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Locked in With Her



I walk into the conference room five minutes early. As usual. The air still smells like burnt coffee and lemon floor cleaner. A few of the newer associates are already seated—typing, murmuring, pretending not to notice each other. I glance at the stack of folders in my hand and take a breath through my nose. This is fine. Routine. I've led kickoff meetings for cross-departmental projects a dozen times. Probably more.

What I don’t expect—what I’m absolutely not prepared for—is the sound of her laugh.

It’s soft, but it scrapes something old and raw open inside me. I look up too quickly.

She’s here.

Talia fucking Reyes.

Perched sideways in one of the rolling chairs, like we’re still in college. She’s got one leg tucked under her and a pen between her fingers she’s not using for anything but spinning. Her hair’s longer now, still dark and messy in that carefree way that always made me feel like I was the one trying too hard. She's smiling at something someone said, but the second she sees me, her expression shifts, slows. Like she’s been waiting for this exact moment without realizing it.

Our eyes lock. I freeze mid-step.

And then she smirks.

Not smug, just amused. Like of course this is happening. Like I’m the one who should’ve known better.

I don’t sit. Not yet. I cross to the table, set the folders down harder than I need to, and start arranging the seating layout like it matters. Like it’ll keep me from looking again.

But I do. I look.

She’s wearing a loose tan blazer over a low-cut black tank. Too casual for this meeting. And she’s lounging. That’s the word for it. Like this is casual Friday and not a department-level kickoff.

Her shirt dips just low enough to make me look. I don’t want to. I do anyway. But I tell myself I don’t care. I really, really don’t.

“Didn’t know you were back in-house,” she says, casual, her voice just loud enough to carry.

A few people glance up. I force a polite smile and don’t turn toward her.

“I wasn’t aware you were on this project,” I reply, flat and professional. The kind of tone you can’t argue with.

“I wasn’t,” she says. “Last-minute addition. You know how it is.”

She flips her hair over one shoulder like it’s nothing. Like I’m not watching her mouth when she talks. Like I don’t still remember what it was like to wonder what it would taste like.

I take the seat furthest from hers.

We go around and do introductions, though most of us already know each other. The new director, Amanda something, gives a little speech about collaboration and synergy, and I nod in all the right places. But my chest feels tight. My blazer’s too stiff. I keep tugging the hem down like it’ll give me room to breathe.

Talia speaks once. Maybe twice. Nothing major—just quick, half-thought ideas tossed onto the table like she’s so convinced they’re the best. I don’t even hear half of what she says. I’m too busy tracking the way she tucks her hair behind her ear every time she leans forward. Her fingers skim her cheek. Her eyes flick toward me.

Every single time.

She knows what she’s doing.

She always has.

And still—I don’t care.

I keep my eyes on my notepad. I write bullet points I’ll never read again. I correct someone's misunderstanding about the budget, deflect a poorly formed strategy pitch, and try not to think about the fact that I’ve seen Talia half-naked before. That we used to be best friends until that one night that changed everything. I built an entire life without her.

The meeting wraps up.

People start to stand. Chairs screech. Bags zip.

Amanda—the director—lifts a hand.

“Actually—Sloane, Talia? Could you two stay back a minute?”

I go still. Talia doesn’t.

She stretches like she’s been waiting for this all along, arms overhead, chest arching forward for no goddamn reason except to make sure I notice.

I stand slowly. Pick up my folder. The pages inside are perfectly straight.

Talia catches my eye again. That same fucking smirk.

This is not happening.

Amanda waits until the chairs screech back and the small talk starts drifting toward the door. Then she gestures with a chipper little wave.

“Sloane? Talia? Mind staying back for a sec?”

Of course.

I don’t look at Talia. I gather my folder slowly, like this isn’t about to ruin my week. My fingers are a little too tight around the edge.

Once the room clears out, Amanda leans against the conference table with the kind of casual cheer that makes me instantly suspicious.

“Good news,” she says. “We’re making you two co-leads on the rollout. Six weeks, starting now.”

I blink. “Together?”

“Yep.” Her smile grows. “You’ve both got cross-functional experience. Different strengths. Perfect balance.”

Talia shifts next to me. I still haven’t looked at her.

“Really looking forward to it,” she says lightly, like she’s commenting on the weather.

I stare at Amanda. “What’s the scope?”

“You’ll meet weekly with Product, Testing, and Comms. We want unified messaging across all verticals. And you’ll want to start by pulling legacy data from the last campaign.”

“From the archive room,” I say, already dreading it.

She nods. “Second floor. Old rollout metrics are boxed by date.”

I can feel Talia’s gaze flick toward me.

Amanda claps her hands once. “Thanks, ladies. You’ve got this.”

And just like that, she’s out the door.

The silence she leaves behind is worse than the news.

I finally glance at Talia. She’s smiling a little—tugging on the hem of her blazer, like none of this is a big deal. Like being forced to work together is just another line on her calendar.

“This is ridiculous,” I mutter.

“Which part?” she asks, feigning innocence.

I turn and walk. Fast. My heels click too hard against the tile. She follows, of course.

By the time we reach the stairwell, I’ve already mapped out three task lists in my head. Anything to avoid thinking about the fact that I’ll be in a room with her. Regularly. Close. Unavoidable.

“We need to be strategic,” I say. “If we want this to run smooth.”

“Oh, good,” she says. “You still give orders like someone put you in charge of me instead of us working together.”

I glance at her. “We don’t have the luxury of winging it.”

“I wasn’t going to wing it. I was going to improvise.”

“That’s literally the same thing.”

“No,” she says, looking far too pleased. “Winging it is lazy. Improvising is jazz.”

I keep walking.

She matches my pace now. “You’re mad.”

“I’m focused.”

“Same thing, in your case.”

I stop short at the top of the stairs and look at her. Really look.

She’s not smirking now. Just watching me, curious. Like she’s waiting to see what I’ll do next. She stops. Just watches me. The silence stretches.

And I fucking hate how hard I’m breathing. How much heat rises up the back of my neck just from being looked at like that.

And it happens without warning. I swallow hard. The memory of that night at the bar came crashing into me.

The sound of her laugh—last summer, too close to my ear. The taste of cheap vodka in the air. Her hand on my arm. Her leaning in too far, too late at night, saying something I couldn’t un-hear.

“Sloane,” she whispered, eyes glossy but sure. “Sometimes I think about kissing you. Like, a lot.”

Stop it, Sloane. Not now.

I turn away from her and start down the stairs. The air is cooler in the hallway below, but it doesn’t help.

“We’ll need to be efficient,” I say, forcing my voice steady. “I’ll pull the '21 folders. You can start on the earlier dates.”

Talia hums in mock agreement. “Ah, the great and powerful Plan.”

I stop in front of the archive room door but don’t open it yet. I glance at my watch instead.

She leans casually against the wall beside me. Her arms are crossed, but her eyes aren’t relaxed. They’re sharp. Focused. Watching me too closely.

“I missed this,” she says. “Your whole serious-and-uptight vibe.”

“You don’t know anything about my vibe.”

She shrugs. “You used to tell me everything.”

I stare at the door in front of us and feel my jaw flex.

Used to.

I don’t respond. Don’t give her that.

Instead, I adjust the strap on my bag and step back. “We should go in.”

She doesn’t move. “After you.”

I hesitate with my hand on the doorknob.

Something in my chest coils tight, like if I open this door, I won’t be able to close whatever it lets out.

I don’t go in.

“I need coffee first,” I say suddenly, turning away. “It’s freezing in there.”

“You’re stalling.”

“I’m delegating,” I toss over my shoulder. “You go in if you’re in such a rush to jazz it.”

She laughs. “Still bossy.”

And I keep walking—because that’s safer than standing still.

The archive room is colder than I expect. Narrow, dim, no windows. Smells like dust and cardboard. But being in here with Talia makes it feel smaller than it probably is.

Shelves line both sides, floor to ceiling. Each one packed with labeled binders and battered file boxes. The kind of place no one bothers to organize unless they have to.

Talia steps in behind me, close enough that I feel the air shift. She doesn’t say anything. Just scans the shelves like she’s never seen a filing system in her life.

She moves around me like I’m radioactive.

I ignore it.

“I’ll take the left,” I say. “Start from Q3. Check the tags before you open anything—some of these are mislabeled.”

She hums noncommittally, already moving to the right.

Her steps are loose, casual. I can hear her dragging her fingers across the shelf edges like this is a stroll through a thrift store and not work.

I focus on a rust-colored binder labeled Product Summary 2021. Pull it down. Flip it open. Neat. Boring. Exactly what I need.

Behind me, a shuffle. Then movement closer.

I reach for the next one—something newer, white spine, faint writing. And just as my arm stretches across, I feel it:

Her hip brushes mine.

Not hard. Just a glancing contact.

But it’s enough.

My whole body tenses.

She doesn’t pull away.

I do.

I turn slightly, my hand still on the file. I catch a glimpse of her out of the corner of my eye—her mouth curved, subtle.

That little smirk.

She knows exactly what she did.

I grit my teeth and go back to skimming.

“Do you even know what you’re looking for?” I ask.

“I’m looking for rollout metrics. Same as you.”

“Metrics from the actual launch, not internal surveys.”

She shrugs. “You don’t have to micromanage me.”

I close the binder, maybe a little too hard. “I’m trying to be efficient.”

She pulls a file box down without reading the label. Papers inside shift, already half out of order. “You’re trying to control the room like you always do.”

I laugh once, dry. “And you’re still treating everything like it’s a group project you can wing.”

She turns toward me, arms folded over the box. “If winging it means getting it done without a nervous breakdown, yeah. I guess I am.”

I face her. “You’re careless.”

“You’re uptight.”

I gesture at the mess in her hands. “This is why I couldn’t rely on you back then.”

The words are out before I can stop them.

She freezes.

The silence sharpens.

Her voice is different when it comes. Low. Final. “We’re not talking about our past.”

My mouth is dry. “Good.”

We go back to work, or at least pretend to.

Ten seconds pass. Maybe twenty. Then I reach for another file and so does she.

Same shelf. Same spot. Same second.

We both step forward—and stop short when our bodies nearly collide.

Her chest brushes my arm. I smell her—vanilla, maybe, or something warmer underneath. Her hair is too close. The air between us pulls tight.

I don’t move. Neither does she.

Then her breath catches.

Just for a second. A small sound. But I hear it.

I look down and see her hand clenched around a binder she hasn’t pulled.

She steps back first. Quick. Like something burned.

“Jesus,” she mutters. “You always do that.”

I frown. “Do what?”

“Act like nothing’s happening.”

I narrow my eyes. “Maybe because nothing is.”

She laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “Right.”

And then she turns away, flipping a page in one of the binders like she didn’t just touch me and react like it meant something. I let her. I don’t trust my voice right now.

The binder in my hands is heavier than it should be. My palms feel damp against the cardboard edges, and every time I slide a file out, I can feel her somewhere behind me—breathing, shifting, pretending she’s focused.

But I know she’s remembering.

Because I’m remembering too.

It hits me the second I see the date on one of the folders—2017. The year everything went sideways.

My stomach tightens. I blink hard and try to refocus on the numbers in front of me, but they blur. The dust smell in this room mixes with the sharp bite of cheap vodka in my memory, and suddenly I’m not here anymore. I’m back in that overcrowded college apartment.

The music was too loud. Someone had spilled beer on the carpet and it soaked into my shoes. People pushed past us like we weren’t even there. But Talia—she kept her hand wrapped around my wrist like she was afraid I’d disappear if she let go.

She was drunk. Not cute-drunk or flirty-drunk. Messy. Emotional. Her mascara smudged at the corners of her eyes. Her mouth kept brushing my shoulder when she leaned in to talk, like she didn’t understand where her body ended and mine began.

“Come on,” she’d said, tugging me toward the kitchen. “I wanna talk to you. Not out there. Everyone else is loud.”

I’d gone. Because I always went when she asked.

In the present, a box slides on a shelf behind me. Talia coughs, quiet, like she’s choking on her own memory. I feel it. It pulls the flashback back into focus.

The kitchen was empty except for one guy passed out holding a bottle of vodka between his knees. The counter was full of half-mixed drinks. The floor was sticky. Someone had tied balloons to the refrigerator handle.

Talia leaned back against the counter, gripping the edge like she needed the world to stop spinning.

“You’re my favorite person,” she said. Her voice was breathy and too honest. “You know that, right? You’re… you’re my person.”

I’d laughed awkwardly, trying to lighten it. “Okay, well, you’re very drunk.”

“No.” She shook her head wobblingly. “I mean it. I like you more than anyone.”

My whole chest tightened. Not because I didn’t want to hear it. Because I did. I’d frozen. Everything in me screaming yes—but she was drunk. Sloppy. Hurtling past boundaries she never acknowledged when she was sober. And I wasn’t going to take advantage of some half-formed midnight confession.

“That’s the alcohol talking,” I said.

“That’s me talking,” she shot back, her eyes glassy but focused on me like I was the only thing keeping her upright. “You’re the only one I want to go home with. You know that? Right? You have to know that.”

I didn’t.

I knew she flirted. I knew she joked. I knew she touched me too often, too easily, in ways that made my stomach do stupid things. But I also knew she flirted with strangers, with friends-of-friends, with baristas, with anyone who smiled back. I knew she dated impulsively. I knew she said things and forgot she’d said them.

I didn’t want to be another thing she forgot.

Back here in the file room, Talia clears her throat again. She’s pretending to focus on the label of a binder, turning it upside down like it’s written in a foreign language. Her shoulders are stiff.

She remembers exactly how it went.

Because the next part is something neither of us has ever been able to erase.

She pushed off the counter, took two clumsy steps toward me, and put her hands on my waist like it was the most natural thing in the world. Her face tipped up to mine. Lips parted. Breath warm. Vulnerable in a way I had never seen her before.

“I want you, Sloane,” she whispered. “I want you so bad.”

And then she leaned in to kiss me.

I panicked.

Both hands went straight to her shoulders. I pressed her back—not hard, but enough to stop her.

“Hey,” I said, trying to sound calm, steady, responsible. “No. Stop. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

She froze.

Her eyes went wide. Then hurt. It was like I had slapped her. Like I had taken something fragile out of her hands and dropped it.

“I do know,” she said, voice trembling. “I do.”

“You’re drunk,” I said.

“I’m not a kid.”

“I didn’t say you were, but you’re not sober. And you get in a lot of trouble when you’re drunk.”

She pulled back completely, her jaw tightening. “Right. You mean I’m a slut.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“You don’t have to.” Her voice cracked. “I get it.”

And then she left.

Just walked out of the kitchen, the same way she’d dragged me into it. Only her back was rigid that time. Her shoulders curled inward, like she was trying to protect herself from something I couldn’t see.

I didn’t chase her. I just stood there, sick with guilt and adrenaline, hands shaking and heart pounding, wondering why doing the “right” thing made everything feel so wrong.

In the present, I swallow hard and pull another binder down. The paper edges tremble between my fingers. My throat burns.

Behind me, Talia hasn’t moved in a full minute. She’s holding a file, staring down at it like she’s reading the same line again and again.

She remembers what happened the next morning too.

She came into the living room wearing sunglasses even though the blinds were shut. I was making coffee. She grabbed her shoes from near the couch and said, “Morning,” like it was any other day.

I said, “You were pretty drunk last night.”

She shrugged. “I barely remember it.”

Lie.

But I took it. I let the relief wash over me. I let myself believe she didn’t remember leaning in, didn’t remember the confession, didn’t remember how much she’d claimed to want me.

We both pretended nothing happened.

Until we couldn’t.

The fight didn’t happen right away. Maybe a week later. Maybe two. Some stupid disagreement about plans for a group trip that spiraled fast and ugly.

“You’re so judgmental,” she snapped.

“And you’re reckless,” I fired back before thinking.

The moment it left my mouth, her eyes changed. Sharp. Wounded.

“Wow,” she said. “That’s what you think of me.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“No. You did.”

Everything inside her shut off in that moment, like someone flipped a switch I didn’t even know existed. She turned around, grabbed her bag, and walked out the door.

And just like that, we stopped speaking.

Back here in the archive room, the air feels thick. Heavy. I don’t turn around, but I can feel her watching me.

My chest hurts. Her breathing sounds uneven. We’re both red from the memory even though neither of us has said a word about it.

I slide a binder back onto the shelf with hands that feel too hot.

I was trying to protect her. That’s what I tell myself. That’s the version of the story I cling to.

Behind me, I hear the faint rustle of paper. A sharp exhale. A quiet swallow.

Talia has her own version. She thinks I didn’t want her.

I don’t know which version hurts more.

I finally turn. She does too. Our eyes meet across the rows of dusty shelves, and for one suspended moment, neither of us looks away.

Her cheeks are flushed. Mine probably are too.

She opens her mouth like she’s about to say something—something real, something she’s avoided for years.

But she shuts it again.

We go back to work. Not because we don’t remember.

But because we remember too well.

A moment later, I hear the beginning of an upcoming storm. The rain starts slow—just a soft drumming overhead, easy to ignore.

I’m halfway through a file labeled Regional Metrics Q2 when the thunder cracks loud enough to rattle the vent above my head. I jump. Talia looks up from her side of the room, her eyebrow cocked like she’s waiting for me to say something.

I don’t.

But I do notice the air’s changed. The whole room feels denser. Like someone turned up the gravity.

The rain gets louder. Harder. A steady roar now, pounding against the roof like it’s pissed off. One of the fluorescent lights flickers, and the air conditioner makes a long groan like it’s struggling to keep up.

Then it clicks off.

I wait.

Nothing.

No whir, no hum. Just silence—except for the storm raging overhead.

“Great,” I mutter. I slip off my blazer and fan my shirt away from my chest, already starting to feel it. “God, every time it storms this place turns into a pressure cooker. The air’s heavy, my shirt’s sticking, and I can barely breathe in here.”

Talia doesn’t miss a beat.

“Maybe that’s not the building,” she says without looking at me. “Maybe that’s you.”

I stare at her.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She shrugs, flipping another page with the kind of grace that says she’s not sweating at all. Which I know is a lie, because her forehead’s got a sheen too now. But she wears it better.

“It means,” she says, “you carry tension like it’s your full-time job.”

I scoff. “And?”

“You don’t have to,” she says, like it’s that simple. “You know.”

I roll my eyes and turn back to my files, but I can feel the heat blooming up my neck. My shirt clings to the skin between my shoulder blades, and I wish I’d worn something looser.

Behind me, she keeps talking.

“You ever thought about letting someone help with that?”

I freeze for half a second. “With what? Filing?”

“With loosening up.”

I turn to look at her. She’s not even pretending to hide the smirk this time.

“If this is some weird form of flirting—”

“It’s not weird,” she says, cutting me off. “It’s just honest. You look like you’re about to overheat from holding in all that… control.”

“I’m not holding in anything.”

“You sure?”

She steps around the shelving unit with a file in her hand, but her eyes are fixed on me. I can’t help but notice the way her shirt’s damp at the collarbone, clinging in the middle. At some point, she had taken off her blazer too.

The room is hot. And she’s close now. Too close.

“I could help,” she says, lighter now. Teasing. “If you wanted.”

I feel the flush rise fast and hot.

And I snap.

“Jesus, Talia. Do you ever stop?”

That gets her. Just a little. The smirk falters, but only for a second.

“I’m joking,” she says. “Sort of.”

“You think you can just say shit like that and I’m not supposed to react?”

“Maybe I want you to react.”

I step back. “Well, I am. Just not the way you want.”

She lifts her hands in mock surrender. “Relax, Sloane. I was just offering…I don’t know…like a massage or something.”

I can feel my pulse in my throat. The room is suffocating. Her shirt’s sticking to her ribs. Mine’s damp along the spine. And I don’t trust myself to speak again without saying something I’ll regret.

So I don’t.

I grab the nearest box and carry it toward the table like I have something urgent to sort. Like anything in here matters more than the fact that she’s looking at me like she’s still waiting for an invitation.

And I’m not sure I won’t give it.

I hear the creak of the file cart before I see her shift. Then her voice:

“I’m gonna grab some water.”

Talia heads toward the door with her water bottle in hand like she’s doing us both a favor. Her skin’s flushed from the heat, and her shirt sticks in a way that makes me look longer than I should—dragged damp across the curve of her lower back, clinging lightly to her chest. I catch the line of her bra through the cotton and instantly hate myself for noticing.

I shift my gaze to the floor. I’ve read the same number column three times and couldn’t repeat a single digit.

Then she stops.

There’s a sound. The soft clink of the handle turning. Then again. More forcefully.

“Uh…” she says without turning around. “Sloane?”

I sigh. “What?”

“Did you lock us in?”

I blink. “Do I look like I locked us in?”

She rattles the handle harder. The door doesn’t budge.

“Okay, now it’s being weird.”

I set the file down, wipe my hands on my slacks, and walk over. She steps back so I can try, arms crossed under her chest. Which unfortunately does nothing to help my concentration. I reach for the handle and test it.

It shifts a little. Barely. Then sticks. Won’t give.

I put more weight into it. Nothing.

“This building,” I mutter. “The humidity’s made the frame swell. Again.”

She makes a face. “That’s a thing?”

“Yes. I told them last year the door needed replacing.”

“Of course you did.” She leans against the wall, smirking. “Always so dramatic.”

I pull again, this time putting my shoulder into it. Still stuck. “It’s not dramatic. It’s a fire hazard.”

“So we’re trapped?”

“No,” I say, stepping back. “We’re… slightly delayed.”

She gives the door one more try, using both hands like it’s a vending machine she’s about to shake. It thuds uselessly in its frame.

She exhales. “Okay. Fine. We’re slightly trapped.”

She’s sweating now. So am I. The AC hasn’t come back on, and the air in here is soupy. My shirt clings to my lower back, and I can feel sweat beading under my bra. I tug the collar away from my neck, but it doesn’t help. Everything’s damp, close, too warm. And Talia’s standing a foot away, fanning herself half-heartedly, her shirt pulling tight over her chest every time she lifts her arms.

“Okay, on three,” I say, motioning to the door. “I’ll push. You pull.”

“Classic.” She raises an eyebrow but steps up beside me.

We count. One. Two. Three.

We move together.

Her chest presses against my back as she braces and pulls, her body practically folded against mine. Her breath hits the side of my neck—warm and unintentional but unmistakable.

And my entire body reacts.

My pulse leaps in my throat. I freeze.

For just a second, I forget we’re trying to open a door. All I can feel is her—her weight behind me, the soft swell of her breasts against my shoulder blades, the breath catching in her throat when she realizes how close we are.

I don’t move. Can’t.

She’s still holding the handle, fingers tight, and I’m still standing there like I’m waiting for something to happen.

And I am.

Jesus.

I could turn around. It’d take nothing. An inch of movement and my face would be level with hers. Our mouths would be close. Too close.

I don’t even have to imagine kissing her. I already know what it would feel like. I’ve done it in my head a hundred times since that night. I know the exact pressure it would take to push her back against the door. I know she wouldn’t stop me.

She lets go first. Steps back. Clears her throat like it got caught on something.

“Okay,” she says, light and breathless, “that didn’t work.”

“Yeah,” I manage. My voice is hoarse. “Weird.”

I shift like I’m adjusting my stance, but it’s just to give myself space. Not from the door. From her.

She crouches next to a cabinet, pretending to search through a box. Her hair’s stuck to the side of her neck. Her shirt’s hitched up slightly in the back, revealing a sliver of skin. I glance away immediately, but not before it sears into me.

“I can text maintenance,” I say, pulling my phone out. “Assuming we get reception in here.”

She nods, distracted. Or pretending to be. “Sure.”

I type out a message to Facilities, letting them know we’re stuck. The second it sends, I toss the phone onto the cart beside us and crouch down, elbows on my knees, trying to cool off. My thighs are sticky against my slacks. My bra is soaked through. And I feel like I’m vibrating under my skin.

I was going to kiss her.

I wasn’t even thinking. I just felt her breath and her body and that need that’s been simmering under the surface since she walked into that conference room—hell, since before that, if I’m honest—and I was ready to let it take over.

I’m not ready for that. I tell myself I’m not ready for that.

But my body doesn’t care.

I glance over. She’s sitting cross-legged now, twirling a pen in her fingers, the curve of her breast rising every time she takes a deep breath.

She looks up and catches me staring.

Neither of us says anything.

The air is wet with heat and history. My heart’s pounding like I just ran laps. She’s still looking at me.

And I can’t stop imagining what it would feel like if this time, instead of pulling away, I let myself go. Just once.

Let myself stop being careful.

Let myself want her out loud.

She’s still looking at me.

Not flirty. Not smug. Just... open. And there’s something in her eyes that hits low in my gut—like she knows exactly what I almost did. Like she wanted it too.

And I don’t know what breaks first: the silence, or my ability to keep pretending.

She shifts slightly on the floor, leans back against a filing cabinet. She stretches one leg out and draws the other in like she’s curling in on herself.

Then she says it.

“You really hurt me, you know.”

I stop breathing.

The sentence lands with a quiet kind of violence—no buildup, no warning, just dropped between us like it was waiting for its turn to speak. I blink at her, my whole body tightening. My hips ache against the linoleum, and suddenly the heat in the room isn’t the most uncomfortable part of this.

She doesn’t wait for me to respond. Just keeps going, her voice lower now.

“You acted like I was disgusting for wanting you.”

My mouth opens, then shuts again. I shake my head, slow and stunned. “That’s not what happened.”

“It is what happened.” Her eyes flash. “It’s what it felt like.”

“No,” I say, sharper now. “That’s what you decided to feel. You don’t get to rewrite it just because—”

“Because what?” she cuts in. “Because I was drunk? Because I wasn’t in control of every word that came out of my mouth?”

I stiffen. “I didn’t say that.”

“You said I didn’t know what I was saying,” she snaps. “Like you were above me. Like you were the grown-up in the room and I was just some mess who didn’t know her own feelings.”

I feel it crack inside me—the old instinct to stay cool, stay guarded—splintering all at once.

“I said it because you were drunk, Talia,” I bite out, louder than I mean to. “And I—”

I stop. Close my eyes. Start again.

“I said it because I didn’t want you to wake up feeling like it was a mistake. I thought I was protecting you. I thought I was saving our friendship, not ruining it.”

That last line comes out small. Thin. Like air pushed through a closing throat.

Talia’s still. Totally still.

Her lips are slightly parted, like she was about to speak but the words got stuck. Her brow softens. It’s the first time in years I’ve seen her look surprised by me.

And somehow, that makes it worse.

“I wasn’t rejecting you,” I say, quieter now. “I was terrified. Of just how much I wanted you.”

Her eyes flick down, like she’s processing that. She rests her elbows on her knees and studies the floor for a long time before answering.

“I thought you were ashamed,” she says. Not accusing. Just tired. “Of me. Of the idea of me.”

I exhale. It’s shaky. I feel sweat collect at the base of my neck and slide down between my shoulder blades, and still, I don’t move.

“I wasn’t ashamed of you,” I say. “I was scared of what it would mean if I said yes.”

She nods slowly, eyes still down. “You thought I was straight.”

I hesitate, then nod back. “And drunk. And confused.”

She lifts her chin just enough to look at me again. “I wasn’t.”

I know.

I’ve known, somewhere deep down, for a long time. But hearing her say it, here in this cramped, sweltering room, hits different.

And then she asks, “And what about you?”

The question sits there, humming like the heat.

I look at her. Really look.

“I’m not as straight as I told myself.”

She holds my gaze, and there’s something like relief mixed with pain behind her eyes. A tension loosening and tightening at the same time.

“So we both got it wrong,” she says.

I nod once. “Yeah. We really did.”

She leans her head back against the cabinet and closes her eyes, breathing out through her nose. “I thought you didn’t want me. Not even a little.”

“I did,” I say. “I still do.”

The second it’s out of my mouth, I feel the air shift.

Her eyes open slowly. She doesn’t look shocked. Not really. Just... stripped bare. Like something in her was waiting for this exact sentence, and now that it’s here, she doesn’t know what to do with it.

My pulse is wild. My legs are sore from sitting like this, but I can’t move. It feels like the whole room would tilt if I did.

“I never stopped wanting you,” she says, voice almost too soft to hear.

I swallow hard.

The quiet between us isn’t uncomfortable now. It’s dense. Heavy with everything we just admitted. The air in here still sucks, but it’s not the humidity making it hard to breathe anymore.

It’s her.

It’s this.

I look at her again and I know that if I reach across the space between us, she won’t stop me. Not this time. Not with the truth out in the open. Not with our past cracked wide open and both of us too raw to pretend it didn’t change us.

She shifts slightly, just enough that her thigh brushes mine. A tiny, accidental contact—but it’s enough to short-circuit my brain for a second.

“You okay?” she asks, voice low.

I nod, even though I’m not sure it’s true.

Because I want her. And now she knows. And there’s nowhere left to hide in this room, not even behind excuses.

“I should’ve kissed you that night,” I say. “Or, at least, the next morning.”

She tilts her head. “So why didn’t you?”

I breathe out. “Because I was in love with you. And I thought if I kissed you while you were drunk, and it turned out to mean nothing to you... I wouldn’t survive it.”

She goes still again. Then says quietly, “It would’ve meant everything.”

That’s the moment I break.

Not all the way, not yet—but enough. Enough to scoot forward on the floor, closing the space between us just a little. Not touching. Not kissing. Just there, face tilted toward hers, knees bumping, both of us waiting to see who’s going to make the next move.

But this time?

We’re not pretending we don’t want it.

We’re so close I can feel her breath on my cheek.

It’s warm, damp from the heat in the room, but there’s something else under it—something sharp and electric. We’ve run out of excuses, out of things to argue about. What’s left between us isn’t anger anymore. It’s want. It’s weight. It’s old, and it’s new, and it’s terrifying.

Talia shifts slightly, knees bumping mine. She doesn’t lean in. She doesn’t pull away. Just waits.

And I whisper it before I can stop myself.

“You’re not drunk now.”

Her eyes flick up to mine. She doesn’t blink.

“No,” she says softly. “And neither are you.”

Something catches in my chest.

She’s right. We’re both clear. Sober. Wrecked and sweating and emotionally scraped raw—but awake. Present. The opposite of that night.

There’s a beat where we just breathe each other in. Our foreheads almost touch. My hands are curled tight in my lap, my nails pressing into my skin. Her hand is on her thigh, fingers twitching slightly. Like mine. Like she’s holding herself still because if she moves, she’ll tip into something neither of us can undo.

We’re both trembling.

Not visibly. But I can feel it in my wrists. My jaw. My legs, still pressed to the warm floor, tense like I might have to run.

Only I don’t want to run.

I want to grab her.

But I don’t. Not yet. Because the truth is, I’m still scared.

We both are.

Because underneath everything we said—everything we admitted—there’s still that fear: that this could wreck us. That this could prove we waited too long. That it won’t feel like it should.

Another thunderclap hits the building—louder than before. The ceiling vibrates. The floor hums with it.

And I don’t think.

I move.

My hand shoots out and grabs the front of her shirt—fist closing around the fabric before I even know I’m doing it—and I pull.

She gasps, but she comes willingly. Her body collides with mine, knees scrambling for balance, hands catching the floor. Her breath hitches once—then her mouth crashes into mine.

It’s not gentle. It’s not cautious.

It’s everything we didn’t let happen.

It’s hard and messy, years late and completely uncoordinated. Her lips are hot and searching. Her teeth graze mine. I can taste the heat of her, the sweat and salt and buried frustration. It’s not sweet. It’s not careful.

It’s a fight and a surrender at the same time.

She moans against my mouth when I finally open to her—when my tongue touches hers and the kiss deepens. My fingers slide down to her waist without thinking, curling around her body, pulling her closer until I can feel her thighs slotting between mine.

I feel her hand on my jaw, anchoring me. Her other hand gripping my shoulder like she’s afraid I’ll vanish if she doesn’t hold on.

I break away just long enough to breathe—and whisper it, right there between us.

“This is what I didn’t let happen.”

Talia’s eyes flash, dark and hungry. Her mouth is already swollen, parted, and she looks at me like I’ve finally stopped lying.

She kisses me harder.

No hesitation now. Her hands move—one sliding down my arm, the other slipping under the edge of my shirt. Her palm grazes bare skin at my waist, and I shiver.

Her mouth doesn’t stop moving. It’s rough. Desperate. Our noses bump. My teeth graze her lower lip. I suck it in between mine and bite gently, and the sound she makes isn’t polite. It’s not performative. It’s not for show.

It’s real.

Her hips shift against me. There’s no rhythm yet. Just friction. Heat. Years of not touching finally breaking loose.

I grab the back of her neck and pull her even closer, until there’s nothing but her. My thighs are shaking. My breath’s coming too fast. My whole body’s lit up like it’s been waiting for this moment to turn the power back on.

Her hand moves higher under my shirt, sliding along my ribs, exploring. Her fingers are careful, but the pressure builds. My nipple tightens even before she gets close, and I don’t know if she feels it or if I imagined it, but it doesn’t matter.

Because I want her to touch me.

I want her to see how badly I’ve wanted this.

I break the kiss just long enough to press my forehead to hers. I’m breathing like I just ran miles. So is she.

Her eyes are half-lidded, her face flushed, mouth wet.

She looks like every fantasy I spent years trying to forget.

And we haven’t even started yet.

Talia pulls me up before I even realize I’ve started to move. Her hands slip under my arms, her body flush against mine, and I rise with her.

My back hits the shelves behind me—hard enough to rattle the boxes—and I gasp, but not from pain. It’s her mouth. Her tongue. It’s on my throat now, tracing the edge of my jaw, licking a stripe down the side of my neck that makes my knees buckle.

“Fuck,” I whisper, hands grabbing at her hips to steady myself.

She doesn’t stop. Her hands are already under my shirt, fingers dragging upward, hot and urgent. I raise my arms without thinking, and she yanks the shirt over my head in one fluid motion. It lands somewhere behind us.

My bra’s black and soaked through. I don’t care. She doesn’t either.

She palms my breast through the fabric first—rough and full, like she needs to touch everything at once—and then her fingers slip under the band.

My breath catches.

She unhooks it with one hand like she’s done this a hundred times. Maybe she has. Maybe it doesn’t matter. It’s me she’s touching now. Her lips close around one nipple as her hand tugs the other, and I gasp, hips jerking forward.

“Jesus—Talia—”

She hums around me. It’s a satisfied sound. Like she likes the way I say her name.

I don’t know what to do with my hands. I’m too wound up, too fucking turned on. I slide them under her shirt and shove it up, needing her bare too. She raises her arms. I yank it over her head. Her bra follows, flung to the floor with no ceremony.

We’re both topless now, pressed together. Skin to skin.

Her nipples graze mine. My breath stutters. She’s warm, slick with sweat, her chest heaving. And when our lips crash together again, it’s sloppy. Open-mouthed. Tongue and teeth and desperation.

She breaks first, panting. Then she kisses down my neck again. Lower.

Her hands find my waistband.

“Can I?” she asks, already tugging at the button on my slacks.

I nod. “Yeah. Yes.”

She unzips me with fingers that shake—not clumsy, just trembling with restraint. I feel it. I feel all of it. Her hands at my hips, her mouth at my sternum. I shudder when she kisses down my stomach, each touch more unbearable than the last.

When she sinks to her knees in front of me, I forget how to breathe.

Her hands slide my slacks down. Then my underwear. It all bunches at my ankles, but I don’t step out of it. I can’t move.

She looks up at me—eyes dark, lips parted—and I swear she’s never looked more fucking beautiful than she does right now, on her knees, heat rolling off her like it’s coming from the floor itself.

And then she kisses between my thighs.

Not teasing anymore. Her mouth is right there—hot and open—pressing into the center of me. I jolt, legs stiffening, as her tongue slides between my folds and licks a slow, wet stripe straight up my pussy.

“Fuck—” I choke out, already breathless.

Her grip tightens on my thighs, anchoring me, spreading me wider. Her tongue flicks again—this time softer, circling my clit, slow and deliberate. She moans like she likes how I taste, and the sound sends a pulse straight through me.

My fingers tangle in her hair, yanking without meaning to. She groans into me again—like she wants it rough, like she wants me messy for her.

Then she dives in deeper.

Her mouth seals over my clit and she starts sucking—harder, wetter, the kind of rhythm that makes my hips jerk forward like I can’t control them. Her tongue flutters fast, then slows again, drawing long, firm licks through the slickness she’s coaxed out of me.

I can’t stop moving. I grind against her face without shame now, panting, chasing it.

She doesn’t back off.

She keeps licking my pussy like she owns it. Like this is hers now. Every whimper, every twitch, every desperate fucking breath.

“Talia—Jesus—don’t stop—”

She doesn’t. Her mouth stays locked to me, her tongue flicking tighter now, faster, precise.

It’s too much.

I break apart against her mouth, everything clenching and releasing at once. My thighs shake around her head. My whole body bows forward, and I come so hard I cry out—loud, guttural, shameless.

And she doesn’t stop until I’m twitching and begging.

My thighs shake. My back arches. My mouth falls open in a silent cry as everything pulses through me in waves—sharp and hot and fucking unstoppable.

When it fades, I collapse against the shelves, chest heaving. My legs are jelly. My whole body feels blown open.

She pulls back slowly, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Her eyes meet mine.

“You good?” she asks, breathless.

I laugh—sharp and disbelieving. “You have no idea.”

She grins.

I reach for her.

“Get up here.”

She does. I grab her, spin her gently, press her back where I just was. Her pants are still on, barely. I fumble with the button and zipper, dragging everything down in one hard pull. She steps out of them this time.

Her panties are black and damp and completely unnecessary.

I slide them down, slow on purpose.

She’s flushed and gorgeous and watching me like she can’t believe this is happening.

I cup the back of her thigh, hoist her leg up and around my waist, and then I press myself between her legs, skin to skin. I grind once, slow and hard, and we both gasp.

We kiss like we’re starving. I taste myself on her tongue and it only makes me hungrier. Her hips buck. Her hands are in my hair, yanking, anchoring. Her chest arches forward and I grab one breast, sucking her nipple into my mouth hard enough to make her whimper.

“God, Sloane—”

“Tell me what you want.”

She pants. “You.”

“Already had me.”

She smiles, wild and breathless. “Then I want you again.”

I drop to my knees.

I kiss her inner thigh. Her knee. The soft crease where her leg meets her hip. She twitches under me, already sensitive, already straining toward more.

Then I lean in and press my mouth to her pussy.

She gasps—loud, unfiltered—her whole body jolting as my tongue parts her and licks a slow, deliberate stroke right through her center.

“Fuck—Sloane—”

She’s soaked. Warm and slick and pulsing against my mouth. I flatten my tongue and lick her again, firmer this time, savoring the way she arches into it. Her hands slam into the shelf behind her, fingers grasping at anything to hold on to.

I suck her clit once—light, testing—and she cries out like I’ve shocked her.

God, she’s sweet. Her pussy’s so soft and wet I want to lose myself in it. I groan against her and dive in harder, licking and sucking with purpose now, working her open with my mouth until she’s grinding against me.

She whimpers. Her leg trembles on my shoulder. I press my hands to her hips, holding her steady as she starts to fall apart.

“Sloane—please—don’t stop—”

I don’t.

I lick her pussy like it’s the only thing that matters—like I’ve waited years to worship her like this. I focus on her clit now, circling with my tongue, then flicking fast and tight until her voice breaks into pieces.

“Please—fuck—Sloane—”

She comes hard.

Her back slams into the shelf. Her hips grind against my face, desperate and out of control. Her hands grip my hair like she needs it, needs me, mouth open wide as she sobs through her orgasm, eyes clenched shut.

It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

When she finally goes still, I stand.

She’s still breathless. Pink and sweating and completely fucked-out.

She pulls me in for a kiss. It’s slower now. Sweeter.

We slide to the floor, both of us ruined, tangled in each other’s limbs. Our thighs are still slick. Our mouths keep meeting. Her fingers drift up my stomach, lazy and reverent.

There’s no more pretending. Not in this heat. Not in this room. Not after everything we just did.

I don’t know what this means.

But I know I want more.

And this time, I’m not walking away.
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We’re still against the shelves.

Sticky, flushed, barely dressed. Talia’s legs are tangled with mine, her thigh still pressed between both of mine like neither of us fully let go. One of her bra straps is somehow looped around my ankle, and there's a damn paperclip jabbing into my hip from the folder we knocked over. Her hand is resting on my stomach, fingers spread like she forgot it was there—or doesn’t want to move it.

Neither of us is talking.

But we’re both smiling. That stupid, breathless, wrecked kind of smile you can’t fake even if you tried. The kind that makes your cheeks ache and your chest feel like it might split open in a good way. I shift just enough to breathe and hear her laugh again, soft and happy against my skin, and I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to kiss someone more.

I start dressing first. Not because I want to. Just because I know if I don’t, I’m going to climb back into her lap and forget the world exists. I reach for my bra, hook it one-handed without finesse, then crawl halfway across the floor to grab my blouse, avoiding the exact patch of linoleum where my knees almost gave out earlier. There’s a streak of dust across my side. I wipe it off and miss.

Talia doesn’t move for a while. She stretches first—arms overhead, chest rising, head tipped back like she’s basking in the heat still hanging in the room. Her hair is an absolute mess. She looks smug and undone and stupidly gorgeous. She doesn’t need to say anything. She just grins when she catches me looking.

We keep glancing at each other and cracking up. No words. Just—laughter. Low and private. Like we’ve already reached the part of the relationship where we share a language no one else speaks.

I button my blouse crooked on the first try. Talia sees. Doesn’t say a word. Just quirks one eyebrow like, really? I roll my eyes and fix it while she zips up her pants, still topless, not in a rush. Neither of us bothers with our blazers. Mine’s probably got dust on it and hers is halfway buried under the file cart anyway.

I’m about to lean in—just one more kiss—when the door handle rattles.

We both freeze. Like idiots. Like high schoolers in the back of someone’s car.

The door pops open with a loud metallic clunk.

We jump apart. Too fast. The kind of fast that makes it worse.

A guy in a maintenance uniform stands in the doorway, blinking at us. Late thirties, maybe. Ball cap, clipboard, slightly confused expression. Eyebrows already up like he walked in on something that confirms every theory he just came up with on the way up here.

“Uh…” he says slowly, glancing between us. “You two get stuck?”

I clear my throat. Try to stand a little straighter. “Yeah. Door swelled from the humidity.”

Talia nods a little too fast beside me, her hair still wild, her blouse half untucked. “Thanks for coming.”

He squints, one brow still raised. “Right. Well. You’re good now.”

“Great,” I say quickly. “Thanks again.”

We both mumble it at the same time, voices overlapping, and squeeze past him like nothing happened—even though it’s written all over both our faces. And probably still visible in our clothes. I’m not sure either of us is walking perfectly straight.

The hallway is brighter than I remembered. Harsher, fluorescent. My eyes squint against it. I feel warm and ridiculous and like I’m halfway out of my body. But she’s right there next to me, close enough that our arms brush as we walk.

She’s still smiling.

So am I.

We make it a few steps in silence before I glance sideways. “So…”

“So,” she echoes, grinning at the ceiling.

I stop walking. Right in the middle of the hallway.

She turns to face me. Hair messy. Lips swollen. Collar slightly askew. She looks like something that just happened. Something that’s still happening.

“Go out with me tonight,” I say.

It comes out simple. Not casual. Not a dare. Just true.

Her smile flickers. Not because it fades—because it deepens. Like something real just landed. Her expression goes soft and shy for once, but there’s nothing uncertain about it. She nods.

“Yeah,” she says quietly. “I will.”

We just stand there.

Looking at each other like we’re not ready to go separate directions yet. Like we’re both still trying to process what the hell just shifted between us.

Her cheeks are still flushed. Mine probably are too. My shirt’s wrinkled, and my pulse hasn’t settled, and I still want to kiss her again so badly it physically aches.

But we don’t.

Not here.

Instead, we just stare. Grinning. Both of us wrecked and beaming, not pretending anymore.

And for the first time in a long time—maybe ever—it feels easy.
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