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For the love written into you before you understood it.
For the life that waited, watching, until it was time.
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Chapter One

A few of her teammates were already stretching on the field when Stevie got there. She was eighteen already, but senior year dragged on, keeping her stuck between school and the real world.

The late October sun sat low and bright, the kind that made everything look sharper than it felt. The air had that New England bite—cold enough to sting the lungs, clean enough to wake you up. Stevie slung her bag over her shoulder and crossed the grass toward the bleachers, cleats dangling from one hand. She wore a green jersey and joggers, her long brown hair loose in the wind.

She saw Sloane immediately, silhouetted against the low, blinding sun.

Sloane was sitting halfway up the bleachers, legs stretched out, sunglasses on. Waiting. Of course she was.

Stevie slowed just a fraction, then kept going. She dropped her bag near the sideline and sat on the bench, pulling on her socks, focusing on the familiar ritual. Lace. Tug. Wrap. Repeat.

Sloane’s footsteps came quick and uneven through the dry grass.

“So,” Sloane said. “You gonna talk to me, or are you pretending I don’t exist now?”

Stevie didn’t look up. She threaded one lace through the eyelet, fingers steady. “I’m getting ready for practice.”

“You’ve been ‘getting ready’ all week,” Sloane snapped. “You don’t text. You don’t come over. You barely look at me.”

Stevie tied the knot and moved to the other cleat. “I’ve been working.”

“Working,” Sloane scoffed. “You’re always working. Or at practice. Or at school. There’s never time for me.”

“That’s not true, Sloane—fuck.” Stevie’s jaw tightened.

“Oh?” Sloane leaned closer, her voice dropping. “When was the last time you slept over? Or skipped something for me?”

Stevie paused, fingers resting on the laces. She breathed in slow. The cold helped.

“My mom’s still recovering from chemo,” she said. “I told you that.”

“And I said I understood,” Sloane shot back. “But understanding doesn’t mean I disappear. I shouldn’t have to beg my own girlfriend for time.”

Stevie finally looked up. “No. You shouldn’t.”

“I think we need to break up.”

Sloane’s jaw was tight, eyes sharp with that familiar edge—half fury, half daring Stevie to push back. Stevie had spent weeks trying not to. She’d bent, apologized, rearranged her life until there was nothing left to give.

“Yes,” Stevie said quietly. “I agree.”

Sloane pulled off her sunglasses. “Excuse me?”

Stevie stood and tied her hair back. The field buzzed as more teammates arrived, laughter cutting through the tension like it always did. She felt strangely calm.

“You’re right,” she said. “We should break up. We’re actually done, Sloane.”

Sloane blinked. “What?”

“I don’t have time for a relationship that makes everything harder,” Stevie said. “I don’t have time to keep proving myself. I don’t have time to be broken up with every other day and told it’s my fault.”

Sloane laughed once, sharp. “Wow. So that’s it? You’re just dumping me before practice?”

“I’m ending it,” Stevie said. “Dragging this out isn’t fair to either of us.”

“You don’t get to do this,” Sloane snapped. “Not like this.”

“I do,” Stevie said. “And I am.”

For a moment, it looked like Sloane might explode. Her hands curled into fists. Stevie waited for the shouting. The scene.

Instead, Sloane leaned in close and hissed, “We’re not done. You will call me tonight.”

Stevie shook her head. “No.”

“I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she added. And she meant it.

Sloane stormed off without looking back.

Stevie watched her go, her chest tight but steady. When she turned back to the field, her teammates were already warming up.

“Everything okay?” one of them asked, tossing Stevie a ball.

She caught it easily. “Yeah.”

“You sure?” another asked. “That looked… intense.”

Stevie shrugged, scoffing lightly. “Same old shit. Did you even go to class today, Kendra?”

“Uh… no,” Kendra admitted.

“But you made it to practice?” someone else said. “That’s classic.”

Laughter rippled through the group, the moment diffusing easily. The Sloane thing was dropped, just like that—handled, forgotten.

Practice started.

Jenna came jogging onto the field halfway through drills, breathless and smiling like she hadn’t missed a thing. She wore a soft pink hoodie over her practice shorts, her baby face flushed, eyes wide and bright. She waved at Stevie, who shot her a mock-warning look through her thick brows.

Later, during laps, Stevie ran up behind Jenna and squeezed her sides.

Jenna squealed. “Hey!”

“You can’t be late again,” Stevie warned, dead serious. “Coach said he’s gonna replace you.”

“What?” Jenna’s face fell, she looked suddenly terrified. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“You tell him that,” Stevie said solemnly, pointing toward a guy in his thirties on the sidelines, going to town on a mini bag of Doritos, head bobbing to whatever was in his earbuds.

“No—you’re joking. Tell me you’re joking.”

Stevie laughed, wild and unapologetic.

“Oh my god, you are the worst,” Jenna groaned.

“Am I?” Stevie shot her a look, then let her gaze drift past her—toward the bleachers.

She already knew her phone would be blowing up until she finally blocked Sloane’s number.

Even so, it felt like a weight had been lifted.

She couldn’t wait to race home and tell her mom.

***

Stevie drove home with the windows cracked, one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the gearshift. The car was old and solid—an inherited thing with a heavy frame and a steering wheel that resisted her just enough to feel real. It rattled when she hit bumps, the radio stuck between stations, bass bleeding in from someone else’s music down the block. She liked it that way. The car didn’t pretend to be anything it wasn’t.

The trailer park was loud when she pulled in.

People clustered on porches with cigarettes and cans, music leaking from open doors, the air thick with weed and grease and something sweet she couldn’t name. Someone laughed too loud. Someone else shouted back. Stevie parked beside her mom’s car and cut the engine, the sudden quiet ringing in her ears.

Her mother’s car being there told her everything.

Hanging out with the neighbors again, then. Fine.

Inside, the trailer was dim and familiar, the hum of the fridge steady. A folded note waited on the counter, exactly where it always did.

At Benny’s. Back soon. Already ordered pizza. Love you.

Stevie exhaled, slow. She kicked off her shoes, dropped her bag by the table, and headed for the shower.

The water came hot, pounding her shoulders, washing the grass and sweat and day off her skin. Steam fogged the small bathroom, beading on the mirror, softening everything. Stevie braced one hand against the wall and let her head fall forward, breathing through it, counting slow until her pulse steadied.

For a moment, the sound of the water filled her head completely. Her thoughts thinned. Her knees softened.

As her mind drifted, the voices from her day swelled until they drowned out the sound of the water. She nodded forward—just a fraction—then snapped awake, heart jumping as the cool rushed back in around the heat. She exhaled and steadied herself against the smooth plastic of the tub.

Her phone buzzed on the sink.

Once.

Then again.

She didn’t look.

When she stepped out, she wrapped a towel around her and caught her reflection in the mirror—hair damp, eyes steady, jaw set. Her shoulders looked broader than she remembered, lines of muscle showing where there hadn’t been before. She went to her room, toweled off, pulled on an old T-shirt and shorts, then headed for the kitchen.

The whiskey sat where it always did next to the sink, half-full. She poured herself a single shot, lifted it, paused. Then drank it down. The burn was sharp and brief, settling low and warm. Enough.

Her phone buzzed again.

She picked it up, carried it with her to her room, and set it face down on the dresser like it couldn’t bother her there.

On a small legal pad, she wrote out her assignments in careful block letters.

English paper

Calc homework

Work shift

Dishes

Laundry

Order helped. Seeing it laid out helped.

She opened her laptop and put on classical music—the quiet kind that slipped into the background without asking anything of her. She wrote until the paper was finished, left the conclusion loose and the edits for first period. She pushed through her calculus homework in less time than she expected. Then she shut the laptop and switched playlists.

Heavy guitar filled the room, the vocalist’s familiar growl settling deep in her bones. After tossing the laundry in, she came back with a dull pencil and crossed a few tasks off her list.

The dartboard hung on the wall opposite her bed, already scarred and pocked. Stevie opened the drawer beneath it and took out the knives—clean, balanced, familiar in her hand. The weight of them grounded her.

She took a step back and threw.

The knife hit dead center with a dull, satisfying thunk.

Her phone vibrated across the dresser.

Another knife. Another throw.

Thunk.

Control. Precision. She blinked one eye, tongue stuck out in concentration, adjusted her stance, and threw again. The heavy metal music drowned out everything else, narrowing her world to muscle memory and the sound of the blade hitting home.

Buzz.

She didn’t look.

By the time she finished, the knives were embedded neatly where she’d aimed. She stood there for a moment, chest rising and falling, then crossed the room and picked up her phone.

A string of messages waited.

She skimmed just enough to recognize the pattern—accusation, demand, threat dressed up as need.

Stevie blocked the number without thinking too hard about it. It wasn’t the first time—but she knew it would be the last.

The quiet that followed was immediate. Physical. Like pressure releasing.

She set the phone down, gathered the knives, and started again.

It felt like something had finally been set down.

She smiled to herself—small, private—just as the first knife hit the board again.

Her door opened.

Her mom stood there, framed in the doorway—still thin, tired, but smiling.

“Ready for pizza, honey?” she asked over the music.

Stevie turned, the heavy guitar still humming low behind her.

She smiled for real.

“What?” her mom said, studying her. “What happened?”

Stevie reached over and turned the music off, the room settling into quiet.

“Well,” she said, rolling one knife absently in her palm, “let’s just say you won’t be seeing Sloane anymore.”

Her mom’s shoulders relaxed. She crossed the room without hesitation and pulled Stevie into a hug, warm and solid and real.

“Good,” she said into her hair. “I never liked the way she talked to you.”

Stevie laughed softly, the sound surprising even herself.

Her mom pulled back just enough to look at her, hands still resting at Stevie’s waist. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said. And for once, it didn’t feel like a lie. “I think so.”

“Good.” Her mom nodded toward the living room. “Pizza’s getting cold.”

She left the knives where they were and moved down the narrow hall. Stevie dropped onto the floor in front of the coffee table while her mom settled onto the couch, the familiar creak of it grounding and ordinary. The TV glowed to life, That ’70s Show already queued, laughter spilling into the room.

Stevie took a slice and leaned back against the couch, knees pulled in. “How was your day?”

Her mom sighed, rubbing her palms together. “Doctors appointment this morning. Took forever. I didn’t have time to grab groceries.”

“That’s fine,” Stevie said immediately. “I’ll go tomorrow. I want to. Your money should just go to bills. And whatever you want it to.”

Her mom opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again, nodding. “Okay. But you are not paying any bills with that money you make.”

“Yeah. So, what did the doctor say.”

“Not much—just ran tests. To make sure I’m in the clear.”

Stevie nodded, folding her pizza in half, careful not to let her fear show.

They ate for a minute in companionable quiet. Stevie noticed the way her mom cleared her throat, the cough that still lingered, and felt the question rise—but she swallowed it back.

Before she could say anything, her mom laughed and tugged up her sleeve. “Look.”

She showed her the nicotine patch, stuck a little crooked against her arm.

“I didn’t have a single cigarette today,” she said plainly. “Not one. Though the dreams were… wild. I swear I was back in high school, late for gym class, hair all wrong.”

Stevie grinned, relief spreading warm through her chest. “That’s… amazing, mom. Proud of you.”

“I’m trying,” her mom said. “One day at a time.”

It meant everything. Stevie leaned over and bumped her leg gently.

They drifted into neighborhood gossip after that—who was fighting, who was drinking, what Benny had done this time. At some point, a familiar song came on during the episode, and her mom stood up with a laugh.

“Oh, I love this one.”

She danced, off-beat and unbothered, arms swinging like she was sixteen again.

Stevie groaned. “Please stop.”

“I’m an excellent dancer,” her mom said, spinning once for emphasis.

“That is… generous.”

They both laughed.

When the episode ended, her mom checked the time and stood, reaching for her jacket. “I should get going.”

Stevie stood too, hugging her tightly, suddenly aware again of how thin she felt, how fragile under her arms.

“I love you,” Stevie said.

“Love you more,” her mom replied, kissing her cheek.

As she watched her head out the door, Stevie made the quiet promise she always did—to work a little more, to take on extra hours, to keep things steady.

She went back to the living room, the TV still glowing, the pizza box half open on the table. The familiar mix of guilt and anger settled in, dull and persistent. Her mom shouldn’t have to work nights. She should be resting.

But this was how it always was.

Wanting more didn’t change the math.

Stevie turned off the TV and folded the box shut, carrying it to the fridge. She brushed her teeth, rinsed, set her alarm, moved through the motions on autopilot. When she finally crawled into bed, she scrolled her phone without really reading, the screen casting a pale glow across the room.

Sleep took her fast.

Her phone slipped from her hand, still lit beside her, as she went out cold.


Chapter Two

Two a.m. came in the blink of an eye.

The warehouse was already humming when Stevie clocked in a half hour later, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, the air sharp with cardboard dust and diesel. She moved swiftly—lifting, stacking, sliding boxes onto pallets with practiced efficiency. Her shoulders burned in a way that felt earned, her hands steady even as the hours dragged.

Most of the drivers rolled in around five, gruff and half-awake, radios crackling, coffee cups clenched in gloved hands. Some barely spoke. Others complained about routes, about traffic, about everything. Stevie worked alongside men twice her age, women who spoke in broken English, people whose lives ran on shifts most of the world never saw.

They joked anyway. Quietly. About the cold. About busted scanners. About who’d forgotten to label what.

By seven, she was changing in the bathroom, tugging on clean clothes, splashing water on her face. She checked her phone and sent a quick text to her mom.

Hope you had a good shift. See you after practice!

A reply came almost immediately—a goofy GIF of a squirrel in a tiny chef uniform and a heart.

She smiled.

Stevie hit the drive-through on the way to school, ordered an iced latte, and let the caffeine burn its way into her bloodstream. By the time she pulled into the parking lot, the sun was fully up.

She caught sight of Sloane near the entrance, flanked by her usual friends.

Stevie looked away and kept walking.

“Stevie!” Sloane’s voice cut through the morning.

She didn’t stop.

“Don’t ignore me!”

Sloane broke away from them, jogging toward her, already raising her voice. Crowds of students turned with faces of shock, mouths hung open, some laughing openly. Stevie turned slowly, face calm, hands loose at her sides.

“What do you want?” she asked evenly.

Before Sloane could answer, Jenna and Kyle appeared, stepping in without hesitation.

“Leave her alone, Sloane,” Kyle said, planting himself between them. His voice was firm, unimpressed.

Sloane scoffed but backed off, muttering something under her breath as she retreated.

Stevie exhaled quietly. “Thanks.”

“Stevie, what the hell. Why didn’t you tell me you broke up with Sloane?”

“It just happened, Jen.”

Jenna frowned, glancing toward the parking lot. “I don’t like how close she was to your car. She’s unhinged in the worst way—might cut your brake line.”

“I’m not worried,” Stevie said. “And you shouldn’t be either.”

Jenna didn’t look convinced. “Hey, did you, uh, finish the calc homework?”

“Of course.”

“Could we check answers? I’m worried I did something wrong.”

“Yeah,” Stevie said, already pulling out her notebook. “But I’ve gotta polish my essay first. Just take a picture.”

They’d drifted just inside the building, lingering in the wide hallway where the cold thinned and the noise softened. Lockers lined the walls, students passing in bursts around them.

Jenna snapped a picture of the page, nodding gratefully.

Kyle looked Stevie up and down. “Stevie, you’ve been getting strong,” he said. “You lifting or something?”

Stevie shrugged. “Nah, man. Just working a ton.”

Kyle grinned. “That’ll do it.”

As Jenna launched into worries about an upcoming test, Kyle’s arm settling easily around her shoulders, Stevie noticed a girl lingering a few feet away—eyes tracking her openly, lashes low, unmistakable. After a moment, the girl stepped closer, bold, her friends watching from behind her.

“Hey, Stevie,” she said. “You wanna hang out sometime?”

Stevie smiled, voice confident. “Yeah. Sure. What’s your number?”

The girl lit up. Stevie handed over her phone. After typing it in and passing it back, the girl giggled and retreated to her friends.

Jenna stared at her. “What was that?”

“Word travels fast, I suppose,” Stevie said lightly, biting her lower lip and letting her gaze drift down the hall.

“You’re not actually getting with Danika,” Jenna said. “She’s kind of trashy.”

“Getting with her like dating?” Stevie shook her head. “No. Hooking up? Yeah. Probably. Absolutely.”

Kyle laughed, clapping Stevie’s shoulder before leaning in to kiss Jenna’s cheek. “Gotta go.”

“See you at lunch?” Jenna said, her voice softening.

“Yup. Bye, Stevie.”

Stevie nodded.

“So,” Jenna said after a beat, “what are you doing for college now?”

Stevie frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well… you and Sloane were gonna go together.”

Relief washed through her, sudden and unexpected.

“Oh,” Stevie said. “I haven’t really thought about it.”

“You should come over after practice,” Jenna said quickly. “We can look at schools together.”

“Can’t tonight,” Stevie said. “Friday?”

Jenna smiled. “What, do you have work tonight?

“Not tonight. Fortunately.”

Sometimes she worked evening shifts at the warehouse, when they came available. She’d planned to be working more soon when soccer was finished for the season.

“Oh. Well Friday’s good for me,” Jenna said.

They split for class after that. The rest of the day passed in a blur—bells, notes, drills, motion without pause.

By the time Friday came, Stevie was more than ready for a couple of days off. From everything.

She headed for her car, already imagining flopping face-first onto her bed and sleeping like a rock for a few hours.

“Hey! Stevie!”

Stevie had her hand on the door handle when she spotted Jenna waving from across the lot, leaning halfway out of her car. Instead of yelling, Jenna called her—like a normal person.

“Hey,” Jenna said in her sweet voice. “You still coming over?”

Stevie smiled, even as her chest dipped with the realization that she’d already made plans. Even though those plans were with her best friend, she was running on empty. “Uh, yeah. Of course.”

“Okay. I’ll see you in a minute.”

Jenna pulled out first in her spotless white Kia, the thing looking like it was bought yesterday. Stevie followed, her heavier car rumbling behind her as they left the school and headed toward the suburbs.

Jenna’s house always looked the same to Stevie—huge, expensive, clean. Smaller to Jenna than it felt to Stevie. When they pulled into the driveway, Stevie killed the engine and followed her inside, the air immediately warmer, calmer.

The couch swallowed her whole when she dropped down, kicking up her feet on the ottoman.

“I feel like I haven’t been here in years,” she said, stretching out.

Jenna laughed. “It’s been, like, three months.”

“Feels longer.”

A sound came from upstairs—footsteps, a door closing.

Stevie lifted her head. “Your parents home?”

Jenna groaned. “Ugh, no. It’s Rayna.”

Stevie felt a small, immediate flicker of something—relief, maybe. Or happiness. She liked Rayna. A lot. Always had. But she’d learned early on that hanging out with Rayna without Jenna around was… complicated.

“Oh,” Stevie said, keeping her voice casual. “She home from college or…?”

“She lives here now,” Jenna said, rolling her eyes. “She’s commuting or whatever. I don’t know.”

Stevie pulled her hood up and sank deeper into the couch, like she’d done a hundred times growing up. She’d practically been raised in this house—birthdays shared because hers and Rayna’s were only two days apart, summers spent running in the backyard, their moms sitting at the kitchen table together.

She opened her laptop, meaning to work.

The next thing she knew, Jenna was nudging her knee.

“Were you listening?”

Stevie blinked. “Sorry. I’m fuckin’ exhausted, bro.”

Jenna hesitated, something flickering across her face—hurt, then concern. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I know you’re juggling a lot right now.”

“It’s okay,” Stevie said. And it was.

She tapped at her laptop while Jenna talked about the college she was planning to attend out west. Stevie meant to stay awake, nodding along, tracking the words—but the couch was warm, the house too quiet.

She drifted off again.

***

When she woke, the living room was dim. Late afternoon light spilled in from the kitchen, warm and low. The house was quiet.

Stevie shifted—and froze.

From where she sat, she could see straight into the dining room.

Rayna sat at the table, elbows resting lightly on the surface, eyes fixed on her.

They stared at each other.

Not awkward. Not startled.

Something deeper. Recognition—layered now with something unmistakably different.

Rayna looked older. Calmer. Beautiful in a way that made Stevie’s chest tighten unexpectedly. The overhead light caught her just right, outlining her face in a soft glow, as if the room had arranged itself around her—cheekbones lit, mouth parted, eyes steady and very pleased to find Stevie awake.

Stevie glanced around, half-expecting to see Jenna nearby.

She stood and cleared her throat, suddenly aware of her own body—her hoodie, the way she’d been sprawled across the couch. The blanket she hadn’t realized was there slipped away as she stood, pooling softly at her feet. She picked it up, laid it on the couch, and headed toward the dining room.

“What?” Stevie said, smirking and lowering her hood. “I’ve got something on my face?”

Rayna’s mouth curved, slow and deliberate. She shook her head.

“Wow, Stevie,” she said. “You’re all grown up, huh?”

Stevie shrugged, trying to keep it light, heat creeping into her cheeks. “I guess so.”

But the air between them said otherwise.

They held each other’s gaze as Stevie leaned back against the island counter. Neither of them looked away.

Mrs. Hale’s voice drifted around in the kitchen a few feet away. “Stevie, you should stay for dinner.”

Rayna looked down then, lips pursing briefly, as if gathering herself.

“Uh—no,” Stevie said. “I’ve gotta get home. Me and my mom have plans. Thank you, though.”

“How’s she doing?” Mr. Hale asked, stepping into the room.

“She’s doing really well,” Stevie said. “Actually—she quit smoking, so…” She hesitated, then glanced toward the living room. “Where’s Jenna?”

“I think she went upstairs to take a quick shower,” Mrs. Hale said, busying herself at the counter.

Rayna snorted softly. “Quick,” she repeated, raising her brows. “That’s funny, Mom.”

Mrs. Hale paused, looked at Rayna over her glasses—and tilted her head.

Rayna tilted hers in the same way without missing a beat.

Stevie bit back a smile.

“Jenna mentioned you might be thinking about switching colleges,” Mr. Hale said from the corner, leaning against the counter by the fridge. “Or maybe just… reconsidering.”

Stevie shifted her weight. “Uh—yeah. I mean. I don’t know. I don’t know that I’m going at all.” She shrugged, trying not to sound too dramatic. “I don’t really want the debt. Or to go just because I’m supposed to.”

Mr. Hale nodded slowly, thoughtful. Mrs. Hale hummed in that noncommittal way she had.

Rayna’s gaze stayed on Stevie, eyes sparkling and just out of reach.

Then footsteps sounded on the stairs—slow, quiet. Coming down.

The room seemed to tighten around them.

“You should go to community college,” Rayna said easily, leaning back against her chair. “It’s actually pretty great. They’ve got a ton of programs. Smaller classes. You don’t drown in debt.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Mrs. Hale said, pulling a dish from the oven. The kitchen filled with the warm, savory smell of roasting vegetables.

“She’s not going to some scuzzy community college.”

Jenna stood at the edge of the room now, arms crossed, her voice sharp, hair blow dried and smooth.

“Jenna, come on,” Mrs. Hale said, setting the pan down. “Lower the temperature.”

“No, I’m serious,” Jenna pressed. “She’s smarter than anyone at our school. She could go to Dartmouth, Bowdoin. Somewhere meaningful.”

Rayna’s head snapped up. “Meaningful?” She scoffed. “There’s no point in going to an Ivy League unless you want bragging rights and lifelong debt. In the real world, that shit barely matters.”

“Language,” Mrs. Hale warned.

“I’m just being honest,” Rayna said, unfazed. Her gaze slid back to Stevie. “Why get some useless liberal arts degree? Stevie should do something real. Be a mechanic. Welding. Or go into computers.” She smirked. “Though—you’d make a really hot mechanic. Just saying.”

Stevie let out a short laugh despite the tension it might cause.

“Rayna, shut up,” Jenna snapped. “She doesn’t even want to talk to you.”

Mrs. Hale lifted her hands, taking off her oven mitts. “Girls, be civil. Please. You’ve been doing so well lately.”

Stevie took a breath, suddenly aware of how tight her chest felt. She glanced toward the front door.

“Stevie,” Mrs. Hale said gently, “I think your phone’s ringing, dear.”

“Oh—uh—where is it?” Stevie asked, patting her pockets.

Jenna picked it up from the coffee table and handed it over. “Is it Sloane?”

“No,” Stevie said. “I had to block her.”

Mrs. Hale’s brows lifted. “Oh, honey. Your girlfriend—what happened?”

“She broke up with her earlier this week,” Jenna said quickly. “That girl is crazy. Certified. But you know that. She was yelling, trying to grab Stevie. In broad daylight. Kyle had to step in.”

Rayna turned fully toward her, chair legs scraping softly against the floor, features opening and softening. “You broke up with Sloane?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said flatly.

Rayna nodded once. “Sorry to hear that.”

“It was overdue,” Stevie said, shrugging.

“Why be sorry?” Jenna scoffed. “She was a complete, raging bitch.”

Rayna shot her a look. “Still. Breakups are hard.” Her voice softened when she looked back at Stevie. “You doin’ okay?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said, exhaling. “I’m alright.”

The room tightened even more. Mrs. Hale stirred the vegetables, metal biting against glass, the sound echoing longer than it should have.

Jenna stared at Rayna. Rayna met her gaze without blinking.

“Yes?” Rayna asked calmly.

Stevie shifted, the air suddenly too thick. “I should probably get going.”

She grabbed her laptop and put it into her bag. “Sorry I passed out, Jen.”

“It’s okay,” Jenna said, walking her toward the door. “Let’s try this again when you’re not… so tired.”

“Yeah. Sure,” Stevie said.

“Drive safe.”

“Bye, Mr. and Mrs. Hale.”

“Bye, Stevie,” Mrs. Hale said warmly. “Hope to see you soon.”

“Bye, kid. Get some sleep,” Mr. Hale called.

Stevie glanced back once—just long enough to meet Rayna’s eyes—then stepped outside.

“Stevie!”

Rayna’s voice followed her into the cool evening air.

Stevie was almost at her car when she turned. Rayna jogged down the steps and down the path, breathless but smiling, hair falling loose around her face.

“Hey—just…” She slowed, pulling out her phone. “I wanted to make sure you had my number.”

She hesitated, then added quietly, “In case you ever need someone to talk to. About anything. Even the hard shit.”

Stevie looked at her phone, her voice coming out rougher than she meant it to be. “Yeah, I should still have your number.”

Rayna didn’t step back. She lingered—close enough that Stevie could feel the heat radiating off her, the quiet gravity of her presence pulling inward. Stevie looked down at her, eyes widening, fear and old instinct flaring together as she tried, out of habit, to cover what had once been wounded.

“Can I—” Rayna stopped herself, breath catching. Then, quieter, steadier. “Can I give you a hug?”

Stevie nodded and stepped closer.

The hug was immediate. Devastating.

Rayna’s arms wrapped around her with a certainty that felt remembered, instinctive in a way that stole Stevie’s breath. One of Stevie’s hands settled at Rayna’s waist, the other higher on her back—an ordinary hug, until the contact sent a sharp, electric jolt through her. Rayna was smaller now—shorter, lighter—but the familiarity was overwhelming, rewritten by time and want. It had been years since they’d held each other like this, and the difference made it worse.

New. Dangerous. Irresistible.

Stevie’s eyes closed as she exhaled, melting into it—firm, grounding, something quietly possessive beneath the surface, as if Rayna knew exactly where she belonged.

When Rayna finally pulled back, it was only barely.

Their faces hovered close. Rayna’s lower lip trembled as she looked at Stevie’s, just slightly, and the sight of it nearly undid Stevie. The intensity surged fast and dark, swallowing distance, swallowing reason. It felt like standing on the edge of something deep and pulling, something that had been waiting for them both.

Their breath mingled as neither moved. The space between them throbbed—charged, fragile, impossible to ignore. Stevie’s pulse roared in her ears. She could smell Rayna’s breath, feel the heat of her skin, feel the past and the present collapsing together too quickly to separate.

“I’ve missed you,” Rayna whispered, holding her gaze, barely audible.

Something in Stevie split open. A soft breath—too loud in the quiet—slipped free as she leaned in a fraction, the urge to kiss her rising sharp and sudden. She stopped herself, unsure where the line was, or who would cross it first.

Her chest tightened as the truth hit all at once—how familiar this felt, how right.

How perfect.

She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed Rayna until this moment, until being this close felt like coming home to something she was never meant to leave.

From the corner of her eye, Stevie caught the curtains in the living room stir—but when she looked, there was nothing. Rayna glanced that way too.

They stepped back together. Stevie couldn’t tell if the hug had lasted seconds or minutes; it had felt like stepping outside of time.

“Please call,” Rayna said. Her voice was stable yet soft, but her eyes were dark with intent. “You don’t have to. But you can. Anytime. Even four in the morning—I’ll answer.”

Stevie let out a breathless laugh, still unsteady. “You’re serious?”

“I am. We should catch up, anyways.”

Rayna smiled as Stevie backed away—slow, reluctant—like breaking contact cost them both something.

“I’ll see you.” Rayna said.

“See you.”

Stevie turned and got into her car, hands shaking just slightly as she started the engine.

As she pulled away, her heart raced—too fast, too certain.

Rayna wasn’t just Jenna’s sister. She was the girl who had felt like hers long before anyone asked why. Before things needed names or reasons. Back when closeness didn’t have to make sense, when you could belong to someone simply because you did.

They’d shared secrets that didn’t sound strange until someone said they were. Liked the same dark, quiet things. Found comfort in each other without knowing what to call it. And then—just as quietly—they’d learned how to stay apart.

Not because anything had been wrong.

Because growing up taught them they should.

Wanting Rayna now felt like disturbing something preserved in amber—gone too soon and entirely untouched by time.

The truth had already settled in Stevie’s chest as she drove, heavy and certain.

It wasn’t new.

It was something old, returning—

And this time, Stevie wouldn’t act first. But she wouldn’t run from it, either, if Rayna finally reached back.

***

For the first time since starting her job at the warehouse three months ago, Stevie didn’t pass out the moment she hit the bed. Her body was exhausted, but her mind refused to follow. Instead, it drifted backward—sliding into a memory from nearly ten years ago, when she was nine. Back when her adult teeth had come in crooked and oversized, when she was all elbows and scraped knees, the only tomboy in her class.

Spring. The Hales’ backyard still muddy from thaw.

Stevie and Jenna burst through the sliding door, laughing as they chased a cluster of turkeys across the grass, arms flailing, breathless.

“Where’s Rayna?” Stevie asked, bent over with her hands on her knees.

Jenna shrugged as her face went sour. “Probably kissing her new boyfriend.”

Stevie froze.

“Boyfriend?”

“Yeah,” Jenna said casually, like it didn’t matter. “My friend Lydia said she saw Rayna holding hands with Damian McDougall at recess.”

Stevie’s stomach dropped. “Holding hands?”

“Yeah.” Jenna shrugged. “Why do you care so much?”

She paused, then added, almost as an afterthought, “It was yesterday. Or maybe the day before. If I wanted a boyfriend, I’d have one. I don’t like anyone right now.”

Stevie opened her mouth, then closed it again.

“Oh—and Rayna asked about you,” Jenna continued. “Like where you’ve been, when you’ll be coming over. I told her it was weird that she wanted to hang out with you so much. She should be with kids her own age.” She glanced sideways at Stevie. “Mom basically agreed with me.”

Stevie felt something twist, slow and sickening.

“She’s just… weird like that,” Jenna said, wrinkling her nose, her voice pitched a little higher as she tried to sound older. “Always acting like you’re her sister. She’s delusional. It needs to STOP. Like, yesterday.”

Stevie didn’t answer. She didn’t know how.

She just nodded, the way you do when something feels wrong but you don’t yet have the words to argue back.

And that was how it started—quietly, without anyone saying no outright.

Just enough distance to make things disappear.

Something fell quiet inside Stevie. She pushed her hair back, trying to understand what that meant.

The memory skipped.

Now Stevie was in the Hale kitchen, the house loud with voices—girls upstairs, music playing, the chaos of a birthday sleepover. Jenna hated it when Stevie and Rayna disappeared together, so Stevie waited. Watched. Made sure Jenna was distracted before slipping into the kitchen.

Rayna stood at the fridge, taller now, eleven years old and stretching toward something on the top shelf. Her long, wavy golden blonde hair in a ponytail.

Stevie crept up behind her and jumped. “Boo.”

Rayna yelped, then laughed. “I’m gonna get you back for that.”

“You have a boyfriend?” Stevie blurted.

Rayna closed the fridge. “A boyfriend?” She shrugged. “I guess. He walks me to class.”

“Oh.” Stevie hesitated. “I thought—”

Rayna stepped closer, smirking, hands landing on Stevie’s shoulders, spinning her lightly. Rayna was taller. Older. The difference suddenly mattered in a way that made Stevie hesitate.

“What did you think?” Rayna asked, her face open and warm.

“I thought you were like me.”

Rayna grinned. “We are like each other. We’re twins separated at birth. Remember? You just stayed a star in the sky a little longer. Then you came to earth so I wouldn’t be alone anymore. That’s why our birthdays are so close.”

“No,” Stevie said quickly. “Not like that.”

Rayna tilted her head. “Like what, then?”

Stevie swallowed and looked up at her, brown eyes searching.

“I thought you didn’t like boys.”

For a split second, Rayna’s smile faltered.

Then footsteps thundered down the stairs. Laughter followed—voices spilling into the kitchen, loud and sudden.

The moment shattered.

Rayna stepped back. Stevie did too.

And whatever Rayna might have said was lost to the noise.

Jenna stood defiantly, plastic jewelry on her wrists, face full of pink blush and lipstick.

“Mom said we can play tag outside until it gets dark!” Jenna called, skipping into the room.

Rayna turned toward her. “Then you better hurry. It’s already almost dark, silly.”

“We want you to be tagger,” Jenna said. “Since you’re a big bird.”

Rayna scoffed. “Oh yeah? What if I don’t want to?”

Too late. The girls were already running.

They spilled out into the yard, laughter breaking apart whatever had been hanging in the air. The game started quickly—shoes pounding dirt, voices echoing. Rayna tagged a few girls easily, long legs catching up fast.

But when Stevie darted past the edge of the yard, toward the trees, Rayna followed.

“Hey,” Rayna called, laughing. “You can’t go out there.”

Stevie kept walking, slipping past the edge of the yard and into the trees like she’d already decided. “It’s almost dark,” she said over her shoulder to Rayna. “That’s when the Tall Man comes out.”

“What! The Tall Man?” Rayna giggled.

Stevie turned and smiled, fearless and inviting. “I’m gonna go see if he’s home.”

Rayna snorted. “He’ll eat you first. You’re tastier. Munch munch munch.”

She chased Stevie between the trees, both of them laughing hard now. They circled a wide trunk, Stevie lunged out and nearly caught Rayna.

“Hey, I’m the tagger here!”

“But it’s much funner when I chase you!”

Even with shorter legs than Rayna, Stevie ran faster and caught up to her easily, her laughter ringing out, wild and manic. Rayna hollered and shrieked. When she tried rounding a clump of birch trees, Stevie grabbed onto the back of Rayna’s shirt.

“Holy crap, you’re quick!” she said, laughing.

Suddenly, Rayna tripped and went down hard, sprawled in the leaves.

Stevie skidded to a stop, guessing she was kidding. At first.

“Rayna?” Stevie dropped to her knees, still giggling. “Are you okay? Rayna?”

No answer. She shook her gently, but Rayna didn’t move. Her eyes stayed closed, her face calm and strangely peaceful.

Panic rose fast and sharp. Stevie shook her shoulder. “Hey. Hey—Rayna.”

Rayna’s eyes flew open and she grabbed Stevie. “I told you I’d get you back!”

She laughed.

But Stevie didn’t.

Her chest felt tight. Her hands shook. She leaned forward before she could think about it and pressed her lips briefly to Rayna’s—quick, uncertain, something she’d seen in movies.

Then she pulled back.

Rayna just stared at her, mouth falling slightly open.

After a moment, Rayna looked away and pushed herself to her feet.

“We should head back,” she said, too quickly. “It’s getting dark.”

They walked in silence.

The whole way back through the woods, Stevie’s thoughts scrambled, frantic. She searched for something to say—anything that might fix it, undo it, explain it. Her chest felt tight, her stomach hollow and wrong, like she might be sick. This wasn’t embarrassment. It was pure terror. The kind that made everything feel inescapable and irreversible and deadly.

She glanced up at Rayna once. Then again.

Rayna’s face stayed unreadable.

By the time they reached the edge of the yard, Stevie’s hands were cold. She was certain—absolutely certain—that she had ruined something forever. That she had crossed a line she hadn’t known was there. That Rayna might never look at her the same way again.

They found the others near the yard, laughter spilling everywhere like nothing had happened.

But to Stevie, it felt like everything had.

Jenna ran past Rayna, cheering in a squeaky little voice. “You didn’t catch me this time, big bird!”

Rayna didn’t answer. She walked straight toward the house.

Stevie stood still, watching her go, horror paralyzing her.

“What’s wrong?” Jenna asked, breathless. “What happened?”

Stevie shook her head, looking down. “Nothing.”

But she felt something anyway—something heavy and confusing and unnamed. A sense of having done something she couldn’t take back, without knowing why.

It was the last time they ever played like that.

The memory loosened its grip slowly, releasing Stevie back into the present—the low hum of the trailer park outside, a car door slamming somewhere down the row, muffled voices drifting through thin walls.

She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling.

After a moment, she lifted her hand and held it up to the dim light, turning her palm slightly. The scar there was small and pale now—easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. The work of a stolen steak knife in the Hales’ basement, done after a Ouija board session and too much courage, back before everything between them had shifted.

That night, Jenna had gotten scared and gone to sleep with her parents before they had really started, candlelight flickering long into the dark. Tiny whispers and laughter and dares stayed below—kept silent and secret. Jenna wouldn’t know. She could never.

“Why do you stay friends with her? She’s a wimp,” Rayna had said.

“She’s my friend.”

Rayna’s voice had been quieter then. “What about me? Am I your friend too?”

Stevie had laughed. “No. You’re a monster.”

Rayna scoffed, clearly hurt. “What? But monsters are ugly and gross.”

“You’re not, you’re different,” Stevie said. “You’re a pretty monster.”

Rayna paused. Then, satisfied: “That better be the case.”

The memory faded the way they always did—like the sound of a car passing close, then disappearing into fog.

Stevie traced the faint line with her thumb, following it the way she always did—slow, absent, familiar.

She wondered if Rayna still had hers.

If it was in the same place.

If it had faded white too.

If Rayna ever touched it without thinking, the way Stevie did.

Outside, something rattled. Laughter rose and fell. Life went on.

Stevie lowered her hand to her chest, the old ache settling in familiar and quiet.

Some things don’t ever disappear.

They wait—loyal, patient—in the shadows.


Chapter Three

Stevie spent most of the weekend cleaning so her mom wouldn’t have to.

She scrubbed the kitchen, folded laundry, swept the narrow hallway twice. It wasn’t martyrdom—just habit. Rest, studying, quiet. The kind of weekend that let her body recover even if her mind still raced.

Jenna had texted once on Saturday evening, asking if she wanted to see a movie tomorrow. Stevie stared at the message, then set her phone aside, mind blank. She couldn’t think that far ahead.

Her mom came home just after sunrise on Sunday, dropping her keys on the counter with a sigh.

“Finally,” she sung, stretching. “My Friday is here.” She glanced around the trailer, eyebrows lifting. “Wow. It’s so clean in here.”

Stevie smiled from the couch. “Figured I’d get ahead of it.”

“Well,” her mom said, toeing off her shoes, “got any big plans?”

Stevie hesitated. The truth was boring—rest, notes, an exam she couldn’t afford to bomb. She’d scrolled over Rayna’s name more than once, thumb hovering, then shoved her phone under the bed like it might burn her.

“Jenna wants to go see a movie,” she said finally.

“Oh, that could be fun. How’s she doing?”

“She’s good,” Stevie said. “A little too obsessed with college, honestly. She’s been kind of… irritable lately.” She paused. “I think it’s because Rayna’s been home.”

Her mom made a small noise of recognition. “Oh. Those two never did get along.”

Stevie shifted closer, curling one leg under herself. “Why do you think that is?”

Her mom leaned back, thinking. “They’re just very different. Heather and Ken tried parenting them differently because of it—good intentions, but…” She trailed off, searching for the right words. “Rayna was always strong. Independent. Jenna’s more sensitive. She needs more reassurance. Guidance.” A pause. “I think Rayna noticed that early on. That Jenna got more help.”

Stevie went quiet.

She thought about kindergarten, about holding Jenna’s hand in the hallway, asking the teacher if she could take her to the bathroom because Jenna was too shy to raise her hand. About how being needed had felt good then—important. Necessary. Over the years, Jenna stuck to her—at parties, at games, at school, even at the skate park, though Jenna didn’t skate. Stevie didn’t think much of it; it felt good to be looked up to, to always have someone around when she wanted company. Then she thought of Rayna, always off doing her own thing.

“I guess I can’t really blame them,” Stevie said eventually. “But I can see how that would cause problems.”

Her mom glanced at her sideways. “I was always a little surprised you and Jenna never dated. After you told me you only liked girls.”

Stevie blinked. “Me and Jenna?”

“Yeah. As you got older.”

She reflected on it for a moment. Jenna had told her once—casually—that she thought she was bisexual. But the thought of them together felt wrong in a way she couldn’t quite explain.

“No,” Stevie said. “That wouldn’t work. I love her, just… only as a good friend.”

Her mom nodded. “Sloane is very different. I can see now why you didn’t like Jenna. Like her like that. We all have a type, don’t we?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said quickly—and then, just as quickly, changed the subject. “You should go sleep. You look exhausted. Need help? With anything?”

“No, honey. I’m okay. I will go and sleep soon,” her mom said. “But I think you should go to the movies.”

“But I want to be here with you.”

“I’m fine,” she said, smiling. “I’ll nap. Or wander over to Benny’s later.”

“You sure?”

“Positive.”

Stevie went back to her room and dropped onto the bed, reaching under it for her phone.

Her stomach dropped.

A missed call.

Rayna.

It was from 6:00 a.m.—right around the time Stevie had woken up to shower.

The sensation hit her low and sharp, pure adrenaline—hot and dizzying. Her pulse kicked up, sudden and violent. She sat there for a moment, breathing through it, then forced herself to move, quickly texting Jenna.

Still wanna go to the movie?

A few minutes passed.

God, Jenna replied. Why are you up so early on a Sunday?

Stevie exhaled, half-laughing, half-shaking.

She stared at Rayna’s number again.

Thought about calling.

Didn’t.

Instead, she typed:

Hey, did you call?

She hit send.

Nothing happened.

And somehow, that was worse.

***

By four o’clock, Stevie had driven over to the Hales’ and was standing on the stoop, hands tucked into her jacket pockets. She didn’t knock. Jenna knew she was here—had probably been watching from upstairs as she got ready—so Stevie just waited, breath fogging faintly in the cold.

She’d gone simple. Dark boots, worn but polished. Straight-cut olive pants. A black tee under a field jacket that smelled faintly like detergent and the trailer. Practical. Neutral. Her long brown hair fell loose over her shoulders, catching in the collar when the wind kicked up. Fall in New Hampshire had turned suddenly fridged that day.

Her phone stayed in her pocket.

She didn’t actually know if Rayna had texted again. She’d gotten very good at ignoring notifications when she was with Sloane—at not looking too closely at things that might pull her off balance. Numbness had been useful that way.

She had work in the morning. Planned to squeeze in another hour of studying after the movie. Responsible thoughts. Anchors.

The door opened.

“Don’t you want to come in?” a voice said. “It’s cold out.”

It wasn’t Jenna. The voice was too low and relaxed. Stevie looked up.

Rayna stood there barefoot, hair loose, wearing an oversized T-shirt and soft gray sweatpants like she’d been living in them all day. Comfortable. Unarmored. Sharp eyes dancing over Stevie, and back up to meet hers. The warmth from inside spilled out around her, carrying the smell of dinner and something sweet from the kitchen.

“Uh—yeah,” Stevie said, stepping forward, heart ticking as she came closer.

“She’s upstairs,” Rayna added, already turning away. “Using way too much hairspray. As usual.”

“I heard that,” Jenna called down. “I’m almost done.”

Rayna and Stevie stopped in the entryway, close enough to feel each other’s presence without touching. The house hummed around them—water running, a ticking clock, something simmering on the stove—but the space between them felt tight and almost too bright.

They didn’t talk about the missed call. Not with Jenna within earshot.

Rayna pulled her phone from her pocket and tilted it just enough for Stevie to see. Then she shook her phone, pointing at Stevie’s pocket. Stevie opened it and went to her texts. Rayna typed quickly, then looked at her. The message came in on Stevie’s phone:

You gonna read that last text?

Stevie didn’t dare to meet her gaze. She simply opened the thread to read it.

Call me when you’re alone.

She glanced up at her. Rayna’s mouth curved as she typed another message.

Just five minutes? Nothing long. Tonight. Maybe after you’re done babysitting?

Stevie shot her a warning look—sharp, automatic—but it dissolved into a quiet laugh she couldn’t quite stop. Heat crept up her neck.

Rayna lifted a finger to her lips, playful and conspiratorial, then backed away toward the kitchen like nothing had happened.

Stevie watched her go, pursing her lips.

Jenna came downstairs a moment later, already tugging on her sweater sleeves. She wore an oversized knit in a soft neutral tone, tight jeans, hair blown smooth and glossy—brown at the roots fading into blonde at the ends. Bangs framed her face, round and sweet, eyes bright. Everything about her was gentle. Safe.

“Why’s your face so red?” Jenna asked, giggling.

“It’s freezing out,” Stevie said easily. “That’s why. Cute sweater.”

“Thanks.” Jenna grabbed her keys. “Ready?”

Stevie glanced once toward the kitchen, where Rayna had disappeared, then nodded.

They took Jenna’s car—the spotless white Kia—without comment. It was an old arrangement, unspoken but understood. Stevie drove herself to the Hales’. Jenna drove everywhere else.

Before they pulled away, Jenna buckled in and said, casually, “So… Kyle’s not meeting us.”

Stevie looked over. “No?”

“He didn’t feel like it,” Jenna said, eyes forward. “I thought it could just be you and me.”

Stevie nodded, not really minding either way, watching the neighborhood slide past the window.

Beneath the calm, dread and desire coiled together, quiet but insistent. She knew what that call could open—and she didn’t trust herself to close it once it did.

***

They ate nachos sitting at a table near the arcade, neon lights flickering across the tiled floor. The movie crowd buzzed around them—kids darting between machines, the low hum of ticket scanners, the smell of popcorn and fryer oil.

“So,” Jenna said, dipping a chip. “Do you think they’ll put her with a woman in the next movie?”

“Put her with?” Stevie asked, distracted, already halfway to another thought.

“Like—make her sapphic.”

Stevie snorted. “No. They’re just queer-baiting. Again.”

Jenna sighed dramatically. “Figures.”

Stevie glanced down at Jenna’s phone when it lit up, catching a glimpse of the lock screen—a young Asian guy in an oversized jacket, all soft attitude and strong posture.

“Who’s that?”

Jenna brightened instantly. “That’s my bias. Jungkook. BTS? Isn’t he cuuuutte?”

Stevie actually looked this time. Tilted her head. Considered.

“I don’t know about cute,” she said. “But that outfit is fire. I could, uh, wear it better though.”

Jenna laughed, glancing up. “You’re not wrong. You wear everything better.”

There was a beat. Just long enough to notice.

“Doesn’t Kyle get jealous?” Stevie asked. “About your… bias.”

“Eh.” Jenna shrugged. “He’s never said anything.”

“Hm.”

They finished eating and drifted toward the theater entrance.

“Hey,” Jenna said casually. “Did you ever hear from Danika?”

“Who?” Stevie blinked.

“The girl from last week. The one who asked you out.”

Stevie frowned slightly. “I… honestly don’t know. Haven’t checked. Everything’s kind of a blur right now.”

Jenna studied her for a second, eyes softening. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said. “Just busy.”

Jenna nodded, then smiled. “Hey—we could walk the mall like old times. I don’t feel like heading home yet.”

“Yeah,” Stevie said easily, checking the time. “That sounds good.”

The mall was quieter than the theater—footsteps echoing, stores glowing softly behind glass. They wandered in and out of shops without any real goal. Stevie slung an arm around Jenna’s shoulders at one point, then—on impulse—ducked and scooped her up.

“Stevie!” Jenna shrieked, laughing.

“You’re light,” Stevie said, already walking.

“Put me down, you menace.”

“Nope.”

People stared. Stevie didn’t care. Jenna hid her face, still laughing, hands gripping Stevie’s shoulders.

Eventually Stevie set her down, breathless and grinning.

Inside a boutique, Jenna drifted toward a rack of cropped jackets—sleek, structured, expensive-looking. She held one up, eyes bright.

“This would look so good on you.”

Stevie glanced at it. Black. Clean lines. Too sharp.

“Yeah,” she said slowly. “Just… not really me.”

Jenna tilted her head. “Why not?”

Stevie shrugged. “Feels like I’d be pretending.”

Jenna nodded, but there was something unreadable there—like she’d been hoping for a different answer. She set the jacket back carefully, then picked up a thin silver chain from a jewelry display.

“What about this?”

Stevie smiled, soft but distant. “It’s nice.”

But she didn’t reach for it.

They left the store empty-handed.

As they walked, Jenna slipped her arm through Stevie’s, leaning in just a little more than usual. Stevie let it happen, but her mind kept drifting—back to a kitchen doorway, to a look held too long, to a phone call waiting… in the dark potentially.

Jenna chatted. Upcoming tests and soccer practice, the game this week. Stevie listened. Mostly.

And somewhere between the bright storefronts and the quiet stretch of hallway, something shifted—small, almost imperceptible.

Stevie looked down at Jenna and smiled. Jenna smiled back—soft, hopeful in a way that made Stevie’s chest ache just a little. There was something open in her expression, something waiting.

Stevie thought of her mom’s words from earlier. I was always a little surprised you and Jenna never dated.

The thought landed heavy and unwelcome.

Without drawing attention to it, she slowed her pace, letting a small pocket of space open between them. Just enough. Casual. Easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. Stevie knew her easy warmth could be mistaken for flirting, and she hoped she hadn’t given Jenna the wrong idea.

There’s no way she sees me like that, Stevie told herself—needing to believe it.

Jenna kept talking, oblivious, arms swinging lightly at her sides.

They reached the car, climbed in, and pulled out of the lot. The mall lights faded behind them as Jenna drove back toward the house, the road stretching ahead—quiet, familiar, seemingly unchanged.

***

Jenna pulled into the driveway and eased the car into the garage. Stevie unbuckled and stepped out, the cool evening air settling over her shoulders.

“I’ll see you tomorrow?” Jenna asked, coming around the back of the car to meet her.

“Yeah,” Stevie said. “Tomorrow.”

Jenna lingered, hands tucked into her sleeves. “You could come in for a bit if you want. Just hang out.”

Stevie shook her head gently. “I can’t. I’ve got work in the morning.”

Jenna sighed. “I still don’t know how you do it. Work, school, practice… you’re kind of a machine.”

Stevie smiled, tired but real. “I promise I’m not.”

Jenna laughed softly. “Alright. See you at school, then. Drive safe.”

“Yeah, see ya.”

Stevie stepped back, letting the space widen just enough, and watched Jenna head inside before turning toward her own car.

She slid into the driver’s seat and started her car, then paused.

For a split second, she considered going back inside. Just to say goodnight. Just to see Rayna again.

But she knew better.

Someone would notice. Perceive it—or misinterpret it—and there would be conflict, which Stevie was too tired to deal with. The tension was already too close to the surface, sharp enough to cut.

Stevie glanced up at the house instead.

Rayna stood at a second-story window, half-lit from behind. Watching. Smiling like she’d been caught and didn’t care.

Stevie’s stomach dropped.

A moment later, Rayna stepped back and disappeared, as if she’d never been there—just as Jenna passed beneath the window, head down, absorbed in her phone.

Stevie pulled away before she could think too hard about it and headed back home.

Her mom was already in bed when she got home, propped up against pillows with a crossword book and a plate of cheese and crackers nearby on the blanket.

“How was the movie, sweetie?” she asked without looking up.

“Good,” Stevie said, toeing off her shoes. “I’m probably gonna go to bed soon. Might… call someone. I probably won’t—but if you hear me talking, I’m not losing it.”

Her mom laughed softly. “Good to know. Though you’re allowed to talk to yourself. I won’t judge.”

Stevie smiled and tapped the top of the doorframe to her room as she walked in, a small, habitual gesture.

“Make sure you get some sleep tonight,” her mom called from down the hall.

“I will, Mom,” Stevie said. “You do the same.”

She closed the door, changed out of her clothes, set her alarm, and crawled into bed. The room settled into darkness around her—quiet except for the low, familiar hum of the trailer park outside. Music thumped somewhere down the row. A car door slammed. Someone shouted, laughter breaking sharp and sudden before fading again.

Stevie pulled the blanket up to her chin and stared at the ceiling, letting the noise blur together until it felt distant, unreal. The day finally loosened its grip on her body, her mind even started to relax.

Well, almost.

She picked up her phone. Set it down. Picked it up again.

Don’t, she told herself.

She stared at the ceiling again, counting breaths, talking herself out of it.

At seven on the dot, her phone lit up.

Rayna: Call? No pressure. We can just text too if you want.

Stevie lay on her back in the dark. She could hear someone’s TV through thin walls and the distant rattle of a train.

She exhaled slowly, relief blooming where fear had been.

Texting felt safer.

She rolled onto her side and typed.

Stevie: Sure. We can text.

The phone stayed warm in her hand.

Rayna: Did you have fun?

Stevie stared at the dark void for a second before answering.

Stevie: Yeah. Movie was fine. Jenna liked it.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared.

Appeared again.

Stevie shifted, pulling the blanket over her head.

Rayna: You left kind of fast.

Stevie rolled onto her stomach, phone pressed against her palm.

Stevie: I have work in the morning.

Rayna: You must work a lot.

Stevie huffed a quiet breath through her nose.

Stevie: Yeah. Kinda have to.

The reply came almost immediately.

Rayna: You look good. A little too good. Kinda took me out… seeing you.

Stevie’s chest tightened. Heat crept up her neck despite the cool room.

Stevie: What’s that mean?

She waited.

Rayna: What do you think it means, Stevie.

Her fingers stilled over the screen.

Stevie: You tell me.

The response came slower this time. Deliberate.

Rayna: I want you. To myself. And I’m not missing my opportunity again. I hear you have a lot of fans.

Stevie held her breath, heart knocking hard against her ribs. She could hear it in her ears. She smirked, shaking her head.

Stevie: Is that so? Not that I know of. You called earlier… why?

A pause. Then—

Rayna: I woke up thinking about you.

And then I figured—if I didn’t call, I’d keep thinking about it all day.

Stevie swallowed.

Stevie: Thought about me how?

The dots blinked.

Rayna: Thought about you in my bed. I’d love to show you sometime.

Stevie laughed softly into the pillow, half nerves, half disbelief.

Stevie: As a friend, right?

She smiled and panted, a quiet, breathless sound.

Rayna: No. We were never friends, were we? Not really.

Stevie laid back, biting her lower lip.

Stevie: No. We weren’t.

Rayna: We’ve always been something else. Something far more than that.

Heat crawled up her spine, then settled low in her abdomen.

Stevie: What do you want?

Stevie barely recognized her own boldness.

Rayna: You. In whatever way I can have you. Though, I’d prefer you… underneath me.

Stevie closed her eyes, pulse loud and unsteady.

Stevie: Is this a joke?

Rayna: Nope. Not at all.

Stevie: Why now?

Rayna: It wasn’t time yet.

Stevie glanced at the clock, furious that she had to work in the morning, wanting to talk with Rayna all night. To see how far this would go.

Stevie: Unfortunately, I do have to sleep.

Rayna: I’m here whenever you need me.

And I mean whenever.

And next time, instead of going out with her, come up to my room. I have a little more to offer to you than she does.

I’m better for you, always have been.

Stevie’s stomach flipped.

Stevie: Okay.

A beat.

Rayna: I’m waiting for that kiss.

You were about to, weren’t you?

Stevie’s fingers tightened around her phone, the memory of their hug sharp and bright. She closed her eyes, breathing through it.

The moment felt unreal, like it belonged to someone else.

She checked the number—just to be sure—then typed.

Stevie: I was.

But you have to kiss me first.

This time.

The reply came almost instantly.

Rayna: I know. I will.

When we’re alone.

I’ll let you know when she goes out with her boyfriend. And parents are at work.

Won’t be too hard.

No confusion. No hesitation. Just certainty. Still, Stevie felt it was too good to be true.

Her chest rose and fell slowly.

Stevie: I should sleep.

Rayna: Then sleep. I’m not going anywhere.

Stevie’s eyes drifted closed, though she tried to fight it. She skimmed over the conversation again, smiling to herself. After the third pass, she was too tired to even turn the phone off.

She didn’t remember falling asleep—only Rayna’s finger at her lips, the quiet command without contact, the way she’d turned and walked toward the kitchen.

Stevie drifted off wondering what might have happened if she hadn’t let her go.

The phone slipped from her hand sometime later, settling at her side, screen still glowing faintly.

An unread message arrived minutes after:

Rayna: Goodnight, Stevie.

Dream of me.

And only me.


Chapter Four

A sharp tap hit the driver’s side window.

Stevie’s eyes fluttered open. For a second she didn’t know where she was—just the gray light of early morning and the ache behind her eyes. She’d gotten out of work early and drove to the school parking lot. With a little bit of time before first period she reclined her seat, pulled her hood up over her head.

Another tap. Harder.

She turned her head.

Sloane stood outside the car, curls wild, puffy jacket half-zipped, face already set in that familiar, righteous fury. Her breath fogged the window.

Stevie glanced at the clock on the dash.

7:02 a.m.

“What,” Stevie said flatly but sharp, locking eyes with her.

“Get up,” Sloane snapped through the glass. “Get up now. You’re gonna want to hear what I have to say.”

Stevie stared at her for a long beat, unimpressed, deeply displeased at being dragged back into this after a shift that had chewed her up and spit her out.

She sat up in one sharp motion, shoved the seat forward, and flung the door open.

Sloane barely jumped back in time.

People were already around—students drifting in loose clusters, backpacks slung low, coffee cups steaming in the cold.

Stevie stood, tall and steady in a denim jacket over her hoodie, dark joggers, eyes flat.

“What do you need to say to me,” she asked, voice even. Controlled yet clipped.

“I’m telling people what you did to me,” Sloane said, chin lifting.

Stevie didn’t blink.

“And what did I do to you.”

Sloane’s voice rose. “That you laid hands on me. That you hit me.”

For a moment, Stevie just stared.

Then she laughed—short, sharp, disbelieving.

“Where’s the proof?” Stevie leaned down to her level, paused just long enough to let it land, then shook her head. “You’ve got none.”

She reached back, locked her car, and started toward the building.

“Uh, Sloane,” Stevie added over her shoulder, not slowing, “you gonna tell them you liked being choked in bed too?”

“S—Stevie!” Sloane shrieked, her voice cracking, face bright red. Heads turned. The crowd tightened.

Stevie stopped.

Turned back.

Her expression hardened.

“No,” she said quietly. “Now you’re starting to piss me off.”

She took two steps closer, voice low but carrying.

“You think I give a shit about high school politics?” Stevie scoffed. “I work full time. I’m out of here soon. I don’t need this.”

Sloane’s face crumpled, tears forming. “I don’t even recognize you anymore.”

“Am I the same person I was sophomore year?” Stevie shot back. “No. The fuck? Besides that, you never even knew me. You saw what you wanted to see.”

Her voice dropped, deadly calm.

“Leave me alone. Now. Before I take legal action. And yeah—I’ve got receipts. Something you don’t.”

She turned and walked.

Didn’t wait.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jenna hurrying toward her, concern written all over her face.

Stevie broke into a sprint and disappeared into the building.

She didn’t slow down once inside.

The hallway swallowed her—lockers slamming, voices bouncing, the sharp squeal of sneakers on tile. Stevie cut left without thinking, feet carrying her on muscle memory alone. Her chest burned, not from the sprint, but from the way everything inside her felt too close to the surface.

She passed the wall.

The one near the old cafeteria entrance, where the paint never quite matched the rest. Where they’d scrubbed and scrubbed freshman year, but the stains had soaked in anyway—faint shadows beneath the layers, like ghosts you could still see if you knew where to look.

Blood.

She saw it again without meaning to.

Freshman year. Someone shouting down the hall—”Rayna Hale is fighting someone!”

A senior. Loud. Mean. Always looking for a target.

Stevie hadn’t seen the fight. Neither had Jenna. They’d been standing near the vending machines when the news hit, words tumbling out of some kid’s mouth like it was entertainment.

Jenna had gone pale. Mortified. Hands twisting together.

“Why is she like this?” she’d whispered, embarrassed—like Rayna had done something unforgivable.

Then, softer, worried despite herself: “I wonder if she’s okay?”

“Of course she is,” Stevie had said immediately.

She remembered the feeling in her own chest instead—sharp, hot, unmistakable.

Pride.

Not because Rayna fought.

But because she didn’t back down.

Stevie shook her head and kept moving.

She cut through the weight room, the smell of iron and rubber grounding her. A few guys glanced up from benches, music thumping low from someone’s speaker. Stevie slipped past them and nearly ran straight into her coach.

“Hey—Stevie.” He steadied his clipboard against his chest. “You alright?”

She stopped short, breath still uneven. “Yeah. Yeah. Just… morning.”

He studied her the way he always did—not prying, but seeing more than he said.

“Makeup game’s tomorrow,” he said. “The one that got cancelled from the rain last week.”

She nodded. She’d forgotten. Or maybe she’d just buried it.

“Yeah.”

“You working a ton lately, I hear.”

“Enough, I guess.” She glanced at him. “Where’d you hear that?”

He tilted his head slightly. “Along the grapevine.” A pause. “It’s okay if you want to sit this one out. I’d rather you be rested for the weekend. I need you on the field for that—it’s our biggest game so far.”

Stevie swallowed. For half a second, the idea flickered—sleep, quiet, not having to hold herself together for ninety minutes.

“Work’s actually been kicking my ass to be entirely truthful,” she said instead.

He cracked a small smile. “You’re tough as nails. But if you need to sit this one out, I’ll understand.”

She considered it. Really did.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

“Alright.” He stepped aside. “See you at practice later?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said. “I’ll be there.”

He walked off.

She didn’t go into the locker room.

Instead, she looped the long way around, following the outer hallway until the noise thinned and the exits came into view. Her pulse finally slowed enough that she could breathe without feeling like she might snap.

“Stevie!”

She turned.

Jenna was jogging toward her, ponytail swinging, worry written all over her face. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I saw the thing Sloane did this morning.”

Stevie exhaled through her nose. “Yeah. I don’t think I’ll be seeing her again.”

Jenna winced. “Oh God. Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said automatically. Then, more honestly, “I will be.”

Jenna nodded, relief flickering across her face. “Where are you headed?”

“My dumbass left my laptop in the car,” Stevie said. “Gotta grab it before first period.”

“Oh.” Jenna fell into step beside her. “Can I walk with you?”

“’Course.”

They pushed through the doors together, cold air rushing in. The parking lot stretched out in front of them, gray and familiar. Stevie shoved her hands into her jacket pockets, shoulders loosening just a little.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Jenna said quietly, “I’m glad you stood up to her.”

“I don’t want to be a complete asshole,” Stevie said. “But she keeps pushing.”

“I think you’re handling it fine.” Jenna hesitated. “But as your friend, I’m gonna ask you for the zillionth time—what were you thinking getting with someone like her?”

Stevie thought back to that party sophomore year. The last one she’d gone to for a while. Sloane laughing, sitting on her lap like it was nothing. How easy it had felt back then—before chemo, before bills, before everything started closing in.

“Honestly?” Stevie said. “I wasn’t. That’s the best I’ve got.”

They reached her car. Sloane wasn’t anywhere in sight.

Jenna kicked a pebble across the pavement.

“How’s life been going?” Stevie said. “I’m sorry we don’t hang out like we used to.”

“It’s okay,” Jenna added quickly. “I know you have to work. Life’s been… good.” She smiled faintly. “Rayna was nice to me this morning. I think she’s seeing someone new.”

Stevie stilled. Just for a second.

“What?”

“Yeah,” Jenna said casually. “She’s got that little pep in her step. Offered to throw my laundry in and everything. Something’s up.”

Stevie sniffled, hands buried deeper in her pockets. Her posture tightened a notch.

The thought came uninvited—dark, sharp, electric.
If she skipped the game tomorrow… Jenna would be busy. Rayna would maybe be home.

The feeling that followed wasn’t merely hope.

It was hunger—wrapped in guilt.

“Hey,” Jenna said. “I know you get weird about help and all, but I overheard something.”

Stevie unlocked her car and grabbed her bag. “Overheard what?”

“My parents were talking about gifting you and your mom some money.” Jenna rushed on. “Please—if they offer, just take it. They’ve been really worried about you.”

Stevie blew out a breath. “How much money are we talking?”

“I don’t know. Is your mom coming to the game this weekend? I think they want to talk to her then.”

“Not sure,” Stevie said. “I want her resting. I’ll ask her.”

“Yeah. That game’s gonna be intense.” Jenna grimaced. “Sherman kids have been running their mouth online—saying they’re gonna kick our ass.”

Stevie scoffed. “Not happening.”

“No,” Jenna said, bumping her shoulder lightly. “Not with you there. You’re our star.”

“Eh,” Stevie muttered. “Far from it.”

“You could really get a scholarship, you know. And I’m going to keep reminding you of that.”

They headed back inside together, the warmth swallowing them again. Stevie liked soccer and knew she was good at it—but she also knew this would be her last year playing.

“Well,” Jenna said near the hallway split, “I gotta go. Didn’t do my homework again.”

Stevie laughed and pulled her into a quick hug. “Hey—where’s Kyle? Feel like I haven’t seen him in weeks.”

Jenna’s smile slipped. “We got into a fight.”

“Oh?”

“I’ll tell you later.” Jenna glanced at her. “You look nice today. Your hair’s getting really long.”

“Thanks,” Stevie said, tugging her hoodie up, suddenly self-conscious in her plain clothes.

They split off.

Stevie dropped into a chair in the back row, pulled out her laptop, and checked her phone.

Rayna: Morning, beautiful.

Heat crept up her neck. She didn’t reply.

Instead, she opened her notes and started typing—dates, formulas, anything to anchor herself. She told herself the thought about tomorrow was stupid. That meeting up with Rayna was never happening. That plans like that always fell through. That life had taught her better than to believe something good would line up so cleanly.

And besides—

For all she knew, the person texting her wasn’t even Rayna. Okay—now she was being paranoid.

Life had made her a skeptic, but her body didn’t care.

The thought of being alone with Rayna settled deep in her chest, enough to drag her through the day despite the exhaustion.

By the end of it, she did something reckless without giving herself time to think.
She opened her phone and typed:

What are you doing tomorrow?

Practice came and went in a blur—legs burning, lungs raw, her focus fractured just enough to make it dangerous. She barely remembered the drive home.

Her phone buzzed while she was toweling sweat from her neck.

Rayna: I’m free. Want to meet up?

Stevie stared at the screen, heart knocking hard against her ribs.

Yes hovered on her tongue.

She didn’t type it.

Not yet.

***

Practice blurred into muscle memory, and then it was over.

Jenna asked if she wanted to grab burgers. Stevie shook her head.

“Yeah, maybe this weekend.”

“I’d like that,” Jenna said. “Say hi to your mom for me.”

“I will.”

By the time Stevie got home, the trailer park was still loud with early evening life—kids shouting, music bleeding through open windows, the smell of someone grilling drifting in from down the row. She kicked off her shoes by the door and dropped her bag where it always landed.

Her mom was already in the kitchen, sleeves pushed up, vegetables spread across the counter.

“Should’ve just gotten takeout,” Stevie said, leaning against the doorframe.

Her mom snorted softly. “Cooking’s cheaper. And usually better.”

“I won’t argue with you there. Need help?”

“No, I should be okay, honey. You go do your homework.”

Stevie nodded and headed to her room. She took a quick shower, then padded back in a towel. Clean joggers. A T-shirt. She scribbled out a plan for assignments and started in, head down until the words blurred.

Dinner was simple but good. They ate at the small table, knees nearly touching. Stevie scraped the last bit of sauce from her plate, half-tasting it.

Her mom asked about the warehouse.

“It’s fine,” Stevie said. She thought about the Hales’—the money Jenna mentioned—but brushed it aside.

“Coach is letting me sit the game out tomorrow,” she added.

Her mom looked up. “No kidding?”

“He wants me rested for the weekend game.”

“Well,” her mom said, nodding. “That is a big one. You know I’ll be there.”

“Mom, you don’t have to,” Stevie said quickly. “It’s okay if you want to stay home.”

“I’m going,” her mom said without hesitation. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Fine.

Stevie helped clean up, then retreated to her room.

She cranked the heavy music and dropped to the floor—pushups, planks, pull-ups, sit-ups, then the angled ones with a plate balanced on her stomach. She chased the burn until her arms shook and her core screamed. The strain grounded her. The music thumped around her like a shot of dopamine and adrenaline all at once.

When she finally hit failure and couldn’t sit up again, she lay there with her chest heaving, staring at the ceiling. After a minute, she reached over and turned the volume down.

Her phone was already in her hand.

She scrolled back through the messages with Rayna, rereading them slower this time, letting the feeling come back. Wanting—quietly, stubbornly—for it to be real.

Facebook loaded.

Rayna’s profile appeared almost immediately.

Stevie scrolled past photos she recognized and ones she didn’t. Old comments she’d never paid attention to before. An ex with short hair and a masc edge, arm slung around Rayna like she belonged there. Stevie’s jaw tightened. She wondered, briefly and irrationally, if the woman looked anything like her.

She hated her instantly.

More comments. Flirty. Familiar. Then something newer—a tagged photo. Rayna smiling beside someone else. Stevie checked the profile status anyway.

Still, it read Single.

She locked the phone and pushed it across the bed.

“Alright, honey,” her mom called from the hall. “I’m headed to work.”

Stevie stepped out into the hallway. Her mom was already reaching for her jacket.

“Off to the daily grind, as they say,” her mom said.

Stevie noticed the cut on her hand then—angry red, still fresh.

“What happened to your hand?”

Her mom glanced down. “Clumsy mistake. Box cutter at work.”

“That looks bad. Did you clean it?”

“Yep. It’s fine, honey.” She smiled. “Make sure you get good sleep tonight, okay?”

“I will.”

Her mom pulled her into a quick hug—tired, warm, familiar. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow, Mom. I’ll bring home Chinese food.”

“Ooh,” her mom said, brightening. “That sounds delish. Can’t wait.”

The door clicked shut behind her, the sound settling heavier than it should have.

Stevie wiped down the counter and moved through the kitchen on autopilot, putting away dishes and sweeping here and there. When everything was in place, she went back to her room and lay down on the bed, staring up at the ceiling fan as it turned slowly overhead.

She told herself she should go to sleep.

Not yet.

She rolled onto her side and reached for her phone.

The conversation with Rayna was still open.

Her thumb hovered.

Stevie: How do I know this is real?

The reply came faster than she expected.

Rayna: We meet tomorrow?

Stevie stared at the screen, pulse ticking louder in her ears.

Stevie: I can’t wait that long.

A pause. Just long enough to make her regret it.

Then—

Rayna: Fine. Let’s meet tonight.

Stevie let out a short, disbelieving laugh and typed back:

Stevie: I’ve got work.

Rayna: Are you sure? I’d drive to you.

The thought of Rayna sleeping over hit her hard—sudden and molten hot. New. Reckless. Terrifying. And, somehow, it felt right in a way that made her chest burn.

She swallowed.

Stevie: I don’t believe you.

Rayna: Believe me?

Stevie: I need to hear you say it.

Stevie: Before anything happens.

Another pause. Longer this time.

Rayna: Fine. Can I call you?

Stevie’s fingers tightened around the phone.

Stevie: Yes.

Rayna: It might be weird. Everyone’s upstairs. I might have to go downstairs.

Stevie: Okay.

Stevie set the phone down beside her and stared at the wall, pulse racing, breath shallow. This wasn’t just nerves—it was something heavier, denser. The sense that she was standing on the edge of something she wouldn’t be able to step back from.

She pressed her palm flat against the mattress, grounding herself.

The phone rang.

Stevie froze—only for a second.

Then she grabbed it.

“Hello?” she said, her voice lower than she meant it to be.

“Hi.”

Rayna’s voice was soft and breathy. Intimate in a way that made Stevie sit up immediately, heart thudding hard against her ribs.

There was a brief pause. The kind that felt deliberate.

“Where are you?” Stevie asked quietly.

“I’m in my bedroom,” Rayna said.

Something about that—about knowing where she was, about hearing it said out loud—sent a slow, dangerous warmth through Stevie’s chest and down her back.

The fan kept turning overhead.

Everything else went very still.

The line stayed open, quiet but charged.

Stevie shifted on the bed, phone pressed to her ear, listening to Rayna breathe on the other end. Slow. Careful.

“Can I tell you something?” Rayna asked softly.

“Yeah,” Stevie said. “You can.”

“Do you remember that study hall?” Rayna said. “The one where you sat in the back.”

Stevie frowned, the image surfacing before she could stop it. “Maybe?”

“My pencil got knocked off my desk,” Rayna continued. “Some guy—Troy, I think—flicked it across the table like he thought he was funny.”

Stevie’s stomach tightened.

“It landed by your foot,” Rayna said. “You picked it up. Walked all the way over. Just set it back on my desk.”

A pause.

“You said, ‘Here.’ That was it.”

Stevie swallowed. She could see it now—Rayna’s desk by the window, the way the light hit her hair. The whole semester she’d watched her without meaning to. Sometimes they caught each other’s eyes. Nothing ever came of it.

“Yeah,” Stevie said slowly. “I remember.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” Rayna said. “But you did.”

Stevie shifted, sitting up. “It was just a pencil.”

“I know,” Rayna said. “But I noticed you. Always.”

Stevie’s jaw tightened. She remembered the end of that period—Rayna still seated, backpack half-zipped, looking up like she was waiting for something.

Waiting for her.

She hadn’t gone over.

Then later, at the end of the year, she’d been chasing Sloane through the hall, laughing, breathless.

“Hi, Stevie,” Rayna had said, filling her water bottle.

Hopeful.

Stevie had barely slowed. “Hey—have you seen my girlfriend? I think she ran this way.”

Rayna’s face went briefly empty—like something inside her had shut off. Then it was gone.

“Oh. Uh—who’s your… who’s your girlfriend?”

“Sloane?”

“Yeah,” Rayna had said. “She went that way. Like, a minute ago.”

“Thanks,” Stevie had laughed, already moving.

Now—

“I wanted to ask you out,” Rayna said quietly.

Stevie’s breath caught. “What?”

“You were already with her,” Rayna said. “So I didn’t.”

“No,” Stevie said immediately, a short laugh breaking out of her. “No—”

“Yes,” Rayna said, not unkindly. “I think I convinced myself you were still too young. And I was about to graduate. It felt easier to leave it alone.”

Stevie stared at the wall, heart pounding. “Damn,” she said softly. “I wish I’d known that.”

A pause. Charged.

“Would it have made a difference?” Rayna asked.

“Yes,” Stevie said without hesitation. “Absolutely.”

“You would’ve been with me instead.”

Stevie huffed a breath, half laugh, half ache. “What do you think, Rayna?”

Another pause. Longer.

“I think life’s been pretty awful, to you mostly,” Rayna said. “And I wish—”

“Wish what?” Stevie asked.

A sound in the background. Footsteps. A door opening.

“Who are you talking to?” Jenna’s voice floated in, curious but not suspicious.

Rayna’s tone shifted instantly. Lighter. Safe. “Your mom.”

Stevie laughed before she could stop herself, the sound cracking through the tension. “I gotta go.”

“Yeah,” Rayna said softly. “Sleep well. I’ll text you.”

“You should.”

“Okay I will,” Rayna said. “It was nice talking to you. Hearing you.”

“We’ll talk soon.”

The call ended.

Stevie lay back against the mattress, phone resting against her chest, heart still racing. The room felt too quiet now, like the sound had been sucked out of it.

Nothing had happened.

And yet—

It was too much. The realization, the timing, the way everything suddenly made sense in hindsight. She felt stretched thin by it, like one more breath might make her implode.

And still—it felt perfect.

She glanced at the clock on her nightstand.

8:30 p.m.

“Fuck me,” she muttered under her breath, a tired smile tugging at her mouth. “I hate my life.”

She set the phone facedown, rolled onto her side, and pulled the blanket up over her head. Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the thin walls of the trailer. Somewhere down the row, a door slammed. A car passed and faded into the distance.

Stevie closed her eyes.

Sleep didn’t come right away—but when it did, it carried her under gently, her thoughts already drifting toward tomorrow. Toward Rayna. Toward a conversation she knew, now, she wouldn’t run from.

For the first time in a long while, she didn’t feel lost.

She felt on the verge of something.

And that was enough for now, even with all the outside noise.

***

Stevie woke up lighter than she had in weeks.

Not rested exactly—she was never really rested—but clearer. Energized in a quiet, humming way, like something inside her had finally aligned. She dressed quickly, then caught her reflection in the mirror and paused. There was a softness there she didn’t usually see. Anticipation, maybe.

She stepped outside into the dark.

The air was cold and still, the kind of hour where the world felt half-asleep. She drove to work on autopilot, headlights cutting through empty roads, her body tired but her mind unusually awake.

All morning, her thoughts circled Rayna.

Not in a reckless way—more practical than that. How it could work. How careful they’d have to be. How she’d tell Jenna, eventually. She rehearsed versions of the conversation in her head, all of them gentler than the last. There would be boundaries. Honesty. She’d do it right.

By the time she made it to school, the day unfolded with such ease it was almost eerie.

Jenna found her between classes and slipped her arm through Stevie’s without thinking, like she always did. “You excited for tonight?” she asked, bright and casual.

Stevie didn’t pull away. “Yeah,” she said. Which wasn’t a lie.

Someone else asked if they were dating—half joking, half not. Stevie shrugged it off. Jenna laughed too quickly, asking why anyone would think that.

Another girl lingered by Stevie’s locker a little too long, asked if she was seeing anyone.

“Not really,” Stevie lied.

Jenna went quiet beside her, jaw tightening. Stevie felt the shift again—registered it without quite stopping to understand it.

Kyle passed them in the hallway later and didn’t even glance their way.

Stevie noticed, vaguely. Filed it away. Didn’t think much of it.

She left early—one of the perks of working as much as she did. On the way home, she stopped for Chinese and carried the warm paper bags inside, setting them on the table like a small promise waiting to be kept. She pulled out a couple of spring rolls and scribbled a note to her mom to help herself to whatever was there.

Her mom was over at the neighbor’s. The trailer was quiet.

Stevie sent Rayna a quick text.

Stevie: On my way a little later, if you still want.

The reply came almost immediately.

Rayna: Parents are out. Jenna’s at the game. Come.

Everything lined up so cleanly it made Stevie’s head spin.

She showered. Took care choosing her clothes without trying too hard. When she stepped outside, the afternoon sun hung low, the sky streaked with thin, wispy clouds.

Her phone rang just as she slid into the car.

She frowned and glanced at the screen.

Jenna.

She answered.

“Why haven’t you answered any of my messages?” Jenna said, her voice already unraveling.

“Jen—what’s going on? You sound really upset.” Stevie slid into the driver's seat and started the car.

“Why weren’t you at the game?” Jenna blurted. “I left. I didn’t know what to do.”

The engine idled.

Stevie’s hands tightened on the steering wheel.

And just like that, the night tilted.

“I told coach I wasn’t feeling well,” Stevie said carefully. “What’s wrong?”

“Kyle and I broke up,” Jenna said, breath hitching. “I needed you there. I just—I panicked. I left. I’m back at the house.”

Stevie closed her eyes for half a second. “Do you want me to come over?”

“Well… you weren’t feeling well.”

“Jenna, I’m okay,” Stevie said. “I can be there in a few minutes.”

A rush of relief spilled through the line. “That would be amazing. I really need you. I can’t—” Her voice wobbled. “I feel like I’ve messed everything up. Like coach is going to kick me off the team for sure.”

“No,” Stevie said immediately. “Don’t do that to yourself. I’m gonna hang up so I can drive, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Do you want me to grab some food? I can pick something up.”

“Maybe we’ll just stay in,” Jenna said. “Or go out later. I’m not hungry yet.”

“Okay,” Stevie said. “I’ll be there soon.”

“Okay. See you soon.”

The call ended.

Stevie sat there for a moment, caught in a daze, the sky darkening inch by inch above her.

It was almost funny.

Not ha-ha funny. The kind that lodged in your chest and stayed there. The way things always fell—quietly, inevitably—into Jenna’s hands. Not because she asked. Not because she meant to.

Because she was the one who needed her.

Stevie pulled out her phone and typed.

Stevie: Something came up. I’m gonna hang out with Jenna tonight. I’m sorry.

The reply didn’t come right away.

Then—

Rayna: Okay. I figured. Just heard her come in.

Rayna: You don’t need to be sorry.

Rayna: I just wish… I wish she needed you a little less. I always have.

Rayna: I guess I’ll be seeing you soon then. lmao

No anger.

No guilt.

Just a faint edge beneath the words—one Stevie felt anyway.

She started the car and pulled out of the lot, already turning toward Jenna’s house. Toward the version of the night that would require restraint—like it always did, only more now.

Because everything that mattered was finally beginning to overlap.

And nothing was going to be simple anymore.

If it ever had been.


Chapter Five

Jenna had texted her while Stevie was still pulling onto the street.

Door’s unlocked. Come up.

The Hale house was strangely quiet when Stevie stepped inside. Not empty—just hushed, like everyone had agreed to hold their breath at the same time. She slipped off her shoes and padded up the stairs, the familiar creak of the third step still there, still unavoidable.

She passed Rayna’s room.

The door was half open.

Rayna sat at her desk, headphones on, shoulders relaxed, pen moving steadily across a notebook. She was facing away, wavy hair loose down her back, lamplight catching in it softly. Unaware. Entirely herself.

Stevie stopped.

The reaction hit low and sudden, a pull deep in her gut that stole her breath. Her whole body oriented toward that room, like something ancient and magnetic had locked onto its target.

She imagined it without permission.

Walking in quietly. Standing behind Rayna. Hands on her shoulders. Leaning down, mouth at her ear. Rayna turning—and kissing her, slow and deliberate.

It was sharp. Unfair. Indulgent in a way Stevie never allowed herself to be.

The thought left her unsteady, hands tingling, stomach flipping. For one suspended second, the rest of her life—the trailer, the weight of other people’s needs, the constant bracing—fell away. There was just this room. This desk. This woman. A future where she took what she wanted and didn’t stop to count the cost.

She had the terrifying certainty that if Rayna turned around and saw her standing there, something permanent would begin.

And she’d let it.

“Stevie?”

Jenna’s voice carried down the hall, light and expectant.

Stevie flinched, the fantasy collapsing in on itself. She stepped back, heart pounding, already rearranging herself into something careful again.

But the damage was done.

She’d seen it.

And had to pull herself away, yet again.

Jenna’s door was open. She sat on the bed in sweatpants and a pullover sweater, those sock-slipper hybrids she always wore when at home, arms folded loosely, eyes red but dry.

“Yup,” Stevie said, forcing her voice back into place.

Jenna smiled faintly as she stepped inside. “Come in.”

Her room looked the same—but older. Softer. The posters had been replaced with framed prints, fairy lights tucked along the headboard instead of taped to the walls. A neatly made bed. A few throw pillows that looked decorative and new. It smelled like make-up and something floral.

They sat on the bed like they always had, backs against the headboard, knees brushing.

“I feel awful,” Jenna said after a moment, staring at her hands. “I just… things have changed between Kyle and me. And today he finally ended it. Like—right before my last class.”

Stevie nodded slowly. “Really. Yeah… I saw him earlier. Things felt off.”

Jenna huffed out a breath. “It's been weird for a minute. I don't know...”

Stevie thought for a second. “How do you feel?”

Jenna shrugged, a small, tired motion. “Like it’s my fault. But also…” She hesitated. “Like I said, I kind of saw it coming.”

“Yeah,” Stevie said quietly.

They sat with that for a moment. The house stayed quiet. Somewhere down the hall, Rayna shifted in her chair. The sound carried more than it should have.

Jenna leaned her head back against the wall. “I can’t wait to live on campus.”

Stevie glanced over, surprised by the sudden brightness in her voice.

“I’m just gonna come out and say it,” Jenna continued, turning toward her. “I already know you’ll be on the fence. But—do you think you’d want to go to college together?”

The words landed heavier than they sounded.

Stevie didn’t answer right away.

She pictured her mom at the kitchen table. The trailer. The overnight shifts. The way leaving felt less like freedom and more like abandonment. The west coast—so far it barely felt real.

She also pictured Jenna—hopeful, open, looking at her like this was the most natural next step in the world.

“I don’t know,” Stevie said carefully. “I mean… college isn’t really on my radar right now.”

Jenna’s face fell just a fraction. Not enough to call it disappointment. Enough to notice.

“Yeah,” she said quickly. “I figured. I just—thought I’d ask. Maybe you could consider it though?”

Stevie shifted closer, shoulder pressing lightly into hers. “It’s not a no. It’s just… complicated.”

Jenna nodded, accepting that the way she always did. Too easily.

“Yeah,” she said again. “I don't want to pressure you. I just can't see myself going somewhere I don't know anyone. And the more I've been thinking about it, the more I can't see my life without you in it. You know?”

They sat there, side by side, the room warm and quiet—almost safe enough to believe things could stay the same.

Stevie knew they wouldn’t.

But she didn’t say that.

“I’d still be in your life,” Stevie said, trying for lightness. “Just… two thousand miles away.”

“That’s not the same,” Jenna said gently.

They talked around it instead—classes, the missed game, how Jenna could smooth things over with Coach.

“Just tell him I started my period,” Jenna said with a shrug. “He won’t ask questions.”

Stevie snorted, knowing it was true.

Footsteps sounded downstairs, a door opening.

“Oh—that’s Mom,” Jenna said, perking up. “She got groceries. I’m actually starving.” She slid off the bed. “I’m gonna go see what she bought.”

Stevie stood too, then hesitated.

“You can stay up here,” Jenna said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” Stevie said.

But she drifted down the hall the moment she heard Jenna’s voice carry downstairs, already explaining the breakup in that careful, too-bright way she had.

Rayna’s door was open.

Her room was empty.

Stevie took one step closer to peer in—and then a hand touched her lower back, light but certain, guiding her just enough to turn.

Rayna stood there, close. Too close.

Her hand slipped down to Stevie’s, fingers brushing, barely there.

“You know,” Rayna whispered, nodding into the room, “that’s my bed. Right there.”

Stevie let out a quiet, breathless laugh, pressing her lips together to keep it contained.

They sobered at the same time—staring at one another, locked.

Downstairs, Jenna’s voice rose and fell as she talked with Mrs. Hale, the sound grounding and dangerous all at once.

Rayna’s hands smoothed up the front of Stevie’s shirt, slow and deliberate, until they rested on either side of her jaw. Stevie stepped closer without thinking about it, her hands finding Rayna’s waist, settling there—still, careful.

They leaned in, close enough that Stevie could feel Rayna’s breath warm against her neck, the moment stretching thin, almost breaking. Rayna’s eyes lifted to hers. Stevie’s thumb brushed Rayna’s cheek, just once. Rayna’s eyes fluttered shut, leaning into the touch.

Then—

“Stevie!” Jenna called from downstairs. “Would you want burritos?”

They froze.

Rayna stepped back first, quick and controlled. Stevie dropped her hands, heart racing.

“No, I’m okay!” Stevie called down, forcing steadiness into her voice.

Silence rushed in behind the words.

Rayna met her eyes, something unspoken passing between them—promise, restraint, timing.

Not now.

But soon.

Rayna’s expression grew cold and unreadable, out of reach. She walked past Stevie, back into her bedroom, and closed the door.

Stevie already knew she had to leave.

Already knew this was dangerous territory—that if she stayed, she’d somehow be choosing Jenna over Rayna, even if no one said it out loud. And the situation was handled. Jenna was fine. She was laughing easily now, her voice drifting up from the kitchen as she talked with Mrs. Hale. Soon Mr. Hale would be home. There was always someone for Jenna to talk to.

If Stevie hadn’t shown up, Jenna would’ve found someone else. Another friend. Another soft place to land.

But Rayna—

Who did Rayna have?

Who did she talk to when she shut her door?

Stevie wasn’t sure. And the thought sat heavy in her chest.

She wished—briefly, selfishly—that there was a way for Rayna to come with her. Back to the trailer. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere no one needed anything from her for a few hours.

But Jenna would see her leaving.

And she had work again in the morning.

And she wanted to see her mom before the overnight.

Everything was always spinning. Nothing ever paused long enough for her to catch her breath.

Stevie drifted halfway down the stairs, slow, hesitant—hoping, stupidly, that Rayna might reappear. She touched her phone, thumb hovering, considering a text.

Why couldn’t she just knock on her door?

The old fear crept in—the one that told her not to ask for things, not to risk rejection.

“Stevie?” Jenna called. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said, clearing her throat. “It’s my mom. I should probably get going.”

“Oh.” Jenna’s smile dimmed just a little. “Okay. I’ll walk you out.”

Mrs. Hale was at the counter, putting away groceries.

“Hi, Stevie,” she said warmly.

“Hi, Mrs. Hale.”

Jenna hovered close—too close—reaching out to brush an imaginary crumb from Stevie’s sleeve, fingers lingering just a second longer than necessary. They walked out the front door together, Stevie glancing up one last time at the closed door she knew Rayna stood behind.

At the car, Jenna turned to face her.

“Do you think,” Jenna said casually, “once soccer wraps up we’ll have more time to hang out? Like we used to?”

“I don’t know,” Stevie said. “I’m probably going to take more shifts at work. My mom needs me.”

Jenna tilted her head, studying her from the side. “What about you, Stevie?”

Stevie frowned. “What about me?”

“You just… never do things for yourself anymore.” Jenna smiled softly. “Skateboarding, going to the beach, hanging out and doing literally nothing for no reason. I want to see you happy again. Nothing’s better than seeing you smile. You light up a whole room.”

Stevie scoffed, a half-laugh slipping out before she could stop it. “I guess right now I just can’t. I already decided that.” She hesitated. “I knew back in summer that senior year was going to be kind of a slow hell for me.”

“But when will you be back to the way you were?” Jenna asked quietly.

Stevie paused. “When school’s over. Everything’ll be better then. I can just focus on work. Be a normal adult. Get an apartment, maybe. Work, come home. Crack a beer. Be comfortable.”

She tried to make it sound certain.

“Right now,” she added, “it is what it is.”

Jenna nodded, but her eyes didn’t leave Stevie’s face. “Yeah,” she said. “I guess I just…” She trailed off, then smiled faintly. “Senior year’s supposed to be fun. We always talked about it, remember? Leaving school early. Parties. Road trips. Stupid stuff.”

Stevie smiled automatically, the expression thin and bitter. Her attention had already drifted.

Her gaze slid—careful, indirect—back toward the house. Toward Rayna’s window.

Rayna stood just inside, watching.

Stevie’s breath caught. She looked away immediately, heart hammering, forcing herself not to turn back. Not to make it obvious.

But the image burned anyway.

Rayna hadn’t disappeared.

She’d been there the whole time.

And Stevie left knowing that—knowing she didn’t yet have a way to please everyone.

So, she chose the only thing she knew how to do.

Nothing.

***

After that, the nights settled into something steady.

They texted every evening—not long, not dramatic. Rayna never sent anything sugary or sentimental. Sometimes it was a single line from something she was reading.

Did you know people used to believe mirrors could trap souls if you stared too long? Remember when we tried mirror scrying?

Or—

Found an old creepypasta about a woman who hears footsteps in her house but lives alone. Thought of you.

Stevie would reply when she could.

Send me the link.

I hate that. I love those.

Sometimes Rayna sent fragments of poems—not polished, not precious. Just sharp little images.

Empty rooms remember us better than people do.

Stevie didn’t always respond to those right away. Rayna never followed up. Never asked what she thought.

Even simple texts held a charge: Studying for a proctored exam tomorrow or I’m tired as hell, wyd? Stevie read them repeatedly, looked at Rayna's pictures online, saving some to zoom in on during class. She imagined Rayna's voice during sex—passionate, tender, soft in her ear—as Stevie mapped spots no one had ever touched long enough, hard enough, deep enough.

Mine.

Thinking of her was heavy and light all at once, which was intoxicating in its contradiction. More than anything, the whole thing felt natural—effortless, even when tangled in complication.

Rayna never asked for too much, like the rest of the world. She didn’t need Stevie to fix anything. Didn’t ask her to carry her mood. She didn’t push when Stevie went quiet. The connection existed without demand, and that alone made it feel different from everything else in Stevie’s life.

By 7:30 most nights, Stevie was in bed.

Sometimes she’d fall asleep with the phone on her chest, Rayna’s last message still open. Sometimes Rayna would send one final thing before Stevie went dark.

Sleep. Storm’s coming.

At school, Stevie walked with Jenna like always—Jenna goofily knocking into her, linking arms, talking about classes, practice, nothing too sharp. Jenna never really explained what had happened with Kyle, and Stevie didn’t push.

Kyle caught her alone in the hallway once, near the vending machines.

“Hey,” he said, awkward but sincere. “We’re cool, right?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said. “Of course.”

They stood there for a second, the noise of the hallway drifting around them.

“She told me she’s got feelings for someone else,” Kyle said finally. Not bitter. Just tired.

Stevie blinked, genuinely caught off guard. “Oh.”

He shrugged. “I don’t think she was cheating or anything. Just… already gone. Emotionally.”

“Did she say who?” Stevie asked.

“No.” He gave a small, humorless smile. “You think you know?”

Stevie shook her head. “She hasn’t mentioned anyone.”

Kyle nodded, accepting that. “Yeah. Guess we’ll found out soon enough.”

They parted without drama.

Stevie carried it with her anyway.

She noticed she had a little more energy those days. Not happiness—something quieter. Like her body wasn’t fighting itself as much. Jenna didn’t mention Rayna, and Stevie swallowed the guilt that surfaced whenever she thought about their late-night texts. Their bond went deliberately numb at school, muted by habit and necessity.

Friday night came, finally and Stevie had the night off.

Her mom didn’t.

They ate early, and just after seven her mom grabbed her jacket and headed out for another overnight. The trailer went quiet in that hollow way Stevie knew too well.

She didn’t text Rayna this time. She called.

She answered on the second ring.

“Hey, gorgeous,” Rayna said softly.

Everything came rushing back—the heat, the dread, the way her body reacted before she could stop it, something she’d been holding at bay for days breaking loose at the sound of Rayna’s voice.

“Hi,” Stevie breathed. “I have the night off. Are you busy?”

“I’m not busy,” Rayna said, like it was the easiest thing in the world. “Talk to me. Jenna’s out shopping with mom.”

Stevie sat on the edge of the bed, phone pressed to her ear, heart knocking. She thought about asking Rayna to come over—felt the words rise and stall. She wanted Rayna to choose it, to suggest meeting.

“I want to be clear about something,” Rayna said. “Hold on—I think my dad’s home.”

A few seconds passed.

“He’s in the living room watching TV,” Rayna said when she came back. “They’ll probably be back soon.” A pause. “I’m not holding back because I don’t want this. I’m holding back because I don’t want to put you in a worse position than you’re already in.”

Stevie swallowed and laughed. “Do you think I don’t know that?”

“Do you know what I mean?” Rayna asked gently.

“You mean Jenna, specifically.”

“Yes,” Rayna said. “Jenna’s always acted like she has some kind of claim on you. Have you noticed?”

Stevie hesitated. “I guess I have.”

“She doesn’t share, never has. I would be blamed for taking you away, I just know it. I think you understand that if you and I were openly together,” Rayna continued, “it would send her into a spiral. I don’t know what that would look like. I just know it wouldn’t be small. She’d expect you to put her back together. As she does.”

“I’ve thought about it,” Stevie said quietly. “This whole thing has me rethinking the past.”

Rayna exhaled. “Yeah. And as selfish as this sounds—I’m done with it. I don’t want to keep orbiting each other. I want to date you. For real. I want to be able to take you out, to stand next to you without hiding.”

Stevie’s chest tightened. “I would like that.”

“I’m tired of pretending this is nothing,” Rayna said. “Are you?”

Stevie lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, the fan clicking softly overhead. “I think… there’s a lot happening for me at once,” she said. “Sometimes I’m scared Jenna’s only friends with me because of who I used to be. The version of me that was lighter. Easier. Like she’s waiting for me to come back.” She swallowed. “Sloane did that too.”

“And you’re afraid you won’t,” Rayna said.

“I don’t think I can,” Stevie admitted. “What if that person isn’t real anymore?”

“Stevie,” Rayna said softly, “we all wear masks. We learn who we need to be around others. But you were never that person with me. Not once.”

Stevie closed her eyes. The trailer creaked as a car passed outside. “No,” she said. “I didn’t need to be.”

“Doesn’t that feel better?” Rayna asked. “Not having to return to something that already cost you too much?” A pause. “You’ve grown up. Had to. And Jenna… she’s still naïve. She can’t always have what she wants. Even if my parents try.”

The line went quiet—not dead, just still.

Stevie felt it settle deep, not like pressure or urgency, but like something aligning. Certainty.

“I’ll be at your game tomorrow,” Rayna said. “I told Jenna I would.”

“You are?” Stevie sat up.

“Yes. Maybe we can talk afterward. Alone. About how not to—” she exhaled softly. “—how not to hide this.”

“I’d like that,” Stevie said immediately. “God, I’d really like that.”

There was a shift in the line, like fabric rustling faintly through Rayna’s phone. “I think they just pulled in,” Rayna said. “Do you want to stay on the phone tonight?”

“What if they try to talk to you?”

“So what?” Rayna said. “They don’t know who I’m talking to. Unless you...”

Stevie hesitated. “I what?”

“Do you want to meet up?” Rayna prompted.

There was a beat as Stevie considered it. Then she laughed.

“Well, finally. Do you want to come here?”

“Your mom wouldn’t mind?” Rayna asked.

“No,” Stevie said. “And she’s working.”

Another pause. “Sure, I can come there.”

Fear surged sharp and fast—the old fear. The memory of Jenna refusing to visit, always making excuses as to why not. Stevie knew the area scared her, wondered if Rayna would feel the same.

Stevie’s chest tightened. “You know where I live?”

“Yes,” Rayna said. “And I have GPS if I need it.”

That was it. No more logic. No more careful distance.

“Okay,” Stevie said. “Call me if you get lost.”

“I won't. I'll be there soon.”

The call ended.

Stevie changed without thinking too hard about it—dark T-shirt, ripped jeans. She caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror and paused. Brushed her hair. “Holy shit, holy shit.” She cleaned her room even though it was orderly to begin with.

Headlights swept briefly across the thin curtains.

Stevie’s pulse climbed, nausea curling low in her stomach.

She stepped outside into the cool night air, the smell of wet asphalt and cigarette smoke drifting in from somewhere down the row. Rayna’s car rolled to a stop like it belonged there, engine ticking softly as it shut off.

Rayna stepped out.

Seeing her—actually seeing her—shattered whatever careful composure Stevie had managed to build on the phone. The world narrowed. Sound dulled. Rayna looked smaller somehow. Ethereal in a way that it hurt. Her presence immediate and undeniable in the tight space of the lot.

They stopped a few feet apart.

“Come in,” Stevie said, a breathless laugh slipping out before she could stop it.

“I thought you’d never ask,” Rayna said, smiling.

She reached out, fingers closing gently around Stevie’s arm—not pulling, just placing—and Stevie let herself be drawn in beside her.

The night pressed close around them as they moved toward the trailer, reason already far behind.

***

The trailer felt smaller with Rayna inside it.

Not cramped—just suddenly intimate and heightened. Every sound magnified: the refrigerator's low hum, the floorboards groaning beneath their weight. Stevie moved first, aware of Rayna trailing behind, aware of the space between them shrinking with each step.

“My room's this way,” Stevie said, the words unnecessary but solid.

Rayna followed without speaking, her eyes sweeping over details. Old picture frames. The lamp casting shadows across the wall.

When Stevie pushed open her bedroom door, Rayna paused at the threshold.

“This room,” Rayna murmured. “It’s very you.”
A beat. “I love it.”

Stevie’s ribs tightened. “Really? It’s nothing special.”

But it was honest.

Weights sat pushed into one corner, a punching bag hanging nearby like it actually got used. Her longboard leaned against the wall, scuffed and familiar. A small desk was cluttered with notebooks, loose pencils, and sketches—half-finished drawings layered over printed images she’d saved and loved and never explained to anyone. Dark art covered the walls in no real order: forests that felt too quiet, figures half-lost in shadow, things that looked dangerous or haunted or both. A few knives were displayed carefully, in wooden cases on shelves.

The bed was made, plaid blanket spread neatly across the top and another thicker one folded at the foot of it. The rug beneath was dark and worn soft in places, marked by pacing and bare feet.

It wasn’t styled. It wasn’t curated.

It was a place built around motion, control, and release—somewhere Stevie went to think, or not think at all.

Rayna stood there like she understood that. Like she saw the shape of Stevie in the room and wasn’t afraid of it.

“It is,” Rayna countered, certainty in her voice.

Rayna closed the space between them with quiet care, her hands finding Stevie’s hips and holding her there. The contact landed hard—too precise, too grounding—and Stevie had to fight the instinct to brace herself against it. Her hands came up on their own, settling at Rayna’s shoulders, steadying, checking.

Rayna looked up at her, a few inches shorter, eyes unwavering. Her hands slid upward and tightened slightly—one fisting the fabric of Stevie’s shirt, the other firm at the back of her neck, guiding without force, claiming her attention completely.

“Come here,” Rayna murmured.

Stevie's body obeyed before her mind could process the command. She bent, closing the last inches between them, and their mouths met. The contact was deliberate, unhurried—soft in a way that contradicted the electricity sparking through Stevie's veins.

A hum vibrated against Stevie's lips, low and resonant from Rayna's throat. The sound was a lit match, and Stevie felt something ignite in her chest, hot and immediate. Her hand moved of its own accord, finding the small of Rayna's back, pressing her closer until no space remained between their bodies.

When they parted, it was barely enough to breathe. Rayna's eyes were fixed on hers, pupils dilated. She leaned in again, her tongue tracing the curve of Stevie's upper lip—lightning-brief, claiming.

Something inside Stevie shattered like ice cracking under pressure, releasing everything held beneath the surface. In one fluid motion, she swept Rayna off her feet, palms digging into the soft skin of her thighs through her jeans. Rayna's legs locked around Stevie's waist, her weight settling against Stevie's hips like a missing piece clicking into place. The world narrowed to the heat between their bodies as Stevie backed toward the bed, turning until the backs of her knees hit the mattress.

She sat, Rayna straddling her lap, their mouths crashing together again—deeper this time. Minutes bled into each other as they explored, hands mapping each other. Then Stevie shifted, rolling them in one fluid movement until Rayna's back hit the bed, Stevie's body covering hers like a shadow. Stevie's forearms bracketed Rayna's head, fingers tangling in her hair, pinning her. The air in the room grew thick, charged with the electricity of shared breath. Rayna's chest rose and fell in shallow pants. Stevie's hand moved with deliberate certainty, first tracing the curve of Rayna's breasts through her shirt, then sliding lower to press firmly against her hips. Her fingers finally settled between Rayna's legs, palming her heat through the fabric of her pants. Her eyes never broke contact. She lifted Rayna’s shirt.

“Off.”

Rayna nodded, lips parted.

Stevie’s fingers hooked on the hem of the shirt, ripping it upward in one harsh pull. The fabric snagged on Rayna’s arms before Stevie yanked it over her head, tossing it aside. Her bra went next—straps pulled from her shoulders, cups jerked down until Rayna’s breasts sprang free. Her nipples hardened in the sudden chill, her breath catching while Stevie’s eyes devoured every exposed inch.

Without conscious thought, Stevie lowered her head, her mouth finding the sensitive skin beneath one breast. Her lips parted against Rayna's skin, hot and wet. Stevie's tongue traced hungry patterns as Rayna's hands found her shoulders—fingers digging in, anchoring and pulling her closer. Rayna's breath hitched, soft sounds escaping between pants as Stevie mapped a path upward with deliberate slowness, savoring each shiver she drew from Rayna's body. The flat of Stevie's tongue traveled the curve of Rayna's breast, along her collarbone, up the column of her throat, tasting her.

“Mine,” Stevie breathed against Rayna's ear.

Then her mouth closed on the tender skin of Rayna's neck, suction intense enough to claim, to mark, hand kneading Rayna's breast. Rayna's fingers tangled in Stevie's hair, head falling back as soft cries escaped from her lips.

“Yours,” Rayna breathed, the word barely a sound, her chest still rising and falling in shallow pants.

Stevie's mouth returned to the mark she'd left on Rayna's neck, pressing soft, possessive kisses against the bruised skin before traveling upward. Her lips mapped a path along Rayna's jawline until her mouth hovered just beside Rayna's ear, the warm breath raising goosebumps across Rayna's skin.

“Are you scared?” Stevie whispered.

Rayna's head moved against the pillow, a slight shake. “No.”

Stevie's fingers ran through Rayna's hair, her body pressing down on her just a fraction more. “Am I too rough?”

“No,” Rayna whispered, hands sliding down Stevie's back, pulling her closer rather than away.

“Do you want it more gentle?”

“No, Stevie.” Rayna's eyes opened, locking onto hers with unwavering clarity. “I want you like this. I want you as you are, completely.”

“We can stop,” Stevie whispered, the words scraping her throat. “We could just... hold each other. I wouldn't mind.”

Rayna's fingers traced the line of Stevie's jaw, her touch feather-light. “Stevie.” A pause, thick with unspoken things. “What do you want?”

The answer came before Stevie could form the question in her mind. “You. I want to make love to you... all night. Every night.”

Something shifted in Rayna's eyes—depth, recognition, a wellspring of emotion spilling over. Her hands trembled as she reached behind her, unhooking her bra with practiced fingers. The fabric joined the growing pile on the floor. Then she pushed up against Stevie's weight, her movements fluid, and peeled Stevie's shirt over her head.

It was only then that Stevie saw them—tears slipping free, tracing quiet paths down Rayna’s cheeks before darkening the blanket beneath them.

“Hey,” Stevie said softly. She lifted her hand, thumb brushing gently along Rayna’s cheek, catching one of the tears before it fell. “What’s going on?”

Rayna tried to speak, but the words tangled. “I just—” Her breath hitched, the tears coming faster now. “I wish we had been each other’s firsts. I feel… I feel gross. Like I’m ruined somehow.”

Stevie’s chest tightened.

“No,” she said immediately, but gently. “No. Look at me.” She waited until Rayna did. “You’re not ruined. Not even a little. You're perfect. As you always have been, always will be.”

Rayna’s lips trembled. “It doesn’t feel that way. It hurts, I hate myself.”

“I know, I hear you, but” Stevie said, steady and sure. “Rayna, I love you.” She brushed her thumb once more along Rayna’s cheek, slow and grounding and wrapped her arms around her. “All of you. You didn’t miss something with me. We just weren’t there yet. That’s all.”

Rayna swallowed. “Do you believe that?”

“I do,” Stevie said. “And I believe you’re exactly who you’re supposed to be. Right now. With me.”

Rayna exhaled shakily, leaning into Stevie.

“You love me?” Rayna whispered.

“Yes. But you knew that.” Stevie said, “And I know you love me.”

Rayna's body trembled against hers, the tears falling onto Stevie's shoulder. Stevie held her, rocking gently until the storm began to subside. When Rayna's breathing evened out, Stevie slowly untangled their limbs.

“Wait here,” she murmured, pressing a soft kiss to Rayna's forehead.

She moved across the room, each step deliberate. The bedroom light dimmed with a twist of the knob, casting shadows that softened the edges of the room, making it feel smaller—safer. Her clothes followed, discarded in quiet movements until only bare skin remained. She retrieved the folded blanket from where it lay folded at the foot of the bed, its weight familiar in her hands.

“Come on,” Stevie said softly, returning to the bed. “Let's get under the blankets.” She paused, her hand hovering over Rayna's zipper. “Do you want to take your pants off?”

Rayna nodded, but her body remained motionless, shaking.

Stevie scooped her up, one arm beneath Rayna’s knees, the other firm at her back. Rayna’s weight settled into her like it belonged there, familiar in a way Stevie didn’t question. She caught the look on Rayna’s face—dazed, open—and felt something steady lock into place inside her.

She lowered her carefully, unhurried, making sure she was settled before letting go. The blanket slid down around them, folding in close, the space narrowing into something warm and contained.

Rayna's fingers moved slowly, fumbling with the buttons on her pants until Stevie's hands covered hers, guiding and assisting until the fabric was peeled away. In the dim light, Stevie's fingers traced Rayna's cheek, the path still damp from tears.

Their eyes locked in the semi-darkness, an unspoken conversation passing between them. They kissed as Rayna's hand began its exploration—a slow, deliberate journey across Stevie's body. Over the curve of her breasts, down the soft expanse of her stomach, across the firm swell of her hips. Each touch was a question, and Stevie's body answered. The back of Stevie’s hand grazed Rayna’s arm as she explored.

Stevie shifted, propping herself on one elbow, their gazes never breaking. Rayna's fingers found Stevie's pussy, a gasp escaping Stevie’s lips, her breath hitched, fingers tangling in Rayna's hair. She gathered it gently, tightening just enough to elicit a soft moan from Rayna's lips.

“I'm sorry,” Stevie whispered, her tone full of concern. She loosened her fingers in Rayna's hair, suddenly worried she'd been too rough again.

“Don't be sorry,” Rayna breathed, tilting her head back into Stevie's touch. “I like it. I like my hair pulled.” She leaned forward, capturing Stevie's mouth in a kiss that was both soft and reassuring. Her fingers moved with renewed purpose, circling the heat between Stevie's legs faster. Carefully dipping in and out, as Rayna watched her every move.

Stevie's body trembled against Rayna's, but she held her breath, swallowing the moans that threatened to spill from her lips. She was always careful, always holding back—afraid to let go completely.

Rayna noticed. She pulled back slightly, her eyes searching Stevie's face. “You can moan,” she whispered, her voice a soothing balm. “I want you to. I want to hear you.” She gently guided Stevie to lay back on the pillows, following to hover above her, her mouth close to Stevie's ear. “Just relax for me.”

The permission was all it took. Stevie's control crumbled as Rayna's fingers found that perfect rhythm, that perfect spot. Soft moans escaped her lips, mingling with the sound of their breathing in the quiet room. Rayna's breath ghosted against her ear, warm and intimate.

“You like that, right there?” Rayna murmured, her fingers curling slightly.

Stevie bit her lip, nodding, her body arching into Rayna's touch. She lifted the blanket and leaned up to watch Rayna hand work, to look at her body settled in beside hers. The pleasure built, a wave rising higher and higher until it crashed over her, pulling her under. She came with a cry against Rayna's neck, her body shuddering with release.

For a moment they just held each other, limbs tangled in the aftermath, Rayna covering Stevie's chest and neck in tender kisses. Then Stevie shifted, rolling to her side to face Rayna. Her own fingers brushed over Rayna's body, tracing the curve of her hip before dipping lower. Rayna's breath stuttered as Stevie's palm settled against her pussy, the heat radiating through Stevie's skin. Stevie watched, her gaze flicking between Rayna's eyes on her—so unguarded and full of trust—to where her fingers began to explore, parting slick folds. Rayna let out a little whimper.

"You like that, baby?"

"Mhm," Rayna bit her bottom lip and nodded, pupils blown wide.

Rayna's hand tangled in Stevie's hair as the other roughly kneaded her breast, thumb circling her hardened nipple. Heat pooled in Stevie's core, her thighs clenching tight together as it built.

Stevie's fingers were relentless and measured, growing firmer as Rayna shuddered and ground her hips harder against Stevie's hand, seeking more friction, more pressure.

She cried out, voice strained with need. "Right there. Please. Don't stop, right there."

They locked eyes and kissed.

“You feel so good on my fingers,” Stevie whispered against Rayna's lips, “You're perfect.”

Rayna's breath hitched, and Stevie felt the telltale warmth of fresh tears against her cheek. “Should I stop?” she asked, pulling back slightly.

“No, no. Please. Keep going, I want this. You’re all I want,” Rayna murmured, cheeks flushed. “All I’ve ever needed.”

Stevie’s breath caught as sudden lightning ran through her skull and down her spine

“Are you sure?” Stevie whispered, “I’ll do whatever you say. I only want what you do, Rayna.”

“Yes, I want this,” Rayna repeated, pressing her forehead to Stevie’s.

Every moment they’d spent apart—every silent reaching, every ache for what had been missing—crashed down on Stevie all at once, endless and instantaneous.

Stevie's mouth found Rayna's again, claiming her in a kiss that was deep and smothering. Her fingers moved with renewed purpose, finding a rhythm that made Rayna's body tense and tremble even more. Rayna's moans escaped her lips, soft at first, then growing louder as pleasure coiled tighter. Rayna's fingers dug into Stevie's back, the pressure leaving crescent moons in their wake. Her body arched, pressing against Stevie's hand, and then she was sobbing—soft, broken sounds that vibrated through Stevie's chest. Her hand shook as she moved it to cover Stevie's, pressing harder, silently begging for more.

“Stay with me,” Stevie whispered, her voice steady against Rayna's ear.

“Well, don't leave me again,” Rayna's voice was ragged, punctuated by shuddering breaths.

“I'm not going anywhere,” Stevie murmured pressing a kiss to Rayna’s forehead. She adjusted, scooting herself lower to hook Rayna’s leg over hers, opening her wider.

“I'm here with you,” Stevie murmured, her fingers maintaining their perfect rhythm. “You're perfect.”

Rayna's body arched, her sob catching in her throat.

“I love you,” Stevie breathed, her mouth ghosting over Rayna's neck. “You're so beautiful.”

Stevie felt the words hit Rayna like a physical touch, watched pleasure crest in her eyes before it crashed through her body. The moan that tore from Rayna's throat broke something open in Stevie's chest, something raw and unexpected she hadn't known was there. Her own orgasm shattered through her, white-hot and sharp, but she held on—held Rayna through it, whispering reassurances as Rayna came apart in her arms, her body shuddering against Stevie's until the tension finally released, leaving her boneless and trembling. “You’re okay,” Stevie said softly, the words steady as she held her, her fingers still deep inside. “You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

Rayna stayed folded against her for a while, breath uneven, until the shaking passed. They kissed slow and spent, breathing hard against each other’s mouths. When they’d both settled, Rayna shifted, brushing the hair back from Stevie’s face.

“Turn around,” she murmured. “I want to spoon you.”

Stevie rolled onto her side, and Rayna fit her body warmly against hers—arms firm, anchoring. A low, absent-minded hum slipped from her throat, the sound vibrating gently through them both as she tucked the blanket in around them. Stevie hadn’t realized how much she’d been holding herself together until then. She breathed, a few tears slipping free—more than she’d cried in years.

She let her weight sink fully into Rayna’s hold, something in her finally giving way. Rayna’s hand moved slow and sure at her back, not asking, not leaving.

Stevie fell asleep, lulled by Rayna’s humming, by the gentle fingers brushing through her hair.

For once, she chose to be held—and trusted that the ground would still be there when she woke.


Chapter Six

The locker room buzzed the way it always did before a game—voices overlapping, laughter bouncing off the tiled walls, someone arguing about music, someone else digging through a bag for tape. Stevie sat on the bench with her bag open at her feet, shin guards in her hands.

Her fingers moved easily, practiced. Over, under. Pull tight.

That morning still felt close.

She’d woken just before the sun hit the horizon, the room washed in pale gold. Rayna had already been awake, propped on one elbow, hair falling loose around her shoulders—lighter in the daylight, softer than Stevie expected.

“Sleep alright?” Rayna had asked, smiling. Then, quieter, a little taken aback: “Wow. You look… really good in the morning.”

“Come here” Stevie murmured, voice rough from sleep.

They hadn’t talked much. They hadn’t needed to.

A kiss—slow, smiling. Rayna’s arms around her while they stood, holding each other like they had nowhere else to be.

“What time does your mom get home?”

Stevie scoffed.

“Rayna, you don’t want to see my mom? She really likes you.”

They’d laughed at that. Pulled on clothes. Moved through the small space together.

Rayna left just before six, laughing softly when Stevie pulled her back one more time. One more kiss. One more hug. No weight to it. Just warmth.

Stevie finished tying her hair into a braid and tucked it into her jersey.

“Anyone see my other sock?” someone called.

“It’s in your bag, genius,” another voice shot back.

Stevie smiled to herself.

She pulled her socks up, slipped her cleats on, adjusted the tape. Everything felt simple. Lined up.

The locker room door opened.

Jenna stepped in, cheeks pink from the cold, hair still damp, eyes sweeping the room until they landed on Stevie. Her face lit up instantly.

“There you are,” Jenna said.

Stevie looked up, schooling her expression into something neutral, easy.

“Hey,” she said, smirking a little. “You’re almost on time.”

“Yeah.” Jenna dropped her bag and tugged off her sweatpants, shorts already underneath, shin guards in place. “I saw your mom out there. She looks happy. My parents are sitting with her.”

“She was adamant about coming. Even though she worked last night,” Stevie said.

Jenna hesitated, then added casually, “Rayna got home super early. Like, seven-ish. She was… in a really shining mood.” She laughed, a little uncertain. “Giggling, even. It honestly freaked me out—like, who is that?” She shrugged. “I just gave her a look and went back upstairs.”

Stevie let out a short laugh. A flicker of pride washed over her—she didn’t bother smothering it.

“Hey,” Jenna said, tilting her head. “Can you braid my hair like that? It looks so good on you.”

“Sure.”

Stevie moved behind her without thinking, fingers already separating sections. She braided Jenna’s hair the way she always did—looser in front so she wouldn’t complain about her bangs and that her forehead was too big, careful not to pull too tight.

Jenna leaned back slightly, trusting. Comfortable. Letting her eyes close.

Stevie watched them in the mirror and felt the familiar tug of it—the way Jenna relied on her, the way this had always been their rhythm. She wondered, briefly, what Jenna would do when she finally told her. How hurt she’d be or not be. How she’d insist it wasn’t personal. How, eventually, this would settle into something survivable and even normal.

Outside, the sky was thick with clouds, heavy with the promise of rain. Coach had sworn the game wasn’t getting cancelled.

Inside, Stevie felt ready.

Game time.

***

The field was already crowded when Stevie jogged out for warmups.

Cars lined the road. People packed along the fence and filled the bleachers, bundled in jackets and hats, breath fogging the air, like everyone knew this one mattered.

Stevie scanned the sidelines and found Rayna instantly, she was wearing a red sweater.

Her mom and the Hales were set up together in camping chairs near the fence, blankets draped over their laps, her mom had a thermos in hand. Rayna sat a few rows up on the bleachers, arms across her knees, posture easy but alert. She gave a quick wave and Stevie returned it.

Something in Stevie’s chest loosened and fluttered. Just a fraction. Enough.

“Not gonna rain, I'm watching the radar, okay?” coach said raising his phone in the air, “Let's kick some grass, you guys have this, you've been grinding all semester for this one. Let me hear it,” The team cheered as they warmed up.

Stevie rolled her shoulders, shaking the cold out of her legs. Under her jersey, the black compression shirt clung tight, keeping heat where it mattered. Most of the team wore the same—sleeves under school colors, breath fogging as they moved.

The sky darkened as kickoff approached, clouds rolling low and fast, the kind that pressed down on everything. Wind cut across the field, sharp enough to sting.

The whistle blew.

From the first touch, Stevie was everywhere.

Not flashy. Not reckless. Just there—always one step ahead of the play. She took the ball cleanly, pivoted without looking, sent it exactly where it needed to go. When pressure came, she didn’t panic. She absorbed it, slipped past, made space where there wasn’t any a second before and took the ball when teammates got crowded.

The other team marked her hard. Two defenders shadowed her, then three. It didn’t matter.

She drew them in and laid the ball off. She dropped back and intercepted a pass that should’ve been out of reach. She sprinted the length of the field and still had enough left to cut inside, leave a defender flat-footed, and thread a pass through traffic like it was nothing.

People started calling her name.

“Oh my fucking god,” Stevie muttered under her breath.

She hated that. She ducked her head, trying to hide the nervous smile that crept up anyway as a few teammates slapped her on the back, laughing.

When she scored, it wasn’t dramatic. A quick exchange at the top of the box, one touch to settle, one to send it past the keeper before anyone could close her down.

She didn’t celebrate.

She jogged back to midfield, head down, tugging at the hem of her jersey, wiping sweat from her face, already resetting.

She glanced toward the sideline.

Rayna was kneeling beside her mom, listening to something she was saying, laughing softly. Her mom had one hand wrapped around her thermos, the other gesturing animatedly as she talked. Rayna leaned in like it mattered.

The sight warmed something in Stevie she hadn’t expected.

I’m going to tell her, Stevie thought suddenly. Not today. Not in the middle of this. But soon. I’m not hiding this from her.

The whistle blew, pulling her back.

She lifted her head and ran.

The cold bit deeper as the game wore on. Wind howled. A few drops of rain spattered the turf, darkening it in patches. The lights clicked on overhead, buzzing faintly as they cut through the thickening gray.

Between plays, Stevie glanced to the bleachers again.

Rayna was still there.

Standing now.

Watching her. She smiled and lifted a hand, waving again, small and familiar.

Stevie didn’t wave back. She swallowed her nerves instead.

She caught Jenna looking too, her gaze following Stevie’s. Jenna shot her a look, then jogged over.

“Why’s my sister waving like that?” she said, wrinkling her nose. “She’s such a dodo.”

“Eh,” Stevie said, forcing casual. “She’s just cheering us on.”

Jenna laughed and peeled away. Stevie turned back to the field—but her eyes found Rayna again anyway. She bit back another grin. Seeing her there sent a surge through her chest, sharp and electric.

Stevie ran like she was flying. Even as the game dragged on and the other players started to lag, her legs stayed light, her breath steady—fueled by that quiet, watching presence on the sidelines.

The second half started hard and fast.

Bodies hit the ground. Cleats scraped. Someone went down clutching their shin. Stevie took a knock to the hip and barely broke stride.

And other than a few scattered drops, it didn’t rain.

The game stayed tight until the last twenty minutes. Then something shifted. The bench was loud, Coach pacing, clapping, yelling them back onto the field like he was winding a spring.

They rallied together.

Stevie drew pressure, pulled defenders with her, opened space where there hadn’t been any. Late in the half, she cut inside and laid the ball off just before getting clipped, the pass threading clean through two defenders.

Her teammate buried it.

The sound that followed was pure chaos—cheering, bodies colliding, someone grabbing Stevie around the shoulders and shouting in her ear. She laughed, breathless, barely registering the noise. Jenna was there too, smiling, just a little tight, eyes flicking to the teammate who still had an arm slung around Stevie’s neck.

Stevie didn’t think anything of it.

By the time the final whistle blew, the sky had gone dark and heavy overhead.

Stevie bent forward, hands on her knees, breath coming hard but steady.

The crowd surged forward as players shook hands and peeled off toward the sidelines. The Hales were already folding their chairs. Stevie jogged over to her mom and wrapped her in a quick hug.

“You did great, honey,” her mom said. “I’m proud of you. You worked hard for this.”

“Thanks for coming, Mom.”

Mr. Hale clapped her on the shoulder. “Strong work, Stevie. And you looked like you were having fun.”

Mrs. Hale nodded. “You really did.”

Stevie smiled, still catching her breath.

She glanced up and spotted Rayna stepping down from the bleachers.

Her mom followed the look—and then watched Stevie instead. Her expression softened, understanding settling in without a word.

“See you at home?” her mom asked.

“Yeah,” Stevie said. “I just have to do a few things first.”

She leaned in and kissed her mom’s cheek. Mrs. Hale smiled. “We’re hoping to have you guys over for dinner sometime soon. Like old times.”

“Yeah,” Stevie’s mom said easily. “Soon. It’ll be nice.”

Rayna came up quietly beside Mrs. Hale.

She looked soft out here, comfortable in a way that felt private—sweater, loose hair, an ease that made Stevie’s chest ache with a want she’d never been allowed to touch. The urge to pull her close hit fast and protective. To be seen with her. To make it known plainly that Rayna belonged to her.

Rayna looked happy. Expectant. Like she was holding her breath, waiting to see what Stevie would choose to do.

For half a second, Stevie considered wrapping her arms around her. Kissing her. Right there.

Then, behind her—

“Jenna, that goal was incredible!” Mr. Hale said, turning. “You made it even after falling. We saw that.”

“Oh—really?” Jenna laughed.

The moment collapsed.

Stevie turned to see Jenna beaming up at her. Rayna stepped back at the same time, already moving away, the space between them closing just as quickly as it had opened.

Stevie looked from Rayna to her mom.

Her mom tipped her head toward Rayna, shaping the word go without saying it.

Stevie jogged after her, aware of eyes burning into her back.

“Hey,” she said. “I’m going to grab my stuff. Did you drive here, or—”

“No,” Rayna murmured, looking up through her lashes. “I came with my parents.”

“Can I drive you home?”

Rayna glanced past her, then back. “What about Jenna?”

“She can think what she wants,” Stevie said honestly. “Me being with you doesn’t mean I can’t still be her friend. It’s honestly getting… childish.”

Rayna smiled, small but real. “Okay.”

“I’ll be out in a minute. Go wherever—I’ll find you.”

Stevie jogged toward the locker room, passing Jenna on the way. Jenna’s eyes followed her, curious—maybe a little hurt.

Inside, Stevie peeled off her cleats and shin guards, pulled jeans on over her boxers. The adrenaline was fading now, leaving her loose and warm. Lockers clanged. Someone laughed on the far side of the room.

Jenna appeared in the doorway.

“What were you talking to Rayna about?” she asked.

“Nothing much,” Stevie said easily. “I asked if she needed a ride home.”

Jenna’s face fell before she could stop it. “Are you guys… like, hanging out now?”

“Jen,” Stevie said gently. “We’ve always been friends. We just kind of fell out of touch.”

Jenna crossed her arms. “Uh, no you’re my friend. She can get her own ride.”

“Don’t be like that,” Stevie said—not sharp, just tired. “Your sister’s cool. We can all get along.”

Jenna caught herself, glancing around at the other girls. “Yeah. Sorry.” A beat. “Maybe we can hang out tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Stevie said. “Maybe. I’ll text you.”

Another teammate called Jenna’s name, launching into a breathless story about her goal. Jenna turned toward her.

Stevie hesitated, then left.

Out in the lot, the familiar pull eased just a little—relief settling in when she saw Jenna laughing, surrounded. Not alone. Not needing Stevie to hold everything up for once. The crowd was still there but thinning.

She scanned the dark and pulled out her phone.

“Hey, where are you?”

“At your car,” Rayna said. “Silly.”

Stevie smiled. “I see you. Be right there.”

“Hurry up,” Rayna yelled. “The Tall Man’s right behind you.”

Stevie glanced over her shoulder and burst out laughing.

“Don’t make me shit myself, Rayna.”

“I thought you were braver than that, Stevie Daniels.”

“Okay, I’m hanging up.”

She was already at the car. She unlocked it, tossed her bag inside, then reached past Rayna to grab the door—her chest brushing Rayna’s shoulder.

“Jesus Christus,” Rayna said, grinning. “You gotta clean your car, girl. What’s with all this stuff?”

“Hey,” Stevie said defensively. “It is clean. I like my stuff where I can find it.”

Stevie laughed, strands falling loose from her braid, and slid across the hood, her jeans squeaking faintly against the damp metal. She opened the driver’s side door.

“Bet your butt’s wet now. Why didn’t you change out of your jersey?”

“You’d be right to bet that,” Stevie said. “I don’t know, didn’t feel like it.”

“Mm,” Rayna murmured, her gaze lingering over Stevie's body, lips parting just enough to give her away.

Stevie bit her lip, heat gathering low, wishing they were somewhere private where she could take her time with her. She started the car. Rayna glanced back toward the gym, lights glowing behind them.

Stevie leaned in and kissed her—quiet, unhurried. Her hand brushed Rayna’s cheek, thumb warm against cool skin.

“What did Jenna say?” Rayna murmured.

“When?” Stevie pulled back just enough to buckle in.

“I saw her come running after you. Toward the gym.”

Stevie exhaled. “She just asked what we talked about. I told her I was giving you a ride home.” A pause. “Where do you want to go?”

Rayna hesitated. “Do you think we should tell everyone? About us?”

Stevie took a breath. “Maybe we can just drive for a bit. Talk about it.”

“I’d like that.”

They pulled out of the lot. As they passed Jenna’s car, headlights flicked on.

“Oh my God,” Rayna said. “She was spying on us.”

“She couldn’t see us from that far away,” Stevie said, calm. “Relax, baby.”

Rayna was quiet for a moment. Then—”Can I ask you something? I need you to be honest.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you still want to be friends with my sister,” Rayna asked carefully, “or do you feel like you have to?”

Stevie didn’t answer right away. She stopped at a light.

“We’ve had good times,” she said finally. “But I think… we’ve been drifting. I just thought it was because of work. Or my mom. Or everything.”

Rayna nodded. “Let me just say, sometimes when you leave high school, you drift. Even from people you used to love. It happens.” A pause. “I don’t hate Jenna. I love her. But she’s needy. And she’s always leaned on you a little too much.”

Stevie swallowed.

“I mean honestly, if she wasn't so disgustingly straight,” Rayna said. “I'd say she wanted to be with you.”

Stevie scoffed, “My mom said something like that the other day. Fucked me up a little bit. I never thought of it.”

“Yeah. Other people notice it. How much you take care of her... But, I think,” Rayna continued, “this might be a good first step. Just… letting people see us together. Getting used to it.”

“So we shouldn’t tell them yet?” Stevie asked. “I really just want to tell my mom.”

“You can tell your mom. I do want this out,” Rayna said quietly. “I just worry my parents will take Jenna’s side. They always do. She has a way of making it sound like I took something from her or plotted against her.”

Stevie’s grip tightened on the wheel. Then she exhaled and accelerated through the green.

“Let’s not worry about it tonight,” she said. “Let’s just be happy for a minute. I think we both deserve that.”

Rayna smiled, soft and real. “Yeah. We do.”

Stevie reached out for her hand at the center console near the gear shift and gave it a little squeeze.

“You know,” Rayna added, lighter now, “you’re terrifying when you play soccer. The other team looked scared of you. Or were just looking too long, if you know what I mean. And—yeah. I was jealous.”

Stevie huffed a quiet laugh. “You don’t need to be jealous. Ever. You’re the only person for me.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Rayna looking at her—really looking—like she was memorizing something she didn’t want to lose.

Stevie turned into an empty lot and cut the engine. The world went still around them—no crowd, no parents, no expectations pressing in. Just the soft tick of cooling metal and the quiet they’d carved out for themselves.

They sat there for a moment, hands touching, Rayna’s head tipping gently toward Stevie’s. No rush. No pretending. Just the weight of knowing something had begun, and that it would change things—complicate them—but hopefully not ruin them.

“Are you hungry?” Stevie asked softly. “We could get burgers.”

Rayna shook her head. “Just... give me a minute. I want to stay right here.”

Stevie nodded and leaned back in her seat, lifting Rayna’s hand to her lips and pressing a few soft kisses to her knuckles. The moment stretched, unbearably sweet, as Rayna watched—breath unsteady.

Stevie slid her seat back with a sharp click, the sound swallowed by the car's silence. She patted her thighs—a gesture that was somehow both invitation and command—and watched as Rayna's eyes widened just enough to show she understood. No words needed.

Rayna shifted, clumsy and graceful all at once, swinging one leg over and then the other until she was settled in Stevie's lap, knees bracketing Stevie's hips. The weight of her was perfect, solid, as if made just for her.

Stevie's hands found Rayna's back automatically, pressing into the curve of her spine as Rayna's fingers dipped underneath Stevie's jersey. Stevie's breath hitched as Rayna leaned in, her mouth hovering just above Stevie's lips, close enough to taste the air between them. They kissed slow and complete, Stevie's hands tracing patterns across Rayna's back as Rayna's hand gripped her hip. Her other came up to her rest at the back of Stevie’s neck.

Rayna pulled back slightly but stayed close, their breath mingling in the small space between them.

“You smell so good,” Rayna murmured against her.

“You know I'm drenched in sweat, right?” Stevie said, a grin tugging at her lips.

“I wouldn't have it any other way,” Rayna said, biting her lip and looking down at Stevie’s mouth.

They kissed again, deeper this time, and Rayna's tongue slipped between Stevie's lips, inviting her in. Stevie met it with a slow, deliberate circling over Rayna's tongue. A soft sound escaped from Rayna into Stevie's mouth and Stevie's entire body clenched in response.

She deepened the kiss, angling her head to explore further, tasting the ridges of the roof of Rayna's mouth, the soft give of her inner cheek. Each new discovery sent deep, seismic jolts down Stevie's spine, pooling heat low in her belly. Stevie’s hand left Rayna’s back, fingers sliding into her hair with possessive certainty—not pulling, just holding. Rayna lifted her hand to find Stevie’s other one, their fingers threading together between them.

The car windows fogged, enclosing them in a world of their own making, their breath turning the glass opaque. The space filled with the slick sounds of their mouths meeting, Rayna's soft sighs surrendering into Stevie, and the deafening pulse of Stevie's own blood roaring in her ears—a steady, primal drum that claimed this moment, this woman, as hers alone.


Excerpt from The Roommate Terms

Part of the Signed & Bound series
by Tayden E. Collins

Here’s a sneak peek of The Roommate Terms — a lesbian college D/s romance between a sharp law student and a rule-following nursing student, where tension builds, control takes hold, and nothing stays simple for long.

Available Now,

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0F92DTVMN

Bri Russo balanced a plastic storage bin against her hip and nudged the apartment door open with her toe. The air inside was still and scrubbed clean, sunlight pooling through wide windows onto bare counters and white walls. One bedroom door stood open. The other was closed, marked with a glossy door tag:

Adrienne – Room 2B

Her mom followed close behind, slightly out of breath and carrying a Trader Joe’s bag stuffed with frozen meals. “This place is adorable,” she said, setting the bag down on the counter with a satisfied little nod.

“I guess,” Bri said, glancing again toward the closed door.

It was nicer than she'd expected—modern, bright, with a full kitchen and enough space that it almost didn’t feel like student housing. Definitely a step up from the cramped double she'd dreaded and planned on. After a year of going to community college, living at home, and volunteering at the hospital, she was finally here. Officially a nursing student. On campus.

It should’ve felt like everything was starting.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Clarissa lit up the screen: Coming to see your room. You better have snacks.

A few minutes later, her two closest friends from high school arrived like a gust of chaotic energy. Clarissa and Maddie—loud, stylish, and already settled in—came through the door laughing, arms open and grins wide. Clarissa had long, straight strawberry-blonde hair tucked behind her glasses, dressed in denim shorts, a tank top, and a half-zipped hoodie. Maddie wore her brown hair in pigtail braids, paired with leggings and slides—comfortable, confident, and effortlessly in charge, the kind of girl people naturally followed without thinking too hard about why.

They squealed over the sleek kitchen, made a beeline for the fridge, and flopped dramatically onto the couch.

“Hunter was looking for you,” Clarissa said, popping a grape from the counter.

“Oh.” Bri blinked. “I’ll text him.”

Maddie and Clarissa exchanged a quick glance, but didn’t say anything. Bri missed it.

Then Clarissa’s eyes caught on the closed bedroom door. She squinted at the tag.

“Oh no. You didn’t.”

“What?”

“You’re rooming with Adrienne Kelly?”

Bri frowned. “Who?”

Clarissa turned to her, wide-eyed. “She’s the one who drove her roommate out last year. Like—literally screamed at her until she moved out mid-semester.”

“She yelled at front desk staff too,” Maddie added. “Someone said she got written up and didn’t even care. Just kept doing it.”

“She had her own room for the rest of the year,” Clarissa said. “No one wanted to move in with her after that.”

Bri’s face twisted. “Why isn’t she here yet?”

“Law students move in later,” Maddie said. “Their classes start next week I think.”

“Oh,” her mom said brightly from the kitchen. “A law student? That’s a good friend to have.”

“Mom,” Bri said. “She yells at people.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” her mom replied, trying for a calm tone. “Your friends tend to exaggerate.”

“They don’t! I have to switch rooms. ASAP.”

Maddie and Clarissa just grinned and wandered over to the closed door.

“Don’t go in there!” Bri called after them.

Too late. The door creaked open.

“Oh wow,” Clarissa’s voice rang out. “It’s definitely bigger than yours.”

“Bri,” Maddie said, reappearing from the other room, “you should take that room. It makes more sense.”

“I can’t just take it,” Bri said, arms folding. “It has her name on it.”

Clarissa leaned on the doorframe. “So? She’s not even here.”

“It’s still hers,” Bri said firmly. “I’m not messing with that.”

Maddie shrugged and wandered back toward the couch. “You’re such a rule-follower.”

Her mom came out of the bathroom, arms full of towels. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Bri said quickly. “Just figuring out the layout.”

Bri’s mom raised an eyebrow but let it go. “You want help setting up your bed?”

“Nah, I think I’ve got it.”

Her mom stepped closer and gently brushed a hair from Bri’s shoulder. “It’s going to be a good year, honey.”

Bri nodded, but her stomach was still tight.

Later, after her mom left, the apartment felt quieter—emptier somehow—but Clarissa and Maddie stayed, chatting about classes and professors. All three of them were in the nursing program, and Clarissa was already roasting their lecture slides for using Comic Sans on the title pages.

“I swear if I see one more star wipe transition, I’m dropping out,” she muttered, sprawling out onto Bri’s bed.

Maddie rolled her eyes. “You’re not dropping out. You already bought the planner.”

“My planner’s a work of art,” Clarissa said solemnly.

Maddie turned to Bri. “Our dorm has a study nook, by the way. If you ever need a break from… all this”—she nodded toward the closed bedroom door—“you’re welcome anytime.”

“I foresee us having a lot of sleepovers this semester,” she added with a wink.

Bri gave a tight smile. “Who do I contact to swap rooms?”

Clarissa groaned. “You can’t. There’s a roommate freeze for like two or three weeks. They’ll just tell you to ‘communicate openly’ and give her a chance.”

“There aren’t any other rooms anyway,” Maddie said. “Everything’s packed this semester. You’re lucky you got this one.”

“Lucky,” Bri echoed under her breath.

Eventually, they tugged her out for a walk across campus. The late sun lit the buildings in soft gold as they pointed out their favorite café, the shortcut behind the library, and the sunny courtyard where everyone lounged between classes. It felt more like college was supposed to—laughter, motion, possibility.

And for a little while, Bri almost forgot the name on the door waiting back in her apartment.

Almost.


About the Author

Tayden E. Collins writes sapphic erotica rooted in raw attraction and real emotion—stories full of heat, heart, and women who know what they want. A lesbian author writing lesbian characters, her work centers exclusively on relationships between women, without compromise or apology.

Her stories range from playful and irreverent to dark and otherworldly, always grounded in desire, consent, and emotional conviction. The women she writes reflect the complexity of lived experience—shaped by expectation, history, and the ongoing process of self-understanding.

Specializing in serialized fiction, Tayden crafts scenes meant to be devoured in one sitting—intimate, intense, and designed to unfold over time, with one rule throughout: every couple she writes gets a happy ending.

She lives on the East Coast with her fiancée, far too many notebooks, and a very pampered Maine Coon rescue.


Want More?

Thank you for reading Book One of Claiming My Best Friend’s Sister!

If you have a moment, I’d truly appreciate a quick review on Amazon—it helps more than you know.

What’s Next?

This book begins a new sapphic series steeped in longing, forbidden love, and twin-flame intensity—where desire feels inevitable, attachment borders on obsession, and the bond between two women is as consuming as it is fated.

I’m currently writing across multiple sapphic projects, with new stories already taking shape in several genres.

More releases are on the way.

To stay connected, you can follow me on Amazon here:
https://www.amazon.com/author/taydenecollins
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