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Chapter 1
Erin








I took the steps up slowly, carefully towards the apartment door. Outside the big window, raindrops streaked, the trees buckling over in the wind, looking like they just couldn’t bear the weight of the world anymore.
I crept up to the front door and listened through it. Tanner’s footsteps were loud and angry, and I winced, already seeing how the evening was going to go. Maybe I could have just gone out by myself, taken some photos… maybe just squatted at the library until he calmed down?
I knew better than to hope for that. If I didn’t show up and I didn’t tell him beforehand, he’d just get angrier. I didn’t want to do that to myself.
I fitted my key into the lock and pushed the door open, trying not to be too loud but also trying not to make it look like I was trying to. Tanner was sitting on the sofa—he was a tall blond guy, broad shoulders and strong hands that used to make me feel safe, but lately they’d only scared me. He had his shoes on, kicked up on the coffee table, and I tried not to cringe, thinking how he’d be getting on my case about the dirty table later.
“Erin,” he said, shooting me a look as I took my shoes off. “You didn’t answer your phone.”
I didn’t step out of the entryway. I didn’t want to just walk into the apartment before I’d established myself back in his good graces, or I’d make him angrier. “I was at work.”
He rolled his eyes. “I know calling back is complicated, but it’s worth learning about.”
I shrank. Of course I’d debated the longest time whether to call back or not, but it always made him angry when I did. I just didn’t know if it’d make him more upset if I didn’t. Why was everything lose-lose?
“Sorry,” I said. “Is there something you needed?”
“Well, like I told you yesterday, we need that shopping run. Turns out the magic elves didn’t show up to stock our fridge, so we still need it. And somehow I just had this psychic vision you were going to forget it again.”
It really took everything I had at times like this not to say you know, you can go shopping too. Of course, his response would be something about how he was tired, because he worked hard. “I can go now,” I said, and he waved me off.
“Forget it. Just actually do it tomorrow.”
Then why did he have to get on my case if he didn’t want me to go do it? “I’m going now,” I insisted, having to use some effort to keep my voice steady. “Is it just the list on the drive?”
“It always is,” he said. I didn’t point out all the times he’d complained about me not grabbing something not on the list.
I pulled my shoes back on and left without a word, locking the door behind me, and started back down the stairs, finagled with the door to the complex and with my umbrella, and trudged out with raindrops sliding above my head along the clear plastic umbrella, clutched close to my face against the swirling wind.
It was miserable weather. But I felt like it was right. I made my way down the sidewalk, and took a sudden turn halfway to the store.
Forget the groceries. I needed a second.
The park was as empty as you’d expect in a rainstorm. The smell of wet earth and the rain in the leaves all around was so wonderfully refreshing, I wondered if I could have just stayed out here tonight. I wasn’t looking forward to having to sleep next to Tanner.
I got to a little wood building, three walls and a roof with a picnic table inside, and I took shelter from the rain. I dropped my butt onto the seat, still not dry even with the walls around, and folded my arms on the table, sinking into a heap.
Life used to be so simple. So full of hope. I was sure I’d find a great job, find a great guy, move in together, live a happy domestic life. I’d share my plans with my friends, and we’d all talk about what we’d do with the future.
I hadn’t even talked with any of my old friends in a long time. Aubrey and I used to be inseparable. I’d stay up late at night, talking about our art together. I was so sure we’d be together ten years from then, both with great careers in the arts, with the same bond as ever. We said lofty things like friends forever, that we’d be there at each other’s weddings, even though we were a thousand miles apart.
Childhood innocence was a hell of a drug. It’d been four years since I last talked to Aubrey, and I’d stopped drawing. She’d probably stopped, too, pulled into some rote job just like I was. Probably gotten married without me, too.
She always had a way of smiling her way out of every situation. She was always open and honest with her emotions, and always looked on the bright side. Since we drifted apart, things had been so… heavy.
I missed her. And all my friends, honestly. I didn’t really have anyone but Tanner now, and the way I had to walk on eggshells doing so much as breathing around him? I wasn’t exactly living my best life.
I was in the middle of sulking when I got a text, and my heart dropped thinking it was Tanner. I guess it’s kind of sad that I felt a wave of relief seeing it was my boss.
“did you submit the 11B??”
Uh-oh. One question mark meant she was asking a question. Two question marks meant “what’s wrong with you.” I texted back yes, and she was typing right away.
“you were supposed to handle the applications form?? Chris did 11B and now I have two of them”
God dammit. Seriously? She’d told me to my face I want 11B finished by the end of the day. She hadn’t said a word about the applications form. Did anyone listen to anything they were saying?
I seethed. An entire day’s work down the drain. And miserable work it was, too. With the number of times I had to message Brett to ask him about forms, you’d think he and Chris would have worked out that I was doing 11B, but no, that was too much to ask.
“Sorry,” I texted back. “I’ll get the applications form done as fast as I can tomorrow.”
I wasn’t really sorry. Maybe I’d have done the applications form if they’d actually mentioned it. But of course, I had to walk on eggshells just as much around a bunch of more senior employees as I had to at home. Of course, any time there was a problem, it was my fault, and any time something went well, it was someone else’s doing.
I really missed the days when Aubrey and I were convinced we’d be artists.
I checked the time. Tanner would be getting impatient. I really had to get going to the store.
I was staring at my phone for a while, looking at the date and time without really knowing why, before I realized exactly what was going on in my head. Why I was reliving the old days, why Aubrey was on my mind.
April 13th. It was her birthday. I’d completely forgotten—on a conscious level, anyway. On some subconscious level, my mind still held onto her.
It was a rainy, miserable day. Nothing seemed to be going right.
I had to pull up a messenger client I hadn’t used in a long time. The whole time I was wondering what on earth I was doing, if I was an idiot, but I knew full well the idiot move in this case would be to hold onto things as they were when I was unhappy.
Would she even ever see the message? Well… if she didn’t, I wouldn’t have anything to be embarrassed about, would I? She’d never know anything had even happened.
I got the most powerful wave of nostalgia opening her contact. Her profile picture was different now, a picture of her from sometime after I’d stopped talking to her, I guess—she had short hair now. Or at least, she did whenever she took that picture. The client still had the last messages between us and my heart ached for a time long, long past. I couldn’t even read them.
I talked like an idiot. I used so many emoticons it was cringeworthy. And it was mostly me being emo and difficult that led to us not talking anymore. I was really in no place to try talking to her again now.
So I sent her a message that said, “Happy birthday!” with a little party popper emoji, and stared at the screen for a while.
Did I really just do that? I think I really just did that.




Chapter 2
Aubrey








“Come off it,” I laughed, slapping Britney on the wrist. She didn’t come off it, of course, because she was plastered drunk.
The lights were low and the music was thumping, good old trashy pop music from the 00s. They knew my weaknesses. They even knew I had a lot more fun being the only sober one and getting to watch in full awareness as everyone made fools of themselves, so Mack had prepared me a bunch of colorful nonalcoholic cocktails so I didn’t have to deal with all the you’re the birthday girl, why aren’t you drinking? questions. Bless her heart. She had the nicest place of any of us, so she was the dedicated host for all our stupid, loud parties.
“I mean it,” Britney slurred. “Go go go. She’s hot. I’d hit on her and I’m straight.”
“Then you can have her,” I laughed. “I’m not trying to date anyone right now. Besides, you’d hit on a tree when you’re this drunk.”
“I’m not drunk,” she slurred in one of the drunkest voices I’d ever heard. Britney was the kind of heavyweight you did not expect anyone named Britney to be, so you know she’d taken way more than anyone would ever think reasonable. “I’m not leaving you alone until you get her number.”
The girl she was talking about was cute. I knew her a little bit, actually—she was friends with a local client I’d worked with twice, and both times she’d been there when the client and I met. Her name was Hailey, she liked cats what would be an unhealthy amount if there were such a thing, and she was bi, but the last thing I needed right now was a girl in my life. I was swamped as it was.
Still, tall and slender, with long brown hair, I noted Britney’s theoretical drunk-gay type. “Then I guess you’re not leaving me alone. What else is new.”
She laughed like a hyena. “Aubrey, I thought you loved me!”
“We all love you, Britney,” Mack’s voice, low and husky, almost boyish, said from behind. “Now let Aubrey breathe some of her own air. It’s her birthday.”
Mack sat at the table next to me, so tiny at the table she looked like a kid—she was five zero and always wore platform shoes and kept her dishwater-blonde hair up in a topknot to add a little illusion of height, but I always loved the way it was her own table and chairs that betrayed her height.
“Having a good time?” she said, passing a tray of snacks to me. I picked at it. “Not too many drunk weirdos?”
“Just this one,” I said, gesturing vaguely to Britney. “And she’s weird when she’s sober anyway. Thanks for hosting this, Mack.”
“No prob. How’re you hanging in there? I bet you’ve been thinking of that project all day.”
“Mack, don’t go reminding her of work at her own birthday party!” Britney scolded.
I appreciated it, though. I had had the project on my mind all day, and I was glad Mack knew me well enough to ask after me. “It’s been all right. Still kinda low-key stressed, sure, but I’ve been having a good day. Helped me take my mind off.”
“Sorry it had to spoil your birthday.”
“I’m twenty-five, birthdays aren’t that exciting anymore,” I laughed. She huffed.
“Excuse you. I’m turning twenty-five in July, in case you forgot, and I plan on having an amazing time.”
“You’re still seeing Angie, right? I guess it’s more fun when you’re with a girlfriend than when you’re thinking of work.”
Britney rolled her eyes so hard I’m surprised I didn’t hear it. “Then go introduce yourself to the girl there! I’m telling you! This isn’t hard!”
“I’m not going to introduce myself, she already knows me,” I said, ignoring Britney’s sputtering response.
“Yeah, things are going really well,” Mack said. “But hey, you can’t go telling yourself you need a girl to be happy. I know that’s not what you meant, but it’s what I’m hearing.”
I shrugged. “I’m pretty happy. And I’m not opposed to dating or anything. I’m just stressed right now.”
“You haven’t dated anyone in a year!” Britney yelled, a little too loudly to be pointing out personal information, but oh well. “C’mon, get out there! The fish are in the sea!”
I think she got the wrong saying wrong. I ignored her. Mack shrugged.
“Well, whoever you’re with or not with, however work’s going or not going, you still have to enjoy yourself sometimes. Can’t guilt yourself for being powered down sometimes. Wanna dance?”
“You already know the answer to that one,” I laughed. “Let’s go. Britney, you too.”
“That’s the spirit,” Mack said. “I’ll dance until morning if that’s what you need.”
“I don’t think you want to do that. It’s only eight.” I checked my phone. “Eight fif…”
I stared. The clock, eight fifteen. A low battery notification below that, because I was scatterbrained. And then below that was a happy birthday message from… Erin Hesterfield?
Holy crap. I hadn’t talked to Erin in… what, four years now? We used to be inseparable—used to stay up late at night, talking about our dreams—I felt like I fell down a hole in my memories just standing there for a second that felt like an hour.
I remembered fondly the way she used to draw for me. And how I used to draw for her. I mean, I had the more technical drawing skill, I took some drawing classes and had really polished art, but she had the cutest and most whimsical, colorful art style that just felt so alive even when the lines were rough. God, I’d forgotten how much I missed getting her latest drawing.
I still thought back to her every now and then—was she still drawing? Did she end up with a career in art after all? She must have finished college a while ago by now. For all I knew, she could have been married by now. We’d promised to be at each other’s weddings, too. I wondered if she even remembered that.
I missed her, on more than one occasion. But I figured that ship had left the harbor.
“Aubrey?” Mack said, pulling me back to reality. “Something up? Don’t tell me it’s work.”
“Hang on, I need to step outside for a sec,” I said. “Just got an important birthday message and need to return it before anything else. See how many people you can get dancing before I’m back, I want to come in and steal the show.”
Mack lit up. “Aye-aye, captain,” she said, saluting. “You get your tall ass outta here and return that message, and you will find one bopping dance party when you’re back.”
“Thanks,” I whispered, rushing out of the room, out to Mack’s back door and out onto her patio. No one out here, thankfully. The moon was full, the air felt crisp and clear. It was a warm, beautiful night, and with my heart feeling light, I opened Erin’s contact and hit the call button.




Chapter 3
Erin








I’d felt exhilarated when I sent Aubrey that message. And then, slowly, that feeling faded away as I waited for a response, and slowly, I’d realized that I probably wasn’t going to get a response. She’d probably never even see it.
So I packed up, huddled under my umbrella, and set back out for the grocery store. I felt a growing sense of dread about going back—Tanner would be mad. I could hear him already. What took you so long? I was wondering if you’d left me.
I wished I could leave him. It hurt even to have that thought, but I really did. It was just that I had nowhere to go if I did leave him. It was so stupid to move in with him—stupid and lovesick and blind to all the obvious warning signs. My friend Sarah had warned me. So I’d stopped talking to her.
I was an idiot.
But now, trudging towards the grocery store, I felt lighter somehow. I’d done something. I’d taken a step out of the ordinary. I’d messaged Aubrey. And even if she never even saw it—or if she saw it and didn’t respond—I felt good about myself. I felt like I had a little bit of something in life to look forward to. I didn’t know what, but—something.
I got to the plaza, under the awning for the grocery store and closed my umbrella, shaking it out and avoiding the other shoppers opening and closing their umbrellas as they went in and out. I got a few steps in before my phone rang, and I felt my gut squeeze in on itself thinking oh crap, Tanner’s mad. Or maybe it was my boss, which wouldn’t be much better.
Funny how those were my two options.
I’d only barely finished having that thought when I pulled my phone out of my jacket and had a heart attack.
Aubrey Winslow. Aubrey was calling me. Holy—I wasn’t ready for this. I didn’t have this in mind. I spun around like I was looking for somewhere to hide—I didn’t know what I was doing. What was I supposed to do? I wanted to answer it. Why didn’t I? I didn’t have any reason not to.
God, I was nervous as all hell. I had to swallow three or four times before I finally hit the answer button and lifted the phone to my ear, stepping back outside under the awning.
“Hi,” I said, really not sure how to start things. How do you start a conversation after four years of being apart? Especially when it was your own fault?
“Erin?” My stomach did a flip. That was Aubrey’s voice, no mistaking it. “Like, the Erin? Creator of the Big Booby Bobby?”
“What?” I shrieked into the phone, feeling myself go red. Seriously? A dumb doodle I made while sleep-deprived more than five years ago? “Why do you remember that, Aubrey?”
She laughed wildly. “So it is you! Holy shit. I can’t believe you remembered my birthday. That’s so sweet of you. Thanks for the birthday wish.”
“I can’t believe you remember a stupid doodle I made at two in the morning when I was supposed to be studying,” I said.
“Hey, I was a big fan. Do you have time to talk right now?”
I blinked and looked around. I wasn’t going to just stand out in the rain for this. And I hadn’t even finished the thought before I was taking quick steps towards the bistro next door. “Yeah, I have all the time in the world right now,” I said breathlessly. “You didn’t get married, did you?”
“Of course not. You’d know if I had. You’re going to be there, right?”
I made a sound that I wasn’t sure if it was a snort, a laugh, or a cry. “Of course. I was just making sure you didn’t run off and elope with someone while I wasn’t looking.”
“How about you? You’re not asking out of a sense of guilt when that’s exactly what you did, is it?”
I rolled my eyes as I opened the door to the bistro. “Hell no. I mean, I live with my boyfriend, but…”
The host looked up at me, saw me by myself on my phone, and went back to what he was doing. I felt a little breathless rush. Was I—was passive, weak little Erin Hesterfield really doing something weird like this?
“But what?”
“Hold on one sec,” I said, putting the phone down. “Hi, table for one.”
The host looked up again, surprise on his face for just a second before he smiled. “For one? Certainly. Bar seating?”
“No, just a table, please.”
This was exactly the thing I’d always feared—that I’d be the kind of loser to walk into a bistro and ask for a table for one, not even at the bar, that the host would look at me like I was a weirdo and a loser, but he just grabbed a menu and led me along like it was the most normal thing in the world. Thank goodness. He seated me close to the window and the fireplace, so I was cool on one side and warm on the other, and I thanked him when he handed me the menu before he vanished again.
“Okay, sorry,” I said, picking the phone back up. “So, what were you saying?”
“What were you saying? You’re not telling me you went and got a boyfriend you don’t like?”
I fidgeted. “Uh—”
“You did,” she sighed. “And you’re living with him?”
“It’s not that I don’t like him, just,” I mumbled, “I feel like I have to be careful about everything I say and do around him or he’ll get mad.”
I wanted to kick myself. Why was I already launching off into my relationship issues? This was absolutely not the place for it. But somehow it felt like… well, like the place for it. Aubrey had always been the best listener, and as soon as I heard her voice again, I felt comfortable. Safe. Like I wasn’t being judged. God, if that wasn’t a novel feeling.
“Erin, sweetheart, you deserve better than that. If you can’t feel safe and at home literally at home, around your own partner, where are you supposed to feel safe and at home?”
Damn. She hadn’t lost her skill for the perfect cutting remark, for getting right to the heart of things. “I guess… I just feel like I’m judging him unfairly.”
“Sounds like you’ve bought into his conditioning that problems are all your fault, too. Including not liking him being your fault, too.”
“Holy—slow down,” I said.
“Was that mean or something? Sorry.”
“No, no.” I pulled the phone away from my ear for a second, just trying to center myself. She was exactly right. That was exactly what happened, and it was eerie how easily she’d just cut right to it.
“Can I get you started with something to drink?” A waitress had appeared, a pretty woman with perfect makeup and hair the same shoulder-length dirty blonde as mine. I was a makeup girl, so I might have spent a second appreciating how well her foundation was blended.
“Can I get an iced tea and the pulled chicken with asparagus and hollandaise?” I blurted. I had the phone to my ear again as soon as she had her back turned.
“Am I interrupting a dinner date or something?” Aubrey said.
“You are my dinner date. I’m just here by myself to talk to you.”
She laughed. “Thank god. My friends were just getting on my case about me not dating in a year. Now I can really show them up. So, your boyfriend.”
“Forget him for a second. How have you been? You’ve probably gotten a great job as an artist, haven’t you?”
“Close enough. I’m a freelance graphic designer. It’s been working out well enough, except that I took on a mother of a project and I’m stuck on it right now. I can’t even get the aesthetic theme right. How about you, though?”
I pouted. “Hardly. I ended up in a boring office job trying to get a hundred different documents and Excel spreadsheets put in the right format day after day.”
“That doesn’t sound like anything you’d wake up excited for,” she said, and once again I felt a sinking feeling at how easily she cut right into my weak points. The mornings were all so hard. I cried some mornings. “Have you at least kept drawing?”
“No… I felt like it was a bad use of my time.”
“Nothing at all? Not even as a hobby?”
I looked out the window, feeling myself blush even thinking of it as something worth bringing up. “I mean… I do photography now instead, but I’m really bad at it.”
“Oh!” I could just hear her lighting up even through the phone. “That’s so exciting. You should show me some pictures. I’ll send you some of my graphic design work, too.”
“Oh, please. I can’t share my photos,” I laughed nervously. “Especially not if you’re sharing your actual, highly-paid professional work. I’ll feel like a tool.”
“Sweetheart, let’s look at this objectively. One, I don’t really know what makes a good photo or a bad one, so as long as you’re taking clear pictures of interesting things, I’ll think it’s great. Two, I’ve missed you and think you’re awesome, so you could take a blurry picture of some dead grass and I’d think it’s amazing. And three, art is expression, not a competition. Even if you want to bring skill into it, everyone is starting precisely where they are at this precise moment, and there’s no shame in that.”
I looked down, barely even noticing when the waitress showed up with my food. “I mean… I guess so.”
“You were always so excited to share your drawings while you were learning too. And honestly, I loved your style so much. So don’t underestimate yourself.”
Don’t underestimate yourself. Maybe I’d been underestimating myself this whole time, in so many ways.
“I’ll… share some of my best shots,” I said. “Thanks, Aubrey. You know, I missed you a lot. I’m sorry we ended up not talking. It was really my fault.”
“Hey, we’re talking now.”
Just like that. As if all that time hadn’t even passed. God, Aubrey was amazing.
I went through four glasses of iced tea, through my meal and then through a slice of cake with an espresso, a solid two hours there talking to Aubrey before I even remembered Tanner. Somehow, though, even as I told Aubrey I had to get going and go face the music of taking the entire evening to go pick up a couple groceries—even as I knew full well what getting home would be like, I felt lighter and freer than I had in years.
I could handle Tanner. And I could do that attendance form tomorrow. I’d have it done before lunch tomorrow, even, so I could take on some extra work in the afternoon. And after it all, it would be time for another call with Aubrey.
It felt like we never even stopped talking. Like I’d just fallen asleep for four years, and now we were back on track.




Chapter 4
Aubrey








“Are you kidding me?” Mack looked like she’d grab me by the shoulders and shake me to death if she could reach. “That was a quick returning a message?”
“Sorry,” I laughed. Mack had joined me outside—out where the sea breeze smelled fresh and briny, where the other houses along the way were all lit up, the glows from their windows illuminating the colorful faces of the other houses around them. “It was Erin.”
Mack’s expression changed in a blink. “Erin? Isn’t that… you mean your friend from before you moved out here?”
“Yeah. I mean, she lives in Nebraska, so she was always a distance friend, but we also drifted apart not long before I moved.”
“Weren’t you best of best friends?”
“Oh, yeah. Absolutely. She got me through college without me losing my mind. And kept me alive when I thought I was straight and had to deal with dating guys.”
Mack wrinkled her nose. “Gross. Is she straight, too?”
“Yeah. And her current boyfriend is a jackass, from the sounds of things, what do you know.”
“What do you know,” Mack echoed, getting up. “Well, the party’s winding down now, maybe ‘cause the birthday girl vanished for hours, but there’s still some of us hanging out here if you wanna come dance. Anyway, I’m glad for you. You’ve got some light in your eyes again. Looks like that Erin girl is good for you.”
“Feel like I could take on the world,” I said, jumping out of the seat. “Let’s dance until we drop.”
I followed her back inside, and I even felt a little bit of an appetite, enough to sneak away with some snacks and go through them in the kitchen. I freaked out a little when the door opened, but I relaxed when it was Hailey coming in. She looked just as surprised to see me.
“Oh, sorry,” she laughed. She had a faint French accent—not that she was French, but if I recalled correctly, she’d spent the last three years there and accidentally picked up the accent.  She’d mentioned how embarrassed she was when she came back to the States and realized everyone talking funny here meant she was the one with the accent now. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I was just looking for some water before I pass out. Happy birthday, though, Aubrey.”
I wondered if Britney had sent her in here. “Thanks,” I said, putting the food back. “How have you and Brian been doing?”
“Brian’s okay. Last I checked in with him, he was in the middle of some kind of scuffle with a distributor, so, well, nothing new.”
“And you?”
“I’m in a good place,” she said. “I have enough clients I’m going to have a meltdown any day now, and that’s a good thing, I’m pretty sure.”
I laughed. If I didn’t know that feeling. “You’ll be all right. Don’t forget to unplug. It’s not just for your own health, although that’s more important than any work. Turning off sometimes makes sure you can be more present when you are working, get better work done faster. And be happier for it.”
She gave me a funny smile. “You’re right, of course. Guess that’s what I should expect from such a successful freelancer. Well, I’m here to unplug now, so I guess I should stop talking about work. I’ve heard you’re quite a dancer.”
“I’m a terrible dancer, but I have so much fun doing it that doesn’t matter.”
She laughed. “Let’s go dance a little.”
I wondered briefly if Britney really had sent her. Telling her to go finagle a dance with me seemed like exactly a Britney thing to do. But I just wanted to let go, so I nodded. “Get your water first, though. Hydration is good for your mind and your skin.”
“Both of which could use some work,” she laughed, but I wasn’t having any of it. She did freelance copywriting, most of it technical, and she had skin so smooth I would swear she’d been airbrushed by the real-life Photoshop gods. But I wasn’t about to tell her any of that. I didn’t want Britney’s plan to work.
She was a good dancer, too, I found out once we got back to the other room. She stuck close to me, moving so fluidly you’d think she was born doing it, and she kept shooting glances at me with her powerful blue eyes, almost navy blue.
She was attractive, no doubt. I could see why drunk Britney would want to hit on her.
But I was feeling like a kid on Christmas Eve, just thinking about getting to talk to Erin again tomorrow. Wondering when I’d see her photos, excited to get back home and send her some of my best samples, just bubbling over thinking what she might say about them. She had such a good eye. She wouldn’t just say nice things like “it’s good!” or “I love it,” I knew she’d be pointing out the way I worked on the composition, she’d be impressed by the branding there in my color palettes, she’d immediately notice how much skills I’d developed in capturing the movement of the eye. And what would her photos be like? She said she wasn’t any good, but quite frankly, I didn’t buy it for a second.
I wanted to get out of that party already. Screw my birthday. I’d gotten the present I’d wanted, and it was a message from my favorite person.
*
Erin’s photos were amazing.
I mean, I said all that about how I didn’t know a good photo from a bad one, but I was a graphic designer. I had a basic idea for compositions and stuff. And I’d said all that about how she just had to take a clear picture of an interesting thing and I’d like it, but my favorite photo was a semi-unfocused picture of a rock, taken with an extra wide lens so it was towering like some kind of legendary monolith. She had this serious skill to frame and bring dynamism to the most ordinary things, and I was living for it.
The only problem was that I couldn’t squeeze more than ten photos from her. The rest, she claimed, weren’t any good. Which was not a very Erin thing to say, not the Erin I’d known.
I was on my laptop on my veranda, the cobblestone street below me that led to the ocean bustling with life. With the sun bright as could be, the colors of all the different buildings came to life. But even sitting above this slice of paradise, all I could pay attention to was a stupid chat client on my laptop that I hadn’t used in years, and the phone to my ear.
I snapped a bunch of pictures for her—I was no photographer, but just to show her where I lived now, a little island off the coast in Delaware, as colorful and charming as anywhere could be. The weather was awful most of the time, the people were all loud—not that I could criticize—and housing was stupid expensive, but I’d never get tired of the seaside views with colorful houses all lined up.
“That’s so beautiful!” Erin said when I sent her the photos. “I’m really jealous. Tanner and I live on the outskirts of the city and we just have a view of a road full of potholes.”
“Girl, I used to live in Ohio, you know. Trust me, I know what you mean.”
She laughed. “God, I’d hate to go to Ohio. Is there even anything there?”
I shrugged. “Ohioans. And US presidents-to-be. Have you done any traveling? You used to talk about it all the time.”
“None,” she said, her voice just full of regret.     “I don’t feel like I have the time or the energy for it, and I don’t know where I’d go… who I’d go with, I guess. I’m not really interested in solo travel.”
“You should visit me.” I felt a rush even saying it.
She paused for a second, and then laughed nervously. “Tanner would be furious. I mean, unless I brought him, but he probably wouldn’t want to go traveling anywhere unless it were his idea.”
“He sounds like such a bitch,” I said before realizing I was calling her boyfriend a bitch. Oops. Me and my filter again. Luckily she took it in stride with a laugh. “Did he chew you out yesterday for being home late?”
“Oh, yeah. Forever. I felt like I was in an investigation.”
I kind of wanted to punch the guy. “You should just ditch him.”
“Aubrey!” she whisper-yelled, and then laughed nervously. “You’re a bad influence.”
“What? I mean it. He’s not making you happy, he’s not helping you be better. Are you going to marry him, or do you want to break up one day? Those are really the only two options, and you’d better not say you want to marry him, so if you’re going to break up, why put it off for later?”
Slow down there, Aubrey. I had to reel myself back in. Still, it wasn’t like I didn’t mean every word I said.
She was quiet for a while before she said, “I… I don’t know. I wouldn’t have anywhere to go. It’s been all in his name, and he never wanted me to get a credit card, so I have no credit history from the past two years. And I don’t know how well I could afford a place just by myself. I’m kind of… stuck.”
I shifted in my seat, my brow narrowing, adjusting my grip on the phone. “You mean you want to leave, but you just don’t have the security to? He just has you trapped?”
“Oh, please don’t put it like that. I mean, things are fine most of the time—”
“Erin, birthdays come all the time, and before you know it, you’re old and all this time of your life has slipped away. How much of that limited lifetime do you want to spend staying with someone just because things are ‘fine most of the time?’”
“I—I don’t,” she mumbled. “But… I just can’t go anywhere.”
I looked out to the street. “You could come here.”
“What?” Her voice got squeaky.
“I mean, it’s gorgeous here, and the couch folds out into a bed because my friend Mack likes to pass out here sometimes.”
She was quiet for a long time. My heart was hammering. I mean, it was kind of a weird proposition, right? I was probably overstepping my boundaries with a really long step, but that was something I did on a regular basis.
“I couldn’t possibly,” she said. “I… listen, I have to get back to work. My break is ending soon.”
“Oh, sure,” I said, feeling a pang in my chest. God, I really didn’t want to push Erin away again. She was the only thing that really took my mind off that constant stress of I need to be working. “Have fun at work. Talk to you again this evening?”
“Yeah,” she said, hurried, and then a shuffle. “Aubrey—thanks. I really appreciate it. I mean it, really.”
“I want to punch the guy in the face, to be honest, but he’s too far away so I just want to settle for stealing his girlfriend.”
She snorted, and then it was just a few seconds of wheezing laughter. “I’ll talk to you tonight,” she said, and then she hung up.
I set the phone down, my heart soaring in my chest.
I could only imagine what it would be like to have her here. I mean, I knew on some level it wouldn’t happen—Erin wasn’t much of a risk-taker, not like me, and flying randomly across the country to live with someone you’ve only known again for two days? That was kind of a risky idea.
But Erin inspired me. When Erin was around, my ideas flowed, and I could do anything.
In fact, I think I already had some ideas for the big project I had. I just had to make some coffee first.




Chapter 5
Erin








My heart was dancing all through the rest of the day, collapsing forms Receptions-A through Receptions-F into one sheet that auto-calculated, now that I’d finished the applications forms early—thrilling stuff, really, but it wasn’t what was sending my heart soaring.
You could come here.
God, if that wouldn’t be a dream come true. Running away from Tanner to go stay with my old best friend in a place that looked like a storybook town, doing art together?
My heart was doing somersaults all through the workday, but I wasn’t sure if it was from excitement at the thought, or from the sheer gut-churning guilt and hesitation at the thought. Tanner would be in such a bad position without me around to pay rent too. And was I supposed to just leave my job with no notice? I couldn’t tell Tanner I was leaving, if I was planning on it. And if I gave them a notice, I was terrified Tanner would find out about it, somehow or other. He wasn’t the type to go inquiring about me or anything—I didn’t think—but I was still paralyzed with doubt.
And even then, what if I went and I just made Aubrey angry with me instead? I wouldn’t have a job there and there was a reasonable chance of me not getting a job any time soon. I could only freeload for so long. And then what would I do? I wouldn’t be able to come back, not after leaving Tanner like that.
It was too dangerous. Too risky. I was never good with taking risks, with changing the status quo. I knew deep in my heart I wouldn’t be able to do it, but… I could dream about it, right?
I gathered up my stuff at five o’clock and headed home, my insides still churning. I almost wished—no matter how stupid it was, I almost wished Aubrey had never offered me anything like that, so I wouldn’t have to take any responsibility in being miserable.
Miserable was a strong word. But it felt right.
When I got home, I smelled tomato sauce. Tanner was in the kitchen—and my heart sank at the sight of all the cooking utensils around him.
He’d been cooking dinner. And now he was going to try lording it over me, try to demand or just guilt-trip me into doing things for him because he’d cooked. I just really hoped it was going to be cleaning the bathroom or something, and not trying to guilt me into sex.
“Hey,” he said. “You’re home early today.”
“I didn’t forget anything today, did I?”
He sighed. “Am I your mom? Do I have to remind you of everything on your to-do list?”
I cringed. He never seemed to notice how much references to moms felt like sandpaper on a rash for someone who grew up without her mother. “What are you making?”
“Dinner. Set the table.”
I set the table, and we had a long, uncomfortable meal together, Tanner engrossed in his phone. I fidgeted with my phone under the table—he always got snippy when he saw me with my phone too much at a meal, even though he was the one always on his phone while we were eating.
Normally I just ate without doing anything and washed up as quickly as I could, always without saying anything. Just nodding along when Tanner started yelling about politics, and pretending to agree with everything he said even though I just wanted to run away from it all. Normally I was just in it to get through it as quickly as possible, but I couldn’t stay off my phone tonight, not when I could text Aubrey.
I felt a rush telling her I was stuck at an uncomfortable dinner with Tanner, when Tanner was sitting right across from me. When she suggested I accidentally spill his food, I had to try really hard not to smile or laugh, because then Tanner would tell me to get off my phone, and then he’d get off his phone and then try to force a conversation. So I just made like I was smiling a little bit at my pasta, for whatever reason, and told Aubrey not to make me laugh, so she said she’d give me something boring and linked me a law review article.
I did laugh. Tanner scowled at me. “What are you laughing at?”
“Nothing, just,” I started, “uh—I was reading.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Reading what?”
I checked. “Dr. Hallworth’s review on Minnesota state law regarding minimum sentencings for cannabinoid-related misdemeanors, looks like.”
He stared at me, and I couldn’t suppress another giggle. I hoped for a second he’d see I was having fun and decide not to bother me, but sure enough, he set down his phone and said, “How about we eat a meal together, like a normal couple?”
Right. Of course. I set down my phone, and had an uncomfortable meal in uncomfortable silence, finishing up as quickly as I could before standing up, thanking him for the food and washing up.
“I’m going out in a minute,” I said just before I left the room, hoping he’d just brush it off. Trying to play it cool. Instead, he turned on me with a weird look.
“To do what?”
I shifted. “Just… to go out. I need a walk. I feel like work took twice as long today.”
He snorted. “Welcome to the world the rest of us live in. You should try a ten-hour shift on your feet.”
Well, at least when he was talking about himself, he wasn’t thinking about me. I slipped away, packed up my camera bag, and tried to sneak it out as stealthily as possible. Tanner spotted it with a laugh.
“Going to go get some more rock photos?”
I seethed but I kept it all on the inside. “I was just going to… have it in case I saw anything nice.”
“In case you run into any cool rocks?”
I’d like you to run into a cool rock, I thought before realizing Aubrey had been getting to me. “I’ll… I’ll be back in a few hours.”
“I’ll look forward to washing all your laundry once you’re done crawling in the dirt to find your latest and greatest rock.”
I huffed out of the apartment, down the stairs, and practically stormed down the sidewalk the whole way until I was at the plaza again. This time, I hit up the café, and ordered a scone and a French press before I called Aubrey again.
“I was wondering what happened to you,” she said as soon as she picked up. “I was worried maybe you started reading the legal review and you were really into it.”
I giggled like I was a freaking ten-year-old girl. “Your stupid article made me laugh, and I had to explain to Tanner what I was laughing at. He made me put down my phone.”
“What, because laughing is prohibited in the household? Is it an official No Fun Allowed zone?”
“I mean, that’s not too far off,” I muttered, drinking my coffee. “He can’t even let me leave the apartment with my camera without making fun of me.”
“He makes fun of you for using the camera? You’re a photographer, for crying out loud!”
“I’m not a photographer. I just… take pictures.”
“That’s a photographer, sweetheart. That’s what makes you a photographer.”
“I mean, I’m not a real photographer—”
“Said everyone in the world with impostor syndrome.”
I went quiet. I couldn’t find anything to say. She kind of had a point.
“So,” I said, “tell me more about your work. I’m really curious what it’s like. You’re so skillful.”
“Changing the subject, huh? Well, you complimented me, so I’ll allow it.”
We went on for a while, the level of coffee in my French press slowly falling, feeling like the stress was melting off of me. Every time Tanner said something, it twisted a screw somewhere in me, winding me up a little tighter, and I had never found anything that loosened those screws until I talked to Aubrey again. Just the way she laughed, the way I could hear her smile, and the way everything she said was just a little over-the-top—she was the exact same as she had been. The same fearless, confident, fun-loving girl who lived her life in full color, the girl I’d loved so much back then. And now, too.
I was having so much fun, I didn’t even notice anyone coming up behind me until Tanner was right next to me, and I gasped, almost dropping my phone.
He was standing over me, a dirty look on his face, and I fumbled with the phone and hung up suddenly, shoving it under the table. He sat down across from me without a word, looking at my plate scattered with crumbs and the little French press and mug I had.
“Nice photography,” he said. “Who are you talking to?”
“No one,” I blurted. I could feel a flush in my cheeks, hot and ugly. “Just a friend.”
“What friend is this?” He folded his hands on the table.
“I… just someone I met on the internet.” My heart was racing. I couldn’t even breathe right. The look in his eyes was dangerous. I felt like I was in a police investigation. “We were talking about photography. I just stopped in here for a scone.”
“Is it a man?”
I paled. “N-no. She’s a woman. And she’s on the other side of the country, too. I promise, I’m not cheating on you.”
“I wish you cared,” he said, and I shrank. “You can’t even manage two words at dinner, and here you are sneaking out to call up someone else. If it’s just a girl friend, why are you obviously hiding it?”
“I’m not hiding anything—”
“Let me see your phone.”
I clenched my phone harder. The thought of him seeing my chat history with Aubrey—or of him seeing my searches for one-way flights to Delaware—I couldn’t.
“Let me see your phone,” he repeated.
“I-I can’t,” I said. “We were… talking about her personal life and it’d be unfair of me to show it to anyone.”
“Why does everyone’s feelings matter but mine?” he snapped. I leaned back into the seat, my heart racing wildly out of control. “I’m sorry, would that be rude of you? You wouldn’t want to do that, now, would you?”
He was yelling now. I was frozen somewhere between wanting to run, and wanting to curl up and cover my head. I could feel tears coming on. “Tanner—”
“Don’t you start with me! You never do anything for me. I’m running everything and you don’t care, you never listen—”
“Sir,” a girl’s voice said—a barista approaching carefully with a look like she was approaching a hissing snake, “hi, thanks for choosing Sandy’s Corner Café. We appreciate—”
“You want to kick me out, just say it!” he snapped. The barista barely reacted.
“We appreciate your patronage, and we’d just like to remind you that company policy mandates there isn’t too much noise in the lobby. I hope we can—”
“I don’t even want anything from your stupid café.” He jumped to his feet, storming out, and I felt like a weight pulled off of my chest. I almost cried.
The barista watched him go, relaxing once the door closed behind him, and turned to me. “Are you okay, ma’am?”
“I’ll be… I’ll be all right,” I said. “Thank you.”
“We have a list of resources if you’re a victim of abuse. I can contact help if you’re in a bad situation.”
I gave her the best smile I could while feeling like I needed to break down for a while. “Thank you. I’m all right.”
“We’re closing in an hour, but I’ll be here closing up for half an hour after, and you can stay that little bit longer if you need it.” She turned away, back to the counter, and I sank back into the seat.
I’d have to leave this place a really good review.
But for now, I had to find a way through the night. And I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be in the same bed as Tanner.
I knew full well it would only make the situation worse, but I opened my phone and searched for the nearest motel.




Chapter 6
Aubrey








I think it goes without saying I didn’t get any work done after Erin just suddenly freaking vanished in the middle of our conversation. Just talking like everything was normal, and then a gasp, a clatter, and silence. I’m not gonna say I screamed at my phone or anything, but, well, I may have been louder than I intended.
I spent a good thirty minutes just pacing, sending her a few more messages than probably made sense—I mean, it was probably the same difference whether I sent one or thirty, right? I doubted she saw my message and just thought, eh, doesn’t matter.
When she called me back I made a sound that I think a bird would make if you stepped on its foot, and I answered the phone with my hand shaking. I mean, I was half-expecting a hostage taker to be the one there or maybe the mortician telling me Erin was a smoldering pile of debris now, so suffice to say I wasn’t in my best mind.
“Erin?”
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quivering so much I wanted to cry just listening to it. “I must have scared you. I’m okay.”
Okay, I was half expecting her to be dead or dying, and the other half was expecting her to just have dropped her phone and the battery popped out or something. I wasn’t really expecting something between those two extremes. “What happened?” I said, trying to rein in my thoughts.
She was quiet for a while. I heard her walking, the sounds of a small town center at night.
“Aubrey,” she said, after the longest pause, “I…”
“You what?” I blurted. “What happened? Are you okay?”
“Did you actually mean it?” she mumbled. “Can I stay with you?”
I didn’t know what the hell that Tanner guy had done, but I was about ready to make him into a rug. “Of course. Are you going to do it?”
“How soon would you be able to have me? And… uh… how long? I don’t…” I heard her adjust her grip, the phone moving, and then her voice, coming back tightened. “I don’t know if I feel safe anymore.”
“Shit,” I said. “Did he hurt you?”
“Not… not yet.”
I was going to murder that man. I was going to murder that man. Or steal his girlfriend, at least. “For crying out loud, come here tonight and stay until you die of old age, if that’s what it takes.”
She laughed. “I’m not going to go tonight, don’t worry.”
“Why not? How safe are you right now? Do you have a place to sleep tonight?”
“I can’t afford a last-minute ticket,” she laughed nervously.
“Then I’ll help you pay for it!”
“Okay, Aubrey, don’t—don’t worry so much.”
“You’re not safe, of course I’m worried!” I paced the room, nervous energy carrying me around the room and out to pace the other room too.
“You’re really okay with me just… as soon as possible?”
“Okay with it? I’m this close to flying to Assholetown, Nebraska and dragging you back by the ear!”
“By the ear? That cannot be the best way to bring a person anywhere with you.”
“I never do things practically! Now get your ass over here!”
She laughed, and just the sound of it relieved a few thousand pounds of tension in my chest. I collapsed on the sofa.
“I already booked a motel for tonight, so I’ll be okay tonight. I’ll get a flight for tomorrow.”
Holy guacamole. This was real. This was, like, the ultimate sleepover. I could have jumped, twirled and laughed around the room.
All from that one happy birthday message. Erin was such a magnificent bastard.
*
There’s one thing about Erin that did not change in the least in the past four years: she wanted as little help as possible. She would not let me pick her up from the airport, under the reasoning she already felt guilty enough about crashing at my place.
As if this wasn’t the most exciting thing that happened to me all year. Like, at least. So, at her insistence, I stayed at my place and just gave her the address, waited for her to show up, but she didn’t stipulate not to prepare a party.
“I can’t believe you’re already moving in with this girl you just talked to two days ago,” Mack said, sitting on my sofa and helping blow up balloons. “That’s gotta be, like, Olympic-level.”
“She’s not my girlfriend,” I laughed. “It’s not like that. I’m only mostly a stereotypical lesbian.”
“She just that adventurous, you open the offer for her to stay at your place and she’s there like it’s nothing?”
I looked down from where I was putting up streamers. “She had a really bad situation at home. I shouldn’t say too much, and to be honest, I don’t know if I should have even said that, so let’s just leave it at that.”
Mack scrutinized me, her hazel eyes squinted before she occupied herself with another balloon. “I’m glad, though. I know you think it’s just this project, but I feel like the past half a year or so you’ve been getting into more and more of a rut. You’re always working yourself to the bone, but since you started talking to her, you’re inspired again. I think she’s gonna be good for you.”
“I’m glad I’m not the only one thinking that,” I laughed. “She’s feeling bad, like, ‘oh, I’m going to be such a burden.’ I should tell her I’m probably going to curl up in a corner and cry before long working without another artist like her around.”
“She’s an artist too?”
“She won’t admit it, but yeah.”
Britney crashed into the room with the grace of an angry elephant. “Shit, I’m late,” she blurted.
“Just late enough to avoid doing any of the decorating,” I said, stepping down from the stepladder I was using to get the streamers stuck to the ceiling. “Go grab the cake from the fridge.”
“Oh, there’s cake? Thank goodness I came. Oh yeah, and I can meet your girlfriend, too.”
“She’s not my girlfriend.”
“Uh-huh. She’s just coming to visit you from across the country because she platonically loves you so much. And I’m sure she’ll just platonically make out with you a little.”
“If you want cake in your mouth later, you’ll shut it now.”
That worked a little too well, to be honest. Britney went deathly quiet, and Mack finished the last of the balloons as I put the ladder away and paced the room, really trying to keep my cool.
I wasn’t freaking out or anything, it’s just that I was… freaking out.
“You’re so nervous,” Mack laughed. “The heck’s gotten into you? She really that special to you?”
“She was my best friend in the whole world for years! Like, stay up until two in the morning talking and text all through class, that level of obnoxious best friend! I remembered her birthday better than my brother’s! Even though it made my mom mad. All that, and I never met her face-to-face! Of course I’m excited!”
Mack grinned. “You sure you don’t have a crush on her?”
I pursed my lips. “I try very hard not to crush on straight girls, on principle. C’mon, just because I’m a lesbian doesn’t mean I want to make out with every girl I see.”
“Or any of them ever, judging by your boring-ass dating life,” Britney said.
“Do you want cake or not?” I shut her up with a dangerous look, and turned back to Mack. “Same goes to you. She’s going to be exhausted and nervous, so don’t say anything to make her feel awkward or embarrassed. You make one comment like that to her and I will throw down with you.”
“Of course, I wouldn’t dream of it,” Mack said. “That’s why I’m making all the comments I can now, while I still can.”
I was about to deliver a snarky comeback when I heard the door knock, so hesitant and weak I felt my heart jump into my mouth and just short of crawl out of my mouth and run around on the floor screaming. I jumped, and Britney smirked at me but I ignored her—something I was used to doing—and hurried over to the door.
I stopped, my hand on the handle. Why was I so nervous? This was Erin. She was the least intimidating person in the world. Still, I took a deep breath, patted myself down, checked myself. Made sure I looked good enough. I’d put on a dress and everything, a little red summer dress with pockets and a big statement belt. I’d agonized a while picking out the outfit. I hoped she liked simplicity.
She knocked again, even more hesitant this time, and I realized I’d been standing in front of the door for basically forever. I felt so much nervous lightness as I turned the handle, I felt like I was about to float away.
I pulled open the door and my breath just kind of… stopped. Holy shit. I hadn’t stopped to actually think to ask for, like… a selfie or anything. I knew she was beautiful before, but holy shit. She had skin just faintly sun-kissed, hair that faded from brown to a sandy blonde down to her shoulders, the most perfectly shaped cheeks, and light brown eyes with such long lashes—light brown eyes that were so warm, so comforting, and locked onto mine, hitching my breath in my throat as I saw them go wide.
She had makeup on too, smooth foundation and a touch of eyeliner, a brown nude on her lips, and she was wearing a sea-green button-down with a couple of subtle gold necklaces between the top few buttons, light khaki pants—she looked like a vision of a seaside summer, and I was floored.
I couldn’t speak for a second. I didn’t think I’d met someone so beautiful in… I don’t know. Luckily for me, she couldn’t seem to speak, either, just looking up at me one step above her.
“Oh my god you’re so pretty,” I blurted once I found words. I should really have kept looking for better words. I felt my cheeks burn. “Erin? Oh my god.”
She went red, too. It looked good on her. I think she could have turned purple and it would have looked good on her. “Aubrey… you look so different,” she whispered. God, her voice was just as sweet and clear as it had been on the phone. “I mean—in a good way. I love your… hair… like that. Wow…” She just breathed the last word.
We stared at each other. I mean, what was I supposed to do? We’d met ten years ago on the internet as angsty fifteen-year-olds, and here we were, face-to-face. And she was breathtaking.
That’s when I felt a pair of hands on my back—and judging by them on my shoulder blades, no way it was Mack—and they shoved me off the step.
I saw Erin’s eyes go wide for a second before I crashed into her, her arms wrapping around me and catching me. I sputtered, and she staggered back from the impact, leaning back and still holding me up off the ground. I hugged onto her just to keep from toppling, and I heard Britney cackle from behind me.
“You were just standing there and not hugging her or anything!” she laughed. “If she’s really your best friend, you hug her, you ditz!”
I wasn’t really hearing her—not because I was ignoring her as usual, but because Erin was holding me up, my head tucked into her neck. It was only a second before she put me down, her face red from the exertion, and then she started laughing. God, that was a relief. Just hearing her laughter, clear and pure, sweeter than anything in the world, I started laughing too. Just hearing her laughter, I felt like there weren’t any problems in the world anymore.
“Erin, it’s so great to finally meet you,” I said between laughs. “Unfortunately, this is Britney, my friend. Mack is inside, too. Come on! We’re throwing a party and everything. Where’s your stuff?”
She reddened and pulled on the straps of her backpack. “It’s, uh, it’s all here.”
I walked around her, eyeing her pack, and I whistled low. “That’s pretty impressive, getting all that packed so tightly.”
Britney snorted. “God, Aubrey, at least give her the cake before you go checking her ass.”
“Not that.” Although hers wasn’t bad at all, I wasn’t about to go checking it out. “Well, all right. Anything you need and you don’t have, we’ll buy it here.”
“Aubrey, I,” Erin started, tripping over her words. There were tears sprouting in her eyes. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to ever thank you enough. Seriously.”
“You say that, but you haven’t tried my cooking,” I said, leading her inside. “You’ll never want to thank me for anything after that.”
Britney attacked Erin with a hug as soon as she got inside, and Erin jumped. “Thanks for getting Aubrey’s head out of her butt. Don’t thank her, you’ll only encourage her.”
“Um,” Erin managed, fidgeting. I swatted Britney away.
“You’re going to break her if you keep hitting her with people,” I said. “Here, Erin, just set down your backpack, sit down, you’ve got to be exhausted. Um…” I felt my brain fritz out. “I don’t know what to do in this kind of situation. Do you want coffee? Or tea? Or hot chocolate? The cake? Or, wait, that’s dessert. The dinner comes first. No. Not dinner. Sorry. Lunch. But you’re jet-lagged. Is it breakfast time in your mind?”
She stared at me with her mouth hanging open, and then she laughed long and hard, everyone just staring at me. Eventually, she managed, “You have so much more chill over the internet.”
Britney and Mack both laughed. I stood there, red-faced and defeated.
“That is not it! This is just so unbelievable. I can’t believe it. I think I’m the one who needs to sit down.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” Mack said, walking past Erin to the refrigerator. “Don’t worry, I made lunch. Let’s get you fed and get you rested.”
“Yeah, what she said,” I said. “Mack is the one with all the chill.”
Erin sat down—Erin! At my kitchen table! With party store decorations all around us! It was blowing my mind still—and practically glowed. “You know, Aubrey, you can lose your chill all you want. I’m happy to see you excited.”
If me being freaked out was going to make her happy, she was going to be very happy today.




Chapter 7
Erin








I had not come here prepared for the rush of sensations.
The place was beautiful. The pictures hadn’t done it justice. While I’d been on my way to Aubrey’s place, I’d been looking around in total awe, picturing all the photos I could take—it really was a fairytale town by the sea, and I was in love. And then all the commotion at Aubrey’s house?
Just that would have already been exhausting. But it was Aubrey herself who left me speechless.
I remembered back before we’d stopped talking, she’d been a cute, nerdy recluse girl, one of two hoodies in every photo she took, with long messy brown hair and a look like she was thinking of something else. When she opened the door in front of me, and stood there looking like some kind of summer goddess? She had her brown hair all cut short, like pixie-cut short, this confident glow about her face, blue eyes shining, and she looked incredible in her dress. I didn’t think I’d ever seen anyone so pretty in my life. This was her—successfully following her dream, looking like a fashion model, living in a salmon-pink house with flowering vines up the walls in a seaside fantasy town.
And then there was me, a runaway bum who’d quit her aspirations to live a boring life. I felt so out of place, sitting at her kitchen table, with a whole entire party thrown around me and everything. Mack served roast chicken with potato salad, and I almost cried at how good it was. Tanner had always made maybe the same five meals, and none of them had any flavor.
It was like the Wizard of Oz, where Dorothy gets swept off to Oz, a land that actually has color. Except there wasn’t just color here, but flavor, too.
Aubrey was studying me while I was eating, those big blue eyes that were just so effortlessly beautiful I felt jealous thinking about it. “Are you okay? You look like you want to cry. If you don’t like potato salad—”
“It’s good,” I choked, actually crying now. “It’s really good. Thank you, Mack.”
Mack cocked her head. “What, did you not have food where you came from?”
“My boyfriend always wanted to be the one cooking, but…” I trailed off when I realized this was not the kind of thing I needed to be sharing with everyone.
“But he sucked at cooking?” Mack supplied.
“I mean, he wasn’t bad, it’s just…” I wiped a tear away. Ugh. So much for making a good first impression. My heart was still pounding, and I had to keep from sneaking glances at Aubrey. “It’s just nowhere near as good as this. I’ve never had anything this good.”
“Wow,” Mack said. “I, uh… thanks.”
“Damn, Aubrey said you were having a bad time over there, but she didn’t say what.” Britney—she was the tall, noodly one with the blonde bun and eyes so green I think they must have been painted onto her face—leaned in to study me. “So it was bad food?”
“Erin’s had a long day,” Aubrey said, “and a long week, and no one needs to go interrogating her about any hard topics.”
I let my gaze drift back to Aubrey, and she stared right back into my eyes. The whole world just… stopped.
Was this what it was like to have someone you really trusted? To be around a real friend, someone who really valued you? I felt like she was the whole world. I couldn’t stop thinking about the shape of her jawline, her eyebrows, the slope of her nose, just how beautiful she was, how perfect she was. My heart felt light. Maybe this was what love was supposed to be like.
“Time for cake?” Britney suggested, pulling me out of my reverie. I flushed. How long had I just been staring at her? She had the same reaction, so I wasn’t the weird one, at least. I guess she was just as amazed as I was that we—one another, that we were real. That we were really here.
We had cake and tea, just talking. Britney was a florist, which, honestly? Working with flowers on a paradise island? That sounded like the dream. Mack worked for a company that did communications technology, which sounded boring on the face of it, but when she got into the company’s current project to make messaging clients more accommodating to visual impairments, she lit up, getting into it with an intensity I admired. I hadn’t felt that much intensity for my work since… well, ever. She lit up talking about her girlfriend, too, telling me I’d have to meet her sometime.
Honestly, especially after my last experience with boyfriends, I wished I were a lesbian. I actually envied her.
When the party ended, though, I was crushed with fatigue. The flights had been exhausting, taking the bus had been exhausting, and honestly, after getting lost, finding my way to Aubrey’s house had been exhausted. All the excitement that had kept me going fell away, and suddenly all I wanted to do was sleep.
Luckily, Aubrey caught it, because heaven knows I wasn’t about to say anything. I felt like I was intruding and I didn’t dare try dictating what they did when I was there—when Aubrey had quite possibly saved my life bringing me here asking for absolutely nothing.
“Okay,” she said, “great meal, great cake, great party, but Erin needs some rest. And Mack needs to go to work.”
“Hey, I told my boss this was important,” Mack said. “Things are different when you have six employees.”
“And Mack needs to go to work,” Aubrey repeated, a little louder. “Be a good little girl now.”
Mack—who was tiny—went a shade of incandescent red. “You wanna say that again, you gangly bean pole of a human being? You wanna pile up those noodle legs in wet noodle piles so you can get your head out of the stratosphere and talk to us normal life forms on earth?”
Britney had to help Mack out the door with her as she went. I laughed—laughed until I was breathless, and then until there were tears in my eyes.
“You okay?” Aubrey said, sitting next to me. “You’ve been through a lot.”
I wiped my eyes. “This is so wonderful. You’re all so much fun. I’m so happy to be here. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”
“Repay me? What?” Aubrey laughed. “For what, giving me the most incredibly awesome sleepover in my life? Kick that whole repayment talk. We’re besties. And I’m happy to have you. Now, let’s get you a nap.”
I nodded and picked up my dishes, and she pulled them out of my hands, setting them aside. “I’m doing the dishes,” she insisted.
“What? No. You set all this up, it’s only fair I clean up.”
She grabbed me by the hands and I shut up. She had such soft hands, and—it had been so long since I’d held anyone’s hand before, and it had felt borderline dangerous then. Now, here, with Aubrey? It felt safe.
“We can talk about house responsibilities later, sweetheart. Let’s get you some sleep.”
“Okay,” I breathed. Was I flushing? To think Aubrey—my best friend, and she was, because it really was like all those years had never happened—to think she was here holding my hands, and everything was going to be okay…
My stomach swam when I saw the look in her eyes, looking into mine. She was a couple inches taller than me, and the way she looked down into my eyes with that intense expression reminded me almost of Tanner, but back in those early months—back when what we’d had was passionate and excited. Part of me got so mixed up I wanted to fall into her arms.
She flushed and looked away. “Whoa. Didn’t mean to stare. I was just admiring your makeup. I haven’t had the gumption to put on makeup in ages. You look really pretty.”
“I need it,” I laughed, and she shot me a look, this time loaded. “You’re already gorgeous. Why would you need makeup?”
“Please,” she laughed, leading me off into the next room. A little living room, with a staircase along the wall and a sofa, pulled out and set as a bed. “Tell me if you need anything. I’ll take you on a mind-blowing tour of the city once you’re ready, so rest up.”
Judging by the way I was gazing into her eyes like some hopeless lover, I needed plenty of rest. I tore myself away, sitting down slowly on the bed, before I had a realization.
“I didn’t bring any pajamas,” I said, without even realizing I was saying it. She raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t worry, half my stuff is pajamas. Might be a little bit short on you, but I don’t think the sheets will be too offended if they see your ankles.”
So, that’s how one little happy birthday message, sent when I was feeling upset about myself, led to me sleeping in Aubrey’s pajamas in a sofa bed on the other side of the country three days later.
Or, well, “sleep” was a lofty word. I lay down in the bed, tucked up in the blankets with the curtains all drawn, the lights out, and Aubrey quietly working upstairs. And no matter how exhausted I was, there was a voice in the back of my head saying this isn’t your house. You haven’t earned this. You’re a stranger here. You haven’t earned this.
I spent probably half an hour rolling in bed. I couldn’t get comfortable yet. Find a job first, and then I could relax. Find a job, and a place of my own, and then I could relax. Find a job, a place of my own, and find some way to repay Aubrey for this, and then I could relax.
Ugh. Every second I was awake, the conditions for relaxing were getting harder and harder. What if Tanner tracked down my flight and found out I’d come here? What if I got on Aubrey’s bad side and she told me to go find my own place?
Or worse, what if I got on her bad side, she wanted me to find my own place, but she was too nice to ever hurt me and so she just suffered quietly for me, keeping me around while I just kept taking from her?
I didn’t get any restful sleep.
*
I wanted to look better.
I turned around in the mirror looking at myself in this dress, a flowy blue summer dress just to my knees, and I’d put on all the six pieces of jewelry I’d brought. I spent forever on my makeup, but I still felt like I was going to look like a disaster next to Aubrey.
“Progress report?” Aubrey said through the door.
“Ugh,” I said involuntarily, and she laughed. “I don’t know, done, I guess.”
“Don’t worry, if we run into any hot guys, I’ll scare them away anyway, so there’s no need to impress anyone.”
I pouted. “I don’t want to impress anyone, I just want to like the way I look.”
That wasn’t strictly true. I kind of wanted to impress Aubrey. The way she’d looked at me amazed when she saw me at the door—thinking she liked the way I looked made me irrationally happy in some way I couldn’t place.
But my hair was not cooperating today, and no amount of makeup could fix me.
“Erin, you’re, like, naturally flawless. What more do you want, rays of sunshine coming from your face and illuminating the darkened lands?”
Aubrey still had the same penchant for interesting turns of phrase. Still, her calling me naturally flawless was enough to get me out of the bathroom, where Aubrey beamed at me.
“See,” she said, smiling so brightly she could illuminate the darkened lands, “you look incredible. Now let me in there so I can brush my teeth and call it a day.”
She had her hair all messed up, sticking up in places, and she was wearing a sweater with a giant cartoon hamster and plenty of coffee stains, with shorts. Suddenly I felt like I’d overdressed.
But she was incredibly beautiful, even just in that, so, honestly, maybe I had to dress a little more to keep up.
It was just a little outing to the amusement park. It was the island’s big attraction, and I had to see it on day one. This wasn’t a date. I was being silly.
But I had committed fully to being silly, and so I would.
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It tied me up in knots, the way Erin was still prettier than me, and by a lot this time. The way she dressed up, the way she had her makeup looking effortless… I really wanted to know what she looked like without it, in some trashy outfit like I always wore, but she wouldn’t let me see.
I’d honestly planned in going in my at-home garb, but she dressed like such an absolute showstopper I felt compelled to change too. So once the evening was well underway, we set out with me in flannel and jeans and her in that dress, and I realized as we were walking down the way past the open market, smells of street food making my stomach turn a little, that we were the exact definition of a butch/femme couple. I mean, me in short hair and flannel, her with the long hair and a dress all dolled up in makeup and jewelry, walking side by side in the evening towards a freaking amusement park?
Ugh. Britney would have a field day with this if she found out. It didn’t help that I kept sneaking sideways glances at Erin—at least until I tried right when she was sneaking a sideways glance at me, and we made eye contact.
Crap the eye contact. I didn’t know what it was about her, but somehow every time we made eye contact, I couldn’t stop. She was so damn captivating I hated it. I mean, I loved it, but when it was to the point where I’d look over at her, meet her gaze and just stop in the street?
People kept walking past us. I wasn’t really aware of them. All I was thinking was how even in the low light of the setting sun and the streetlights, she just seemed to glow, like everything about her was in perfect clarity.
“Something wrong?” she said, in her small voice that felt like a kitten purring. I shuddered. She could do some kind of ASMR thing with that voice.
“Nothing,” I said, forcing myself on.
I was getting weird around her. I mean, I know I was a little freaked out just to see this had all really happened, but… damn. I had thought she would be the one freaked out—she’d just fled from an abusive live-in boyfriend across the country to stay in my place, and she seemed as calm as could be now.
“Thanks for taking me,” she said. “I haven’t gotten to just… go out for fun in a while.”
“If you want to, I do it way more often than I even want to sometimes, so you’ll get plenty of opportunities now that you’re here.” Although I couldn’t help thinking I’d enjoy them a lot more now with Erin here. “Eventually you get to a point where the amusement park is like a second home.”
When we did get to the amusement park, I could tell from the wonder in Erin’s eyes, the way her whole being seemed to light up, that milestone was still a long way off. It was gorgeous at night—the Ferris wheel lit up over the ocean, all these little buildings and stalls with lines, rides all lit up, little colorful lights alongside the winding cobblestone roads. Music came from all directions, and there were crowds of people milling around—mostly couples, seeing as how it was a Friday night. People came here from the mainland all the time for Friday nights.
“This is amazing,” she breathed. “I can’t believe this.”
“C’mon, you need a pretzel.”
“A pretzel?”
I took her by the wrist and led her in. “A pretzel. You know, the wiggly things with mustard. Or cinnamon sugar, if you’re a monster.”
She paused, and then laughed. “I like sweet things. Am I a monster?”
“If you are, you’re a very pretty monster,” I said, just automatically. Seriously? Was I taking her on a date after all? I was pretty sure she was straight. I didn’t need to do this kind of thing with straight girls. But here I was, just about holding her hand while I took her to an amusement park and told her platitudes about how beautiful she was.
I mean, it didn’t help that she was drop-dead gorgeous. That if she did like girls, I’d be lining the hell up.
Christ. I really was getting a crush on her.
“Stop it,” she laughed. “You’re much prettier than I am.”
I got up to the side of the pretzel stall and let go of her hand, rolling my eyes. As much as I wanted to dispute it, just the fact that there was someone as beautiful as Erin telling me she thought I was pretty was enough to make me feel a little weak.
The smell of pretzels was able to make even me hungry most of the time. There were throngs of people clustered around the stall, more of them still lined up at the window, and I ushered Erin over to the line.
“Popular,” she said, looking around. “They’re such a big deal here?”
“Wait until you try them. Then you’ll understand.”
The line moved fast, at least. I could see three people inside working double-time to churn out the pretzels. When we got up to the counter, I said, “One cinnamon sugar, please.”
Erin gave me a look. I paid, and got the pretzel, and turned around and handed it to Erin, who turned red.
“Aubrey,” she said, in that voice that made me feel like I was in trouble. I stiffened automatically. “You can’t go buying me food, too.”
I flushed. Maybe she was right. The way I felt light trying to buy her a pretzel, thinking I just wanted to see the look on her face when she tried it—maybe I shouldn’t have been pushing this. I should have known better than to have crushes on straight girls.
But I doubted that was what she meant. I really hoped it wasn’t, anyway. “Just for today,” I insisted, thrusting it in her face. She looked down, but took the pretzel, mumbling,
“Thank you, Aubrey…”
When she tried the pretzel, sure enough, I got what I’d come for. The look of revelation, like she’d just seen the light.
“This is amazing,” she said. “I never knew pretzels could taste like this. I’m just used to the little hard ones in bags.”
“Really?” My heart sank. “Ugh, your past life gets sadder every time I hear about it.”
She looked a little hurt. “I should probably leave it behind me.”
“I don’t mean that, just…” Just what? I looked away, out to where the little plaza overlooked the ocean—where couples sat on benches with their arms linked. “Just that I’m glad you’re here now, living a better life. C’mon, let’s go sit down.”
We sat together by the waterfront and gazed out, out to the endless rolling ocean. The smells of it all—the brine of the sea, the pretzels, and of course, all the fried food behind us—it smelled like home to me by now.
Except now my home had Erin in it.
I looked down at her sitting next to me, taking small bites of her pretzel—so delicate, so dainty, I almost laughed. The night breeze, just barely warm, tossed her hair around her head, and when a strand of it landed over her nose, I reached out without thinking and pulled it back.
She looked over at me, and we made eye contact again—that irresistible, uncontainable pull of her gaze. I hoped it was dark enough she couldn’t see me flush, because right there, just for a moment, I was entranced.
“My hair’s too long,” she laughed after a second.
“I think it’s perfect,” I said. “But—but we can always take you to a salon if you want. Short hair’s great.”
She brushed her hair back over her shoulder. “You like my hair? I actually dote on it a lot.”
God she was gorgeous. “I love it. I can’t even believe how pretty you are.”
“Oh, stop it,” she laughed, slapping me on the arm. “Aubrey…”
My heart skipped a little. “Yeah?”
“This is a dream come true,” she whispered, the wind almost snatching her voice away entirely. “Thank you. Really. I mean it. Thank you so much.”
“A dream come true,” I repeated, in a trance.
“Getting to be here with you. With my best friend.”
Breathing got really hard for a second there. “Me… me too. It’s a really exciting time for me too. I’ve felt more inspired than ever in my work since we started talking again. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for you coming here, too.”
She looked down. “I’ll try not to stay on your sofa until I die of old age, though. I want to try to find a job as soon as possible.”
“What do you want to do?”
She shrugged. “I’ll take anything, at this point. I mean, I don’t have a lot of skills… I can make Excel sheets work well and I can make Word documents look pretty. That’s about it.”
“You can do photography.”
She laughed. “I’m not going to list photography as a professional skill. I don’t think I’m good enough to be a professional photographer.”
“That’s a big old lie,” I said. “Let me guess. Your ex-boyfriend told you you had no future in photography, and that’s why you’re shy about it.”
She hunched over. “I mean, it’s not really just that he was mean about it…”
“So, that’s a yes but specifically a yes where you want to give him the benefit of the doubt for whatever reason.” I shook my head. “Erin, as long as you’re here, I’m going to try to get it through to you that you can do amazing things and that you deserve an amazing life. That’s my mission. Okay?”
She sighed. “I love you so much, you know.”
The way my heart felt like it just melted into a puddle of ooze when she said that made one thing dangerously clear for me:
I was absolutely, undeniably crushing on Erin.
And that was not okay.
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“C’mon, let’s go, let’s go!” Britney was moving even when she was standing still, shifting from her left foot to her right foot.
“I can’t believe you’re just walking in here and stealing my best friend,” Aubrey complained, leaning against the stairwell of her—our—living room. “She’s barely even gotten to sleep. Do I want to know what you’re going to do with her?”
“I just don’t trust you to show her anything interesting! What’d you even do yesterday?”
I lit up, remembering the little amusement park—how gorgeous it had all been, how beautiful I’d felt sitting over the water with Aubrey next to me, and eating a pretzel that was unfairly good. “She bought me a pretzel.”
“A pretzel!? She flies a billion miles and all you do is get her a pretzel!” Britney threw her hands up. “Tell me it was at least cinnamon sugar.”
“You’re such a monster,” Aubrey sighed.
“It was cinnamon sugar, though,” I said. Aubrey grinned.
“Yeah, but you’re a cute monster. Britney’s just scary.”
Britney put a hand to her chest. “Excuse me!” she said, mock outrage in her voice, before she thought it over. “Okay, true, though. Erin, you’re ready to go, right?”
I stood up, putting my hands to my chest. I was still so tense, so nervous, trying to put on a show and look like a good girl. God, the last thing I wanted to do was make any of them mad at me. “I’m ready. Thanks for taking me, Britney.”
“She’s sweet. You got a good bestie,” Britney said, leading me out the front door and into the delicious, warm and salty air before she got a devilish look on her face.
She was scheming something. And as soon as she closed the door to Aubrey’s place behind her, she shared it.
“Are you a good wing girl?”
“Like—” I sputtered. “Like helping you land a boyfriend or something?”
“Yeah, that kind of thing. Not for me, though, for Aubrey. She thinks she doesn’t need to date, but it’s obviously killing her.”
I studied Britney’s face. “So… the clothes-shopping—”
“Oh, yeah, we’re still gonna do that. I fucking love this one boutique on Peach Street, and you’re gonna love it too, I can just tell from your vibes. But we’re also gonna go facilitate some…” She struck a pose, one arm up over her head, and forced a bad French accent. “Romance.”
“You said Aubrey was busy.”
“Yes, and it was a lie. Obviously we can’t take her out while we’re scheming about getting her laid. Anyway, you’re her best friend, so I figured it was only fair. I’ve got the prospect scoped, a freelance writer named Hailey who already has a little crush on her, and we just need to push them together.”
I scrunched up my face. Hailey? Wasn’t that a girl’s name? I mean… that was kind of cute, though. Manly men were never my thing, and I’d give some brownie points to a guy called Hailey. “Well… all right. So, where to?”
“Shipwreck Café,” she said. “That’s where Hailey and Brian are always meeting up. Let’s move.”
Britney just had so much energy, the way she moved and the way she spoke like she was running out of time. It was so refreshing, so much fun, I found myself pulled into her pace, and before long we were hustling down the street, Britney pointing out landmark places so quickly she sounded like an auctioneer. Zero chance I’d be remembering any of them.
Something about the thought of getting Aubrey a boyfriend, though, I couldn’t place. It gave me this funny sensation in my gut, some kind of hesitation that bordered nervousness. Was it because of the experience I’d had with a boyfriend?
The Shipwreck Café was gorgeous. I was thinking it’d just be a name, but it went the whole nine yards. It was by the side of a charming cobblestone plaza, with a wrought-iron fence like a ship’s railing, porthole windows, old worn galleon planks up the walls. The front door looked like it had been taken right from an old-style cabin boat, too, and a ship’s bow jutted out from above the door.
“Fancy place, huh? A lot of this stuff is actually reclaimed from real shipwrecks. This place is old as the hills. Cultural landmark. Don’t get the brew coffee, though, it tastes like dirt. I’ll get you a latte if you like coffee.”
I struggled to keep up. “I can buy—”
“Nuh-uh. You’re in your honeymoon phase here. Let us treat you until we all get bored of it, and then you’ll be able to buy your own stuff after that.”
I looked down, flushing. I couldn’t even believe just flying over here ended up with everything in the world practically being handed to me. “Thank you, Britney.”
“God, you’re sweet,” she squealed. “I adore you.”
I squirmed, and just headed inside without a word. She laughed, following me.
The place smelled homey, woody, a little briny. Big reclaimed galleon-style tables were bolted down into the floor and a half-wall out to the outside overlooked the plaza, with barstools along it. There were a few people scattered around, and I just stood there for a minute taking it all in before I noticed Britney was ordering me a latte.
I was scanning the room looking for Hailey—obviously I had no idea what I was looking for, but just making sure there were no men in here who weren’t up to Aubrey’s standards.
Unfortunately, every single one of them gave me pause. Aubrey was perfect and I wouldn’t want to entrust her to any of these deadbeats.
“Here you go,” Britney said, pulling me from my thoughts, shoving a latte into my hand. “C’mon. Ready to meet our pairing?”
“Yeah,” I said, my heart racing as I followed her to the other side of the café. It felt like I was meeting a potential suitor for myself.
We came up on where a man in a checkered button-down and close-shaved black hair sat at a laptop, next to a woman with long, luscious brown hair that looked impossibly milk-chocolate, looking amazing in a colorful maxi dress and talking to the man in a low voice, pointing to her own laptop. She looked up and smiled at Britney, and then looked quizzically over to me as Britney sat us down.
“Hey, hope I’m not interrupting,” Britney said. “Oh, who am I kidding. I’m always interrupting. That’s my MO. Brian, Hailey, this is Aubrey’s best friend, Erin. She just moved to the island. Erin, Brian and Hailey.”
My mind shut off.
Hailey was a girl’s name. And that made perfect sense because Hailey was a… girl.
Right? I highly doubted Brian was the woman. My head was spinning and I was aware I was kind of awkwardly staring at Hailey, but—
“Hey, Erin,” Hailey said with a stunning French accent. “It’s great to meet you, welcome. I’m Hailey. I’m Aubrey’s friend, mostly friend by association because she works with my business partner Brian all the time. Where’d you move from?”
“Huh? Oh… Nebraska. Just some small… small town out in nowhere land.”
“You wouldn’t believe how boring things were for her there,” Britney whispered conspiratorially. “She freaked out when she found out soft pretzels were a thing.”
I didn’t get it. My mind was spinning out. I was supposed to help Hailey get set with Aubrey? And Hailey had a crush on her? I didn’t follow. I did not understand. Aubrey wasn’t a lesbian. I didn’t think.
Was she? She could have realized in the years apart she liked women, but—she would have told me, right? My ears burned. She would have told me! She’d told me everything else. Why would she have been hiding that, out of everything?
And why did it make me so upset?
They were staring at me. I realized Hailey had asked me a question and I was still just… staring at her. I flushed.
“I-I’m sorry. I’m still really tired from the flight, I just completely zoned out and missed like a full minute of conversation. What was that?”
Hailey laughed, shaking her head at Britney. “You didn’t give her a chance to even breathe before you started dragging her around, did you, Britney? That’s just like you. I was asking what you moved here for.”
I laughed awkwardly. I wasn’t about to just drop oh, I was running away from my abusive ex, but that meant I had to come up with something and my brain was in no state to even find out two plus two. “Uh… well, it was an option and Nebraska was the other option.”
Even Brian, who had been quiet the entire time, laughed at that. Britney clapped me on the shoulder. “She makes a good point!” Britney said. “Aubrey told me right now she’s just crashing with her and she’s gonna find a job now that she’s here. Aubrey’s a sweetheart, though, you know her.”
There was a look in Hailey’s eyes I wouldn’t have been able to place if it hadn’t been for what Britney had told me. Admiration… an obvious crush. “She really is,” Hailey said, and I felt my stomach drop.
She had a crush on Aubrey. And for some reason, I hated that fact.
Why!? I didn’t care if she had a crush on anyone. I wasn’t homophobic. I didn’t care if she slept with every woman on this island, but something about her having a crush on Aubrey made my skin crawl.
I didn’t know Aubrey liked women. Did she? And why was that so all-consuming a thought? Like, I could not get it out of my head. Why didn’t she tell me? And why did the thought of it leave me so numb?
“You know, with Erin here and with Aubrey struggling with her work lately,” Britney said, “I was thinking we could have a nice little night out sometime. Just to help us all relax, yeah? You and Erin and Aubrey and me, all just chilling. What do you think? I bet Brian can spare you.”
“Oh, yeah,” Brian said automatically. I could tell from the look on his face he kind of didn’t want to spare her, but what he really didn’t want was to rock the boat. Poor guy was too weak to stand up to Britney.
“I’d love to,” Hailey said. “I had such a nice time talking with her at her birthday party, I’d love to spend a little more time with her. And I’d love to welcome Erin into our community.”
“Aubrey said you were a pretty good dancer,” Britney laughed, and I felt every muscle in my body tighten a little.
They’d danced together at her birthday party. I wanted to know how long, what kind of dance, what kind of looks they exchanged while they danced. Aubrey had always, always loved dancing. God, I’d so desperately wanted to see her dance, for a good solid decade now. I couldn’t bear the thought of Hailey keeping all Aubrey’s dancing to herself. That was not acceptable.
I was not going to be a good wing girl. I’d fight Hailey in the streets before I let her just get together with Aubrey. Why? I really didn’t know. I hadn’t cared when it was a guy. Was I being homophobic? God, I hoped that wasn’t it, I’d feel horrible, but just the thought of her being with Hailey in particular was making me feel so tense. And I didn’t know anything about Hailey.
The thought of Aubrey having a girlfriend in general made me tense. I didn’t want her to have a girlfriend.
What was wrong with me?
“What about next weekend?” Britney said. “I’m free then, Erin’s free, you two are self-employed so you’re always free.”
Hailey laughed awkwardly. “Hardly. But I get what you mean. That should work.”
“Perfect. I’ll try to get Aubrey on board.” Britney was practically glowing.
I was not.
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Erin got back with a bag of clothes I couldn’t wait to see, and a look on her face like I’d come from another planet, a look I didn’t really enjoy seeing.
Well. I hadn’t even gone with her and I’d screwed something up. And not just in my current project, although I had screwed that up, too. My client chewed me out when I sent a couple samples, saying they were rubbish. This completely fails to capture the vision, he’d said in his high and mighty voice. This is about the spirit of the island, not mass-produced island-y sentiment.
Right. Because that made sense.
And now here I was standing in the living room as Erin dropped down a bag of clothes, muttered a “hi,” and trudged to the bathroom.
This was kind of weird. I didn’t do anything, did I? I mean, I absolutely deserved that kind of look, because I was crushing on her and that was completely not okay in any way, shape, or form, but I hadn’t said that. God, I’d die before I said that.
I was really hoping I’d get over it after spending a little normal, friendly time around her. I was really hoping it, because the way she kept looking at me was making me weak.
She was in the bathroom for a good, long while, so I knocked. “Do you want me to make some food?”
“I’m… fine,” she said.
I paused. “Is everything okay, Erin?”
“Yeah!” she blurted, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she sounded guilty. “Sorry. Just… give me a second.”
“So, do you want food?”
A pause. “Yeah.”
I heated up leftovers from Mack, because that was the most I could do, and even then I wasn’t sure if I should have microwaved potato salad or not. I checked pictures of potato salad on Google and they all looked cold, so I stuck with that.
When Erin came out of the bathroom and joined me in the kitchen, she looked sheepish. There was a little redness around her eyebrows, and I stopped, studying her.
“Did you just pluck your eyebrows?”
She reddened. “I, uh—they were getting a little out of control.”
I whistled. “You put so much care into yourself. No wonder you look so good.”
She looked away. “Thanks. Uh—”
“C’mon, let’s eat. Courtesy of Mack again, because I didn’t want to burn down the house when you were in it.”
She laughed. I was addicted to that stupid sound.
We didn’t get very far in the meal before it drove me past the breaking point. She wasn’t saying anything, just looking away, sneaking odd glances at me and then looking away, keeping herself all hunched up. Eventually, I snapped.
“Okay, please just say whatever is on your mind, because I’m going to freak out if you don’t.”
She clasped a hand over her mouth, choking on her food, and looked down while wringing her hands, like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “No, I just—uh—I’m sorry.”
My mind was racing just thinking whatever it might have been, and I had to struggle just to relax and look easygoing and cool as I leaned in. “Erin, you don’t need to worry. I’m not about to judge you or be mad or anything. We can share anything, right?”
“Right,” she mumbled, looking down. “Uh… I have a question and it’s really weird.”
That sounded dangerous. I swallowed. “Well, those are the interesting questions. What is it?”
I could see her steel herself before she looked up into my eyes, the eye contact catching me off guard again. “Are you, um… are you a lesbian?”
I stared, opened my mouth and closed it again. My mind blanked for a second.
Shit, I’d never even told her. I’d realized I was a lesbian after we’d stopped talking, and by now it was just such a normal thing I never even thought of anyone not knowing it.
She saw my hesitation and went red. “I-I’m sorry, it’s just—”
“No, I’m sorry, I really thought you knew,” I said, my voice small. Had she caught on to how I was feeling? My heart sank. I could barely get through a day without screwing things up.
She went wide-eyed. “So you are? Why didn’t you tell me?”
I forced a nonchalant shrug. “I’d just been an out and proud lesbian for years now, it never even occurred to me that you didn’t know. Sorry. I didn’t mean to keep it from you.”
“Really?” her voice was small.
“Yeah,” I insisted, not sure if I was trying to comfort her or myself. “I’d never want to keep anything from you.”
She let out a long breath, more air than I’d have even thought would fit in her. She fidgeted with her hands on the table, looking down. “I’m sorry. I know that was weird of me, but…”
It hit me like a hammer to the head, and I felt my expression sour. “Oh my god.”
“What?” She looked up, deer in the headlights look and all.
“You found out because Britney was trying to get you into her stupid matchmaking with me and Hailey.”
Her jaw dropped, confirming my suspicions, and I made a mental note of one extra session of yelling at Britney once I found the time. “You—so—you…”
“Yeah, I know all about it.”
“So you don’t like her?”
I shrugged. “I mean, she’s cute… and she’s really smart and capable, but, I don’t know. Sometimes there can be a perfect person for you and you just don’t feel anything, you know?”
And sometimes, there can be the absolute worst person to fall for, and you can’t stop thinking about her.
She looked like she stopped carrying a box full of bricks. I’d never seen so much visible relief on a person’s face before. “Yeah. That’s true.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Do you really not like her? You look like you were terrified I might get together with her.”
She laughed breathlessly. “She just didn’t seem like she was right for you. And I heard you danced with her at your birthday party, and I got jealous.”
I blinked. “Jealous?”
All the relief vanished from her face, her mouth drawing into a tight line. “I mean… maybe that’s not the right word. I just always wanted to see you dance, because I know how much you’ve always loved to do it. And I thought I was your best friend…”
She was red-faced by now and I swear to god it was the cutest thing in the entire world. I wanted to tease her so badly, but I maintained some manner of sensibility. Somehow. “You are my best friend. Did you want to dance together? I didn’t think you were the type for it.”
“Uh, um, maybe,” she blurted, still red. “I mean, maybe I’m not. But… it’s important to you, so it’s important to me, too.”
My heart missed a beat. God dammit she wasn’t doing me any favors. And god dammit did I ever want to dance with her. Although maybe a little… slower than she’d probably imagined.
Shit. I think I was blushing, now, too.
“We can go out somewhere tonight or tomorrow if you like.”
“Go out? Out where?”
“I don’t know, if you want to hit up a club or something—”
“Oh, never that,” she said, cringing. “Just…”
“Don’t like clubs?” I laughed.
“Too many people,” she mumbled. That sounded a little more like Erin.
“How many is ideal?”
“As few as possible.”
I raised an eyebrow. “We could dance right here, right now, just the two of us.”
I’d said it in a joking tone, trying to laugh it off, just trying to scope in on what she really wanted, but my heart jumped a little at the thought. And I was hanging on eagerly to hear what she’d say.
“That’s…” she started, and I was about ready to laugh it all away before she looked down. “Can we?”
I took a deep breath, shoving all the unwanted thoughts from my mind, and got up to my feet. “We absolutely can. Dancing is always good by me. Have any songs in mind?”
She clasped a hand at her chest and it was the sweetest thing I’d seen in my life. Everything about her was so… delicate. God. Was this the Erin I’d met on an internet forum ten years ago? Back when she was an emo teenager and I was too, and we bonded over how much our parents sucked?
“I have a song in mind,” she said. “But I’d like to see you dance to your own favorites first.”
I loved dancing. And going wild with my best friend here? I should have been jumping around with excitement, but I felt so nervous I could have shattered into pieces at a sudden breeze.
I cleared a space in the living room, making small talk and laughing as I set it up, home speakers and everything. “You do know I’m not actually any good at it, right?” I said while I went through my music list. “Like, just to get that out of the way.”
“That’s good, because I’m not, either.”
“Sure you’re not. You say that about everything.”
She grinned. “Wait and see. I’ll blow you away with how many times I accidentally kick you in the shin.”
I turned on the music. Erin and I stared at each other, and I cleared my throat, my heart going fast as I offered her my hand.
“May I have this dance?” I said, in my most pompous voice. She giggled, the sweetest sound in the world, and took my hand.
“Of course, my fair dame.” She matched my pompous voice. If she was going to match me, I’d raise her.
I stuck my back up rigid and pulled her in close, a slow twirl like a ballroom dancer. She gasped, and then her hand was on my hip, moving with me, slowly and fluidly.
She matched my steps. We moved carefully, meaningfully, and she never stumbled, never seemed to step out of place. She was looking down at our feet, but I was still impressed.
“See, you do know what you’re doing,” I said.
“That’s a stretch if I’ve ever heard one.” She looked up at me and my breath hitched a little when she made eye contact again.
That light, glowing in her eyes. There was a person in there, underneath all the abuse, who could do anything and who knew she was beautiful.
I stumbled, tripped over her foot, and I was so out of it I freaked and flailed—until Erin twisted, wrapped her arm around my waist, and dipped me, her face close to mine with her eyes down on the slope of my shoulders, a light smirk playing on her lips.
She rose with me, and my legs felt weak. If I didn’t know any better I’d say she was doing this on purpose. I was going to fall over.
“A flair for the dramatic, madame,” she whispered as we resumed the dance.
“I told you I don’t actually know how to dance,” I laughed breathlessly.
“I’m really glad for you,” she breathed. “I know it’s weird of me to say, but… I knew you were never happy in any relationships back then. I’m glad you realized who you are.”
I flushed. She was just right up in my grill, telling me she was glad I was a lesbian. I mean, I wasn’t going to read into that. “You always have the best things to say, Erin. Thanks.”
“What’s it like to have a girlfriend?”
She blurted the question out and I took a second to process it. She was avoiding eye contact, which was good, because I wouldn’t be able to handle that right now, not by any stretch of the imagination. “Well—if you’re a lesbian, it’s a lot better than having a boyfriend.”
She laughed bitterly. “Right now I feel like anything is a lot better than a boyfriend.”
I chanced a laugh, and spoke before I could think better of it. “If you’re looking for a girlfriend, I could introduce you to some people.”
She stiffened. Ugh. I was so hopelessly stupid. “I’m straight, unfortunately,” she said after a second.
I wish I couldn’t say this, but it shattered my heart a little bit. And by a little bit, I mean threw it on the road and ran over it a couple times. “That’s a shame,” I said in a shaky voice. “Men are the worst.”
“Not all of them,” she sighed. “At least, I’m sure they’re not all the worst. I just haven’t found any evidence to the contrary.”
I closed my eyes, letting her lead me. “I’m sorry you had such a bad experience with your last boyfriend.”
“It’s in the past now,” she mumbled. “Now I’m here, dancing with you. This is a lot better, if you ask me.”
I wondered if she’d still think that if she knew how I felt. If she’d just be scared off, if she’d feel like she couldn’t trust me anymore. I told her I didn’t want to keep anything from her anymore, and now… now I guess I was a liar.
“Thank you, Aubrey,” she whispered. “You saved me. And I will find some way to repay you.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m just happy to have you here.”
She spun around me as the music swelled. “Don’t you think it’s weird? In just a few days—”
“I wouldn’t have done a thing differently if I had the choice. Big things don’t always have to happen slowly. Life only gives us so many days, and if we want to make them meaningful, we have to get to it.”
She leaned in closer to me, the soft weight of her head against my chest, her hair in my face—the subtle smell of her shampoo, like brown sugar, all of it left me breathless. “You’re right. And this is meaningful.”
Yeah, really. I was pretty sure she didn’t have any idea just how meaningful this was to me.
Ugh. Maybe dating Hailey would be a good idea. Anything to distract me from the disastrously attractive straight girl in my arms right now.




Chapter 11
Erin








Aubrey was meaningful. Just having her around made the days meaningful. I don’t know if I could really describe what that meant, but she was right that we had to make our days meaningful, and, well, she did.
We passed the days in the throes of innocent bliss. She kept showing me around the island, more outings with Britney and Mack, who started to feel like extended family before long. I pushed the worries about a job to the back of my mind—when I tried to press Aubrey about it, she insisted I take the time to get situated first, and just keep meeting people. That I’d need the connections to get a nice job, anyway.
I just didn’t know what it was about Aubrey. Why she was able to affect me in a way no one else did. I knew that was how things were supposed to feel around really close friends—around people you trusted—but it was funny. I don’t know what it was about her.
It was the way she was looking at her computer with an expression like she was trying to burn a hole through the screen when I brought her coffee. It was the way she took about half a day to learn all my favorite foods, and how she always knew the exact thing I was craving so she could order it for us for the night. It was the way she stood when she was around me or her friends, her chest out, a light in her eyes like she could handle anything in the world, and it was the way she made me feel safe and warm every time she crept down in the middle of the night, past me lying in bed. Most of the time she thought I was asleep, but she’d still look over at me and, through eyes just open enough she wouldn’t know, I’d look back at her.
It was the way she made me feel like I belonged. And it was the way she looked at me.
Whenever we made eye contact, I felt like I was home.
The next week, we had the promised girls’ night out, me and Aubrey, Britney, and Hailey. Aubrey had been dismissive of it at first, but eventually she pulled an about-face and agreed. I’d told her it was just Britney trying to get her and Hailey together, but she just laughed.
“Trust me, I’m aware. If Britney is breathing, she’s probably trying to get me together with someone, and Hailey is her latest fixation.”
I bought it grudgingly. I still really didn’t want Aubrey and Hailey getting together. I couldn’t tell you why, but I didn’t.
So I was feeling especially grouchy before it, standing in the bathroom staring at myself in the mirror.
I’d put my hair up into a bun, using a jeweled pin I’d bought on that outing with Britney. I’d spent who knows how long on my makeup, fussing over a smoky eye for basically forever, smoothing out my foundation until I didn’t even look real anymore. And I put on the dress Britney had twisted my arm into buying even though I said I’d never find an occasion to wear it, a red dress with a flared skirt and the faintest shimmer down towards the end.
I looked like I was trying to impress someone. And I figured that was probably because I was.
I don’t know. I think it was some weird logic in my head that said if I were prettier than Hailey, Aubrey wouldn’t pay attention to her. Even though Hailey actually liked girls so that obviously made no sense.
Ugh. I could have stayed there for hours just fussing over every last strand of hair. I had to move. I pushed shut the drawer that had all my makeup in it, hustled over to the door and threw it open, and Aubrey looked up at me from the sofa and stopped dead.
She stared at me. I felt a nervousness gnawing at my gut as she just looked, wide-eyed. My mind went racing. Did I mess something up? Was I overdressed? Did I leave a comb stuck in my hair?
“H-how do I look?” I managed.
“Uh,” she stammered, and looked me over one more time. “You look incredible.”
I looked down at myself. “What’s wrong with it? Is it too dressy?”
“No! There’s nothing wrong with it.” She rose slowly to her feet, looking down at herself too. “Maybe that’s the problem. I didn’t realize I’d be going out with the most beautiful person on the island. I think I need to change.”
I rolled my eyes. “Aubrey, please. You don’t need to—”
“No, I mean it. I had no idea you were so good with fashion and beauty before you came here. I mean, look at me,” she said, gesturing down to her t-shirt and jeans. I thought she looked just perfect in that, but I didn’t want to say anything. “Give me a makeover or something.”
I raised an eyebrow at her. “A makeover? You look perfect as you are. Fashion is all individual.”
She flushed. “I just want to look as good as you for one night, that’s all.”
I leaned against the wall. I mean, she was asking me for something… and I didn’t feel like I was in any situation to turn down her requests. “Well, what kind of look do you want?”
“Something to go with yours.”
I laughed, and she reddened a little more. She was so adorable sometimes. “All right. Let me look in your closet.”
“A lot of skeletons in there, but okay.”
I didn’t find any skeletons in her closet upstairs, though. Just a lot of graphic tees. It smelled like her in here—that faint smell like lemongrass, floral and sweet.
“I know I don’t have anything nice,” she admitted, standing back out in her bedroom and leaning in.
“I just want to make sure you’re not trying to be something you’re not,” I said. “When you say you want something that matches mine, what are you thinking, anyway? A cute cocktail dress too, or a counterpart, like… like slacks and a vest?”
She looked down at herself. “What do you think would look best on me?”
I looked her over. She had such a perfect figure, it made me a little jealous most of the time. “I don’t know, but I feel like you’d be more comfortable in pants.”
“Do you like skirts?”
I shrugged. “They’re free and flowy, I like them. But—”
“I want a skirt, too, then.”
I laughed. “You’re so precious. You’ve got, like, one, so why don’t you just wear one of mine?”
I ended up fitting Aubrey in a coral-ish blouse and a flowy skirt, subtly pleated, and when she was twirling in the living room in front of me, I was glad she was having fun. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing she’d wear normally, but she was enjoying herself.
“You look cute,” I said, “but your skirt is on sideways.”
“Huh? It’s a skirt. It’s just a circle.”
I shook my head, walking around behind her. “There’s a zipper on it, you know. That goes on the side. You don’t want a butt zipper.”
I put my hands on her hips, adjusted her skirt. She stiffened a little, but I was just focused on the skirt, lining it up the right way. It wasn’t zipped up right, either, so I fiddled with the zipper and she made a funny sound.
“Sorry,” I said. “Did I pinch you?”
“No, you’re fine,” she said, a little too quickly.
I pulled the zipper up right and closed the hook clasp. “Look, you see this little hook here? This goes here and closes it up so the zipper looks more flush. There you go.”
“Thanks,” she mumbled.
Standing behind her, I noticed the collar on her blouse was messed up in the back too, so I set about fixing it, popping up the collar along the length of it first. When my fingers brushed along her neck, I heard her breath hitch, and my heart jumped in my chest.
I should have pulled away and apologized. I shouldn’t have been just… touching her clothes randomly without saying anything. But there was something addictive about the sensation, something about Aubrey’s reactions that exhilarated me, and I leaned against her back and smoothed her collar out.
“Your blouse is all wrinkled,” I laughed just above my breath, practically right in her ear. “When was the last time you wore this?”
“I-it’s been a… while,” she whispered.
“Your sleeves are wrinkled up, too,” I said, running my hands down the lengths of her arms. She shuddered, and for the life of me I can’t say why that felt so good for me.
“Erin, I…”
I took one of her hands in both of mine, adjusting the cuff. “Here, if you fold this a little further back, it looks cleaner.”
“Yeah, it does,” she agreed, a little too hastily. “Am I up to standard now?”
I put my hands on her shoulders and spun her around to face me, looking down the front of her blouse. “It looks funny with the buttons all done up,” I said, reaching up and taking her top button. Her breath hitched hard when I unbuttoned it, a sweet sound that I wanted to hear again, so I moved down to the next button before she put her hand on mine, stopping me.
“Erin,” she said, and I flinched. Her cheeks were flushed, just faintly, and she was looking away, and I just stared at her for a second before I realized what I was doing.
I pulled away, dropping my hands by my sides. I couldn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t even know what I was thinking anymore.
“Sorry,” I whispered. “I just—get so focused on the clothes sometimes I forget there’s a human being inside them.”
“No, I’m the one who should apologize,” she laughed awkwardly. “There’s nothing wrong with it, just…”
Just that she didn’t want me to start feeling her up and undressing her. That wasn’t me just getting focused on the clothes. What was I doing?
“Do you want me to do any makeup, too?” I said, completely confident I knew the answer, but she caught me by surprise.
“Please,” she said. “If you’d do that for me.”
She undid the second button of her blouse herself. I swallowed.
I felt so nervous following her into the bathroom, sitting her down on the stool in front of the vanity. She kept her eyes cast down, but I still felt the weight of her gaze as I leaned in close, gauging her skin tone, scoping out the shape of her cheekbones.
“I’ll put on a little concealer first,” I breathed, my hands shaking a little as I took a container from the vanity and opened it. “And then I’ll put on your foundation.”
“I leave it to you,” she mumbled.
I dabbed the concealer on a couple spots and blended it with a sponge, moving on to foundation. A liquid foundation, one little dollop on my fingertip, and I dabbed it gently under her eyes. She shuddered at the touch, and once again, it was so intoxicating I couldn’t stop myself.
Blending her foundation on felt like it took forever. She had her hands clasped in her lap, grabbing folds of her skirt, and I tried to keep my own breathing steady as I brushed on highlighter, a little bit of blush. When I set it down and looked her over I felt my breath kind of catch in my throat a little.
She was incredible. I’d never known anyone so beautiful. And when I stepped back, she looked up and met my eyes, her eyelashes fluttering a little, and I felt something rise in my chest.
“How much do you want me to do?” I heard myself say. “Eyeliner and everything, too?”
“I want everything you have,” she said.
“Pencil or liquid liner?”
She barely even blinked, her eyes boring straight into mine. “Whichever you think.”
My hands were shaking way too much for liquid. “Pencil,” I said.
Not that pencil was much better. I had to lean in closer, my breath short in my throat, and when I started applying the liner, she flinched, so I had to keep my other hand on her cheek just to keep her steady.
I don’t know how I survived getting the liner on. It even came out looking good, although I didn’t think there was anything that wouldn’t look good on Aubrey. I stooped to her eye level for a bit to get mascara on.
“Keep your eyes wide open and don’t blink,” I said, pulling out the mascara wand. She met my gaze again and I almost dropped it.
I couldn’t move. Neither did she.
“Okay,” she whispered after a second like that, and it jerked me back to reality. I raised a shaky hand up to brush it onto her lashes, just gingerly touching it at first to acclimate her. She didn’t even flinch the littlest bit.
No matter how much I wished she would.
She just kept holding eye contact with me, and I was the one struggling with the mascara—I couldn’t get too close because I probably would have poked her eye if I’d tried, with how unsteady I was right now. When I finally finished, it was a monumental relief as I broke eye contact and put the mascara away.
“Lipstick?” I said.
“Whatever you think will look best on me.”
I stared at her lips. “I think any color would look good on you.”
She quirked her lips. “Green?”
“Do you want to look like a swamp monster?” I laughed. “You’d still look good, though.”
“I trust your judgment.”
Something safe, a nice nude would be good. But I opened my lipstick palette and swabbed a lively red, dabbing it on her lips—tracing over the curve of her lips, along the peak of her cupid’s bow, my mind taking in the full shape of her lips.
I filled them in, and by the time I finished, the bright red shape of her lips was all I could see in my mind, colorful, sweet, full and kissable.
I wasn’t sure why I decided to go for kissable. I didn’t want Hailey kissing her. But maybe…
I felt my breath catch in my throat and I stepped away, all too quickly, setting down the lipstick. I felt like I broke a magnetic attraction and I was coming down cold and hard all of a sudden, and Aubrey looked at me—her dark-lined eyes looking up into mine, and I couldn’t stop thinking what was I doing with her?
“All done,” I said. “Take a look.”
She looked in the mirror, and her bright red lips parted a little. “Oh. Who am I? I look so different. How do you—” She looked over at me and back at herself. “That’s amazing. I had no idea you could even do that with makeup.”
“Let’s go,” I said, turning my back to her before I could think about anything any further. “We’ll be late if we keep going like this.”
“Oh, crap. We’ve been at this forever. Sorry, this is all my fault.”
Her fault. Right. Hardly.
What was going on with my head?
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I felt like I was somewhere else as I led Erin down the street, her wedges clicking on the cobblestone. I could barely even remember where the bar was. All I was doing was thinking back in hot flashes to what Erin considered a makeover.
Christ, the feeling of her pressed against my back, running her fingers along my collar, the feeling of her thumbs hooked under the waistband of my skirt, the feeling of her unbuttoning my blouse. Shit. I’d probably come about two inches from kissing her. I was amazed I hadn’t.
I could not interpret her. She was straight, right? She’d said she was straight. But did straight girls look at you like that? Did they run their hands down your arms like that?
And if so, why?
I couldn’t handle this. I needed an outlet. I needed to talk to Britney and… not Britney. I needed to talk to Mack. But she wouldn’t be there. Too busy.
The bar was cool and quiet tonight, and I led Erin inside, spotting Hailey right away. She turned and beamed at me, that hopeless crush obvious as daylight on her face.
“Hey, Aubrey,” she called. “Britney said she couldn’t make it.”
It took all my power not to roll my eyes. Of course she did. I sat down next to her, feeling Hailey studying me. Erin sat on my opposite side.
“You look amazing,” she said.
“Thank my personal stylist,” I said, putting a hand on Erin’s shoulder. She gasped, and Hailey scowled. Scowled? Seriously, she scowled at Erin.
“You’re really good,” Hailey said like she was talking through Erin, and turned back to me. “Let me get you a drink to start things off.”
“I think I’ll wait a bit before drinking,” I said, looking down at the glass in Hailey’s hands, already half-empty. “Sorry if we kept you waiting long.”
“Oh, no, no. Truth be told, I was just nervous, so I got a drink right away and chugged.” She laughed.
“Nervous? What’s the matter?”
She looked off into the distance, a little smile playing on her lips. “Oh, nothing much.”
Erin leaned past me a little. “How’s your work been, Hailey?”
Hailey frowned. “Fine, I mean, same as always. Nothing too exciting right now. I’m a bit overbooked for the next week and a half, looks like, so it’s a little tight right now.”
“Things are okay for Brian and you too?” Erin kept going. I couldn’t place why it was obviously bothering Hailey.
“Yeah, just fine. Just fine. How’s that project, Aubrey? Have you gotten anything through?”
I laughed. “As if. He wants me to be more naturalistic and also create something not seen in nature. Meanwhile, I’m doing logo designs on the side to calm down. Logo designs! I did two! To calm down!”
“You’re really intelligent, really talented,” Hailey said, sipping her drink. “You’ll figure something out. And honestly, if he walks away from the contract, it’s his loss. I don’t think he’ll find anyone like you.”
Erin’s expression soured, but she didn’t say anything.
“He’d better not,” I mumbled. “That’s a big-ass contract. I mean, I’m not listing any numbers, but… it’s a lot of mortgage payments.”
“You’ll get it,” Hailey said. “But you need a chance to relax, don’t you? You should get a drink.”
I bit back a sigh. She was so obviously into me, and I didn’t want to hurt her, but I just wasn’t interested. I might have been more interested before Erin entered the picture, but now that not only was my best friend taking up all my social attention, I was more attracted to her than I’d ever been to anyone. As much as I hated to admit it.
“I don’t know, I’ll sit on it. Erin?” I turned to her and she flinched, the look on her face softening immediately. “Anything for you?”
“Oh, no no no,” she blurted. “I’m… cool.”
This time it was Hailey’s turn to give her a sour look. I did not get their rivalry. Erin had said she hadn’t wanted Hailey to get together with me, and I was getting an idea of why, if this was how she felt about her. “You really never drink, do you?” I said. “You’re so responsible.”
Erin flushed, looking down. “I don’t know about that. I just never really got the taste for alcohol. I… tried to keep it out of the apartment as much as possible.”
I winced inwardly. That made sense. “We can head somewhere else if the bar isn’t your speed.”
“Oh yeah?” Hailey said. “I mean, the fireworks are tonight… we could go to the amusement park.”
Erin stiffened. “Let me buy you a pretzel this time, Aubrey.”
Hailey laughed. “Hey, you’re still looking for work, aren’t you? Let me buy the pretzel.”
“I can buy my own pretzel,” I protested.
“Let me,” Hailey insisted. “I want to treat you a little bit. Take you around a little…”
Erin put her hand on my wrist and my heart jumped. “If there’s fireworks, I’m going to be there too. I haven’t seen them before, you know. That sounds wonderful.”
I blinked at her. She didn’t normally get this… forward. I mean, not that I had a problem with that. I was going to invite her either way.
“That’s totally all right,” Hailey said, with a forced smile. “We can all go.”
“Yeah. Yeah, guess… guess so.” Erin pursed her lips and stood up. “Hold on, I’ll just need to—if we’re going, I need to get something from the house, it’ll be just a bit.”
I turned to watch her stand up. “What are you getting? I can go with you.”
“It’s nothing. I don’t want to interrupt. Don’t worry. Just… keep doing what you’re doing and I’ll be right back.”
She turned before I could stop her, before I could say anything, and the next thing I knew she’d rushed out the door, letting it swing shut behind her. Lost for words, I stared after her.
This was not like her.
Something was wrong, right? Something sure seemed wrong. Should I have just let her go like that?
“She seems nervous about something, doesn’t she?” Hailey lay a hand on mine and I pulled away. She played it smoothly, though, just putting her hand down on the spot where I’d been and leaning forwards. “She must be overwhelmed by everything going on since she got here. Maybe she’s doing too much.”
I looked down. “I hope not. I’d feel bad. I mean, we’re normally on the same page with everything, and she’s seemed enthusiastic about everything.”
“Who knows? Let’s just let loose tonight. Maybe she’ll feel better when she gets back.”
I leaned back in the seat. “I guess I’ll take a drink.”
I didn’t want to lead Hailey on, but I didn’t know what else to do. Erin said she’d be right back, right? I was just trying to kill time, but in the back of my head while I was trying to relax, I was counting every second.
“Let’s dance,” Hailey said after I was two drinks deep, and I was never one to say no to that even when I was sober, no matter how bad an idea it was. So I was swept onto my feet, and then around her, and back onto the club floor, mostly quiet for now, where I got to step and turn with her.
She was keeping up pretty well. She was a good dancer. But I couldn’t get into the rhythm of things. It felt cold, felt lonely.
I wanted to dance with Erin instead. I wanted to feel her hand on my hip as we spun slowly, and, crap, I wanted her to dip me again. She had more upper-body strength than she looked like.
We were thirty minutes in when Hailey led me off to the side of the room, beaming. Any other time, I would have caught her enthusiasm and been grinning right along with her, but right now I was just thinking where Erin went. Could I really call myself her best friend if I just ignored her?
“You’re a lot of fun, Aubrey,” Hailey said, holding my wrist. She looked up into my eyes, a twinkle in her eyes. “Do you think I’m fun to be with?”
“You’re a good dancer,” I admitted, half-heartedly.
“I hope we’ll have lots of chances to dance together again,” she said, and stepped in a little closer. She leaned in, and before I knew it, she’d planted a quick kiss on my lips, backing away before I could even react, giggling.
“I… Hailey,” I started, but she shook her head.
“Sorry. Heat of the moment. I should have asked first.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “And if the answer would have been no, this never happened.”
I put a hand to my forehead. “I have to go. I’m worried about Erin.”
Her face fell. “Aubrey…”
“I’m sorry,” I said, turning away. She caught me by the wrist.
“Aubrey, is she—I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think… you’re not dating, are you?”
“I—I’m sorry, I think I drank too much.” I pulled away from her. The answer to her question was obvious, but I didn’t want to answer it.
She gave me puppy-dog eyes. “Are you mad at me?”
“I’m not—no. I just—I have to go.”
And I went, before she could say anything else.
The air outside was so much colder than I remembered. My head was swimming. When were the fireworks? God, I couldn’t remember. I wanted Erin to treat me to a pretzel. Where had she gone, anyway? I’d had too much to drink… I hadn’t expected them to hit that hard.
She said she was headed home, so that’s where I went. I jammed the key into the lock, threw the door open, and sure enough, there was Erin on the sofa bed, jumping to her feet, covering her face. Her mascara had blotched, just a little. My heart dropped.
“Erin,” I blurted. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, and she just stared at me with wide eyes. “Erin, are you okay?”
“I-I didn’t think you’d be… back already,” she mumbled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to… make a mess of myself…”
She sniffled. I wanted to hug her, pull her in tight and tell her it was all going to be okay. But how on earth could I? I felt like I was the one who’d made her cry.
“You didn’t… Erin, what happened?” I took a step towards her and she turned away.
“I’m really sorry,” she mumbled. “I’ve only been here a week and I’m already getting in the way of your life.”
“You’re not getting in the way of anything,” I said. “You’re—”
“You went out with a beautiful woman, and I tried to stop you. I tried to fight and make it as hard as possible for you both, because I’m petty, because I’m selfish…” She dabbed at her cheeks, her shoulders shaking. “Just poking, and getting in the way…”
“Erin, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I wasn’t even trying to have anything with her.”
She snorted. “Aubrey, you’re not used to wearing lipstick, are you? That one’s not exactly kiss-proof.”
Shit. My heart dropped into my feet and I fumbled with my phone, checking my reflection. Sure enough, my lipstick was smeared, an obvious lip pattern on them. “Uh—”
“Please don’t hold back from dating people just because of me. I’m already imposing on literally everything in your life.” She buried her face in her arms. “Please, please don’t let me impose in this, too. You don’t know how much I’ll hate myself if I do.”
I put a hand on her shoulder before I could stop myself. “Erin, I didn’t kiss her. She kissed me and I walked out. I’m really not into her.”
She fell silent. I didn’t say anything, either. Just giving her the time to think. I knew Erin well enough.
When she turned back, her eyes were blotchy, mascara wiped under one a little. “You’re… really not?”
“I’m really not.” I sat down on the side of the bed with her, a hand on her back.
“I… I’m sorry.” She crumpled up. “I’m really sorry, Aubrey. I just—I freaked. I didn’t want her to be with you. I didn’t want to see it.”
“Did she do something to you? You really don’t seem to like her.”
“It’s nothing about her,” she mumbled, burying her face in her arms again. “It would be the same with anyone. It will be the same with anyone, at this rate. No matter who it is, I’m going to end up wanting to get in the way, because I’m… I’m petty, and needy, and annoying.”
I had to take a second to process what she was saying. “You don’t want me to be with anyone.”
“I just…” Her voice got smaller with each word. “I don’t want someone to take you away from me. I know it doesn’t make sense. But you’re all I have right now, and I love you so much. I know it’s stupid and selfish.”
I swallowed hard. “Erin… I love you, too, you know? No one’s taking me away from you. You’re still my best friend.”
“I’m a disaster, is what I am,” she sighed. “Maybe Tanner was right for me. A couple of disasters who just really couldn’t stand each other.”
“Erin!” I snapped. She flinched, whirled around and looked at me with wide eyes. “That’s not true at all. You can complain about yourself if you want, because I do it all the time, but if you ever imply you deserved that abusive relationship…”
I trailed off. She looked down, sniffled, and covered her face, and I couldn’t help myself anymore. I pulled her into a tight embrace, burying my face in her hair, and when she turned and pressed her face into my shoulder, I let her cry there.
“You’re here,” I said. “You’re here now. Tanner is gone. You have me now. And I never, ever want to hurt you.”
She squeezed me so tightly it hurt, cried bitterly into my shoulder, and after maybe five minutes of stillness like that, she whispered something I couldn’t hear.
“What was that?” I said.
“I said, let me buy you a pretzel.”




Chapter 13
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I twirled around, thrusting the plate with the pretzel—with mustard, of course—to Aubrey. It made me feel like a kid, but this was the first thing Aubrey actually let me buy with my own money while she was around, and I just about glowed handing it to her.
“You’re the best,” Aubrey said, taking the pretzel.
“Compliment me more,” I giggled. I didn’t even give her the chance to take a bite before I grabbed her by the hand and let her off towards the beach, down at the end of the amusement park. Of course, there were stalls set up all around it, with people who’d charge for air if they figured out how to, but we didn’t need anything fancy. I didn’t feel like I needed anything in the world except Aubrey.
I didn’t know where this mood swing had come from. When I saw Aubrey coming back in the house with her lipstick smudged, I’d just about crumpled up into little smoldering ashes. Now I was the queen of the whole damn world.
I didn’t know where it came from, but I was going to take it.
“How’d you even know this is the spot for the fireworks?” Aubrey laughed from behind me. “You’re reading minds now?”
“Uh, duh. It’s the beach by the amusement park, just off from the Ferris wheel. This is the exact kind of thing you’d see in a movie. Obviously this is the spot.”
“I mean, you’re not wrong. I’ll go rent a blanket or something.”
“Nuh-uh. I’m sure they’re charging fifty bucks a pop. We are going to sit on the beach and get sand in our skirts, the old-fashioned way.”
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re enjoying the idea,” Aubrey laughed, sitting down next to me. The sand was cool, the air warm, and it all just felt so crisp and sweet, the smell of the salty ocean breeze washing over me, the wind pulling strands of hair out of my bun.
A pretzel found its way to my mouth. I mumbled something muffled as Aubrey fed me a piece of pretzel, dipped in mustard.
“Better than cinnamon sugar, right?” she said.
“It’s good, but sugar is always better.”
She laughed. “Such a monster.”
I threw caution to the wind and leaned against her, my head on her shoulder. I didn’t care about anything right now—all I knew was that it felt right and I wanted to be close to her, so I did. I felt her tense up a little, and then she was leaning against me, her head resting against mine, and I swear to god it felt so right. Like this was where I belonged. Like the world had conspired to bring me here.
It had, though, hadn’t it? It was a ridiculous string of unbelievable coincidences that had brought me to Aubrey’s side, and I was more blessed than anyone in the world just to be here with her. She was giving me everything I ever wanted, and it was just after leaving something as horrible as Tanner’s explosive anger.
“This pin is really pretty,” I heard Aubrey whisper from above me. I didn’t realize what she meant until I felt my hairpin move. “Did you get it here?”
“Yeah,” I said, glowing inside. “I was hoping you’d notice it. It reminded me of you.”
“Of me?” She laughed. “How so?”
“It’s bold and it’s colorful. It’s fearless. And it’s full of character. And I like it a lot.”
She laughed. “You are smooth, woman. I see you appreciate the bold color choices I make.”
The Ferris wheel on the left, the horizon of the ocean, and the trees breaking up on our right made a perfect composition. I sat there on the sand, Aubrey on my side, and in my mind’s eye, I saw photographs.
It wasn’t long before the fireworks started. And that’s when I went from sentimental to full-on breakdown.
The sky exploded into colors, the people all around us going silent. The first ones were all flashes of red, and then like a rainbow, they went up in orange and then yellow, and then blossomed off into every color, flashes of sparklers, whistling fireworks that crackled off in stages.
Aubrey squeezed my hand. I squeezed it back.
Unbelievable. This was unbelievable. One happy birthday message, and we were here. I was here.
My heart swelled with the tempo of the fireworks, crackling and popping, and when there was one in the center that exploded four times rising in a crescendo of white sparks, I actually teared up a little.
“Aubrey,” I whispered, feeling my body tremble. “Thank you…”
She gave my hand another squeeze. “Thank you. For being here with me for it.”
“No, thank you,” I whispered, pulling away from her, looking up into her eyes. When her gaze pulled me in, still looking stunning in that makeup, I wasn’t afraid this time. “You’ve given me everything I could have ever wanted. You saved my life. How can I ever repay you for this?”
“Stop,” she breathed. “All of that. Erin, if you never do anything that makes me happy again, which is impossible, we’re still even because of how much it’s meant to have you here. I’m so glad to have you back in my life. You don’t need to repay me. I know you don’t see it, but you already have.”
My hand was on her collar, and then up to her perfect, smooth jawline. “How on earth have I…”
“You’ve made me feel like I’m living for something. That’s something I can never thank you enough for. You never need to do a thing to make it even.”
The fireworks were still going off over the ocean, but I didn’t see them. I didn’t see anything other than Aubrey. I slipped my hand up to the side of her face, my thumb tracing the outline of her cheekbone. “Like you’re living for something,” I breathed.
“I want this more than anything in the world,” Aubrey breathed. “And you’ve given it to me.”
I couldn’t think anything, other than how much—how overwhelmingly I loved her. I didn’t know how I went those years without her. I wasn’t thinking anything, just feeling, just moving as I slipped my other hand across her waist, turned towards her. All I was thinking was that I just wanted more of this—more of her.
Our faces were close. I felt my face glow warm against the cool of the night. I could feel hers was, too. Her breath came short, and she licked her lips.
Her lips were so beautiful. So colorful, bright, full and… kissable.
When I kissed Aubrey, it felt like I’d come home.
She was the softest thing, warm and comforting, like just the touch of her lips told me nothing would hurt me anymore. She breathed into me, and my hand slipped into her hair, pulling her closer. Our bodies met, pressing together, and her hands embraced me, pulling me in closer.
I’d never felt anything like this. Everything in my life just… fell away, and the whole world was this, was me and Aubrey.
And—well, that’s when I realized I was kissing Aubrey.
I jerked away like I’d touched something too hot, my hand on my mouth. My stomach was doing flips. I couldn’t breathe. What was I doing? What—what was I doing?
“Erin, I—” Aubrey breathed, but I fell away from her, staggering to my feet.
“I—I have to go,” I blurted for the second time tonight, and I ran.
The whole world didn’t even seem to exist anymore. I was running, my wedges wobbling underneath me. People moved out of my way and I stumbled, my head spinning, and it felt like the ground was falling out from under me.
I wasn’t going to collapse in front of people. I took a detour and slipped down a trail that led into the trees, away from view of everyone and just—fell backwards against a tree, clasping my hands to my chest.
I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know who I was. What was I doing? I felt like I was about to cry, and the worst part was the one stupid thought rising above everything else, I wish she’d have followed me.
Followed me out here and thrown her arms around me, smothered me in kisses like this was some stupid romance movie? What the hell? I wasn’t—I didn’t think I was a lesbian—but Aubrey…
And what was even worse than the worst part of all was that she did follow me.
She rushed past me, clasping her skirt down, and almost tripped turning to face me. “Erin,” she gasped. “Are you okay? Hey…”
I covered my face. God, she was perfect. God, she was perfect. The curve of her brows, the slope of her jaw, the shape of her lips. “Y-you’re missing the highlight of the night,” I sniffled.
“I’m looking at her right now.” She stepped up closer to me, a wild look in her eyes. “Erin, why would I want any of that without you? I don’t know why I’d want anything without you anymore.”
I could not deal with how badly I wanted to kiss her. She was standing just at arm’s reach, and all I could think about was her lips, was about pressing my lips up against them, feeling her arms around me. “Aubrey… am I a lesbian?”
She paused. “I don’t know. Are you?”
“I didn’t think I was.” My voice cracked. “I mean… I’d think I’d have known if I were. Wouldn’t I?”
Aubrey shook her head. “It took me until I was twenty-two to realize I was a lesbian. Not everyone just… always knows.”
I swallowed. “So—does that mean…”
“Erin, there’s nothing wrong with being a lesbian.”
“I’m not saying that! I—I always wished I was. I know that sounds weird, but…” I felt my face burn red. “I envied girls who could just… have relationships with other girls… I wished I could, but I didn’t think I… I figured there’d be some sign…”
“Like what, kissing a woman on the beach without thinking about it?”
I clasped my hand tighter over my mouth. “Oh my god, that’s what I just did.”
She snorted, and then dropped her head, laughing with her hand to her forehead. “Erin… I’m going to go out on a limb and say straight girls don’t normally wish and dream they could be lesbians and kiss other girls. I think that usually means you’re a lesbian. Or bisexual. Or something.”
I swallowed hard, my heart still racing so fast and so hard I felt like I was going to faint. “God, I like you so much. So that means it’s okay? That I can just… feel this way for you?”
She stepped in closer, so close I could feel her body heat, and I think I was getting seriously close to passing out. “Erin, you can like anyone you want. There’s never anything wrong with that. I mean, I thought I was a total creep for falling so hard for a straight girl, but…”
She pressed her hips up against mine, leaning in closer. Her hand traveled up into my hair, around behind my ear. I barely managed to speak. “Falling for…”
“God, you have no idea how you make me feel,” she groaned. The sound of it set my body on fire. “The way you walk, the way you look at me, the way you laugh, the way you breathe has been all I can think about. I want you so badly.”
“Me?” I squeaked. “I’m just… I’m not… I’m not like you.”
“Of course you’re not like me,” she laughed into my ear, just the faintest breathed laugh that tickled the hairs dangling over my ear. “You’re my counterpart. You fit into me perfectly. There’s a reason we met ten years ago on an internet forum and clicked well enough we’re here now, well… like this.”
My whole face burned all the way down to my neck. “You mean you—you really feel the same way about me. You mean I can—it’s okay for me to… to kiss you.”
She bent in further until her lips trailed along my jawline, leaving a line of fire along it. “I’m not going to lie, at this point I kind of need you to kiss me, actually.”
I slipped my hand up to the back of her head, feeling her warmth consume me. Wanting her closer. Wanting her—needing her.
I moved her head up to mine, and we locked eyes again, a smile blossoming on her lips. Those colorful, bright, full, kissable lips.
I kissed her. And this time, my heart, my mind, my body, everything came together and told me this was exactly where I was meant to be. Fireworks went off over our heads, little flashes of color through the trees, but the real explosions of light, color and soul-shaking sound were right here.
Aubrey’s lips were flames, and they were devouring me. I closed my eyes, pulled her in closer so we were pressed together, feeling like I just needed every part of my body touching hers, and just felt her. The fire of her lips—and then the touch of her tongue, and I surrendered to her.
Her hands explored over every part of my body they could reach, leaving trails of fire and light and life all along me. The blazing hotness of her tongue against mine drove all the thoughts from my mind until all I had in my head was Aubrey, Aubrey—the most perfect, the most powerful and incredible person in the world.
I think a new universe was born in the time we explored one another’s mouths. When she pulled away, she must have left a piece of her in me, because I felt like a huge void had been filled. She looked into my eyes, her whole being seeming to sparkle.
“Aubrey,” I breathed, my voice trembling.
She ran her fingertips along my jaw. “Yeah?”
“Can you take me home? I think I’m about to faint.”
She raised an eyebrow, but I wasn’t kidding. I felt myself slip, and then Aubrey’s voice somewhere out there sounding a little panicked—and then blissful darkness.
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Like some kind of reverse Sleeping Beauty, I accidentally kissed Erin unconscious.
I panicked. Some part of me freaked like holy shit she’s dead, but no, obviously, I didn’t kiss her to death. Even if I felt like my soul left my body when I kissed her, I doubted anything about it was lethal.
She’d probably be upset that she made me miss the fireworks, telling me I should have ditched her behind a couple trees or something, but I picked her up bridal-style and carried her, feeling kind of cool about it for about five hundred feet before it was too exhausting, and then I slung her over my shoulder and carried her like a sack of potatoes the rest of the way home.
I’d dealt with Britney passing out drunk enough this wasn’t too hard. But I got Erin home, and feeling like it would be kind of rude to give her a sofa to recover on, I took her upstairs and lay her down on my bed. I mean… besides, I kind of hoped she’d be interested in maybe closing up that sofa bed, simplifying our living situation a little.
I’d barely even gotten her tucked away in bed before she jerked awake, gasping and sitting up. I put a hand on her shoulder, but instead of relaxing, she whirled on me with eyes wide.
“Oh my god. Where am I? What…” She stared at me, her eyes going wider, her face turning red. “Aubrey?”
“It’s okay, Erin. We’re back home.”
She blinked at me. “Was that… was all that… did that actually happen?”
I laughed, teased her hair. I’d taken her bun down when we got inside, and I loved the way it all stuck around her head at all angles. “Only if you want it to have happened.”
She clasped a hand over her mouth and looked down, nodding just a little. “I’d like that very much.”
I kissed her cheek. “How are you feeling? You scared me. I’d thought I kissed you to death.”
She laughed awkwardly. “It felt kind of like you kissed me to death. Uh—in a good way.” She fidgeted, still avoiding eye contact, still flushed. “I don’t know, I feel really weak and tired for some reason.”
“You need some extended rest. Don’t worry about it. You’ve been running around nonstop since you got here, and you had multiple things freak you out tonight, and you just need some time to recover.” I moved over and sat on the bed with her, putting my arms around her. I think it just kind of happened automatically, something about her drawing me in whether I tried or not. “Get some rest. I’ll take care of you.”
“You’ve been taking care of me all this time. I’m sorry.”
“There’s nothing I’d love more than to keep doing it.” I kissed the top of her head, the feeling of her, the smell of her hair, all of it intoxicating. “If you really feel bad, once you’re recovered, we can get a job search started for you.”
“I’d love that. Thank you.”
I twirled her hair around my fingers. “You’re so cute when you’re embarrassed.”
That didn’t do her any favors. She shrank tighter, pulling her knees up into her chest. “Don’t make fun of me,” she mumbled.
“I’m not. Erin, trust me, I know, it’s not easy to acknowledge you like girls. You just came out to yourself, to me, and it’s normal to feel self-conscious, a little shy…”
She slipped her hand into my lap. “And really, really happy?”
I kissed her.
I’d meant for just a quick little thing on the corner of her lips, but she caught me, pulling me in deeper. Our arms tangled as she tugged me into her, and it took everything I had to go gently, kiss her softly even as she sank to her back and pulled me down on top of her.
I really wanted to tear into her. But the last time I did that, she’d passed out in the woods.
I lay down over her, our bodies wrapping together in the sheets, my hands buried in Erin’s tangled hair, and when she moaned my name into my lips I lost it.
I pulled away gasping, red-faced, propping myself up over her. “Erin,” I said, struggling with my breathing, “If we do all that, I don’t think I’ll be able to control where it leads, and I don’t think you’re in the state for that.”
She laughed breathlessly, lifted her hand to trail her fingers along my cheek. “You know, it’s still not kiss-proof. That lipstick. I guess I chose badly, it’s everywhere on you right now.”
I collapsed next to her. “Well, I just hope you’re not going to judge me too harshly.”
“Never.” She kissed me chastely on the lips. “Did you like me this whole time?”
“I mean, looking back, I liked you when I first met you online, but I didn’t know then I did like girls. So I was just like, wow, I just want to be really good friends with this girl.”
She laughed, playing with my hair. God, the feeling of her fingers toying with my hair was enough to drive me insane. “Ten years? That’s a serious slow burn.”
“Slow burn? What’s with that term?” I shook my head. “Do you read trashy romance fanfiction now?”
“I read a lot of romance novels,” she said. “I’ve seen that I thought we were both girls so we’d just be best friends forever plotline before.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Erin, are you going to tell me you spend your time reading lesbian romance novels, and you thought you were straight?”
She burned bright red. “Straight girls can read them too! I just thought they were sweeter. And I wished I could be like that, too.”
“I swear to god, you’re so oblivious,” I laughed. “How are you this adorable?”
“I’m not that oblivious…”
“Right. And why was it you hated the idea of me getting with Hailey? And you stared at me weirdly when you found out I was a lesbian? That was all just because you wanted to be really good friends, right?”
“Oh, stop it. Fine, I’m oblivious.”
I laughed until I ran out of breath, and then I just lay there next to her, staring into her eyes. That eye contact—the same kind that had been paralyzing and made my chest feel tight—it made me feel now like I was free, like I could fly away anywhere in the world.
“We should get some sleep,” I said, more to myself than to her. “We’ve had a long day. I’m going to change.”
“Yeah,” she agreed, rolling the other way. “Um… is it okay if we, you know… I mean… I don’t think that sofa bed is…”
“I was just thinking the same thing. Taking up too much space in the living room, you know.”
“You know, that wasn’t my primary concern, but sure, that too.”
It took a while to wash all the makeup off my face. I wasn’t used to doing it. And honestly, as much as I liked the way I looked with all that makeup—minus the smudged lipstick—I was glad to see Aubrey, the old Aubrey I knew, looking back at me once I was done.
I changed into pajamas, brushed my teeth, took my meds, and crawled into bed. Normally I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow, but I was filled with nervous energy waiting for Erin—and when she came in the door dressed in my pajamas, her makeup gone, I felt my breath catch in my throat and I had to fight to find it again.
She shuffled slowly over to the bed and sat down next to me, everything about her hesitant, like she was waiting for permission. My heart melted.
“You okay?” I said. She nodded.
“I spent the past year and a half dreading going to bed because of the person next to me,” she mumbled. “I’ve never felt… this,” she said, gesturing between the two of us.
I put a hand on her arm. “If it’s too much for you, if it’s too fast—”
She kissed me swiftly on the lips and I forgot what I was saying. I don’t know if I remembered English anymore. “I love this. I just can’t believe it’s real. Thank you.”
“Well, that makes two of us.” I pulled the blanket over both of us. It was blazing hot underneath with the body heat of two people—Erin always seemed unusually warm too—but with the cool night air from the open window, it felt perfect.
We were quiet for a while, as I lay there just listening to Erin breathe next to me. Eventually she snuggled up next to me and hugged me from the side, her face in my shoulder, and I wrapped an arm around her.
“Do you think I’ll be able to find a job?” she mumbled.
“You have all the time in the world to do it, sweetheart. If you think I’m going to get mad at you for freeloading when you’re my…”
I trailed off. The word girlfriend died on my lips, a voice in the back of my head saying seriously stop being a stereotypical lesbian and slow down. But when Erin squeezed me from behind, my resolve to be reasonable—already weak in general—wavered.
“When I’m your what?” she said in a tiny voice, just next to my ear. I shivered.
“I don’t want to rush this, or you, or… us, you know, anything. But…” I rolled over to face her, having a hard time meeting her gaze. “I mean, if you want to, I’d like it if you would be my girlfriend.”
“Oh…” Her eyes went wide, and it was hard to tell in the low light of the room, but a little bit of a blush spread over her face. “Girl… friend. Wow. I mean, I think I’d… like that.”
Something jumped inside me. I laughed breathlessly, and I ran a hand along her cheek. “You’re adorable, you know.”
She swallowed hard, blushing wider. “I… uh. Wow. So you’re… my girlfriend. That feels funny to think about.”
“So, what’d I tell you? Sure beats having a boyfriend, doesn’t it?”
She laughed, covering up her still-growing blush. “You are such a dork.”
I mean, I would have argued if I could. I had no comebacks.
*
Erin was still in no shape for anything the next day. She barely managed to get out of bed in the morning, dragged herself around for coffee, and when she sat down at the kitchen table, she fell face-first onto it and fell asleep again. When she woke up in bed again, me sitting next to her on my laptop, she was furious.
“Oh my god! What is wrong with me?” She thrashed around, and I planted a kiss on her forehead.
“Good morning again. There’s nothing wrong with you, Erin, you just need some rest.”
“I got rest! I slept for ten hours.”
“Do you want me to bring you breakfast?”
“No!” She threw the blankets aside and staggered up. “You’re spoiling me! I’ll make my own breakfast!”
“Be careful,” I said, and she huffed something about how she was fine before she staggered, fell against the wall, and slipped down until she was sitting on the floor.
I set the laptop down and looked at her. “Erin, do you want to see a doctor?”
“I-I can’t. My insurance won’t cover them out here.”
“I can just take you out of pocket—” I started, but she cut me off with a death glare.
“Don’t you dare. I can’t do that after everything else you’re doing.”
I sighed. “Erin, for crying out loud. I like doing things for you.”
She pulled her knees up into her chest, buried her face in them. “I’m sorry. I should have told you I was… so… high-maintenance.”
“High-maintenance? You don’t seem to want to let me do anything to maintain—”
“I have a… kind of fatigue syndrome,” she mumbled. “I managed it okay, but sometimes it flares up worse… I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
I got up, sat down next to her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Erin, there’s nothing wrong with that. Your medical history is your own to share or not. I’ll take you to the doctor if you need it. There’s nothing to be ashamed of in that.”
“No no no,” she blurted. “It… uh… they’ll give me a pill to suppress it, but it’s almost six hundred dollars without insurance. I don’t care how much you like me, I’m not going to just let you drop six hundred dollars on me so I can run around more.”
After the longest time, I relaxed, sitting against the wall with her and looking up at the ceiling. “Is that why you wanted to find a job so badly? So you could get health insurance?”
“I mean, that and I don’t want to be a freeloader,” she laughed nervously. “I… had a stint between jobs and Tanner always got angry over me freeloading, and I really don’t like the thought of me being that again.”
“I swear to god, I’m this close to taking a ticket over there and throwing down with him.”
She laughed, sniffled, and kissed me on the cheek. “He’s pretty jacked, you know. I don’t think it’d go well.”
“It’s the principle of the thing. Besides, who wouldn’t want to take a blow for their girlfriend and feel cool about it?”
“You’re ridiculous.”
“Look, just stay in bed with me. If you want to help, then just listen to me try to brainstorm out this current job and bounce your thoughts back, okay? You said the fatigue is just worse at times and better others, right?”
She nodded. “I’ll get better soon. And then I’ll do more work.”
“Then just be my personal design assistant for now. Sound good?”
She leaned in and kissed me. “You got it, boss.”
“Oh, no. No no no. I am not boss. You do not kiss your boss.”
She just laughed and kissed me again, leaning against me. Letting me help her back up to her feet.
It was only once I was next to her with my laptop open that I realized just how hard it was going to be to focus on work.




Chapter 15
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I was at least able to walk again by the next day, when Britney and Mack came over. I was messing around with my camera—it had been a while, and just swapping out lenses, taking pictures of Aubrey’s room… our room… kept me occupied.
It wasn’t just that I felt guilty staying in bed all the time, although that was most of it. It was also terminally boring.
I wanted to go downstairs and join them—it had been a while since I’d talked to Britney, and Mack I’d barely seen since that day I first got here. Aubrey had told me it was okay for me to rest, because of course she did, but…
I set down the camera and stood up, keeping close to the wall in case I needed it, and I made my way slowly over to the door. I pulled it open, still feeling a little bleary-eyed even though it was almost eleven, and came face-to-face with Britney.
Okay, face-to-face was too strong a word. She was down the hall a little bit, at the top of the stairs, but she was staring at me wide-eyed. Aubrey stood behind her, looking like a deer in the headlights. I stared back.
“Oh… hi, Britney,” I said.
“Aubrey, she’s sleeping in your bedroom,” Britney said. “Is she sleeping in your bedroom?”
Aubrey cleared her throat. “About that…”
Britney whirled on her. “Oh my god. Are you!?”
“Am I what?” Aubrey said, her voice pitching way too high.
“Are you, Erin?” Britney whirled on me, and I almost fell over backwards.
“I-I’m her girlfriend,” I blurted. “I mean—”
Britney shrieked and turned back to Aubrey, shaking her by the shoulders. “You bastard, you told me she was straight! You were flying in an imported girlfriend from Nebraska, you scheming bastard!”
“I thought I was straight,” I mumbled.
“You turned her into a lesbian!” Britney kept shaking Aubrey.
“She didn’t change anything about me except making me feel like I had a home,” I said, and Britney let go of Aubrey, turned to look at me like I’d just revealed some deep fundamental secret. Her jaw dropped.
“That is the sweetest thing I have ever heard.” She put a hand to her mouth. “Erin, you’re the cutest person in the universe. Aubrey!”
“Uh—yeah?”
Britney whirled around and went back to shaking her. “You’d better not hurt her! Never, ever corrupt her! Treat her really, really well! Make her the happiest person ever, or I’ll push you in a window!”
“In—in a window?”
“That’s right, in a window! And then out the window!”
Mack came up the stairs, joining us in the hallway, looking at the scene of Britney shaking Aubrey as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “What are you yelling about now?”
“See,” Aubrey started. Britney finished.
“Aubrey flew in an imported girlfriend from Nebraska and has been kissing her without telling me!”
Mack shook her head. “Aubrey doesn’t have to deliver a status report about everyone she kisses.”
“She does!”
“Congratulations, though,” Mack said, looking over at me. “Come on and join us, then. We were heading out for lunch.”
“Erin hasn’t been feeling well lately—” Aubrey started, and Britney resumed shaking her.
“You made her sick! What did you do to her? I told you never to hurt her and you’ve already failed!”
“I’ll be okay,” I said. “I want to go out. I just…” I looked down at my pajamas. “I’ll just need a minute to get ready.”
“Take your time,” Britney said, beaming over her shoulder at me away from where she was abusing my girlfriend. “I’ll just be torturing Aubrey.”
“Stop torturing Aubrey,” I protested. “She’s important to me.”
Britney grabbed at her chest. “Oh my god you’re important to her. This is so sweet. You two are so sweet. Forget Hailey.”
I felt like I could forget Hailey, which would be a kindness to her, because I did not treat her very nicely. I probably owed her an apology.
I hesitated while I was getting ready, changing into a blouse and slacks, turning my camera bag over and over in my hands. The island was beautiful, absolutely stunning, and there were a million photos of it I needed to take, but… I just couldn’t fight the natural urge to hide the camera away. To pretend I wasn’t doing anything with it.
“You should bring it,” Aubrey’s voice said from behind me, and I almost dropped it, jumping out of my skin. She laughed and her hands found my shoulders, and I sank back into her, catching my breath.
“Jesus, you scared me.”
“Sorry. I thought you heard me come in.” She kissed the top of my head, her arms wrapping around me. Safe. Nonjudgmental, too. “You know, birthdays come all the time. We only have so many days in life, and we have to take the steps ourselves to make them meaningful. And I get the feeling taking photographs makes your days meaningful.”
“People are going to assume I’m a real photographer and I’m going to end up making a fool of myself,” I mumbled.
“You are a real photographer. You know a lot about it, don’t you? And you take amazing pictures. Why would you make a fool of yourself?”
I fidgeted. “I’m not a real photographer. I don’t know the first thing about what I’m doing. It’s just a stupid hobby.”
“Then anyone who thinks you’re a photographer, you can tell them it’s just a hobby. And I think that’s perfectly good.”
“You really think I should take it?”
“Photography—art—it’s a part of who you are, and I like every part of who you are. I want to see you embrace it.”
I turned around and kissed her, falling into her arms and just tangling with her there for a minute. It still sent my nerves through the roof kissing her, feeling like I wasn’t supposed to be kissing her but still wanting it more than anything, but the anxiety always faded away the moment I touched her lips. The way she ran her fingers through my hair sent shivers through my body, the warmth of her lips melting sweetly on mine, like candy.
“I’ll try,” I said, after parting, still a little shaky. “I’ll try. But I’ll bring my backpack and if I get too nervous I’ll hide it in there.”
“Deal. You look cute with the backpack anyway.”
“I look like a schoolgirl.”
“You look like a backpacker.”
I cringed. “Not much better.”
She laughed and kissed my forehead. “C’mon. Britney’s not very patient.”
*
I managed to make it all the way out to the little bistro overlooking the same plaza the Shipwreck Café was in, a long walk that actually left me feeling energized. Maybe I was getting better already.
Of course, maybe it was also just that with Britney leading, I knew I had no choice but to keep up.
“That’s a really nice camera,” Mack said when I met her outside Aubrey’s house, before we started walking. “Are you a hobbyist or is it a profession for you?”
God, if that wasn’t the best possible way of broaching the subject. A lot better than anything I’d gotten before coming here, certainly. I was about to just tell her it was a hobby, but something more slipped out. “I’d like to make something out of it, but I don’t think I’m any good.”
“You should meet Angie, my girlfriend. She co-owns a little local creative business here, they might be looking for a photographer.”
I flushed. “I doubt I’m good enough for that.”
“Don’t think skill’s so important as just wanting to do it and a good artistic eye. Aubrey told me you’re an artistic type.”
I kept my focus on my feet as I took small steps. “I don’t know. I’ve never actually worked in art. Not like Aubrey. I just… like it.”
“She’s been helping me with my graphic design,” Aubrey said. I jumped. I didn’t think she’d been listening. “She has the best eye for good composition.”
I flushed. “You’re my girlfriend, of course you’re going to say that.”
“You should meet Angie,” Mack repeated. “I think it’d be good for you. Besides, Aubrey hasn’t actually met her since we started dating, and it’s embarrassing she got to show off her girlfriend before I did.”
I didn’t think I was much to show off, but if I said that, Aubrey would have my head.
“I guess,” I mumbled. “I appreciate it. Thanks.”
The bistro was cute and charming as anything, looking like a little Italian streetside café or something. There was a brick oven and a lot of open-air walls, and the smell of the ocean mingled with the smell of rosemary, fresh dough and roasted meats. We all got seated near the open kitchen, where even the chefs seemed to work at an easy pace. More comfortable. Everything just felt comfortable out here, compared to life before.
Still, until I sat down, I didn’t realize how tired I was. It hit me all at once, like I’d just run a marathon, and suddenly all I wanted to do was lie down. I put my camera in my backpack, leaning onto the table, and let my head hang.
“We should hit the club tonight, too,” Britney said. “Maybe now that you’re both hooked up and you’ve taken all the women out of the market, maybe I can finally find a boyfriend.”
Aubrey reached under the table, patted my knee in a sort of hang in there gesture, and said, “I don’t think Erin and I will be able to do that.”
“You love dancing,” I protested. “I can’t keep you from that.”
Mack studied me. “Are you sick, Erin?”
I shook my head. “Just really tired. Don’t worry about it.”
Britney shook her head. “Aubrey keeping her busy last night. I see how it is.”
I felt my face burn scarlet. Aubrey had done no such thing. We hadn’t gone anywhere near there. I wasn’t ready for that, in more ways than one, but that was the last thing I wanted to bring up.
“Britney, is there a reason you’re so invested in what people do in bed?” Mack said. “You’re not that desperate, are you?”
“I swear I haven’t had a guy even look at me in months!” Britney threw her hands up. “It’s miserable! I was too busy trying to get Aubrey laid, but dammit if she didn’t make things difficult!”
I wondered—if she hadn’t taken me out to try hooking up Hailey with Aubrey, would I have had the same jealous realization I’d had? Maybe Britney really had gotten me and Aubrey together.
I glanced over at Aubrey, who was barely even reacting to them, and felt a stupid smile come on. Maybe Britney helped me realize how I felt sooner, but I was pretty sure everything that happened between us was inevitable.
“I’m just tired because of some work I was doing,” I lied. “I could still go, I just won’t be dancing much.”
Aubrey put a hand on my arm. “It’s okay. We can head home after this.”
“Aubrey, if I keep you—”
She leaned in closer to me and whispered into my ear. “I just want to dance with you, just the two of us.”
I clammed up. Britney cackled. “What’d she say? What’d she say? Was it romantic? That bastard, pretending she wasn’t a sweet-talking lady-killer.”
“She just said the weather is nice today,” I said, fighting down a dumb smirk. “Now, let’s get some food.”
The food was amazing, but I couldn’t really focus too well on anything. I was getting more and more winded just sitting here, and in the background of all the exhaustion was plenty of frustration. Frustration with myself. Everyone was tired. That was just life. And if they all kept going, walking around all the time like it was nothing, then I could manage to sit upright in a goddamn chair.
“So, verdict on the club?” Britney said. “Yea or nay?”
I clenched my jaw. At this rate I wasn’t sure I’d even make it all the way back home. The club was a definite no. But Aubrey beat me to it.
“We’re gonna have to get home right after this,” Aubrey said. “I’ve got some work to do and I’m not sending Erin anywhere with Britney unsupervised after the other time.”
“Awh, c’mon,” Britney said. “I’m super single and I need a winggirl.”
“I’ll go with you,” Mack said. Britney just pouted harder.
“You won’t even be able to see the guys’ faces, you’re so tiny!”
“I’m going to break your kneecaps,” Mack said, perfectly matter-of-factly.
Somehow, I made it through the meal, and somehow, no one’s kneecaps got broken. I beat Aubrey to the punch asking for all separate checks, and I felt a little glow as I got to pay for my own meal.
“We’re heading home,” Aubrey said to the other two once we’d gotten outside. “Have fun with your new boyfriend, Britney.”
“I’ll try not to keep him up all night like some people,” Britney sang. “Well, depending on who it ends up being, might not be able to help it. See ya!”
We got a little ways down the street, just out of view, before I tugged Aubrey by the sleeve. “Hey,” I said, hating the way it felt like a monumental effort to put words together. “Um…”
“It’s okay, Erin, I know you’re tired.” She swept me into a hug and I just kind of collapsed against her. “It must have taken a lot already.”
I shook my head. “Can you… can you take me somewhere with a nice view? I want to take some pictures.”
Aubrey’s face lighting up was all the reward in the world I felt like I’d ever need. “You sure you’ll be okay?” she said, trailing her hand down along my arm. God, the way that felt. I second-guessed myself. Why go take pictures of places when I could just go home and be with Aubrey?
“I’ll be okay. I’ll manage. Trust me.”
I said it more to convince myself than her.
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Every time we stopped, it made Erin angrier.
“I’m fine,” she insisted as she stepped off to the side of the road, wobbling. When I caught her, she brushed me off, wobbled again, and then let me catch her the second time.
I couldn’t blame her. This road was kind of tiring even for me. But I’d told her about the scenic spots, and she’d insisted on this even when it was the highest point. It was a dirt road removed from the town, up along the coastline, rising up towards the lighthouse, and she’d stopped to lean against the cliff wall we were slowly scaling so many times I couldn’t even think straight from the nerves.
Was she really going to be okay? It didn’t take a genius to recognize she was going to refuse to say when she needed help. Should I have stepped in and forced us back home? Or would that just be me not believing in her ability?
I didn’t know. I really couldn’t know. I didn’t have any sort of chronic disability. I’d never even known anyone with chronic fatigue, but every time I saw Erin struggling and leaning against something, I could tell she was fighting something I’d never even imagined.
“I’m really sorry,” she said after a while of just standing there like that, me letting her lean on me. “I know you have a lot to do and I’m being a pain in the neck.”
“You’re not a pain in the neck.”
She snorted. “Well, then wherever I’m a pain in. I know I should just be going back now, but… I hate feeling weak like this.”
I squeezed her shoulder. “It’s fine to feel weak. Everyone has different challenges.”
“And everyone else is dealing with theirs just fine,” she grumbled, staggering away from me and continuing the hike up. “And I’m not going to be any different. I’m going to be fine. Just let me… god, please tell me it’s not too much further.”
“It’s still a ways up…”
“Dammit.” She fell, sitting on the dirt, and folded her arms in her lap. “You should just go home. I’m probably going to be here for a while.”
“What? No.” I sat down with her. “Do you really think I’d do that?”
She looked down. “No. I just wish you would.”
“What, you wish I was an asshole?”
“I wish you would stick up for yourself to me a little bit,” she mumbled. “I feel like I could ask you for anything in the world, and you’d throw yourself off this cliff right now to get it for me.”
“Erin, you’re making it sound like I’m making sacrifices for you all this time. I mean, I’d be willing to make sacrifices, but you realize nothing I’ve done has involved making a sacrifice for you, right? I want to be with you. I like you, you know.”
Erin sank. “Why are you so good? I can’t even keep up with you. You’re hardworking and intelligent and you’re so incredibly generous and compassionate and you always have the right thing to say, and then there’s me, and I can’t even climb a hill. And I can’t even admit I can’t even climb a hill. I’m just an idiot.”
“You’re not an idiot,” I sighed, putting a hand on her back. “Do you want me to pull up our chat logs from those years ago? I promise ninety-nine percent of the time, I was the idiot.”
She turned beet-red. “Good lord, please don’t make me look at what I said when I was an angsty teenager.”
I laughed. “You know, I looked through a lot of it after that time I called you back, on my birthday?”
“What?” she squeaked. “Wh… why?”
“Nostalgia?”
“I said a lot of stupid things that made you cringe, didn’t I?”
I ran my hand through her hair and she let out a little gasp, a soft groan as I brushed her neck. “You were really enthusiastic about your art. I saw the same girl then I see now, forcing herself up the hill for the sake of a few photographs no matter how much it hurts. If that doesn’t make you a real photographer, I don’t think anything does.”
“God, you see, this is what I mean,” she sighed. “You always have the right thing to say.”
“The other thing I noticed was how bloody obvious it was I had a crush on you,” I laughed. “I read over it on my birthday like damn I was crushing on that girl. Then you showed up and I was like damn I still am.”
She sighed. “I’m sorry for snapping at you, Aubrey. Can you… can you help me get to the top? I think I need some help right now.”
I kissed her—just quickly on the lips, but when I felt her lean into me, when I heard her groan, it was really hard to pull myself back away. Somehow, I managed, helping her up to her feet and linking arms with her, letting her lean on me as we climbed.
She still had to stop a few more times on the way to the top, but she stopped apologizing. Instead, she spent the stops talking about how she was going to make it worth it. How the pictures would be unforgettable. I was inclined to agree.
When we got to the top, Erin was glowing, and threw herself on me, hugging me tightly. We stood at the top of the world, it felt like—a cliff at one end of the island, the ocean falling away on our one side and the whole of the island rolling off into the distance on the other side, the other coast vaguely visible from here. The whole island belonged to us, it felt like.
“I’m going to take the best pictures in the world,” she said. “I’m going to make all this worthwhile. Don’t worry.”
Truth be told, I liked the walk with her, even when we did have to keep stopping. But I don’t think she would have gone for a whole the journey is the reward speech, so I just told her something about how she’d take some amazing shots, and she fumbled with her camera bag before wandering around the top of the cliff.
She stood up by the cliffside, and she froze. She lifted the camera up to her eye, lowered it, and back up and back down. Eventually, she snapped a couple shots, but she looked heartbroken about something.
“What’s the matter?” I said, coming up behind her. “You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”
She slapped me on the arm. “I’m dumb, but I’m not that dumb. I’d have noticed before now if this were making me acrophobic. I just… I don’t know… kind of didn’t think about how…”
“How what?” She let the camera dangle from her neck, slouching her shoulders.
“I don’t know. I don’t feel like I know how to take any good pictures.”
“What are you talking about? All your pictures you showed me were amazing.”
She sighed. “Those were just flukes. I normally just take regular old boring photos. I don’t know what I’m doing.”
I sighed, putting my hands on her shoulders. “Is that you saying that, or is that Tanner saying that?”
She stiffened. “I mean, Tanner was right about—”
“Really?”
She flushed. “Let me finish. He was right about some things. And I think he was right about this. Maybe I should—I should just be in an office. I don’t even have the energy normally for going out and taking photos. I couldn’t be a photographer.”
I squeezed fistfuls of her shirt. I mean, part of me was incredulous she’d come out here, struggle out this far, and then turn back because that Tanner asshole had said some hurtful things to her before. Part of me was a little frustrated at how she was holding herself back. “Do you want to go back?”
She sniffled. “I’m sorry… I’m so sorry.”
I bit back a sigh. “You should at least try. You might surprise yourself.”
“I don’t know. This doesn’t feel right. I don’t feel like I can.”
“You don’t even want to try?”
“I’m sorry.” Her voice broke, and I pulled her into a faint hug. I understood, of course—she’d spent years with only people who told her she couldn’t do it—but I couldn’t help the gnawing feeling in my gut. The disappointment seeing her throw away all her own hard work.
“Let’s go, then,” I said, my voice more tart than I’d intended. She nodded, put her camera back in her backpack, and stuck close to me on the way back down, sniffling the whole way.
When we got back home, even I was exhausted. Erin was all but asleep in my arms already, and I just led her up to the bedroom and let her lie down, retreating back to my office for the evening.
Of course, I’d gotten a reply from Mister Picky Moneybags. Of course, he wasn’t happy, although he seemed a little less angry with me right now than usual. He at least said I was better than the other designers he’d had to fire before, so it looked like my job with him was still secure, even if I was really questioning how much it was worth it by now.
I worked until late—really late. Something was bothering me, I didn’t know what. And when something was on my nerves, I focused on work for hours and hours and hours at a time, and before I knew it, it was almost two in the morning, so I closed the laptop with a groan and stood up. My legs were wobbly, and my stomach asked for food—I hadn’t eaten since lunch—but I didn’t feel like I could eat anything right now.
I slipped into the bedroom, moving quietly as I took my pajamas from the closet and looked around. Erin was fast asleep, of course, and, like… she was my girlfriend, so as much as it made me self-conscious, I just changed there right in front of her, before I crawled into bed on the other side.
I snuck under the covers as quietly as possible, lay my head down on the pillow, and only once I was snug did I dare to breathe out.
“Working until late again?” Erin whispered, and I jumped.
“You’re awake?” I said, feeling my face burn.
“Little bit.”
“Did you watch me change?”
She paused. “Is that what you were doing? It’s too dark to see anything, it looked like you were just doing some weird dance.”
“Jeez,” I mumbled. The first time she saw me—well, not naked, but close to it, and it was in the dark and she thought it was an interpretive dance. “Why are you awake?”
“In and out all night,” she mumbled. “Can’t stay asleep very well.”
“Anything I can do for you?”
She shook her head. “I just need to wait it out.”
I kissed the back of her head. “I hope you get some better sleep. Good night, Erin.”
She didn’t say anything.
I wondered, drifting off to sleep, if I’d made her mad.
I woke up at six or so, right in the middle of the sunrise, and Erin was gone.
I sat up. “Erin?” I called, my head swimming. I was still tired, but…
She was in the bathroom or something, obviously. She’d said she couldn’t fall asleep properly. So I lay back down, and catastrophized for a minute before getting back up, checking the bathroom. Empty.
I was in a little bit of panic, and then that ratcheted up to a lot of panic when I noticed her backpack, and her camera bag with it, were gone.
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I was the biggest idiot in the world. I already knew that, though, so nothing new was happening with me here.
I was all but dragging myself up the cliff trail, one hand on the cliff wall, stopping every hundred feet to lean on it. Even just breathing felt hard. It wasn’t quite bright out and I was alone, and there was nothing safe about any of this, but I was a stubborn bitch.
Someone passed me at one point and it sent my blood pressure into the stratosphere. Just some guy riding his bike down the hill, a figure that looked like he did this every day. He was gone in the next instant, but I still had to stop and fall back against the wall, looking for breath again from the scare.
What if someone just came up and grabbed me? This was stupid and I was letting my pride get me killed. But…
But dammit, Aubrey had done everything for me, had given me everything, and I’d hurt her. She’d supported me so much in my stupid quest to go take photographs, and I’d chickened out with the stupidest excuse once I was there. She’d avoided me the whole rest of the night, and I’d cried more than I should have thinking I was already screwing this up, too.
I knew I was good at screwing things up, but I didn’t think I was this fast. I’d lain there picturing the ways Aubrey would try to get rid of me, tell me off, break my heart like I deserved, when I remembered what Aubrey herself had told me.
If I wanted my days to be meaningful, I had to go out there myself and make them that way. So I dragged myself up that slope, the cold morning air this high up whipping into my face and making everything just that much more tiring.
I don’t know—maybe it was spite that finally got me up a slope that seemed to go on forever. All I know is that eventually, eventually, I got to the top, the endless horizon spilling out in every direction around me, and I sank onto a worn old metal bench, breathing hard.
It was so much more beautiful in the morning. The rising sun rippled over the water, casting a golden glow over everything. The ocean looked like liquid gold, and with the fresh morning air in my lungs, I dragged myself over to the railing and looked out at the world, and I thought, this is what it feels like to free yourself.
Free myself from what? I wasn’t actually sure yet. I didn’t have the question, but I had the answer.
And I had my camera, too.
I opened my backpack, pulled out my camera bag, and this time, I didn’t hesitate. I framed pictures through the railing, took photos from just below the top of the slope with a glowing sunrise world towering over me, crawled into the dirt to take a picture of the sunrise behind a sprout, and that was where I was—lying face-first in the dirt, not even on the path anymore, when I heard footsteps coming up the path, just a little more hurried than some morning sightseer.
“Erin?” Aubrey’s voice. I stumbled to my feet, looking up just as she came cresting over the top of the hill, and she stopped, staring at me, breathing hard.
She ran towards me, stopping just short of me, looking me over, shaking her head. “Erin… what on earth are you doing?”
“Aubrey,” I gasped. “I-I didn’t think you’d follow—”
“Holy shit, Erin,” she laughed, breathless. “I cannot believe you scaring me like that.”
“I…” I swallowed. I hadn’t been planning on scaring anyone. “I’m sorry. But… I got some good pictures, though.”
She kissed me, softly, almost tired, like a sigh of relief into my lips, and I felt her warmth flood through me. Her lips pressed to mine, even this gently, just the touch of them was enough to floor me—I surrendered to her, fell into her arms, let her pull me in closer. I felt myself melting away into the moment, and when she pulled away, looking into my eyes, she looked like she just wanted to go back to sleep. I almost laughed.
“Of course you did,” she sighed, smiling unevenly. “Shit, you scared me.”
“I’m really sorry.” I looked down. “I just… I knew I’d disappointed you and it was hurting me so badly, I felt like I’d do anything to make it up.”
“Erin, you didn’t disappoint me,” she said, hanging her head in the space between us. “I just… I knew I gave you a hard time and I didn’t appreciate how hard you were trying for me. Look, I’m sorry, okay?”
I ran a hand through her hair. “You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s okay. I needed to do this.”
She kissed my cheek. “You didn’t have to do anything, but it’s amazing you did. That’s what I was telling you, that’s dedication to your art. I love that. But for crying out loud, at least leave a text or something next time.”
I flushed. “Right. Of course. That was dumb of me. But, uh… do you want to take some photos with me?”
She squeezed me. “You changed your mind about it, after all, huh?”
I looked down. “I’ve never… never taken photos in front of other people before. Aside from a couple of times in front of Tanner, but he always made fun of me. So when you were watching me do it, I just kind of froze up and had a little freak-out. I’m sorry I’m such a broken mess.”
“I think we’re all a little broken, in one way or another,” she said, looking out to the horizon. I scoffed.
“Right. Sure thing, miss perfect.”
She didn’t look at me when she responded, “I have an eating disorder.”
“Oh.” My stomach dropped. “I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”
She raised an eyebrow at me. “Didn’t mean what?”
I flushed. “I didn’t mean to imply that you don’t have anything that’s hard for you. I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.”
She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to throw it at you like an attack. I just—I’ve never told anyone else before, and it was hard to say.”
I felt myself soften. “You never told anyone else?”
“Keep it a secret, obviously,” she mumbled. “It’s hard for me to eat anything at all. I’ve been doing better with you around, but… well, now you know.”
I kissed her cheek. “Thank you for telling me. I want to support you any way I can, even if that’s just being here and caring for you no matter what.”
“You’re too perfect,” she laughed. “Now, are we going to take those photos, or what?”
We spent a long time together—it took me a while to get over the nervousness of Aubrey watching me while I did it, afraid on some level she’d come over and snatch the camera away to look at my latest photo and laugh at it. But she never did, just smiled at me. When I crawled out of the dirt at one point, standing back up and brushing myself off, Aubrey laughed.
“What?” I said. “Dirt sticks when you crawl in it.”
“I was just thinking you’re beautiful even with dirt on your clothes. You look like a garden goddess or something.”
I dropped my camera, the strap tugging against my neck. “Seriously? C’mon, I can’t handle that kind of thing. You’re going to make me cry.”
Before she could say anything, I steeled myself and showed her the picture I’d just taken, my heart hammering. This was such a stupid thing to get nervous over, but—
“What do you think?”
“I love it,” she gasped. “The colors pop so nicely and the depth of field is gorgeous.”
I set the camera back against my chest, squeezing my fists by my sides. “Really?” I said.
“Really, what? Was I not supposed to say that? That’s what I thought of it, anyway.”
I shook my head. “You really do always have the right thing to say. I feel like you’re physically incapable of saying or doing anything that hurts me. Why are you like this?”
She shrugged. “I mean… I’m not a jerk, I guess. I care for you.”
I looked down, feeling my cheeks burning. “Take me home.”
“What? What’s the matter? Is it something I said?”
I pressed myself up against her, still looking down. “Nothing’s the matter. Just take me home. I want to…”
She paused when I did. “You want to what?” she said after.
I squirmed a little, pressed myself up closer to her, dropped my voice to a mumble I could barely even hear. “I just feel like I want to… you know…”
“You want to go home? Rest?”
I bit my lip and tried again, talking faster this time. “I want to have sex with you.”
That was something I’d never said before. I felt her breath catch, and that was fine, because I could hardly breathe, too.
“If, uh, if that’s okay,” I whispered.
“God, yes, it’s okay,” she breathed, tangling her hand in my hair. I groaned at the feeling, her fingers trailing along my scalp. I loved how well she knew my weakness. “But, uh… you’re not going to be too tired?”
“Of course I’ll be tired, but,” I mumbled, “there’s… I mean, you want something badly enough, and you’ll find you have the energy for it. Like coming out here.”
She kissed my forehead. “You’re adorable. And inspirational. Let’s go.”
*
Sure enough, when we got home, I was exhausted, and sure enough, it was just the thought of Aubrey close behind me that kept me going. My heart was racing the whole way, a nervous energy I kept fiddling my fingers with, which didn’t help.
She closed the front door behind her and pulled me in close, kissing me fiercely on the lips, tongues tangling right away, leaving me breathless. Her hands explored my body, a little more adventurous than before. The feeling of her fingers trailing down along my thigh was mind-numbing.
“Still going with the plan?” she whispered in my ear, a husky whisper that made my thighs tingle.
“If you’ll, uh,” I stammered, fidgeting, “if you’re okay with me. I mean—I’m kind of…”
“Kind of what?” She ran her hand around to the front of my shirt, tracing circles on my stomach. “Secretly a domineering top?”
“What? No.” I somehow found a way to blush harder. “I mean… all of my experiences with sex have been really, really uncomfortable. I’m not really okay with it. I want to do it, but I’m so… scarred. I need someone who can go really, really slowly and carefully, and make sure everything is okay, make sure I feel safe, and I…” I swallowed. “I’m sorry for bringing it up out of the blue on a cliff, I just realized all of a sudden then that I trusted you.”
“Here I thought you just noticed how good I looked in shorts,” she laughed. “Erin, of course I’m okay with that. Everyone has different feelings about sex, and some people come from a really bad place. I’m glad you trust me.”
“I trust you so much,” I said, my voice cracking. “I care for you a lot, Aubrey…”
She kissed my forehead. “Me too.”
She led me upstairs, up to the bedroom, where the early morning sunlight still streamed in over the bed and the messy sheets. I sat down on the edge of the bed, my heart beating so fast I felt like it was about to break out of my chest, and when Aubrey sat down next to me I felt a hot spell where I almost passed out for a split second. I almost nervous-laughed. That’d be a good mood kill.
She cupped my chin and tilted my head up to look at her, and I felt every muscle in my body tense up, but it wasn’t in a bad way. “Can I kiss you?” she said.
Like she had to ask that. Even before I realized I could like women this way, if she’d asked to kiss me, honestly, I probably would have said yes. “Of course,” I whispered, and she kissed me.
It was sweet and chaste for a second, but that was a short second. When her tongue touched my lips, I groaned and sank backwards onto the bed, and she crawled on top of me, her weight pressing down on me as her tongue roamed my mouth, trailed my teeth.
I felt so conscious of her breasts pressing into mine. The thought of them bare—and I wasn’t even sure if I meant mine or hers—made my head spin.
When she pulled away from the kiss, leaving me still deliriously hot, she moved down and paused. "Can I kiss your neck? Your chest?"
I knotted my legs together, gripped the sheets, so much tension I felt like I could break. I nodded. “Yes…” I whispered, and her hot, wet lips found my neck. I rolled my head back, letting out a long moan I couldn’t control, and her hands roved down and tangled with mine as she kissed down the V-neck of my shirt.
“Aubrey,” I gasped. “God, this is weird.”
She slowed down. “Should I stop?”
“No—no. Not weird in a bad way. Just…” I shuddered. “It’s so new and a little scary but… I do want it.”
She hung over me with hunger in her eyes. “Is it okay if I take your shirt off?”
I swallowed, and taking a long breath first, I nodded. “Please.”
She hooked her hands under the hem of my shirt and pulled up slowly, and I felt like every inch of skin she exposed was electrified. She lifted higher, up over my head, and when she pulled it off my arms and tossed it aside, my heart went wild beating hard, blood rushing to my face, feeling my face getting hot lying underneath her with my bra just hanging out in the open.
She licked her lips. “Where can I kiss you right now?”
I clutched the sheets, controlling my ragged breath. “Um… anywhere you can see right now, I guess… is fine…”
“That’s a lot of options,” she laughed, bending down to kiss my collar, the tops of my breasts. I gasped, moving a tentative hand to the back of her head, pulling her in against me. She reached around to my back, to my bra clasp, and looked up at me, the question implicit this time.
God. This was so weird. So… unfamiliar. I’d never felt this rush of excitement before. Never felt this kind of… want. I gave her a quick nod, and she unhooked my bra, pulling it slowly around me and up—when she lifted it up off my breasts and I felt the cool air touch my nipples, I squeaked, squirmed a little, and ended up giggling.
“Are you okay?” she said, running her fingers along my side. Honestly, I was not okay, but this was some new kind of not okay I really didn’t want to stop.
I nodded. “Are they, um, do you like them?”
She beamed. “Honestly? Even better than Big Booby Bobby.”
My jaw fell open. “Aubrey. That’s a mood-kill right now.”
She laughed. And she bent down and kissed one. I whined, feeling myself blush harder, curling my toes as I felt her lips make little trails around my nipple, and then when her tongue darted out and teased it just lightly, I gasped way louder than I’d intended to. She looked up.
“Is this all right?”
“Um, yeah. Yeah, it’s all right. Could you… please do that again?”
She did it again. And Jesus it felt better the second time.
“Oh my god,” I gasped, arching my back. “Oh…”
She pulled away a little. “Is this the first time anyone’s—”
“No,” I cut in, blushing so hot I could probably burn her, “but… just… it’s never felt like this before…”
She licked her lips. “If you’re okay, we can do more.”
I gulped. “Do more as in…”
“Yeah. You know.”
Blood was still rushing to my head. I’d never felt so nervously… bare before. It had been a chore with Tanner. I’d thought that was normal. This was terrifying and exciting all at once. “Just… a minute,” I breathed. She nodded.
“Take your time,” she whispered, sliding back up and kissing me again, pulling me into a kiss that felt a hundred times more sensual than anything before, now that I had my breasts exposed, her hand on one, fondling it gently.
“I’m sorry I’m… getting weird,” I murmured once she’d pulled away. She shook her head.
“Erin, please. This is the best experience I could have ever asked for. Take your time. Seriously.”
There was heat pooling between my legs, a tingling sensation getting stronger. A desperate want I wasn’t used to feeling. It still felt like I could have died of embarrassment, but the desire was slowly winning out.
It didn’t take much more of what we were doing, kissing, hands traveling over one another, before I couldn’t bear it any longer. I still felt short on breath, but I propped myself up on my elbows and said, “Aubrey…”
“Yeah?” Judging by her husky tone and the look in her eyes, I was pretty sure she was feeling it too.
“Um… I…” I wasn’t sure how to put the words together, so I just fumbled with my pants button, looking away. She smiled, gently, and kissed the tip of my nose before she spoke.
“Do you want to keep going, then?”
I couldn’t really speak very well right now, so I just nodded, looking down.
She licked her lips again. “All right. I’m going to take off your pants, if that’s okay.”
She did. It was more than okay. My panties were a lot wetter than I ever realized they actually got. She trailed her fingers up my inner thigh, hotter and tenser with every inch up, and then when she danced her fingers over the bottom of my panties, I made a sound I couldn’t describe and probably wasn’t all that sexy, judging by the silly smile on Aubrey’s face.
“Can I take them off?” she whispered, and god I wanted to say yes, no matter how nervous it made me feel, but something else was on my mind.
“Um… will you take off yours, too?” I breathed.
She lifted her shirt up slowly over her head, and my eyes followed it—the skin of her stomach, up to her bra, which she lifted off next.
God, she had pretty breasts. I found myself just staring a little, and when she giggled, I sat up with her and kissed her, fondling her. She moaned, and if that sound wasn’t enough to make me lose my goddamn mind, nothing was.
She maneuvered around to tug her shorts off while still kissing me, and I lost my breath at the sight of her long, soft legs, pockmarked with faint little freckles, nothing for all that long stretch up her thighs to her panties.
“You’re a leg girl, huh?” she laughed in my ear, and I shivered.
“I-I don’t know. I didn’t know just a few days ago I was even a… girl girl. But you’re amazing.”
She got up on her knees, and I watched wide-eyed as she hooked her thumbs under her panties and slid them down, down past her center. For a second, I forgot how to breathe.
Her panties hit the floor, and mine went not long after. I felt myself burn hotter all over my entire body as my panties came down, and as my slit was exposed to the open air—and Aubrey’s eyes.
Normally this was where I felt fear, fear and smallness. I was vulnerable, I was naked in more ways than one, and I was at another person’s mercy.
But as much as I felt wildly nervous and my heart was pounding so hard I could barely breathe, I wanted to let Aubrey do anything, anything she wanted to me.
She brushed her fingers over me gently at first, but it still felt like fireworks going off. When she leaned over me, her fingers massaging me, brushing my clit, and when she kissed my lips in the hottest, wettest kiss of my life, I felt my mind go blank.
I moved my hips along with her, groaning, gasping, but her mouth on mine had me controlled. When she slipped a finger into me, I arched my back, breaking the kiss and crying out—I think it was supposed to be her name, but I’d lost any semblance of coherence.
When she moved inside me, I moved with her, grabbing onto her and digging my fingernails into her back. The way she looked at me, held eye contact with me, that incredible eye contact that left me breathless, and crooked her finger inside me—still touching my clit—I was completely hers.
It’d been a long time since I’d felt close like this, and I admit I was not very quiet for it. I gasped her name as she worked me closer, closer to the edge, pleasure flooding my mind until I couldn’t think anymore, just call out her name, and then with one more push, she sent me over the edge.
It was such a huge, throbbing orgasm I lost control of my hips, buckling wildly against her, and I just about screamed her name as it pulsed through my whole body, my feet tingling, my hands fuzzy, my head empty, and my core exploding.
I felt like a lifetime passed in the time I was climaxing. When it was over, I collapsed back onto the bed, gasping like there wasn’t enough air in the world to satisfy me, and Aubrey slid her fingers wetly out of me and lay down on top of me, kissing my neck.
God. Maybe I really was gay.
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“Did that feel okay?” I breathed, lying next to Erin. Erin and her incredible, glorious, very naked body. “Was it too fast?”
“Okay?” She laughed breathlessly. “That was… that was a lot more than okay, Aubrey…”
I couldn’t argue with that. After I’d finished with her, I’d flipped some kind of switch in her, and she flipped me around onto my back and then… well…
“You don’t seem so tired now,” I laughed. She flopped her head back.
“Actually, I think I need to lie down for, like… a month now. But it was worth it.”
“I’m happy to know I was able to be your good experience,” I said, running my hand down her side. I saw her shiver. “I’m sorry you had so many bad ones.”
“It’s in the past now,” she whispered. “I’m starting to realize something.”
“And what’s that?”
She looked me in the eye. “I deserve to have what I want. If that’s a girlfriend, then that’s fine. If that’s to live here in this house, that’s fine too, and if that’s to do photography despite the circumstances, you know, that’s fine too.”
I brushed a hair from her face. “Erin—”
“Birthdays come and go all the time. I deserve to go out and make my days memorable.”
My heart swelled up until it was just about ready to burst. If I had a heart attack lying there listening to Erin say the sweetest things in the world, looking me in the eye like she did, then that would be a pretty all right way to die. “You’re the one with all the right things to say,” I said. “Erin—”
“I’m going to do it after all.” There was a fire in her eyes, and for a second I was back to that time four years ago, when she was the stubborn girl who would not let anything get between her and her art. “I can be a photographer if I want to.”
“Erin—”
“And I’m going to be happy.”
“Erin,” I said, straining it this time. She only just seemed to notice I was saying it, flinching.
“Yeah?”
“What would you do if I said I love you?”
The words all spilled out on top of one another, and immediately I felt weird about it. Shit, I’d been dating her for, what, three days? Had I even taken her on a date? I mean, there was no doubt in my mind I loved her—I’d had feelings for her for ten years now—but it probably wasn’t the right time to say it.
She looked at me, wide-eyed, slowly breathing in. When she finally spoke, it was in a whisper. “You—you love me?”
“I guess it’s too soon to say that,” I sighed.
“Too soon?” She laughed breathlessly, shaking her head. “Aubrey, it’s been ten years we’ve liked each other, we’ve had sex, we live together, what more do you want?”
I knotted my brow. “Ten years we’ve—you liked me then too?”
“I mean, in the sense I was like wow I wish I was gay so I could be her girlfriend. I think that’s a pretty straightforward case of liking you, especially given I’m gay and, looking back, I definitely was then too.”
“Shit, we’re hopeless,” I laughed.
“I love you, too.” She put a hand to my chin. “Aubrey.”
“So, you’re not going to feel bad about living here anymore now, are you?”
She gave me a sheepish smile. “A little bit. I’m still working on it. I can’t just turn around years of conditioning overnight. But I’m going to try.” She shifted, moved a little closer, her legs intertwining with mine. Her legs that were a lot smoother than mine. Since, you know, she actually took care of herself. “But I’m still going to try to get a job as soon as possible, because I want to do this.”
“Sounds good to me.” I shifted too, slowly more aware she was lacing our legs together higher up. “You’re, uh, didn’t you say you were tired?”
She bit her lip and grinned. “Yeah, but… I have twenty-five years of not letting myself like girls to make up for. And you’re my only outlet.”
“Oh,” I said. “Wow. I, uh… don’t think I’m going to have too much to complain about.”
Her fingers trailed along my thigh, and sure enough, I didn’t find a thing to complain about.
*
Angie was a weird choice for Mack. I’d forgotten how tall she was. She was almost a foot taller than her, but when Erin and I rounded the end of the block to where they were sitting on a picnic bench overlooking the beach, where Angie’s arm was practically swallowing up Mack whole, I could see the cuteness appeal of it.
She was pale as paper, much lighter than Mack’s light brown, with platinum-blonde hair and as usual, she was wearing a light blazer with slacks. She raised a mile-long arm to wave to us, and I heard Erin next to me take a deep draw of breath before we approached them.
“Hey,” I said, dropping down across from Mack. “Long time no see, Angie. I heard you got yourself a girlfriend since last time.”
“Only the cutest girl on the island,” Angie said. “But don’t tell her I said that, she’s bad with compliments. And this is Erin? It’s so great to meet you. Do you do handshakes?”
Erin raised an eyebrow. “I do, but now I’m curious what alternatives you offer.”
“Normally just a ‘hi’ or something, but I mean, we can always come up with a new one. High-five?”
“Take that one,” I said. Mack paled.
“Oh, don’t. She’ll take your arm off. She’s stronger than she looks.”
“Is she?” I put a hand to my chin. “What about, like, fist bump-boom?”
“Yeah, we can do that,” Angie said, holding out her fist.
Erin stared at it for a second before she went in for a fist bump, and Angie slid her hand under.
“Snail!”
“That’s foul play,” Mack said.
Erin snagged her hand. “Escargot enthusiast. I win.”
Angie clapped a hand to her mouth. “That’s gruesome! You just ate my snail!”
I cringed. I could go my whole life without thinking about eating snails. “Are you going to institute the fist bump-snail-escargot enthusiast greeting in your company now?”
Angie beamed. “Oh, probably not. Michael would have my head on a platter. You know, he’s the one who always wants to do things by the book. Sounds boring, but without him the company would have probably turned into an occult checkers club in a week or something.”
Erin laughed. I glowed at the sound of it. “This sounds like a fun review of your company culture.”
“We work hard, and play in incomprehensible ways.” Angie folded her arms on the table and leaned in. “So, you do photography, is what I’m hearing.”
Erin nodded. “I can show you some samples.”
“Well, the thing is, we’re not really in any need of a photographer.”
That hit me like a brick to the face, and I wasn’t the one trying to work for them. Still, Erin didn’t even miss a beat.
“What kind of skill are you looking for?”
“Well, we could definitely use a systems person. Right now, we do way too much manually, and we have a lot of redundancy in forms.”
Erin lit up. “That works fine. That’s what I did in my last job. What about a systems person who can also do photography?”
I stared at her. I couldn’t even keep up with her pace. A smile quirked on Angie’s lips.
“You did that at your last job?”
“I handled creation and processing of all kinds of forms and accounts, streamlined and automated them to reduce redundancy and make the processes as handsfree as possible. The company I worked for was a B2B hiring services firm, so not quite the invoices and contracts I’m guessing your firm is looking for, but that should be a quick adjustment. And if I didn’t mention, I can do photography.”
Angie laughed. “Well, you did mention it, but we haven’t had any need for a photographer.”
“Well, of course not. You didn’t have one, so it makes sense to run your organization not to need one. But you could find more opportunities if you had one.”
Angie’s expression shifted—not so much an employer looking at a client, but one businessperson to another at a meeting. She leaned in, clasping her hands on the table. “Yeah? What are you thinking?”
“More professional web design for local businesses, with an in-house professional photographer to get good pictures of the space. We could offer professional headshots for clients, or we could move into personal services. There are a lot of weddings on this island, according to the statistics bureau. Or we could use photographs of the island as part of our business brand, to use in designs. The island is beautiful, local businesses are likely to want to embrace the image of it.”
Angie shook her head, still just smiling a little. “Erin, I’m a big fan of your confidence. You did realize you started saying ‘we’ halfway through that, as if I’d already hired you, right?”
Erin laughed. “I know. I figured I’d give confidence a try.”
Angie smiled wider. “You know? I’ll consider it. Let me talk to Valerie and see if she wants to meet you.”
“Do you want to see the samples?”
Angie shrugged. “They’ll probably ask for a professional portfolio. I’ll be honest and say that’s not my forte, so I’ll just let them ask you if they want to meet you.”
Erin stiffened a little, but she kept the same confident smile. “That sounds perfect. It’s been a pleasure meeting you and your snail, Angie.”
They said their nice goodbyes and Angie and Mack strolled back towards the town, and the instant they were out of view, Erin collapsed face-first on the table, letting out a long whoosh of air.
“Holy hell that was terrifying,” she blurted.
“That was amazing,” I said. “I didn’t know you had that kind of interview negotiation skill.”
“I really don’t,” she laughed breathlessly. “I just pretended to for a minute. God, I’m exhausted now. I need to sleep for a week.”
I put a hand on her back. “You did great. You deserve to sleep for a week. Do you want to head home?”
“I don’t have a professional portfolio!” She turned on me, her eyes wide. “Crap. Now what?”
“Just give them a portfolio. They don’t have to be pieces you’ve gotten contracted to do or anything.”
“They’re going to ask if I don’t have the work details of those photos, and then I’ll have to tell them I’m a hack who’s never made a dollar!”
“Cross that bridge when you get to it. Maybe they’ll like your pictures and that’ll be good.”
She shook her head and staggered to her feet. “I’ve got to find some way to actually get paid for them. I’m going home. Need to do some work online.”
I sighed. I was glad she switched on again, but I’d forgotten she had no way to switch back off. Not that I minded when she was this exciting, so long as she didn’t end up breaking herself in the process. I followed back to the house, where she was bent over a little and leaning on the doorway once we got back.
“You’re getting some rest before anything,” I said, unlocking the front door and kicking my shoes off inside. “And that’s final. I’ll make you some tea.”
She pouted and I saw all the arguments go through her mind before she sighed.
“Fine. Thanks, Aubrey.”
She kissed me quickly and then she was up the stairs, a little bit more of a spring to her step. Well, if there was one thing to make me stop worrying about anything, it was a kiss from Erin, so I was picked up enough to step, dance and twirl there in the kitchen while I brewed the tea, moving to some melody in my mind.
My phone rang, so I flipped it open and glanced at the caller ID. Unknown number from Nebraska. I felt a chill, the dancing spirit whipped out of me in an instant.
I couldn’t just not answer. It had something to do with Erin, for better or worse. I took a deep breath and answered the call. “Hello?”
“Hi, is Erin there?”
I narrowed my eyes. “Hello? Who is this?”
“This is Dr. Webb, Erin Hesterfield’s primary care provider. She’s disappeared and I was able to find your number listed in her contacts…”
Erin put down my number as a contact for the doctor? Why on earth would she do that if we hadn’t been talking for years? “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I said after a measured pause. “I’m sorry, I think you have the wrong number.”
“Is this not… Aubrey Winslow?”
This was creepy. “I’m sorry, I think you have the wrong number,” I said, pulled the phone away from my ear and hung up before he could say anything else.
It didn’t make sense. Erin wouldn’t have put my contact number down. But how else would anyone have found my phone number?
I brought the tea carefully upstairs, every step feeling heavier than it should have. There was a weight in my chest, and it made it harder to get up to the bedroom, but when I got there, the sight of Erin in the bed, lying down just deep breathing, helped me relax a little bit.
“Your tea,” I said, setting it down on the nightstand. “Someone called for you, from Nebraska.”
She blinked her eyes open, squinting at me. When I sat down next to her, I noticed her breathing wasn’t right—seeming like she was struggling with it. “What? Who was it?”
I pursed my lips. “He said he was your doctor, Dr. Webb—”
“Shit,” Erin gasped, pushing herself up and against the headboard. Her eyes went wide, and she clutched at her chest as she struggled to breathe.
“Erin? What’s the matter?”
She pursed her lips, shook her head, tears springing to her eyes. “Shit. I never saw Dr. Webb. He was a different doctor. He did general practice. I went to Dr. Seymour. I… Dr. Webb is…” She swallowed. “Dr. Webb is the doctor Tanner thought I was with.”
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The last thing I needed in my life right now, with my fatigue getting worse instead of better, with some crazy commitment to a career in photography I would have to jump through hoops to get—the last thing I needed was Tanner finding out where I was.
But Tanner had found out where I was, because, you know, of course he did.
I drank my tea, struggling to swallow it. Aubrey sat next to me, stroking my hair, and thank god for her because I’d have broken down without her.
“He can’t do anything,” I reasoned. “The lease payment, everything, that was all in his name. I had every legal right to come here and stop giving him money. I—I had a witness in Nebraska to him threatening me, too. What does he think he can do?”
“I don’t know,” Aubrey breathed. Even her voice was shaking. I was so broken-down I was probably getting to her, too. “He can’t do anything, from the sounds of things.”
“He can ruin my life still,” I sobbed, setting the tea down and choking. “All he has to do is walk in and I’ll be running hiding. If I have to talk to him, I’m going to lose the progress I’ve made. I don’t want to talk to him. I never want to see him again. Aubrey, I’m scared.”
I threw myself on her, and she embraced me tightly, massaging little circles on my back. It helped me breathe a little bit, but I was still feeling weaker and weaker, struggling more and more.
“I told him I didn’t know what he was talking about, that I didn’t know Erin or Aubrey,” Aubrey said. “But… I don’t know how he got my number.”
“He must have found out I came here. He must know. God, he probably got into my email account. Shit, I used the same password for a couple things, I…”
I choked. Aubrey tensed. “Erin, are you okay? You’re having trouble breathing.”
“I’m fine,” I rasped. “I mean, I’m not fine! Thinking about him is giving me flashbacks. I don’t want to see him anymore. Why can’t he just leave me alone?”
Aubrey kissed my forehead. “I know this sounds extreme, but I can get in touch with the police. If he got into your personal accounts to track down you and the people you love, I’m pretty sure there’s more than one thing they can stop him on pretense of.”
“I-I shouldn’t get the police involved,” I laughed weakly. “That’s bound to go badly. They’ll probably think I’m doing something wrong and try to send me back there to him instead.”
“We can get you a restraining order.”
I squeezed my fists. God, if I didn’t want that right now. “They need a good reason for that, don’t they? And I can’t just tell them he’s a jerk to me or I think every other woman would have a restraining order against half their exes.”
“Didn’t you say you had a witness to him threatening you?”
“In Nebraska. I don’t think she’ll be willing to fly to the other side of the country to testify for me.”
“I’ll look into it. It might be doable. If it’s something you’d want.”
I sniffled and nodded. “God, I wish I could.”
“I really think we should talk to the police. A man you don’t feel safe around is trying to track you down.”
I choked. “I don’t think… let’s just wait it out a little and see what happens next.”
She sighed and stood up. “I’ll go look into what the police or the courts can do. Okay? I’ll be right back.”
I grabbed her by the wrist, looked up to her with my hopeless expression, pulled her down and kissed her fiercely before letting her go. “I love you, Aubrey.”
“I love you, too. I love you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
She slipped out of the room, leaving me with my tea, struggling to drink it. I choked more than once before I set it down.
I couldn’t drink it. My throat was feeling so tight I could barely breathe, and I swear it was just getting tighter.
It was getting tighter.
Breathing was getting harder. My heart fluttered as I realized. My airways were just closing up and I had no idea why and no idea how to stop it. I was wheezing now, choking, and I tried to reach for my phone but I accidentally sent it to the floor instead, and my vision blurred when I went reaching for it.
I fell from the bed, fumbling around in the darkness—it was the middle of the day, the lights were all on, but everything was so dark—but my phone was nowhere to be found, and the invisible hands clutched tighter.
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When I heard a thud, I panicked. All I could think right away was shit, I knew she wasn’t okay.
I was up the stairs in record time, my phone out, and when I threw open the door, my heart dropped to my feet at the sight of Erin lying on the floor, barely breathing.
Jesus, I knew she wasn’t breathing properly. Why did I just walk away?
I rolled her onto her back and held the back of my hand over her mouth, feeling her labored breaths against my skin. Her chest was rising and falling erratically. My whole body was shaking so badly I wasn’t sure I could even stand up.
I fumbled with my phone before Erin groaned, “Aubrey…”
I almost dropped the phone on her. “Erin! Are you okay?”
She paled. “Oh, god. Please don’t call an ambulance. I’m uninsured.”
“Erin, you’re dying on the floor! I’m calling an ambulance!”
She waved her hand around before catching the side of the bed, pulling herself halfway up. “I just need some water,” she rasped before falling again.
“Jesus, you’re not just dehydrated.”
She winced. “I just… need to go to a clinic. How far is it?”
I dialed 911. “Just relax, try to breathe, I-I’m calling for help.”
“Stop it,” she pleaded. The look in her eyes almost made me want to listen to her. The way her hands were shaking made me stop listening.
The operator answered and I barely got myself to string together a single coherent word. “I—my girlfriend is passing out on the floor, she can barely breathe—”
“I’m not passing out!” Erin wheezed, choking and clutching her chest. “Shit, it hurts.”
I covered the mouthpiece. “Erin, I love you and I am calling an ambulance before you die!”
She kicked the floor. “Dammit, I’ll be fine—”
“I’m dispatching an ambulance to your location,” the operator said. “Is she still conscious?”
I uncovered the mouthpiece. “Yeah, she’s yelling.”
“Try to help her relax, just try to help her breathe—”
“I’m not yelling!” Erin yelled.
The wailing sirens pulled up before long, louder than I’d realized they actually got. By now, Erin was getting weaker, and she’d stopped yelling, stopped struggling and just let me pick her up. She clutched to me, laboring for breath, and whispered as I stumbled down the stairs with her, “I love you, Aubrey.”
“I love you too. You’re going to be okay.”
I wasn’t sure if I was more trying to convince her or myself. My heart was churning so badly I felt like I was about to throw up.
The paramedics were waiting outside, and they took Erin into the back of the ambulance. One of them looked me over. “You’re…”
“Her girlfriend. Please.”
He gestured me into the back of the ambulance with them, and when the doors closed and the sirens came back on, I felt like I was a thousand miles away. Like this wasn’t really happening.
In a way, Erin almost looked peaceful. She took my hand, looked up at me, and we stayed like that the whole trip, me just trying to will all the strength I could to her with my eyes.
I don’t really know everything that happened from there. We got to the hospital, everyone seemed so damn calm—the paramedics rushed her upstairs, everyone moving fast, but they all had the calmness of people who had done it a million times and I was just following like dammit she’s dying, am I the only one freaking out?
I swear I had to wait outside for hours. I was pretty sure it was actually like fifteen minutes, but it felt like I was there for weeks. I was pacing, wringing my hands, repeating it would be okay, it would be okay—and the next thing I knew, there was a kindly little old lady doctor who poked her head out of the room, smiling at me.
“You’re Aubrey, aren’t you?”
“Is Erin okay?” I think I managed to say it all in one word, maybe one syllable. She smiled and opened the door wider.
“She’s just fine. Come on in.”
When I got inside the sterile hospital room, Erin was propped up on the bed, looking equal parts embarrassed, upset, and relieved. Still, she smiled sweetly at me, and I wanted to cry.
“Aubrey,” she said, and that was it. The tone in her voice said everything that needed to be said. She was glad she was alive. I was glad she was alive.
“She had an asthma attack and a panic attack at the same time,” the doctor said, holding up a rescue inhaler. “Scary, but this did most of the work. Still, I’m going to recommend some close supervision in the following days.”
I turned on Erin with wide eyes. “I didn’t know you had asthma.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t know.”
“It can always set in unexpectedly,” the doctor said. “Especially moving to a different climate, sometimes you find triggers you never knew you had.”
I dared to breathe out, finally, for the first time in a while. “So she’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay. She just needs to keep an inhaler.”
“You’ll want to stay out of any strenuous activity for a while, and I know this is a pointless thing to say, but try to avoid panic attacks. They’ll probably trigger more asthma attacks. And check in after a week so we can make sure there’s nothing we missed. Sounds good?”
Erin stiffened. “How much is this going to cost?”
I put a hand on her wrist. “Sweetheart, we’ll take care of it. Don’t worry about that right now.”
“Okay, but if I have another panic attack when I see the bill, and I have to come back in, I’ll owe twice as much.”
“Then I won’t show you the bill. Doctor, thank you—thank you.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” the doctor said, waving me off. “My easiest job all day. One look at her, get her an inhaler and she was fine. Could have been a lot worse. It’s a good thing you got her here so quickly.”
A good thing. Yeah, definitely. It was a good thing Erin wasn’t fucking dead.
I laughed randomly, breathlessly, leaned back against the wall. That was a good thing.
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It had been a week since my run-in at the hospital, and Aubrey still hadn’t shown me the bill. I knew when it showed up—Aubrey had been a little pale that day, going about things a little blankly. The guilt was eating me up inside, but, I mean, hey, I was alive. That was something to be grateful for.
Aubrey had saved my life. Even when I’d asked her not to. The thought was enough to make me laugh. Which I did, plenty—ever since having a close encounter with asphyxiation, I’d just been going around laughing at everything.
Right now, it was Britney and Mack I was laughing with, sitting around that same kitchen table where they’d all welcomed me for the first time. Mack made potato salad again, even. Aubrey had passed on the meal, promising she’d eat later.
“I don’t understand,” Britney said, waving her hands around. “I swear all the women around me have removed themselves from the dating market by dating each other, and I still can’t find a halfway decent man!”
I shrugged. “Men really aren’t that great. Trust me.”
I’d had my experiences. And Tanner was still looking for me. It made me shudder. We hadn’t heard anything from him, but… dammit, he was still lurking. His shadow over my life.
“I wouldn’t know,” Mack said, busying herself with her food. Right. Sweet little Mack had, apparently, declared to her parents at seven years old after a playground fight that she didn’t like boys so she’d never get married, and they just said, well, some women marry other women, and Mack stuck with it ever since. She talked with her parents regularly and they still never got over that.
Britney put her hands up. “You think women are much better? I’m a woman and look what a pain in the ass I am! Besides, I know guys suck, but dammit, I like them for some stupid reason. Look, you all know some decent men, right? You can just divert all of them my way, can’t you?”
“Of course,” I said. “Any desirable single men, I make sure to tell them hey, there’s a scary florist I know who really wants to get laid.”
Britney nodded. “That’s exactly what I want. See, Erin, you’re a real friend. I’m glad Aubrey imported you.”
“I try not to tell anyone about you,” Mack said, still not looking up. “I get secondhand embarrassment.”
“Wow!” Britney put a hand to her chest.
“Hey, Erin,” Mack said, ignoring the wound she’d just caused. “Angie’s still wondering about you. I told her you were hospitalized and that’s why you dropped off the radar all of a sudden. I hope you don’t mind.”
I shook my head. “I appreciate your support.”
“Do you want to go in sometime to talk to the rest of them?”
I scrunched up my lips. I’d lost some of that bravado I’d had then when I had my asthma attack, and when I learned Tanner was on my tail. Not to mention when she’d asked for a portfolio. “I guess,” I mumbled. “I’m still recovering, but I guess I can.”
“Don’t force it,” Mack said. “How about next week?”
I nodded. “Thanks, Mack. You’re amazing.”
After our lunch guests departed, Mack leaving boxes of food—she’d always kept Aubrey from starving, and even though I cooked for her now, it was kind of just her gesture of dedication to Aubrey—I took a little Tupperware of food upstairs to Aubrey, sitting in her office with her head in one hand. She didn’t notice me coming in, so I stood behind her not sure what to do next.
After strategizing for a second, I crept back, opened the door again, and closed it more loudly. This time, she looked back at me with a haggard expression. “Oh, Erin. Hey.”
“What’s the matter?” I set the food down on the desk without saying anything, pulling up another chair and sitting near her. “You look exhausted.”
“I’m all right,” she sighed. “Just working. You know. Tough… tough project.”
I looked over at the screen, a blank Adobe Illustrator page. “It’s not that same project for that real estate guy, is it?”
She lay back in the chair, looking up at the ceiling. “I’m getting really sick of this guy, but what am I supposed to do?”
“Why don’t you just walk away from the job? Don’t you think it’s going to just keep going like this, and you’re going to run yourself ragged for nothing?”
She wheezed. “It’s ten thousand dollars.”
“Ten—what?” I blurted. “Jesus.”
“Only because every time a designer walks away from him, he thinks the answer is just to offer the next one more money,” she wheeze-laughed. “He’s this weird mega-millionaire developer and I hate his guts.”
“I mean…” I looked down. “Your mental health is worth something, too, though, you know. You deserve to be happy.”
She grumbled something I couldn’t make out, and somehow all of a sudden it gave me a jolt.
“Aubrey, you’re not—” I stood up, and she looked up like I’d caught her doing something she shouldn’t have been. “Is this because you don’t have any other choice to pay my medical bill?”
“That’s not it,” she blurted entirely too quickly.
“How much is it?”
She shook her head. “I’m not going to get you involved in that, because I don’t want you feeling like you owe me.”
“Seriously? You’re killing me making me speculate what it is. And now that I know you’re going through hell and high water for a ten thousand dollar contract no matter what, it’s really giving me some ideas what I’m costing you now.”
“Erin, that’s not—”
“I just want you to tell me! Is that so much to ask for? I just want to know!”
She looked down. “I’ll show you later, once you’re fully recovered for sure. You said it’d give you a panic attack and I don’t want that.”
“It was—ugh!” I whirled away from her. “I’m going outside. I need a walk.”
She spun in her chair to look as I left. “Erin—”
But I walked out the door before she could say anything, trudged downstairs, and out the door.
I wasn’t sure where I was going, but my legs took down the street, through the briny late-spring air, and eventually to the Shipwreck Café. Why I was here when I was so deeply in debt, I didn’t know, but I needed to let my mind wander, so I let my legs wander, too.
Next thing I knew, I was at the counter, ordering a latte, and walking to the back of the café before stopping at the sight of Hailey, sitting at a laptop, looking up at me.
“Oh,” I said after a long pause. “Hailey.”
“Hi,” she said, a little guarded. We kept staring, and finally, I said,
“Do you mind if I sit with you?”
She looked around and shrugged. “Go for it.”
I didn’t know why I was sitting with Hailey. She still made me feel a little uncomfortable, just a weird association. I sat down, and sure enough, we said all of nothing. It was awkward enough, but with me doing nothing, it was even worse.
I surprised myself by being the one to break the silence. “Hey, Hailey, I’m sorry I was rude to you before.”
She looked up from the laptop, her eyes wide. “Rude? I didn’t think you were rude.”
“Well, I was trying to keep you from noticing I was picking on you, so I guess that just means I was successfully rude.” I shook my head. “I mean, I had feelings for Aubrey and I could tell you liked her too, and it made me jealous, and I took it out on you. And that was unfair of me, so I apologize.”
She stared for a while before she relaxed. “I mean, I could tell Aubrey was head-over-heels for you, so I was more than a little jealous also. Well, how to say… I am happy for you two though. But…”
My stomach churned. “But, what?”
“Nothing,” she said, going back to her typing. It itched, whatever she was about to say, but I wasn’t about to pry.
“You’re a copywriter, aren’t you?” I said. “Can I ask what you’re working on now?”
She gave me a sardonic smile. “You’d find it dreadfully dull, my dear.”
“My last job was spending two years tidying up bad spreadsheets. Try me.”
“Really?” She laughed loud and clear, a sparkle in her eyes. “All right. I’m writing copy to try selling houses to old people.”
I laughed. “That’s much better than spreadsheets where someone typed in one through fifty manually in the left column. Is this a contract or is it with Brian?”
“It’s with Brian, because for some reason, the man decided we needed to get into the market of retirement homes. Because he just loves working with old people, I guess.”
“Lucrative market, though, it sounds like. And an expensive one.”
“We’re so deep in leverage it makes me nervous. But yeah, all we have to do is make a couple sales and we’ll be working in the black.”
“Well, nothing exciting ever happened without a little risk. Just making your days meaningful, right?”
She quirked a smile at me, staring at me oddly. When she finally spoke, she said, “So… what I was saying earlier, actually. Is Aubrey okay?”
I slumped in my seat. “Not at all. I was hospitalized and she’s trying to pay all my expenses, and I’m not even insured. She’s bashing her head on the wall trying to do a contract I think she and I both know will never go through.”
She winced. “Oh… Erin, I’m sorry.”
I shook my head. “I’m all right. Found out I had asthma. I’m just lucky Aubrey got me to the hospital in time.”
“Not that,” she said. “I mean—that too. I’m glad she did. But… all I knew was that she got together with you, and then withdrew from the world, and she’s been stressed out. I assumed it was your fault, that you were hurting her or something. I was unfair to you.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I mean, I’ve been a pain in the neck for her, I’m sure, but we love each other.”
She did a double-take. “You love each other?”
“She was my best friend for years and years, before we realized we were lesbians. When we reconnected, well, I mean, it was pretty easy to recognize we’d loved each other a long time already.”
I wasn’t sure why I was sharing all this so freely with Hailey, the girl I’d disliked just on completely irrational principle twenty minutes ago. But it felt easy and right.
“That’s so cute,” she laughed. “I had no idea what I was getting into, huh? I guess I’m glad she got together with you in the end.”
I looked down. “I just hope it doesn’t crush her. She’s done so much for me. I haven’t been able to do anything to return the favor for her. I’ve tried, but…”
She beamed. “She’s a very intelligent woman, and she thinks very highly of you. I’m inclined to believe her faith is well-placed. I think you’ll do just fine.”
I nodded. “Thanks, Hailey. I know we got off on the wrong foot, but, uh, I hope we can get along better now.”
She smiled sweetly, closing her laptop. “Anyone willing to tell me it’s interesting even when I’m trying to sell a house to old people is good in my books. Let me get your number.”
Leaving the café with Hailey’s number and my latte in one hand, an americano just the way Aubrey liked it in the other, I felt a weird sort of lightness, like I hadn’t felt since before that first onset of fatigue here.
I had to wonder how much of that was my asthma. I’d felt lighter and freer and fuller ever since the rescue inhaler, and I’d used an inhaler once since then, and immediately I was back to full again. Maybe I was more manageable than I’d thought.
I had to stack the cups in one hand to get in the front door, and I set down my latte in the living room before heading up to the office. I stopped outside, though—I heard Aubrey’s voice inside.
“… stop calling. I don’t know you and I don’t know Erin. I don’t know what you expect to change.”
My heart sank, the lightness dissipating.
Stop calling? It had to be Tanner again. How many times had he called her? How many times did she go through with this, hiding it so I wouldn’t have to worry?
I waited for her conversation to finish, and then I opened the door.
Aubrey whirled around, the phone still in her hand, a deer-in-the-headlights look on her face. “Erin—”
I walked past her, set the americano down on the desk. “Here. I was at the café and I picked you up your drink.”
She flushed. “Oh—I—thank you.”
I sat down, turning my back to her. Folding my arms on her desk, leaning away from her. It was quiet for a while before she sat down with me, slowly and quietly.
“Aubrey,” I said, feeling a little quiver in my voice.
“Yeah?”
I looked down at my hands, took a deep breath, and I said what I needed to.
“Can we go for a walk?”
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It was a beautiful day out, the air cooling off a little as the sun just started to set, the sky glowing gold at the horizon.
Erin was, of course, stunning. She had her hair pinned up into a messy bun, wearing a white sun dress, looking like a vision of summer. I couldn’t piece together what was going through her mind—she’d come in while I was yelling at Tanner, and I had a feeling she knew that wasn’t the first time.
This girl went through a lot. Her medical bill was probably enough to give her that panic attack, she still had to watch her health, and her obsessive ex-boyfriend would not stop calling. I didn’t want to put more on her plate. But…
She even got my drink perfect. With how little I ate, it probably wasn’t good to drink strong, black coffee like this, but I couldn’t help it. It was dark and rich and subtly sweet and I loved it.
Erin got down the street before she looked back at me, gave me a small smile, and offered her hand. My heart thumped. God, if seeing the woman I loved offering her hand for me to hold wasn’t a beautiful sight—but I was pretty sure she was trying to soften the blow before she yelled at me. Nervously, I took her hand and walked with her, and we got a few blocks before she laughed.
“Aubrey, you’re so stiff. What’s the matter?”
I flushed. “Nothing. No way. I’m cool. Just… thinking about work.”
“Of course you are,” she sighed. My stomach dropped again, but she just kept walking with me—on, and before I realized it, we were at the amusement park.
We just walked through it, though, on to the beach where we’d watched the fireworks—where we’d had our first kiss. I felt little tingles in my chest walking past the spot where it had happened, where she’d slipped slowly into my arms, where I’d felt the touch of her lips for the first time.
“Aubrey,” she said, stopping by the water’s edge and looking like something out of a dream, there by the water with the ocean breeze tossing the hem of her sun dress. “I wanted to talk to you.”
Uh-oh. Here it was. “Yeah?” I said, trying to sound cool. I missed the mark big time.
She sat down, and I joined her. The sand was warmer than I expected. “I just want to confirm. How many times has Tanner called you?”
I swallowed hard, looked down at the little waves lapping. “Uh… six.”
She sighed. “You never told me.”
I looked away. “I’m sorry. I just… didn’t know what to do.”
She squeezed my hand, reached up and took my chin, turned my head to look at her. When we made eye contact, it took me back to that moment she showed up at my door, when she’d left me breathless at that first glimpse of her in four years. “You know… I just want to be a part. I want to work with you on these things. I love you and I appreciate you taking care of me, but I don’t want to just be taken care of.”
I looked down. “I… I don’t know. I just know you’ve been hurt so much, I just want to help you. I know you’re a mature, capable adult yourself, but—”
“I am,” she said, laying her hand on my arm. “It’s time you let me handle things with you. Okay?”
I sniffled. Why was I crying? I had no idea what was going on with me all of a sudden. “Okay. Right. Yeah. Of course.”
“I just want to say one thing.” There was a resolve in her eyes, and I couldn’t help but nod. “I… my happiness isn’t just your project to maintain. It’s our project. And so is your happiness.”
I blinked. “Our project?”
“You said birthdays come and go all the time, and if we want our days to be meaningful, we have to do it ourselves. But… maybe that’s not entirely true. I think love is about someone else who will go out of their way to make your life meaningful, and you theirs. I think love is just that—your happiness is ours, and my happiness is ours. I know I’m still having to learn to accept other people making me happy, but I don’t want to leave it all to you. I want to do it together. With you.”
I looked down. “I didn’t mean to act like you couldn’t handle your own life.”
“I know, Aubrey. You just want to help the people around you be happy. You’re a beautiful, generous person who would give away everything for someone you care for without a second thought. I love you for that. And I want to tell you that it goes every way in this relationship, that we can both be responsible for my happiness. And for yours. When was the last time you stopped to take care of yourself? Or let me take care of you?”
I sighed. “I’m not the one who got hospitalized.”
“But now you’re the one suffering for it.” She ran her fingers through my hair, looking into my eyes, and I felt like I lost all my ability to disagree with anything. “Because you want to fix everything yourself. You want to make everything okay all by yourself. And you can, because you’re incredible, but that doesn’t mean you have to. Or even should. Because I love you and I want to be a part of this too.”
“You are a part,” I said weakly. “You’re… I love you, you know.”
“Then let me in,” she whispered. “Let me see where you’re hurt. Let me know what you want.”
I wiped my eye, trying to will away the tears. I didn’t know what the heck I was crying over. “I just have a stupid project and your ex-boyfriend is too persistent.”
“And you have my medical bill.”
I sighed and looked down. “Do you really want to know how much it was?”
“Of course. We’re going to do it together.”
My heart swelled a little, but also broke a little because I knew how much it would hurt her. “Thirty… thirty six hundred.” I breathed. “And twenty-five. I mean, I took a payment plan, so I’ll manage it. But if I can get that contract, I can just wipe it away—”
“Aubrey,” she breathed, wiping away another tear from my cheek. “It’s fine. That’s not so bad. It could have been worse. We have all the time in the world to figure out a way to handle it. I want to be together with you forever.”
I laughed weakly. “What, are you proposing now?”
“Not yet,” she laughed. “Later, okay? Be patient if you can.”
I sniffle-laughed as she planted a kiss on my cheek. “How do you always have the right thing to say?”
“The same way you always have the right thing to say to me, I guess. We’re perfect together.”
I sniffled. “You know, I never would have met you if I hadn’t gotten so invested in bad Twilight fanfiction online.”
“Funny how life works.”
“Funny how life works,” I agreed. When our lips met, I felt like there wasn’t a problem anywhere in the world—that everything, everywhere, all of it would somehow be all right. That nothing else really mattered.
“So, I can be a little selfish and tell you what I want, right?” I said after she pulled away, her lips still glistening in the sunlight, the most beautiful thing I’d seen in my life.
“Of course,” she said, licking her lips. Like she noticed me staring at them. Not like I was subtle.
“Okay, because I really want to have sex again.”
She laughed. “I thought you’d never ask. What, right here?”
“I’m not an exhibitionist.” I shoved her shoulder a little, and she laughed harder. “I just didn’t want to say anything that might pressure you while you were recovering.”
She strained a little smile. “Aubrey, that’s super sweet and I appreciate that you’re so considerate, but you do realize how horny and desperate I get sometimes, don’t you? If you think I’m some innocent little cherub, I’ve got big news.”
“Why didn’t you say so, then?”
“You’re already giving me everything, I’d feel bad asking for anything more.”
“Well, Christ, I’m glad I asked,” I said. “I’ve been wanting it badly enough I’m not actually that far from doing it here and now.”
“Once we’re home.” She kissed me again, softly and swiftly, and then her eyes widened. She backed away a little, looked around at the beach, and narrowed her eyes.
“What’s the matter?” I said, looking around for whatever she was seeing. A pretty sunset, the Ferris wheel standing tall, the empty beach—nothing but the usual.
“Aubrey, go stand over there,” she breathed, pointing me to a spot down the beach a little ways. “Don’t ask me why, just do it.”
“Huh?” I stared at her, but her expression brooked no argument. Shrugging, I stood up, made my way over, and stood where I was directed.
“Holy mother of mercy,” she said. “You look perfect.”
“What?” I squinted at her, but she wasn’t paying attention to me anymore—just grabbing her camera from her bag, and she took a picture of me. “Did you just now realize how pretty I am?”
She didn’t even look away from the camera. “Trust me, I realized that a long time ago. Oh, try sitting down, with your side to me.”
There was that side of Erin again, the kind that got so focused she’d walk through a brick wall. I sat down, and before I knew it, she’d procured a tripod, and she took a whole slew of pictures, posing me in different ways.
I mean, I didn’t mind being her model. I just wish I’d dressed up better, even if I was silhouetted in all her shots.
“Hey,” she said finally, practically bouncing in place. “Follow me a minute, I just thought of another good couple pictures.”
“Say what?” I said. “How many are we going to do?”
She grabbed me by the wrists, almost spilling my coffee, and pulled me in close enough to breathe in my ear. “Trust me, I’ll make it worthwhile once we’re home.”
I flushed scarlet. That was a deal I’d take.
*
We got home after the sun had finished setting, once the sky was cold blue, and Erin was hanging on my arm the whole way. As soon as we got in through the front door, she pulled me in and laid a trail of kisses along my neck, from my ear down to my collar, and I sighed in pleasure, wrapping my arms around her neck.
She pushed them off, and sank to her knees, laying her head against the hottest part of my body and looking up at me. I felt a flash of weakness pass over me.
“H-hold on,” I said. “Whoa.”
“What? I told you this was coming, didn’t I?” She ran her fingers along the inside of my thigh, tingling hotter as she went higher. “Oh, you’re sensitive today, huh?”
I fidgeted. “I-I mean, I was thinking about you the whole time we were out—”
“Thinking about what, I wonder?” she mused, undoing the button on my pants, taking the zipper in her teeth. I felt my knees buckle already.
“Well, nothing I was thinking was quite this aggressive—”
“Sounds like your imagination has some catching up to do.” She pulled down my zipper, grabbed my pants by the belt loops and tugged them down, and I gasped as the cool air of the living room hit the wet spot on my panties. She laughed. “You look like you were doing some productive thinking, though.”
“You’re a lot less shy this time,” I squeaked out.
“I didn’t know sex was so good until you showed me,” she said in a husky whisper, her breath hitting me right where I was weakest. “Now you kind of have to deal with the consequences, don’t you?”
“I don’t think I mind these consequences, to be perfectly honest—”
She wrapped her arms around my thighs and ran her tongue along the bottom of my panties, and I made a sound I don’t think existed in any language, bucking my hips. She pulled away, laughing until she snorted.
“What was that noise?” she laughed. “You okay?”
“I’m—doing just great,” I gasped. “But, uh, if you’re going to do that once, I kind of need you to do it again.”
She slipped my panties down and I felt so wound-up I was probably about to orgasm from her looking at me. Especially with the way she stared at a certain part of my body, her lips glistening wet, and then trailed her gaze up over my body until she met my eyes, moving her mouth closer.
She took me in her mouth and I squeaked something much higher than I ever realized my voice could go, my hips rocking violently—her lips against my skin, her tongue running up along my slit and toying with my clit. Shit she was a tease.
She moved up until she was sucking on my clit, and slowly, slipped a finger up into me—just the tip, and still looking up into my eyes, slowly inserted the whole thing. I had one hand clasped on the wall behind me, the other pressed into her hair shaking so badly I was worried I was about to fall over. My knees were weak—if I didn’t have the wall to lean on and Erin’s arm around one thigh, I wouldn’t have been able to stand up.
I was close before long like that, with her tongue trailing around my clit and her finger inside me. When she started licking faster and pumping her finger harder, I started down a very short road whose destination I knew very well.
“Oh, shit,” I blurted, my voice shaking as badly as I was. “I’m—Erin, I—”
She pressed into me harder and I pressed my arm against my mouth, feeling a body-racking orgasm build up—I screamed her name muffled into the crook of my arm as I came, my whole body bucking, pressing my hips into her mouth as my orgasm pulsed through every part of my body.
When my orgasm faded and she pulled away, I forgot how to stand or really do anything anymore. I sank to the floor, and Erin, laughing, just went down on her hands and knees with me, pressing me up against the wall and kissing me fiercely.
I think I blacked out for a minute in that kiss, pleasure still throbbing through my body, just feeling the warmth of her against me. When I opened my eyes again, her dress was on the floor, and I legitimately don’t know how she managed that without me noticing.
“My turn,” she sang, a teasing glimmer in her eyes, and shit I was ready for her to take a turn.
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“Really?” I laughed, slapping Aubrey on the arm. She sat down on the bed next to me with her laptop in her underwear, and she put her hands up.
“What? Did you want to keep going? I don’t think I’m physically capable of that.”
I didn’t think I was, either. I hadn’t realized I could climax that many times, and I think it was about the highest number I was going to reach. But still. “Check some after-sex work emails? You’re such a workaholic.”
She closed her laptop again. “Fine, fine. I just thought I needed to get some work done, and I wanted to do it next to you.”
“I’m just teasing you,” I said, resting a hand on her thigh. “I like how dedicated you are. Just so long as you’re aware I’m going to be pressing my mostly-naked body up against you while you work.”
“I mean, having you naked next to me is usually a win.”
I kissed her shoulder and leaned my head against it, watching her open the laptop again. “That’s fine. I wanna see you work, too.”
So I got to see her work. I’d gotten plenty of snippets of it, but I’d never really watched her full workflow. Amazingly, us being in our underwear pressed up together in bed wasn’t even that distracting, since my body couldn’t really handle any more sex drive for a while, and I got to enjoy the sensation of all her bare skin warm on mine as I watched her work.
After all her talking up of her rich, annoying client, I was kind of looking forward to seeing his complaining communications. But reading them, I got a weird feeling.
“As you can see,” she sighed, “I’ve been trying my best with this guy.”
I shook my head. “Aubrey, this guy loves your work.”
“What? Are you reading the same things I am?”
“Of course I am. Look at this guy. He’s weird, but he clearly just likes being a diva. He’s over the moon you’re going along with him. Oh, you know, try that. Call him a diva.”
“What? I don’t want to lose this job!”
“He just loves the island and he wants to be an eccentric about it,” I laughed. “Do it.”
“He’s cut off twenty clients on this job already.”
“Just trust me. Or say your girlfriend said he’s a funny diva.”
She stared at me for a while, and shook her head, typing the message and sending it off. “Well, at least now I don’t have to worry about finishing this job.”
“Hold on a second,” I said, getting up. I was moving on autopilot, and I went back to the front door where I’d dropped my stuff in my rush to go down on Aubrey, and in a minute I was back with my SD card. “Any reply?” I said as I crawled back under the blankets.
She looked away, turning the screen to me. He’d replied with maybe your girlfriend understands the job better than you do.
“See, he likes you,” I said. “Here, do you have Lightroom?”
She squinted at me. “I think, somewhere on here… are you going to process your photos?”
“What else do you do with Lightroom?” I laughed, stealing her laptop. She didn’t fight me. I opened my camera roll—a long, long sequence of things I never thought would be good enough for anyone. And here I was, looking over them, and you know? They were really nice. I had a talent for this.
“Hold on,” Aubrey said.
“He wants the passion and natural character of the island,” I said. “Let’s give him a mood board for the design.”
She didn’t get in my way. I think she was just confused and amazed in equal parts. No, actually, definitely larger part confused. I was fine with that.
I worked faster than I expected in Lightroom, cleaning up and polishing a lot of the photos I’d taken with Aubrey, and a lot of the ones I’d taken that day I ran off to go climb a cliff by myself and probably almost die of an asthma attack. Scary, but all’s well that ends well, right?
“Send him this mood board,” I said finally, returning the laptop with a collection of curated photos. “Tell him your girlfriend is a photographer who loves this island and ask if I captured the spirit of it.”
“Erin, you scare me, and I love it,” Aubrey said, doing exactly as I told her. I was just about bouncing in the bed, waiting for a reply.
“He’s an old guy, right? I bet he’d be delighted to know he’s working right now with a couple of hot lesbians lying half-naked in bed together.”
“Okay, I’m being lenient, but we are not telling him that,” Aubrey said. “But yes, he probably would.”
It wasn’t long before he replied, saying my idea of the spirit of the island was completely different from his. That I needed more of its mysterious allure.
“I don’t think it worked,” Aubrey said. I shook my head.
“No, he’s right. I need more mysterious allure. Give me Lightroom back.”
We went a good four passes before he went quiet for a while and sent a message asking if he could call her girlfriend directly.
“Oh, god. He wants to talk to you.”
“Do it,” I said, and she asked him to call her and she’d hand it over. Her phone rang, and looking at it like it was a wild animal, she handed it to me.
I answered the phone and said, “Hi, it’s Aubrey’s girlfriend Erin.”
“Erin?” an old man’s voice said, quietly from the other side. “The photographer?”
“The one and only.”
“I think you’ve done it. I think you really found the spirit of life.”
I looked over at Aubrey, the angel, the goddess who had invited me to this piece of paradise to begin with, and I nodded. “I sure did. It was hiding right under my nose all along.”
*
Aubrey and I stayed up late together, and in touch through a messenger client the whole time, so did our new friend the developer.
Aubrey had to go through a lot of passes for a mockup, which usually resulted in a sharp rebuke telling Aubrey to consult her girlfriend for the true spirit of the island. But finally, like hitting a switch, at the end of the night, she sent him a pass and he was quiet for a while before he described it as the most beautiful, moving and powerful thing he’d ever seen.
“Well,” Aubrey said. “Do I have your permission to use your photographs in the design?”
I grinned. “Only with proper payment.”
“What’s—”
“One kiss,” I ordered. “And telling me you love me.”
Aubrey laughed for a solid minute, set the laptop aside, and rolled on top of me. I squealed as she pinned me down, planted a deep kiss on my lips, and only pulled away once I was breathless and red-faced.
“I love you so much,” she whispered. “I love you with a love powerful enough to yank you in all the way from Nebraska.”
I laughed. “Oh, I see how it is. You just invited me here to sleep with me.”
“If I’d known it would go down like this, I would have been much more insistent the first time I offered.”
Aubrey’s phone rang, and she looked over at it with disdain. I grabbed it, and I recognized the number, let alone the caller ID from Nebraska.
“Shit—Erin, that’s—” Aubrey started.
I answered it, holding the phone up to my head, still holding onto Aubrey on top of me. “Tanner, for crying out loud, what do you want?”
“Wh—” I heard Tanner’s voice again, and it made me cringe, but dammit, I was stronger than this. I was stronger than him. “Erin? Is that you?”
“Look, I know I left without saying anything, but fact of the matter still is that you were an asshole, so I left. I don’t know how you found my girlfriend’s number, but leave her alone.”
“I… you… your girlfriend?”
“My girlfriend. You know, the thing you don’t have anymore. Boom. I’ve loved Aubrey for years but I didn’t think I was allowed to. Turns out once I left you, I realized I was allowed to be happy, thanks to people who took care of me and loved me and told me it was okay to have feelings. You know, like my girlfriend Aubrey. She’s great, by the way. Wanna talk to her? She’s right here, literally on top of me.”
Aubrey went red. It took everything I had not to laugh. “You’re… a lesbian,” Tanner said slowly. “You… left me for a woman.”
“Look, I know you’re struggling with your own things. Life’s hard for all of us. You were a jerk to me for years and trapped me in and crushed me in so many ways, but it was just your reaction to an unfulfilled life. I don’t hold it against you. I hope you have a happy life without me, but it’s time to move on from me, because I’ve found the place I’m meant to be. I love Aubrey. And I love my life now.”
“You just left me,” he rasped.
“Yeah, well, you never loved me anyway, you loved the idea of me. Go find a woman you actually love. Or a man. I had no idea I was a lesbian until I was making out with Aubrey. You never know.”
“Erin,” Aubrey whispered. I snickered.
“You can’t just—”
“I can,” I snapped. “I can do all the things everyone spent all those years telling me I can’t. I can be happy. And I deserve to be. I’m making my days meaningful now, Tanner. You deserve to do the same. I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, Tanner, but… birthdays come and go all the time. Before you know it, you’re old, and you haven’t lived a meaningful life. Go out and make them meaningful yourself. You only have so many, and no one to answer to but yourself.”
“Erin, please.” His voice was weak, crackling. I used to fall for his poor me voice, but this one was authentic. I understood. But no way in hell was I giving in.
“Goodbye, Tanner. I hope you have a good life. I forgive you, and I release you from my life.”
I pulled the phone away from my head, ended the call, and tossed the phone to the side. I looked up at Aubrey, who was staring at me with her mouth open.
“What do you know? He didn’t want to talk to you, even after all those times he kept calling you. Bizarre.”
“Holy shit, Erin.”
I laughed. “What? Don’t like it when I get short with someone? How about that whole a girlfriend, the thing you don’t have line?”
She shook her head. “You’re incredible.”
I kissed her. “Only because you make me that way. I love you, Aubrey.”
“I love you, too,” she whispered, but she really didn’t need to say it. I already knew as well as the sun rose in the east and set in the west that Aubrey loved me like I loved her.




Chapter 24
Aubrey








“Erin, I have bad news,” I said, jostling her awake. She rolled over, blinked a lot, squinted into the morning sunlight at me.
“What’s up?”
“Our diva wants to work on more contracts with the two of us.”
She laughed and took my hand in hers, lifting it up to her lips and kissing my fingers. Shit. So much for being confrontational today. “That’s wonderful. I like working with him.”
“I can’t believe this,” I laughed, falling back into the bed with her.
“What were you even doing up so early?” she mumbled, still holding my hand up to her face, cradling it like it was the most precious thing in the world.
“Tried to get some breakfast,” I mumbled. “I figured if you could confront your obsessive ex-boyfriend directly and tell him you liked your girlfriend better, I could try getting myself to eat a little more.”
She beamed. “You don’t need to force yourself. I’m really proud of you, though.”
“I was wondering if you wanted some coffee.”
“I’d rather just lie here and snuggle with you while feeling a little sleepy,” she breathed, kissing my hand again. “Maybe coffee in a bit.”
I lay down next to her, wrapping an arm around her waist, pulling her in closer. “Coffee in a bit. That sounds good to me.”
With the mockup done, once snuggling time was unfortunately over, it only took a workday to hammer out the rest of the design. Most of it was just fitting together Erin’s photos, which, if I forgot to mention, were all incredible.
Mister Diva Moneybags was, of course, delighted, and promised the full payment of ten thousand dollars in short order. I kind of didn’t believe it. When he asked if Erin was interested in working with me and him on another project, I told him she would have loved nothing better, and I really meant it.
The promise of more big-dollar contracts kind of changed everything. The days that followed normally would have been catching up on all the small jobs I’d been missing out working with the big diva, but I didn’t need to anymore. Two-hundred-dollar commissions just felt so irrelevant now, when I could have just spent a week with Erin as her photography assistant instead while waiting for the next contract from our rich friend.
So that’s exactly what I did. Erin put together a portfolio featuring some of the images from our ten-thousand-dollar contract, and when the payment came through, I paid off the medical bill, bought Erin short-term insurance, and still felt like I was losing nothing by taking her on a date to a steakhouse in the ritzy area that night.
It was all almost a little too perfect. When I told Mack and Britney that, Britney bemoaned it was because I was siphoning all the luck away and that was why she was still single. When I pointed out that it was probably because she spent all her time at home rewatching Supernatural instead, she was horrified I’d even suggest such a thing, so I admitted it was probably because Erin and I were just too happy and we were stealing her good luck.
It was a week after that day Erin had taken me out to the beach that she went out to meet a friend at the Shipwreck Café, and about two hours later, the doorbell rang. The last thing I was expecting was Angie, but there she was, offering me a fist bump once I opened the door. I squinted at it.
“That’s going to be a snail, I know it,” I said. She dropped her hand.
“Your memory’s too sharp. How you doing? Is Erin here?”
I shook my head. “She went out to meet a friend. We could go find her, though, she said she’d be at Shipwreck Café.”
“Oh, no need. I think you can deliver a message.” She waved it off. “I just wanted her to know we ended up hiring that systems assistant after all, so we’re no longer looking for that, but if she wants a referral on photography services, we’re totally open to referral services! We do that kind of stuff all the time.”
“Oh,” I said, my heart sinking a little. “All right. I’ll let her know. Thanks for dropping by to let me know. Do you want some coffee or something while you’re here?”
“Oh, nah. I’m actually on my way to grab lunch with Mack, and I was passing by and decided to check. Erin’s really cool, though. Tell her I liked her and would be really excited to do some referrals.”
I nodded. “Right. I will. Tell Mack I said hi.”
“Will do! I can predict her response will be,” she said, dropping her face to a neutral and her voice to a monotone, “Hi, Aubrey.”
“That’s an alarmingly good impression.”
“She does just as good an impression of me. She’s the cutest. Anyway, gotta run.”
So she ran. I kind of moped around for a while, thinking how Erin would react to the news when she got back, but luckily I didn’t have to mope long—the door clicked and opened while I was in the studio at my laptop getting nothing done, and I hurried downstairs to see her.
I stopped abruptly when she came in with Hailey and Brian, grinning and laughing—well, she and Hailey were, anyway. Brian was just standing like a plank. Erin lit up when she saw me, and before I could say anything, she swept over and pulled me into a swift kiss.
“Hey! Sorry for bringing them over without any notice or anything, I just thought you’d want to talk with us all. It’s really exciting.”
I looked between them. Hailey beamed and waved, but she looked at me differently now—she just looked happy at the sight of me and Erin. Brian, well, he looked as stiff as ever. He smiled sweetly, but I could tell he just wanted to go home.
“Actually, before anything else, I should tell you something,” I said, ushering them all into the kitchen and taking a seat. “Angie wanted me to tell you she filled that systems position she mentioned, but she’s open to referrals—”
“Oh, cool!” Erin said, killing all my I’m sorrys and you’ll still get somethings before they could even start. “I didn’t even think about referrals. Duh. That’s really sweet of her! Was that all? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to cut you off.”
“Oh, uh, yeah, no, it’s cool,” I said. “Uh, that was all.”
“Awesome. So, guess what?” She sat down across from me at the table, Brian and Hailey taking the other sides, but Erin still looked at me like I was the only person in the world.
“Uh… you got a dog.”
She laughed. “No way. I’m much more of a cat person anyway. I’m going to join Brian’s and Hailey’s team.”
“Huh?” I did a double-take. “Wait, doing what?”
“Photography! They’ve gotten a really nice start on the retirement real estate market, and I thought it was an amazing opportunity. Good photography of the upscale neighborhoods and the nice new houses and the island attractions, and we’re going to get tons of new sales. And the benefits of already knowing these people! Their kids are going to come here to get married and stuff, obviously, so that’s my in on the wedding photography market!” She was practically bouncing out of her seat. “What do you think? They loved my work on that design we did!”
“I’ve never seen anyone take photographs like her,” Hailey said. “She can take a photo of any old rock or tree and make it come alive. There’s so much dynamism and power in her composition. We already got a selection we wanted to use in our copy.”
“Oh, but it’s not full-time,” Erin said. “Just a couple days a week. They only need so many photographs. But I bugged them about if I’d get health insurance or not and they said I could get access to their reduced employer rates, so, win-win? I wanted time outside it to do more freelance too. And work with you, of course.”
I blinked. She was talking at least fifty percent faster than normal. “I… it sounds perfect,” I said. “Congratulations. I didn’t even know you and Hailey were friends.”
“Hailey’s great!” Erin said. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m getting so excited. I had a little too much coffee. We were having fun.”
“It was fun,” Brian said, the first thing I’d heard him say in a while. I noticed the past tense, as if he was no longer having fun. I got the feeling he’d be feeling much better once he was home working on the website instead.
“That’s amazing,” I said. “When are you going to officially start?”
“Next week. I really can’t wait, though.”
“Well, so what kind of cake do you want to celebrate, then?”
She laughed. “Ice cream cake.”
She was so decisive these days. I loved that in her.
We celebrated the afternoon away with cake and tea—they’d all had enough coffee—and when I said goodbyes and nice parting wishes to Hailey and Brian, I’d barely even closed the door before Erin fell into my arms and kissed me passionately.
“I love you so much,” she said once she’d pulled away. “Thanks for supporting me all this time.”
“Trust me, it hasn’t exactly been a rough time for me,” I said, holding her close and running my hand through her hair. She shuddered, like she always did when I did that. If that wasn’t my favorite thing in the world.
“We’re going to get married one day, right?” she said. “Like, three or four years from now, but we will, right?”
“Well, obviously.”
“Do you want to be the one to propose?”
I shrugged. “What do you think?”
She pressed her face into my neck. “I feel like I was the passive one in all this, so I want to be the one to propose once it’s time, if that’s okay.”
My head was spinning. I wasn’t sure if we were actually talking about this or if it was just a really sweet dream, but I’d go with it. “That sounds perfect to me. But I don’t want white diamond on the ring. Too heteronormative.”
She laughed, squeezing me. “Do you want the ring to be a surprise, or do you want to pick one out together when it’s time?”
“We’ll have our rings until we’re old and withered, we might as well pick them together.”
“Are you gonna want to have kids, too?”
“Right now the answer is I never want kids, but one day I’m probably going to suddenly start feeling maternal and want twenty.”
She giggled. “Twenty is too many. But I guess we’ll figure that out as we go.”
“Hey,” I said, stepping away from her and taking her hand. “May I… have a dance, madame?”
“Oh!” Her eyes lit up. “I didn’t get to pick my music last time! You know it. It’s a little faster-paced. I hope you’re feeling energetic.”
I licked my lips, looking her over. “I’m feeling really energetic.”
She stopped, raising an eyebrow, and undid the highest button of her blouse. “Oh, yeah? I get the feeling it’s going to be an awfully short dance, but that’s fine by me.”
We danced—danced fast, and then slow, our bodies pressed close, and then it was a dance of our lips and our hands, trailing kisses down along her body. We danced clear into the bedroom, and went long into the night together.
And when we finished, Erin fell asleep in my arms, the sweetest thing in the world—her breathing, the breath she’d fought so hard for, smooth and blissful in my arms.
I drifted slowly after her, looking out the window at the sliver of moon in the sky, thinking as I approached the blissful darkness of sleep. Thinking of the days we’d had, thinking of the days we were going to have.
Birthdays really did come and go all the time. We only had so many days, little flickers of life in the cosmos, tiny things before the incomprehensible forces of love.
It was up to us to make every day meaningful.
Somehow, looking down at Erin in my arms, I was pretty sure we’d manage that.
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Melissa Warden is at the top of her field, CFO of a high-powered financial institution, but there’s only one problem: she doesn’t know why she did any of it, what she sacrifices every second of her life for. And after lying to her family pretending she has a girlfriend to keep them from worrying about her, it backfires when they invite her girlfriend to her sister’s baby shower. With everything at risk of crashing down at work, she’s forced to face the fact that she’s thrown her whole life away for nothing more than a title.

Kayla Spencer lives by a motto that matches the name of her candy store: Life is Sweet. But her faith in that mantra is put to the test when her candy store is heading towards insolvency, and when an ex-boyfriend from a life she thought she escaped shows up to try to bring her back.

Grabbing a customer you barely know to pretend to be your girlfriend just to get a pushy ex off your back is a half-baked plan, but Kayla has a lot of those. Besides, what are the odds that customer you barely know is actually a disillusioned millionaire who could also use a fake girlfriend? That would be an unbelievable coincidence that would obviously never happen.
The Christmas Ball
 
When Alice is dragged into the joint family Christmas ball, she resigns to grin and bear it for one month. 

But the problem isn’t the man her family wants her to marry. It’s the woman they want her to stay with over the month. Who just so happens to be Alice’s childhood crush.

And Alice’s feelings haven’t changed.
The Last Christmas Ball
 
Three years after their families brought them together, Gina Richmond succeeded in pulling Alice and Lisette back apart with an ultimatum. Broken and alone, they've spent the past seven years trying to find what life is without one another, but now, ten years down the road, another Christmas ball brings them back together to the place they fell in love, for one more shot at love in what may be the last Christmas ball.
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