb. She dived into it and Carmen gave her a wicked grin. “Happy to get away from those loving parents?”

“Oh, don’t start.” Maria buckled her seatbelt as Carmen pulled away.

“You’re right. Tonight is not about you, it’s all about me. And my internet date.”

“You didn’t get stood up for being trans, did you?” The wind roared in Maria’s ears, but she still felt more relaxed than she had even just a minute ago. Anyway, being stood up for being trans wasn’t all that bad. If Lea had shown up for their date, they probably wouldn’t have gotten along, and then Maria wouldn’t have had nearly as much time to talk to Erica.

“No, she’s actually trans as well, so I don’t have to worry about that. But we haven’t set up a date at all.”

“So what’s the drama?”

Carmen talked nonstop while she drove, while she parked, and while they ordered their frozen yogurt, pausing only so she could give the worker their orders. Finally, her description of how this girl was amazing, but wasn’t answering quickly enough, and was going on dates with other people but not Carmen, but had said she really wanted to meet Carmen, slowed down when she had creamy dessert to put into her mouth.

“So what do you think?” she asked, her voice muffled by her mouthful of frozen yogurt and pretzel topping.

“It sounds like you like this girl a lot,” Maria said. She had listened and taken in everything that Carmen had said, but she wasn’t nearly as good at advice as she was at just being a listening ear. She could tell people what she would do, but that didn’t mean it was the right thing for them—judging by her romantic history, it probably wasn’t the right thing for anyone.

Carmen sighed, staring moodily at her spoon. “I do.”

“Well, I don’t think she’s stringing you along or anything. It just sounds like she’s busy.” Maria dug into her fro-yo, enjoying her chunks of banana and chocolate candy pieces. She watched what she ate most of the time, trying to keep her figure trim, but Carmen knew she could never resist fro-yo.

“Yeah, busy going on dates with other people! Aren’t they as good as me?”

“Well, maybe they’re better for her than you are.”

“Ouch.” Carmen gave Maria a wounded look and stuck a big spoonful of frozen yogurt into her mouth.

Maria grinned. Carmen knew her too well to think she’d meant it as an insult. “You haven’t even met this girl yet. She might not be the perfect match for you. Her perfect match might be out there somewhere. Or it might just be that, of the characteristics they’re showing her online, she sees better matches with them.”

Carmen sucked on her spoon. “Or maybe I’m just too fabulous for her.”

“That’s a strong possibility. Isn’t that what happened with us?”

“It’s true. You just couldn’t live up to my fabulousness, but I’ll get you trained up yet.”

“Fabulous just isn’t my style. I mean, look at this.” Maria laid her hand on the table next to Carmen’s. The difference was in their manicures: Carmen’s nails were significantly longer than her fingers, a shimmery blue-green, and the ring finger on each hand was decorated with a tiny black theater mask (comedy on the right, tragedy on the left); Maria’s nails were neat, buffed ovals, painted a subtle pink just a few shades off from her skin tone.

“Ah, it does suit you, gorgeous,” Carmen sighed. “But my nails are just so much better.” She held her hand up dramatically to her face, then wiggled her fingers, waving at someone in the corner.

“So maybe this girl just can’t handle it, either. What’s her name?” Maria slurped her frozen treat.

“Shelley. As in, Mary. Doesn’t she sound wonderful?”

“Sure,” Maria said. “She could be named after Percy Bysshe.”

“No, she said it was inspired by Frankenstein. But see, you’re a bigger nerd than I am. Maybe you should date her instead.”

Maria shook her head quickly. Not that Shelley was likely to be a bad choice—Maria didn’t even know her—but… “I’m… taking a hiatus from dating,” she said, knowing she didn’t sound very convincing even as she spoke. “It’s not working out too well for me, so maybe I just need to step back.”

“Mm-hmm.” Carmen was chewing, but she managed to have a knowing grin on her face anyway. “I think you’re just too busy hoping for a certain someone.”

Maria put her hand over her face, but she wasn’t anywhere near as embarrassed as she had been in the coffee shop. Probably just because Erica wasn’t actually there. With that thought, she took a quick glance around the fro-yo shop. It would be just her luck lately to have Erica buying a cup right now. But there was no messy-haired lesbian to be seen, and she couldn’t help but be disappointed.

“I am,” she said with a sigh. “But it’s hopeless, so I just have to not think about it.”

“I keep telling you: it’s not hopeless at all.”

Maria shook her head. “You haven’t heard her talk about how happy she is to be single. She doesn’t want to date me, of all people.”

“Didn’t she just invite you over to play with her rabbit again?”

Maria pointed a warning finger at Carmen. “Don’t you start.”

Carmen laughed. “I wasn’t going to. I’m just saying, it sounds like she wants to spend a lot of time in your company.”

“I told you, we used to be best friends when we were little. I’m happy to pick that up again, and I wouldn’t jeopardize it for anything.” Especially knowing the reason they had stopped being able to see each other. Maria wasn’t going to do anything that would change things for Erica. She wanted her to be able to regain at least one thing about her life before her mother had died.

“You were little kids then. You didn’t even know about dating. I’m telling you, if you make a move she’ll be all over you.”

She shook her head. “I just don’t think she likes me that way.”

“What would it take to convince you?”

Maria couldn’t help laughing. “Um, I guess if she said so. I don’t know. Everyone else who’s liked me that way has asked me out directly.” She scraped at the bottom of her fro-yo cup with her spoon.

“So you don’t know what the subtle signs are. I do. Believe me, I’m always looking for them.”

“So has Shelley given you any subtle signs?”

Carmen’s eyes widened, as though she hadn’t even thought about it. “You know what, you’re right. She has. I’m just used to expecting overt signs when it comes to online dating.”

Maria grinned, feeling like she’d scored a triumph, though she wasn’t sure why. “Then you should definitely ask her out.”

“I will, but you have to make me a deal.”

“What’s that?”

“When you go over to play with the bunny, look for a subtle sign. If you see any signs—anything at all that makes you think you’re more than a sister to her—you have to kiss her or ask her out.”

“I can’t.” Maria shook her head. But she knew she was just denying it now. If she got the opportunity… if there was any reason at all to think that Erica liked her too…

“You can and you will.” Carmen stood up, took both empty cups, and threw them in the trash. “We’ll text each other on Monday morning. I’ll have asked Shelley out, and if you haven’t kissed Erica, you better give me a damn good excuse. Deal?” She held out her hand.

Maria closed her eyes briefly, then took Carmen’s hand and used it to help herself up. “Deal.”


Chapter 11




This time Erica remembered that she was having a guest over, so she showered when she got up in the morning, and after she’d eaten breakfast (often a messy affair), she even dressed in nice clothes.

She wasn’t dressing up, of course. And she definitely wasn’t dressing to seduce—if that were the case, she would be dressing in tight jeans or a skirt that came off easily. And she wasn’t branching out with any of the interesting clothing she’d bought at the flea market. No, she put on the same kind of dark pants that she wore to work, with a button-down shirt over a camisole, a little more casual than she would wear to work.

And she definitely wasn’t overthinking this.

After giving Cadbury his morning treat, she looked in her closet for a pair of shoes and found a pair of comfortable cork heels. Maria was taller than her.

Not that she was going to kiss her. They were just going to play with Cadbury and go out for lunch. Maybe Erica would ask if Maria had any other prospects of online dates, people better than Lea. And better than Erica.

She stood up and took a deep breath, the shoes dangling from her fingers. This was her childhood best friend, after all. She could tell her heart that and be satisfied.

She heard a knock at the door while she still only had one shoe on. Someone must have let Maria in the building’s front door. “Be there in a minute!” she called, hopping toward the door while getting the other sandal onto her foot and reminding her heart not to flutter.

She got her shoes on, wiped her hands on her jeans, and walked up to open the door with a smile.

“Julie?”

“Surprise,” her sister said, spreading her arms wide and grinning, a paper shopping bag dangling from one arm. “Were you expecting someone else?”

Erica said nothing, just stepping aside to let Julie in. She should have known it wasn’t Maria—she would be almost an hour early. But she had hoped that Maria had wanted to get there that early.

And that explained how she had gotten in the building so quickly. Erica had been living here for a few years; half her neighbors would recognize Julie, just as she always recognized and held the door for her neighbor’s elderly aunt.

“I certainly didn’t expect to see you on a Sunday morning,” Erica said. “Did you finally escape from those boys?”

“They had me chained up, but I’m secretly Houdini,” Julie said, grinning. “Hi, Cadbury.” Cadbury had hopped up onto the couch to see who was here, but he pulled away when Julie reached out for him. She sat down on the other end of the couch with her shopping bag, and Erica closed the door before sitting in between them. Cadbury came right up to her and put his head on her thigh.

“I’m glad to see you’re in a better mood today,” Erica said. “Did you get a plan worked out?”

Julie shook her head and wrinkled her nose. “But we talked about it enough that we’re not stressed anymore. Besides, we’re not even sure if we want to have kids.”

“If you’re not sure, you probably shouldn’t,” Erica said automatically, but her stomach squirmed a little at her own words. She could easily picture herself having kids one day—but with her fear of commitment, she wasn’t likely to find a coparent.

She stroked Cadbury’s head as he settled down a little more comfortably. She didn’t need kids any more than she needed a girlfriend. She had her bunny, and her job, and that was plenty.

Julie was bending over her shopping bag. “I almost forgot. I saved this from breakfast for Cadbury.” She pulled out a large, bright red strawberry. Cadbury instantly lifted his head, his nose wiggling like crazy. Julie held the strawberry out to him, and he snatched it in his teeth, then jumped off the couch, hopping away toward his cage to eat his strawberry in privacy. Both Erica and Julie giggled as they watched him go.

“And I know you don’t like shopping in real stores,” Julie said, “so when I saw this today, I figured I’d just buy it. If you like it, it’s an early birthday present. If not, I can always return it.” She handed over a folded piece of pale purple material.

Erica took it and let it fall open. It was a T-shirt with a drawing of a rabbit that read, ‘rabbits are better than cats.’

She laughed out loud. “I love it! Oh wow! Do you think they meant it as a gay joke, or is that just a beautiful, beautiful coincidence?”

Julie giggled again. “I’d like to think that they had no idea what they were doing, and only I am clever enough to buy this for my lesbian sister.”

“I don’t know, it’s lavender, to go with the Lavender Menace,” Erica said, turning the shirt around in her hands. The material was soft and felt nice; it was going to be very comfortable to wear around the house. She just hoped she didn’t get any cooking stains on it.

“You’re a menace,” Julie teased, pushing her shoulder. “Go try it on, see if it fits.”

“All right.” Erica stood up with the T-shirt, glancing at Cadbury as she walked to her closet. He was messily devouring the strawberry; there was so much strawberry juice on his mouth and nose that he looked like Bunnicula. He was one happy bunny.

She opened her closet door to see the mirror that was inside it and tossed her button-down shirt to the closet floor. She wasn’t wearing an actual bra, so she pulled the T-shirt on over her camisole. She could see the lace top of the camisole making a pattern under the T-shirt, but other than that, it fit perfectly, the words curving gently over her boobs.

She walked back out, grinning and holding her hands out to the side. “It’s perfect. Why are you such a genius?”

“Years of practice,” Julie said loftily. “What do you think of these jeans I got for myself?” She pulled them out of the bag. They were a very pale wash with faded spots above the knees that looked like they were ready to tear open any minute.

Erica shrugged. “I’d have to see whether they fit you. You know I don’t care about fashion. I assume that’s a look that’s in style right now.”

“It is, but I don’t know if it’s for me,” Julie said, wrinkling her nose and looking at the jeans. “I tried them on in the dressing room but I can’t judge for myself. Let me put them on, I’ll show you how they look.”

“Sounds good.” Erica’s landline phone had started to ring. She walked toward it and automatically picked up. “Hello?”

“Hi, it’s me! I know I’m a little early…”

All of Erica’s nerves seemed to go on alert at once. Maria. How could she have forgotten that Maria was coming over? “That’s fine,” she managed to get out. And if she sounded like it wasn’t a happy surprise—well, that was probably good. She had to act like she wasn’t into Maria at all. Like they were just friends. “Julie’s here.”

“Oh, um, do you want me to come back another time?”

Keep her at arm’s length, screamed Erica’s head. Do not let her go for an instant, screamed her heart.

“Who’s on the phone?” asked Julie, her new jeans halfway on.

“You’ll see in a minute,” Erica said to her. “I’ll buzz you in,” she told Maria, and suited actions to words.

There was no way she wanted to miss the surprise of introducing Julie to Maria. Would she even recognize her after all these years?

Anyway, if there was anyone to judge how good someone looked in a certain pair of jeans, it was the constantly-stylish Maria.

Erica just had time to give her opinion of the jeans (she didn’t like them) before the knock on the door came. She hurried to open it, aware that her breathing had sped up but determined to ignore it. “Hey,” she said, focusing so hard on keeping her expression merely pleasant that she almost forgot to take in Maria’s appearance.

She wasn’t dressed in her usual tailored outfits, but in a pair of denim shorts that cut off over the knee, a camisole, and a checkered button-down shirt open over it. If Erica hadn’t changed, they would practically be twins. More importantly, her legs and her breasts were shown off to great effect in that outfit.

Erica swallowed and stepped to the side so Maria could come in. It’s a casual outfit, she told herself. She’s wearing that because she’s comfortable with me, not because she wants to show off.

“Hi,” Maria said, a smile warming her eyes as she came in. “Sorry to interrupt sister time…”

“That’s quite all right,” said Julie, her eyes suddenly over-bright, her smile just a touch this side of wicked. “So you’re the one Erica’s been hiding from us, is that it?”

Maria looked quickly from Julie to Erica, her smile fading. “What?”

A sick feeling swooped into Erica’s stomach. “I haven’t been hiding anyone,” she said hastily. Maria was clearly getting the wrong idea. “I just wanted to surprise you with her. That’s all.”

“Well, it is a surprise.” Julie—who didn’t seem to have noticed how much she’d upset Maria—walked forward, holding out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet the one who can finally get my silly sister to settle down.”

Maria sucked in a breath. Erica let hers out. “Julie,” she said, “this is Maria. She’s not my girlfriend.”

 Julie frowned, her hand still held out. “I don’t think I’ve heard you mention a Maria.”

“You have, too,” said Erica, starting to get annoyed with Julie’s obtuseness. Was she doing it on purpose? “Just the other day, in fact. Remember? When I told you that you weren’t my favorite sister.” She tried to keep her voice light and teasing, like it usually was, but she was afraid that her anger tightened it.

Julie’s eyes went wide and she looked Maria up and down. “This is that Maria?”

Erica winced. “Yes,” she said, taking a step closer to Maria.

Maria took a deep breath, but her shoulders were hunched. “Yes,” she said, “I used to be Marcus.”

Erica’s eyes darted between the two of them. If Julie didn’t shape up, she was going to have to tell her to leave so Erica could hang out with her friend as planned.

“Uh.” Julie seemed to suddenly realize that her hand was still hovering in midair and tucked it hastily behind her back. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. I didn’t recognize you at all. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I wouldn’t have recognized you even if—I mean—” Her face was turning red. “You’re a lot older now and I never paid attention to what little kids looked like when I was that age,” she said quickly, her words almost tripping over each other. “I probably would recognize Denise. How is she?”

“You probably would recognize her,” Erica said. “I recognized Maria almost right away, but I didn’t recognize Denise until I realized Maria was with her.”

Julie turned to Erica, her lower lip tucked up under her upper. “You saw Denise, too, and you didn’t even tell me?”

“Denise is doing very well,” Maria said stiffly. “She’s married and she has a daughter, Gail.”

“Oh.” It was Julie’s turn to wince. “Oh, that’s great. I’m so happy for her.” But Erica, of course, could see how it had hurt her to know that her friend, the same age as her, had a marriage and a child when she was struggling with those same things.

This was turning out terribly. Erica wished Julie had never shown up. A moment ago she had been thinking of telling Julie to leave, but now Julie was hurt, too, and she couldn’t abandon either one of them.

Her eyes went to Cadbury, who was sitting calmly in his cage, obviously unperturbed by the awkwardness in the air. She tugged at the hem of her T-shirt, then remembered the new clothing. With a desperate lunge, she grabbed for the last thing she could think of to break up the discomfort.

“Julie was just clothes shopping,” she said. “She got me this new T-shirt and those jeans are new, too. I thought you were the perfect person to give an opinion, Maria. You always look so great that you must have excellent taste. What do you think of her jeans?”

“Oh!” Maria managed a slight smile. Was she blushing? Erica hoped so. That would mean the compliment had hit exactly the right spot.

“Turn around?” Maria said softly to Julie. Julie seemed just as happy as Erica to grab the opportunity and lifted her hands, slowly revolving in a circle to show how the jeans fit. When she got back to her original position, Maria shook her head.

“They fit well,” Maria said, “and they’re definitely in style, but I don’t think they really suit you. Is that the kind of top you usually wear?”

Julie plucked at the hem of her beaded blouse and looked at it. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing at all,” Maria said. “It skims your curves and the color really complements your skin tone. But it’s not in style right now, so it looks kind of odd with the jeans.”

Julie was blushing now, too, and Erica hoped it was at the comment on her skin tone. “Okay, yeah, you’re right. I don’t usually pay attention to trends at all. I just wanted to start trying it out. I thought the kids I work with might feel more connected to me if I was wearing clothes they think are cool.”

“You can definitely do that,” Maria said encouragingly. “It just might take more than one clothing piece to make your wardrobe look cohesive. Maybe you and Erica can go shopping.”

Erica laughed. “Me? I’m even worse with Julie when it comes to trends. I abhor them. I actively avoid them. Didn’t you see me buying clothes at the flea market? I go for stuff that’s so out of style it was probably never in style.”

Maria was laughing, too. “Okay, maybe Julie can go shopping by herself.”

“Nope, you’ve convinced me. I’m not buying fifteen new clothing pieces just so I can wear one pair of jeans, and the kids are fine with me the way I am.” Julie grabbed her shopping bag, which held the pants she’d had on earlier that day, and walked toward Erica’s closet. “What do you think of Erica’s T-shirt?”

Maria turned to look at Erica, and she obligingly spread her arms so that Maria could read the shirt. Her eyes skimmed over it, and then she turned even brighter red. “Uh… it’s cute. I really like the bunny drawing.”

“If you’re worried about the gay joke, that’s why I like it,” Erica assured her. She was trying hard not to stare at Maria. She looked so cute with that intense blush.

Cadbury seemed to have heard the reference to a bunny, because he jumped out of his cage, hopped a few steps toward them, and then flopped down onto his side, ready for petting. Maria turned to look at him and her eyes widened. “Is he okay?”

“Oh, yeah,” Erica said, walking over to him and petting his side. He stretched luxuriantly. “He was eating a strawberry. That’s why there’s red all over his face.”

“Oh, okay.” Maria followed her hesitantly and got down on her knees next to Erica. She petted Cadbury, too. He lifted his head slightly and she gave him a few moments to sniff her hand, but he relaxed again immediately.

“Are you sure you’re not Erica’s girlfriend?” Julie’s voice said from above them.

It was Erica’s turn to blush, though she at least had the comfort of knowing her blushes didn’t show up very well. “Why would you even think that?”

“I have never seen another human being that Cadbury tolerated so well.”

“I’m good with animals,” Maria said without looking up from the very happy bunny. “I always have been. Besides, the first time I came over, he ran away and hid under a blanket.”

Erica didn’t point out that Cadbury had only hidden after allowing her to pet him for longer than he’d ever tolerated another stranger. She didn’t want to give Julie any more ammunition in her ‘Maria is Erica’s girlfriend’ theory.

“Also,” Julie said, “Erica has been acting like she has a girlfriend.”

“Really?” Maria said, turning toward Erica. Erica couldn’t quite identify the expression in her warm brown eyes, but it made her stomach do an odd, dizzying swoop.

“I have not,” Erica said, quickly standing up and turning to face Julie, who had changed back into her own pants. “What have I been doing differently?” She couldn’t think of anything—except for constantly thinking about Maria, daydreaming about her, trying to make time go faster to shorten the amount of waiting until she saw her again.

But Julie couldn’t read what was in Erica’s mind. They were sisters, but she wasn’t psychic.

“You keep getting distracted when we’re talking,” Julie said.

“I was at work,” Erica said quickly.

“Not all the time,” Julie said. “How about the time you were at the flea market and you hung up on me all of a sudden?”

“I…” Erica trailed off. She couldn’t think of anything to say to that. She had hung up on Julie because she saw Maria.

“Plus, you were dressed up when I got here,” Julie said. “And anyway, you never introduce anyone to Cadbury.”

“Is that true?” Maria asked, now standing up behind Erica.

“That’s ridiculous,” Erica said, worried now that she was blushing hard enough that it could be seen. “I invite people to meet Cadbury. All my friends.” She glanced down at the bunny, partly to hide her blush and partly to check on him, and saw that he was sitting up on his hind legs washing his face. He probably wanted to make sure he got every last speck of strawberry.

“But… ah, never mind,” Julie said, waving her hand dismissively. “I’m not trying to convince you or anything. It’s your business, after all. I just don’t want you to be hiding things from me.”

Erica bit her lip and looked her sister in the eyes. “I promise I’m not hiding anything from you.”

At least, not that she wasn’t hiding from the rest of the world and doing her very best to hide from herself. But obviously, if Julie had picked up all those signs of her having a crush, her best wasn’t good enough. She was in trouble.

“Well, that’s good to hear,” Julie said, smiling. “I’m going to take these pants back to the store and leave you two crazy kids alone. If you want to give Maria my phone number and have her pass it on to Denise, that would be great.”

Erica looked over her shoulder at Maria, who was smiling as well. “I think she’d appreciate that. Thanks.”

“Yeah.” Julie gave Erica a quick hug and left, swinging her shopping bag on her wrist.

Erica let out a sigh of relief, though usually she was sad to see her sister go. “Sorry about her.”

“That’s okay,” Maria said, glancing toward the door. “Does she really… she wasn’t making up all those things she said, was she?”

“No. I guess not.” Erica sat down on the couch and patted the cushion next to her for Cadbury. He hopped right up and sat next to her, though he started back on his bath right away. She needed the barrier of his little furry body between her and Maria, now that they were the only two humans in the apartment.

Sure enough, Maria sat down on the couch, far enough away that Erica couldn’t quite touch her but close enough that she could smell her warm, musky scent. She tried not to breathe in too deeply. Was she wearing perfume, or was that just how she smelled?

“I really don’t think I got distracted any more easily than usual talking to her,” Erica said. “I do tend to jump from topic to topic, but she was also… um, a little distracted by personal stuff the last time we talked, so I think her perception is off.”

“Is it really rare that you have people come over to meet Cadbury?” Maria asked, looking at the bunny in question, who had moved on to bathing his hind legs.

Erica stared at him, too, if only so she didn’t have to look at Maria. “No, that’s silly. I invite all my friends over. He’s awesome and I want to show him off.” But now that she thought about it, she couldn’t actually remember the last time she had invited a guest to meet Cadbury. No, she’d invited Heather a couple of times—but she’d never actually gotten around to making specific plans. And the time before that… well, how often did she really make new friends?

“It’s been a long time,” she admitted. “I work so much that I don’t really make friends. I guess that’s why I was so excited to have you come over and meet him, because you’re a friend I don’t have to introduce myself to for the first time. And when I bring girls home, I don’t give them time to meet him. If I was interested in dating seriously, I would.”

She rushed out the last two sentences, wanting to remind both herself and Maria that she slept around and wasn’t interested in commitment—but the consequence was that her words caught up to her only after she’d said them, and she realized that she’d just said she would do exactly what she’d done with Maria if she was interested in dating. She reached out to pet Cadbury, but he was either more interested in his bath than being petted or made skittish by her sudden movement, and he hopped away, down to the floor. Now there was nothing between her and Maria except a short stretch of couch.

“Well, I appreciate that you brought me over. It’s good meeting him. And getting to know you again. Had you really not told your sister about me?”

“Uh, no. I guess not.” Erica raised her head, surprised by the sudden change of subject, and found her gaze caught by Maria’s. Her breath seemed to stop in her throat. Maria’s eyes were so beautiful—even more beautiful close up than her body was. She should look away, but she couldn’t.

“I know you weren’t keeping me a secret on purpose,” Maria said.

Erica shook her head quickly, though she didn’t avert her eyes. “No, definitely not. I probably… probably just wanted to surprise her. You might have noticed that I like dropping bombs on people.” She couldn’t say that she’d forgotten to mention Maria to Julie, even though that must have been what happened. That would make it sound like Erica didn’t think Maria was important.

Maria laughed, the sound sending shivers down Erica’s spine and into some very intimate places. “Yeah, I think I have noticed that. When we were kids, you liked to dramatically announce that you had found a thing! In! The basement! What could it be? It’s a spider!”

Erica couldn’t help laughing, too. “I’d like to think I’ve gotten a little better at that with age.”

“Oh, you definitely have,” Maria said. And then she kissed her.

Maria’s lips were warm and soft, just a tiny bit slick from her lip balm, just a little damp from the heat of her breath. Her eyes were closed, long lashes lying on her cheeks, just above a tiny sprinkling of freckles. Erica had never been close enough to see those pale freckles before.

She closed her eyes.

Maria broke the kiss, and Erica remembered to breathe.

She found herself clutching onto Maria’s shoulders, pulling her closer. She let go abruptly. “Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have done that.” She jumped up from the couch, starting to pace around it, trying to keep herself from pouncing on Maria like she had promised herself she wouldn’t do.

“Um.” Maria didn’t get up, but she followed Erica with her eyes, holding her hands tightly together in her lap, over those beautiful thighs. “I’m the one who kissed you, actually.”

“I know.” Erica took a deep breath and clutched the back of the couch. If she couldn’t keep herself away from Maria, she could at least put some furniture behind them. “But I shouldn’t have kissed you back. I don’t want to get carried away.”

“Why wouldn’t you kiss me back? I thought you liked me from what your sister said, and based on that kiss, I was right.” Maria sounded so confident that Erica had to smile, but she was still holding her hands in a tight grip. She wasn’t so confident.

“I… dammit, I do like you.” Erica rubbed her eyes, pressing the heels of her hands into them until she saw spots.

She heard Maria let out a sigh. “So what’s the problem?”

When she could see again, she could tell that Maria’s hands had relaxed, though she was still holding her straight-backed position on the couch. Erica’s stomach twisted. She was so beautiful, and Erica couldn’t give her what she wanted—what she needed.

“I don’t do relationships,” she explained. “I do one-night stands. And I can tell you’re a relationship sort of person.”

Maria smiled, though it only went about halfway. “I guess I am. What kind of person are you?”

“Whenever a girl wants more than a few days with me, I freak out. I am a single person.”

Maria turned, sliding her knees onto the couch. She used the back of it to hold herself up as she straightened into a kneeling position. “Why do you freak out?”

Erica shook her head, her stomach twisting. “I just can’t handle the commitment.”

Maria took her face in both hands and kissed her again—softer at first, then a demanding, claiming kiss that left Erica feeling lightheaded. “Why don’t we give it a try?” she whispered, not letting go of Erica’s face.

Erica wanted to say no, but she felt helpless to resist Maria, helpless to move one millimeter away from the soft but forceful touch of her hands. And she knew, deep in her heart, that she did want this. She wanted Maria for more than one night—she wanted her forever, as though a long enough life might make up for the time they’d missed together.

But she was too afraid. She knew it would never go right for her. And she couldn’t do that to Maria. She deserved everything in the world, including a relationship that worked.

“I can’t,” she whispered, feeling her own breath bounce back at her as it reached Maria’s face.

“I know you’re scared,” Maria said, and they were close enough that Erica could hear her swallow. “I’m scared, too. But I promise that even if this doesn’t work out, even if we crash and burn, I’ll still be your friend, okay? I’m not going to go anywhere even if—even if you cheat on me, or out me to my office, or anything like that.”

Erica’s hand seemed to reach out of its own accord and grip Maria’s shoulder tightly. She was horrified at the things Maria had just suggested. “I would never do anything like that.”

Maria smiled, and this time Erica could feel the muscles of her face moving from where their noses and foreheads touched. “I know. So I think we’re going to be okay. You’re my best friend, right? My sister. If we can’t be girlfriends, then I promise we’ll go back to that.”

Erica took another deep breath, but this time it wasn’t to calm herself. It was because she felt as though a weight had fallen from her—flown off into the sky like a hot-air balloon. A dread she hadn’t even known was there had gone.

When it did go wrong, she would still have the relationship she needed. She wasn’t going to lose her best friend. No matter how badly she did, she knew Maria, and she knew she was going to keep her promise.

“Okay.” She released her death grip on Maria’s shoulder. “Okay, we’ll try it.”

Maria kissed her again, and now their lips were smiling together, over and over again until there was no more room between them.


Chapter 12




After what felt like hours—or maybe only minutes—of kissing, Maria and Erica collapsed on the couch, both worn out. Maria couldn’t help grinning. She’d taken a gamble, and it had worked. She reached for Erica’s hand and squeezed it, and Erica squeezed back.

She was going to have to let Carmen know how well her advice had gone. And make sure that Carmen had actually asked Shelley out.

She glanced around for Cadbury. He was snoozing in his cage. If he was anything like Gus, he’d probably decided to take a nap when he realized that the humans weren’t going to bother paying any attention to him.

Her stomach suddenly pinched and rumbled, and she frowned to quiet it. She was going to eat eventually. Right now, she was sitting on Erica’s couch, holding her hand.

“Oh, god,” Erica groaned. “I’m starving. I’m too hungry to cook. You distracted me.”

Maria laughed happily and turned a little so she could see Erica better. “I’m going to consider this a very successful day if I could actually distract you from being hungry.”

Erica grinned back at her. “Let’s go out for lunch. I know a really good Thai place around the corner.”

A frisson of ice went down Maria’s spine and she shook her head. “Can we order in? I’m not really dressed for going out.”

Erica’s eyes ran up and down Maria’s body, making her inch back a little on the couch, but Erica didn’t seem to notice. “I think you look great. I’m the one not dressed for going out. In my silly lesbian shirt that you can totally see my cami through.” She pinched at the shirt.

Maria grinned. “I like your lesbian shirt.”

“Well, I like your lesbian shorts. Come on, let’s go out. What’s the point of having a really hot girlfriend if I can’t take her out and show her off?”

Maria felt the blood rush to her cheeks. She didn’t know why she was surprised that Erica liked the way she looked when she’d just persuaded Erica to date her… but she was.

Still, the thought of going out without being in full femme style made her stomach churn, and she shook her head. “Can we please just stay in today? I’m not really up for it.”

“All right, fine. If you insist.” Erica leaned over and kissed her. “Then I’ll order Thai. Is there anything you want, or do you want me to choose for you?”

Maria watched as Erica got up from the couch and walked toward the kitchen. She rolled onto her stomach and leaned on the back of the couch, enjoying the view. “You can choose something for me if you want. I’m not picky.”

“You had an easy enough time with the ramen.” Erica grinned at her as she picked up the phone. “You might be the perfect guinea pig, actually. Come to the restaurant on a weeknight, when it isn’t busy. I’ll whip you up some of my own sandwich ideas.”

Maria grinned back, raising her eyebrows. “Are you allowed to do that?”

Erica put a finger over her lips, miming shush. Then her expression changed. “Hi, yes, I’d like to place an order for delivery.”




The next day at work, Maria felt like she was blushing anytime someone looked at her. She kept waiting for someone to say something, but no one actually seemed to notice. Of course, she couldn’t catch Mr. Bryce’s eye—not after what she’d overheard on Friday.

But even that unpleasant memory seemed irrelevant and far away when she remembered how her Sunday had gone. Every kiss with Erica was a shining, golden moment in time, only the better for the knowledge that it could—and probably would—be repeated. Even the time that Cadbury had hopped up between them, demanding his own attention, was a pleasant memory.

Had she ever imagined this when they were children? If so, would she have pictured it this way? Probably not. She could never have predicted how Erica would look as an adult, and as for her own body… well, she would have imagined one of two extremes, not the in-between state she currently occupied.

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. If only she could get her surgery covered by insurance, then life would be perfect. Well, she would still have a crappy job, but if her body was right and her girlfriend was Erica, then she would have nothing worth complaining about.

Checking to make sure that no one was watching over her shoulder, she looked at her email, then checked the healthcare provider’s website. There was nothing new, of course. She hardly expected an answer over the weekend—she probably couldn’t expect anything for several weeks. But she was going to be anxious until she had an answer.

When she’d had her surgery, then she could finally be the girlfriend that Erica deserved.

The thought made her smile again, her cheeks warming, and this time, someone did notice. “Hey, girl, what’s got you in such a good mood today?” Andy asked, punching her shoulder lightly.

She bit her lip. She could tell him—she should tell him. He was her best friend at work.

She looked around to make sure no one was listening. Andy was openly gay in the office and no one bothered him about it, so she didn’t fear being judged, but she still didn’t need to tell the whole office her private business.

“I have a girlfriend,” she whispered to him finally.

“Wow! Nice one!” He followed her example in speaking quietly, but he also raised his hand for a high-five, grinning. After a moment, Maria stood up from her chair to high-five him.

“Oh, wait,” he said, his eyes widening. “Is this that childhood best friend you were talking about?”

“Um… yes.” She knew she was blushing intensely now.

He laughed. “Well, lucky you. And lucky her. Hey, it’s almost lunchtime. Let’s go out to celebrate.”

“I can’t,” Maria said with a regretful sigh, thinking of the yogurt waiting for her in the office fridge and the leftovers in her lunch bag. “I have to save money. Especially if I’m going to take her out on a real date.”

“Oh, no real date yet?” he asked, raising his eyebrows and leaning in. “Just fell right into bed, didn’t bother with the preliminaries?”

She shook her head quickly, her heart leaping into her throat. “No. Nothing like that. It’s just—we were hanging out as friends, and then it became something more. We ordered in, is all. I wasn’t dressed to go out. But I want to give her a real dating experience.”

It wasn’t that she hadn’t thought about getting Erica in bed. She had—far more than she thought she should have. But she couldn’t. Not until the outside matched what was underneath.

“All right, I believe you,” said Andy. “Let me take you out anyway. My treat. We’ll go to that bagel place you like.”

Maria glanced down at her desk drawer, where she’d put the lunch bag. She could have the leftovers for dinner tonight instead. That way she wouldn’t have to cook when she got home. And the two of them never had made it out for that drink on Friday night; she practically owed herself one. Especially if Andy was paying.

“Oh, all right,” she said, grinning. “Let me just check that I don’t have any urgent work.”

“I’ll do the same. Meet you by the door in five.” He pushed himself off from her desk and went to his cubicle next door.

Maria checked her email, then went to the bathroom to touch up her makeup. The face in the mirror made her wince, as it often did, but she couldn’t display her dislike; there was another woman in the bathroom, washing her hands, and someone else in a stall, so Maria wouldn’t have any time to herself. The blonde at the sink smiled at Maria as she took a spot in front of the mirror. Maria managed to smile back.

With her lipstick reapplied and her eyebrows combed, she felt more like herself—more feminine. The mirror didn’t make her flinch anymore. She hurried out to meet Andy in the foyer.

“You’re such a girl,” he teased when he saw her. “Have to look perfect. You’re just going to mess it up again on your bagel.”

“As though you don’t wear makeup yourself,” she retorted as they headed outside, her heels clacking on the concrete. She hoped he didn’t notice her blushing. “I know you do. I’ve seen pictures.”

“Oh, you know I’m just jealous. I wish I could wear makeup to work. So what’s her name?”

“What?” Maria had been remembering her face in the mirror, wondering what Erica would think about her if, and when, she saw her without any makeup at all. Would she understand what she saw? Would it turn her off?

“Your new girlfriend.”

“Oh. Erica.” Her mouth curved into a smile just saying her name, despite the heat of the day that pounded on them here in the middle of the city.

“And she used to be your best friend?”

“Yeah, we grew up next door to each other. We ran around together all the time. Our older sisters were best friends, too.”

“That’s adorable. A bunch of mini lesbians.”

Maria laughed. “Denise is not a lesbian! You’ve seen my pictures. And I’m pretty sure—no, I know for sure that Julie isn’t a lesbian, because she has two boyfriends.”

“Two? Do they know about each other?”

“Apparently they’re all a happy little threesome. I think it’s sweet.”

“Two boyfriends,” he said dreamily, pushing open the door to the bagel shop and holding it for her. “That sounds… it sounds insane, actually. I adore Toby and I could never, ever handle more than one of him.”

“I know,” she said with a laugh. They walked up to the counter together to order their sandwiches.

“But I’m happy for you,” he said as they waited in line. “How long has it been since you’ve had a girlfriend?”

“Um… too long.” Maria didn’t want to think about the last one, Cathy, but now she was thinking about her anyway. Did Cathy even count? She supposed she would have to, because they had dated for a couple of months, and they’d been pretty serious about it, until Cathy had found out.

That was one safe thing about Erica. She already knew that Maria was trans; there was no way she could forget it. Unless she’d been telling the literal truth when she said that she thought of Maria as a sister, and she couldn’t have meant it and be dating her.

Maria grabbed the bagels and their drinks and went to claim a table while Andy paid. She sat in the corner, where she could get a good view of the room. No one could watch her without her being able to see them.

“How is Toby?” she asked when Andy sat down.

“Oh, he’s great, of course,” Andy said with a sigh.

Maria raised her eyebrows and twisted the top off her soda. “You don’t sound very enthusiastic about that.” She took a long drink while she listened to him talk.

“Well, he is great,” Andy said. “I don’t mean to sound annoyed about that. But… well, you don’t want to hear about our problems.”

Maria had already taken a bite of her sandwich. It was going to take her a while to chew, so she just raised her eyebrows at him, inviting him to go on.

“It’s just that we keep having the same fight over and over again. He doesn’t seem to understand the relationship I have with my parents. I mean, we have this nice house with the extra room! But he refuses to let them stay overnight at our house, even when it would make more sense than anything else. I can’t let my parents stay at a hotel when they’re visiting. You understand, right?”

“Mm,” said Maria, eating her sandwich. If she ever got out of her parents’ house, she would never want them spending the night with her, so she was sort of on Toby’s side in this conversation. But telling Andy that wouldn’t help the situation.

Anyway, having someone else’s parents stay over was a completely different story. Would she be willing to let Erica’s dad spend the night, if the two of them were to get a house together? She thought she would, if Erica wanted it for some reason, though that didn’t seem likely. She had said she’d moved out of her grandma’s house as quickly as she could.

“He says that the house isn’t clean enough to let anyone spend the night, but it doesn’t motivate him to clean,” Andy was saying around mouthfuls of his sandwich. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, sometimes we clean the whole house, but I’m the only one who cleans the bathroom or vacuums the carpet on a regular basis. So I think the cleaning thing is just an excuse, and if he could get past it maybe he would clean more often. But he doesn’t want to, because then he’d have no excuse not to have my parents over.”

“Does he have any specific reason for not wanting your parents to stay over?”

Andy shook his head, spinning his bottle cap on the table. “Not that he’s ever said. He does say he wouldn’t let his own parents stay over, either, but that’s not really something we can test, since they live in town and wouldn’t need somewhere to stay. And if he has something else he wants to use the room for, he won’t say. It just sits empty. That’s what I mean when I say we keep having the same fight. It’s only been a couple of times that I’ve tried to get him to let my parents stay over, but he won’t let me use the room for anything else, either. We almost bought a mattress and bed set on sale for the room, but he didn’t like how big it was. I would think the bigger the better. And we couldn’t agree on a paint color, so it’s still white from when we bought the place.”

“That’s interesting,” Maria commented. She couldn’t think of any reason why Toby would want to stop any changes to the room, but Andy knew his husband far better than she did. In fact, she’d only met Toby a couple of times, at work functions. If there was an answer, Andy would have to come up with it on his own.

“So I guess we’d have a lot of work to do if we did want to put my parents in there. It is weird, isn’t it? We haven’t made any changes to that room at all, and we’ve done a lot with the rest of the house. I mean, we turned the whole basement into this great workout area. And he put that really good bolt on the basement door.” Andy sucked down some of his soda, frowning.

“So he cares about safety,” Maria said.

“You think it’s about safety? I guess it is. That makes sense.” Andy was off again, hardly listening to her, but she didn’t mind. “I wonder if the bolt is related to the bedroom we’re not using. I should ask him about that. At least if it sounds like I’m making connections, then we’ll move on to the next part of the fight.” He grinned. “Thanks, Maria, this was really helpful.”

She laughed. “I didn’t even do anything.”

“Hey, you listened. This was absolutely worth paying for your lunch. It was like a cheap therapy session.”

She managed a laugh again, though it was more uncomfortable. She wished her own therapy sessions had been this cathartic—he sounded like he’d really figured out the next steps in the fight with his husband. She had never come to any real solutions, other than the changes she’d already known she needed to her body.

But she had always enjoyed her therapy sessions anyway. She’d come out feeling calmer and happier. Why had she ever stopped them? Oh, yeah, in college she hadn’t had time… and then after she dropped out, she just couldn’t deal with any other people at all, even a therapist. Her parents had been stimulation enough. By the time she was stable enough to look for a job, therapy had stopped being something she thought to do.

They got up to throw away their trash and head back to work. “You really would make a good therapist,” he told her. “You’re wasted in this crap job.”

She shook her head. “I could never afford it. I’m still paying student loans.”

He raised his eyebrows at her. “If you went back to school, you could get those deferred, you know. And our company has some kind of educational assistance. I haven’t looked into it that much myself, but I know they would give you money to go back.”

“Really? I didn’t know about that. Is it on the company website?”

“I think so. I’ll see if I can find an old email about it or something. If not, ask Bryce next time you get a chance. He’ll know.”

Maria nodded, though she knew she never could ask Mr. Bryce about anything for herself. Not after overhearing him with that client. She might report to him directly, and he was a fair boss, but their work relationship could never extend to anything personal.

But she might look for information on the company website, or in her emails, about educational assistance. If she’d ever read about that, she’d forgotten. She was quiet as she walked back to the office with Andy, thinking.

She didn’t know how she felt at the idea that she really could go back to school. On the one hand, she loved learning, and something deep inside her warmed at the idea of learning to be a therapist, of helping people even just the way her therapist had helped her. But on the other hand, school brought back memories of Cathy, and of all the others who had conspired to mock and bully her. She would have to go through that again. And was there any way she could really continue with school long enough to go to graduate school, as well? If not—and she definitely couldn’t guarantee it—then it would be wasted time and wasted money.

But maybe she wouldn’t have to waste quite as much time as she feared. She would look for that educational assistance.


Chapter 13




Maria took a deep breath, walking to the front door of Erica’s apartment building with flowers. It was Saturday morning, and they’d agreed to go to an early movie at the second-showing theater and then get lunch—the only way both of their schedules would give them time to see each other this week.

She just hoped that this went well. Their first real date. Was it weird to show up with flowers? That sort of felt like a guy thing. But it also felt like something she wanted to do. She just hoped Erica would appreciate the flowers.

She was about to press the button to buzz Erica’s apartment when the door opened. She turned, hoping it was someone who would let her in—but it was Erica, dressed in bell-bottom jeans and a tank top that made the most of her small shapely bust… and holding her own bouquet of flowers.

They stared at each other. Then they both burst out laughing.

“Here, I got you flowers,” Erica said through her laughter, thrusting the bouquet at Maria. Maria grinned and handed the one she was carrying to Erica.

At first glance she thought they’d gotten the same bouquet, but no—the one she’d picked out for Erica had purple foxgloves and pink dahlias among the huge yellow sunflowers, but the one Erica had found for her had pink foxgloves and purple zinnias. She couldn’t help laughing again as she sniffed the flowers. “These are beautiful. Thank you, Erica.”

“Did you get these from a flower vendor on the corner?” Erica asked, laughing as she buried her face in her own bouquet.

“Yes. You did, too?”

“They must be the same company. Or we went to the same one.”

Maria shook her head. “Mine was at the train station near my house. I carried them all the way here on the train.”

“How sweet. Everyone could tell you were on a date.” Erica leaned forward and kissed Maria on the cheek.

Someone cleared their throat. Maria jumped and got out of the way, moving off the steps so a person—she just got a glimpse of a dark jacket with broad shoulders—could rush past them, out of the apartment building. Erica moved more slowly, making a rude gesture at the person’s departing back.

“I admit I was picturing me taking those up to your apartment, and you putting them in water,” Maria said. “Do you want to do that now?”

Erica shook her head. “I’ll just carry it around until it wilts. I don’t know if they spray pesticides on these things, and I don’t want to tempt Cadbury. I already had to keep your flowers out of his nibbly little teeth a few times.”

Maria laughed. “Okay, that sounds good. We’ll just tote them around to the movie, let everyone else see how great our, um, our dates are.” She had wanted to say ‘girlfriends,’ but at the last moment her brain disobeyed her, making her tongue trip over itself. A moment of anxiety twisted her stomach. What did Erica think?

She didn’t seem to have noticed. She reached out for Maria’s hand and took it. “That sounds perfect. Let’s get going—we don’t want to be late.”

Maria felt a giddy joy as the two of them walked down the sidewalk, carrying their flowers, holding hands. People had to get out of their way. Normally she hated feeling as though she was blocking the sidewalk, but today everything felt right. And the last thing she wanted to do was let go of Erica’s hand.

They had to let go, though, when they finally reached the movie theater, because the door was too narrow for them to walk in together. Maria held the door for Erica, feeling the air-conditioned breeze from inside the building chill her sweaty palm.

“Two for the next showing, please,” Erica said while Maria’s eyes adjusted to the dimness inside. Before she could do anything, Erica was handing over cash to the teenager behind the counter.

“Hey, I asked you on this date,” she protested. “I wanted it to be my treat.”

“We negotiated to find a time we could both do,” Erica said. “You can pay for lunch, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Maria sighed. She would have argued more, but the kid was already handing back Erica’s change, and—like with the flowers—she was wondering why she cared about paying for the date. Was this one of those guy things that society, and her parents, had tried to imprint on her mind from childhood? She knew she couldn’t avoid all of them, but she hated to do anything that might make someone doubt her femininity.

It wasn’t like she was a flawless woman, after all. She knew that no one was… but she wanted to be as perfect as she could. She watched Erica as closely as she could as they walked into the theater. Did she wonder, too? But she had brought flowers, and she’d been raised as a girl. Maybe there was nothing unfeminine about it.

Another girl passed them, leaving the theater as they entered. Erica’s head swiveled to watch the girl for a few steps. Maria felt a jolt to her stomach. Erica grinned and quickly took Maria’s hand again.

The theater wasn’t crowded; they easily found two seats together near the middle, where they would have the best view. They set their bouquets on the seats to either side of them, blocking themselves off from anyone who might want to take those seats.

“So I have a question,” Erica said, her eyes on the screen as the ads played.

“Go ahead,” Maria said, though her stomach churned with anxiety. Was anyone else listening? She glanced around quickly, but the only other people in the theater seemed to be absorbed in either their phones or each other. Down near the front was a pair of teenagers who were already making out.

“You’ve been to my apartment a few times now. When are you going to invite me to see your place?”

Maria’s heart seemed to turn over, thumping in a strange rhythm. She took a deep breath. “I didn’t think you would want to go to my house. I mean, you know I still live with my parents. And you saw it plenty of times when we were kids.”

Erica turned to look at Maria, her elbow on the arm rest between them, raising her eyebrows. “You can’t tell me it hasn’t changed at all since then.”

“Um… not really.”

“So you still have Hot Wheels posters on your walls?”

Maria laughed, her cheeks warming, but internally she felt misery settle on her again. Erica could never forget that she had been born a boy; they’d known each other too well as children, even if Erica had always remembered that Maria was supposed to be a girl in all their make-believe games.

“No, of course not. I took those down when I was ten. The walls are now bubblegum pink, the same color I painted them when I was thirteen.”

Erica let out a roar of laughter, making an older woman on the other side of the theater look at her and frown. “Bubblegum pink! I bet your parents loved that.”

“It wasn’t high on their list of things they were happy about at the time,” Maria said, grinning. “I went behind their backs, and—well, they didn’t—they didn’t know who I was.”

“Oh, right,” Erica said, nodding, her smile fading. “Yeah, I guess that would have been weird for them.”

They lapsed into an awkward silence. Maria wished she hadn’t said that, reminding Erica about having been raised as a boy. She didn’t need the reminder.

“I actually had a question for you,” she said, dredging her memory for something she had wanted to ask Erica. She knew there must be hundreds of things…

“Yeah?”

Her conversation with Andy the other day rose in her mind, prompting a good question. “You went to college for psychology, right? I’m sure you mentioned that. How come you’re working in restaurants?”

Erica sighed and stretched out her legs in front of her. “You know, I got home from college, and I couldn’t get any internships or fellowships, so I found a job doing the same thing I’d been doing part-time in school—bartending. I actually worked at Sally’s for a couple of years.”

“The lesbian bar?” Maria had heard of it, but she’d never dared go inside. She’d heard rumors that only cis lesbians were welcome there—that they considered trans women no different than men. Anyway, while she liked a drink as much as the next person, the bar scene wasn’t really for her. It was hard to picture Erica there as well.

“Yeah. But it was a really crappy place to work, despite the occasional perks. Uh, so I started looking for a different job and found the Bell and Pauper.”

“You gave up on finding a job in psych?”

“I never really felt like it was for me. I really like the restaurant industry. Sure, the student loan payments feel like I’m just flushing cash down the drain every month, but maybe if I hadn’t gone there I wouldn’t have started bartending and found out how much I like it.”

Maria nodded. “I know what you mean.”

She didn’t, not entirely. Her student loan payments felt like she was not just flushing money, but sucking it straight out of her paycheck. She had nothing to show for her few semesters—no degree, no job, no accomplishments. Just a few months of misery.

“But did you like the classes themselves?” she asked.

“Yeah, I guess I did. They probably made me a better bartender.” Erica looked over at her and grinned. “Not that people tend to come pour their hearts out to me at the B and P. Which is a good thing, because I don’t have the patience to just sit there and listen to people without trying to dump advice on them, unlike you.”

Maria blinked in surprise. “Unlike me what?”

“You have this incredible patience. I don’t know how you learned it. You managed to wait for me and everything.” Erica took Maria’s hand, and the warmth of her skin seemed to penetrate Maria’s flesh, running all the way up from her hand to her cheeks, where she flushed in the darkness.

“I didn’t really wait for you,” she said, her voice low so that no one else in the theater could hear them. “If you’ll notice, I kissed you first.”

Erica laughed and squeezed her hand gently. “Well, you did manage to pick the right thing to be proactive on. It’s working out so far, right? But you’d make a great therapist, too.”

Maria ducked her head. “Do you really think so?”

“Hey.” Erica took her free hand and gently touched Maria’s jaw with just her fingertips, turning her head so they faced each other. “I don’t say things I don’t mean.”

Maria swallowed. Even in the darkness, Erica’s blue eyes were depthless and serious. Her jaw seemed to ache, as though bruised, when Erica took her fingers away. “I believe you.”

“Good.” Erica smiled. “Why wouldn’t I think so?”

Maria shook her head. “My friend Andy said the same thing. I do just tend to let him rant. I figured that was why we were friends, because he likes to talk and I like to listen.”

“And that’s exactly what would make you a good therapist. Did you take any psych classes in college?”

“No. I thought about it, but…” She didn’t want to say the next part, but she couldn’t hide anything from Erica. Not if this relationship was going to work, and she wanted desperately for it to work. “I never finished college. After I… well, I dropped out partway into my junior year. I couldn’t handle it anymore.”

“Not the academic type? I wish I hadn’t bothered to finish, but I felt like I had to.”

Maria swallowed against the lump in her throat. “I just didn’t feel like I could do it anymore, no matter how disappointed my parents would be. I had this girlfriend for a while, but when she found out I was trans, she didn’t take it well. She sort of spread it over the whole school, and life at college wasn’t great for me after that.”

Erica swore loudly. This time not only the older woman, but also several members of a group of teenage girls a few rows down from them, turned to glare. “Oops,” Erica whispered, hunching down in her seat. “The movie’s started.”

Maria glanced at the screen. It had started. She hadn’t even noticed. “I guess we should watch it,” she whispered back, turning so she faced the screen fully. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Erica nod.

Then Erica leaned over and whispered right in her ear. “You’re better than that bitch. I know you. And you will overcome.”

They sat in silence after that, but they held their hands tightly clenched together.


Chapter 14




Erica felt herself thrown off-balance by the revelation that Maria hadn’t finished college. Of course, that explained why she was working as a secretary for a marketing firm, instead of actually doing the marketing or something else high-powered and brilliant. That was what she was made for—career success and the admiration of many. She was too smart to be stuck where she was.

And it had all been destroyed, thrown away, by some horrible gold-star-lesbian bitch. Erica could not believe anyone would do that to Maria, and it made her furious. She wished she could find the girlfriend and yell at her until she apologized—but Maria hadn’t mentioned her name, and there was probably a reason for that.

But the knowledge did make her want to give Maria her own way in everything, including letting her pay for lunch, ridiculous as it was. Maria had also asked if they could pick up food and eat at Erica’s apartment, which was fine with her; the restaurant they’d agreed on was crowded and hot, and her apartment was comfortable and had a bunny in it.

Dating Maria was going better than she had allowed herself to hope. Of course, this was their first real date and their second time spent together since they had agreed to date, so they hadn’t gotten very far yet. Still, neither of them had freaked out and rejected the other yet, and that was excellent progress as far as Erica was concerned.

She unlocked the door to her apartment building and led the way up the stairs. She didn’t remember much about the movie they’d been watching. Part of that was because they’d missed the beginning, but she’d also been thinking about what Maria had said.

She hadn’t stated it outright, but Erica knew enough about people, even without her college courses, to see what was under Maria’s questions: she wanted to be a therapist, she just couldn’t see herself doing it.

So when they were settled down on the couch, takeout containers open on the coffee table and a happy bunny munching away on the parsley they’d gotten as a garnish, she steered the conversation that way. “This might be a weird question, but you’ve gone to a therapist, right? I saw one for a couple of years in college and she helped me a lot.” She’d also seen one when she was a teenager, but even seven years on, she hadn’t been able to talk much about her mother’s death. It had taken several more years, and a few hundred miles of distance, to actually open up enough to unburden her mind.

Maria nodded, poking at her rice with her fork. “Of course. It’s hard, if not impossible, to get the hormones I needed without a letter from a therapist.”

“Oh, right. I guess so.” Erica felt her cheeks warm slightly. She kept forgetting that Maria had worked a lot harder than most girls to get her body the way it was. Maria probably thought she was an idiot half the time.

“It took a while to find one I connected with, but when I did, he was great,” Maria said.

Erica grinned. “Are you saying that not all therapists are perfect at what they do? Perish the thought.”

Maria smiled reluctantly. “I don’t think they were bad, it’s just that they weren’t quite the right person for me. They were used to dealing with different issues.”

“Yeah, I get that. I wish you could tell Julie. I think she went to one therapy session and then flat-out refused after that.”

“I’m glad my parents made me keep trying, even though the first therapist would have signed the letter for me. It was better. Probably everyone could use a regular session with a therapist.” Maria looked up from her food, pursing her lips to the side. “I know I should go now, but with work and everything…”

Erica nudged her playfully with one shoulder. “Hey, you don’t need a therapist now, you have a girlfriend.”

“Oh, if only that was the way it worked.” Maria smiled shyly over her takeout container, then surprised Erica by leaning in swiftly and kissing her.

Oh, yeah, that was the other benefit to eating in instead of out. Erica put her own container aside and kissed Maria thoroughly, warming herself from head to toe.

But then Maria’s stomach grumbled, and they laughed and went back to their food.

“Seriously,” Erica said, trying to pick up the thread of the conversation even if Maria found it difficult, “you would be an amazing therapist. Do you think you could go back to college if you went to a different school?”

“I… I don’t know. I never thought about it that way.” Maria shoved a big piece of vegetable into her mouth, and Erica waited while she chewed and swallowed. “I thought it was more about money at this point,” she continued. “But my friend Andy pointed out that there’s an educational assistance program at worked. I checked and it would help with tuition, though not everything. I just don’t know if I could work and go to school at the same time.”

“Well, then, take advantage of the fact that you live with your parents, right? Are they making you pay rent?”

“No, but I pay for my groceries and stuff. And I don’t have a lot of savings, so I would have to work to pay for tuition.”

Erica took a gulp of her sweet drink. “You could take out more loans. You know you can get those deferred if you’re back in school, right? And then when you’re working as a therapist, you can rake in the cash, so no need to worry about paying it back.”

Maria actually laughed at that, shaking her head. “I don’t think therapists rake in the cash, and there’s grad school, too.”

“So, two years for that. Call it four years to finish everything, though I bet you could do it quicker if you take summer classes, too. You can do that.”

“Maybe,” Maria said, staring into space.

“Hey.” Erica put down her takeout container, now feeling rather full. “I’m not trying to push you, so tell me to shut up if you want, okay? I just want you to be happy.”

Maria turned to her and smiled, her eyes warm. “I get that. And I appreciate it.”

This time Erica kissed her first, setting Maria’s takeout container aside and putting her hands on her shoulders. And this time there was no reason to stop.

Maria’s lips were warm, her hands on Erica’s lower back strong and comforting. Erica inched over on the couch, getting her legs underneath herself, pressing her body closer to Maria’s. She could feel Maria’s graceful curves beneath her own, so much more elegant than Erica’s gangly, boyish shape.

Maria was wearing another short dress, the fluttering hem pulled up now, showing several inches of thigh. Could Erica move her hand up that spot? Dared she?

No. No, she couldn’t do it, no matter how much she ached to. Maria was too important, as she reminded herself over and over again. She had to preserve the friendship; breaking up was nothing to worry about as long as they were still best friends.

She tore her lips away from Maria’s with some effort, her chest heaving with her breaths. “Maria.”

“Erica.” Maria smiled and ran the tips of her fingers through Erica’s hair.

Erica closed her eyes, shivering with the pleasant sensation. But Maria didn’t understand.

She took a deep breath. “Maria, I want to have sex with you. Can we?”

Maria’s body tensed. “What? No, you don’t.”

Erica opened her eyes, confused, pulling her hand away. She could honestly say that was a reaction she’d never had before when propositioning a girl. And the way Maria had tensed definitely dropped her libido.

“Yes, I do,” she said, hoping Maria could hear her honesty. “You are gorgeous, and you’re my girlfriend, and we’re alone on this couch. Why would I not?”

She reached out, wanting to touch Maria, to show her with her hands what it might be a little too difficult to explain with words—but hesitated, her hand in the air halfway between them. If propositioning Maria had made her tense, she didn’t want to provoke whatever reaction groping her would create.

Maria shook her head, her eyes wide. She seemed to be just as genuine as Erica was. “You don’t understand.”

“Then tell me.” Erica exhaled and lowered her head, brushing her lips against Maria’s cheek, her throat, her ear. She was impossible to resist. Erica should have known, that first night she’d seen her in the restaurant, that there was no way she could keep herself away…

“Erica, you’re not—I mean—you’ve only ever been with girls, right?”

“Yeah, but I’m not, like, a snob about it. Unlike some people.”

“Have you ever even, uh, seen a guy naked?”

“Yeah. Don’t remind me.” If Erica hadn’t been so very close to warm, soft female flesh, she would have been annoyed enough to roll her eyes. Her first roommate in college, randomly assigned, had been straight, and she’d had a long parade of boyfriends who weren’t the most considerate. At least only one of them had decided it was his duty to seduce the lesbian.

“Erica.” Maria grabbed Erica by the shoulders and physically pushed her so they were face-to-face again, their noses inches from one another. “That’s what I look like, all right? I’m… I’m almost the same. I still have a penis.”

Erica stared at her, confused. “Okay. I mean, penises aren’t inherently offensive. And you’re not going to look like a guy naked. I can tell your tits are real.” She could feel them even now, swelling deliciously against her chest—there was no faking the soft yielding of real flesh.

Maria took in a breath between her teeth. “They are—but—nothing below the waist is different from a guy’s.”

“It is,” Erica said. “Because it’s yours, and you’re not a guy. Do you really think I care? If it still works, then hey, extra toy. If it doesn’t, then we’ll find other ways. I have a little bit of a toy collection, you know.” She grinned wickedly at Maria, imagining what she could do with one of the things hidden away in her closet.

Maria still didn’t look enthusiastic. Erica’s smile faded, and she took a deep breath, pushing herself upright. “But if you don’t want to have sex, that’s okay. I can wait.”

Could she wait? She’d never had to before, and the throbbing between her legs was still insistent. But she had the toys, and if she decided the wait wasn’t worth it… well, they would still be friends. She’d been promised that. And much as she longed to have Maria naked and writhing on her couch, all she could truly hope for was friendship.

Maria stared at her silently, then pushed herself upright as well. They went back to their original sitting positions, facing forward on the couch. Erica waited tensely for Maria’s response, then felt her long fingers creeping their way under her hand. She let out a sigh of relief and gripped Maria’s hand tightly.

“I’m definitely not ready,” Maria said in a small voice. “And I don’t really believe you are, either. You don’t know…”

Erica held her wince inside as Maria trailed off. Did she really hate her body that much? But Erica couldn’t judge—she had never had any parts that didn’t feel like they belonged to her, never experienced what Maria must have experienced growing up and taking medication and being treated as the wrong gender. She could do nothing but respect how Maria felt. She cared about her too much to do anything else.

She squeezed Maria’s hand again. “Then we’ll wait until we’re both ready, okay?” She turned and kissed her again, and Maria kissed back, as willingly as before. They twined their arms around each other’s bodies and held close, their mouths hot and soft together.

If Maria wasn’t ready, Erica didn’t know if she ever would be. But it wasn’t the end of the world. There was always the return to friendship.

She ignored the twisting in her heart that told her she would never be satisfied with that.


Chapter 15




Monday nights were half-price beer nights at the B and P, so they were always busy. For once, Vance was in the back, making sandwiches; he would be gone in another hour, but it left Erica free for now to pour the beers and hand them off either to the customers or to Heather.

“Erica,” Heather whispered when she accepted a tray full of beers.

Surprised she could hear her through the noise of the patrons, and even more surprised that Heather would whisper when they usually shouted to each other to communicate, Erica just raised her eyebrows and nodded.

“Can I talk to you later? When it’s quieter?” Heather whispered.

Erica nodded again. “Sure,” she whispered back, even though she didn’t know why she was whispering. Did Heather want her advice on something? Erica would have to tell her that she was really bad at giving advice. She might be a few years older, but her life experience had not prepared her to be useful to others. She couldn’t even get her own girlfriend to have sex with her.

Heather nodded and went back into the crowd. Someone shouted at Erica, and she rolled her eyes and went to the middle of the bar to take the sandwich order.

“Vance,” she called when she was in the kitchen. “Two number threes, hot, and a cold number seven. Got it?”

“Two threes hot, seven cold! I can get you the cold if you’ll wait a second.” He wasn’t even looking at her, his broad shoulders bent over the counter as he slapped sandwich ingredients together.

“No,” Erica said, her hand on the swinging kitchen door. “They’re together and anyway, I have to get out there and pour more beers. If you’d hire another damn server, they could be the one running back and forth between the floor and the kitchen.”

He shouted something back at her, but she didn’t hear it, already on her way back to the bar. Sure enough, two more people wanted beers. She hurried to serve them and keep everything tallied. She could barely keep up, and she simmered with resentment at Vance’s cheapness. If she wasn’t allowed to do the cooking, she should at least be able to stay at her station.

Twenty minutes before Vance was due to leave, Lea came in again—with her date from the week before. They took a table instead of trying to squeeze into the crowded bar, and Heather took their sandwich orders.

They looked happy, holding hands across the table, smiling and giggling. Erica found herself looking at them with surprising fondness. The redhead was hot… but Maria was way hotter. And if Lea hadn’t sent Maria here and stood her up, Erica might never have her now.

She shook her head at herself, pouring another beer. She didn’t ‘have’ Maria. They were just together for now. As long as they could stand each other.

Once Vance went home, she was rushing again, doing the sandwich work plus pouring beers (and the occasional wine for someone whose friends had dragged them there), but after a couple more hours, the place started to clear out. After all, it was a work night, and most of their clientele weren’t the type to get drunk long into the night—if they were, they’d go to a real bar that could serve them efficient liquor.

Finally, Heather came up behind the bar, sighing and setting down her tray. Erica looked at her in surprise—she’d forgotten about Heather’s desire to chat. “Okay, so what’s up?”

“Don’t tell Vance,” Heather said first, looking up at Erica.

“Um, okay. You haven’t been spitting in the food or anything, have you?”

Heather gave her a half-smile. “You know I’d never do anything like that unless they really deserved it—and then you’d know.”

“I know. Bad joke, sorry. What’s up?” Erica glanced around automatically for anyone trying to order, but it was quiet for the moment. The three people at the bar were absorbed in their drinks, and the small group of regulars at one of the tables were having what looked like a very intense conversation.

“I have…” muttered Heather, her words getting so quiet at the end that Erica couldn’t hear her, even in the relatively silent restaurant.

“Say that again?” Erica raised her eyebrows. Heather wasn’t about to confess some embarrassing health condition, was she? Or a crush on Erica? That would be pretty crappy for both of them, since there was no way Erica would leave Maria, and then she and Heather would still have to work together.

Heather took a deep breath and stepped closer. “I have a job offer,” she said in a much clearer whisper.

Startled, Erica took a step back. Of all the things Heather might have said, she hadn’t expected that one, and it caught her flat-footed. What did Heather want her to say? “I didn’t even know you were looking,” she blurted.

Heather frowned at her. “Of course you knew. We’ve been talking about our job searches for months.”

Erica blinked at her. It was true that they had both talked about looking for other jobs, but… well, maybe Erica had assumed that Heather’s search was about as fruitful as hers; for all that she longed for a job with more power and more responsibility, or at least better pay, she had found precious few jobs that were worth the bother of applying, and even fewer that she had actually managed to send in her résumé for.

To cover for herself, she looked around again, and this time one of the guys at the bar caught her eye and signaled for another beer. She hurried over to pour it for him.

When she got back to where Heather waited, looking slightly forlorn, she had a better response in her head. “Okay. What are you looking for from me? Advice? You know I don’t want you to leave this job. I’d be dead on my feet without a server.”

Heather smirked. “What, you could just replace me with any server?”

“Oh, come on, you know I love you.” Erica gave Heather a light, joking punch on the shoulder. In truth, while she got along with Heather well enough, it was hard to call her a friend. Erica didn’t have much in the way of friends—just Maria and Julie.

“But, yeah. That’s what I’m looking for.” Heather smoothed her hands over her jeans. “You have a lot more experience in the restaurant business than I do. This is my first real job. Do you think I should go?”

Erica still had no idea how to answer. Her mind seemed to be a blank. The only idea she had was that Heather shouldn’t leave. “Um, I don’t know. What’s the other job? Still just serving?”

“Yeah, server at Le Laurier.”

Okay, fancy French restaurant. Erica had heard of it vaguely, but now that she knew what Heather was talking about, she thought she was on firmer footing. “That’s the kind of place where you have to wear a uniform, right? White shirt, black pants?”

Heather smiled. “White tuxedo shirt and a bow tie, yeah.”

Erica shook her head. “That’s pretty generic. There’s nothing unique about it like here at the B and P.”

“But I already have the unique, interesting place to put on my résumé,” Heather pointed out. “I might benefit from good, regular serving work.”

“Nobody’s going to work you harder than this place,” Erica said, rubbing the back of her head. “Uh, not that I expect the work to be easy at Le Laurier, either. But you’re interested in moving up in the business?”

“Sure.”

“I mean, you’re not doing this on the side until you finish school or succeed at some side project or something? You want restaurant work to be your life?”

Heather shrugged. “I guess. I like it for now, and I’m sure I’ll like it more if I get paid better.”

Erica couldn’t really understand Heather’s attitude, but she plowed forward nonetheless, giving her the best advice she could. “Well, I think it will be tough to move up at Le Laurier. You’ll be at the bottom of the heap there—even the other servers will have more power than you. Career movement is just going to happen as people leave or move up themselves. Of course, the only way you’re going to move up here is if you get my job, and that’s not likely to happen anytime soon.” She laughed nervously.

Heather nodded. “Yeah, you’re right about that. Okay, I’m going to go check on the table. I’ll be back.”

Erica nodded and watched her go for a moment, then took her own walk back up and down the bar. One of the guys wanted his bill, so she brought it and then returned to wait for Heather.

As Heather walked back, Erica realized that she hadn’t given the disclaimer she’d intended to. Why had she ever let Heather ask her for advice? She was crap at it.

“I’m sorry,” she said as Heather reached her, the words tumbling quickly out of her mouth. “I’m awful at advice. I have no place giving any. I shouldn’t have let you ask me for any.”

Heather laughed, her teeth white in the dim bar. “Yeah, I guess. But thanks anyway.”

“You’re welcome,” Erica said, relieved that Heather wasn’t asking for more, and went to get the patron’s payment.


Chapter 16




“Maria,” Andy said, stopping by her desk in the morning with his coffee, “I’m taking you out to lunch today.”

She smiled at him, but it turned into a grimace. “That’s sweet of you, but I can’t go out today. Bryce has me proofreading this report for him and it’s really long, plus it has all this arithmetic that I have to double-check. I’m going to need to eat at my desk to have any hope of getting out on time today.”

Not that she had any plans for after work, but her parents had started to complain about her being away in the evening and on weekends. She’d told them about Erica, but they didn’t seem to take her seriously. She wanted to be home so they didn’t worry, and because Gus didn’t seem like he’d been getting walked enough with her away.

Andy grimaced back at her. “Well, okay, that’s fair. Then get me next time you have a break. I want to talk to you. I’ll owe you the lunch.”

Maria raised her eyebrows and nodded. “Sure. What’s this about?”

“When we get a chance. In private.”

“Yeah, all right.”

Andy nodded and headed over to his desk. Maria glanced at the cubicles around her—not that she could see their inhabitants from her desk; it was set up so she could see Mr. Bryce and no one else, unless she stood up and walked around. She could, however, hear their conversations, and they could hear hers. What could Andy possibly want to talk about that he didn’t want Susan and Darius to overhear?

She got through a couple more pages of the proofreading, but it was slow work, since she was constantly distracted by her curiosity. Finally, with a glance at Bryce’s office (he was out at a meeting), she put her screensaver on and walked to Andy’s desk.

“Okay,” she said, “I’m dying of curiosity.”

He looked up and grinned. “Just a second. Let’s find a place to talk.”

They ended up walking to the cafeteria, where Maria poured herself a coffee, then down the hall a little ways. There was a conference room that wasn’t being used there, but they stayed in the hallway so they could keep an eye out for someone coming by.

“So you were right,” Andy started.

“Right about what?” Maria couldn’t remember telling Andy anything that she might have been right about—definitely not something that he would want to keep secret.

“Toby. The fight was about… something I had no idea it was about. The lock on the basement door is the same thing, just like you said.” Andy looked like he was struggling to keep a grin from showing.

Maria couldn’t figure out why, other than that he had finally worked out his fight with Toby. “So things are going better now? You’ve stopped fighting? Are your parents going to stay over?”

“No,” Andy said. “Not for a while, anyway.” He lost his fight, the grin taking over his whole face, making him look almost demented with excitement. The words rushing over one another, he said, “He wants to have a baby. That’s what it’s all been about this whole time. But he was afraid to bring it up with me! Can you believe it?”

“Oh!” Maria felt a huge grin spread over her own face, until she was sure she must look just as demented as Andy. “That’s wonderful! Congratulations. I’m sure you’ll be great dads.”

“Thank you,” Andy said a little breathlessly, nodding. “We haven’t worked out the details yet. We have a lot more talking to do before we decide which option to choose, since we can’t go the ordinary route. I’m sure you understand.”

“I do,” Maria said.

“And I wanted to ask you… obviously, we haven’t decided yet, like I just said. But one of the possibilities is using a surrogate to carry the baby. And you’re my closest female friend. So, no pressure, but if we decide to look into that option, would you be interested?”

Maria felt a shock like she’d been doused in cold water. She couldn’t believe Andy was suggesting that she carry his baby. It was incredibly sweet of him, such an honor—and, of course, incredibly flattering. But how could she answer? She felt her heart beating against her ribcage so hard it felt as though it would escape.

She could just say no. She probably should just say no. He didn’t need an explanation—he wasn’t asking for one.

But he deserved one. He was the only person in her life who didn’t know she was trans. At least, the only person she cared about. And she didn’t think he was going to reject her or tell anyone. But there was the small possibility that he would, and it would be disastrous.

She took a deep breath, trying to calm her fluttering heart, trying to decide. Obviously seeing her distress, he said hastily, “If not, that’s fine. And if you want to think about it, that’s absolutely fine too. We have plenty of time. I just thought, you know, it would be better to have a surrogate we actually know and like, instead of trying to find someone on Craigslist or something like that.”

“Andy,” she said. “It’s okay.” His babbling had helped clear her mind. He was a kind, caring, understanding man, and he was trying to make turning down the biggest offer of her life more comfortable for her.

“Just being asked is a huge honor, and I really wish I could say yes, or even maybe,” she told him, looking him straight in the eye. He was just an inch taller than her. “But it’s physically impossible for me to be your surrogate, because I don’t have a uterus. I’m trans.”

His eyes widened, and she tensed, waiting for the backlash. But all he said was, “I had no idea. I’m sorry for stressing you out with the question! Wow. You, um, I mean—is it insulting to say that I never would have guessed?”

She managed a small smile. “Not to me. And even if it was, you could insult me all you want and I wouldn’t be upset, not after the huge compliment you just paid me.”

He laughed nervously. “Yeah, I… wow.” He rubbed the back of his head. “Well, good thing I wasn’t counting on you.”

She nodded. “I’ll help you find a surrogate if you want, though I don’t know how you even start.”

He shook his head. “Toby and I will figure it out. We might choose to try adoption first, anyway.”

“Oh!” That helped Maria relax. Adoption was something she knew about. “My sister and her husband adopted a baby two years ago. I helped her a lot, and I bet I still have some of the paperwork. I could definitely help you with that route.”

Andy’s grin reappeared. “Really? That would be wonderful. I’ll mention it to Toby. Well, thanks for letting me drag you out. And thanks for trusting me with that secret.”

“You’re welcome. You deserve the trust.”

Andy reached out for a hug, and after a moment of hesitation, Maria let him. She even hugged him back. It was good to have a friend.

“Wait a minute,” Andy said, lowering his voice even though there was still no one around. “That’s why you freaked out when that client made that awful joke, isn’t it?”

The memory came to Maria like a rock in her stomach. “Yes. I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

“Not at first. I was too busy being pissed myself.” He leaned back and shook his head. “I wish I could have told that guy off.”

“But you couldn’t. It’s okay. Let’s get back to work.” She started to walk back down the hall, and he followed. She knew she couldn’t be away from her work for too long—even after such a momentous conversation.

He sighed. “You’re right, I couldn’t. Bryce doesn’t know, does he? About you?”

“No. You’re the only one who does. I figure I don’t have to ask you to keep it a secret.”

“Of course not. Unless you specifically want me to tell somebody, I won’t. Does your girlfriend know? I guess she would have to, if she knew you when you were a kid?” Andy didn’t sound at all confident about his reasonable, and truthful, conclusion.

“Yes. She knows.” Maria took a deep breath to calm the squirming in her stomach. Erica knew, but Maria wasn’t entirely confident that she understood. After all, it wasn’t like they’d taken their clothes off for each other when they were kids. Erica didn’t have any experience with Maria’s body.

But maybe that didn’t matter. Not now, not yet. Neither of them was in a hurry. They had all the time in the world.


Chapter 17




Every muscle in Erica’s body ached, and there was a quiet buzzing in her brain, drowning out any real thoughts. She trudged up the stairs to her apartment; she had been too tired to think of taking the elevator until she was halfway up, and then it was more work to cross the building. All she wanted right now, after this long and exhausting day at work, was to fall into bed.

That was all she wanted until she reached the hall and saw Maria sitting on the floor in front of her apartment.

Erica’s eyes widened and she rushed forward, worried that something had gone wrong, but Maria bounced to her feet with a grocery bag in her hand, grinning. “Surprise!”

“What are you doing here?” Erica managed to slur out, reaching for Maria and grabbing her hand.

“I wanted to see you,” Maria said. “I knew you’d be tired after work, so I figured I’d surprise you here. I brought ice cream.”

“Oh my god,” Erica said. “You beautiful, incredible angel.” She used her grip to pull Maria closer and kissed her deeply, pouring all the thankfulness she couldn’t quite articulate into the kiss.

They twined around each other, their lips locked, until something cold hit Erica’s hip and she remembered the ice cream. “Okay,” she said, panting slightly as she separated herself from her girlfriend and fumbled in her pocket for her keys. “Let’s get that ice cream in the freezer. I’m too exhausted to eat it tonight.”

Maria stepped back, frowning. “I knew you’d be tired after work, but I didn’t think you’d be this worn out.”

“I’m—” Erica interrupted herself with a yawn, then gave up on speech until she could stop missing the keyhole with the key. Once she had the door unlocked, she waved Maria in, then stumbled in herself, kicking the door closed and draping herself over the back of the couch.

She heard the freezer door open, then close, and then Maria’s hands were on her shoulders. “Come on, I’ll help you get to bed. What happened?”

“I showed up today and Heather was gone,” Erica said through another yawn. She allowed Maria to help her to her feet and steer her toward the bed. “Vance was pissed. She was going to put in notice, but apparently he made her mad and she quit on the spot. He wouldn’t tell me what it was that made her so upset—he said she was just overreacting, but I bet she wasn’t.”

“That wasn’t fair of her, to leave you in the lurch.”

Erica shook her head. “I didn’t even know she was leaving. I knew she had another offer—she told me about it a few days ago—but I thought I talked her out of it.”

“Why talk her out of it if Vance is so bad?”

“It’s a great place to work. Special.” Her knees hit the bed and she sat down gratefully. “Would you get me my brush? I don’t want to go to sleep with my hair gunk in.”

“Sure,” Maria said. “Is it in the bathroom?”

“Yeah, the bottom shelf in the medicine cabinet.” Erica pointed vaguely, then started working to get her pants off.

Maria brought her the brush. Erica kissed her hand, then took it and started aggressively brushing out the gel in her hair. Flakes fell onto the carpet; she should probably vacuum soon anyway. Cadbury would hate that, of course, but he could hide out on the bed.

Cadbury. She blinked through gummy eyes. Her brain was definitely too fuzzy today. “Would you check on Cadbury?” she asked Maria. “He should have hay and water, but if he’s low on one, let me know and I’ll refill it.”

“I’ll check on him.” Maria nodded and turned toward the other end of the room. After a moment Erica realized that neither of them had turned the lights on, which was why it was so dark and hard to see Maria.

As she stood up to get her pants off, then realized that the shoes had to come off first, she felt an overwhelming gratitude. She didn’t know how she’d be coping if Maria hadn’t shown up. She probably would have ended up falling asleep on the couch, possibly with a hungry or thirsty rabbit who might, if he got upset enough, wake her up thumping his foot. But this way she had someone to take care of her, not to mention ice cream to look forward to when she did wake up.

Having a girlfriend was pretty great.

She yawned, set the brush on her bedside table, and climbed under the sheets. Thank goodness for central air conditioning—she didn’t have to do anything to make the apartment cool enough for sleep.

“I gave him some more hay,” Maria reported, appearing again at the side of the bed. “I don’t know if it’s enough, but I’m sure it will last the night. His water bottle was still half full so I left that alone.”

“You’re wonderful,” said Erica. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Maria smiled as she bent over Erica and smoothed her hair back from her face. “I’ll come by again in the morning, okay? We can share the ice cream then.”

“No.” Erica’s hand shot out from under the covers, as if of its own accord, to grab Maria’s. “Stay.”

Maria squeezed her hand back, though she seemed uncertain. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Of course. We don’t have to do anything, just sleep, but… I want you around.” Erica didn’t know how to articulate herself any better than that. She just knew she wanted Maria here, by her side, and not for her to go home and leave her alone.

Maria’s face blossomed into a smile again. “Okay. Do you have something I can wear to sleep in?”

“Big T-shirts. Bottom drawer.”

Erica released Maria’s hand so she could get ready for bed. A warm feeling spread through her as she watched Maria kick off her shoes and unzip her dress, and it wasn’t just because her sexy girlfriend was taking her clothes off.

She felt… content. Cared for. Loved.

Her eyes drifted closed as Maria walked over to the dresser to get a shirt out of the drawer. This was nice. Better than nice.

She had almost fallen asleep, so that she was startled back awake when Maria climbed into the bed. “Shh,” Maria said, stroking her hair as she settled down next to her. “Go to sleep. I’m here.”

“I love you,” Erica muttered as she rolled onto her side, snuggling up close to Maria.

She was already falling asleep again, drifting away as Maria whispered back, “I love you, too.”


Chapter 18




Maria woke up in the morning and was confused for a moment—the bed felt weird. Then she remembered, before she even opened her eyes, that she was in Erica’s bed.

She smiled and reached over gently, careful not to move too much for fear of disturbing Erica. She had been so exhausted the night before; waking her would be unfair. She felt her hand brush Erica’s hip, and Erica made a noise in her sleep, but she only shifted slightly and fell back into slumber.

Maria felt too awake to stay in bed, so she gently disengaged herself and walked to the kitchen area of the apartment. Erica must have a coffee maker, right?

Yes, she did. Maria made coffee as quietly as she could—thankfully, the beans were already ground—and started looking around the kitchen to see if there was anything she could cook, with her limited cooking skills, for breakfast. What did Erica like? She remembered a mention of vegetarian sausage patties for breakfast, but that was something she couldn’t share. There were eggs, though, and English muffins in a cabinet.

Before she could start searching for pans to cook in, Erica shifted in the bed, then sat up, her eyes puffy and her hair a mess. She looked heart-meltingly adorable. “Coffee?” she said.

“It’s not ready yet,” Maria said, unable to help walking toward her. “But I have it started. I’m going to make something for breakfast, too.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that. I’m feeling much better now that I slept. Thank you.” Erica took Maria’s outstretched hand, and they pulled each other into a kiss, deep and passionate. Maria could feel their hearts thumping inches from each other.

She couldn’t forget—not for a moment—the things they had said to each other just as Erica was drifting off to sleep last night. But she didn’t know if Erica remembered, so she said nothing. She didn’t want to push Erica before she was ready.

After a few moments of kissing, Erica leaned back, giving Maria a lopsided grin. “I can’t believe you came to my apartment, brought ice cream, and now you’re making coffee. I absolutely do not deserve you.”

Maria laughed. “I’m doing it because I want to, not as some kind of reward.”

“And you look super adorable in one of my shirts,” Erica said, continuing as though she hadn’t heard Maria. She pinched her butt, just a few inches above the hem of the shirt.

Maria managed to control her flinch, but not her blush. She was still wearing her bra and underwear under the shirt—it was uncomfortable to sleep in a bra, but she wasn’t ready yet to reveal her natural shape. “Well, thanks. You look pretty great in no pants.”

Erica stepped back, looked down at herself, and laughed. “I couldn’t even be bothered to change last night. Oh, well, now you’ve seen me at my worst, I guess. If you haven’t run screaming—” She took a breath and visibly steeled herself, straightening her shoulders, before she continued. “I guess this relationship isn’t doomed after all.”

Maria forced herself to grin. “Did you really think it was doomed?”

Erica laughed. “Of course not. You shouldn’t take me seriously all the time, you know.” She turned toward the kitchen. “Now, let’s see, I’ll make something hearty for breakfast so we don’t get sugar crashes from just coffee and ice cream.”

Maria didn’t know what to say, so she just followed Erica to the kitchen, where she got out the English muffins and eggs that Maria had been looking at, along with a package of vegetarian sausage patties and one of cheese slices. “Sorry, all I have is this processed cheese. I’ll give you extra to make up for the lack of sausage. I’d offer you real sausage, but I ran out of that.”

Maria opened the cabinet where she’d found the mugs; the coffee was almost done. “So you’re not a vegetarian or anything?”

“No, these are just easy. I get incredibly lazy as a cook when I’m not at work.” Erica broke two eggs into a pan, which started to sizzle immediately. She placed the English muffins in another pan.

Maria poured the coffee. “Lazy? After that ramen dinner you made a couple of weeks ago?”

Erica took the cup that Maria offered her and took in a deep breath, closing her eyes as the coffee steam wafted over her face. “I was just trying to impress you then.”

“Well, it worked.” Maria felt her cheeks warming again. She turned away, but Erica caught her eye before she did.

Another lopsided grin had appeared on Erica’s face. “You are so cute when you blush.”

Maria couldn’t help blushing more at that, lowering her head over the coffee cup so her hair swung over her cheeks, but Erica just laughed.

Maria watched her flip the muffins and add cheese, heavier on one of them, then set down her coffee cup and walk across the room. She opened the door to Cadbury’s cage and stuck her hand inside. Maria couldn’t see what she was doing, but she laughed and walked back, leaving the cage open.

“He ignored me,” she said. “I guess he’s mad that I didn’t give him any attention last night. He’s eating the hay, though.”

“That’s good,” Maria said with a grin. He hadn’t seemed interested in her or the hay last night. “That’s one thing I don’t have to worry about with Gus—he’ll never get upset that I’ve been gone. He’s just too happy to see me.”

“What if you move out?” Erica said, now lifting the eggs from the pan and adding them to the English muffins. “Isn’t he going to be upset? Or will you take him with you?”

Maria sighed, wrapping her hands around her coffee cup to warm them. “That’s one reason I haven’t moved out yet. I mean, money is the main one, but… I don’t know what I would do. He’s really my parents’ dog, but I love him, even if he stuffs me up.”

“Yeah.” Erica looked up and they caught each other’s eyes. Maria couldn’t tell if Erica was thinking of the same thing she was—and neither of them said anything, because after a moment the microwave beeped and Erica took out her veggie sausage. Maria hadn’t even noticed her putting it in.

Erica put her sausage on one of the eggs, then added the other half of the English muffin to the top of each breakfast sandwich. “Voila. Breakfast.” She put them both on one plate.

“This is definitely not being a lazy cook,” Maria said. She followed Erica to the couch and sat down. “Or are you still trying to impress me?”

Erica grinned and offered her the muffin with just egg and cheese. “You tell me.”

Maria bit into it carefully. It was hot, but the egg was fried perfectly and the cheese was beautifully melted, the muffin playing a crispy counterpoint to both fillings. “Oh, god. You have totally impressed me. How about if I just hire you as my personal chef?”

“Babe, you can’t afford me.”

“I’ll offer an alternative form of payment.” Maria leaned over and kissed Erica, who kissed her back, never mind that both had mouths still half-full of egg and cheese.

Erica sighed contentedly and turned, resting her head on Maria’s shoulder while she ate. “This is so nice.”

“It is,” Maria agreed. “I don’t know how I could be much happier.” That was a little closer to hinting at last night’s exchange than she had dared before. How would Erica respond?

“I do,” Erica said, and she made little chirruping noises with her mouth. Cadbury hopped out of his cage and toward her, then jumped up onto the couch and sat down between her legs. He was looking at her expectantly, with one ear up and one down, and she broke off a tiny piece of her English muffin to give him.

“There,” she said, looking up at Maria, her eyes so wide and trusting. “Perfect.”

Maria caught her breath. “Erica—”

“I meant it,” Erica whispered. “I think I must have, or I wouldn’t have said it.” She swallowed visibly. “You’re lucky you were staying over, or I might not have been able to say it. You’ll—you might notice that I can’t actually say it again. But I’m taking this seriously. I’m taking you seriously.” She reached over and grabbed Maria’s free hand. Her hand was shaking a tiny bit.

Maria nodded, her heart momentarily too full—and her throat too choked with happy tears—to speak. She squeezed Erica’s hand, swallowed, and whispered back, “I love you, too.”

As if to break the spell, a high-pitched sound came from across the room, the compressed version of a jaunty Latin tune. Erica frowned. “Shit. That’s my phone.”

“It’s probably not important,” Maria said, leaning down to brush a kiss across Erica’s forehead. “Who would want to call you at nine on a Saturday morning?”

Erica’s shoulders relaxed. “You’re right. It’s probably Julie, and she’ll understand why I’m not answering my phone.”

They ate their breakfast sandwiches quietly as the ringtone went on and on, and then there was a trill and it ended. Erica wiped her mouth with the back of her arm. “Yeah, they left a message. I hope it wasn’t Vance harassing me to find a server. You don’t know anybody looking for a restaurant job, do you?”

Maria shook her head. “What, you’re not going to offer me the job?”

Erica wrinkled her nose. “Please. I wouldn’t even expect you to keep your promise of friendship after the job broke us up.”

“Why do you still work there?” she couldn’t help asking. “You complain about it so much.”

Erica sighed. “I keep trying to apply for other jobs, but then something comes up, or if I do apply, it’s just for the practice. I haven’t been able to find anything that pays better and has more responsibility.”

“Money isn’t everything. Maybe you need more responsibility for your résumé before you can earn more.”

“Oh, you’re one to talk. Have you looked at schools at all? Thought about it?”

“Yes,” Maria said quickly. “I’ve… looked at programs at other schools.”

“Oh yeah?” Erica smiled fondly, and Maria felt warmed. “That’s good. I’m proud of you, babe. Okay, let’s get out that ice cream.” She got up from the couch, making the bunny hop up onto the arm to get out of the way, and headed for the kitchen.

Maria chewed her last bite of breakfast sandwich. It was so good, she wasn’t even sure the ice cream could measure up.

As Erica walked toward the kitchen, her phone started ringing again. Maria was watching Cadbury, who seemed unsure whether she was interesting or not, but she heard the ringtone change, so Erica must have picked it up. “Hello?”

Maria heard the freezer door open—and then a loud thump. She turned, shocked, while Cadbury ran back into his cage, to see Erica standing in front of the open freezer, the ice cream on its side on the floor. She couldn’t see Erica’s face—the freezer door was in the way—but something must have shocked her. She jumped up from the couch.

“Yes,” Erica said into the phone. Her voice was shaking. “Of course. I’ll be there right away. Thank you. Which hospital did you say?”

Hospital? Maria’s heart started thumping double-time.

“Yes. Got it. Thanks, Jack. I’ll see you soon.” Erica lowered the phone.

Maria gently closed the freezer door. Erica’s face was white. “I have to go,” she whispered.

“Erica, what’s wrong?” Maria picked up the ice cream and put it back in the freezer.

“We have to go,” Erica said, more loudly. “I need—pants. I have pants. Will you close Cadbury’s cage?”

“Of course.” Maria did so, then grabbed her dress from the floor and started pulling it on under her T-shirt. “My car is just a few blocks away. I can drive you. What happened?” She grabbed her shoes.

“No.” Erica’s voice sounded choked. She buttoned her pants, which were a wrinkled mess, and shoved her feet into a pair of sandals. Then she grabbed Maria by the shoulder and pulled her to the door. “You have to go.”

“I’ll come with you,” Maria said, confused, her heartbeat quick for different reasons now. “Who is it? Your dad?”

“You have to go,” Erica repeated, and she shoved Maria out the door and slammed it after her.

Maria stood in the doorway, staring at the closed door, bewildered and afraid. What was going on? Why would Erica push her away?

Erica appeared at the door again, only a moment later, and locked it with shaking hands. She stared at Maria almost as though she didn’t recognize her. “Go home,” she said, and ran for the elevators.

Maria tried to chase her, but she wasn’t fast enough without shoes on. She got in a second elevator, got her shoes on, and went down to the lobby, but by the time she reached the front doors of the building, Erica was nowhere to be seen.


Chapter 19




Erica was swearing at herself so furiously that people on the bus were staring, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t care. There were only two people in the world right now—Julie and her stupid, selfish, little sister.

She burst into tears, hanging heavily on the bus strap. At least the tears had the benefit of making people look away. But she had to get them under control, or she would miss her stop, and then it would take her longer to put the focus back on Julie, where it belonged.

Deep breath. Her coping mechanism was not kicking in. She should be putting off these emotions, waiting until she’d seen Julie and could deal with them better, or at least until she was off the bus—but they just kept flinging themselves back at her, telling her over and over again that this was her fault.

She didn’t stop crying, but she didn’t miss the stop, either, and she changed to another bus that only took her a couple of miles before finally letting her off at the hospital. She rushed inside and to the front desk. “I need to see Julie Donahue.”

The man behind the desk frowned and tapped on his computer. “She’s in surgery.”

“Then where can I wait? I need to see her as soon as—whenever she’s ready.”

“First floor, trauma ward. Are you family?”

“Yes, I’m her sister.”

The man looked up at her and nodded; obviously, he could see the family resemblance despite her puffy face. Maybe because of her puffy face. Erica sucked in a breath and tried not to think that way. “Good. Go be with your sister.”

She rushed off in the direction he had pointed, pulling her phone out of her pocket and checking it. No new messages from Jack or Nicholas. Now she just had to find them.

She spent several minutes, her heart pounding, getting lost in the hospital’s maze of corridors, looking for the trauma ward. Then she finally spotted Jack’s familiar dreadlocks through a window and rushed into that room.

It was a bare, spotless waiting room, with hard plastic chairs lined up along the sides and doors on each end. There were no windows. A television sat in each of two corners, but the sound was mercifully low enough that it was easy to ignore.

Jack was standing to her right and turned as soon as she came through the doors; it looked like he had been pacing. Nicholas was sitting in one of the chairs, his head in his hands. He looked up as soon as she arrived, too.

Jack took two steps toward her and swept her up in a hug. “Erica. Good. You didn’t need to come, but I’m glad you did.”

Nicholas stood and she shook his hand, then collapsed nervelessly in the chair next to his. “Have you heard anything?”

Nicholas shook his head, sitting back down. “We don’t even know whether she’s gone into surgery yet.”

“The guy at the front desk told me she was in surgery.” Erica caught her breath, realizing she didn’t know whether that meant that Julie was being prepped or actually under the knife.

But that seemed to help relax Jack, who sat down in the chair on the other side of Nicholas. “Good. That’s good.”

“Did anyone talk to Dad?”

“I did,” Nicholas said. “He agreed not to come. I don’t think there should be too many people here when—when she wakes up.”

Erica nodded, sighing. “You’re right. I’ll call him when we’re sure she’s going to be okay. Or have her call him. What happened?”

Nicholas rubbed his face. “I’m not really sure. It was so fast—”

“Someone shot at her,” Jack said, his voice low. His hand found Nicholas’s and he gripped tightly. “From a car. I couldn’t see his face, but he shouted at her—called her nasty things.”

“Oh, god.” Erica felt sick to her stomach. Julie was a social worker, and she’d mentioned fear of some of her clients’ relatives before. One of them must have caught up to her. But what could she possibly have done wrong to offend these people? She was always kind and helpful.

No, there was nothing that was Julie’s fault about any of it. There couldn’t be. It was Erica’s fault. She knew she wasn’t allowed happiness, and her sister was paying the price.

“But it’s good that you’re here,” Jack said, looking at her intensely. “In case someone needs to make medical decisions.”

Erica put her hand over her mouth and nodded. “You two should—if we have to—”

“But you’re the relative.”

Erica nodded again. She understood what he was saying. Without any legal protection to their commitment, the hospital might not accept anything they had to say about Julie’s care. But Erica was her sister. Was that why the man at the front desk had asked if she was family?

She hoped that no decisions would have to be made. Julie would get through her surgery and she would be fine. She would be awake and talking and clearheaded enough to make any and all decisions about her own care.

Erica’s phone trilled, and she scrambled to get it out of her pocket in case it was her dad. But it was a text from Maria. She rushed to dismiss the alert and turn the phone screen away so she didn’t have to look at it.

She couldn’t talk to Maria. Not now. Maybe not ever again. They might be able to go back to being friends… but Erica couldn’t have what she really wanted.

In hopes of distracting herself, she looked around the room. There was a couple sitting across from her, a few years older than she was. The man had his face hidden in his hands and the woman was clutching a rosary and praying. Further down the row of chairs was an older man by himself, and at the end was another fairly young woman, holding the hands of two young children. One was whining about not having her gaming device. Erica shivered and looked away.

On their side of the room sat two other young men, one staring at his phone, one looking up at the TV screen and jiggling his leg.

Erica felt sick to her stomach. Looking around the room hadn’t helped. It just made her feel worse. All these people were waiting for someone to come out of surgery, too, and they might be in even worse shape than Julie.

A doctor came out and called a name. The woman with the two young children jumped up. The doctor walked close to her, and they spoke in low voices. Erica looked away. She didn’t want to intrude on anyone else’s pain.

Her phone trilled again. Her heart leapt into her throat, but it was Maria again, and she ignored it. She couldn’t handle explanations. Not now.

Not when she could see, so close to her, Jack and Nicholas still holding hands, clinging to each other as if to a lifeline. They had each other. She just had herself, alone in a trauma waiting room, desperately hoping that her sister would wake up.

She looked away from them, then jumped up and started to pace. Anything to do to help the time pass faster. Anything to keep the fears at bay.


Chapter 20




Maria sent a third text, pacing the room, feeling sick to her stomach. But after two minutes had passed, she was forced to assume that Erica wasn’t going to answer that one, either.

She tried to take deep breaths and calm herself. Erica was at a hospital. She might not be allowed to use her phone. She probably wasn’t even seeing the texts.

But she could take a minute to update Maria on what was going on.

Maria shook her head and tossed her phone onto her bed. She wouldn’t let herself get upset. Erica had seemed more than upset enough for two people. Someone was in the hospital, and it had to be Erica’s dad or sister. Who else would make her panic like that?

Unless there was someone else in her life. But Maria refused to think that way. Erica had said she would never cheat on her, and she believed it. Especially after last night—and that morning.

“Marcus?” Her dad’s voice came up the stairs. “Your sister is here to visit.”

Maria managed a smile. Denise coming to visit usually meant that she was dumping the baby on the grandparents and taking a few well-deserved hours to rest. But Maria could use the distraction, too.

Still, she stashed her phone in her pocket before coming downstairs. If she was going to hear anything at all from Erica, she didn’t want to miss it.

“That’s not what you were wearing this morning,” her dad said as she stepped over Gus, sleeping on the landing at the bottom of the stairs. She ignored him. She’d told her parents where she had been all night, and they’d accepted it, or at least said they had.

“Hey, Mar,” Denise said, reaching out for a hug. Maria took a deep breath and took a few moments to let herself relax in her sister’s arms. Their mom, she saw, was already on the floor with Gail, opening a box of crayons for her.

“Everything all right?” Denise muttered into Maria’s hair. “You seem stressed.”

Maria shook her head, two tiny shakes back and forth so her parents wouldn’t notice. “I’m not sure.”

“Hey, let’s go take Gus for a walk. I’m sure he could use it.” Denise drew back from the hug, but looped her arm through Maria’s.

“Yeah, good idea. Does it still look like rain?” When Maria had driven home that morning, dark clouds had been massing on the horizon. That was a good thing—they could use the rain to cool things down.

“It does, but it hasn’t started yet. So let’s get out there soon.”

Maria whistled for Gus as she walked toward the front door, where his leash was kept. He ignored the whistle, but jumped up for the much softer jingle of the leash—his floppy little ears were perfectly calibrated for the sound of walks.

He bounced down from the landing and directly toward her, somehow waking up to full energy immediately. Maria grinned as she bent down and clipped the leash to his collar. He could always make her feel better.

“Mommy will be back in a little while,” Denise called to Gail as they left. Gail lifted one little hand and waved, but she wasn’t even looking at Denise, absorbed in the coloring book that Grandma was helping her with. Denise laughed as she shut the door behind her.

Maria looked up at the sky and wrinkled her nose. It really was getting dark. They would have to get Gus walked soon, or he would drag his feet when the rain started and they would all be soaked. “Okay, just a quick walk,” she said, matching her pace to Gus’s quick trot. “Where’s Elias today?”

“Book group with his friends. Can you believe my husband is in a book group?”

Maria grinned. “Yes. I can.”

“So what’s stressing you?”

Maria paused and watched Gus as he sniffed around the roots of a tree, then lifted his leg to put his own mark on it. “Well, it’s Erica.”

“Things aren’t going well?”

Maria sighed. “I thought they were going really well. I came over to surprise her last night, and she was so happy. I spent the night at her place—”

“You didn’t sleep with her, did you?”

Maria turned to her sister and frowned as they walked. Denise probably had the same reasons for not wanting Maria to sleep with Erica as Maria had herself, but she still didn’t appreciate being judged. “No.”

Denise obviously understood that Maria didn’t like the question, because she said quickly, “I just don’t want you to get taken advantage of. You know.”

Maria shook her head. “Erica is the last person in the world to take advantage of me.”

Denise nodded, lowering her head. “Yeah, you’re right. Go on.”

Maria told her about the breakfast they’d had together, how Erica had said she loved her and later said she’d meant it. And then she told her about how Erica had gotten the phone call and practically shoved Maria out of the way.

“That is weird,” Denise said, pulling her phone out of her pocket. “It sounds like she doesn’t want you getting too close.”

“What are you doing?” Maria asked, a sick feeling in her stomach as she watched Denise flick through her address book.

“I’m going to call Julie. If she answers, then maybe we’ll find out what’s going on. Thanks for putting us in touch, by the way. It’s been nice talking to her again.” Denise was holding the phone to her ear as she spoke. After a silence during which Gus checked his messages at yet another tree, she shook her head, lowering the phone. “I got her voicemail. No point in leaving a message—you’ll probably talk to Erica before I talk to her.”

Maria nodded, her throat feeling too full for her to speak as they walked on. “Do you really think she doesn’t want me getting close to her family?” she finally asked.

“I think she’s scared,” Denise said. “She told you she loves you, but letting you in on family stuff might be too much. You’ve only been dating for a few weeks.”

“That’s true,” Maria said, but she still didn’t like what she heard. It frightened her. How could Erica think that she could be kept away from her family? They’d spent so much time together as kids, and this wasn’t all that different. Was it because of that? Did Erica want to keep Maria from getting close enough to understand how her family had changed since her mother’s death? Or was it because Maria herself had changed?

“Call her again in a few hours,” said Denise as they approached the house again. “Give her some time. I think she’ll come around.”

“If she’s in the hospital, she probably doesn’t even have her phone on,” Maria said. “I keep reminding myself that. So I’m glad you came to distract me for a while.”

“My pleasure,” said Denise with a smile.

But they stopped talking again as they reached the house and Gail immediately started screaming, apparently afraid that her mother was there to take her away again. Maria unhooked Gus’s leash and let him go off into the corner to lick himself clean. She felt separate from the noise of the living room, all tied up in her own head.

Why would Erica be afraid to let her get too close? After they’d spent the night together, exchanged their promises of love—after Erica had asked, more than once, if they could have sex?

If she could talk to her…

She would talk to her. They would definitely talk in the future—or, hopefully, Erica would talk and Maria would listen. She just had to be patient.

But the fear was still there—that Erica didn’t want her because she remembered too well what things had been like when they were children. Because she knew that, behind the clothes and the makeup and the hormones, Marcus was still there, hiding behind Maria.


Chapter 21




“Julie Donahue?” a doctor finally called.

Erica was up and across the room so fast she didn’t actually remember walking. Jack and Nicholas were right behind her. The doctor, who had deep brown skin and a faint, melodious accent, looked at the three of them with a frown. “Are you all family?”

“Yes,” Erica said quickly. “I’m her sister and anything you can say to me should be said to them, as well.” Jack put a hand on her shoulder—whether to comfort or in solidarity, she wasn’t sure.

“Well, she’s going to be all right,” the doctor said, and Erica’s breath came in a gasp that was almost a sob.

“When can we see her?” Jack asked, his hand squeezing Erica’s shoulder painfully.

“A nurse will inform you when she wakes up, which I expect to be sometime in the next few hours. The bullets lodged in soft tissue and were relatively easy to remove. We’ll want to keep her here for at least a week to watch out for any sign of infection, but this is one of the easiest surgeries I have ever done. I have no reason to suspect any problems.”

Erica put a hand over her face, pressing down on her eyes until sparkles appeared in her vision. “Thank you. Should we stay here?”

“No, she’s in a recovery room, but she’ll be moved to a normal bed soon. Go and wait in the lobby. You’ll be able to buy drinks there.”

After a few more inconsequential exchanges, Erica turned and made her way toward the door. The men followed her more slowly.

She didn’t know what to think now. Julie would be all right—but it could have been so much worse. It could easily have been worse. And now they had to wait and see… and what if Julie didn’t wake up?

She felt her phone buzz in her back pocket and ignored it again. She was going to have to tell Maria eventually that they couldn’t see each other anymore, but she couldn’t face that just yet. She felt sick to her stomach when she thought about it; she couldn’t afford any more worry.

When they reached the waiting room, Nicholas immediately went to the vending machine and came back with three sodas. He handed a ginger ale to Erica and she took it gratefully, wrapping her hands around the cool metal can.

Jack had sat down and, as Nicholas handed him a drink, he reached up and put his hand on the back of his neck, drawing his head down. They didn’t kiss, but they sat like that for a few moments, their foreheads pressed together. Erica turned away, blinking back tears of jealousy.

She knew she had no right to be jealous. This must be far worse for Julie’s boyfriends than for her sister. But she wished she had someone there with her, someone to comfort her and be close. They had each other; she just had herself.

She considered calling her dad, now that they knew Julie would be okay and were just waiting for her to wake up. But his presence was unlikely to be much comfort, and he would probably bring their grandmother, who would undoubtedly find ways to blame Julie for her own injury.

Erica knew it wasn’t Julie’s fault. It was hers.

 She would be fine being single. She and Maria would still be friends. She could fill her time with Cadbury, her few friends, and work.

The thought of work made her bolt upright and look around the room for a clock. It was almost eleven. The restaurant would be opening in just a few hours; Vance was probably already there making sandwiches. She couldn’t leave him in the lurch today, not when Heather had left them all yesterday.

She jumped up, leaving her soda on her seat, and went out into the hallway to call so she wouldn’t be bothering anyone else. The phone rang several times before Vance’s brusque voice answered, “Thanks for calling the—”

“Vance, it’s me,” she interrupted him. “Listen, have you found a replacement for Heather yet?”

“Of course not, and you’d better not bug me about it,” he snapped. “We’ll both just have to work extra hours until we find somebody, that’s all.”

“I can’t—I might not be able to come in today,” she said. If Julie woke up soon, she might be able to get herself together enough to go to work, even if she showed up a few hours late. But she definitely wouldn’t be there for the opening at two. “If I can make it, I’ll be late. I’ll look for someone to cover—”

“Erica, you can’t—” Vance started furiously.

“My sister’s in the hospital.”

That drained all the anger out of his voice. “Oh, God. Will she be okay?”

“I don’t know. The doctor thinks so, but she’s not awake yet.” Tears filled Erica’s eyes, and this time she couldn’t choke them back. At least there was no one to see her in this hallway, though someone could enter it at any moment.

“Okay. Right. I understand. I’ve made a few calls to replace Heather with no luck, but some of them might be able to work for just the one night.”

“I’ll call some people, too,” Erica said.

“No, you focus on your sister. Unless you know someone for sure who would be available to cover the whole shift on a Saturday night…”

Erica was sure she could find someone—many of her coworkers at her old jobs had needed as many shifts as they could pick up—but before she could say anything, the door at the end of the hall opened softly and Jack’s voice called. “Erica.”

Erica spun, still pressing the phone to her face. “She’s awake?” He nodded. “Sorry, Vance, I have to go,” she said, walking toward the doors.

Vance was already telling her to go. “Be with your sister. I’ll survive.”

She hung up the phone and rushed into the waiting room, then kept rushing as she followed the men, who were following a nurse. Nicholas handed her the unopened ginger ale and she popped it gratefully, taking a huge gulp to let the sweet carbonation wash down her throat. She hadn’t realized how thirsty she was until she started drinking, and she finished the whole can before they reached Julie’s room.

Julie looked awful. She was lying down in a hospital bed, an IV attached to one arm. She wore a hospital gown and the thin blanket was pulled up to her armpits, but Erica could see where her abdomen was padded with bandages. Her face was pale and dark circles, almost bruises, ringed her eyes, but she still smiled when she saw them come in.

Erica felt her heart start to race again, the fear overtaking her. Julie didn’t look like she was going to recover well. She looked like she needed—needed something. Erica turned to the nurse. “Do you need anything for her? A blood transfusion? A—I’m her sister, I could help with anything.” She stopped herself from suggesting that Julie needed an organ, realizing that she would sound overly dramatic. If Julie needed an organ transplant, the doctor would have told them right away.

“She’s going to be fine,” the nurse said kindly. “We’re all very happy with her speedy recovery.”

“Get over here,” Julie said unexpectedly. Her voice was a croak, but she lifted her hand from the blankets and reached for Erica. Erica rushed over and wrapped her fingers around her sister’s. Julie’s arm was shaking slightly, but her grip was firm.

The tears started again, rolling down Erica’s cheeks where she couldn’t do anything about them, not while she was holding Julie’s hand. “Oh, Julie, I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” One of the men held a cup of water with a straw close to Julie’s face, and she turned her head slightly to take a long drink.

“I—you know what I’m talking about.” Erica dropped her voice to a whisper, ashamed to talk about it in front of Jack and Nicholas.

“Listen, Erica. None of this is your fault. Nothing that happened is your fault. If anything, it’s mine.”

Shocked, Erica shook her head. Jack said, “Julie, you couldn’t have—”

“I know,” Julie said, straining to smile and then turning her head to take another sip of the water. “It’s his fault. By the way, you three will probably have to clear off when the cop gets here. They told me someone is coming to take my statement.”

“Do you know who it was?” Nicholas asked softly.

“Yeah, I do, and I know what he was so mad about.” Julie’s eyes narrowed, becoming hard for a moment. “And I second-guessed myself at the time, but you know what? Anyone who’s going to shoot their kid’s social worker does not deserve to raise any child. That boy is going to be much better off in a foster home.”

Erica gasped, squeezing Julie’s hand harder. Julie winced, and she dropped her hand hastily, not wanting to cause her any more pain than she was already in.

“Do you really think…” she said.

Julie nodded, though that made her wince, too. “I know why it happened. It’s cut and dry, Erica. This sort of thing happens a lot, unfortunately.”

Erica shook her head. She couldn’t believe that it wasn’t her fault. The man who’d shot Julie could have chosen not to shoot her; he could have chosen another day. It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence that he’d chosen that day, the very day she’d let her guard down and let herself not only feel, but confess, her love for Maria.

No, this was just like the first time. She’d put her own selfish wishes above the people in her life who were important, and now Julie was in the hospital, where she’d almost died.

“Guys,” Julie said, “can you go—go to the nurse’s station and see if I’m allowed anything to eat yet? If you can bring me some pudding, so much the better. I need a few moments alone with my sister.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Jack. Erica didn’t look at them, keeping her eyes on Julie’s face, but she could feel them leaving, pushing the privacy curtain aside, then pulling it back into place before they walked out of the room.

“Erica, listen to me.” Julie lifted her hand again, grabbing weakly for Erica. Erica seized it—gently—if only so she didn’t have to see Julie’s hand flapping, almost useless, in the air.

“It’s not your fault,” Julie continued firmly. “It wasn’t your fault when Mom died, and it’s not your fault now.”

“I know,” Erica said, breathing through her teeth. “I know I don’t—I have no control over random chance, over what happens in the world. I have control only over my own choices.”

“Is that just you repeating word-for-word what your therapist told you?” Julie asked.

“No,” Erica said, but she wasn’t entirely certain that she was telling the truth.

“What would you have been doing differently if you weren’t dating Maria? Would you have been with me this morning? No, you wouldn’t, and if you had, you might have gotten shot, too. It’s only pure luck that Jack and Nicholas weren’t hit. There were more than two bullets, you know.” Julie’s voice was growing strained.

Tears filled Erica’s eyes again. “Don’t, Julie. Calm down. You need to rest.”

“I will rest when you understand,” Julie said, but her voice was calmer, more of a whisper. “You wanting to spend time with Maria didn’t cause this. An asshole with a gun caused it.”

Erica bowed her head over Julie’s hand. “You’re right. There’s nothing I could have done.”

“Tell me you know it’s not your fault.”

“I know.”

“You’re not just saying that?”

Erica shook her head with a heavy heart. She knew—she’d been told, over and over again; she’d even told herself—that her desires couldn’t influence the world around her. She would have to act on them, and even then it didn’t mean she would get what she wanted, or what she didn’t want.

But she also knew that every time she got close, something terrible happened to someone she loved. So she couldn’t get close.

She had to keep her family safe.


Chapter 22




Maria waited in the parking lot, one eye on the hospital doors as she played mindless games on her phone. She just had to hope that she had been directed to the correct entrance, that this was where Erica would come out, that she wouldn’t be able to miss her.

The rain had finally begun an hour ago, while Maria was on her way here. Now it was a steady fall, somewhere between a downpour and a drizzle, keeping the air between her and the hospital door the same gray as the sky.

She finished the level of her game and swiped over to her text messages. Erica still hadn’t responded to a single text, not even the one where Maria offered to pick her up. She sighed. She would have thought, if Erica didn’t want to talk to her, that she would at least tell her not to bother.

She didn’t know what was going on between her and Erica anymore. It had been hours since she’d heard anything. But Denise had gotten a phone call, and she’d told Maria that Julie had given her a message to pass on—that Erica would need a ride home from the hospital.

At least she knew now that it was Julie who had needed the hospital visit, but that she was going to be okay. Now she just had to wait, and talk to Erica, and see if there was anything she could do.

The hospital door opened. Maria’s head jerked up, even though she’d done that thirty times in the past hour and it hadn’t been Erica. But this time it was her, standing with the door partially open, staring out at the rain as though she was utterly stymied by the wetness.

Maria dropped her phone into the cupholder, turned on the car, and drove up to Erica, careful to drive slowly so she didn’t splash her. Erica didn’t seem to notice the car at first, so Maria leaned over uncomfortably and popped the passenger door open.

Erica looked down at the open door. Her eyes widened.

“Come on, get in,” Maria said, hoping she wasn’t about to be rejected once and for all. “I’ll drive you home.”

“Maria.” Erica’s voice was barely audible over the hush of the rain. “No, I can’t—not today—”

“You need to go home, don’t you?” Maria tried to keep her voice level and calm. The least she could do was make sure Erica made it home safely—the shock she was in meant public transportation might not be the best idea. “You don’t have to go get the bus. I’ll drive you.”

“I…” Erica looked around as though there was another ride forthcoming, another option, but finally she got into the car and pulled the door closed.

Maria suppressed a sigh of relief. “I heard what happened to Julie. I’m so sorry. She’s going to be okay, right?”

“How did you hear about it?” Erica was staring at her hands, clenched in her lap.

Maria silently cursed the necessity of watching the road; she wanted to see Erica’s face as they talked, see how she was reacting. But she had to drive. “Julie called Denise,” she said as she pulled out of the parking lot.

“What? When?”

“Over an hour ago.” Maria tried not to sound like she resented the waiting, because she didn’t—she’d just been worried.

“It must have been after the cop came,” Erica said.

Maria glanced at her. She was chewing her lip. “A cop?”

“She needed to get a statement from Julie about the shooting. She knew who shot her, so… hopefully that will make this easier.”

Maria swallowed, turning a corner carefully. Denise had mentioned that Julie had been shot, but not that she knew her attacker. Who was hiding things, Denise or Julie?

Well, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that Julie was going to be fine and so was Erica. Maria still wanted to know where they stood, but she wasn’t going to steer the conversation in that direction. She would let Erica direct it. Next to her sister being shot, their relationship wasn’t that important.

Still, she had to say something. “Denise said Julie is going to be fine. So I’m happy to hear that. Are her boyfriends staying with her?”

“Yeah. My dad’s there, too. I had to… I had to go.”

“I can imagine.” Maria squinted at the street signs, wondering if this was where she was supposed to turn, and decided that it wasn’t, so she just waited for the light to change.

“I appreciate the ride,” Erica said after a pause.

“I’m glad I could do something to help. You know I’ll do anything I can for you.” Maria swallowed away the lump in her throat. She’d come so close to bringing up their relationship. She’d promised that she wouldn’t. But now she would see how Erica would respond.

“Maria,” Erica said, “we have to break up.”

There it was. Tears stung Maria’s eyes. She couldn’t pretend that she hadn’t half-expected that, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t hit her like a blow to the stomach. And she couldn’t help arguing. “But this morning, you said…”

“I know,” Erica said. “That’s exactly the problem.”

She wasn’t denying it. Maria felt the weight on her stomach lift, but only a little. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t expect you to.”

Maria was busy navigating into the parking garage a block from Erica’s apartment, so she couldn’t look at her or see her expression. All she could do was hope that Erica would say something else to explain.

She parked, though, in silence. It was still raining fairly hard; she would have to give Erica the umbrella that was in the glove compartment, unless they walked to the apartment together. But Erica made no move to get out.

“Why did you say it if you didn’t mean it?” Maria finally asked.

Erica looked at her, eyes widening. “No, that’s not it! I did mean it… but it’s…” She rubbed her hand across her forehead. “I can’t get too close. I can’t be too happy.”

Maria shook her head in confusion. “You deserve to be happy as much as anyone else. More, maybe. Because you’ve made me so happy.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Erica said. She sat there in silence for a moment, chewing her lower lip again. Maria had never seen that mannerism before today—it seemed wrong on Erica’s face, making her look like a child, much younger than her years.

Maria realized that Erica had not cracked a single joke, nor tried to shock her, even though there was plenty of information to shock her with. She really must be hurting.

“You might not have heard it,” she said at last, “but do you remember what I said the night my mom died?”

“The night you moved away?” Maria shook her head again. She remembered that day, the last day she’d spent with her best friend, but it was so many years ago, and she’d been so young, the details were hazy. All she remembered was that she and Erica had been pretending to be witches, and that Denise had told her boys were warlocks, not witches, but she didn’t listen. It had been a fun afternoon, cut short by being called in for dinner, but almost every afternoon had been like that, before Erica and Julie moved away. Maybe that wasn’t even the right afternoon that she was remembering. Maybe they’d even had a fight that day and she just hadn’t remembered, because all the days of that summer swam together like an unbroken, golden line.

Erica took a deep breath. “When my mom called us in for dinner, I argued with her. And then I said that I wished she would go away so I could spend more time with—with you. And that night she died.”

Maria gasped as the horror of Erica’s story struck her. Poor little Erica, just a child, must have had no idea what had happened that night. All she knew was that she’d made a selfish wish, and the same day she’d lost the only thing that she wanted.

Erica closed her eyes, putting her hand on the door handle. “Can we continue this in my apartment? It’s turning into a jungle in here.”

The air inside the car was indeed growing hot and humid without the air conditioning to blow it around, but Maria was still startled. “Of course, if that’s what you want. I didn’t think you would want me to come in.”

Erica opened the door, bathing them with musty air from the parking garage, then turned to look at Maria again. “I want you to understand—you deserve to. And you’re still my best friend, right?”

Maria’s heart lifted slightly and she managed a smile. “Right. Of course. There’s an umbrella in the glove compartment.”

Erica got the umbrella and got out of the car. Maria followed suit, locking it, and they walked to the stairs together in silence. Maria knew Erica must be feeling a little better, hence that ‘jungle’ joke, but she didn’t want to push it.

They huddled under the umbrella together and walked fast to get back to Erica’s apartment. It wasn’t enough umbrella for two women, and Maria’s shoulder was getting wet, not to mention her feet. She wondered if Erica would let her borrow something to change into, then remembered the night before and why Erica had been so exhausted. “Do you have to go to work today?” she shouted over the sound of the rain.

“No,” Erica shouted back, searching for her keys. She unlocked the front door of the apartment building and they rushed in, water pouring from their clothes and the umbrella onto the tile. Erica shook the water off the umbrella, fumbled with the handle, and then gave it to Maria.

“Vance found coverage,” Erica said as they walked toward the elevators and Maria closed up the umbrella. “He says he has three people working partial shifts tonight, and he’ll be there, too. Maybe one of them will want to be hired on as a replacement for Heather.”

“I’m glad he could get replacements at such short notice.”

Erica nodded. “He has pretty good connections. People are willing to do him favors.” She stepped into the elevator as the doors opened, and Maria hurried after her.

“That kind of surprises me,” she said, unwilling to push Erica back to the original conversation topic. “He seems like a really tough boss to work for, from what you’ve said.”

“He is,” Erica said, smiling slightly, “but he’s also brilliant. I mean, no one else would have come up with the idea of a restaurant that serves beer, wine, and sandwiches, but it’s doing really well for him.”

Maria managed to smile back at her. “I think that’s largely down to you. You’re the face of the restaurant that everyone sees.”

That made Erica’s smile widen, but she shook her head and looked away. “Nah. He’d been at it for six months before he hired me. It’s all him.”

The elevator doors opened, and they walked out onto Erica’s floor. Maria was silent while Erica opened the door and let her in, then let Cadbury out of his cage. He looked at her, but continued eating hay; he didn’t seem too upset about having been left in his cage all morning.

“Okay,” Erica said with a sigh as she kicked her shoes off. “I promised I’d tell you, but this will go easier over some ice cream. Do you still want to share what you brought yesterday?”

“Absolutely,” Maria said. She would have agreed to anything Erica wanted to do, even if it didn’t involve ice cream.

Even if her heart was heavy. Even if she was afraid, now that she’d fallen in love, that despite her promises they never would get back the best friendship they’d had.

She removed her own shoes and sat on the couch as Erica dished out the ice cream. Cadbury hopped out of his cage, sniffed her toes, and then started running around the room, rushing at crazy angles.

Erica sat next to her and handed over a bowl of ice cream with a spoon in it. “So. My mom.”

Maria took hold of the spoon, but she suddenly couldn’t stand to put anything in her mouth. She nodded mutely.

“We weren’t really close,” said Erica, staring into her ice cream. She hadn’t yet taken a bite, either. “But I didn’t hate her, either. She was just my mom.”

“You were seven,” Maria said, hoping her voice didn’t sound as choked as it felt. “There’s not a lot of room for complexity. I never asked, but now seems the right time… how did she die?”

There was no way that seven-year-old Erica had really had anything to do with her mom’s death. But maybe the method would shed some light on Erica’s fears. Maybe… Maria was suddenly struck with the horrible thought that she had committed suicide, and Erica had believed it was due to her not loving her enough. How could anyone recover from something like that?

“It was a brain aneurysm,” Erica said, her voice low. “No one could have seen it coming. No one could have stopped it. She was dead within minutes of my dad waking up. Of course, I didn’t know this at the time.”

“No,” Maria whispered.

“It took me a while to understand what had happened,” Erica continued. “I didn’t know how she had died for a few years. It wasn’t until after the funeral that I understood she was dead, that I was never going to see her again. It was even longer before I realized that we were never moving back, that my old life was gone.”

And then Erica was crying, her eyes red, tears pouring down her face. “You were gone,” she said, her voice choked with tears. “I was never going to see you or my mom again, all because I made a selfish, stupid wish.”

Maria pushed her ice cream aside and put her arms around Erica, holding her close, shushing her. “You don’t really believe that,” she murmured. “It doesn’t have anything to do with your wish. How could it?”

“How could it not?” Erica choked out, pressing her forehead into Maria’s shoulder. “How could I make that wish the same day I lost everything and have it be a coincidence? Even if it was then, what about today? How could I tell you I love you and then come so close to losing my sister?”

“That’s just how the world works. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Erica pulled away suddenly, an almost violent movement. Her bowl slid onto the couch as she stood and she picked it up without looking at Maria. “So you see why we can’t date anymore.”

“No, I don’t.” Maria could feel anger, distantly, and she kept it at bay. She wasn’t angry with Erica, not really. She was angry with this… this crazy idea, this trauma, that had lodged itself in Erica’s brain and wouldn’t let go.

Erica turned back to Maria. “It’s just going to get worse. I can’t have what I want—especially when what I want is you.”

Maria stood up. She wanted to take Erica’s hands, but she didn’t dare push her, not right now. “No, you haven’t explained it to me well enough. Haven’t you ever had other girlfriends in the time we’ve been apart?”

“Yes.”

“And what great ruination did loving them cause?”

Erica took a deep breath, then looked away. “I never loved any of them.”

Maria thought she was starting to follow the thread here. Erica hadn’t been single by her own free choice when they met. She’d been single because she was afraid of relationships, because she thought her own happiness would destroy those around her. She’d only agreed to date Maria because Maria pushed, and maybe because she’d promised they would stay best friends.

If she broke that promise, as she was afraid she had to do, would it bring Erica to her senses?

No. She would try something different first. “Maybe it wasn’t about this at all,” she said. “Maybe it’s just that you’ve loved me all this time, and you couldn’t relax with anyone else.”

Erica met her eyes again. “Maria, we were kids.”

“Exactly.” Maria forced herself to stay calm, to keep herself from reminding Erica that she’d been Marcus back then. “We couldn’t have made adult decisions.”

“It’s not the same thing.” Erica turned away again, taking several paces this time without looking at Maria. “I didn’t decide that my mother would die. I didn’t decide to move away. But they happened anyway.”

“If you’d decided, what would have happened differently? What would you have done?”

“I would have decided not to let anything change, of course. To stay there with my parents and my sister and you.”

“That never works,” Maria said. “Things always have to change. Sometimes they change for the better, sometimes they change for much, much worse.”

“I know. But I’m the common thread here.”

“Awful things happen all over the world, every day, to lots of people who aren’t you or related to you.”

“That doesn’t mean anything!” Erica turned, frustrated. “Don’t try to logic me out of this! That’s what my therapist did! It doesn’t work in a logical way, all right?”

Maria felt tears gathering in her eyes and tried to hold them back. It wouldn’t be fair of her to start crying when Erica was the one in pain here, the one who needed help.

She took a step forward, closer to Erica. “Of course not. Trauma never does. But how do you expect to get over it if you won’t give yourself a chance?”

Erica shook her head, but she didn’t back away. “It’s just going to get worse. I don’t need any more trauma. I just need what I had before it all went wrong, before I tried to ask for more.”

And Maria knew then that she wasn’t going to get what she wanted. But neither was Erica. Maybe that was the only way to be fair. She brushed the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand, but they slid down her nose anyway, faster than she could catch them. “I’m sorry. You can’t have what you had then.”

“I know.” Erica was wiping at her own eyes as well. “I can’t have my mom back. But as long as I don’t get greedy…”

Maria shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. I meant—” Her voice broke. “I have to break my promise to you.”

“What? What promise?” Erica took a step closer, her hand in the air. They could have touched easily.

“When we first started dating, I promised that I would always be your best friend. And I thought I could. But I didn’t know that we would fall in love and then break up.” Maria felt like every word was being torn from her, ripped from somewhere behind her ribcage, leaving behind a burning line of ragged flesh that no one could see. “I love you, Erica, and I can’t just be your friend anymore. It will never be enough again.”

“But… you promised.” Erica did sound like a child again, lost and confused, thinking that everything was going to be the way an adult said it was.

“I know, and I meant it then. But people change.”

Maria knew she needed to leave, but she couldn’t bring herself to. How could she leave Erica when she was standing there so hopelessly? When she didn’t seem to understand?

Erica stared at the carpet. “I guess I screwed up worse than I thought. It would have been better if you really were my sister—then none of this could have happened.”

Maria wished she could do something, anything, to help Erica. But the only thing she could think of was selfish and impossible—make Erica stop believing that it was her fault her sister had been hurt. “I don’t know what I’m going to tell Denise. What will you tell Julie?”

“Julie already knows.”

“Really?” The surprise dried Maria’s tears. “But she’s the one who told me to pick you up.”

“What?” Erica’s head snapped up. “I thought you said she called Denise.”

“Denise was at my house. She passed on the message that Julie was going to be all right and wanted me to pick you up from the hospital.”

“But…” Erica sighed and dropped down onto the couch. “I know Julie doesn’t believe it. She tried to get me not to believe it, either. I guess this is her trying to convince me.”

Maria dared to take a step closer. She knew she shouldn’t say anything, but she did anyway. If there was anything that could salvage her relationship with Erica, even if it had an equal chance of ruining it permanently—she had to take that chance.

“If she’s willing to risk it, maybe you should be, too? You can’t make her decisions for her.”

Erica shook her head, looking up at Maria. “She makes her own decisions, but I can still do what I can to protect her. I want…” She reached out to touch Maria’s arm, then pulled back her hand as though burned, choking out a sob. “I want to! But I know I can’t, I shouldn’t, it’s selfish!”

Maria immediately sat down next to her and put her arms around her shoulders. “It’s okay to be a little selfish.”

Erica sobbed again, leaning into Maria’s shoulder. She was full of tension, but she didn’t pull away.

“How about an experiment?” Maria suggested. “I know you want me to stay, and I want to stay, so I will, at least until tonight. If Julie gets worse instead of better, then I’ll go and it will be over. And she’s already in the hospital, so even if she gets worse, they’ll be able to deal with it.”

Erica sniffed. “Logical.”

“I’m glad you agree.”

Erica shook her head, rolling back and forth against Maria’s shoulder. “Logic doesn’t work. If it did, I’d be over it by now.”

Maria nodded, holding Erica tighter. “But maybe experience will counteract experience. You can at least try it.”

“Damn it, yes, all right, I’ll try it.” Erica lifted her head suddenly and pressed her lips to Maria’s. They were damp and salty with both of their tears, but Maria kissed her back, holding her close. She never wanted to let go.

She felt an odd, heavy sensation on her knee and looked down reluctantly. Cadbury had hopped up between them, his back paws on Maria’s knees, his front paws on Erica’s.

Maria laughed, though it sounded choked, and patted Cadbury’s head. “He gets so jealous of the attention.”

“Doesn’t Gus do the same?”

“No, he’s much lazier about it. He’s more likely to just flop down by your feet with his belly showing, then wait patiently.”

Erica managed a smile. “What a good boy.” She petted Cadbury, stroking his ears back against his body. “Oh, no, we’ve let the ice cream melt.”

Maria turned and looked at the bowls, sitting on the table, filled not with scoops of ice cream but with puddles of chocolatey soup. “So we have. Do you want to save it, or should I just dump it out and get fresh?”

“I’m not a fan of melted ice cream. Let’s just get some fresh.”

Maria kissed her on the forehead. “Your wish is my command.”


Chapter 23




After the ice cream and a lot of petting the bunny, Erica was feeling much better about everything. There was still a niggling guilt that she had abandoned her sister, but she’d been planning to go home anyway, and Julie had told Maria to pick her up. Was she really so confident that it hadn’t been Erica’s fault she was hurt? She must be.

Maria pulled her phone out of her pocket, tapped on it for a few minutes, then put it facedown on the coffee table. “Who were you texting?” Erica asked.

Maria put her arm around Erica’s shoulders and relaxed with her into the back of the couch. “My friend Carmen. You met her at the coffee shop, remember?”

“Of course I remember,” Erica said, hoping Maria couldn’t see her blushing. She remembered noticing that Carmen was quite attractive, in an overblown sort of way—but that she’d kept staring at Maria instead. She’d tried to keep her attraction to herself, but obviously she had failed miserably.

“She wanted to hang out, but I told her I was hanging out with you and not to bother me.”

Erica’s conscience gave her another twinge. “You can go hang out with your friend. You should.”

Maria shook her head and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I don’t want to. I’d much rather spend time with you.”

Erica sighed and shook her head, but she couldn’t help smiling. “Do you want to get some real food? Maybe get groceries and I’ll cook? I’m missing work tonight, I feel like cooking.”

“I’d love that, if you’re up for it,” Maria said. “If you don’t want to go out, I’m happy to order in, too.”

“No.” Erica pushed herself upright with a moment of regret for the loss of Maria’s arm around her shoulders. “Now that I’ve calmed down, I need to do something so my mind doesn’t just go back to it. And cooking is my favorite thing. I’m thinking gnocchi—do you like gnocchi?”

“Do I like what?” Maria blinked up at Erica.

Erica grinned, pleasure surging in her chest. She would get to introduce her girlfriend to one of her favorite foods. “Never mind. You’ll love it. But I don’t have much else in the house, so I’ll need to go out and pick up veggies and meat. You can stay here with Cadbury if you want.”

Maria shook her head, standing up from the couch and taking Erica’s hand. “I’m sticking with you, wherever you go.”

Erica felt a twist in her heart, a warmth all through her. She pulled Maria close and kissed her. She couldn’t understand why Maria persisted in caring for her so much, but she appreciated it. If they could go back to being best friends, that would probably be better… but she admitted that might not be an option anymore for either of them.

She lured Cadbury back into his cage with a piece of carrot, then changed into some more presentable clothes before they headed out to the grocery store. One of the reasons she’d chosen this apartment was that there was a grocery store no more than two blocks away in multiple directions; today she aimed for the one with the best fresh produce, rather than the cheaper one that was her usual go-to.

They had a good time picking out some fresh veggies and pancetta for the gnocchi. Erica also picked out fruit and roasted nuts for later, as well as some quick meal bars that she could keep in her purse or pocket—that way she would have something to eat the next time she visited Julie, instead of relying on the vending machines like she’d done that morning.

Shopping with Maria, she almost felt normal; she could almost forget that her sister was in the hospital with gunshot wounds to the abdomen. She almost felt like they were just a happy couple, doing an ordinary, domestic chore.

What would it be like to live with Maria? Probably not like this. They would still both have to work, and they would get home harried and exhausted after long days, with little time for their pets and less time for each other. It wouldn’t be this idyllic.

But then again, Maria had arrived last night after Erica’s longest day of work yet, and she hadn’t been upset then. In fact, with Maria in her bed, Erica had slept her best in weeks. It would be good to have that every night…

There was just one problem: Erica didn’t know if she would be able to stand sleeping next to Maria every night without touching her, and she had no idea when, if ever, Maria would be willing to sleep with her. Maybe Erica had been a bit promiscuous before starting to date Maria, but she thought this wait was enough to try anyone’s patience.

Still—tried though her patience might be—it was still intact. Maria was worth waiting for.

As they walked to the checkout, Erica realized that she hadn’t spoken for several minutes, but neither had Maria. “Are you all right?” she asked quietly.

Maria smiled. “Me? I’m fine. What about you?” But she glanced over her shoulder—at what, Erica couldn’t tell.

“I’m doing all right,” Erica said honestly. Not great, but improving. Still, she felt guilt when she remembered Julie. If she got worse…

They were both quiet as they checked out, ignoring the cashier’s cheery greeting, and finished quickly. They made it back to the apartment and Erica started to get everything set up for cooking, but before she could start, her phone buzzed.

Her heart leapt into her throat as she fumbled for it. Maria smiled at her from the other side of the kitchen island, but Erica thought the smile looked forced.

It was Jack calling. Erica’s throat seemed to close up around her pounding heart. Why would he call? Why couldn’t Julie call herself?

Her voice was shaking when she answered the phone. “Hi, Jack.”

“Hey, Erica.” His voice was steady. “I just wanted to call you and let you know that they did another check on Julie, and everything is healing well. No signs of infection. She’s eating much better than they expected, too.”

Erica grabbed on to the edge of the counter as her knees went weak. “Really? That’s amazing news.”

“Of course, Nicholas and I will have to stay here as much as we can, maybe in shifts. But we can manage that.”

“I know you can.” Breathe. She was breathing. “Let me know if you want me to take a shift. I can babysit in the mornings—I don’t start work until the afternoon.”

Jack laughed. “She’d love to hear you call it babysitting.”

Erica could smile. If Jack could laugh, she could smile. “I know. That’s why I said it.”

“How are you doing? Did you get home okay?”

“Yeah. My girlfriend Maria picked me up. She’s here now.” Erica’s eyes caught Maria’s. They were practically sparkling.

“Oh! That’s good. We’d like to meet her sometime.”

“I’m sure you will,” Erica managed, before they said their goodbyes and hung up.

Somehow—Erica wasn’t sure which one of them had moved faster—she and Maria were in each other’s arms. She was clinging to her, and crying, but she was smiling through the tears. “Julie’s going to be okay,” she whispered. “No infection, and she’s healing fast.”

Maria kissed her. “That’s wonderful.”

“You’re just being selfish.”

Maria kissed her again, harder, deeper, and it was more difficult to let go. “I’d be happy to hear it no matter what.”

Erica didn’t want to hear any more words. Words didn’t help. They were never what she needed.

She clung to Maria, pressing their bodies close together, kissing her again and again. The heat between their mouths kindled a fire in her, and she let her hand slide down Maria’s back, stopping just before the curve of her ass. She wanted to—but she wouldn’t. Not without permission.

She was so gorgeous, though, standing in her bare feet in Erica’s kitchen, her hair tumbling over both of their shoulders, her body firm and lush under Erica’s hands…

Their lips broke apart, and Maria took in a shaky breath. Immediately, Erica let go. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” Maria said, taking a step back, but her face was flushed. Of course, Erica’s probably was too. “I—I’ll be right back.”

She stepped back again, taking the long way around the kitchen island, and went for the bathroom. Erica watched her until she’d shut the door.

Then she bent over, pressing her forehead to the cool counter, and let out a sigh. She would wait. Maria was still worth waiting for.

In the meantime, she could cook, and cement this agreement between them, that they were together as long as Julie didn’t get worse. She turned back to her veggies and started to chop.

All they needed was time.


Chapter 24




Maria looked over at Erica and smiled. There was a mischievous twinkle in her eye as her thumbs tapped over her phone screen. When she put down the phone, looking satisfied, Maria asked, “Was that Julie?”

“Yes,” Erica said, turning to her with a grin. “She’s doing well enough that she’s getting bored with hospital TV. I gave her some ideas for what to do.”

Maria snorted and leaned over to kiss Erica on the forehead. Julie was doing better and better; after a week of recuperating in the hospital, they might even be sending her home soon. Erica had learned that it didn’t matter how many times she declared her love for her girlfriend—no one else she cared about was getting hurt, and Julie wasn’t getting worse. The man who’d shot her had even been caught and jailed.

Maria still worried sometimes that Erica was going to change her mind, that she couldn’t stand the uncertainty. But at times like this, when Erica slipped an arm around her waist and snuggled close, it was hard to worry.

In fact, at times like this, just sitting on Erica’s couch, watching the kind of mindless TV they both loved, she could close her eyes and dream of this going on forever. She could imagine spending the rest of her life with Erica, taking care of Cadbury together, feeding each other, sleeping together in the same bed, growing old together, maybe even kids…

“Move in with me,” Erica said.

Maria’s breath caught in her throat. For a moment, she wasn’t sure if Erica had really said that, or if she had imagined it. She’d been dreaming so hard about the future, she might have just thought about what it would be like.

“Maria?” Erica lifted her head from Maria’s shoulder and looked at her.

Maria swallowed. “Do you mean it?”

“Of course I do.” Erica lifted her hand and cupped Maria’s cheek. “I love you. I really do.” She grinned, like she did every time she said it, as though she could hardly believe she had the daring to do so.

“I love you, too,” Maria said.

“I want to spend more time with you. Sundays are always the perfect day, but tomorrow we both have to go to work. You can’t spend the night because most of your stuff is still at your parents’ house. I can’t see you after work tomorrow because I’m too tired to go anywhere. Besides.” She winked. “If you move in with me, you don’t have the dilemma of whether to take Gus with you, because you definitely can’t move him in here with Cadbury.”

Maria couldn’t help laughing. “That’s not fair to poor Gus.”

“He can stay with your parents. You can still visit a lot. What do you say?” She was playing with Maria’s hair now, curling it around her finger, but still giving her that direct, open gaze.

“Can I think about it?” Maria asked.

“Of course.” Erica smoothed back Maria’s hair. “Take as much time as you like.” She settled down again, so they weren’t facing each other anymore. Maria missed looking at her eyes, but she knew Erica was trying to avoid seeming confrontational, and she appreciated it.

They watched the TV show for a few minutes. The women in the show were fighting over a dress—they were both trying to wear the same one or something. Maria hadn’t started out paying much attention, and she couldn’t seem to give it much more now, turning Erica’s suggestion over and over in her head.

Carmen had suggested it, and she’d laughed it off. She’d thought of it herself, but never taken it seriously. She would love to live with Erica, to be with her forever, but so soon?

Then again, they’d known each other all their lives, technically. It had been a few weeks since they’d reconnected, but even then the only awkwardness had been due to their crushes. And they’d already overcome the biggest barrier their relationship was likely to find—Erica’s anxieties.

Okay, that wasn’t the biggest barrier, but if Erica was willing to ask Maria to move in even when she hadn’t had the surgery and they’d never had sex, then presumably the last barrier wasn’t going to be a problem either. Not if Maria didn’t let it. Anyway, she thought it was going to be resolved soon. She hadn’t heard any more transphobic remarks at the office, nor had she seen that client again, and of course, Andy hadn’t spilled her secret. If she could just get the approval she was waiting for from the insurance, then everything would be golden.

“I’d like to,” she said at last. “But it might be too soon.”

Erica nodded. “I kind of can’t believe I’m suggesting it already. But we can wait, too. I was just thinking… I mean, besides the fact that I want you around all the time, having someone to split expenses with would give me some extra room on my finances. Then maybe I could help you with school, if you still want to go back.”

Maria wanted to laugh. “You know I don’t pay rent at my parents’ place. The money isn’t important, but I’ll have less to spare, not more, if I have to split the rent with you.”

Erica twisted so that she was looking up at Maria again. “They can’t pay you that badly at that firm where you work.”

“It’s more than minimum wage, but not that much more.” She thought about where her money had been going. For the past couple of weeks, since she’d talked to both Andy and Erica about becoming a therapist, she’d cut down on her excess spending—coffee, lunch out, new clothes. She’d been surprised at how much was left in her bank account at the end of the week.

In fact, she’d just been paid on Friday, hadn’t she? “Let me up a minute.” Erica obliged, moving aside, and Maria leaned forward to get her phone. She unlocked it and found her bank’s app so that she could check her balance.

“Huh.” It hadn’t quite doubled since the last time she’d checked. She’d never really thought about how much her paychecks contained, since most weeks she ended up spending whatever she didn’t transfer to savings.

In fact, she was going to transfer some money to savings now, so she didn’t lose her willpower and go on a spending spree. Erica leaned over her shoulder as she tapped in the amounts. “What are you looking at? Oh, crap, is that your bank? Sorry!”

“It’s okay,” she said, completing the transfer. “I just… I’m trying to save more. I really am thinking about going back to school.”

Erica’s smile was dazzling. “That’s so great! You’ll be good at it.”

Maria smiled back, even though she didn’t have Erica’s confidence. “Yeah, but still, I’ll have a lot more room in my budget if I stay with my parents than if I move in with you.”

Erica nodded, pursing her lips. “I guess if your parents are paying for most things, that makes sense. Any amount that my expenses decrease by is going to be the same amount that yours increase, so financially, moving in together is a wash. I could still help you with school expenses if you live with your parents.”

“I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

Erica grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Too bad! I want to do it anyway. Though I admit, I couldn’t put that much in, not on my current pay. But I am looking for better-paying jobs.”

Maria laughed. “You love your job.” She’d finally learned that Erica hardly ever meant it when she complained about work—though Erica didn’t seem to quite get that herself.

Erica shook her head. “This job drives me crazy. And there are better ones out there. More interesting. And more money. I… I really want to support you.”

Maria felt as though her heart were swelling with happiness. She squeezed Erica’s hand. “That’s so sweet of you. But don’t you have your own student loans?”

“Sure. But they’re not expecting me to pay them off anytime soon. If I got a better-paying job without moving, I would have more extra.” Erica shook her head. “Anyway, I love you, but this is really the wrong topic of conversation. I guess I was hoping the financial aspect would help convince you, but it’s not the most important thing.”

“You’re right,” Maria said with a sigh. “I’d really like to move in with you, but…”

“But?” Erica prompted gently when several seconds had gone by without Maria finishing her thought.

“I just need time.”

She couldn’t quite look Erica in the eye as she said it. She knew there might be more than time. And there might be more money—money that she hadn’t mentioned. How could she talk to her girlfriend about spending money to get her body the way she wanted it?

“Hey, that’s okay,” Erica said. “If there’s one thing I understand, it’s needing more time.”

Maria shook her head and turned, leaning over to cuddle into Erica’s shoulder. “How did I deserve someone so great?”

Erica stroked her hair back. “Maria, you’re amazing. You deserve someone so much better than me.”

“Hush.” Maria reached up to put her fingers over Erica’s lips. “You’re perfect. There is no one better than you.”

Erica smiled against Maria’s fingers, then kissed them. “You’re the one who’s perfect.”

Maria didn’t believe her, but she didn’t argue.


Chapter 25




It was a Tuesday afternoon. Erica had just gotten out of the shower and was getting dressed. Work started in an hour; she had time to make herself look good, then sit down and browse job ads for a little while.

Whatever Maria said, whatever she decided about moving in, Erica was more determined than ever to find a new, better job. She’d looked over her records on the job search for the past few months and been appalled. She’d applied to less than an average of a job a week, and she hadn’t put in that much effort for most of them. In fact, she didn’t even think she’d followed up to more than one. No wonder she hadn’t found a new job. She’d started looking harder—now that she had the motivation.

She was almost fully dressed when her cell phone rang, startling Cadbury out of a nap. He ran into his cage as she picked up the phone. The number on her screen was unfamiliar, but she answered anyway.

“Hello?”

“Hello, am I speaking to Erica Donahue?”

“Yes, that’s me.” Erica leaned against the wall with her shoulder, wondering who the woman on the other end of the line with the cool, crisp voice might be.

“My name is Alisa Corvino. I work with Jarrett Speers.”

Erica straightened up. That got her attention. Jarrett Speers was a big-name celebrity chef who’d opened three trendy, wildly popular restaurants on the East Coast. She had no idea why someone who worked for him would be calling her, but she needed to pay attention.

“We were given your name by a former colleague of yours and were wondering whether you’d be interested in coming in for an interview.”

Erica felt her mouth go dry. She could barely speak when she said, “What’s the job?”

“Jarrett wants to open a new restaurant in Philadelphia. He needs someone to do research, present him with ideas for what’s missing from the local cuisine that would be well-received, and once the restaurant is open, to manage day-to-day activities. We’re looking for someone very driven and creative. Does that describe you?”

“Yes, absolutely. I’m very interested.”

They worked out a date and time for the interview and Erica put the phone down feeling dazed. She’d been applying for jobs for so long and now, out of the blue, someone had put her name in for this amazing opportunity!

Who had suggested her? Heather? Someone from her last job? Heather might make sense—if she wanted to get out of the B and P, she probably assumed that Erica did, too. But what connections did Heather have that would result in her name getting to Jarrett Speers? Was he involved at Le Laurier somehow?

It didn’t matter at this point, really. Someone had put her name in and she was going to have to stand up to expectations.

She only had until Friday to research Jarrett Speers and his restaurants, brush up on her interview etiquette, and figure out if she had any interview-worthy clothes. Not to mention come up with some suggestions for what was missing in the local cuisine. She thought she had a few ideas…

But first, her heart beating hard, she called Maria, knowing she would only answer her phone if she wasn’t too busy, excited to share the good news.


Chapter 26




Maria sat on the couch with Cadbury in her lap, petting him while she looked over the interview questions on the screen. Behind her, out of sight but not out of hearing, Erica was pacing.

“Okay,” she said, “what if they ask you what your greatest weakness is?”

“I get bored easily,” Erica answered immediately. “I need a fast-paced, challenging work environment where I can really exercise my creativity. That’s why I’m so excited for the possibility of working with Jarrett Speers—I’ve seen how his restaurants really shake up the existing food scene and bring in fun new ideas.”

Maria nodded slowly. “That’s a good answer. And I guess it’s mostly true. I’m not sure it’s your greatest weakness…”

She suddenly felt pressure on the top of her head—Erica had stopped behind her to give her a kiss. “That’s you.”

Maria grinned, tilting her head back to look up at Erica. “I was going to say Cadbury.”

They kissed, but they both knew what Erica’s real greatest weakness was—her fear that her own happiness would sabotage everything she cared about. But that wasn’t something to bring up in an interview, especially if she’d overcome it. Which Maria was sure she had. Why else would she still be dating Maria, not to mention preparing for the biggest interview of her life?

Last night Maria had gone to dinner with Carmen and gotten her up to speed on everything with Erica. Julie had finally been allowed to go home from the hospital and was healing well, though she was far from ready to go back to work. Erica seemed to have gotten over her fear—at least, she wasn’t trying to push Maria away.

Carmen had been thrilled for her. She was sure that Erica was the perfect woman for Maria. When Maria expressed skepticism, Carmen said that having actually dated Maria herself, her perspective was the more knowledgeable one here. Her bad judgment with Shelley, who (after one date) had turned out to not be perfect for Carmen, was completely irrelevant.

Maria still wasn’t sure if Carmen was right, but she knew that she was happy here and now with Erica. She knew she had been happy with Erica in the past, and unhappy without her. She knew that she would be happy with Erica in the future.

So what more could she ask for?

“Okay, ask something else,” Erica said, resuming her pacing.

Maria shook her head and leaned forward to close the laptop. “You’ve been working too hard on this. You need to relax if you’re going to do well. Come here.” She held her hand out over the back of the couch.

Erica continued to pace for a few moments, but Maria didn’t give up, and finally Erica took her hand. Maria guided her around the end of the couch, then tugged her down toward it. Erica sat down reluctantly and rested her head on Maria’s shoulder. Cadbury sat up and butted his head into Erica’s hand, demanding to be petted. She did so without looking at him.

“Do you really want this job?” Maria asked.

“It’s an amazing opportunity,” Erica said.

“Yeah, I thought you’d say that. But seriously, you have a good job already. You don’t need to wind yourself up into a spiral worrying about getting chosen for this one.”

Erica sighed. “I guess you’re right. But I just want everything to go well.”

“It will,” Maria said. “They’d be lucky to have you. And I’m sure they’ll realize it.”

Erica looked up at Maria, smiling, then suddenly looked down. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, swiped the screen, and frowned at it.

“What is it?” Maria asked, her nerves twinging—as they did every time Erica looked less-than-happy at her phone, even though Julie was home now.

“Heather,” Erica said, setting down the phone on the coffee table. “I asked her if she’s the one who put my name in for this job, and she just told me I was being ridiculous. She would never try to find me another job because I love this one too much. I don’t, though.”

Maria smiled and shook her head. If Erica wanted to go on this interview, Maria wasn’t going to argue. Besides, who knew whether Erica would love a different restaurant job even more?

“It must have been someone else,” she said instead. “Maybe from the job you used to have at Sally’s—you hated that one, didn’t you?”

Erica grinned. “You’re right, I kind of did. Anyone over there who thought I was good at my job would never hesitate to recommend me for a new one.”

“Someone tried to help you out,” she said, squeezing Erica gently. “And if they wanted you to know who they were, they would have told you.”

“Yeah. I guess so.” Erica tilted her head up, and Maria kissed her, and for a long time there was nothing else in the world.


Chapter 27




Erica slowly put down the phone, staring at it as though it could give her some answers. But it was silent now, and her kitchen didn’t tell her anything, either.

Alisa Corvino had just called her again—to offer her the job. And Erica, somehow, had managed to say she’d think about it instead of immediately saying yes.

Alisa wanted an answer by the next afternoon. Erica was pretty sure she could give it to her. She just wasn’t certain, yet, what that answer would be.

She closed her eyes, the better to analyze the sick feeling in her stomach. Taking away her distractions helped immediately. She knew what the problem was: this job would mean she was working almost twelve hours a day. She would have no time with Cadbury—and even less with Maria, unless Maria moved in. And she couldn’t count on that possibility to help her make her decision.

She took deep breaths to calm her mind, but it didn’t work. Would the job be worth it? Alisa had said, during the interview, that the job as defined in the description she and Jarrett had come up with would only last about eight months. But it would look great on her résumé, and she knew that someone who was successful in that role would be in the perfect position to keep working for Jarrett, whatever the new job was. Would it also be twelve-hour days? Erica knew that and more wasn’t uncommon in the restaurant industry, where many people, like her, were ambitious and ready to do whatever it took to claw their way up.

Her eyes popped open as she listened to the words that had just run through her mind. She’d always thought of herself as ambitious—but was she that ambitious? Could she push other people aside to reach the top of the profession? Could she sacrifice everything else in her life for job fulfillment and an admittedly excellent salary?

She only had a couple of hours to think about it, because she had to be at work soon, and there was no way she was willing to burn bridges with Vance just because she had an amazing job offer.

But… maybe she wasn’t that ambitious. What could be worth the price of taking away her time with her friends, her family, her girlfriend? She had no intention of going to culinary school, so the top of her profession would still be restaurant management, nothing prestigious like being a celebrity chef. In fact, the apex of her career would probably be what Alisa Corvino was doing. Did she want that?

The hollow pit in her stomach told her immediately. No.

She started to pace. Just because she wasn’t ambitious didn’t mean this job wouldn’t be good for her. What did she want out of her career?

She wanted to make more money, but that wasn’t for herself—it was for Maria. She wanted to be able to support her girlfriend, to make sure all the choices available to her were also accessible. That wasn’t really a career goal.

What was missing from her current career?

She and her boss shouted at each other a lot, and he was a stingy bastard, but she dismissed that concern immediately. It was rarely an actual problem, and it was one that was only likely to get worse the higher she rose in the restaurant industry.

What she was missing was creativity and control. She worked at an interesting place, with unusual offerings, but she never got to come up with anything herself; she frequently came up with ideas for dishes the patrons would enjoy, but only Vance was allowed to cook. At the Bell and Pauper, she never got to make any decisions, except the day-to-day, on-the-floor decisions about individual patrons. This position with Jarrett Speers would give her a far greater range.

She took out the phone and wrote those two things down. More money, and more creative control.

Well, there was no reason to assume she couldn’t get those in her current job. Had she ever talked to Vance about why she was unhappy? She couldn’t remember doing so.

And both Maria and Heather thought she loved her job…

She’d spend a long time thinking, and now it was time to act. There were two ways this could go—but she would never find out which was the right way until she did something about it.

She put a shirt on, then grabbed her phone from the counter where she’d left it. Maria had apparently texted her back while she’d been thinking. That’s awesome! I know you’ll make the right choice. I love you.

Erica smiled. At least Maria had faith in her. I love you, too, she texted back. I’m going in to work early to talk to my boss.

When she got to the restaurant, it was, of course, closed and dark. She let herself in and walked to the kitchen, where the stove and oven were going, Vance tearing back and forth between different stations as he prepared the first batch of sandwiches for the day. He always insisted on prepping the food himself—but maybe that was about to change.

“Erica, is that you?” he shouted over the sizzling and popping noises, not turning to look at her.

“Yes,” she shouted back. “I need to talk to you.”

“You’re not quitting too, are you?” He spun to face her, his face practically going gray with fear. They still hadn’t been able to hire a full-time replacement for Heather, and one of her part-time replacements was utterly incompetent… just not quite incompetent enough that it was worth firing him and potentially going without a server for another couple of shifts.

Erica hesitated. She didn’t want to reassure him with a no, because that would take away all her bargaining power—but it would be too cruel to say yes.

Unfortunately, the hesitation just seemed to confirm his fear and make him desperate. He ran toward her, grabbing onto the table so hard his knuckles went white. “Please don’t leave. You’re the best person here. How much more money do you need?”

“It’s not about the money, but I am going to ask for more money,” she said, thinking of her student loans, Maria’s, the ones Maria might soon be taking on—and the extra food she would be buying on a regular basis if she could persuade Maria to move in with her.

The idea of having her girlfriend by her side every night gave her the courage to plow forward. “I want to be on salary, making at least fifty thousand a year.”

Vance swallowed. “That’s a lot of money.”

“It’s a lot less than Jarrett Speers is ready to offer me,” Erica said, keeping her gaze steady on his.

He swore colorfully and turned to stir the eggs. “All right, if that’s what it will take to keep you… though I’m honestly not sure we can afford it. I’ll look over the books. You’ll be the best-paid bartender in the whole damn city.”

That probably wasn’t true, but Erica didn’t care about that. “That’s the other thing. I want to be more than a bartender. I want you to hire another part-timer so that I can be in the kitchen some of the time. I have a lot of ideas for things our patrons might enjoy—and I think it’s time the B and P moved past its sandwich-only offerings.”

There were peppers in a toaster oven that were about to burn. She snatched a pot holder and took the peppers out, waving them in the air to cool.

To her relief, he not only allowed her to deal with the peppers, his shoulders seemed to relax. “I’d been thinking the same thing, about the sandwiches,” he admitted. “Maybe something else simple, like pasta.”

Erica felt a grin creeping across her face. This was why she wanted to stay here. Vance might be a hard-ass, but they were so often on the same page. And no one else would give her the freedom to be as creative as she wanted to be.

“Pasta is exactly what I was thinking,” she said. “And I have a good rapport with a lot of our regulars—”

Vance was nodding. “You know what they already like and what they might be willing to try.”

“And I’ll offer free samples of my experiments. Most of them trust me, they’ll go for it.”

Vance took a deep breath and turned to face her again, a spatula in his hand dripping oil onto the floor. “Are those all your demands, or did you want part ownership in the restaurant as well?” He tried to make it sound like he was angry with her for insisting on so many unreasonable concessions, but she could hear the excitement in his voice.

“No.” She winked at him. “Part ownership is for in a few years, when you slow down too much to be the full-time cook.”

He flipped her the bird. “You wish.”

“I want this in writing, Vance,” she told him as she looked around for any more prep work to do. He seemed to have it all well in hand—which was probably why he usually insisted on doing it himself. “And I want to start next week. I’ll do extra hours for interviews, though, if you want help hiring a new server.”

“I don’t suppose you can convince Heather to come back.”

She shook her head slowly. “I couldn’t convince her to stay. Besides, I might love it here, but she doesn’t. Everyone should be able to do what’s best for them.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“All right, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I have to go call Alisa Corvino and turn her down.”


Chapter 28




Maria returned from her solitary lunch in an excellent mood. Erica was at the Bell and Pauper talking with Vance, and she kept texting Maria to tell her about how their plans for the future of the restaurant were coming along. Maria was excited for her, and kind of glad she hadn’t taken the other job—Erica hadn’t said much about it, except that she’d decided to stay at the B and P, and had finally decided to believe Maria (and Heather) that she did actually love the job.

She waved at Andy, who waved back to her but was on his phone, then sat down at her desk, putting away her lunch and tucking her phone into her drawer before going to her computer. She opened her email and did her usual quick scan for emails from her boss marked “important.”

There was an email from the insurance company.

Once her heart had started up again, she did a quick look around for anyone looking over her shoulder or trying to get her attention. She saw no one.

She took a few deep breaths, trying to calm herself, and opened the email.

She didn’t even have to read more than two words before tears sprang to her eyes.

Dear Ms. Owen,

We regret to inform you that your request has been denied. Vaginoplasty is considered cosmetic surgery and as such is not covered under your current plan. Any claims submitted in relation to this procedure must be paid out of pocket.

Best regards,

Maria’s eyes were too full of tears to read the name of the person who was sending her their “best regards” as they destroyed her life, her plans, everything she had longed for.

She tried not to cry, but the tears rolled down her cheeks anyway. Her head was pounding and her stomach churned as though she were about to throw up her healthy lunch.

She hadn’t expected this. She’d feared it, true, but in the last few weeks… she hadn’t thought about her request much at all, and when she had, she’d assumed they would accept her. Maybe it had just been talking to Andy that had made her so optimistic. Maybe it had been her happiness with Erica.

Either way, she’d been an idiot and it was over now.

She closed the email, archived it, and tried to read through her other emails, but she could barely focus. The tears had dried already, but her mind was too scattered to even finish a subject line. All she could see was that no one seemed to have any urgent requests for her, and her boss hadn’t sent any emails at all.

But—now the insurance knew about her, and they hadn’t made any promises. They could tell her boss about her request. He could…

Well, he couldn’t legally fire her. Not for being transgender. But that didn’t make the fear go away.

She fought down a wave of nausea. She couldn’t just sit here. She jumped up from her desk, her hands shaking so much she knocked down her mouse and had to catch it where it swung in the air from its cord.

Her boss’s door was, thankfully, open. She knocked on it hesitantly. “Mr. Bryce?”

He looked up quickly from his computer. “Yes, Maria? Are you all right?”

“Actually, I’m not feeling well all of a sudden. Would it be all right if I went home for the rest of the day?”

He blinked at her in surprise. “Yes, of course. Do you want to take one of the conference rooms to rest for a bit? Or have someone drive you home?”

She must really look awful. At least she didn’t have to spend any energy convincing him that she was sick.

She shook her head. “I think I can manage. Thank you. I—I hope I’ll be back tomorrow.”

He nodded. “Take care of yourself. If you need to take another day, that’s fine.”

“Thank you, sir.” She hastily grabbed her things from her desk and rushed past Andy. He called after her, but she couldn’t take the time to talk—she was afraid she would throw up on his desk if he acted at all sympathetic.

She reached for her phone as she left the building, intending to call Erica, wanting to walk to her house—but Erica was at work. And she couldn’t tell her about this.

How could she expect Erica to help her with this? To understand this? She might never be a real woman now—could never be the girlfriend Erica deserved.

No, she would go home. Her parents would always take her in. They might not be happy with the daughter they’d never wanted, but they would always give her space and time.

She managed to hold in the tears for the drive home, but by the time she got to her front door she was sobbing. She could barely get the key in the front door. Suddenly she was reminded of Erica having trouble getting back into her own apartment, after Julie had been hurt, and felt a wave of shame. She was being incredibly selfish. How could she be so upset about her own medical problem when Erica’s sister had nearly died?

Thankfully, her parents were both at work and there was no one else home—except Gus, who woke up with a start from his spot on the couch and started barking joyfully at her. She ran past him and up to her room, shutting the door.

She could hear him whine from the other side of the door, putting his paw up on it and scratching in the gentle, polite way that she’d taught him, but she couldn’t open the door for him. She didn’t deserve canine comfort, and she couldn’t deal with anything else that would stuff her up.

She sat with her back against the door, trying to decide what to do, but she just couldn’t stop crying.


Chapter 29




Maria didn’t realize that she’d cried herself to sleep until she heard a noise that startled her and she woke up, her back painful from being pressed against the wall. She could hear Gus, running away from her door, and then her father’s voice. It was muffled by the door, so she couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he was probably just greeting the dog.

She heard his footsteps on the stairs, and then his voice. “Marcus? Are you home?”

She flinched. It was all she could do to keep herself from crying again at that name. “Yes, I’m here.”

“I’m going to order pizza for dinner, if you didn’t have any plans to cook. What do you want on yours?”

She swallowed, almost smiling. At least her dad was just treating this like a normal, if tiring, day. “That sounds great. Whatever you guys want is fine.”

“Even if I order mushrooms and olives?”

She really did smile this time. “I’ll eat it if you do.”

His footsteps faded away, and she pushed herself off the floor. Pizza was good, because it meant she wouldn’t have to spend too much time around her parents, but she would have to put in an appearance.

She didn’t want to talk to them about this. Not yet—maybe not ever. Her mom hated the idea of her making changes to her body, as though going on hormones hadn’t been huge. She would have to act like everything was normal.

She could tell them she wasn’t feeling well, though. That was true, and if she couldn’t face work tomorrow, it would explain it. She still had her lunch dishes up here with her.

After changing into comfortable clothes and washing her face so it wouldn’t be so obvious that she’d been crying, she went down to the kitchen to clean up her dishes. Her dad looked up with a smile from his newspaper. “Good news. I ordered an extra pizza. Your sister is coming for dinner.”

“That’s great,” Maria said automatically, though she didn’t know if she really wanted Denise to see her like this. “Any particular occasion?”

He shrugged. “We were just chatting and I thought she might like to come over. Gail and Elias too, of course.”

“I figured.” Maybe she could make her escape quickly, eat one piece of pizza and claim a queasy stomach…

But two hours later, when she had done just that, Denise followed her. “She hasn’t been feeling well,” their mom called after.

“I know,” Denise said. “I just want to talk to her.”

“Come on, Denise.” Maria stopped at the foot of the stairs, turning to face her sister. “I just need to rest. Close my eyes for a bit.”

“Mm, I’m sure you do. Go on up, I’ll follow.”

Maria sighed and did as she was told. It was hard to argue with her sister, especially since a little niggling conscience kept telling her to be grateful that her sister was in one piece.

She went up to her room and sat down on the bed. “What do you want?”

Denise sat down next to her. “I want to help. You’ve been crying.”

Maria shook her head. “You can’t help.”

“Do you want someone to call Erica? I’m sure she can get out of work early if you need her.”

Maria shook her head more violently. “No. Definitely not. I don’t—I don’t want to see her again.” Fear rose up in her chest, strangling her. She couldn’t show herself to Erica. Not like this.

“Did something happen between you two?”

“No. It’s just me.”

Denise got up, and Maria thought she was leaving, but she just shut the door and returned to sit down again. “Maria, talk to me.”

Maria looked up, so startled that her sister had used her full name that the tears started again, and then the whole story spilled out. By the time she was finished, she was so full of snot she couldn’t breathe and Denise was holding her against her shoulder.

“I know it must be difficult.”

“You’ve never felt this way.”

“Of course not. But I’ve had hard times in my life. And Elias got me through them. I know Erica can do the same for you.”

“But she…”

Denise shook her head. “She loves you. I can see it. If it weren’t for what happened when we were kids, you two would probably be married by now. Don’t argue with me. Just talk to her, all right?”

“Yes. Okay.”

But she’d just said it to get her sister to leave her alone. What she did instead was lie on her bed awake until everyone else had gone to bed and the Bell and Pauper was closed, and then call Erica to break up with her over the phone.




Maria woke up to a hammering on her door. She groaned and rolled over, pulling the pillow over her face. She felt gross—she’d fallen asleep without washing off her makeup, and her hair was sticking to her face. Why were her parents trying to wake her? They let her set her own schedule; no one had woken her up to go anywhere since high school.

The hammering paused. She kept her eyes squeezed shut, hoping they would go away. She would have to go to work today; she wasn’t feeling sick any longer, just shaky, and she could probably use the distraction of work to keep her mind off other things. But she would get up for work when her alarm went off and not sooner.

But she heard the door click open. She sat up quickly, pulling the sheet up to cover her messy clothes—

And saw Erica shutting the door behind her.

“Erica?” she said faintly—so faintly she didn’t think her girlfriend could hear her. Ex-girlfriend.

She swallowed and tried again. “What are you doing here?”

“Talking some sense into you.” Erica leaned back against the door, taking a deep breath. “Denise told me what happened.”

Maria shook her head, half in denial, half in disbelief, still clutching the sheet to her chest. Denise wasn’t supposed to tell anybody. It had to be a secret.

Erica took a step forward, her hands clenched at her sides. She looked strange, so tall and alone, standing in the middle of the carpet in Maria’s childhood bedroom.

“Is that really why you—you told me you were breaking up with me? Or is there some other reason? Because that’s not really enough of a reason, you know.”

Maria swallowed. “It will be easier this way. You don’t have to worry about messing up the rest of your life. I know you haven’t—”

“I have,” Erica interrupted her, taking another step closer, opening up her hands. “I’m over it. Me loving you—it has nothing to do with what happened to my mom or my sister. I do love you, and I know you love me, and something as stupid as a—a small medical problem shouldn’t be allowed to come between us.”

Maria looked away, pulling the sheet closer. “It’s not small. It’s a huge problem.”

She felt the mattress shift as Erica sat down on it. “A huge problem for you? Because I’m here to help you with your problems. All of your problems, Maria.”

Maria winced. “Not this one. You can’t help me with this. And it’s not just a problem for me!”

“Do you think it’s going to be a problem for me? Because I don’t.”

“Yes, of course it will. How can you think that?” Maria finally looked at Erica again. It was too hard to look away, even though she had to, even though she loved Erica more every time she looked at her. She was shaking all over. She felt sick again. Maybe she would skip work today.

“I think that because I love you. I wouldn’t care if you—” Erica shook her head and threw up her hands. “I wouldn’t care if you decided you were a man after all and went on different hormones. I wouldn’t care if you discovered you were asexual or decided to become a celibate nun or whatever. And I don’t care if you still have a penis. Keep it the rest of your life if you want to.”

Maria shuddered. “But you’ll never—you can’t forget that I used to be a boy, Marcus. I know you can’t.”

Erica laughed. “Maria, I forget all the time! It doesn’t matter to me.”

“Really?” Maria’s hands relaxed a little on the sheet.

“We were little kids. You looked like a girl to me. It didn’t matter what your name was.” Erica shrugged.

“But—when you see it…”

“Maria. I do not care.” Erica leaned close, her gaze locked on Maria’s. “If you're not ready to show me your body, that's absolutely fine. I am willing to wait as long as you need. But please do not make that decision for me. I learned that lesson.”

Something like a hot trickle of slime went down Maria’s spine, settling in her stomach. Erica was right. She shouldn't be taking away her choices, even if it was a choice about her. 

But what burned in her, filling her throat so she couldn't speak, wasn't shame. It was love. She couldn't deny it.

Erica reached out and took both of her hands, tugging them away from the sheet. “Please, Maria. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she choked out.

Relief passed over Erica’s face before it tightened again, the skin between her eyebrows wrinkling with worry. “You mean it? You’re going to—you won’t leave me?”

Maria flung herself forward and wrapped her arms around Erica. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Erica said, hugging her tight. “Please don’t ever be sorry. I wouldn’t be who I am without you. I wouldn’t be happy, successful, without you.”

Maria shook her head against Erica’s shoulder. “I know you wanted to make more money so I could go back to school, but I can’t do that.”

“What? Why not?”

“I can’t handle it now. Now that I know… I have to be a whole woman, a real woman, or I can’t face a classroom again.”

“Maria.” Erica let go of her, but it was only to take her face in both hands and tilt it firmly upward so they were staring into each other’s eyes again. “You are a real woman. You are a whole woman. Never let anyone tell you otherwise. Now there are something like seventeen universities in this city and if what you want, what you really want, is to be a therapist, then I’m going to help you apply to sixteen of them.”

“Sixteen?”

“All but the one where that horrible bitch ripped your heart out and stomped on it. And I’ll go with you, I’ll help you do whatever needs to be done, to make sure your credits transfer. You’ll get your undergrad degree and then you’ll do what I could never be bothered to do and go to grad school, because you’re stronger than me.”

“What if I change my mind along the way?”

“Then I’ll help you do whatever else it is you want to do, but you have to change your mind because you have another interest, not because you’re just too scared to do what you really want. Okay?” Erica finally let go of her face.

Maria managed a nod. She kissed Erica, then said, “I’m not stronger than you, you know. I just gave up before I could get a degree I wouldn’t use.”

Erica laughed. “Oh, I use my psych degree every day. And soon I’m going to use it to help you pass your classes. Now—” She leaned forward to where Maria’s tablet sat on a shelf, but they were both startled by a loud beeping from her phone.

Maria grabbed it. “It’s my alarm. Time to start getting ready for work.” She could face it today. Now—after this talk with Erica—she could face almost anything.

And what if they did fire her? Or even made life so miserable for her that she had to quit? She had friends, she had family, and she had Erica. She would be all right.

Erica took a deep breath. “Okay. Tomorrow morning, then. You’ll come to my apartment.”

Maria bit her lip. “What if I come to the restaurant after work instead? And then go home with you, so we can start first thing in the morning?”

Erica stared at her. Slowly, a smile spread across her face. “Do you mean it?”

She nodded firmly. She wasn’t going to back down now. Erica wouldn’t let her—and she loved her for it.

“Okay. Great. Perfect. I’ll see you tonight, and you can help taste test my new pasta dish.”

Maria laughed as they both stood up. She felt light, airy, like a chain had been released from her shoulders.

“Right, I’ll go home and get the rest of my sleep and let you get ready for work,” Erica said.

“Erica?” Maria asked before she could leave.

“Yeah?” Erica turned with her hand on the doorknob.

“How did you even get in?”

Erica grinned. “Denise let me in. Aren’t sisters great?”

Maria thought about how Julie had made sure she picked Erica up from the hospital and grinned back. “Yeah, they are.”


Chapter 30




It had been another late night at the restaurant, but Erica still felt energized. For the last few hours of her shift, Maria had been there, at the end of the bar, ready with a laugh or a smile or just to be there, beautiful, to be looked at.

What’s more, Erica had come up with a new dish to test—simple fare, like Vance had built the Bell and Pauper on. It was pasta primavera with the unusual addition of a honey-pepper sauce, inspired by one of the more popular sandwiches on the menu. Maria and her other two taste-testers had all enjoyed it.

Vance also wanted her to come in early the next day to interview a possible new server. For once in Erica’s life, she felt like everything was going well.

When she and Maria reached her apartment, she swept her girlfriend into a big hug and kiss. “Do you want anything to eat before we head to bed? I’m feeling like I could cook another whole meal.”

Maria laughed and shook her head. “I couldn’t eat another bite. But if you’re hungry, I don’t mind sitting up with you.”

“No, I’m good.” Erica had snatched bites of a sandwich while she was working, like usual. “I’ll go check on Cadbury and then we can get some sleep.”

She kissed Maria again before walking over to the corner to see how Cadbury was doing. She hated cutting off the possibility of sex, but she had to make sure Maria knew that she wasn’t pressuring her. And sleeping in the same bed was going to be really nice, anyway. She just had a hard time convincing certain parts of herself that it was enough.

When she had petted Cadbury (who was trying to sleep), ascertained that he had enough hay and water, and given him some fresh parsley for an evening snack, she looked around and found Maria sitting on the bed, her shoes off. Erica walked over to her. She looked up.

“Erica,” Maria said, “do you remember how we tested being together and found out that it didn’t make Julie worse?”

“Of course.” Erica laughed a little. It was amazing that falling in love with Maria had cured what two years of therapy couldn’t.

Maria took a deep breath. Erica realized that her hands were shaking, and the laughter drained out of her. She sat down next to her on the bed.

Maria shifted slightly so she was still looking straight at her. “Well, this is… a similar kind of test. To make sure we’re both okay.”

Then she lifted her hands to her collar and began to unbutton her blouse.

Erica’s breath caught and she bit her lip. She’d seen Maria take her clothes off once before—but that had not been so deliberate. And there hadn’t been so much light. And she definitely hadn’t been so sexy about it.

She just watched, not saying anything, as Maria slowly removed her clothes, one by one. She felt like her skin was tingling, electric. All she could do was watch—there were no words.

Maria was obviously nervous. And Erica knew, she understood, but at the same time she wondered what she possibly had to be nervous about. She was beautiful.

“You’re beautiful,” she whispered. She knew it was important to say.

“You mean that?” Maria asked quietly.

Erica looked up, looked into her eyes. “Of course I do.”

Maria pulled her close and kissed her, again and again, and they fell into the bed together. Somehow Erica was losing her clothes, too, and then their bodies were together and it was everything, everything Erica had ever wanted.

And she had it. And she knew she could keep it.

“I still don’t know if I’m moving in anytime soon,” Maria said when their bodies were curled around each other, the sheets rumpled around them.

Erica laughed and kissed her shoulder. “That’s all right. Take your time. As long as we can do this once in a while.”

“You got it,” Maria whispered, and they were kissing again, holding each other, together for a lifetime.
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