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Girlfriend Privilege




Rain tapped steadily against Riley’s windows, soft but persistent, and made her apartment feel even smaller in the best way. It was cozy and sealed off, a dangerous combination when I was in love with my best friend.

Riley was curled into the corner of the couch in a faded oversized T-shirt and little black lounge shorts, one leg folded under her, the other stretched out along the cushion between us. I sat beside her with my carton of noodles in my lap, chopsticks in hand, trying very hard to keep my eyes where they belonged.

It was stupid that I still had to try this hard. I had been in love with her long enough that it should have dulled by now, worn smooth by repetition, but it never had. If anything, the ordinary things kept making it worse. The sight of her bare legs tucked beneath her. The faint citrus smell of her shampoo when she leaned too close. The absent way she stole food off my plate even when she had ordered the exact same thing.

Nothing about this was dramatic. That was the problem. Loving Riley didn’t feel like some huge impossible fever dream most of the time. It felt domestic. Easy. Like muscle memory. Like something my body had accepted as natural long before my brain had figured out what to do with it.

“And then,” Riley said, dragging the word out as she twisted toward me, “he starts explaining cryptocurrency to me.”

I laughed before I could stop myself. “No.”

“Yes.” She pointed her chopsticks at me, offended on behalf of herself. “For fifteen minutes, May. Fifteen. I checked the time because I thought maybe I was imagining it.”

I grinned down at my carton, mostly so I wouldn’t grin too directly at her mouth. “Maybe he could tell you were dying to hear about decentralized finance.”

She gave me a flat look. “I was literally talking about my job.”

“That may have been your first mistake.”

That got the reaction I wanted. Riley barked out a laugh and bumped her knee against my thigh, casual and thoughtless. My whole body registered it anyway. A tiny pulse of heat moved through me, stupid and immediate, and I forced myself to take another bite of noodles like I hadn’t noticed a thing.

I was good at this part. That was one of the worst things about it. I knew exactly how to play my role. I knew when to tease her and when to act outraged on her behalf. I knew how to keep my tone light, how to keep my face open and easy, how to make it all feel effortless.

Riley thought I was calm by nature, maybe a little dry, maybe hard to embarrass. She had no idea how much of that was performance. No idea that half the reason I was so good at being around her was because I had spent years training every visible part of myself not to give me away.

She plucked a dumpling from the container on the table and made a face. “And then, after talking at me all night, he walked me to the parking garage and did this weird pause.”

I glanced over. “What weird pause?”

She demonstrated, going very still and widening her eyes in a way that made me laugh again. “That one. Like he expected me to suddenly realize he was God’s gift because he’d listened to himself speak for two hours.”

I snorted. “Maybe it was a dramatic pause.”

“It was not a dramatic pause. It was a self-congratulatory pause.” She shook her head and threw up a hand. “And then he tried to kiss me like he was doing me a favor.”

That landed differently. I kept my expression where it needed to be, somewhere between amused and sympathetic, but I felt something sharper move under my ribs. Not jealousy exactly. I was too used to this for the feeling to be that simple. It was more like an old bruise being pressed.

Riley on a date with a man. Riley standing in a parking garage under fluorescent lights, polite and pretty and trying to let him down gently. Riley giving pieces of herself away to situations that never deserved her. There was always some part of me that wanted to intervene, though I never would. I had no claim, no right, not even a confession to stand on.

“So tragic,” I said, dry enough to keep the mood from tipping. “A brave soldier returning from war.”

She leaned toward me, scandalized. “I am a victim.”

“You did choose him because his profile said he liked adventure.”

“I assumed that meant hiking, not podcasts about money.”

I reached down and picked up the second dumpling from the carton before she could, then held it out toward her. “For your suffering.”

She gave me a pleased little hum and took it straight from my fingers. That, too, was normal. Riley was tactile with me in a way she wasn’t with everyone. Leaning, touching, borrowing my sweater, laying her head in my lap during movies, threading her arm through mine on sidewalks. Innocent things. Best friend things. The kind of things that could keep a person alive and ruin her at the same time.

While she chewed, she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and my eyes caught on her hand. Pale pink polish, chipped on the thumbnail. I knew that thumbnail. Knew how she worried it when she was stressed, how she picked at the edges without noticing, how she’d complain later that she needed to redo them. There was a kind of intimacy in all the details I carried about her, and nowhere for any of it to go. I just held them. Her coffee order, her worst ex, the scar on her shin from falling off a bike at eleven, the way she got quiet when she was truly upset instead of joking. I had been collecting pieces of Riley for years like that made any sense, like the sheer act of knowing her could stand in for getting to have her.

“Why are men like this?” she asked, slumping back into the couch.

There it was. The line she always said eventually, in one form or another, after every underwhelming date, every story about some guy who interrupted her or negged her or treated basic decency like a personality trait. But this time she said it more softly, less performative frustration and more real exhaustion. Her voice dropped into that warm, unguarded register she only used around people she trusted. Around me.

I swallowed, suddenly too aware of her body beside mine. “I think they hatch in a lab somewhere.”

She laughed under her breath and angled toward me, shoulder brushing mine. “That would explain so much.”

I smiled, but it came with that familiar ache underneath it. This was always the split I lived inside. On the surface, these evenings were my favorite thing in the world. Friday night, takeout, Riley in soft clothes with no bra on under her shirt, talking to me like I was the person she most wanted to unwind with. If anyone had looked at us from outside, they would have seen two women at ease with each other, settled into a routine built from years of trust and affection. They would have seen comfort. They would have been right.

They just wouldn’t have seen the cost of it.

Because I loved this. I loved her apartment and her crooked throw pillows and the way she always forgot to get napkins until we were already sitting down to eat. I loved that she texted me pictures of ugly mugs when she went shopping. I loved how quickly she could make me laugh, how naturally she folded me into her life, how often she seemed to seek me out without even thinking about it. Being with Riley felt like exhaling after holding my breath all week.

And every time I left, I carried the same private grief home with me.

She kept talking, going back over the date in more detail now that she knew she had me. The too-tight blazer he’d worn. The way he’d called himself an empath after interrupting her three times. The horrible IPA he insisted she try.

I made the right noises and asked the right questions and let her spiral into the funnier parts of it, because that was what she needed and because making her laugh was one of the few pleasures in my life that never got old. I liked being the person who could do that. I liked knowing the exact tilt of my voice that would make her eyes brighten, the exact deadpan comment that would make her fold in on herself, laughing.

At one point she laughed so hard she grabbed my forearm, warm fingers wrapping around me for balance, and I had to keep my body from reacting like I’d been shocked. It would have been almost funny if it hadn’t been so exhausting. How many years could a person go on like this, being steadily, quietly undone by touches that meant nothing? Apparently quite a few. I was living proof.

“You know what the worst part is?” Riley asked.

“The crypto?”

“The arrogance.”

I nodded solemnly. “Terrible affliction.”

“No, seriously. He really thought I should be grateful.”

I turned to look at her fully then, because some things deserved sincerity. “You should never be grateful for a man being mediocre at you.”

Her eyes flicked to mine, and for a second the room went still in a way that made me wish I could take the sentence back and also somehow say ten more things just like it. Riley’s expression softened. “See? This is why I keep you around.”

I smiled, because that was the safe response, and tipped my carton toward her. “For my feminist wisdom.”

“And your dumplings.”

“Mostly the dumplings.”

She grinned and stole another anyway.

Outside, the rain continued, a steady hush against the windows. Riley shifted until she was half turned into me, more comfortable that way, and I let myself look at her for one stolen second too long. Her hair was slightly frizzy from the damp air. Her lips were glossy from the noodles. There was a tiny crease between her brows that only showed up when she was annoyed and trying not to be.

She was beautiful in the clean, devastating way she always was, but it wasn’t just beauty that got me. It was familiarity. The fact that I knew the shape of her moods, the rhythm of her speech, the little inventory of things that soothed or delighted her. Desire had long since tangled itself around tenderness so tightly that I couldn’t separate them. I didn’t want to kiss her without also wanting to take care of her. I didn’t want to touch her without also wanting to know if she’d eaten enough that day, whether her boss had been impossible, whether she’d remembered her umbrella.

That was the part I never let myself think about for too long. Wanting her body was one thing. Wanting her life, even in the smallest, softest ways, was what made it dangerous.

Riley dropped her head back against the couch and groaned. “I’m done.”

“With the date?”

“With dating. Forever.” She waved a limp hand in the air. “I’m serious. I’m retiring. Men have lost access to me.”

I huffed a laugh and set my carton down on the coffee table. “You say that every three weeks.”

“That is malicious. And inaccurate.”

“It is extremely accurate.” I glanced at her. “Last month it was after the guy who said women have it easier on dating apps.”

She gasped. “That was a traumatic event.”

“And before that, the one who told you he was looking for someone low-maintenance.”

She pointed at me again, victorious now that I was engaged. “Exactly. I have evidence. This is why I’m done.”

I smiled despite myself. God, I loved her like this. Dramatic and warm and absurdly alive, half folded into me on the couch while the rain went on outside. My shoulder had started to ache a little from the angle I was sitting at, but I wouldn’t have moved for anything.

Then, as if to prove the point, Riley flopped sideways and let the full weight of her upper body fall against me, her head landing on my shoulder with theatrical despair. Her thigh pressed along mine. One of her hands came to rest on my arm like it belonged there.

“I mean it this time,” she said into my shirt.

I laughed, because that was what I was supposed to do, and because if I didn’t laugh I might say something reckless. “Sure, you do.”

She lifted her face just enough to squint up at me. “I do.”

I looked down at her, close enough to see the tiny smudge of mascara still clinging to the outer corner of one eye, and felt that old ache settle deep and familiar in my chest. Maybe she meant it. Maybe she didn’t. Either way, this would keep happening. The dates, the stories, the men, the way she came back to me afterward like I was home base. And I would keep sitting here beside her, wanting too much and saying none of it.

I smiled and nudged her gently with my shoulder. “I’ll believe it when you delete the apps.”

Riley made a face and burrowed in closer instead, and I stared out at the rain-blurred window while my heart did what it always did around her: held still as long as it could, then hurt anyway.

By the time we finished eating, the rain had softened, but neither of us made any move to call it a night. That was normal for us. I should have gone home an hour earlier by any reasonable standard. I had work in the morning, a bra on that had started to annoy me, and a growing awareness that if I stayed too long, it would only make it harder to leave. But Riley had gathered up the empty cartons and stood with one hip against the kitchen counter, and I followed her in with our drinks like it was automatic.

She held up one of the cartons and grimaced. “I swear men should have to pass some kind of licensing exam before they’re allowed on dating apps.”

I leaned against the counter and folded my arms, watching her run water into the container. “What would be on it?”

“Basic listening skills. Awareness of other human beings. The ability to go one conversation without bragging.”

I laughed. “That one does seem important.”

She shot me a look over her shoulder, amused and exasperated all at once, then turned back to the sink. Her bare legs caught the light when she shifted, smooth and warm-toned, the back of one knee flexing as she braced herself against the cabinet. I looked away a second too late. That was the problem with Riley in motion. There was always some new detail to want. The slope of her calves. The shape of her wrist as she shook water off her fingers. The way her shirt slipped crooked over one shoulder without her noticing.

I grabbed a dish towel from beside the stove just so I’d have something to do with my hands. “Maybe the issue is your taste.”

She gasped, scandalized. “My taste?”

“You keep picking men who seem like they were assembled in a startup incubator.”

“That is not true.” She turned toward me fully now, carton still in hand. “One of them was a personal trainer.”

“Close enough.”

She laughed and tossed the rinsed container into the recycling bin. “Okay, rude. But also maybe fair.”

I smiled and looked down at the towel in my hands, drying a container that did not need drying. This was another thing we did all the time. Little domestic movements that made no sense for two people who were, officially, just friends. One of us cleaning while the other hovered. Sharing whatever dessert she had hidden in her freezer. Stretching the evening until it became obvious one of us should do the adult thing and end it. I lived for these stupid in-between moments. I also hated myself a little for how much they meant to me.

Riley opened the freezer and bent slightly to look inside. “Do you want ice cream?”

“Depends. Is it weird healthy ice cream that tastes like frozen sadness?”

She looked back at me, hair falling across her cheek. “You’re so judgmental.”

“That is not a no.”

“It’s actual ice cream,” she said. “Because I believe in joy.”

“Then yes.”

She made a small triumphant noise and started moving things around in the freezer. I watched her for a second before forcing myself to focus on folding the towel.

“I’m serious, though,” she said, voice muffled slightly by the freezer door. “I think I’m done trying.”

I let out a quiet laugh. “You already declared that from the couch.”

“I’m even more serious in the kitchen.”

“That’s how I know it’s real.”

She straightened with a pint of ice cream in one hand and a spoon in the other. “You mock me when I’m vulnerable.”

“I support you when you’re vulnerable. I mock you when you’re dramatic.”

She walked over and nudged my hip with hers as she passed, heading back toward the living room. “Same thing, basically.”

The contact was light, casual, probably meaningless to her. I still felt it like a current under my skin. She sat on the arm of the couch instead of the cushion, one leg tucked up, the pint balanced on her thigh while she peeled the lid back. I stayed standing for a second, taking her in before I could stop myself. She looked flushed from the warm apartment and the laughing, lips a little glossy, eyes bright in that way they got when she was fully relaxed. She looked like something I should not have been allowed to want this much.

I sat down beside her and she handed me the spoon. “You can have the first bite because I’m generous.”

I took a bite and hummed approvingly. “Okay. This is legitimate.”

“Thank you.”

She leaned her shoulder against mine, and the easy weight of her there nearly undid me all by itself. I had spent so much of my adult life pretending that the body I lived in was neutral, manageable, disconnected from all the things it wanted. Around Riley, that fantasy always cracked a little.

She took a bite, sighed with exaggerated contentment, and then said, “Maybe I should just date you.”

The words were tossed out lightly, wrapped in laughter, casual enough that someone else might have missed the force of them. I didn’t. My hand jerked before I could stop it, and the spoon hit the rim of the pint with a sharp little clack. Not quite a fumble, but close enough that Riley immediately looked at me.

For half a second, maybe less, everything in me went white and electric.

I had imagined those words before. Not exactly like that, not in her voice, not with that easy joking warmth. But I had imagined some version of them, usually late at night when I was lonely enough to let myself be stupid. And hearing them out loud, even as a joke, sent my pulse slamming so hard I could feel it in my throat.

I recovered fast. I had years of practice.

I snorted and leaned back like she’d said something ridiculous, because she had, because that was the only way either of us could survive it. “Please. You definitely couldn’t handle me.”

Riley laughed right away, thank God, but there was something in it that felt just a fraction delayed, like she was watching me as much as reacting. “Oh, excuse me?”

I forced a grin onto my face and made myself meet her eyes. “You heard me.”

She narrowed her eyes in fake offense, but she was still looking at me too directly. “And why, exactly, couldn’t I handle you?”

Because I would memorize the sound you made when I kissed you. Because I would ruin my life for one good weekend with you. Because I already love you enough that it steals my breath away. Instead, I shrugged, loose and teasing, as if my nervous system wasn’t in open revolt.

“I’m a lot,” I said. “Very demanding. High maintenance. Emotionally unavailable. Terrible at sharing blankets.”

“Emotionally unavailable?” she repeated, incredulous. “May, you literally know the exact thing to say every time I cry over some mediocre man in a peacoat.”

“That’s customer service.”

Riley laughed, and this time it came easier. “Oh my God.”

“I’m serious,” I said. “I’d be charging full boyfriend rates for this level of labor.”

I expected the line to knock us cleanly back into safe territory. That was what banter usually did. It let me touch the edge of something and then step away before it meant anything. Riley smiled, spoon hovering halfway to her mouth, and for a second I thought it had worked.

Then she said, “Girlfriend rates, actually.”

The word dropped between us with almost no force at all. Soft. Offhand. Easy.

Girlfriend.

I smiled because I had to. I even made myself laugh a little. But it felt like my body had split open under my skin. There were places on Riley I had trained myself not to look at for too long. Her mouth when she was distracted. The line of her throat when she tipped her head back laughing. The curve of her bare legs when she folded herself into the couch. That one word made all of those things feel suddenly, painfully present. Not because it changed anything. Because it didn’t. Because she could say it as a joke and never know what it did to me.

I kept my tone dry. “Girlfriend rates are higher. More specialized skill set.”

“Wow.” She shook her head, smiling into the spoon. “And here I thought what we had was real.”

I looked at her then, because there was no way not to. She was still smiling, but her eyes stayed on me for one beat too long. Long enough that the air changed. Long enough that I noticed she wasn’t just laughing at the joke. She was waiting. Watching my face in a way that made me suddenly aware of every muscle I was controlling.

My heart was pounding so hard it felt visible.

So, I did the only thing I knew how to do. I leaned back into the bit. “What we have is a deeply imbalanced arrangement built on you exploiting my kindness.”

She laughed again, a little softer this time. “That’s not true. I provide companionship.”

“You provide emotional devastation.”

She pressed a hand to her chest. “That is so mean.”

“It’s accurate.”

She was still looking at me.

I don’t know how to explain moments like that except to say the body understands things before the mind lets them become language. Nothing actually happened. She didn’t move closer. I didn’t stop smiling. But my body registered danger anyway, not bad danger, not even unwelcome danger. Just the terrible possibility of being seen.

I glanced away first. I had to.

“Besides,” I said, reaching for the spoon because I needed something physical to anchor myself, “you’re impossible.”

“I’m delightful.”

“You leave half-full LaCroix cans all over your apartment.”

“That’s called interior design.”

“You also steal my fries.”

“That’s intimacy.”

I laughed despite myself, and the tension loosened just enough that I could breathe again. Riley grinned like she’d won something and leaned into me harder, her shoulder warm against mine. I took another bite of ice cream I barely tasted.

We kept going because that was what we did, because once a joke opened up between us we knew how to stretch it until it became harmless again. Riley informed me that she was actually an excellent partner and would make me little emergency self-care kits for my bad days. I told her she would also bully me mercilessly if I took too long choosing a movie. I said she’d break up with me the first time I refused to leave the house in real pants. She said no, that part she’d respect.

I laughed in all the right places. I even said things that were genuinely funny. Outwardly, I played it exactly right. The version of me Riley knew best stayed in control of the conversation, batting everything back with ease, keeping the mood buoyant and unserious. But underneath it, my whole inner life had gone thin and sharp. Every time she said ‘us’ or ‘we’ in that teasing hypothetical way, my chest tightened. Every time she smiled like she was picturing it, even just for the joke, I felt something helpless flare low in my stomach.

It was humiliating how little it took.

At one point Riley reached over to wipe a tiny smear of ice cream from the corner of my mouth with her thumb. She did it absently, mid-sentence, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Her thumb brushed the edge of my lower lip, warm and soft for less than a second, and I nearly stopped breathing. She didn’t seem to notice. She kept talking, still laughing, licking a bit of melted ice cream off her own thumb before handing the spoon back.

I looked down at it because I couldn’t look at her.

Eventually the pint was empty and Riley tossed it toward the trash can by the kitchen doorway, missed, and groaned when it bounced off the cabinet.

“Tragic,” I said.

“You saw nothing.” She laughed and got up to retrieve it. I checked my phone then and swore quietly under my breath.

Riley looked over. “What?”

“It’s later than I thought.”

She glanced toward the windows, like the darkness outside could confirm it. “Oh. Yeah.”

I stood and smoothed my hands over my jeans, suddenly too aware of my own body, of the restless energy under my skin. Riley walked me to the door while I slipped my shoes back on, and the whole apartment felt like it had shifted in some way.

At the door, she leaned against the frame and smiled at me, softer now than she had been in the middle of joking around. “Text me when you get home.”

“I always do.”

“I know,” she said.

I gave her a little salute to keep things light. “Try not to download any dating apps before midnight.”

She rolled her eyes. “Try not to invoice me for emotional labor.”

“Too late. The bill’s already in the mail.”

She laughed, and I stepped out into the hallway still hearing it.

By the time I got to my car, the rain had dwindled to a cold mist that clung to my arms and hair. The parking lot gleamed under the lamps, everything wet and silver. I stood there for a second with my keys in my hand and my heart still refusing to calm down.

Maybe I should just date you.

Girlfriend rates, actually.

I had spent years building a life around what I didn’t say. Around carefulness. Around making sure the wanting stayed locked deep enough that nobody, especially Riley, could ever touch it. And now she had tossed a joke into the middle of our ordinary Friday night and lit up every nerve in my body.

I slid into the driver’s seat and shut the door, breathing in the damp, stale air of my car. My whole body felt alive in the worst way, hot under my skin, my pulse still too fast, my mind replaying each beat of the conversation like there might have been something hidden in it if I looked hard enough. It was ridiculous. It was nothing. It was just Riley being funny and affectionate and careless in the way only straight girls could afford to be.

And still, as I sat there with rain ticking softly against the windshield, I felt lit up and miserable at once. Like someone had cracked open a window in a room I’d spent years trying to keep sealed.
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The joke should have died the next morning. That was what I told myself, anyway. By daylight, it should have gone back to being what it was safest for it to be: nothing.

Instead, at eight twelve the next morning, while I was standing in my kitchen in a towel trying to force myself into work mode, my phone lit up with a text from Riley.

good morning fake girlfriend. don’t forget you have that horrible meeting today. wear the scary blazer.

I stared at the screen so long my coffee machine beeped at me. Fake girlfriend. The phrase landed in my chest with humiliating weight, casual and intimate at the same time.

I should have ignored the wording and answered like a normal person. Instead, I smiled before I could stop myself and typed back:

only because you have excellent taste in fake girlfriends

The dots appeared almost instantly.

obviously. also eat breakfast or i’m breaking up with you

I laughed out loud in my empty kitchen. It was too easy with her. I leaned against the counter and typed back before I could overthink it.

wow. controlling.

but hot

Her reply came ten seconds later.

there she is

I put my phone facedown on the counter and dragged both hands over my face. None of this was sustainable. I knew that immediately. And still, when I put on my scary blazer and headed to work, I carried a restless brightness under my ribs that made the whole day feel slightly off balance.

It didn’t stop there. Once the joke existed, it kept finding new places to slip into. Texting had always been easy between us, but now there was a new current under everything. Riley sent me a photo of a man at her office wearing a vest over a T-shirt with the caption breaking up with you if you ever dress like this. I told her I deserved someone less judgmental. She answered, not when you’re this easy to manage.

By lunch, I had called her demanding for reminding me to drink water, and she had replied, you like me demanding. I read that one three times in the bathroom at work with my face hot and my whole body alert in that miserable way it had learned around her.

Humor made everything survivable. That was the logic I kept using. It gave me cover. If Riley was going to call me her fake girlfriend, then I could say things with just enough edge to feel thrilling and just enough irony to deny later. The worst part was how naturally it fit, as if she had wandered by accident into a language I had secretly been speaking in my head for years.

By Wednesday morning we met for coffee before work. Riley was already there when I walked in, standing by the pickup counter in jeans and a cream sweater, her hair clipped back loosely. When she saw me, she smiled in that immediate, unguarded way that always made something in me loosen and ache at the same time.

“There’s my provider,” she said.

I slid in beside her. “That’s interesting, because I was about to say there’s my dependent.”

She put a hand to her chest. “Wow.”

Then she stepped into my space and straightened the lapel of my coat, fingers quick and warm against my chest. It was the sort of touch Riley had always made freely with me, practical and thoughtless. Now the whole front of my body lit up under her hand.

“You look tired,” she said.

“You texted me until midnight.”

She grinned. “And yet you still came.”

I took a slow breath. “That was dangerous phrasing for this early in the day.”

Something flickered in her eyes before she laughed and turned away just as my name was called.

I should have let it go. Instead, as we walked toward the door, Riley reached over and stole the first sip from my coffee before I could have any.

“Unbelievable,” I said.

She smiled around the lid. “Girlfriend privilege.”

That one word sent a low, hot awareness through me that made me grip the cup tighter than necessary.

“You’re insufferable,” I told her.

“You love me.”

She said it easily. She always had. But this week every familiar thing felt shifted just enough to become dangerous.

“Unfortunately,” I said.

She laughed and looped her arm through mine while we crossed the street, and I felt that contact all the way down.

By Thursday, the bit had become something we returned to without even deciding to. A grocery store run after work turned into forty minutes of drifting up and down the aisles like we actually shared a life. Riley kept brushing against me as if the aisles were narrower than they were. She handed me things to hold without asking. At the end of the pasta aisle, she hooked her arm through my elbow and leaned into me to read a shelf label.

“Should we get domestic and split a bottle of wine?” she asked.

I glanced down at her. “We are not splitting groceries. That is way too intimate.”

She laughed and stayed tucked against my side anyway, warm through both our coats. “God, you make everything sound unromantic.”

“That’s because one of us has to be the voice of reason.”

She smiled against my arm. “You’d be impossible to live with.”

The image arrived uninvited and complete. Riley in my kitchen in socks, opening cabinets she knew by heart. Riley leaving half-finished drinks on my coffee table. Riley brushing past me in the hallway close enough that I’d have to choose every day whether to touch her. I made myself smirk instead of choking on it.

That night, back in my apartment, I unpacked my tiny grocery haul and found myself smiling at the bottle of wine she had bullied me into buying. We had not, in fact, split it. She had tossed it into my basket with a solemn announcement that a girlfriend should support your hobbies, and I had let her because that was easier than admitting I wanted every fake domestic second I could get.

Friday’s movie night at my apartment should have been easier. My space. My rules. Neutral ground. I told myself that right up until Riley showed up carrying snacks in little gray shorts and a cropped sweatshirt, her hair still slightly damp from the shower, and walked in like she belonged there.

We ended up on the couch with a bad thriller neither of us was really watching. Riley sat close from the start, our shoulders touching under the blanket. Halfway through the movie, while she was complaining about the male lead being useless, she shifted and threw her legs across my lap like it was nothing.

My breath caught hard enough that I was grateful the room was dark.

Her calves settled over my thighs, warm and smooth through the thin fabric of my joggers. Riley had always been casually physical with me. The difference now was the language around it, the week of fake girlfriend jokes and loaded little glances that had made every touch feel different. Every inch of contact felt like a live wire.

Riley made a small, content sound and sank deeper into the couch. “You have a comfortable lap,” she murmured.

“Disturbing thing to say during a murder scene,” I said.

She laughed, not moving. “You like me needy.”

I made myself snort. “I like you quiet during movies.”

“Liar,” she said lazily.

I didn’t answer. I reached for the popcorn instead, mostly so I’d have something to do. Her heel shifted slightly against my thigh as she took a handful, and the tiny friction of it made my whole body tense. I hated how much I liked having her there. Hated, too, that some secret part of me was already greedy for more.

By the time the movie ended, Riley was leaning more heavily against my shoulder, her legs still draped across my lap. The room had gone soft and quiet around us, all low lamplight and empty snack bowls.

She tilted her head back against the couch and smiled, sleepy and loose. “We really would be better than most couples we know.”

She said it with a laugh, but softer than before. Not bright enough to dismiss.

I turned and looked at her. Her face was relaxed, her eyes half-lidded, and she looked so open and dear to me that my chest tightened. The old version of this game would have given me a script, something dry and easy and safe. But sitting there with her weight against me, I felt suddenly slow and overexposed.

So I smiled, because that much I could still manage. “That’s a very low bar.”

Riley huffed a sleepy laugh and closed her eyes for a second, still smiling. But the softness stayed in the room after the joke landed, and I sat there under the weight of her, feeling the boundary inside me give way another inch.
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The next weekend was warmer. Riley had left the balcony door open after dinner, and the sounds from the street below floated up in a low blur of passing cars, laughter, and distant music. We sat side by side in the outdoor chairs, sharing an old gray blanket she had pulled over both our laps even though neither of us really needed it.

Or maybe I needed it too much.

That was the problem lately. Everything between us had become too easy. The fake relationship jokes. The little domestic moments. The way Riley had started using touch like punctuation, leaning into me when she laughed, draping herself over me during movies, hooking her arm through mine in public like it was nothing. I had spent years surviving my feelings for her by keeping every line clear in my own head. Wanting was allowed. Wanting visibly was not. The joke had blurred all of that.

Riley tucked her feet up under herself and pulled the blanket tighter around us. She had changed into a thin long-sleeved shirt and soft lounge shorts after dinner, and I had to force myself to look out over the railing instead of at the bare line of her thighs beside me.

“I still can’t believe he made me split the bill,” she said. “When he picked the expensive restaurant.”

I laughed quietly. “I can. He sounded like a man who says he’s brutally honest right before being rude for no reason.”

“He did say that,” she said, turning toward me. “God, I forgot that part.”

“You probably repressed it for survival.”

She made a face into her glass. We hadn’t had much wine, just enough to relax. Not enough to blame anything on later. I knew that even before it happened.

Riley sighed and tipped her head back. “I’m serious, though. Dating is broken.”

“The whole system?”

“Yes. The apps, the men, the performance of pretending to care about someone’s favorite podcast.” She turned back to me, smiling now. “You would never make me split the bill after spending the whole date insulting my job.”

I snorted. “Of course not. I have standards.”

She smiled wider. “Oh, do you?”

“Absolutely.”

“So, what,” she asked, voice light, “you’d actually be a good girlfriend?”

The question hit harder than it should have. Maybe because of the way she said girlfriend. Maybe because we were under one blanket with the city humming below us and nowhere to look but at each other. Maybe because she had landed too close to the truth.

I made myself smile. “You’ll never know.”

I meant it as banter. It came out softer than I intended.

Riley didn’t laugh right away. Her expression shifted into something quieter, something I couldn’t immediately read. Then she said, very gently, “Maybe I could know.”

My whole body went still.

I turned toward her. She was already looking at me, open and a little nervous. Then she leaned in slowly, slow enough that I could have stopped it if I wanted to.

I didn’t.

I met her halfway.

The first touch of her mouth on mine was soft, almost tentative, and for half a second it still could have been a joke. A test. A playful little experiment between two women who had gotten too comfortable.

Then Riley’s lips parted against mine, warm and searching, and something in me answered before thought could catch up.

I kissed her back.

Not carefully. Not like I was trying something on. My body knew too much too quickly. The softness of her mouth, the faint taste of wine, the warmth of her under the blanket. I set my glass down blindly on the little table beside us because I needed both hands or I was going to shake apart.

Riley made a tiny sound against my mouth, and I turned toward her fully. The kiss deepened so naturally it terrified me. There was no awkwardness to it, no hesitation. I touched her face at last, my hand settling at her jaw, and her skin was even softer than I had imagined. When she turned into my palm, a sharp wave of heat went through me so fast it almost stole my breath.

All the want I had spent years trying to keep manageable came back at once. Riley was kissing me. I was kissing her back like I had been starving for it, which, God, I had. I could feel her knee pressing against mine under the blanket, the brush of her hair at my temple, the slight catch in her breath as the kiss turned too real for either of us to pretend otherwise.

And that was when panic hit.

I pulled back first.

The loss of her mouth was immediate and awful. My chest went tight. My thoughts scattered. She kissed you. You kissed her. She’s going to know. She has to know.

Riley blinked at me, close enough that I could still feel her warmth. She looked startled, a little dazed, her lips parted.

I should have said something honest. Anything honest.

Instead, I laughed.

It came out thin and wrong, and I hated it the second I heard it. “Well,” I said, because apparently self-destruction required an opening line. “That was... stupid.”

The softness left her face almost immediately. Not all at once. Just enough to hurt. I wanted to take it back so fast it made me dizzy. “No, I just meant⁠—”

But I didn’t know how to finish that sentence without telling the truth.

So, I forced myself to smile, aiming for light and landing somewhere strained. “Okay. That was very weirdly convincing.”

Riley gave a short laugh, but there was no ease in it now. She leaned back into her own chair, taking some of the blanket with her. “Yeah,” she said. “Guess we really committed to the bit.”

Every word made it worse, and still I nodded like that was funny. Like I agreed. Like I had not just kissed my best friend with every ounce of love and hunger I had spent years trying to hide.

“Method acting,” I said.

“Right.”

The city noise came rushing back. A siren somewhere far off. A car door slamming below. Music drifting from another building. Riley picked up her wineglass and took a sip she probably didn’t want, her shoulders tighter now. I sat there hating myself with awful precision. I had done exactly what I always did when something mattered too much. I had shoved it into a joke before it could expose me.

Only this time I hadn’t just protected myself. I had hurt her.

After another minute, Riley stood and gathered the blanket around her shoulders. “Do you want to go inside?”

“Yeah,” I said.

She held the door open for me, and I stepped into the living room, where everything looked exactly the same as it had before dinner. I stood there feeling stripped raw.

After a moment, she turned toward me with a smile that was polite enough to hurt. “Do you want water or anything?”

I shook my head. “No. I should probably go.”

“Okay.”

That was all.

I grabbed my bag with clumsy hands, and Riley walked me to the door because of course she did. At the threshold, she tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and looked at me in a way I couldn’t read anymore.

“I’ll text you to see if you got home,” she said.

Usually, it would have been text me when you get home. The shift was tiny. It still felt like punishment.

I nodded. “Okay.”

Then I left.

By the time I reached the hallway, my chest was so tight it hurt. Not from the kiss. From ruining it. From the look on Riley’s face when I took the most wanted thing that had ever happened to me and called it stupid because I was too scared to let it be real.

I hated myself before I even made it to the elevator.
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The next morning, I woke up with my body still remembering her.

That was the first humiliating thing. Before I even opened my eyes, there was the lingering memory of Riley’s mouth on mine, soft at first and then searching, the way she had turned into my hand like it belonged there. Then came the sickening rush of everything after. I had called it stupid.

By morning I was already in damage control, building the story I needed in order to survive it. I had panicked. I hadn’t had a choice. If I hadn’t shoved it back into the realm of a joke, she would have seen too much.

So, I did the only thing I knew how to do. I reached for my phone and typed something breezy.

survived the morning after our critically acclaimed method acting exercise

I stared at it for a second before sending it, hating myself even as I did. The message gave her a clear path back to normal if she wanted one. That was the lie I told myself, anyway.

Her reply came fifteen minutes later.

lol. glad you made it

That was all.

No fake girlfriend joke. No softness. Just five flat words on my screen like a door closing quietly instead of slamming. I told myself that was good. Awkwardness meant regret. Regret meant maybe we could both move on.

The problem was that my body didn’t believe any of it. All day I kept checking my phone, and every stretch of silence felt wrong. When Riley finally texted that afternoon, it was only to ask for the name of the Thai place we’d ordered from two weeks ago. No teasing. No joke attached. I sent her the name and stared at the conversation, trying not to ask if we were okay.

By the time we met for lunch later that week, I had almost convinced myself I could handle it. We’d planned it before the kiss, back when seeing Riley still felt uncomplicated. It was just sandwiches and iced coffee at the café near her office. A normal weekday thing. A chance to prove nothing had changed.

Riley was already there when I arrived. She looked up and smiled, but the smile landed differently now, smaller, more deliberate. I sat across from her and immediately started noticing everything anyway. The way she kept stirring her coffee long after the ice had stopped moving. The way her gaze dropped after she laughed, like she hadn’t meant to. She wasn’t embarrassed exactly. She was quieter than usual. Thoughtful. Contained.

I told myself that was what I wanted. Riley pulling back. Riley treating the kiss like an impulsive mistake. Only she didn’t seem embarrassed in the way I expected. She seemed unsettled, like she was still turning it over in her mind.

At one point I looked up and caught her staring at my mouth.

Not for long. Just long enough to make heat rush up my neck before she picked up her coffee and looked away. I wanted to ask what she was thinking. Instead, I asked whether she’d finished the show we’d been watching, and we kept moving through lunch like two people pretending not to hear a fire alarm.

After that, I started noticing the absences as much as the hesitations. When we crossed the street back toward our offices, Riley didn’t reach for my hand the way she usually did in traffic. She just walked beside me with both hands on her bag strap, eyes ahead.

I missed the touch so instantly it embarrassed me.

That was the revelation I hadn’t asked for in any of this. I had always known I loved Riley. I hadn’t realized how much I had built myself around her small, casual affection until it started thinning out.

That same evening we took a walk after work. Usually Riley walked close, bumping shoulders with me, drifting into my space when she got animated. That night she kept half a pace more distance than normal. Not enough for anyone else to notice. More than enough for me.

We talked the whole time, and the conversation sounded normal. But the shape of her body beside mine was wrong. No brushing hands. No hip against mine at the corner. No sleepy little lean into my shoulder. And still, every so often, Riley would look at my mouth.

The contradiction drove me a little insane. If she regretted the kiss, why did she keep doing that? If she didn’t regret it, why was she pulling everything else away?

I was still turning that over when Riley said, in a tone so casual it immediately put me on guard, “Can I ask you something?”

I forced out a laugh. “That depends how invasive you’re planning to be.”

She smiled faintly, but she still wasn’t looking at me. “Have you ever kissed a girl before? I mean, before…you know.”

My heart kicked once, hard enough to hurt.

There were honest answers to that question, and all of them felt impossible. I looked down at the sidewalk and shrugged like I hadn’t felt my whole nervous system snap tight.

“Not really,” I said. “Nothing serious.”

The lie was in the omission, and I hated how easily it came out. I even made it worse with a little laugh. “College nonsense. It’s not like I’ve got some dramatic secret history.”

Riley went quiet.

When I looked over, her face had gone still in that pulled-in way I was starting to recognize. She nodded once, small and unreadable.

“Oh,” she said.

That single syllable settled in my chest like a stone.

I knew, even before the walk ended, that I had made things worse. Not because I had told some huge obvious lie. Because I had once again taken the one moment that might have asked something real of me and flattened it into nothing.

Riley kept walking beside me, close enough that I could have reached out and touched her, far enough that I knew I shouldn’t. The blue evening gathered around us, and I carried the sinking sense that I had just watched another door close while telling myself I was protecting us both.
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Riley texted me Saturday morning like the week between us had been perfectly normal.

errands? i need sunscreen, toothpaste, and emotional support

I stared at the message for a long second. Part of me wanted to say no, not because I didn’t want to see her but because I wanted to too much. The last few days had left me raw in a way that was getting harder to ignore.

Instead I texted back:

only if the emotional support comes with snacks

Her reply came fast.

deal. pick you up in twenty

That alone told me something was off. Riley usually made a whole production out of being late.

Twenty minutes later, she was outside my building in jeans, a white tank, and a zip-up tied around her waist, sunglasses pushed into her hair. She looked distractingly good in a way that made me resent my own body for noticing. When I got in, she handed me a coffee without asking what I wanted.

I looked down at the cup. Oat milk latte, no sweetener, exactly what I ordered when I was tired or stressed.

“Thanks,” I said.

She shrugged too casually. “You’re impossible without caffeine.”

The whole afternoon felt like that. Familiar enough to pass for normal, off enough that my body never stopped bracing. We went to the pharmacy, then the grocery store, then some skincare place downtown where Riley spent ten minutes pretending two identical bottles of face wash were different. Usually errands with her were loose and easy. That day she was more attentive and less relaxed, like some part of her was fixed too sharply on me.

She kept brushing against me. Her shoulder against my arm at the pharmacy. Her chest barely grazing my back when she reached around me for a basket. Her thigh pressed to mine under an awning while she took a call from her sister. Any one of those could have meant nothing. Together, they made my whole body feel lit up and uncertain.

By midafternoon we somehow ended up at the beach.

That was the sort of drift Riley specialized in. One minute she was complaining that the grocery store flowers all looked depressed, and the next she was taking the coast road because it was too nice to go home yet. I never minded when she found reasons to keep me longer.

The beach was bright but windy, the sand packed dark near the waterline. Riley fell into step beside me the way she always did, not too close at first, our shoulders almost brushing. That, more than anything, made me want to scream. The old rhythm was still there. The easy pace. The way we didn’t have to negotiate anything. But now every pause felt loaded.

She talked first, mostly about harmless things. Her sister’s latest dating disaster. A weird customer. A dog in a blue bandana. I answered where I was supposed to and tried not to notice how often she looked at me between sentences.

Then I mentioned that a woman from work had been trying to set me up with someone.

Riley turned so fast I felt it before I really saw it. “Oh.”

“Yeah. She’s been trying for a week.”

“Are you going to go?”

The question came too quickly. I looked at her more carefully.

I shrugged. “Probably not.”

“Good,” Riley said.

The word dropped between us.

She seemed to realize it immediately. “I just mean if you don’t want to. Obviously.”

I looked back toward the water because I didn’t know what expression I could safely wear. “Obviously.”

That should have made things clearer, but it didn’t. It only made them harder to survive. If Riley was reacting to the idea of me with someone else, I had no way to understand it that didn’t threaten to split my life open. She was straight. She was my best friend. She had kissed me once, and I had ruined it, and then spent days pretending it meant nothing. If she was acting strange now, that could still mean anything.

Wanting her had made me very good at uncertainty. I was less good at hope.

We walked farther than I realized, until the light had gone honey-soft and the breeze had started needling through my jacket. Riley grew quieter without going cold. She moved closer again, shoulder brushing mine now and then, and once when the sand shifted under her feet she caught my forearm to steady herself. Her hand stayed there for a second before she let go.

I felt the ghost of that touch all the way back to the car.

By the time we climbed in, the sky was starting to turn. Riley didn’t start the engine right away. She drove instead to the overlook above the beach and parked facing the horizon. The windows were cracked just enough to let in salt and distant traffic. Sunset poured orange and pink across the windshield, turning the inside of the car soft and strange.

Riley rested her hands on the steering wheel and said nothing. The silence didn’t feel accidental.

I looked over at her. Her sunglasses were off now, hooked into the neckline of her tank. Without them, I could see the way she kept pressing her lips together between breaths.

“What?” I asked.

She let out a breath. “Nothing.”

I looked back out the windshield. “You’re very bad at lying.”

She smiled, but only briefly. Then she went quiet again, and this time I let her. When she finally spoke, her voice had changed. Lower. Less guarded. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.”

Every part of me went still.

“The kiss,” she said after a beat.

My heart knocked once, hard and painful. I could feel the edge of the seat under my thighs, the ocean through the cracked window, my own lips as if the memory of hers had risen there all over again.

Riley exhaled. “I know that sounds ridiculous. Since it was just us being stupid.”

The words hit with a dull ache, because I had handed them to her. I had been the one to call it stupid first.

“But it didn’t feel stupid to me,” she said.

The car went very quiet.

Riley still wasn’t looking at me, which somehow made it worse. Her fingers were twisted together in her lap. She looked nervous in a way I had almost never seen from her.

I could have told her more then. That I had been thinking about it too. That I had wanted to kiss her long before she ever leaned in on that balcony. That the only stupid part had been my panic after.

Fear got there first.

So I gave her the safest honest piece I had.

“It didn’t feel stupid to me either,” I said.

Riley turned then.

It was only a glance at first, quick and searching, but once her eyes found my face she held there. Relief flickered first. Then uncertainty. Then something warmer and more dangerous than either.

I kept looking at her because I had already said it and there was no taking it back. There was no joke to cover it. Just the truth, small and bare between us.

Riley’s mouth parted slightly. “Okay,” she said, almost under her breath.

That was all. No sudden resolution. No easy collapse into honesty. But the air between us had changed again, and this time I couldn’t force it back into something safe. We sat there in the parked car while the sky faded through its last colors, both of us looking at each other a little too directly, like we had finally admitted enough to make silence impossible in whatever came next.
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By the time we got back to my apartment, the sky had gone fully dark, but neither of us made any move to call it a night.

That alone told me how precarious the evening had become. Riley could have dropped me off after the overlook and said she was tired. I could have thanked her for the coffee and the beach and the honesty and gotten out before my courage failed in some new direction. Instead, she parked at the curb, and when I asked if she wanted to come up for a minute, my voice too casual by half, she said yes so quickly it made my pulse jump.

Inside, my apartment looked the same as it always did. Same lamp glow. Same couch. Same faint smell of laundry detergent and the candle I’d burned the night before. But now there was this other thing in the room with us, invisible and impossible to ignore. It didn’t feel stupid to me either. The most honest thing I had managed to say, and somehow more destabilizing for how small it was.

Neither of us sat down.

I drifted toward the kitchen because movement felt easier than standing still in front of her. Riley followed and stopped on the other side of the counter while I opened the fridge even though I wasn’t thirsty. I poured a glass of water, then lifted the pitcher in silent question.

“Sure,” Riley said.

I poured her one too and slid it across. She thanked me, but didn’t drink right away. She just wrapped both hands around the glass and looked down at it, like the condensation required more concentration than meeting my eyes.

The kitchen felt too small all of a sudden. Too warm. The overhead light was off, so the room was lit only by the spill from the living room lamp and the dim glow over the stove. Riley stood with one hip against the counter, hair wind-tossed from the beach, jacket unzipped, tank slightly askew. My whole body was still keyed up from the car, from her voice when she said she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the kiss, from the fact that she was here now because neither of us had wanted the conversation to end.

Riley took a sip of water and finally looked at me. “I feel ridiculous.”

“You don’t look ridiculous.”

“I do internally.” She gave a small, nervous laugh, then let it fade. “I’ve basically been losing my mind for a week over one kiss.”

I leaned back against the counter behind me, gripping the edge with one hand. “It was a pretty memorable kiss.”

She smiled for a second, but only for a second. “That’s the problem.”

I went still.

She exhaled through her nose, like she was making herself keep going. “I keep replaying it. At work. In the shower. Trying to go to sleep. I’ll just be doing something normal, and then suddenly I’m thinking about…” She shook her head once. “Your hand on my face. The way you kissed me back.”

Every word moved through me like heat.

She looked up at me again, and this time the nerves in her expression were impossible to miss. “I thought I was straight,” she said quietly. “I still think I’m supposed to be straight, if that makes sense. That’s still how I’ve always understood myself. But then that happened, and now…” She gave another thin little laugh. “Now I keep looking at you differently, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that.”

My chest had gone so tight it almost hurt. This was the thing I had fantasized about and dreaded in equal measure, not some perfect confession, just Riley standing in my kitchen, frightened and honest, handing me the truth she could manage.

And I had been lying to her by omission for years.

“There’s something you don’t know about me,” I heard myself say.

The room changed the second the words existed in it.

Riley’s eyes lifted fully to mine. She set her glass down very carefully, all her attention sharpening. “What?”

It was such a small word. Soft. Barely above a whisper.

I could have said it then. I could feel the truth crowded at the back of my throat. I’m not straight. I’ve never been straight. I’ve been in love with you for years. Different versions of the same impossible sentence pressed behind my teeth, urgent and alive.

Fear got there first.

Not vague fear. Specific fear. If I said it, Riley would know that every touch I had treasured, every joke I had survived, every silence I had hidden inside had meant more to me than friendship was supposed to hold. Even now, with her standing there confessing confusion and desire in the gentlest words she could find, the thought of being fully seen by her was enough to stop me cold.

I looked down for half a second, furious at myself. Then back up.

“I didn’t kiss you like a joke,” I said.

It was true, but it wasn’t enough.

Riley’s whole expression changed. Not dramatically. More like something in her settled and reached forward at the same time. The nervousness stayed, but something warmer moved through it.

Riley stepped around the edge of the counter.

It was such a simple movement that my body understood before my mind did. She crossed the kitchen slowly and stopped close enough that if I breathed too deeply I could feel the warmth coming off her skin. Her mouth was slightly parted. Her eyes searched mine as if she was still giving me time to stop this if I needed to.

“You didn’t?” she asked, almost under her breath.

I shook my head once. Talking felt impossible.

Her gaze dropped to my mouth and stayed there. The air tightened. Neither of us lunged. Neither of us moved away. The distance just kept narrowing until it didn’t exist anymore.

Then Riley kissed me again.

This time there was nothing funny about it.

Her mouth touched mine as if she was choosing it in full and wanted me to feel the choosing. The first press of her lips was gentler than the balcony kiss, not tentative, but careful in a way that made my chest ache. It asked instead of taking.

So, I answered.

I kissed her back with all the restraint I hadn’t trusted myself to use before and all the wanting I could no longer hide. My hands left the counter and found her waist almost without thought. She tensed for one tiny second at the contact, then softened into it, and that small yielding nearly wrecked me. She was warm beneath my palms, the fabric of her tank thin enough that I could feel the narrow curve of her waist, the rise and fall of her breath.

Riley made a quiet sound into my mouth and stepped closer.

The kiss deepened slowly, one careful second building on the last. Her lips parted against mine and I followed, more aware now than I had been on the balcony. The slide of her mouth over mine. The faint taste of coffee and salt and something sweet left over from earlier. The way she tipped her head, learning me in real time. One of her hands came up and curled into the front of my shirt near my ribs, fingers gathering the fabric there like she needed something to hold.

Heat went through me so fast it almost stole my breath.

I tightened my hands at her waist before I could help it, and she kissed me more deeply in response. My whole body answered at once. Nothing about it was abstract. Her breasts soft against my chest when she leaned in. The warmth of her stomach through our clothes. The slight tremor in her breath that told me she was feeling some version of this too.

I let one hand slide a little higher along her side, enough to feel the smooth line of her ribcage beneath the fabric. Riley inhaled sharply against my mouth. The sound was so small and immediate it nearly undid me. Years of denial collapsed into something simpler and more dangerous: touch her, touch her, touch her. My thumb stroked once along the side of her waist, slow and almost reverent, and her fingers clenched harder in my shirt.

When we finally broke apart, it wasn’t because either of us had decided to stop. It was because breathing had become urgent enough to force it.

Riley stayed close, our mouths still only inches apart. My hands were still on her waist. Hers were still tangled in my shirt. We were both breathing like we’d run somewhere.

She blinked at me, flushed and wide-eyed, lips parted and slightly swollen from kissing. I had never seen her look like that. Not with me. Not because of me. The sight hit with almost frightening force.

She looked startled by her own hunger. I probably looked the same.

“I…” Riley let out a breath that trembled into a half-laugh and disappeared. When she found her voice, it was barely more than a whisper. “I want to keep doing that.”

She said it like someone confessing a crime. Softly. Disbelievingly. Like the wanting itself had shocked her and she was still choosing to say it out loud.

“Me too,” I said.

The answer came out before I could stop it, before fear could get to it first, before I could make it smaller or safer. Just yes, immediate and naked and true.

Riley stared at me for a second after that, her fingers still twisted in my shirt, and something in her expression opened even further. The room stayed quiet around us, full of breath and heat and the dangerous fact that neither of us had stepped away.
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We didn’t discuss moving to the bedroom. It happened as a slow, gravitational pull, a mutual understanding. We drifted down the short hallway in a tangle of hesitant steps and grazing shoulders, our hands never quite losing contact as if we were afraid the connection would snap if we let go for more than a second. When we reached the doorway, the atmosphere shifted, the air growing thick with the terrifying reality of where we were.

Riley sat on the edge of my bed, her weight dipping the mattress in a way that made my heart lurch. She looked smaller here, framed by the shadows of my private space, her hair falling in a messy, gold-brown curtain over one shoulder. I stood just a few feet away, my pulse a frantic, rhythmic thrum in the hollow of my throat. This was the room where I had spent hundreds of nights staring at the ceiling, imagining exactly this scene, and the dissonance between my fantasies and the breathing, flushed woman in front of me was enough to make my head spin. Every touch felt like a victory I hadn’t earned, a beautiful fulfillment that was simultaneously a deception, because she still didn’t know that this wasn't a new discovery for me. To her, this was a threshold; to me, it was yeas in the making.

"I feel like I should be more confused than I am," Riley said, her voice dropping into that low, unguarded register that always undid me. She reached out, her fingers hooking into the belt loop of my jeans to pull me a half-step closer. "I kept telling myself it was just the wine, or the joke, or just being tired of dating men who don't listen. But then I’d think about the way you looked at me on the balcony, and I realized I wasn't just curious. I wanted you to do it again. I think I wanted you to do it before I even knew I was allowed to ask."

I sank down onto the mattress beside her, our thighs pressing together through the thin fabric of our clothes. The heat radiating from her was immense, a physical presence that seemed to ground me even as my mind raced with a thousand warnings.

I reached up, my hand trembling slightly as I tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, my thumb lingering to trace the delicate, shell-like curve of her lobe. The skin there was impossibly soft, and I felt the way she shivered under my touch, a tiny, involuntary vibration that traveled through her frame and into mine.

It was so easy to be with her, so natural to fall into this rhythm, yet the secret of my own identity sat like a stone in my chest. I was a lesbian who had loved her in silence for years, and watching her navigate this first-time vulnerability felt like watching someone walk through a minefield I had already mapped out.

"You're allowed to ask for anything," I whispered, the words feeling heavy and significant in the quiet room.

Riley leaned in, her forehead resting against mine for a long, breathless moment. I could smell the faint, lingering salt of the beach on her skin and the citrus of her shampoo, a combination that felt like home. When she finally kissed me again, it wasn't the frantic collision of the kitchen; it was exploratory and lingering, a slow-motion unraveling of every boundary we had ever built.

Her mouth was warm and tasted of the water she’d just drank, her lips parting to invite me in with a confidence that caught me off guard. I let my hands slide from her waist up to the small of her back, the muscles there tensing beneath her tank top as I pulled her flush against me. The feeling of her breasts pressing into my chest, the soft weight of her body yielding to mine, sent a surge of liquid heat straight to my core.

She let out a tiny, breathless laugh against my lips, a sound of pure, startled nerves, and suddenly she pulled back to cover her face with both hands. "God, May, I'm so bad at this. I feel like a teenager."

I felt a surge of overwhelming tenderness that momentarily drowned out my fear. I reached up and gently caught her wrists, pulling her hands away from her face until she had no choice but to look at me. Her cheeks were dark with a flush that extended down to the visible line of her collarbones, and her eyes were bright, searching mine for a rejection I could never give.

I leaned forward and kissed the tip of her nose, then her forehead, then each of her eyelids, treating her with a reverence that I hoped communicated everything I couldn't yet say. I wanted her to know she was safe with me, that her confusion wasn't a burden, and that I would follow her lead at whatever pace she set.

"You're doing fine," I promised, my voice raspy with the effort of keeping my own desire in check. "We don't have to do anything. We can just sit here. We can go back to the living room and find a movie."

Riley shook her head, her gaze dropping to my mouth before locking back onto my eyes with a sudden, fierce clarity. She wrapped her arms around my neck, her fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of my neck and pulling me back into her space. The movement was deliberate, a choice made with full awareness of the shift it represented.

"I don't want to go back to the living room," she said, her voice steadying as she leaned back onto the pillows, taking me with her. "And I don't want to back out. I’ve spent enough time wondering. I want to know what it’s like with you."

The last of my resistance crumbled as I looked down at her, seeing the invitation in the curve of her body and the honesty in her expression. I moved with her, let us fall back onto the bed for real, the mattress rising to meet us as the world outside the room finally ceased to exist.

Buttons slipped free, cotton peeled away, a soft gasp marked the moment my thumbs brushed the underside of her breasts. She let me pull her top over her head, chest rising and falling so fast I could see her pulse flutter above the lace of a plain white bra. I kissed along that frantic rhythm, tasting salt and soap.

“Is this okay?” My voice scraped out rough.

“Yes. God, yes.” Her answer came from the back of her throat, half prayer, half dare.

I unhooked the clasp, let the straps slide off her arms. The first sight of her bare breasts punched the air from my lungs. She looked down, cheeks flushed, as if worried she might disappoint me. I cupped her, thumb circling one tightening peak. The sound she made—sharp, shocked pleasure—shot straight through every defense I still imagined I had.

My shirt vanished, then her jeans, then mine, until nothing remained but matching cotton underwear and years of unspoken longing. I pressed my forehead to hers.

“If you want me to stop⁠—”

“I won’t.” The answer was fierce, trembling. She took my hand, slid it between her thighs, let me feel exactly how ready she was. “Please, May. I want—everything.”

The plea shredded doubt. I kissed a path down her sternum, her stomach, the smooth plane of her hips. When my mouth reached the waistband of her panties, she lifted herself to help me slip them off. The scent of her—warm, slick, impossibly intimate—filled my chest like the first breath after surfacing from deep water.

I settled between her thighs and pressed a gentle, testing kiss to the swollen center of her. Riley’s entire body arched. Her fingers dove into my hair, urging but not forcing. I licked again, broader this time, collecting her taste and memorizing the way her inhale caught. Each response felt like confirmation that I was allowed to love her this openly at last.

“Tell me what feels good,” I murmured against her. The words vibrated through flesh; she cried out at the sensation.

“Th-there—when you circle. Slower.” The instruction came ragged, half-moan, half-embarrassed laugh at her own boldness.

I obeyed, tracing languid rings around the bud of her clit, then flattening my tongue to glide lower. My name slipped from her lips over and over, each time different—astonishment, reverence, a desperate plea when I drew gentle suction and eased two fingers inside her at the same tempo. Her hips met every movement, confidence rising with every gasp. When I crooked my fingers just right, her thighs clamped around my ears and she sobbed, “May, I didn’t know it could feel like this.”

The confession broke something open in me. I worked her faster, still mindful, until shudders gathered in her belly and rolled outward. Her climax hit in a rush—wet, shaking, beautiful. She clutched my shoulders so hard her nails left crescents, and I kept licking until aftershocks faded into tiny, involuntary twitches.

When she finally sagged, breath whistling, I kissed the inside of her knee and crawled up beside her. She caught my face in both hands, kissed me deep enough to taste herself on my tongue, and groaned.

A moment later, I felt Riley’s breath stall against my neck. My pulse roared in the hush. “Can I taste you?” Her voice was ragged, the words uneven like she was still testing how they felt in her mouth.

I tried to answer, but all that came out was a throat-tight hum. My hands, traitorous and grateful, cupped the backs of her thighs to guide her higher. Riley’s inhale shook. She kissed me once more—slow, claiming, full of the certainty I never let myself imagine—before sliding down my body in a warm glide of skin. The kiss felt like the first half of a promise; what she did next completed it.

Her lips kissed my neck first, then lower, mapping with patient curiosity. Each press left a bright sting in its wake, as though she were writing a secret in heat only I could read. When her tongue flicked against one peaked nipple, pleasure arced straight to my spine and I heard myself swear. She did it again, gentler this time, then soothed with her mouth while her hand traveled the shallow of my abdomen in slow, dizzy circles. The contrast—heat above, anticipation below—made my hips try to follow her palm.

“I love how you move,” she whispered, as if confessing a private indulgence. The admission loosened something inside me, and I felt my knees fall open of their own accord.

Riley kissed the line beneath my navel, then the elastic edge of my underwear. She paused there, breathing me in, fingers slipping beneath the fabric but not pulling yet. I lifted my head just enough to see the question in her eyes, soft and earnest even in the dark. This time my voice worked.

“Please.”

The word shattered the last of her restraint. She eased my panties down and off, setting them aside with formal care, and the cool air against freshly bared skin made me shiver. Then her shoulders settled between my thighs and warmth replaced the chill. First her breath, then the slow, exploratory lap of her tongue.

The first stroke was light, as if she were tasting for sweetness, but it still punched a sound from my chest I’d never heard myself make. She hummed at the reaction, delighted, and did it again, firmer. Her tongue traced me in a languid sweep before circling my clit and sliding back down. I had imagined this a thousand shame-soaked nights, but nothing prepared me for the precise tenderness of her mouth, or the greedy little noises she made when I rolled my hips against her.

She wasn’t shy with her hands either; one settled on my thigh, thumb stroking aimless shapes, while the other slipped lower to tease at my entrance. The dual sensation—wet heat above, tentative pressure below—made my thoughts fracture like glass. I gripped the sheets because touching her felt too dangerous; I’d never let go again if I did.

When two of her fingers pushed in, gentle but certain, the stretch blurred the room. Riley found a rhythm almost immediately—tongue swirling, fingers curling—and pleasure tightened inside me with alarming speed. Every breath fractured on a whimper; every exhale tasted like her name. She moaned when I clenched around her, the vibration ricocheting through my nerves until the muscles in my thighs started to quiver.

“I—I’m close,” I warned, terrified she’d stop, more terrified she wouldn’t.

She answered by sucking softly on my swollen clit and pushing her fingers deeper. That single combination unlocked something primal; my back bowed off the mattress, and the climax hit hard and bright, flooding through my limbs in waves that felt endless. I rode it on a cry I couldn’t muffle, trembling while Riley eased me through every aftershock with slow, reverent strokes.

When I finally sagged back to the bed, lungs heaving, Riley kissed the inside of my knee, then the hollow of my hip, before crawling up to lie beside me. Her lips were slick with me, her pupils blown wide. I reached for her automatically, tugging her down until we were chest to chest, heart to heart.

“You,” I managed, still breathless, “are dangerously good at that.”

She laughed a small, disbelieving sound and tucked her face against my shoulder. “Then we’re both in trouble.”

I gathered her closer, skin humming, and felt her melt against me the way she always did when she felt safe. The room went quiet except for our slowing breaths. Beneath the hush, something vast and tender settled between us—no jokes, no pretending, just the undeniable reality of what we’d done and what it meant.
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The room had gone quiet in that strange, suspended way it sometimes did in the middle of the night, when even the city outside seemed to lower its voice. My bedside lamp was off. The only light came from the pale wash of street glow through the curtains, enough to turn everything silver at the edges. The sheets were tangled around our legs, warm and soft and slightly damp with the heat we’d made under them. Riley lay half over me, one thigh hooked over mine, my hand still resting at the bare curve of her waist as if letting go too quickly might make this disappear.

She had just kissed me again, slower this time, with no joke underneath it and no hesitation left in either of us. My mouth still felt tender from it. My whole body still hummed with the aftermath, low and aching and everywhere. The brush of her knee against the inside of my leg. The warm weight of her ribs rising and falling under my palm. The fact that Riley was in my bed, looking at me like this, soft and flushed and open in a way I had never once let myself believe I’d actually get to see.

It should have been the happiest I had ever felt.

Instead, under all of it, there was a hard knot of panic tightening inside my chest.

Because this could still go wrong. Maybe not tonight. Maybe not in some obvious, catastrophic way. But if I let this keep happening without telling her the truth, then every sweet second of it would come with that same awful undertow. Riley was here in the middle of her own confusion and courage, trying to be honest with me. I had given her pieces. Not enough. Not the part that mattered most.

There’s something you don’t know about me.

The unfinished sentence came back so sharply it almost felt spoken into the room.

I took a breath that did not help and slid my hand a little higher along her side, less to touch her than to steady myself with the reality of her. “Riley.”

She lifted her head immediately.

That alone nearly broke me. The way she became attentive so fast, not annoyed, not thrown, just present. Her face was close enough that I could see the softness left in her mouth from kissing me, the smudged remains of mascara under one eye, the faint flush still spread across her cheeks and down her neck. Her hand, which had been resting loosely on my stomach, flattened there a little more as she looked at me.

“What?” she asked quietly.

“There’s something I need to say before this goes any further.”

The air shifted gently between us. Not a rupture. More like a current changing direction. Riley pushed herself up just enough to really see me, one forearm braced beside my shoulder, her hair falling forward over one side of her face. The sheet slipped down a little, baring more of her chest, and I had to drag my attention back from it because this was exactly the problem. I wanted her too much to keep lying to her by silence.

“Okay,” she said.

Just that. No defensiveness. No impatience. Just room.

My throat felt tight enough that swallowing hurt. “I’m not straight.”

Riley stayed still.

The silence after that wasn’t bad silence, but it was long enough for me to feel my pulse everywhere. In my throat. In my wrists. Low in my stomach where her leg was still draped over mine.

“I’m gay,” I said. The word still landed in me with force, even now. “I should have told you sooner. I should have told you a long time ago, probably. I just…” I let out a shaky breath and looked past her for half a second, because saying it directly to her face was almost too much. “I’ve been hiding it for so long that it started to feel easier not to say anything than to deal with what happened if I did.”

When I looked back at her, Riley was still watching me with that same open focus, listening so closely it made my chest ache.

I kept going because now that the words had started, they wouldn’t go back down. “That night on your balcony, when I kissed you back and then acted like it was silly, that wasn’t because it felt silly to me. It was panic. Mostly panic. And fear. You kissed me, and for one second, I forgot how to hide my face, and then I got scared you were going to see too much.”

Riley’s brow drew together, not in anger but in something closer to hurt on my behalf. That almost undid me more than anything else could have.

“There was too much to see,” I said, softer now. “That was the problem.”

She inhaled slowly.

I could have stopped there. That was already more than I had ever said. But the room was so quiet, and Riley was looking at me with so much care, and after all the damage I’d done by flattening the truth into jokes, I couldn’t bear to do that one more time.

“So no,” I said, my voice gone almost unbearably gentle. “This wasn’t random for me.”

The words sat between us, small and irreversible.

My body braced for impact without asking permission. Every horrible possibility arrived at once. That Riley would go still in the wrong way. That she would feel tricked. That she would hear the scale of my silence and only register betrayal. I had spent years convincing myself that wanting her was one kind of danger and telling her was another, larger one. Now I lay under her in the dim, tangled warmth of my own bed and waited to find out if I had been right.

Riley didn’t move for a second. Then her whole face softened.

It wasn’t dramatic. It was better than dramatic. I watched the tension ease out of her mouth, watched relief rise into her expression so clearly I almost didn’t understand it at first.

“Good,” she said.

I frowned without meaning to. “Good?”

A tiny laugh breathed out of her, warm and disbelieving, and she lowered herself a little closer again, not enough to crush me, just enough that I could feel the heat of her body settle back over mine. One hand came up and touched the side of my face with startling tenderness, her thumb resting near the corner of my mouth.

“Yeah,” she said, and now there was something playful in it again, but nothing careless. The sincerity underneath it was too clear to miss. “Good. Because I want to do this again.”

For half a second I couldn’t breathe.

Not because the line surprised me. Because it landed exactly where all the fear had been. Not just about sex, though that alone might have been enough to light my body up under her all over again. It was the way she said it. Like doing this again meant all of it. Kissing me. Choosing me. Stepping toward whatever we were becoming instead of away from it.

Something in my chest gave way so suddenly it almost felt like pain.

I laughed once, soft and shaky and nothing like the brittle laugh from the balcony. This one came from relief so deep it left me weak. My eyes burned in a way I absolutely did not appreciate, and I turned my face just enough to press my mouth against the heel of her palm for a second before I could embarrass myself further.

Riley smiled wider. “Hey.”

“Sorry,” I muttered, though I wasn’t even sure what I was apologizing for.

She shook her head and brushed her thumb lightly along my cheekbone. “Don’t.”

I looked up at her then, really looked, and let myself take in the impossible fact of her. Riley in my bed at this hour, hair mussed and mouth kiss-swollen, looking relieved that I was gay. Looking happy. Looking like maybe this wasn’t a disaster unfolding in slow motion but the beginning of something I hadn’t let myself hope for out loud.

“I really did think I’d scared you by panicking and making the kiss feel like a mistake,” I admitted.

“You did,” she said, honest enough to make me laugh under my breath. Then her expression gentled again. “But not because of that. But because of how much your kiss affected me.”

For a moment we just stayed there, breathing each other in. Her thigh was still between mine. My palm was still spread over the warm skin of her side beneath the sheet. Everything that had happened tonight still lived in my body with vivid precision, but the panic had changed shape. It wasn’t gone. Maybe it wouldn’t be for a while. But it was no longer the kind that made me want to run.

Riley studied my face for another second, then dipped her head and kissed me.

This kiss was different again. Not desperate, not exploratory, not shocked by itself. Certain. Her mouth moved over mine with quiet intention, and I answered just as surely, no joke left between us, no performance left to hide inside.

I slid my fingers into her hair while she kissed me, slow enough to feel every small adjustment of her lips, every soft breath through her nose, every place our bodies met and stayed. Her hand at my face drifted to the side of my neck, her thumb brushing once under my jaw in a touch so intimate it made something inside me go still with wonder.

I kissed her back like I was finally allowed to.

That was the difference. Not just that I wanted her. I had wanted her forever. It was that for the first time, wanting her did not feel like an act of private destruction. Riley kissed me as if she knew more of me now and had chosen to stay. I felt that knowledge in the way my body relaxed into the mattress beneath her, in the way my hand at her waist stopped guarding itself and simply held, in the way the ache inside me loosened enough to make room for something warm and almost unbearable in its sweetness.

When we drew apart, it was only far enough to look at each other.

Riley smiled first, small and sleepy and so dear it hurt. I smiled back before I could help it. There was no point helping it anymore.

She tucked herself closer, forehead resting briefly against mine, and I closed my eyes for a second just to feel the reality of that. The tangled sheets. Her breath on my skin. The quiet room. The soft, improbable fact that nothing had exploded. My life had not ended because Riley knew. The woman I loved was still here, looking at me like tomorrow might be something we were both allowed to have.

Maybe it would still be complicated. Maybe there would be questions in the morning and awkwardness and fear and things neither of us yet knew how to name. But Riley was smiling at me with no trace of retreat in her face, and her fingers were still warm at the side of my neck, and for the first time since I had met her, wanting this did not feel like the beginning of ruin.

It felt like promise.

She kissed me one more time, soft and sure, and I let myself believe it.
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