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Chapter One

The streetlights of Keana’s neighborhood cast golden halos onto the freshly fallen snow, their light swallowed and softened by the continuing flurry. Inside her living room, the world outside might as well have ceased to exist. The scent of pine and cinnamon hung heavy in the air, mingling with the residual heat from the oven where she’d just finished baking the molasses cookies her little brother Jeremy loved so much.

Her phone buzzed against the wooden coffee table. A text from him.

Jeremy: You coming tonight?

Keana: Leaving now. Traffic's a nightmare.

Keana glanced at the clock. 7:43 PM. The party started at seven. It wasn’t traffic delaying her—it was the vague dread of forced small talk and people asking about her influencer life like it was more interesting than it really was.

Jeremy: Liar. You live five minutes away. Hurry up. Cali’s here.

Keana frowned. Cali?

Her thumbs hovered over the screen.

Keana: Who’s Cali?

The reply came fast, like he’d been waiting for her to ask.

Jeremy: The girl I keep telling you about. The one I’m gonna ask out someday when I have $. Get over here.

Ah. That girl.

Keana didn’t know much—only that Jeremy mentioned Cali constantly, always with a puffed-up confidence she didn’t fully believe. “She’s an absolute baddie. Gonna marry her one day,” he’d joke. She’d assumed he was exaggerating. Or delusional. Or both.

Still, curiosity pricked at her. Anyone who managed to keep Jeremy this focused had to be interesting. For better or worse.

She gathered the tin of cookies and headed for the door, tugging on her denim jacket. The well-worn fabric settled comfortably across her shoulders, thick from the lined interior and sturdy enough to brace against the cold. Her reflection in the hallway mirror caught her eye—her dark wolf-cut falling in soft, tousled layers around her face, the fitted black turtleneck sweater and high-waisted pants clean and simple, the twin-ring belt glinting faintly under the dim bulb. A thin gold chain glimmered at her collarbone—sharp against the black fabric—and the oversized gold watch at her wrist anchored her with its familiar heft.

She looked… good. Not too styled or curated, just put-together in a way that felt like herself. She nodded once at her reflection with her usual crooked grin, then headed for the door.

Just another holiday party.

Her brother threw one every year.

She’d talk to his friends, chill, sip some water, and keep an eye on Jeremy whenever he got too loud or started daring people to do anything questionable. A few hours later she’d head home and turn in early.

Simple enough.

But still, something in the air felt… charged.

Keana locked up behind her and stepped onto the front stoop. A fresh gust of cold brushed her cheeks, carrying the crisp scent of winter and the hush of falling snow. She stomped carefully down the snowy stone stairway that led to the parking lot beside her condo, boots crunching with each step.

Despite herself, she smiled. As an adult, she was supposed to hate weather like this—everyone complained about slush and late trains and frozen sidewalks—but she’d never grown out of wishing for snow.

And this year, she was getting it.

It was actually going to be a snowy Christmas — something New York hadn’t delivered in years. Thick flakes drifted lazily through the streetlights, settling over cars, branches, rooftops. The whole world looked softer for it, quieter, peaceful in a way that loosened something tight inside her.

“About time,” she murmured, brushing a layer of snow from her car door before climbing in.

Cookies beside her, engine humming, Keana let herself enjoy that small, quiet thrill—a white Christmas, at last—before pulling out toward Jeremy’s place and whatever “Cali” awaited her there.

And thanks to the weather, traffic wasn’t so bad.

Jeremy’s townhouse was ablaze with light, strings of multicolored bulbs framing the windows, an inflatable snowman listing slightly on the lawn. Inside, the noise was a loud, chaotic blend of laughter, overlapping conversations, and the bass of some pop song she didn’t recognize. Devin and Cody were already deep into a game of beer pong in the dining room, their shouts of victory and groans of defeat punctuating the air.

Jeremy spotted her the second she stepped through the door. He cut through the crowd, grinning like he’d been waiting to drag her into something. She had just started shrugging off her jacket when he called out to her.

“There she is!” he shouted over the music. “The Instagram superstar! Finally decided to join the peasants?”

“Oh, shut up,” Keana laughed, letting him pull her into a hug.

“Hey, where’s your Christmas sweater?” he demanded, leaning back to look her over like he already knew the answer.

“I forgot,” she said.

“Yeah, okay. That’s what you said last year. Which is why I bought you one.”

Keana rolled her eyes. “You bought it for yourself and then realized it didn’t fit.”

“That’s not—okay, maybe, but that’s not the point.”

Up close, the family resemblance was impossible to miss. Even as half-siblings, they shared the same angular cheekbones and those sharp, expressive eyebrows that made every emotion look louder than it was. Their warm brown eyes caught the same glint of amusement whenever they looked at each other. Jeremy was broader through the chest, less defined than she was, and his straight hair fell past his shoulders in a way that made him look like he was always halfway through getting ready.

But the real giveaway was subtler: the way both of them automatically shifted their weight to one hip, shoulders loose, posture relaxed. People moved around them easily, drawn into that quiet, unspoken promise they both had in their stance—that everything was going to be fine, that nothing was urgent, that they had the room handled just by being in it.

Jeremy hooked an arm around her shoulders and steered her deeper inside past the clusters of people.

It was a typical New York City holiday party—an overpriced, too-small-but-somehow-still-homey townhouse, packed past reasonable capacity. String lights looped from wall to wall, turning the whole place into a rich amber glow. A fake tree sat crooked in the corner, drowning in mismatched ornaments. Cheap wine sloshed in plastic cups. The air hummed with overlapping chatter, bursts of laughter, and the steady thump of a playlist no one had bothered to curate.

Jeremy leaned toward her so he could speak without shouting.

“Come on,” he said, nudging her with his elbow. “I want you to talk with people before they get too drunk to form sentences.”

Keana arched a brow. “So… five minutes?”

“Exactly,” he said, grinning.

But he didn’t lead her toward Devin or Cody or any familiar face.

Jeremy guided her through the living room toward the tree, where a small group had gathered—friends she vaguely recognized, a couple she didn’t, and then one woman who made Keana slow to a halt.

She stood near the window, framed by the shimmer of falling snow and the muted glow of the city behind her. And she was… breathtaking. Not in a loud, attention-hungry way, but in a way that made the room seem to bend around her.

Her dark blue mesh top caught the light with tiny flecks of glitter, shifting every time she moved. The black bralette beneath traced the shape of her body with unapologetic precision. A leather skirt hugged her waist and ended in a sharp, clean slit at her thigh. Even her heels—simple black ankle straps—looked elegant enough to belong at the center of a winter photoshoot.

But her eyes—dark, kind, quietly luminous—pulled Keana in more than any of it. There was a softness there, something sweet and secretive that didn’t need to compete with the glam. And her hair, dyed blonde and cut just above her shoulders, showed dark roots peeking through—a small, unpolished truth woven through all that shine.

“Cali!” Jeremy shouted over the music. “Come here—I want you to meet someone.”

Cali turned, drink in hand, and the surprise on her face was unmistakable. Not unpleasant. Not startled. Just… surprised. Her lips parted slightly. Like she’d been expecting someone else, and what she got instead was better.

The words hung between them, soft as snowflakes, but Cali’s eyes held something knowing, something that made Keana’s breath catch in her throat.

For a moment, Keana couldn’t find her voice—a rarity that unsettled her. Cali carried a kind of stillness beneath the noise of the party, not confidence exactly, but something intentional and tender, like a person who felt things deeply and didn’t bother to hide it. She pursed her plump lips—painted in a soft, matte lilac—before offering a small smile.

“It’s good to finally meet you,” Cali said, her voice soft and warm, the earlier surprise melting from her features.

“It’s good to meet you too,” Keana replied, her own voice low and even—more balanced than she felt inside.

Jeremy clapped Keana’s shoulder, the sound too loud against the quiet tension building between them, completely oblivious.

“I’m gonna go… check on something—you two talk, get to know each other,” he declared, pointing at them like he was assigning orders.

And then he vanished into the crowd.

Cali watched him go, then lifted her glass for another small sip before her gaze drifted back to Keana with a slow, curious ease. She didn’t rush to fill the silence or glance away out of nervousness. She simply looked, head slightly tilted, as though she were reading something in Keana’s face—something quiet and unspoken that only she could see.

Keana held her stare a moment longer than she meant to, something inside her easing in response to that soft attention.

“So,” Cali said gently, “where do I know you from?”

Keana tilted her head, a slow smile forming. “I don't know. Why do you ask?”

Cali's eyes dipped for the briefest second—just enough to betray a spark of recognition—before meeting Keana's again. “You just look so familiar.”

“Maybe online?” Keana suggested, her smile widening.

“Maybe,” Cali murmured, her mouth curving at one corner.

Her gaze drifted again—slow, soft, curious. Keana felt it like a caress across the space between them, a touch that was both intimate and meant just for her.

Before Keana could think of what to say next, her phone buzzed in her pocket. A message from Jeremy.

Jeremy: Well?? What do you think??

Then: Has she talked about me?!

Keana ignored it, her attention fixed on the woman before her.

Cali took another sip, her eyes never leaving Keana’s. The moment stretched, hazy and decadent, and Keana found herself wanting to step closer—to bridge the small space between them despite the warning bells ringing faintly in her mind.

Her eyes drifted downward before she could stop them—just a flicker, a slip.

The delicate mesh catching the light, the curve of the leather skirt, a glimpse of bare thigh through the slit—

And then she yanked her gaze back up, heat crawling across her cheeks.

Cali smiled over her drink, a small, unmistakable expression that made Keana's heart skip. For a moment, nothing else in the room existed—not the music, not the bodies dressed in ugly sweaters weaving past them, not the reason Jeremy had dragged her into this room.

Just the two of them standing in the glow of Christmas lights, snow falling behind the glass, something unspoken shifting between them like a tide too powerful to resist.

“I’m gonna run to the restroom,” Cali said, her voice soft and sweet.

“It’s upstairs, first door on the right,” Keana replied automatically—and instantly regretted it. Of course Cali knew where the bathroom was. She’d probably been here before. With Jeremy.

A small pang hit low in Keana’s gut before she could stop it.

Cali’s lips parted as if to respond, but the music surged at the wrong moment, swallowing whatever she meant to say. She squeezed her eyes shut with a wide, helpless smile, then lifted a finger in a quick just a minute gesture.

That’s when Keana noticed her nails.

Short, neatly manicured, shaped into soft ovals. A glossy, translucent wash of pale pink covered them—those delicate soap nails that caught the light like glass dipped in rosewater. Practical, elegant, intentional. A detail most people wouldn’t pause on.

Keana found herself doing exactly that.

Then Cali slipped away into the moving crowd, leaving Keana standing there with the echo of her presence lingering like perfume in the air.

And in that moment, Keana knew with terrifying certainty that this was trouble—dangerous and soft and utterly irresistible.

Before she could chase the feeling, one of Jeremy's friends—Devin—materialized out of nowhere.

“Keana! Hey—question. Is whey or plant-based protein—”

She tuned out almost instantly. Nodded in the right places. Made a few vague sounds of agreement. Her focus kept sliding across the room, pulled like a magnet toward the other side where Cali had disappeared.

“…we should lift together sometime—”

“KEANA!”

Jeremy barreled into her line of sight, flushed from beer and enthusiasm. “I need you to carry me.”

Keana blinked. “What?”

“Princess style,” he announced proudly, spreading his arms. “Show them how freakishly strong you are.”

A few people laughed. A woman who’d been watching from the kitchen doorway called out, “Please do it, it’ll make my whole, entire night.”

Keana sighed but lifted her brother anyway, arms sliding under his knees and back like it was nothing. He whooped, kicking one leg out for dramatic flair as the room erupted in cheers.

“See?” Jeremy yelled from his throne in her arms. “Absolute tank.”

“Alright, Your Highness,” Keana muttered, setting him down. “Try not to break anything.”

Someone wearing a Santa hat immediately stepped forward with a red cup. “What can I get you? Beer? Vodka soda? Holiday sangria? It’s disgusting, but, like, in a festive way.”

“No, thanks,” Keana said, adjusting her top. “I don’t drink.”

The guy looked momentarily confused, then shrugged and wandered away to serve someone punch.

Keana looked past him, her heart-rate spiking as something low and electric curled through her chest.

Because across the room, through the shifting crowd, Cali had reappeared—talking to someone, laughing a little too easily, her steps just unsteady enough that Keana felt something tighten low in her stomach.

Not jealousy.

Not exactly.

Concern.

Protectiveness.

A pull she didn’t expect.

She watched Cali’s hand brush the arm of the guy next to her—a light, clumsy tap that didn’t match the careful awareness she’d worn earlier. Her gaze kept drifting, unfocused, sliding over the room as if searching for an anchor.

And every time, it found Keana.

Cali wasn’t drunk, not yet—but she was heading there fast.

And she kept looking back.

Even when she was mid-conversation.

Even when someone else was talking directly to her.

Those dark, shimmering eyes found Keana every time—quick glances through the crowd, each one landing on her like a spark that no one else seemed to notice. And every time their eyes locked, something flared in her chest—too sudden, too hot, blooming with the speed of something that had no business forming this fast.

Warm, dizzy excitement washed through her like rain over hot pavement, dissolving the shame she should have felt for looking at her brother’s crush this way. But then she caught sight of Cali on the couch—sitting back, one leg crossed, watching her openly.

No attempt to hide it.

No apology.

Just that slow, deliberate bite of her lip.

Keana looked away a beat too quickly, her brows knitting in a silent please, not this, not her, you can’t—a quiet, helpless reaction she couldn’t mask fast enough. And beneath it, treacherous and steady, sat an unmistakable Fuck. Yes. She fixed her gaze on the Christmas lights instead, grounding herself in anything that wasn’t the woman on the couch watching her like that.

Keana was half-listening to an explanation about the difference between micronutrients and macronutrients when she realized she couldn’t find Cali anymore.

Her heartbeat skipped.

Keana excused herself, slipping through the crowd, checking the kitchen, the hallway, then finally heading upstairs. The carpet quieted her steps, muffling the noise from below.

Halfway down the hall, she found her.

Cali stood near the closet by Jeremy’s bedroom door, facing the wall, her attention fixed on her phone. She wasn’t snooping—she just looked buzzed, adrift, like she’d meant to go somewhere and ended up here instead.

“Lost?” Keana whispered, her voice low and gentle.

Cali turned—slowly—eyes wide and soft, glittering in the dim hallway light. “A little,” she said, voice hovering between a laugh and confession.

She was drunk. Not sloppy, not gone, but loose enough that her guard had lowered, her edges gone tender, revealing the vulnerable woman beneath the armor.

“Come on,” Keana murmured, stepping closer. “I can drive you home.”

Cali blinked, surprised—and relieved. “Actually, yeah. I was about to get an Uber. Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I’m happy to,” Keana said simply. “Where do you live?”

Cali nodded, a tiny movement. “Sure, let me give you my address.”

Keana guided her back downstairs, steady hand at her elbow, the heat of Cali’s skin startling through the fine fabric. She could feel the slight tremor in Cali’s arm, the subtle lean toward her as they moved.

Jeremy was laughing with some friends when Keana approached him.

“We’re heading out,” she said, her voice tight with urgency.

He looked between them, confused but buzzed enough not to question it. “Already?” he asked, then his expression shifted the second he looked at Cali.

“Hey… hope we can talk soon. Text me,” he said, trying for charming, his voice turning tipsy-smooth.

Cali giggled politely. “I’ll see you later, Jeremy.”

Jeremy shot her a pair of finger guns—unfortunately—and wandered back toward the drink station.

Keana exhaled through her nose, half amused, half resigned, then reached for the peppermint-shaped tin on the counter. She lifted the lid, pulled out one of the molasses cookies, wrapped it carefully in a napkin, and held it out.

“For you.”

Cali blinked at the offering as if Keana had handed her something far more meaningful than a few bites of sugar. Her expression softened, eyes widening just a touch—the kind of quiet surprise people showed when they weren’t used to being tended to in the small ways.

Keana grabbed her jacket and slipped it on smoothly, then pivoted back to Cali’s side. She snapped her fingers once, a quiet oh slipping through her thoughts.

“And water.”

She grabbed a bottle from the counter and pressed it into Cali’s free hand. “Here. You should drink this.”

Cali stared at the bottle, then up at Keana, eyes softening in a way that made something molten curl low in Keana’s stomach.

“Thank you,” Cali murmured, voice quiet, real.

Cali held both gingerly, her fingers brushing against Keana’s in the exchange—a light touch, but enough to send a bright line of electricity up Keana’s arm. Instinctively, Keana glanced down, focusing on their hands for a beat she hoped didn’t last as long as it felt.

“Did you bring a jacket?” Keana asked.

Cali blinked, then nodded her head with a small, sheepish laugh. “I did. I thought I left it on the couch, but… it’s gone.”

“That’s okay,” Keana said without hesitation.

She shrugged out of her denim jacket and draped it over Cali’s bare shoulders. The contrast was startling—Cali’s glittering, midnight-blue top against the simple, worn softness of Keana’s jacket, like something borrowed meant to be kept.

Then Keana guided her toward the door, one steady hand on Cali’s back, as they moved through the kitchen. The cold pressed against the windows, blurring the edges of the city outside, snow catching every bit of light and turning it into something soft and glowing.

When Keana opened the door, winter rushed in—sharp, clean, and breathtaking. The city lights refracted across the fresh snow like scattered stars, the night alive with the quiet hush that only came during the first real snow of the season.

Cali’s breath hit the air in a faint cloud. “Thank you… again,” she whispered, voice touched with something fragile. She held the jacket tighter around herself, fingers curling into the fabric like she didn’t quite want to let go.

Keana didn’t say anything.

She didn’t have to.

They walked toward the steps, the snow gathering fast across the stone. Cali’s heel slid the slightest bit on the icy edge—nothing dramatic, just a quick stutter of balance—and Keana reached out instinctively, catching her hand. The water bottle slipped from Cali’s grasp and hit the ground with a soft thud.

Cali’s fingers tightened around hers, soft and immediate, a quiet gasp leaving her lips as she steadied herself. For a beat, they just stood there, hand in hand, breath mingling in the cold.

“Sorry,” Cali murmured, eyes flicking up with a shy, buzzed smile. “Didn’t think the universe was gonna test me tonight.”

“I’ve got you,” Keana said, her voice low, steady.

Cali didn’t let go right away. Neither did Keana, who shifted only when she had to—leaning down to retrieve the fallen water bottle, her fingers brushing the snow from its surface before straightening again.

The snow padded their steps as they walked toward the car, city lights against the night flickering off the ground in gold and blue. The world had gone quieter around them, the party noise fading behind the closed door, replaced by the muted hush of winter.

And something quiet surrounded them—weightless, unspoken, already threading itself into all that waited ahead.

***

Keana unlocked the car, brushing the snow from the passenger-side handle before opening it for Cali. She slid in carefully, gathering the jacket around herself like a blanket.

Once they were both inside and the heater began its slow rise, Keana asked softly, “Did you like the party?”

Cali made a face, then let out a breathy laugh. “It was… a lot. But fun.” Her eyes traced the interior as she settled back. “Your car is really clean,” she added, like it was a compliment—or maybe a revelation.

Keana huffed a smile. “Uh—yeah. Boredom. And such.”

Cali laughed again, lighter this time.

In reality, the car was only this clean because Keana had been mixing a protein shake in the front seat the other day when the container tipped over in the passenger side, dusting everything in a fine layer she’d been forced to scrub out.

But Cali didn’t need to know that.

Keana cleared her throat and typed the address Cali had given into the GPS. The voice from the console began giving directions, but Cali didn’t seem to hear. She’d eaten half the cookie, the rest still in her lap, and her head rested gently against the window, lashes low.

By the next stoplight, she was asleep.

Keana glanced over. Cali had curled into the jacket completely, pulling it up to her chin, breaths slow and even. Something in Keana’s chest tightened— protective, all-encompassing, almost unbearably tender.

When they reached the apartment building, Keana shut off the engine and turned toward her.

“Hey, Cali,” she whispered, lightly rubbing her shoulder. “Cali? We’re here.”

Cali blinked awake in slow pieces, her lashes fluttering as she took in the dim car, the snow outside, Keana leaning close. “Mm… sorry,” she murmured, then smiled. “Oh—hello. I thought you were a dream.”

Keana froze for half a second, unsure how to respond.

Cali blinked again, eyes lingering on her face with a sleepy sort of awe. “You’re really gorgeous,” she whispered, voice sultry and unguarded. “Like… stupidly gorgeous.”

Keana’s breath caught. “I—uh.” She shook her head, trying to find footing. “Let’s get you inside.”

Cali nodded, still smiling softly, unaware of how those simple, unfiltered words had landed.
“You ever wanna pick me up like a princess,” she murmured, “you let me know.”

Keana let out a sharp scoff as she stepped out of the car, the cold air hitting her lungs. “Yeah, okay,” she muttered, half under her breath—because the image alone was enough to rattle her.

They walked slowly toward the building, Keana watching Cali carefully in case she slipped.

“You’re so sweet,” Cali mumbled.

“Just want to make sure you make it in okay,” Keana said, breath fogging the air.

Inside the lobby, warmth wrapped around them after the sharp winter air. Cali leaned slightly against the wall as Keana pressed the elevator button.

“Which floor?” Keana asked.

“Six,” Cali said, then rubbed her eyes. “Six-twelve.”

When the doors opened, Keana guided her inside, close enough to steady her if she wobbled. Even with Cali in heels, Keana stood nearly a foot taller, her presence solid and watchful.

Cali’s posture softened as they stepped into the hallway, shoulders loosening, eyes half-lidded. The buzz of the night had finally caught up with her, her body giving in to exhaustion with each slow, unsteady step.

Inside the apartment, Cali flicked on the lights. She kicked off her heels at the door and padded toward the bedroom, tugging the jacket off only when the bed came into view.

“You want help getting into bed?” Keana asked gently.

Cali nodded, eyes barely open. She slipped out of her leather skirt and mesh top with sleepy clumsiness, left in nothing but the bralette and lace underwear. Keana looked away, keeping her hands steady as she pulled the blanket back for her.

Cali crawled in, a sleepy sigh slipping past her lips. “Keana…?”

“Yeah?”

“You could stay,” she whispered, voice soft and slurred, looking up at her through her lashes with an innocence so unguarded it hit Keana straight in the chest.

For a heartbeat, Keana forgot how to breathe. That look—open, trusting, impossibly sweet—made something fierce coil inside her. As if she would give this girl anything she asked for, right here, right now, even though they’d only met hours ago. Even though she shouldn’t.

Keana forced herself to swallow. “Maybe some other time. I should go. But get some rest, okay?”

Cali nodded, reaching out in a small, searching gesture, fingers curling at the air. “The jacket… can you leave it? I’ll give it back, I—”

Keana bent to grab the denim jacket from the floor before she could finish, her chest tightening all over again. “Of course. You can keep it.”

She laid it gently over her, and by the time the fabric settled, Cali was already fading into sleep.

Keana moved quietly through the apartment, found the kitchen light switch, and filled a glass of water. She placed it gently on the nightstand beside her.

A small ragdoll kitten hopped onto the bed, its fur a pale ball of fluff as it padded toward her. It sniffed Keana’s hand with cautious interest before nudging into her fingers. She gave it a gentle scratch behind the ear, the cat purring instantly.

Cali murmured something in her sleep, shifting beneath the jacket. The lamp cast a serene cool glow across her face—softening her features, smoothing every worry line, making her look painfully delicate. Pretty in a way that Keana couldn’t look away from.

She lingered for a breath too long, then shook herself.

Don’t be weird. Don’t stare. She’s drunk. Go.

Keana pushed to her feet, stepping back from the bed.

As she turned to leave, something tugged at her. A quiet pull she couldn’t place.
She crossed to the entryway, opened a drawer, and found a stack of neon post-its and a thick black Sharpie.

She hesitated only a moment before writing:

Let me know if you ever need a ride.

—Keana

She added her number beneath it.

Keana stuck the note beside the water glass, then stepped back, taking one last look at Cali asleep beneath her own jacket.

The apartment was silent.

Soft.

Suspended.

Keana slipped out the door, making sure it locked behind her, and walked back to the car through the hush of falling snow.

It’s harmless, she told herself as she reached the driver’s seat. A simple note. Nothing more. If it was just the alcohol—if the whole night blurred for Cali—she could wake up and pretend it never happened. No pressure. No expectations. Just a mistake easily ignored.

Still, as Keana pulled onto the empty street and made her way back toward her condo, guilt pressed into her ribs. But that didn’t matter anyways, because it couldn’t ever happen.

She couldn’t want this.

She shouldn’t want her.

There was no way this could ever become anything.

Absolutely no way.


Chapter Two

Keana’s alarm went off at five on the dot.

She didn’t hit snooze. She never did.

She swung her legs out of bed, walked to the kitchen, and opened the fridge. Overnight oats—chia, peanut butter, almond milk, cinnamon, blueberries. She stirred it absently as she leaned against the counter, the light still soft and blue through her windows. Her mind should’ve been empty at this hour.

It wasn’t.

Cali’s sleepy smile flickered up uninvited.

The way she’d looked at her in the car.

The way she’d curled into the jacket like it was hers. Like she was hers.

Keana exhaled, slow. “Bro, get it together,” she muttered under her breath.

She finished her breakfast, pulled her hair back, and headed out into the still-dark morning for the gym. Freezing. Salted ice crunched under her sneakers.

The city was quiet.

Her routine was not.

Fifteen minutes on the stair-stepper to warm up, followed by sprints.

Then deadlifts.

Chest presses.

Rows.

The stuff that usually cleared her head.

Today, though?

Cali drifted in and out between songs on her playlist—slow, full of base, a little steamy, the kind she only listened to when she needed motivation. Or distraction.

At one point, after a heavier lift, her grip tightened around the bar—and her mind slipped sideways.

Cali’s eyes on her. Relaxed. Half-lidded.

Inviting.

Lips parting.

The slow glide of breath.

Sweat glistening over warm bronze skin like a sheen of gold under soft light.

And that voice—quiet, velvet-soft—saying her name.

Keana sat on a bench with her hood up and finally, she indulged these nagging daydreams. The ones she’d been pushing back since dawn.

Cali spread across her sheets, clothes on the floor. Keana imagined her own hands tracing the curve of Cali's hipbone, placing soft kisses along her lower belly as her back arched in response. Those trusting, shimmering eyes would flutter closed when Keana's fingers drifted lower, parting soft folds already slick and ready. Cali would gasp—soft, breathy sounds—as Keana circled her entrance, teasing before sliding one finger deep inside. Cali would tremble, sitting up to look at her, eyes desperate, thighs parting wider as Keana added another finger, curling upward to find the spot that made her cry out. Keana's tongue would press against Cali's clit in slow, deliberate licks as her fingers worked within, building that exquisite tension until Cali's back arched completely off the sheets, head thrown back, mouth open in a soundless gasp of pure release. Keana would watch her, mesmerized, as she felt Cali's inner walls contract around her fingers, as her chest rose and fell with ragged breaths, her moans echoing in the room.

A sound broke loose from Keana’s throat before she could stop it.

Not loud.

Not indecent.

Just… unguarded.

A small, helpless hum.

It startled her more than the imagined heat did. Suddenly she was back in front of the mirror in her gym clothes, seated behind the bar. She tugged out one earbud, heart thudding in her chest. The gym clattered around her in the dim early-morning lighting—machines whirring, weights clinking faintly, someone’s sneakers squeaking across the floor. Only a handful of people were there at that hour: the committed, the lonely, the ones who had nowhere else to be.

No one looked up.

People made noises here all the time.

Grunts. Groans. Full-bodied shouts when the weight hit that limit.

Compared to that, her tiny hum was nothing. A drop in the ocean.

Still—

her pulse wouldn’t slow.

She swallowed, stuck the earbud back in, and set up for her next set with more focus than she felt.

The front door of the gym swung open. A gust of cold air rushed in—and then Ray appeared, as dramatic as ever. Masc, cocky, hoodie hanging off one shoulder like she’d spent twenty minutes perfecting the look before walking inside.

Ray spotted her immediately and ran a hand through her tousled, chin-length hair.

“Finally,” Keana called across the gym, voice echoing. “My spotter has arrived.”

Ray shook her head like she owned the place. “Good morning to you too.”

“What took you so long?”

Ray flashed a grin, brushing imaginary lint from her chest. “Don’t be jealous. Some of us got lucky last night.”

Keana scoffed, eyebrows up. “Oh, yeah? Who’s your latest victim?”

They moved toward the bench setup, Ray rolling her wrists like she was warming up for a fight.

“Her name’s Reese,” Ray said. “She’s from out of town. Told her I’d show her around…”

“I bet you did,” Keana said, adjusting the bar height.

Ray smirked. “What can I say? I provide… hospitality.”

Keana snorted and loaded on a forty-five.

Ray spotted her as she lowered onto the bench. “So,” Ray said, leaning over her, “how was the big holiday rager last night? Your brother call you a buzzkill or what?”

Keana exhaled, bracing her core. “It was fine.”

“‘Fine.’” Ray scoffed. “That’s the word people use when something was either boring or emotionally devastating.” She nodded at the bar. “Let’s go.”

Keana pressed it steadily, muscles straining just enough.

“It wasn’t boring,” she said between reps.

“So… devastating?” Ray asked, eyebrows raised.

“I don’t know. Unexpected.”

“What?” Ray dropped into exaggerated shock.

Keana racked the bar with a small clatter. “It was fine. People were drunk. Jeremy was yelling. Same as always. But…”

Ray handed her a water bottle. “Anybody cute?”

Keana took a long sip.

Too long.

Ray noticed immediately.

“Ohhh,” Ray said, pointing at her like she’d solved a mystery. “That long pause right there? That was sus. And you know it.”

Keana looked away, grabbing a smaller plate. “Can’t really talk about it.”

Ray circled around to grab her own weights, shaking her head like she’d just witnessed a crime. “Unbelievable. I tell you every detail of my life—my hookups, my heartbreaks, my borderline illegal decisions—”

“Borderline?” Keana deadpanned.

Ray ignored her. “—and you give me nothing. Nada. Zip. A tragedy. I thought we were brothers.”

Keana loaded the plate and sighed. “Last night I made a mistake. Maybe I flirted when I shouldn’t have.”

“Huh,” Ray said. “Shouldn’t have? You not trying to steal someone else’s woman, are you?”

Keana said nothing.

Ray stared.

Eyes widening.

Slowly grinning.

“You are,” Ray whispered, delighted. “Holy shit, you are.”

Keana shut that down by swapping places. Ray slid onto the bench. Keana spotted her, jaw tight.

Ray pressed the bar once before speaking. “You’re not saying a Goddamn thing?”

Keana shook her head. “Nope.”

“Whatever.” Ray exhaled through her rep. “Wait—was it Shaina? Did she reach out again?”

“She’s been blocked,” Keana said simply.

Ray lowered the bar slowly, controlled. “For real?”

“I had to. She was blowing up my phone a few weeks ago.”

“Shit,” Ray grunted, pressing the bar up. “She needs to see you moved on. You need a brand-new lady on your arm.”

Keana tilted her head. “She literally caused this. Then she tries to make it out to be my fault. I wish she’d move on.”

Ray racked the weight and sat up, wiping sweat with the back of her arm. “For real. She did not and does not and will not ever deserve you.”

Keana shrugged. “I’m not checking those DMs ever again. Should’ve stopped sooner.”

Ray pointed at her approvingly. “Growth.”

Keana rolled her eyes, but her mouth twitched.

Ray stretched her arms overhead. “So if it wasn’t Shaina haunting you last night… who was it?”

Keana pulled off her hoodie and refused to answer.

Which, to Ray, was absolutely an answer.

“Oh my God,” Ray breathed. “There was someone. Someone new.”

Keana shook her head and moved to the dumbbells.

Ray followed her, grinning like a hyena who’d scented blood in the water.

“Oh, come on. You can’t drop that on me and then act like nothing happened.”

Keana set her feet, adjusting the dumbbells. “Ray.”

“What?” Ray planted her hands on her hips. “You clearly did something dirty. The shame is all over you. And I’m not judging. That’s, like, the plot to ninety percent of my weekends.”

Keana blew out a slow breath and focused on her form. “I’ll tell you soon. I just… want to see what happens first.”

Ray blinked.

Then stared.

Then whistled low. “Damn. That serious?”

Keana shrugged, not meeting her eyes. “It can’t actually be anything. So just… let me figure it out.”

Ray opened her mouth to push again, then shut it with a frustrated groan. “Fine. Fiiiine. But, wait, if it’s not gonna be anything, then why are you waiting?”

Keana smirked faintly, blowing hair out of her face. “Because I’m holding onto hope that everything will work out and no one gets upset.”

“Sometimes you gotta rock the boat,” Ray said. “You gotta be the boat. Yeah. Also, stop worrying so much about what others think. You do this all the time.”

“No. Not with this.”

Ray threw her head back. “Alright, alright. But you need to show me this mystery woman before you show anyone else. You owe me that much.”

“I do?”

“Yes, babe,” Ray snapped. “I’m suffering. I need the lore.”

Keana laughed under her breath, shaking out her wrists.

“I’m not even convinced she’s gay,” Keana admitted.

“Did she seem gay?” Ray asked immediately.

“Sort of?” Keana said, though the word felt flimsy the second it left her mouth.

Her mind flicked back—Cali at the party, laughing with the guys, Jeremy hovering like a hopeful shadow. For a heartbeat, Keana wondered why he was so invested.

Then she wished she hadn’t pictured it.

Her face twisted in disgust before she could stop it.

Ray caught it immediately, squinting. “Did you fall for a straight girl?”

Keana considered it. “I don’t know yet.”

“Just don’t do that,” Ray warned.

“I’ve never fallen for a straight girl, you know that,” Keana said, lifting a shoulder. “My senses are impeccable.”

“Yes, that’s the spirit. Though that can’t be true. You attract the right ones, though. Usually.”

“You’re one to be judging me on this,” Keana shot back, brow raised.

Ray smirked but didn’t argue. “Now—” She tapped her phone against Keana’s arm. “Help me film something for my socials.”

Keana lifted an eyebrow. “Right now?”

“Yes, right now. I look amazing today.” She flipped to her front camera. “Angles, Keana. Remember—the right side.”

Keana sighed and took the phone, but the smile tugging at her mouth said she didn’t mind.

***

By late morning, the city had fully brightened, though the sky still hung low and gray, promising more snow. Keana pushed open the door to her condo, the warmth greeting her like a familiar hand. She hung her gym bag by the entryway and toed off her sneakers before padding into the kitchen.

Her condo was minimalist and spotless — half by preference, half because filming content meant she always had to be camera-ready.

She pulled open the fridge, grabbed a premade protein shake, and leaned against the counter as she scrolled through her notes app.

To Film Today:
• 15-sec gym fit check
• Matcha collab for brand
• Leg day circuit
• “Day in the life” snippets
• Q&A story post

Routine. Predictable. Her bread and butter.

She set her phone in the tripod clamp on the counter and angled it until the kitchen lighting hit her just right. A simple swipe of bronzer and a touch of gloss brought her face to life. No one realized how much of influencer work was lighting, angles, and pretending you hadn’t just sweated through deadlifts an hour ago in a decidedly unaesthetic fit.

“Okay,” she muttered, tapping record.

Her voice turned smooth, present, practiced.

“Good morning, everyone. Quick update before I get into editing…”

Click. Cut.

Next clip.

She lined up her supplements on the counter, their labels turned out. Filmed a pour shot of matcha swirling into almond milk. Recorded a quiet clip of her stretching on her living room carpet, sunlight catching on her watch.

Every time she moved past the entryway, her gaze flicked — involuntary — to the empty hook where her denim jacket normally hung.

The one wrapped around Cali last night.

Keana cleared her throat and set her camera higher.

She changed into a charcoal workout set, tied her hair into a tighter ponytail, and set up in front of the mirror. She filmed a quick gym outfit check: a slow turn, a flex of her quads, a half-smirk into the lens. Her followers loved the effortless confidence. They didn’t need to know her stomach had been flipping at random all morning for reasons that had nothing to do with fitness.

She scrolled through her camera roll. Picked the best clips. Wrote a few draft captions.

Her phone buzzed.

She checked it instinctively — the motion so fast it startled her.

Just a brand rep reminding her of a posting deadline.

Not… what she thought. She set the phone face-down on the counter and rubbed the tension from her brow.

After lunch, she needed to edit three clips, schedule the evening post, respond to comments, and prep tomorrow’s content. Normally the rhythm calmed her — tasks stacking neatly, hours sliding into place like weights on a bar.

But today her thoughts kept drifting.

To snow.

To dark eyes catching hers.

To a soft, sleepy voice murmuring Keana…? in the glow of a bedside lamp.

Keana exhaled and shook herself back into her body.

“Focus,” she muttered, tightening her ponytail.

Her phone buzzed again.

Another email. Nothing urgent — just noise.

But her mind kept circling, restless in a way she didn’t like.

Her mom was always her go-to in moments like this. Steady, calm, able to see the big picture when Keana couldn’t. For a second she hesitated, thumb hovering. Would her mom understand? Probably better than anyone.

She typed:

Keana: Hey Mom, are you around today?

The reply came almost instantly.

Mom: Yup, Theo and I are just decorating the tree.

Keana blinked, huffing a soft laugh.

She’d bought the Christmas tree a week ago and was just now decorating it?

Classic.

Keana: Can I come over? I need to talk about something, need advice.

A pause that stretched just long enough to make her second-guess herself.

She added:

Keana: I made cookies. I can bring them.

A pause. Then:

Mom: Of course, sweetheart.

A normal thing.

And probably not nearly as big a deal as she was making it out to be. Her mom would tell her that surely.

Keana: Be there soon.

She grabbed her keys and the cookie tin, took one last, too-long glance at the empty jacket hook, and forced herself out the door.

***

Keana pulled up in front of her mother’s condo, the porch light glowing softly through the veil of drifting snow. She grabbed the tin of cookies from the passenger seat and climbed the shallow steps, letting herself in like she always had.

Warmth, music, and the scent of pine washed over her immediately.

“Hi honey!” her mom called from the living room. “It’s so good to see you.”

Her mom appeared between twinkling garlands, holding a half-full glass of red wine, Christmas music humming low behind her. She pulled Keana into a hug that smelled faintly of cinnamon candles. Her long hair fell in glossy, loose curls over her shoulders, and she wore a soft cable-knit sweater that made her look perfectly, effortlessly festive.

Theo poked his head out from behind the tree, a handful of ornaments dangling from one hand. “Hey, kid.”

“Hey,” she smiled. “Tree’s looking good.”

“I know, isn’t it?” her mom said, lowering herself back onto the step stool. “It’s the tallest one they had.”

Keana laughed, setting the cookie tin on the coffee table. “About the same size as last year, I think. Brought you some cookies.”

Before her mom could even lift the lid, a voice drifted from the couch.

“Are those for me?”

Keana blinked—Jeremy was sprawled across the cushions, legs kicked out, hoodie half unzipped, looking like he’d been there for hours.

“Those are for Mom,” Keana said. “I already baked you some.”

“Everyone at the party ate them,” he protested. “You didn’t even leave me one!”

Her mom chuckled. “Your sister’s not a bakery, Jeremy.”

“I’m happy to give you the recipe,” Keana said.

Theo lowered another ornament onto a branch. “Jeremy got a job.”

Jeremy rolled upright, leaning forward, eyes bright. “It’s an actual job. Like a career type one.”

Keana raised her brows. “The tech sales one?”

“Yeah.” He puffed out his chest a little. “Training starts next week. Which is paid. Base pay, commission, bonuses, benefits. I’m about to actually have money for once.”

Her mom clapped her hands softly. “That’s wonderful, sweetheart.”

Keana smiled. “Good for you, bro.”

Jeremy’s grin widened. “I think I’m gonna ask her out next weekend.”

Keana’s stomach dipped.

“Who are you asking out?” their mom asked.

“That perfect girl I told you about. Cali.”

Jeremy scooted to the edge of the couch, eyes bright, knees bouncing with barely-contained excitement. He looked straight at Keana. “So… tell me everything. What happened when you dropped her off? Did she say anything about me?”

Keana froze.

Just a small, almost invisible pause.

But inside, something sank.

She chose her words carefully—honesty without cruelty.

“We barely talked,” she said quietly. “She was… really tired.”

“But did she mention me?”

Keana lifted her gaze to him. His face was open, hopeful, the way he used to look at her when they were kids and she had answers he didn’t.

“She said she enjoyed the party.”

That much was true. Safe.

He lit up instantly. “She texted me but didn’t say much. She asked if you wanted your jacket back, Key. You left it there, silly goose.”

Keana nodded slowly, forcing her expression into something flat, unreadable. “Right. I forgot.”

Jeremy leaned back, satisfied. Completely oblivious.

“So—do you have any pictures of her?” their mom asked, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m curious how someone has your attention like this.”

“Yeah…” Jeremy said, already flipping through his phone. “She’s incredible.”

Keana took a controlled breath and sat beside him, trying to look casual. “So how’d you two meet, anyway?”

“Just friend of friends,” Jeremy said. “I reached out to her on Instagram, and it turned out we knew a bunch of the same people. We’ve never actually gone on any dates yet. Or kissed. Or anything. But go with me on this, it’s for the best. Letting it cook.”

“Why haven’t you taken her out on a date?” their mom asked, sliding another ornament onto a branch.

Jeremy sighed dramatically. “Keana, tell them.”

Keana smirked despite the inner turmoil. “Women need money.”

Their mother rolled her eyes, exasperated but smiling.

“No, Ma, listen,” Jeremy said, “I’m just some average guy, and she’s got a whole line of men who want to be with her. Here—I’ll show you.”

He passed his phone to their mom and Theo leaned in.

A picture glowed on the screen: Cali smiling in soft restaurant lighting, red lipstick, cozy sweater, eyes bright and gentle.

“Wow, she’s very pretty,” their mom said.

Theo nodded. “She looks kind.”

“She is,” Jeremy said proudly. “She’s the kind of girl who goes out of her way for people. She does charity work and a whole bunch of other stuff. My boy Mike told me she bought him groceries when he was struggling. I want to be the one to take care of her. And she’s a riot. Just smart and sly in ways. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

Keana swallowed.

Hard.

Theo stood from kneeling by the tree to head over to the kitchen. “Well, I’m happy for you, Jer. Sounds like you’ve found someone that makes you better.”

“No, you guys don't get, I'm marrying this woman. You wait and see.”

“So, you think she likes you?” Keana asked, keeping her tone light. She was genuinely curious.

“Oh yes, absolutely,” Jeremy said eagerly. “She already told me she thinks I’m cute. I bought her a necklace with the only money I had. Her birthday’s on New Year’s eve. I’m lining everything up.”

Their mom’s phone rang in the kitchen. “Be right back,” she said, stepping away.

Jeremy nudged Keana immediately, as if waiting for privacy. “Look—look at her Instagram.”

He pulled it up and shoved the screen toward her.

Skimpy bathing suits.

Provocative poses filled the screen—arched back, suggestive angles, skin catching the light in a way that left very little to the imagination. Glistening cleavage, ass in the air, spread legs. Cali’s confidence radiated from every shot, deliberate, curated, and undeniably bold.

Men flooded the comments with things so filthy and entitled that Keana’s jaw tightened on instinct. It felt invasive, like strangers pawing at something delicate.

“She’s a total baddie, isn’t she? Sexy as hell.” Jeremy grinned, scrolling. “Look at how many followers she has! Not millions like you, but that’s crazy by most peoples’ standards.”

He flicked through a few more, alternating between laughing, cringing, and getting mad at the nastier remarks.

Keana’s stomach dropped.

Completely. Utterly.

Dropped.

Because suddenly it all felt small.

Her moment with Cali.

Her electric, impossible connection.

Her quiet hope.

Not real.

Wishful thinking.

Crestfallen didn’t even touch what twisted in her chest.

The tree lights flickered warmly across the room. Her mom returned and added a final ornament, stepping down carefully.

“Well,” she said, clapping her hands lightly, “I vote we order takeout. I’m not cooking tonight.”

“Thai?” Theo suggested.

“I’d prefer pizza,” Keana said before she could stop herself.

Screw it.

It was her cheat day. Well, now it was.

She needed something greasy, comforting—something to drown her disappointment for a minute.

Jeremy pumped a fist. “PIZZA.”

They fell into an easy rhythm—mid-December warmth, the comfort of family, teasing, arguing over toppings, choosing a movie.

And all the while, Keana drifted just outside herself, like watching a version of her life from a step removed.

Surrounded by people who loved her.

Safe.

Steady.

Normal.

But part of her mind kept slipping—unbidden—back to a glittering top, dark eyes softening in the snow, and a jacket draped over shoulders that weren’t hers anymore. They never were.

Cali hadn’t texted her.

Just Jeremy.

Just men.

Just the people she should want.

It solved the problem, didn’t it?

She didn’t have to worry about hurting her brother.

There was nothing for her to chase, nothing she should be holding onto.

And she understood exactly what that meant.

Time to move on.

To forget whatever spark she thought she felt.

Let it go.

Even so, something in her chest tightened— not breaking, just folding down into a smaller, quieter shape she could tuck away and ignore.

It was fine.

It was better this way.

It had to be.

She’d move on.

End of story.

***

Back at her condo, Keana lay sprawled across the couch with the lights dimmed, the TV flickering quietly in the background. She wasn’t watching it. She just needed noise—something to drown out the mess in her head.

She scrolled aimlessly on her phone, not really absorbing anything.

Moving on.

Fine.

Simple.

Her phone buzzed. Then buzzed again.

Unknown number.

She stared at it for a second, pulse tripping once.

Then she answered.

“Hello?”

“…Keana? It's Cali.”

Cali’s voice — soft, nervous, unmistakable.

Keana shot upright. “Yeah. Hi, Cali.”

“I’m so sorry,” Cali rushed out. “About last night. I got so wasted and—I don’t know, I just… I’ve been wanting to call you all day but I was nervous then I had to work. Is this a good time? Are you busy?”

Keana swallowed, suddenly wide awake. “No, I’m not busy. It’s fine. Really.”

“I hope I didn’t freak you out,” Cali murmured.

“Absolutely not,” Keana said truthfully. “You didn’t even seem that drunk.”

A quiet sigh of relief came through the line.

Then, shyly:

“I still have your jacket.”

“Oh.” Keana leaned back into the cushions. “It’s fine. You can keep it, or just give it to Jeremy when you see him.”

“Okay.”

Keana pursed her lips, “Your kitten was really cute.”

A beat. “Her name's Muffin.”

“Muffin,” Keana repeated, smiling. “Adorable name.”

“She’s my best girl,” Cali whispered, warmth threading through her voice. Then, after a tiny pause: “I really meant what I said last night. I… you could’ve stayed over.”

Keana froze.

Silence expanded between them — not awkward, not tense.

Charged.

Hopeful.

Terrifying.

“Was that okay to say?” Cali said softly.

Keana drew a breath. “I’m just, I’m picking up on a vibe,” she said slowly. “And maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it’s not real. But I just want to clear the air.” Her heart hammered. “Do you… like me?”

There was no hesitation.

“Well, that’s an understatement,” Cali said, voice dropping to something warm and honest.

Keana closed her eyes.

“My brother likes you,” she whispered. “He’s been waiting to ask you out.”

“I know,” Cali said gently. “I really care about Jeremy. He’s sweet. But just as a friend.” A breath. “I only date women. And I only like women.”

Everything inside Keana tightened all at once. “You’re—so you’re gay.”

“I am,” Cali said. “Are you?”

“I’m a lesbian.”

A soft inhale on the other end. “And do you like me?”

“I really do.”

It felt good to say it. Right.

“But we can’t,” Keana added quietly, secretly hopeful. “I can’t. My brother likes you.”

“That’s okay though… isn’t it?” Cali asked. “He’d understand. That shouldn’t matter.”

“It does matter,” Keana murmured, despite herself. “He really likes you. I just talked to him about it.”

Another long pause.

Then Cali said, almost whispering:

“I really love your voice.”

A small shock went through Keana. “You do?”

“It’s comforting,” Cali said. “It makes me feel… safe.”

Keana’s breath caught. She stared at her dark living room, heartbeat loud in her ears.

“Cali,” she said, suddenly feeling brazen, “do you want to meet up?”

A short, surprised inhale. “Yes. When?”

“Well, now,” Keana said. “I can be there in a few minutes.”

Silence.

Then:

“Yes,” Cali breathed.


Chapter Three

Keana pulled up outside Cali’s apartment building, the snow falling harder now, thick and glowing under the streetlamps. Her wipers dragged slowly across the windshield as she cut the engine.

Her heart wouldn’t slow down. A few minutes, she’d said.

And she’d meant it.

She stepped out into the cold, her breath fogging the air as she crossed the small lot toward the entrance. Halfway there, she dialed Cali, suddenly unsure which buzzer belonged to her.

“Hi,” Cali answered, voice soft, breathy.

“I’m here,” Keana murmured. “What number again?”

“Hold on—let me buzz you.”

A second later, the door clicked.

Keana pulled it open.

“It’s floor six, number twelve,” Cali said.

“All right, I’ll be there in a minute.”

“…Can we stay on the phone?”

Keana stilled. “Of course.”

The elevator doors slid open. She stepped inside and hit the 6.

“Are you okay?” Cali asked, voice small.

“Yes. Are you?”

A tiny hesitation. “You sighed.”

Keana exhaled through her nose. “I’m okay. I’m just… feeling a lot. Not bad.”

“Me too.”

The elevator doors parted with a soft ding.

The hallway was quiet, carpeted, washed in low yellow light. Keana walked to unit twelve, stopping just short of knocking.

The door opened before she could touch it.

Cali stood there with her phone still in her hand.

Hair brushed into a low ponytail.

Fresh-faced.

Wrapped in a soft sweatshirt and shorts, bare legs prickled with goosebumps.

She looked—

Real.

Vulnerable.

And nervous enough that her hand twisted into the hem of her sweatshirt.

Her eyes—warm, wide, dark—looked Keana over like she didn’t quite believe this was happening.

“Hi,” Cali breathed.

Keana clicked off the call, throat tight. “Hi.”

For a moment, they just stared at each other, silent and weightless.

A small blur darted between Cali’s ankles.

Her kitten rushed to the doorway, tail puffed with excitement.

“Hey—Muffin, where are you going?” Cali gasped, scooping her up.

Keana smiled, the tension in her chest softening at the sight.

Then Cali stepped back, holding the door open.

“Come in,” she whispered.

Keana stepped over the threshold, feeling the warmth hit her skin. Cali stood close and Keana became instantly aware of how easily she could wrap an arm around her, shield her from anything, pull her in.

“You okay?” Keana asked softly.

Cali nodded… then shook her head. “I’m nervous.”

“Why?” Keana murmured, instinctively lowering her voice, gentle without trying.

Cali looked down, lashes brushing her cheeks. “Because last night was easy. I was drunk. This is…” She breathed in. “This is real. And I didn’t think—ever—that you’d actually come if I called.”

Keana’s chest tightened.

She wanted to touch her

—her shoulder

—her cheek

—the crown of her head

anything to ease that trembling.

But she stayed still.

“Hey, I’m here,” Keana said quietly. “I came.”

Cali lifted her gaze.

And there it was—soft, hopeful, afraid, radiant.

A look that hit Keana low in her stomach.

“You came,” Cali whispered back. “Want to take off your jacket?”

“Sure,” Keana said, shrugging out of it.

Cali took the jacket from her and hung it by the door. She turned back and stepped closer than before—just a small shift, but with their height difference, Keana felt it immediately. Cali was close enough that Keana had to tilt her chin down to hold her gaze, close enough that Cali’s breath warmed Keana’s collarbone.

Electric.

Fragile.

Undeniably alive.

Keana wanted to reach out—to steady her, to touch her cheek, to pull her close—but she didn’t.

“Do you want to go somewhere?” Keana asked instead. “I’d love to take you on a proper date.”

Cali’s head snapped up, eyes shining with something too bright to hide. “Yes. I’d love that.”

“But…” Keana swallowed hard. “Before anything happens, I need to tell Jeremy. I can’t—” she exhaled shakily. “I can’t hurt him like that.”

Cali nodded, her throat working. “I know. I don’t want to hurt him either.”

Keana pulled out her phone…and then paused.

Text him?

Call him?

Her stomach twisted.

Here she was, standing in the apartment of the woman he claimed he was going to marry—while his sister was trying to claim her.

Oh yeah sure, ‘Hey Jeremy, remember the girl you’re, like, in love with? Surprise, she actually wants me instead, and by the way I’m at her place right now.’

Keana’s eyes widened. She shoved the phone back into her pocket.

Cali winced sympathetically. “Why don’t we sit down,” she murmured.

Keana followed her into the bedroom. Cali perched at the end of her bed—soft, anxious, barely a foot from Keana’s knee when Keana sat beside her.

It felt dangerous.

It felt right.

“I realized where I know you from,” Cali said softly.

Keana’s heart skipped. “Where?”

“You’re all over Pinterest,” Cali confessed. “And I actually… I followed your Instagram for a while.”

“Oh, you did?” Keana rubbed the back of her neck.

“Yes, I kind of slid into your DMs.”

“YOU DID?” Keana’s eyes flew wide, like her brain was catching up in real time. “Sorry that was louder than I meant it. But… Oh—uh… wow. I mean—yeah. I, um… barely check my DMs these days.”

“Good,” Cali blurted, cheeks flushing. “Just—don’t. Don’t check them. Please.”

Keana huffed a breath and chuckled. “Well now I kind of have to. You can’t just say that.”

Cali covered her face with both hands, groaning. “Oh God.”

Keana reached for her phone, amused and curious. “What if I check them right here, in front of you? I’m going to.”

“Okay,” Cali whispered, mortified. “Sure. Fine.”

Keana opened Instagram.

Her face fell.

A wall of messages from her ex sat at the top—ones she’d avoided for weeks.

“What’s wrong?” Cali asked immediately.

“Oh it’s just—someone else. Someone… unpleasant.” Keana cleared her throat quickly. “When did you send it? I don’t see anything.”

“Um… a year ago? Maybe?” Cali said quietly. “Then another one a few months ago.”

“A year—? Wow.” Keana grinned at her and scrolled. And scrolled.

And finally—

There. She read it out loud:

“‘Omg I love your workouts. You make everything look so strong and doable. Just wanted to say you’re inspiring.’”

“That’s sweet,” Keana murmured.

She scrolled again.

“Random but your voice in that last video??? So calming. You should do more talking videos.”

Keana looked at her, chuckling softly. “Oh wow, you said that to me already?”

Cali nodded, sinking lower on the bed.

Keana scrolled again, “Wish I’d read these. Oh here’s another one: ‘Okay sorry this is random, but that outfit you wore in your last post?? You looked incredible.’”

Keana raised her eyebrows. “Wow. I wish I’d seen these.”

Cali covered her face again. “Please stop. This is torture.”

Keana scooted a little closer—close enough that their knees brushed—and rubbed Cali’s arm gently.

“It’s okay.”

She scrolled again.

“‘If you ever want a gym buddy let me know. You seem really cool, not just online-cool.’”

“I could use a gym buddy,” Keana said quietly.

Cali made a tiny dying noise.

Another message:

“‘Breakups are so annoying. Anyway, thanks for your content—it’s been keeping me sane lol.’”

Keana’s chest softened. Cali nodded, eyes down.

“And yeah,” Cali whispered, “there’s probably more. But… we can stop now.”

Keana set her phone aside.

Cali took a breath. “So yeah. I’ve been crushin’ on you for a while. Maybe I downplayed that last night… and drank too much. Because I was nervous. I honestly didn’t know Jeremy was your brother—I swear. But now I can see the resemblance.”

“It’s okay. You couldn’t have known we were related. We don’t even have the same last name.”

Cali twined her fingers together. “Okay, maybe he reminds me of you a little. Is that creepy?” she laughed nervously. “But he’s not you. And he’s not a woman. So, for me it was never going to happen. But his presence can be soothing. As a friend.”

Keana nodded slowly.

“But maybe,” Cali continued, “that’s what he picked up on. I’m really sorry.”

“It’s understandable,” Keana said softly. “Does he know you date women?”

Cali shook her head. “Probably not. I’m out, just… not loudly. Only my close friends and family know. People I trust.”

Keana nodded again, but something twisted hard inside her.

If she herself told Jeremy…

She wasn’t just confessing.

She wasn’t just coming clean.

She could be outing Cali.

She’d be ripping a choice from her.

“That’s…” Keana swallowed. “You know, you gotta do you.”

“Thank you,” Cali whispered. “I appreciate that.”

Silence crept in—soft, tense, complicated.

Keana stared down at her hands.

If she tells Jeremy the truth, she outs Cali.

If she doesn’t tell Jeremy, she lies to him.

Either way, someone gets hurt.

And suddenly the weight of all of it settled on her chest:

The forbiddenness. The longing.

The risk.

Cali beside her on the bed, looking at her like she was something gentle and extraordinary.
Jeremy planning a future that would never happen.

Keana exhaled shakily, the breath uneven.

Cali watched her carefully—eyes wide, lashes blinking, worry knitting her brows.

“Are you mad?” she asked quietly.

Keana shook her head. “Not at all. It’s just… complicated.”

Cali reached over.

Her fingers brushed Keana’s hand—light, hesitant, warm.
Keana froze for half a heartbeat, pupils flaring, pulse thudding in her throat.

Cali’s voice went even softer. “It doesn’t have to be complicated.”

Keana blinked.

Cali shifted slightly closer, and Keana moved her hand over Cali’s.

“Why don’t we stay here?” she whispered. “Or we can go to your place—I don’t care. We could just… hang out. Get to know each other.”

The room felt suspended—lamp-lit, quiet, charged with something heavy and sweet.

Keana opened her mouth, closed it, tried again. “I—”

Nothing came out the first time.

She swallowed, steadying herself.

“I’d like that,” she said finally, voice low, careful.

Cali’s shoulders dropped in relief, a breath she’d been holding releasing all at once. She smiled—small, hopeful, shining—and her thumb brushed the side of Keana’s wrist.

And the world softened.

Just for a moment.

Keana let the moment wash over her.

The snow outside, the kitten curled on the bed, Cali’s warmth beside her, the impossible nearness of a girl she wasn’t supposed to want.

But she did.

And she wasn’t sure she could go back now.

***

Cali’s bedroom glowed in low, bluish light. She’d dimmed the lamp, put on a playlist through her Alexa—slow, dreamy R&B—and set a bowl of popcorn between them on the bed.

They sat cross-legged at first, facing each other, knees almost touching.

Then, slowly, the tension eased.

They talked.

And talked.

And talked.

“So that’s how it happened,” Keana said, lying back on her elbows. “My account blew up during lockdown. I didn’t expect it. I was just posting workouts in my tiny apartment.”

Cali smiled softly, mirroring her posture. “You make it look easy… but I know it’s not.”

Keana shrugged. “No, but I really enjoy it. It was weird. One month I had like… five thousand followers. Then suddenly I’m doing brand deals and answering emails from companies.”

Cali plucked a kernel from the bowl and ate it thoughtfully.

“Were you scared, or, like, overwhelmed?”

“All the time. Both.”

A quiet laugh floated between them—soft, unguarded, warm.

Keana licked her lips before she realized she had, watching Cali from beneath her lashes. The way she covered her mouth every time she laughed, the way she kept fidgeting with the ends of her ponytail—it was all so painfully endearing Keana almost couldn’t stand it.

Their eyes met.

Held.

And for a moment, it felt like the whole room inhaled and forgot to exhale.

Keana felt it down her spine—an invisible thread tightening between them.

Cali blinked slowly and shifted, moving onto her side. She curled in close, propping her head on her hand, her sweatshirt sliding down just enough to expose her shoulder. The tiny kitten that had been asleep between them stretched, blinked, and hopped off the bed with a soft thud.

“I was really active on Instagram before,” Cali said. “College, mostly. I posted everything. Outfits, makeup, friends. I had a little following.”

She picked at a strand of her ponytail. “But then I burned out. Deleted everything. Social media cleanse. I put my page back up but I'm not active.”

Keana nodded gently, slightly relieved. “Makes sense. People can be intense.”

“Yeah.” Cali sighed. “So now I work at a salon. And I do call-center work per-diem, but I hate it. Cold calls? Absolute hell. People yell at you before you even say hello. I try not to take those shifts if I can help it.”

“Sorry to hear that. I imagine it is,” Keana said softly.

Then, almost before she could think twice:

“Hey… would you wanna do my hair?”

A grin broke through.

Cali froze. “Like—right now?”

“Yeah,” Keana said, sitting up. “Do anything you want. Cut it too. If I hate it, I’ll just shave it off.”

Cali blinked. “You could definitely pull off a shaved head.”

“That’s not reassuring,” Keana laughed.

“No, I mean it. You’d look hot.”

Keana swallowed—lightly, involuntarily—far too aware of the way Cali’s voice softened on hot, like the word belonged to her alone.

Before Keana could recover, Cali was already on her feet, padding across the room with a little burst of purpose. She pulled open the closet door and retrieved a small black kit—scissors, combs, clips, a few salon products neatly tucked inside.

“Okay,” Cali said, a nervous smile tugging at her mouth.

She placed a pouf cushion on the floor at the foot of the bed. Then she sat on the edge of the mattress—feet on floor, knees slightly apart, her posture relaxed yet focused, the perfect height for what she needed.

Cali looked back, “Come here.”

Keana slid off the bed and walked over slowly, pulse thudding in her throat.

When she lowered herself onto the cushion and finally sat between Cali’s legs, the height difference reversed completely—Cali above her now, the shift subtle but charged. Keana tilted her chin up to look at her, and the sight nearly stole her breath.

Cali, holding the scissors with careful, practiced fingers. Her cheeks were flushed with concentration and something warmer.

“You ready?” Cali asked, voice hushed, gentle.

Keana nodded once.

And somehow, with Cali’s thighs framing her shoulders and the room quiet around them, it felt like the most intimate thing either of them had done all night.

Cali brushed her fingers through Keana’s hair gently.

Too gently.

Keana’s eyes fluttered shut.

“You have really healthy hair,” Cali murmured. “This’ll be easy.”

She snipped only the lightest dusting from the ends, then smoothed a small amount of product through the strands, tousling and shaping them delicately. Her fingers skimmed Keana’s neck, her jaw, the sensitive curve beneath her ear.

Keana tried not to shiver.

“Jeremy told me your birthday was New Year’s Eve?”

“He was close!” Cali said, gathering and combing some hair, “It’s New Year’s day.”

“Oh wow. What a day to be born.”

“I suppose…”

The words lingered between them, unexamined. Keana let the quiet settle instead of filling it.

When Cali finished, she grabbed a handheld mirror.

“Ready?”

Keana turned, looked—

and smiled. “I love it.”

Cali’s face lit up. “Really?”

“Really!”

She handed the mirror back.

Only—this time Keana didn’t turn all the way around.

Halfway, she stopped.

Cali was right there, sitting slightly above her on the bed, looking down at her with a soft, open expression—lips parted, breath shallow, eyes so full of wanting it made Keana’s chest ache.

Keana realized two things at once:

This was the perfect moment and,

she wasn’t going to chicken out this time.

Slowly, she rose onto her knees and leaned in, her hands on either side of Cali’s thighs on the bed.

Cali’s breath caught—a tiny sound, barely audible—and the air between them tightened, delicate as glass.

The moment stretched as Keana inched closer, slow enough to stop if she needed to, slow enough for Cali to pull back.

But Cali didn’t.

Cali leaned in, eyes half-lidded, her breath trembling against Keana’s lips.

Keana’s hand moved to lift her chin—

just a small movement, as natural as breathing—

and kissed her.

Soft.

Slow.

A careful press of mouths, warm and smooth, learning each other’s shape for the first time.

Cali’s lips parted, then softened against hers, returning the kiss with a gentle certainty that sent heat blooming through Keana’s chest and downward. Her hand slipped into Keana’s hair at the nape of her neck, pulling her in closer.

That was when the lights flickered.

A low buzz shivered through the ceiling fixture as it blinked once… twice… then steadied. Cali froze, lips hovering over Keana’s, her breath warm against Keana’s cheek.

Keana whispered, “It’s just the storm.”

Outside, wind slammed against the apartment windows, rattling the frame. Snow swept past in rushing sheets, hissing against the glass.

Cali exhaled—half nervous, half breathless. They kissed again.

The lights flickered again.

Harder.

Cali pulled back an inch, eyes lifting.

“We might lose power.”

And then everything went dark.

“Yup,” Keana murmured.

Cali let out a soft gasp. Her hands slipped from Keana’s hair as she steadied herself on the edge of the bed.

“I—hold on. I think I have lights.”

Her voice trembled only a little.

She slid off the mattress, brushing Keana’s shoulder as she passed. The room was nearly pitch black; only the faintest outline of Cali moved across it, guided by memory rather than sight.

Keana rose too, heart beating a shade too fast. She listened to Cali’s small footsteps on the carpet while the storm pressed hard against the building, shrinking the apartment into its own warm, private world.

A click.

Then a soft bloom of warm color.

Battery-operated string lights along the window blinked to life, casting a golden, starry glow across the room. Light kissed every surface gently—Cali’s cheekbones, the curve of her shoulder, the unsteady rise and fall of her breath.

She turned back toward Keana, illuminated in that soft shimmer.

“Better?” she asked quietly.

Keana couldn’t answer at first.

They stood facing each other—Keana near the foot of the bed, Cali near the head.

Part of Keana was stunned by how perfect it all felt: the storm, the glow, the impossible timing of everything unfolding around them. But beneath that awe was a quiet hesitation. The darkness had forced a pause—a choice. They could sit and talk all night… or they could follow the pull between them wherever it wanted to go.

Her lips were still parted from the kiss they hadn’t finished.

Cali stepped closer, the string lights catching in her eyes like tiny sparks. Then she climbed back onto the bed—but not where she’d been before. Instead of sitting near the foot of the mattress, she sat higher, settling near the pillows this time, the blankets dipping softly beneath her weight.

It changed everything.

The distance.

The way she looked across the bed at Keana in the warm glow.

The air between them felt ten times more intimate.

The storm moaned against the windows.

The lights pulsed faintly.

Cali shifted near the headboard, one hand braced lightly beside her hip. She looked at Keana for a long, charged moment—like she was choosing this, choosing her—before patting the space within arm’s reach.

Her voice came out soft, careful, almost shy.

“Do you want to sit?”

Keana startled slightly, realizing she’d been standing too still in the dim light, probably looking a little intense.

“Yeah. Sorry.”

She crossed the room and sat on the other side of the bed. They ended up about a foot apart, the space between them small but suddenly very loud.

Keana looked over. Cali dipped her head, a tiny, inviting gesture. Keana opened her mouth—closed it—then tried again.

“I just want you to know… I’m not expecting anything to happen. I came over to talk. And I’m really liking where this is going, but if you don’t… if you want to slow down or stop, that’s totally okay.”

Cali giggled—soft, surprised, delighted.

“You’re so cute.”

Keana blinked, heat rising in her cheeks.

“What?”

Cali leaned forward, resting her elbow on her thigh, chin cupped in her palm. Her legs crossed at the ankles, her posture relaxed but undeniably intimate. The golden string lights shimmered across her cheeks and the curve of her lips.

Her gaze dragged over Keana’s face slowly.

“And where is it heading?” she asked, voice incredibly soft—almost a whisper—almost a dare.

Keana looked dazed for a moment, like she’d just caught the tail end of a joke she nearly missed. Then she looked away, her face broke into that crooked, irresistible smile.

She shifted closer to Cali, closing part of the space between them. In a quiet, fearless gesture, she let her thumb glide along Cali’s leg—just above her knee, nothing bold, just a soft stroke meant to ask rather than assume.

Cali shivered at the touch, breath catching.

Keana held her gaze as it happened, watching the faint flutter of Cali’s eyelashes, the way her lips parted like she was trying not to react too much.

Moved by something warm and unsteady, Keana leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss to Cali’s neck—then another, lower, along her collarbone. Soft. Slow. Careful, like she wasn’t sure why she felt brave enough to touch her, only that she suddenly needed to.

Cali made a tiny, desperate sound in her throat, as though she’d been holding her breath for days without realizing it. She didn’t pull away—just went still, trembling faintly, melting in increments as each kiss softened the edges of her armor.

Keana pulled back just enough to meet her eyes.

In the dim light, Cali’s expression was so open, so unguarded, it made Keana’s chest ache. She looked as if she was on the verge of saying something that would break the space between them entirely.

Keana swallowed, her voice barely above a whisper. “Is this okay?”

Cali nodded.

Then she closed the gap between them with a shy, unsteady movement, lifting her face until her lips brushed Keana’s—hesitant at first, then firmer, surer.

Keana met her there, deepening the kiss slow, gentle, and Cali’s hand came up to rest on Keana’s waist. Keana’s arm wrapped around her shoulder, pulling her closer until their bodies aligned perfectly, warmth bleeding through their clothes.

Cali sighed into the kiss, then deepened it even more, her other hand sliding into Keana’s hair.

Keana’s hands moved first—one sliding down Cali’s back, tracing the delicate curve of her spine until it rested on the soft swell of her hip. Her other hand found the nape of Cali’s neck, fingers tangling gently in the hair there. Cali shivered beneath her touch, a soft gasp escaping her lips.

Cali shifted, making space between her legs, and Keana moved to settle between them. The kiss grew more heated—lips parting, tongues meeting in a slow, exploratory dance that stole the air from Keana’s lungs. Keana’s hands roamed over Cali’s top, thumbs brushing over the fabric that covered her breasts, then up to frame her neck.

They broke apart, both breathing raggedly, foreheads pressed together. In the golden glow of the string lights, the world had narrowed to just this—this bed, this room, this moment suspended in time.

Keana lowered her weight, draping herself over Cali’s smaller frame as she lay back against the pillows, their hips pressing together in a way that sent electricity coursing through Keana’s veins. Cali bit her bottom lip, her fingers tracing the lines of Keana’s face—cheeks, lips, jaw—as if committing every detail to memory.

A heavy sigh escaped Cali’s lips, raw and wanting. Keana’s hand settled on Cali’s waist, anchoring them both as their mouths met again in a collision of need and restraint. Cali’s hands moved to Keana’s hips, pulling her closer, deeper.

Keana shifted, letting her thigh settle between Cali's legs—deliberate, firm. The contact drew a soft gasp from Cali, her hips rolling firm against the pressure. Keana felt the heat gathering there through the thin fabric of Cali's shorts, felt the way her body responded without hesitation, pressing into Keana's thigh like she couldn't get close enough. It was a silent plea, a wordless asking for more friction, more pressure, more of whatever this was that threatened to consume them both. The storm howled outside, but inside this room, the only sound was Cali's ragged breathing and the soft rustle of the comforter as she arched beneath Keana, seeking relief, seeking connection, seeking everything Keana was fully and desperately willing to give.

Cali's fingers reached under Keana’s shirt and splayed across her stomach, tracing the ridges of her abs before trailing to the small of her back, pressing into the curve there as Keana pressed her thigh harder against Cali's grinding. They broke apart, panting, eyes locked as Cali's hands roamed higher, exploring the soft weight of Keana's breasts over her shirt, thumbs circling the hardened nipples through the thin fabric. Keana shifted, bracing herself over Cali. Keana's breath hitched as she watched Cali's fingers dip beneath the waistband of her pants, knuckles brushing against sensitive skin. Cali's eyes darkened as she watched Keana's face hovering above her, her hand pulling out and slipping lower to cup Keana's pussy over her pants. Keana's mouth opened as she gasped, choking back a moan as Cali pressed more firmly, rubbing in slow, deliberate circles that made Keana's hips buck against her hand.

Cali leaned up, capturing Keana's mouth in a messy, desperate kiss, their tongues sliding together as Keana's hand tangled in Cali's hair. Cali's touch grew bolder, until she slipped her hand beneath Keana's underwear, just grazing the hair there. Cali suddenly pulled back, breath brushing Keana’s lips.

“I need to wash my hands,” she whispered, holding up her fingers. “I still have product on them.”

Keana blinked, heat still humming in her chest. “Okay. That's fine.”

They both sat up, the shift slow and a little unsteady. Cali’s breath caught as she leaned in for one more urgent kiss—quick and fierce, as if she needed it before she could pull away. Keana cupped her jaw, guiding her closer, deepening the kiss with a certainty that made Cali whimper. Keana’s tongue pressed deep into Cali’s mouth, her hand closing at the nape of her neck as she held her in place and claimed her. When the moment finally loosened its hold, Keana eased back, her breath brushing warmly against Cali’s.

Cali inhaled sharply, stunned, cheeks flushed as she slipped off the bed. One hand rose to touch her face as she hurried toward the bathroom.

Keana watched her go with a kind of focused hunger—still, rooted, eyes narrowed slightly in the warm glow as they dragged over Cali's body. She bit her lower lip as Cali disappeared into another room in the dark. Her breath pulled deep into her chest, something possessive and newly awakened settling over her like a shadow she didn’t try to hide. She exhaled hard, hoping to steady herself, checking her phone out of instinct. A list of notifications lit the screen—texts from friends, comments on her latest post, and several missed calls.

The bathroom sink turned on.

She tapped the voicemail first.

“Hey, sis. Just making sure you’re alright and not doing something stupid… like driving through this mess. Uh, I just lost power. Gonna call Mom, see how she’s doing. Call me. Love ya.”

Guilt hit her like cold, winter air.

The warmth of Cali’s kisses mixed with the nerves twisting in her stomach. She shouldn’t be doing this. Not when her brother had trusted her. Not when she hadn’t talked to him yet. Not when Cali was—shit—Cali was his crush.

She sat on the edge of the bed, hands clasped tight.

Cali returned from the bathroom, wiping her hands on her shorts. Her expression softened, then pinched with concern.

“What’s wrong?”

“What?” Keana blinked up.

“You look upset. Did I do something?”

“Oh—no. No, it’s not you.” Keana shook her head. “My brother called, and I just… I don’t know. It’s a lot.”

Cali eased onto the mattress beside her. “Is he okay?”

“Yeah. I just feel… incredibly guilty, I guess.” Keana rubbed her palms on her thighs. “I think I need to talk to him before…”

She trailed off.

Cali tilted her head gently. “Before?”

Keana made a little circling motion with her hand. “Before we make this official. I mean—I want that. If you do.”

Cali’s eyes glimmered, her inhale slow and deep.

“Yes. I do. And I totally get it. Talking to Jeremy… it probably is best. So we don’t have to hide this.”

Keana let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“Right.”

Outside the window, orange streetlights flickered back to life. One by one, windows of nearby apartments glowed awake. The city shook off its blackout.

“I kind of like power outages,” Keana murmured.

“You do?” Cali laughed softly.

“Yeah. They’re sort of romantic. Unless you’re in a horror movie, then— well, you know.”

The apartment lights surged on, flooding the room in cool blue. The warm gold of the string lights dimmed in comparison.

Cali grabbed Keana’s hand, smiling wide. She opened her mouth like she was about to say something, then shook her head with a laugh.

“What?” Keana grinned, squeezing her hand.

“Oh, I was just going to agree,” Cali said, still smiling.

“Good. The lighting was perfect. Next time I’ll, uh… bring candles. Just in case.”

Keana heard the words leave her mouth and immediately felt her face go hot, like someone had cranked the thermostat even higher.

Cali nodded, suddenly shy again, her earlier boldness shrinking under the brighter lights.

They shared a sweet, lingering kiss.

“I should probably… head home,” Keana said, even if it was clear she didn’t want to.

Cali’s face fell a little, but she nodded. “Okay.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“I’d like that.”

They both stood and walked toward the door. The kitten lay curled on the kitchen counter by the coffee maker, blinking at them sleepily.

“How’d she get up there?” Keana asked, reaching out to pet her.

“I have no idea. I think she knows how to fly or something.”

“Yeah, she must.”

Keana laughed, slipping on her jacket. She fluffed her freshly cut hair, admiring the way it fell into place.

“That hairstyle really suits you,” Cali said, eyes soft.

“Thank you.” Keana smiled and pulled her into one last hug—and kiss.

“Text me when you get home? Just so I know you made it safe?”

“Of course.”

“Alright.”

Keana opened the door. Cali stood there, fussing with her bangs, cheeks pink in the light.

“Bye,” Keana said softly.

“Bye, Keana.”

The hallway was cool after the cozy warmth of Cali’s apartment. Keana walked to the elevator, heart light and aching all at once. By the time she stepped out into the snowy night, she was smiling despite all the complications. She glanced up once at Cali’s window, still lit by the soft glow of string lights.

Then her smile faded slightly.

Jeremy.

She exhaled through her nose, sobering up. The storm had eased but the parking lot was buried. She popped her trunk, grabbed her brush and ice scraper, and began clearing off her car.

She was elated—she was guilty—she was terrified.

And she couldn’t wait to see Cali again.


Chapter Four

Keana’s alarm buzzed at five, but she was already awake—had been lying there for ten minutes, staring at the faint glow of her curtains like they were supposed to answer why she felt so… wired.

She finally sat up, rubbed her eyes, and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her body felt warm, restless, still carrying the imprint of last night in a way she didn’t have answers for yet.

She padded into the kitchen and pulled her overnight oats from the fridge—apple, cinnamon, chia, the same mix she'd made all week. She ate standing up, spoon tapping the edge of the glass container, kitchen dim except for the soft halo of the stove light.

Her thoughts drifted immediately.

Cali leaning against her doorway. Cali’s shy, hopeful voice when she said, Text me when you get home? Cali hugging Keana’s jacket like it was something safe.

Keana had texted her the moment she walked through the door.

Then she’d done a few influencer tasks—filmed a quick mobility prep clip for tomorrow’s workout, typed out a caption about training plateaus, took a few selfies, answered emails. It was her usual routine.

Except her brain kept replaying Cali’s smile between sentences.

By the time she washed out her container and set it on the drying rack, she could feel the edges of a grin threatening. Absolutely unacceptable.

“Broooo,” Keana muttered. “Pull it together. Now.”

She grabbed her gym bag, tugged on a hoodie, and stepped into the freezing morning. The world was dark and quiet, frost shining along the sidewalks. Her breath puffed visibly as she walked to her car.

The drive was short, familiar.

Her heartbeat was all over the place.

The warmth of the gym hit her as she stepped inside—rubber mats, metal, the low clink of plates someone was already moving around. It grounded her. This space always did.

She slid her headphones in and started her incline walk, playlist thumping, body easing into motion.

Usually this was the clearest her mind ever felt.

But these past couple of days…

Cali’s little smile drifted in and out between the beats.

Her gentle voice.

The soft “bye” she’d barely whispered.

Keana bumped the speed up, jaw tightening.

Focus. Gym first. Emotions later.

Or never.

But Cali lingered anyway.

Half an hour later, while Keana was mid–deadlift, Ray appeared beside her, wearing joggers and a black muscle shirt.

“Nice ass,” Ray said.

Keana looked at her in the mirror. “You know, I miss when you used to get here before me.”

“You know, shit happens. Be glad I came at all.” Ray flashed a smug little smile and ran a hand through her short, voluminous hair.

Keana kept lifting.

“Do you blow-dry your hair every morning or—” she asked.

Ray scoffed. “I shower every morning, so yeah.”

“You shower before coming to the gym?”

“Yes. Doesn’t everyone?”

Keana clicked her tongue, finished her set, and reached for her water bottle.

“How’s it going with the mystery woman?” Ray asked, casually removing a couple plates and starting her own deadlifts.

Keana paused.

“It’s… a thing.” She tried—and failed—not to smile. No way she was letting Ray see that.

Ray froze mid-rep.

“WHAT? What what?” She dropped the bar and marched over, standing inches from Keana.

The gym was basically empty. “What do you mean it’s a thing? Tell me now.”

“I went over to her place.”

Ray’s whole body jerked like she’d been electrocuted. “WHAT? You have to tell me everything. DE-TAILS.”

“Relax,” Keana muttered, chuckling. “Clothes stayed on. I just needed to know if she was actually interested.”

“So did anything happen?”

“Yes.”

Ray pressed her palms together like she was praying to the lesbian gods.

“Please show me a picture of her. I need a visual.”

Keana sighed and pulled out her phone.

“You have a picture?”

“I’ll just show you her Instagram.”

“Hell yes, show me that first.”

Keana typed in the handle—the one she’d copied into her notes after her brother showed it to her and maybe… looked at once or twice. She flipped the phone around.

Ray scrolled, eyes growing wide.

Then staggered back dramatically, mouth open, hand clutching her head like she was having a full-on crisis.

“Well. Shaina’s gonna love that,” Ray muttered. “Damn. Girlie looks flexible. Meow—kitty’s out in that one.”

“Hey.” Keana snatched her phone back. “None of that. And stop mentioning my ex. For fuck sakes, you think about her more than I do.”

Ray grinned, unrepentant. “It’s the tea for me. Gotta love it! Anyways, that girl looks like an angel sent from heaven on high. A sinful, naughty angel. What’s her name?”

“Cali.”

“Cali. Like California? So what’s the issue, anyways?”

“Oh. Yeah.” Keana exhaled. “My brother thinks she wants him.”

“Does she?”

“She says she wants me.”

Ray began clapping—slow, dramatic, thunderous.

“Oh yes. YES. This is the kind of shit I live for. You’re stealing your brother’s girl.”

“Stealing? That’s kind of strong. But… I guess sort of.” Keana rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m going to be with her. The problem is how to break that to Jeremy.”

“Oh, baby, he’ll live.” Ray waved her off. “Just text him. Let the boy process it—he’ll catch up eventually. He always do.”

They walked to the row machines and sat side by side. Ray set her pace like she meant business; Keana immediately doubled it. Within a minute Ray was wheezing.

“Slow down, Christ,” Ray panted.

“Can’t keep up?” Keana smirked.

“Shut up,” Ray gasped.

They finished the row and headed to the lat pulldowns. Ray knelt to increase the weight and grab the bar, glancing up at Keana with a serious look.

“But one thing I will say.” She stood back up and walked over to clip the bar. “I need to be sure of one thing.”

Keana raised a brow and sat down. “What?”

“Is she the sort who just… sits back and lets everything unfold?”

“…What?”

Ray moved closer and muttered,

“Keana, you always end up with pillow princesses.”

Keana scoffed, tilting her head. “Who cares? I don’t.”

Ray snorted. “Yes, you do. You need a woman who’s a giver. A girl who actually reciprocates. A bottom who wants to please you. You can’t keep doing that to yourself.”

Keana powered through her set trying not to grunt.

They switched.

“She doesn’t seem like a… princess.” Keana hesitated. “I don’t think. She has short nails.”

Ray stared at her. “Uh-huh. Great scientific method you got there. I’m just saying—don’t do that again. You deserve someone who meets you halfway.”

Ray pulled the bar down, finishing her set while Keana wiped her face on a towel. Ray showed her a post on her phone giggling.

“One of my thirst traps went viral last night,” Ray bragged.

Keana glanced. “That’s because you’re basically naked.”

“Marketing,” Ray said, pleased. “So, what’s on your agenda today?”

“Meeting my mom later for lunch,” Keana said, shrugging. “Running errands. The usual. You?”

Ray nodded, then elbowed her lightly as they walked toward the free weights. “Me? I don’t know. We’ll see what the day holds.”

“Right, right.”

In her peripheral vision, she caught Ray glancing at her more than once, like she wanted to say something but couldn’t quite bring herself to. And then:

“Hey, if you and I had just gotten together, your life would be way easier. All your problems? Solved. You know what I mean?”

Keana paused mid-step. “Ray, you’re not my type. You know that.”

“Harsh Keana.” Ray grabbed a pair of dumbbells. “But I’m everyone’s type at the end of the day. And hey—I’d always let you top me. You’re like… my one exception.”

Keana blinked. “I’m sorry. What?”

“What, indeed,” Ray said to the mirror, eyebrows raised. “You can’t tell me you’ve never thought about us fucking.”

“No,” Keana said flatly. “I have not. Have you?”

Ray didn’t miss a beat. “Not lately. But historically? Yeah. Absolutely. More than once.”

Keana dropped her towel onto the bench, staring at her. “You’re unbelievable.”

Ray grinned, unbothered. “I like hot, confident women. So fuckin’ sue me then, why don’t ch-ya.”

They moved into bent-over rows, lifting in sync, the kind of competitive silence only close friends had mastered.

Eventually they headed to the locker room. Keana washed her hands and pulled on her boots. As they reached the door, Ray leaned in close.

“You and Cali ever want a threesome,” Ray murmured, “you let me know.”

Keana snorted and leered at her. “I’m far too jealous for threesomes.”

“Hey. I’m willing to work with you,” Ray said, winking.

They spilled out into the cold morning laughing, breath misting as they said their goodbyes and headed off toward their separate cars.

Her fingers found her phone before she'd even thought about it, thumb hovering over Cali's name in her recent calls. Then she clicked her phone off and set it in the cup holder. She pulled out of the parking lot, telling herself to wait. To be chill. To not seem desperate.

By the time she turned onto her street, she had decided to wait on contacting Cali, just to see what her mom would say about it first. Keana parked, grabbed her gym bag, and trudged up the stairs to her house, the familiar ache of wanting to come home to someone ever present when she opened the door.

***

The day slipped by in a blur of errands before she finally picked up her mom for their lunch date. Her mom's house smelled of cinnamon and clean laundry, and Keana found herself momentarily wishing she could just curl up on the couch there and let the world outside handle itself.

“So where are we eating?” her mom asked, already halfway out the door.

Keana shrugged. “Mall has that new udon place.”

Her mom's face lit up. “Oh, I've been wanting to try that! Jeremy mentioned it.”

The mention of her brother sent a fresh wave of guilt through Keana's chest.

Forty minutes later, they were seated in the bustling food court, bowls of steaming udon and ramen between them. Keana pushed noodles around her chopsticks, appetite fading as the weight of what she needed to say settled in her stomach.

“Something's on your mind,” her mom said gently, not looking up from her bowl.

Keana took a breath. “Yeah. I'm in kind of a... difficult situation.”

Her mom put down her chopsticks, giving Keana her full attention. “What kind of situation?”

“I've been hanging out with Cali,” Keana began, choosing her words carefully. “And... we really like each other.”

Her mom's expression softened with understanding. “Jeremy's Cali?”

Keana nodded, bracing herself.

To her surprise, her mom reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “These things happen. Better to tell him now than to let it fester.”

“That’s just it,” Keana said, relief washing through her before the next wave of anxiety hit. “She’s not out like that. No one know she dates women. Only her family. Jeremy obviously doesn’t know.”

Her mom nodded gently. “That’s kind of you to consider that, sweetheart.”

“I have—”

Keana cut herself off as her phone buzzed against the table. Cali’s name lit up the screen, and Keana’s heart did that stupid little lurch again. She hesitated, thumb hovering over the green button, her mom watching her with quiet, knowing eyes.

“Hey,” Keana said finally, trying to sound casual.

“Jeremy just asked me out,” Cali said. Her voice was tight, stressed.

Keana glanced at her mom, who met her gaze, concern written all over her face. “Are you comfortable telling him you’re not interested in dating men?” Keana asked carefully.

“I don’t know,” Cali said softly. “I don’t want him to be mad at me.”

Her mom tilted her head, lifting her hand in a small, encouraging motion. Ask her out, she mouthed.

Keana took a breath. “Okay. Maybe we could talk in person. Do you want to meet up later and go out? We can talk about it then. Maybe around six?”

“Yeah,” Cali said, relief immediately creeping into her voice. “That sounds good.”

“It’ll be alright,” Keana said gently. “We’ll talk it through then, okay?”

“Thank you,” Cali said. “Yeah. That would really help.”

They said their goodbyes, and Keana ended the call.

When she looked up, her mom was still watching her—this time with a small, warm smile that said she’d seen this story before, even if the details were new.

“You must be really serious about her,” her mom said.

“I really like her,” Keana admitted, stirring her now-cooling soup. “I wouldn't hurt Jeremy like this if I didn't.”

Her mom nodded. “What are Cali's plans for Christmas? It's only two days away.”

Keana realized with a jolt that she hadn't even thought of Christmas with everything going on with work and these new feelings.

“I don't know, do you think I should get her a gift?”

“You could get her something small, just to show you were thinking of her.”

Keana gave a small nod.

They finished eating, conversation drifting back to lighter things as trays were pushed aside and the noise around them swelled and receded. By the time they stood to leave the food court, the knot in Keana’s chest had loosened just a little.

They wandered through the mall without much intention, letting the warm air and gentle noise guide them. Keana wasn’t really shopping so much as moving—hands in her pockets, mind half elsewhere. Storefronts blurred past: winter displays, glittering sales signs, mannequins wrapped in scarves.

Then she stopped.

It was a small jewelry shop tucked between a shoe store and a candle place, easy to miss if you weren’t looking. In the window, among rows of silver chains, something caught her eye.

A necklace.

The center gem was a soft blush pink, heart-shaped, set delicately in silver. Tiny diamonds traced its edge, subtle enough that they only caught the light when you moved.

Keana stared at it longer than she meant to.

Her mom noticed immediately. “That one?”

Keana nodded. “Yeah.”

“It’s pretty,” her mom said simply. “Not loud. Thoughtful. Romantic.”

Keana imagined it against Cali’s skin—the way she’d absently touch it when she was nervous, the way she smiled when she felt seen.

“I’m sure she’d love it,” her mom said softly.

Keana stepped inside, spoke briefly with the person at the counter, and asked to see it up close. She held it for a few minutes watching the light play over the gem and diamonds, then nodded.

“I’ll take it.”

As the clerk placed the necklace into a small box, Keana’s thoughts drifted to their date later that evening. To the conversation waiting for them. To the hope—quiet but insistent—that everything would smooth out, that no one would get hurt.

She tucked the box into her bag and took a steady breath.

For now, this was enough.

***

The afternoon sun made the city look warmer than it felt. One of those bright New York winter days where the sky was clear, the shadows sharp, and the cold bit through every layer you thought were thick and warm.

Keana double-checked her hair in the rearview mirror.

She wore a navy blue fitted sweater, cropped leather jacket and high-waisted khakis cinched with a silver O-ring belt.

A few delicate chain necklaces caught the sun when she shifted.

Simple. Clean. Practical.

She pulled up outside Cali’s building and barely had time to turn on the heated passenger seat before the front door swung open.

Keana’s breath hitched.

Cali stepped out wearing tight light-wash jeans and a retro striped polo tucked in—warm mustard, burnt orange, maroon—those soft, vintage arcade colors that shouldn’t look that good on anyone, yet somehow looked perfect on her. A short, furry leopard-print jacket hung open over it, her curled blonde hair bouncing as she jogged down the steps. Blue Vans with a red stripe flashed with each step.

She looked like she’d walked straight out of a late-90s Christmas commercial, completely unaware of how cute she was.

Keana got out to open the passenger door out of pure instinct.

“Hello.”

Cali smiled, shy and warm. “Hi.”

Keana held the door handle, trying not to stare. “You look adorable.”

Cali blinked up at her. “You… look amazing. Very put together.”

Keana opened the passenger door with a little bow of her head. “Trying my best.”

Cali slid in, adjusting her jacket. Keana rounded the hood and climbed into the driver’s seat.

Keana clicked a few buttons and the heater hummed, filling the car with warm air and nervous energy.

“I missed you,” Cali whispered, voice softer this time.

Keana smiled, warmth rising in her chest. “Missed me? Already?”

She leaned in and kissed her—light, quick, but enough to melt every muscle in Cali’s shoulders.

Cali brushed her fingers over her own lips, smiling to herself.

“Mmm. You smell good,” Keana murmured as she turned the key. “Ready for the arcade?”

Keana stole a quick look at her—Cali’s cheeks were flushed, rosy, and Keana couldn’t tell if it was winter air or something she’d caused.

“Actually, yes. I’ve never been to a bar arcade.”

A few quiet moments passed as Keana merged into traffic, winter sunlight bouncing off the windshield.

“Oh,” she said, glancing over, “are you from the area originally?”

“No, I’m from West Orange. New Jersey.”

“Really?” Keana glanced at her, pleasantly surprised. “That’s not far.”

They slipped into small talk — neighborhoods, food, commute — while Keana navigated the busy sidewalks and heavier weekend traffic. This spot was strategic; Jeremy hated this part of the city. Too crowded, too chaotic. He usually avoided it on principle.

Keana’s mother’s voice drifted through her mind: Just bring it up casually. Have her talk to Jeremy.

“So,” Keana said gently, tone softening, “did you tell Jeremy anything yet?”

Cali’s smile faltered. “No… not yet. I left him on read.”

Keana winced. “Uh oh.”

“I know.” Cali pressed her palms together anxiously. “I—I panicked. He’s probably mad at me. I didn’t know how to tell him I’m not interested.”

Keana exhaled, slow and steady.

“Jeremy will understand. Trust me,” she said. “The thing about my brother is, he doesn’t get mad—he gets sad. And with this, I’m just… not comfortable talking to him about us unless you’ve told him first. About being gay or… at least uninterested in him specifically. I would think it’s less hurtful to him if you just say you’re not interested in men but, up to you on that. Whenever you’re ready. A text is totally fine.”

Cali swallowed hard. Her shoulders crept up toward her ears, eyes flicking from the dashboard to the window, then down to her lap. She rubbed her hands together, once, then again, breathing a little too fast.

Keana reached over and rubbed her thigh through her jeans—slow, grounding. “Hey. We don’t have to talk about it right now. It’s okay. I just wanted to see where you were at.”

Cali nodded gratefully, sinking back into the seat as if a weight had lifted from her chest. Something in Keana softened; she still wasn’t used to being around someone so sensitive, so easily shaken.

They pulled into the arcade bar’s parking lot, neon reflections dancing across the windshield.

“You ready?” Keana asked.

Cali took a steadying breath. “Yeah. I think so.”

Keana reached over and squeezed her hand before they stepped out.
“Good. You look cute as hell. Very… Nintendo New York of you.”

Cali burst into laughter. “Oh my God. Is that place even still open?”

Keana grinned. “Huh, I don’t know. But let’s go in and play some Guitar Hero, shall we?”

They fell into step together, and Keana casually slid an arm around Cali’s shoulders. Cali leaned into her.

“I told myself I wouldn’t fall again,” Cali murmured. “That was embarrassing.”

Keana remembered the night at Jeremy’s party—the slight stumble, the way Cali had flushed bright red afterward, snow drifting down around them like glitter.

“You can fall,” Keana said, smirking down at her. “I’ll catch you.”

Their eyes met for a brief, warm second—something soft settling between them.

Then someone pulled the door open, breaking the moment. Warm air washed over them as they stepped inside.

The place buzzed—energetic but not yet packed.

An open square bar sat in the center, glowing with backlit bottles.

Arcade machines flickered in a ring toward the back, with more games and tables lining the walls.

Colored lights strobed softly across the ceiling.

A low hum of upbeat music vibrated through the air—lively but not overwhelming.

It felt alive. Easy. Fun.

Exactly the kind of vibe Keana had hoped for.

“Hey,” Cali said quietly, touching her elbow to get her attention. “I never thanked you for that. Bringing me home that night. I was… pretty faded. I definitely needed to get out of there.”

Keana nodded, stepping a little closer. She cupped Cali’s face gently, her thumb brushing her cheek. “Of course. Anytime.”

Cali’s lips parted, soft and grateful. Keana leaned in and kissed her—slow, warm, nothing showy. Just real.

When they pulled apart, they both smiled, and without even thinking about it, their hands found each other’s as they walked toward the bar.

They slid up to it together, the low glow of the menu lighting Cali’s face in soft blues and reds. Keana leaned an elbow on the counter, scanning the drink list out of habit more than interest.

“What are you thinking?” Cali asked, looking up at her.

Keana shrugged. “Probably just a club soda.”

Cali blinked. “What? That’s it?”

“I don’t actually drink.”

“Seriously—like, ever?”

Keana glanced at her, amused by the genuine surprise. “No. Never liked it.”

“Oh.” Cali smiled, thoughtful. “That’s actually… kind of hot.”

Keana laughed under her breath. “I don’t think that’s the word I’d use.”

“Well,” Cali said, tapping the menu with one finger, “if you’re not drinking, I won’t either.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” Cali said easily. “Besides, this place has mocktails.”

Keana arched a brow. “Mocktails?”

“Yes,” Cali said, delighted. “Fun drinks without the headache. Come on—live a little.”

Keana studied the menu again, lips twitching. “Fine. I’ll give one a try.”

They ordered—two different mocktails, bright and a little ridiculous-looking when they arrived. Keana’s was topped with a sprig of rosemary; Cali’s had a sugared rim and something neon pink swirling inside.

Keana took a cautious sip.

“…Okay,” she admitted. “That’s actually pretty good.”

“Told you,” Cali said smugly, sipping hers.

A few minutes later, Keana reached over, casual as anything, and stole a sip from Cali’s glass.

“Hey,” Cali laughed. “You ordered your own.”

“Yours is better,” Keana said simply, biting her lip and looking at her through her brows.

Cali shook her head, blushing as she smiled down into her glass. “I know.”

They abandoned the bar soon after, drifting toward the arcade machines as if pulled by gravity. Flashing lights reflected off the polished floor, the air humming with beeps and digital soundtracks.

Keana stopped short in front of Guitar Hero, grinning. “Oh. This? Yeah, I’m winning.”

Cali glanced at her, slow and skeptical. “You seem very confident.”

“I’m being humble,” Keana said. “But also—I’m very good.”

“Mmhmm.” Cali picked up the second guitar. “We’ll see.”

They chose a song—fast, a little obnoxious—and took their positions. Keana rolled her shoulders loose, stretching her fingers like this was a serious athletic event.

The music kicked in.

Keana started strong—confident, steady—until she glanced sideways and realized Cali wasn’t just keeping up.

She was destroying it.

Cali’s brow was furrowed in concentration, fingers flying with precise ease, body swaying slightly with the rhythm. She looked focused, natural, like this was second nature.

Keana missed a note.

Then another.

“Oh, come on,” Keana muttered.

Cali shot her a quick glance, eyes sparkling. “Problem?”

“No,” Keana said, narrowing her eyes. “Just recalibrating.”

The song ended.

Cali’s score flashed higher.

Keana stared at the screen. Then at Cali. Then back at the screen.

“…Who are you?”

Cali burst out laughing. “I played guitar growing up, so it made sense to at least try it. I got a little obsessed.”

Keana shook her head, impressed despite the loss. “Damn. For real? I mean playing guitar?”

“Yeah,” Cali said, cheeks pink. “I was actually in a band in high school.”

“That’s crazy,” Keana said. “You’ll have to play for me sometime.”

Cali smiled, softer now. “Yeah. I’ll have to.”

Keana tilted her head. “Rematch?”

“Gladly.”

After shrugging off their coats, they played again—and again—laughing, trash-talking lightly, bumping shoulders when one of them got too cocky. At one point, Cali leaned in and whispered, “You’re sexy when you’re competitive,” and Keana promptly missed three notes in a row.

“Unfair,” Keana said, face flushing. “That’s psychological warfare.”

Cali just smiled.

By the time they set the guitars back, Keana’s mocktail had been fully abandoned in favor of stealing sips from Cali’s, and the space between them felt easy—earned.

As they walked toward the next row of machines, Keana brushed her knuckles against Cali’s hand. The bar and arcade were becoming busy—voices louder now, bodies close, energy buzzing.

“So,” she said lightly, “what else are you secretly incredible at?”

Cali glanced up at her, eyes warm and mischievous. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Keana smiled, something soft settling in her chest.

Yeah. I would.

“Are you hungry?” Keana asked. “They have burgers and pizza.”

“I could eat,” Cali said easily.

They ordered two BLTs with chips and slid into a booth while they waited, sitting close—close enough to hear each other over the noise without raising their voices. The place had filled fast, the energy louder now, layered with laughter and clinking glasses.

Keana leaned back against the booth, resting her arm along the back behind Cali, angling her body toward her. “After we eat, we can walk around downtown for a bit—or keep playing games here. Totally up to you.”

Cali smiled, nodding. “I’ll let you know how I’m feeling.”

When the food arrived, they ate side by side, shoulders brushing now and then, trading chips and quiet comments between mouthfuls. It felt easy—domestic in a way that surprised Keana.

And then—

Something shifted.

Keana’s smile faded as a strange prickle crawled up her spine. She glanced past Cali, scanning the room without meaning to—

—and froze.

Her brother had just walked in, flanked by his two friends, already laughing as they headed toward the bar.

“Oh my god,” Keana whispered.

She slid out of the booth so fast she nearly fell onto the floor, ducking down and grabbing Cali’s wrist. “It’s my brother.”

Cali’s eyes widened.

For a split second, it looked like he might turn.

Then he didn’t.

“Okay—okay,” Cali whispered.

Keana tugged her toward a narrow hallway just past the window where they’d ordered food, heart pounding. They slipped down it just as Jeremy reached the bar on the other side, his back to them as he ordered a drink.

They didn’t stop until they reached one of the unisex bathrooms.

Keana shut the door quietly behind them, both of them breathing hard.

“We’ll just wait a minute,” Keana murmured, pressing a hand to her chest.

Cali nodded, a breathy laugh slipping out despite herself. “That was… close.”

Keana huffed a quiet laugh, adrenaline still buzzing through her veins. “Yeah. Way too close.”

They stood there for a moment, tucked away from the noise, the sounds of the bar muffled beyond the door—caught between laughter and trouble and the very real fact that this night had just gotten more complex.

“I’ll just tell him,” Cali said quietly. “We can’t hide like this.”

“That’d be good. I really didn’t think he’d come here,” Keana said, shaking her head. “He hates the parking and—”

Cali took her arms gently. “I’m going to go out there and tell him I’m not interested.”

“What—now?”

“Yes,” Cali said, earnest. “Then we can just leave and enjoy our night.”

“No, no,” Keana said quickly. “That would not be good. You should give him some warning first.”

Cali’s eyes went wide. “Holy shit. I just realized. This is where he wanted to take me out. When he texted earlier.”

Keana covered her mouth. “Oh, well now I’m an actual villain.”

“No—come on,” Cali said, squeezing her arms. “You had no idea.”

“That’s serious twin telepathy.”

Cali blinked. “Wait—you guys aren’t twins.”

Keana huffed. “No. It’s just something we do. Usually helpful. Sometimes… like not right now. I mean, with that, what if he already knows?”

Cali grimaced, furrowing her brow.

Keana continued, pacing half a step. “We need to leave. Oh no, he probably saw my car outside.”

“Has he texted you?” Cali asked.

Keana checked her phone.

“No. Doesn’t look like it.”

“Then he probably didn’t,” Cali said, relieved.

A knock sounded at the door.

They both froze, eyes snapping to each other.

What if it’s him?

Maybe it’d be for the best if it is.

Okay, I’m ready.

Keana opened the door.

It was just a man stumbling, apologizing under his breath as he lurched past.

Hesitate didn’t hesitate.

They slipped out quickly, looping around the hallway toward the front door. As they passed the bar and arcade machines, Keana glanced over—

Jeremy was completely absorbed in a Pac-Man cabinet, laughing with his friends, unaware of how close he’d come to colliding with them.

They pushed outside and immediately pulled their hoods up against the cold.

Once they passed the windows and rounded the block, Keana finally exhaled, the breath leaving her in a rush. “Okay. First thing—I need to move my car.”

“Yeah,” Cali said, nodding quickly. “That’s probably smart.”

They hurried back to the car, snow crunching under their boots. They slid inside and Keana pulled out immediately, turning down one side street, then another, her heart still buzzing as she put distance between them and the arcade.

After a moment, she glanced over. “Where would you like to go?”

Cali hesitated, then smiled sheepishly. “Um, there’s a queer bar I’ve always wanted to try. I’ve never actually been.”

“Oh yeah?” Keana’s mouth curved. “Which one?”

“The Gilded Room,” Cali said.

Keana smiled, turning at the next intersection. “Oh yeah, I’ve been there,” she said. “It’s pretty nice, quiet for a bar but filled with soft music. Very low-key. Let’s try it.”

Snow glittered under the streetlights as Keana pulled up along the curb a few blocks down from The Gilded Room. The street here was calmer—quieter than the chaos they’d just escaped—more tucked away, like it had decided not to compete with the rest of the city.

Cali looked around, taking it in. “Wow,” she said softly. “It’s… peaceful here.”

“Yeah,” Keana said. “It is.”

She shut off the engine but didn’t move right away. The car hummed faintly as it cooled, the quiet settling in around them. Keana glanced over and found Cali already looking at her.

Something unspoken stretched between them—warm, steady, expectant.

Keana reached across the console without really thinking about it. Her fingers slipped into Cali’s easily, like they already knew where to go. Keana lifted her hand to her lips, pressing a soft kiss to each knuckle, one by one.

Cali inhaled, slow and careful.

Keana leaned in, closing the small space between them. The kiss was light at first—more of a question than a statement. Cali answered immediately, lips warm and yielding. Keana kept it unhurried, one hand coming up to rest against Cali’s cheek, thumb brushing along her jaw. She didn’t rush it. She didn’t push.

When they pulled back, Cali’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes a little dazed.

“You don’t have to answer now,” Keana said quietly. “But… I’d like it if you stayed at my place tonight.”

Cali studied her face, really looking. Then she nodded. “I’d like that.”

Keana smiled, small and sincere. She brushed a curl back from Cali’s forehead. “I’ll ask you again later. Just in case. You’re allowed to change your mind.”

“I know,” Cali said, smiling back. “But I’m not going to.”

“We’ll see,” Keana said lightly, already opening her door.

She rounded the car and opened Cali’s, offering a hand as she stepped out. They walked together down the snowy sidewalk, arms nearly touching, the quiet between them easy. The entrance to The Gilded Room was understated—a wooden door, a small brass plaque, nothing flashy.

Inside, warmth wrapped around them instantly. Soft golden, emerald, and violet lights from vintage lamps pooled across velvet seating and trailing plants. Accordion dividers carved the space into intimate corners, each one feeling like a place you could linger without being rushed.

Cali paused, eyes drawn upward. “Is that a spiral staircase?”

Keana followed her gaze. “Yeah. Three floors.”

They headed up to the second-floor bar, the noise softening as they climbed. The music dulled into something gentler up here, more hum than pulse. The bartender nodded in their direction but was mid-conversation, laughing as he wiped down the counter. The space seemed to close around them—warm, glowing, removed.

A place to stay for a while.

Keana slid onto a stool, already scanning the menu. She was determined to order a better mocktail this time around—though she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t enjoyed stealing sips of Cali’s earlier.

“What the hell is this?” a familiar voice demanded. “What is this?”

Keana froze.

Slowly, she turned.

Ray was leaned against the bar, one elbow planted, dressed in something other than her carefully curated gym uniform—dark jeans, boots, a cropped jacket that looked intentional without trying. She was mid-laugh with the bartender, who looked thoroughly entertained.

Of course.

Ray spotted Keana and grinned like she’d just won something.

“No fucking way,” Ray said. “I leave you alone for one day and you show up here?”

Keana groaned. “I cannot escape you.”

Ray’s gaze slid immediately to Cali, chewing on her straw. “And who’s this cutie?”

Cali laughed softly, already a little flustered. “Hi, I’m Cali.”

Ray stuck out a hand. “Ray. Resident menace. Keana and I work out together.”

“You behave yourself,” Keana muttered.

Ray waved her off and turned back to Cali. “So—Cali. Is that short for California, or…?”

Keana blinked at Ray, unimpressed.

Cali chuckled. “No. It’s short for Calliope.”

Ray blinked. “Whoa.” Genuine now. “That’s really cool. I’ve never heard that name before.”

Cali’s cheeks flushed pink, and Keana tilted her head, surprised—and a little curious.

As Cali glanced down at the menu, Ray casually lifted her hand and pressed three fingers to her cheek—quick, subtle, unmistakable.

Keana’s eyes narrowed instantly. Ray tapped the same spot once more, as if Keana hadn’t noticed.

“Not happening,” she said flatly.

Ray dropped her hand and squinted at her. “Well. Not tonight, maybe.”

Cali glanced between them, amused. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Keana said quickly, coming up closer to peer at the menu. “Let’s look at the drinks.”

Ray snorted but let it go, turning back to the bartender. “That’s my best friend right there. Yup. She’s Instagram-famous, you know.”

The bartender looked pleasantly surprised, as he shook up a drink.

They ordered—two mocktails this time, colorful and fruity—and once the glasses were set in front of them, Keana nudged Cali gently away from the bar.

Ray lifted her glass in a lazy salute as they went. “See you tomorrow, bestie. Or maybe I won’t? Happy Christmas if I don’t.”

Keana shot her a suspicious look. “Yup. See ya.”

Cali giggled as they found a secluded corner, tucking themselves into a velvet-lined nook beneath a beam of pinkish light. The light cast everything in soft gold, the rest of the room dissolving into background noise.

Cali took a sip of her drink and smiled. “Ray seems nice. Very… friendly.”

Keana huffed. “She’s a bit too friendly sometimes.” She glanced at Cali. “That’s a beautiful name, Calliope.”

Cali shrugged lightly. “It’s fine. I just get tired of having to pronounce it for people.”

“I don’t even have a hard name,” Keana said. “And all through school, teachers still called me Kee-Nah.”

Cali laughed. “No.”

“Every single year.”

They laughed together, the sound easy. Conversation drifted—childhoods, hobbies, the city, work. Time softened. Hands lingered, Cali’s resting at Keana’s shoulder, Keana’s on Cali’s thigh or massaging her forearm with her thumb, neither of them commenting on it.

Eventually, the topic shifted.

“So,” Keana asked gently, “what are you doing for the holidays? Do you celebrate Christmas, or…?”

“I’m going to New Jersey,” Cali said. “Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.”

Keana’s stomach dipped, but she kept her face neutral. “Oh?”

“It’s not my favorite time of year,” Cali admitted. “Big family. Something always happens at Christmas dinner. One year my uncle flipped the table and tried to hit my dad.” She let out a small, humorless laugh. “I really wish I didn’t have to go.”

“Well,” Keana said carefully, “if you decide not to… you’re welcome to come with me to my mom’s.”

Cali stared at her, mouth slightly parted.

Keana said, “Did I—did I say something wrong?”

“No, but,” Cali said quickly. “Wouldn’t that cause problems?”

Keana shook her head. “My family’s pretty understanding. I’m lucky like that.”

Cali studied her for a moment. “Then… why is it such a big deal for us to be together? If I might ask?”

Keana exhaled slowly. “Jeremy’s trying to get his life together. He dropped out of college, jobs keep falling through. He has a hard time staying focused. Always has but he’s got a heart of gold, even still. He just started a new job he’s actually excited about.” She hesitated. “I worry—maybe irrationally—that if we dated, it’d throw him off.”

Cali’s expression softened. “You have a really kind heart as well. But it’s not your job to—” she searched for the word, “—shield him from the truth.”

“I know,” Keana said quietly.

“And he has friends. Family. He’ll be okay.”

Keana nodded. “I think… some of it is my own guilt too.” She gave a small shrug. “I always planned to be the one who made it. Take care of everyone. Make money. Make things easier for my mom and my brother.” Her voice softened. “When I do well, it feels great—but also like I should keep it quiet.”

Cali reached for her hand. “You’re allowed to be successful.”

Keana smiled faintly. “I’m still learning that.”

They sat with it for a moment, the noise of the bar ebbing and flowing around them.

After a beat, Cali shifted. “Can I show you something?”

She pulled out her phone, hesitating. “My Instagram. I’ve been thinking… maybe I should come clean.”

She scrolled—photos curated and confident, all of which Keana had seen, clearly angled for the male gaze. Keana’s jaw tightened before she could stop it, and she hated that it probably showed.

“Honestly,” Keana said, glancing at her, “I’ve seen it. My brother showed me your Instagram. That’s… a lot of followers.”

Cali shrugged, putting her phone down on the coffee table. “It’s mostly guys. I wanted to make something of it, you know? Quit my day job. I guess I started changing my photos out when certain ones gained likes.”

Keana looked at her openly and smiled. “You could. Make money from this. Are you going to?”

“Maybe,” Cali said. “But I think I need to rebrand and to start over. I get hundreds of DMs each week. Does it really matter if they’re all super thirsty, you know?”

Keana leaned in slightly, letting her talk.

“I do check them,” Cali added, quieter. “But I don’t really talk to any them.”

Something must have crossed Keana’s face—doubt, or maybe jealousy—because Cali noticed immediately.

“Hey—no, wait.” She nearly knocked over her drink grabbing the phone again. “I don’t talk to them. Ever. Only to tell them I’m not interested. I promise.”

Keana blinked. “You don’t have to—”

“I do,” Cali said earnestly, handing out her phone. “You can look. You can even have all my passwords. I don’t have anything to hide.” A beat, softer now. “Well—except pictures of you on my phone. But… I think transparency is really important in relationships.”

Keana stared at her, completely dumbfounded.

The offer alone hit harder than anything else. Her chest tightened—not because she wanted to look, but because of what it meant. Trust, given freely. No defensiveness. No minimization.

Her ex’s voice echoed faintly in her memory—It’s not cheating if it was just online—and Keana swallowed.

“No,” she said softly. “That’s okay. I trust you.”

The relief on Cali’s face was immediate. Her shoulders softened, her body angling closer as if something inside her had finally been set down. The space between them shifted—thickened.

Keana felt it then. The change.

Her own walls, usually so carefully kept, slipped without warning. Her gaze lingered longer now, darker—tracking Cali’s mouth when she spoke, the small movements she made without realizing. There was something patient in it. Possessive, maybe. A hunger she hadn’t named yet, but suddenly couldn’t ignore.

Cali's hand found her arm, fingers curling around her bicep—quiet intention in the pressure. Not tentative. Not asking—offering. She leaned in close, her breath warm against Keana's ear.

Images flashed through Keana's mind—clear and sudden. Cali in her lap, legs wrapped around her waist. Cali beneath her, smaller frame fitting perfectly as Keana's body covered hers completely. The thought of pinning her down, feeling her squirm under Keana's weight, sent a jolt straight through her. The awareness of their difference in size. The way she fit against her so easily when they laid together. How natural it would be to hold Cali there, arms firm around her—anchoring her, soothing her without a word.

The realization sent another, quieter jolt through her. Controlled. Wanting.

Cali was watching her now—really watching—head tilted, eyes searching Keana's face with open curiosity, a little dazed by the shift she could clearly feel too. She inched closer to Keana's ear.

“I want you,” she murmured. And then, “We could leave now.”

Keana didn’t answer right away.

She just looked at her—really looked—heart fully exposed, desire written plainly across her face.

And for the first time, she understood she wanted more than she'd been letting herself admit.

“I'd like that,” Keana said, voice lower than before. She stood, offering her hand. Cali's fingers slid into hers without hesitation as she stood, “where to?”

“Your place,” Cali answered smiling, and there was nothing uncertain about it. “Unless you'd rather my apartment.”

Keana squeezed her hand. “Just checking in. Let's go to mine.”

They finished the last of their drinks—Keana licking her lips, aware of Cali watching—then left the empty glasses in a collection bin near the stairs. Outside, snowflakes caught in the streetlights like scattered glitter. Their boots crunched through fresh powder as they walked toward Keana’s car.

Cali leaned into her side, head tipped back. “It’s beautiful out here.”

Keana slid an arm around her shoulders, drawing her closer. “You’re beautiful.”

She stopped them on the empty sidewalk, turning Cali toward her before leaning down. The kiss was softer this time—slower, unhurried. Snow dusted Cali’s lashes as she pulled back, cheeks flushed, eyes wide and a little innocent.

“I used to hate the snow,” Cali said. “But living in the city, it just feels more magical.”

They turned together, hands laced, Keana’s thumb moving slowly, intentionally over Cali’s skin.

“Really?” Keana smiled. “I’d think it would do the opposite. It gets so dirty after a few days.”

“Do you like winter?”

“Love it. I couldn’t live somewhere without snow.” Keana glanced up at the buildings rising around them, light spilling from windows overhead. “My mom felt the same way. She’s originally from Hawaii.”

Cali laughed, the sound bright against the hush of the street. “No way.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s wild.” Cali shook her head, breath fogging in the cold. “My family’s from New Jersey, but my grandparents came here from Puerto Rico.”

“That’s—that’s really cool,” Keana said, meaning it.

They slowed without realizing it, standing in the middle of a quiet side street downtown—brick buildings close on either side, a distant siren threading through the hum of traffic blocks away. Snow clung to fire escapes and window ledges, the streetlights casting everything in soft amber. It was just past eight, that rare hour where the city felt both alive and hushed, like it was holding its breath.

Cali looked at her then, eyes shining, a little dazed. “And now we’re both here. We must’ve met by destiny, don’t you think?”

Keana smiled, heart full in a way that felt almost absurd. “Hhhmm, it’s probably in our astrology charts.”

They laughed, fingers finding each other again as they walked. The city moved around them—footsteps passing, a bus sighing at the corner, music spilling faintly from somewhere unseen—but the moment stayed sealed between them.

They held hands the rest of the way to the car, fingers laced like it was something they’d always done. Keana’s heart hammered against her ribs as she unlocked the doors, snow crunching underfoot.

She felt lighter—just not without consequence. A bittersweet kind of relief. For now, telling Jeremy could wait.

Cali squeezed her hand once before letting go, her smile soft and certain, like she already knew where the night was headed.

Keana watched her, breath fogging—steady, warm, unguarded—then opened the car door.


Chapter Five

Keana unlocked the door with practiced ease, movements unhurried. Cali had that effect on her—not making her falter, but sharpening her awareness, pulling her fully into the moment. She kept her posture relaxed, shoulders loose, like this was nothing out of the ordinary.

Still, a quiet relief settled in her chest. She was grateful she’d tidied earlier—for the restless energy that had sent her vacuuming and dusting, for the clean sheets she’d put on the bed without knowing why. The impulse felt almost prophetic now.

The lock clicked open.

Before Cali could step fully inside, Keana reached past her and flicked the switch for the tree lights.

Warm white illumination spilled across the living room, soft and immediate—glinting off glass ornaments, catching the edges of the small Christmas village arranged on the sideboard. Snow-dusted rooftops. Tiny lampposts glowing. Cotton laid out look like snow. The room seemed to exhale. Rich fabrics, deep greens and reds, the faint scent of pine lingering in the air.

Her condo felt smaller like this. Intentional. Held.

“Let me take your coat,” Keana said, her voice lower than usual, steadier than she felt.

Cali shrugged out of the furry leopard print coat, curls settling just above her shoulders. The sight of her—light-wash jeans, the retro striped polo tucked in, all those warm vintage colors—still managed to steal Keana’s breath.

Keana took the coat and hung it carefully in the hall closet beside her own jacket.

They kicked off their shoes—Cali’s Vans lined up neatly by the door. Cali wiggled her toes in thick socks, smiling to Keana. They wandered in through the living room past the tree.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Cali said quietly.

Keana lifted a brow. “Is that a good thing, or—”

“A good thing,” Cali said immediately, eyes wide as she took it all in. “It looks like a little North Pole village in here. Do you always decorate like this?”

“Yeah,” Keana laughed, a little sheepish. “I actually start in November. Sometimes even earlier.”

“That is precious.”

Something in Keana’s chest relaxed.

She led Cali through the first floor, their socked footsteps barely a sound—the kitchen with its marble counters, the reading nook by the window with the oversized chair and plaid throw. Cali touched things as they passed—ceramic, wood, fabric—small, curious gestures that made Keana’s skin prickle.

“Let's go upstairs,” Keana said.

The stairs creaked softly beneath them. At the top, Keana flicked on the lights, gestured toward the bathroom first, casual, then pointed to her small workout room without going in. She paused at the last door.

“This is my bedroom,” Keana said.

She pushed it open.

The room was quieter than the rest of the house, the world softened by sheer curtains and streetlight glow. Gray walls. Dark wood. A bed piled high with pillows and a thick duvet that looked impossibly inviting, like a fluffy cloud. Blue and gold light pooled across the floor, turning everything gentle, almost unreal.

Cali stepped in slowly, as if entering something sacred.

Keana turned to face her and became suddenly aware of the space between them—how close it already was, how charged the air felt now that there was nowhere else to go. She lifted her hand without thinking, fingers brushing Cali’s cheek, just enough to feel warmth there.

The kiss followed naturally. Deeper than before. Unhurried. No fear of interruption.

Keana’s hands settled at Cali’s waist, firm and certain, drawing her in. Cali melted against her, arms sliding up around Keana’s neck, fingers threading into her hair like they belonged there.

When they broke apart, both breathing heavily, Keana didn't hesitate. She lifted Cali effortlessly, one arm sliding beneath her knees, the other firm at her back. Cali gasped in surprise, then laughed softly, her arms tightening around Keana’s neck like it was instinct.

“You’ve been wanting to do that all night, haven’t you?” Cali teased.

Keana smiled, unashamed. “How’d you know?”

She leaned in and kissed her.

Keana laid her down gently among the pillows, following her with equal care, sliding in beside her as if there was nowhere else she belonged. Their kisses slowed—unhurried, lingering—Keana’s hand finding Cali’s hip, holding her there..

They pulled back just enough to breathe.

“You just…” Cali said softly, studying her face. “You wear your emotions so plainly. It’s always easy for me to tell how you’re feeling.”

Keana let out a quiet laugh, lips barely touching Cali’s cheek.

“Ah,” she said. “If that’s true…”

She brushed her thumb along Cali’s side, eyes warm and honest.

“…then you’d know I’ve wanted to do that since the first moment I saw you.”

Keana shifted to be on top, kissing down Cali's cheek and neck as her hand drifted to Cali's thigh. Cali's hands slipped under Keana's shirt, tentative fingertips exploring warm skin, making Keana's breath catch. Keana's hands wandered to Cali's lower back, pulling her hips down until Cali's core pressed against Keana's thigh, then she gripped Cali's ass as she kissed her neck, Cali moaning in her ear. The sound sent molten heat through Keana's stomach, making her gasp against Cali's skin, as she seriously had to fight the urge to bite down.

With a shift that felt both sudden and inevitable, Keana sat up guided Cali until she straddled her lap, their bodies aligning perfectly. Cali held Keana’s face, thumbs brushing over her cheeks. Their eyes locked for a heartbeat before Keana's fingers found the hem of Cali's shirt. Cali lifted her arms without hesitation, allowing Keana to pull it over her head. The shirt landed somewhere past the bed, on a pile of discarded pillows. Straps of delicate pink lace clung to Cali's shoulders, barely containing the generous swell of her breasts as they spilled from the cups.

Keana leaned in, showering kisses across Cali's cleavage as her hands settled firmly at her waist. Cali murmured softly above, her fingers digging into Keana's shoulders, pulling her closer. With deliberate flourish, Cali reached down, tugging at Keana's shirt until Keana lifted her arms, revealing a simple gray bra beneath and the defined lines of Keana's abs.

Cali pushed Keana back against the pillows, her movements confident as she began trailing kisses down Keana's chest and stomach. Keana watched through half-closed eyes, mesmerized by Cali's dark lashes and the playful longing in her gaze. Cali's ass rose in the air as she moved lower, her kisses eventually reaching Keana's belt. With skilled fingers, she began undoing it, then pulled off Keana's pants, leaving her in boxers.

Before Cali could continue, Keana sat up, reclaiming Cali's mouth with deep, roaming kisses before gently pushing her back onto the other side of the bed, topping her. Cali's hands slid down Keana's back, coming to rest on her ass, pushing her hips down to straddle. Keana felt her nerves spike. Cali thrust upward, the movement catching Keana completely off guard, sending a jolt straight through her.

“Do you have a strap?” Cali murmured in her ear, her voice thick as she teased Keana lightly through the thin fabric of her boxers with her fingertips. Keana choked back a moan.

“Yes.”

“I could… put it on?” Cali said kissing her neck.

The question caught Keana by surprise. Her ex had never expressed interest in that particular kind of intimacy, the roles reversed. It was a detail she'd never questioned, one that had simply settled into the comfortable rhythm of their shared life—she was the one who moved, who led, who initiated. She had grown accustomed to being the one throwing her around the bedroom, the one in command. The unguarded nature of Cali's offer, the willingness to cede control precisely as Keana was accustomed to taking it, sent a sudden, unexpected warmth blooming through her body.

“I'm sure you'd look hot in one,” Keana managed, her voice a low rasp, leaning in to kiss her, catching Cali’s lip gently between her teeth. “We'll see.” In truth, her mind was spinning. All she wanted was to pleasure Cali completely, to lose herself in this moment without complications.

“Can I take this off?” Keana asked, her hand hovering over the lace fabric, thumb brushing over the delicate pattern.

Cali's soft “yes” was more heat than sound, a whispered flame against Keana's ear. Keana's nimble fingers toyed with the clasp for a moment before pulling it up and away down her arms. Cali's breasts, freed from the bra, settled with delicious weight, soft brown tips puckering as Keana's fingers grazed them.

Keana lowered her head, lips closing around one of Cali's nipples, tongue flicking against the sensitive peak. Cali gasped, fingers tangling in Keana's hair as Keana moved to the other breast, lavishing equal attention there. The soft sounds Cali made—little whimpers and sighs—only spurred Keana on.

She shifted back, kneeling between Cali's legs as her fingers found the button of Cali's jeans. Cali's hands massaged Keana's scalp and the nape of her neck as Keana worked the zipper down. With gentle tugs, Keana shimmied the jeans over Cali's hips and down her legs, tossing them to the floor beside the growing pile of clothes.

Cali lay before her now in nothing but the hot pink lace panties, a sight that made Keana's breath catch. She stretched out beside Cali, one hand spanning Cali's lower stomach. Her fingers dipped beneath the waistband of the panties, brushing against sensitive skin before retreating to trace circles on Cali's hips. Cali arched slightly, a silent invitation as Keana leaned in to kiss her again.

Cali's hands weren't idle. They roamed over Keana's chest, fingers tracing the outline of her bra. “Off?” she whispered against Keana's lips as her fingers found the clasp.

“Go ahead,” Keana murmured.

Cali's fingers worked with surprising ease, unhooking the bra and sliding it down Keana's arms. Her hands returned to Keana's breasts, kneading gently before drifting downward, toward the waistband of Keana's boxers.

Keana caught her wrist, stilling her movements. She met Cali's gaze, dark and questioning. “You don't need to do anything,” she said softly, her voice a low whisper. “Let me.”

“But I want to,” Cali murmured, looking up at her with heavy-lidded eyes, her voice sultry and full of determination.

Keana's breath hitched at the determination in Cali's eyes, at the way her lower lip caught between her teeth. She leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to Cali's forehead, a moment of surrender she hadn't expected.

“Fine,” she whispered.

“Get on top,” Cali murmured, her voice thick with want. “Please.”

Keana shifted, moving to hover above Cali, knees bracketing one of her thighs. The position gave her perfect access to continue her exploration. She dipped down, claiming Cali's mouth as her fingers slid back beneath the waistband of those pink lace panties. Cali was already wet, slick against her touch as Keana's fingers moved carefully between sensitive folds, her ragged breath warm against Keana’s face.

Cali’s hands brushed over her skin. They roamed over Keana's chest, massaging the weight of her breasts where they hovered over her. One hand drifted lower, slipping beneath the waistband of Keana's boxers. Keana shuddered as Cali's fingers brushed against her pussy lips, fighting to hold back a moan. But Cali was relentless, her touch deliberate and knowing.

They explored each other in tandem, fingers finding their rhythm. Cali sighed, little moans escaping her lips that drove Keana wild. Then Cali's clever fingers found Keana's clit, circling with precision. Keana couldn't hold back anymore, her moan muffled against Cali's mouth as they kissed.

With surprising speed, Cali tugged Keana's boxers down to her knees, her fingers returning to their relentless rhythm on Keana's clit. Slowly, Keana lost focus, her hand withdrawing from Cali's warmth to brace herself on either side of Cali's torso.

Cali sat up, kissing her deeply as she firmly pushed Keana over until she was on her back. With deft movements, Cali shimmied Keana's boxers completely off, tossing them somewhere in the room. Keana watched her through heavy-lidded eyes, her lips swollen from their kisses.

Cali came back down to kiss her again, fingers continuing their maddening circles as Keana's legs fell open involuntarily. As Cali sat up slightly, her gaze moving down to study Keana's pussy, Keana reached up, hands on her back, pulling her closer. She caught a nipple in her mouth, sucking and kneading, moaning against Cali's breast as Cali's fingers dipped lower. Cali shuddered in response and Keana’s touch grew rougher.

“Can I go in?” Cali whispered.

Keana looked up at her, nipple still caught between her lips, and nodded. She placed one hand over Cali's as Cali pushed her way in, a welcome intrusion that made Keana arch against her, grunting like she was at the gym finishing her final set. Keana’s head fell back on the pillow the nipple leaving her mouth with a wet sound, moaning.

Keana panted as Cali began pumping her fingers in and out, her eyes never leaving Keana's face, watching every flicker of pleasure that crossed it.

“Come here,” Keana managed, her voice cracking. Cali lowered beside her, fingers still working inside, their mouths meeting in a searing kiss. “Holy shit,” Keana gasped against her lips. “You're so good with your fingers... right there, right there.”

“I'm good with my mouth too,” Cali whispered, pulling back just enough to speak. “Want to see?”

A flush spread across Keana's cheeks, unable to form words. She answered by pulling Cali in for another kiss, her hand wandering from Cali's breasts up to her neck, fingers tangling in blonde hair. Cali broke away after a moment, her gaze intense.

“I don't think I've ever seen anyone more beautiful,” Cali said softly, then added in a near-whisper, “I love you. Will you be mine, only mine?”

Keana looked up at her, stripped bare, her bottom lip trembling as she searched Cali's face.

“Yes. I love you,” Keana whispered.

They kissed deeply, warm and messy.

Something warm and wet splashed against Keana's cheek. Cali pulled back slightly, tears shimmering in her eyes. Keana reached up, wiping them away with the pads of her thumbs, and with her free hand, Cali grabbed Keana’s kissing her palm and wrist tenderly.

Cali's fingers remained buried deep inside, coaxing another ragged moan from Keana's throat as she repeatedly brushed against a spot that made Keana’s breath catch. Cali's thumb then found Keana's clit, circling firmly, deliberately.

Already teetering on the edge, Keana threw her head back against the pillows, a cry tearing from her lips. Cali leaned forward, her mouth finding Keana's neck, kissing and sucking as she held her through the waves of her orgasm. As her heart stilled, Keana sat up, urging Cali down onto the pillows. She pressed kisses along Cali's jawline, her hands wandering across the planes of her body, exploring every curve and dip. Cali sat up and Keana’s kisses and hands grew relentless, pushing them up the bed. When Cali's back hit the wall, Keana didn't stop, crowding against her, a possessive intensity taking over that surprised them both. She hooked her fingers into the delicate lace of Cali's panties, pulling them down with excruciating slowness. Cali nodded, lips parting on a silent invitation as her legs fell open.

Keana settled between them, one hand finding Cali's clit while her mouth closed over a breast, tongue swirling around the sensitive peak. Cali arched with a soft moan, her fingers tangling in Keana's hair. Keana teased Cali's entrance, circling it with her finger, feeling the heat building beneath her touch.

She kissed a trail up to Cali's collarbone, pausing to breathe against her skin. “Do you want my fingers inside?”

Cali nodded, her voice breathy. “Yeah, but wait—only one finger. You have large hands.”

Keana laughed, pressing her lips to Cali's to show she wasn't offended. “Fair enough.” She watched Cali's face as she pushed a single finger in, swallowing hard at the sight of Cali's lips parting further, her eyes fluttering closed. Once inside, Cali shuddered, and Keana began stroking her carefully, gradually increasing her tempo as Cali's hips began to move, grinding against her hand.

“Another finger,” Cali gasped, her voice soft. “Fuck my little pussy.”

A shudder ran through Keana's scalp and down her spine. “FUCK,” she breathed, her face inches from Cali's. “That's hot.” Her voice dropped lower. “You want it rough?”

Cali nodded quickly, her eyes wide and pleading. “Yes... please.”

Keana pulled her finger out, then grabbed Cali's hips, tugging her away from the wall and onto the bed. With surprising strength, she flipped her onto her stomach. Cali let out a moan as Keana's hands squeezed her hips from behind, then came down to grip her ass, holding her open. Cali raised her hips, looking back over her shoulder at Keana, biting her lip in anticipation.

Keana's fingers returned, first teasing her entrance, then circling her clit, then tracing back to her ass. A playful tap made Cali moan. Keana slapped a little harder, and Cali buried her face in the pillow, raising her hips higher until her pussy lips were visible, glistening with wetness. Keana dipped a finger in, then pulled it out. Cali lifted her head, panting.

Keana wrapped an arm around the front of Cali's torso, pulling her up onto her knees. With her arm across Cali's chest, she squeezed a breast, circling her clit with her other hand before pushing two fingers in. Their eyes locked, but Cali's fluttered closed as she cried out. Keana kissed her ear, her neck, driving her fingers deeper as she kneaded Cali's breast roughly. With a hand on the back of Cali's neck, she bent her over until she was on all fours.

Keana plunged her fingers deep inside, her rhythm growing relentless. She massaged Cali's shoulder, watching how Cali pushed back, taking her fingers eagerly. Moans and cries filled the room. “Will you come for me?” Keana murmured.

“I will,” Cali gasped. “I promise.”

Keana moaned, “Good girl.”

The room filled with slapping sounds as Cali grew increasingly wet against Keana’s hand. The sight sent her over the edge and she let an orgasm wash over her, breath ragged, but continued anyway. Keana pulled Cali back up to sitting, her arm across her chest. “Your pussy's so wet,” she nuzzled into Cali's ear, smiling, breathless. “You're dripping all over the sheets. You gonna tell me what that's about?”

A laugh escaped Cali between moans. She bucked against Keana's fingers, riding them. “You feel so good inside,” she looked back, her eyes dark. “So, so good.”

Something tender passed between them, and they kissed, full and deep. Keana shifted, trying to reach around with her left hand to circle Cali's clit, but soon realized she couldn't get the speed she wanted. “Damn,” she muttered, “I'm just not left-handed. One second.”

She carefully pulled out. With Cali watching, Keana stuck the fingers of her left hand into her mouth, wetting them with her spit. Cali shuddered, her breath catching. Keana pressed her body to Cali’s back and pushed her left fingers into her pussy. Her right hand came around to circle her clit. The sight of Cali on her knees, bouncing against Keana's fingers, her breasts shaking as she moaned, was almost unbearable.

Keana's right hand stilled for a heartbeat, giving her left the freedom to fuck Cali deep and hard. Cali fell forward back on her hands, bent over again. Keana’s left fingers thrust in and out, the wet sound echoing in the room as Cali cried out and squeezed around her. Then, just as Cali's hips began to buck uncontrollably, Keana's right hand returned to work, fingers resuming maddening circles around her clit while her left fingers continued their relentless rhythm inside. Keana leaned forward again to pull Cali back up to sit. “Get back up here, baby, I want to see you come.” Cali looked back at her, mouth open, breathless, as she covered Keana's hand with her own, crying out as she came, leaning her body back against Keana, her head falling back on her shoulder. Keana pushed her fingers in deep, wanting to feel every pulse.

Afterward, they remained tangled together on the bed—Keana’s kisses warm against her neck, their fingers laced over Cali’s stomach as everything gradually softened. Keana drew her hand away from Cali, as Cali turned toward her so they faced one another. Keana shifted and pulled back the duvet and sheets then guided Cali up toward the pillows, tucking them both beneath the covers. Cali fit against her easily, smaller body curved into Keana’s warmth, and Keana kissed her—slow, unhurried, tender.

“Do you want to shower with me?” Keana asked quietly.

“Yes,” Cali said, without hesitation.

Steam filled the bathroom, fogging the mirror as Keana worked shampoo into Cali’s hair, fingers massaging her scalp as Cali melted under her touch. She rinsed it carefully, then pressed close from behind, soaping Cali’s shoulders and breasts, arms wrapping around her waist.

“Did you really mean it?” Cali asked softly over the sound of the water.

“Mmm?” Keana murmured.

“That you’d just be mine. That you want us to be exclusive.”

“Yes,” Keana said simply. “I do. Do you want that?”

Cali turned in her arms, water running down both of them. “Yes. More than anything.”

They kissed there under the stream, holding each other as if this was the only moment that mattered.

Later, wrapped in towels, they drifted back to the bedroom. Cali sprawled on top of Keana, bare and warm, kissing her lazily.

“I have a great idea,” Keana said. “A truly novel one.”

Cali lifted her head. “What is it?”

“You should move in with me.”

Cali stared at her, stunned—then tilted her head. “While that is a great idea, don’t you think you should first confirm I’m not, like, a serial killer?”

Keana grinned, pushing Cali’s hair back from her face. “You’re a serial killer?”

“I watched you online for a while,” Cali teased. “You don’t know.”

“No,” Keana said, calm and certain. “But I know enough. I’m decent at reading people.” A pause. “Just think about it. Okay?”

Cali nodded, smiling. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

They dressed slowly, kissing between buttons and zippers. By the door, Keana pulled Cali into another kiss, lifted her briefly and pressed her gently against the wall before setting her down again. They laughed, breathless, and headed downstairs.

At the front door, Keana handed Cali her coat.

“Oh—wait,” Keana said suddenly. “I forgot something.”

She ran upstairs and came back moments later.

“All set?” Cali asked.

“Yeah,” Keana said, grinning. “Our hair is going to freeze out there.”

They made their way to the car—careful but quick—laughing and kissing between steps.

The drive back through the city was quiet, not uncomfortable—just full. The streets were slick but calm, lights blurring into soft gold and white along the windshield. At a red light, Keana looked over, a silent question. Cali met her gaze, cheeks warm, fingers fidgeting with her earring.

Keana pulled up in front of Cali’s building and cut the engine, the quiet settling between them, heavy and tender.

“I’m really glad you came over,” Keana said, turning toward her. “That you saw my little house.”

Cali smiled, small and sincere, fingers worrying the edge of her sleeve. “You have a beautiful home,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it, truly.”

Keana felt warmth rise in her chest at that—felt absurdly proud, a little exposed. They leaned in for a kiss that lingered, slow and careful, as if both of them were still learning the shape of each other. Cali pulled back first, cheeks pink, brushing a curl behind her ear like she didn’t quite know where to put her hands.

“Want me to walk you up?” Keana asked.

“I’m okay,” Cali said, then hesitated, smiling shyly. “But… maybe you can walk me to the door.”

They stepped out into the cold, the air sharp enough to make them both inhale. The pavement was damp beneath their shoes, salted and gritty from earlier snow. Keana rounded the front of the car, instinctively reaching for Cali’s hand.

“I just want to make sure you don’t slip,” she said.

“I don’t slip,” Cali replied, chin lifting with mock confidence.

“Oh no?” Keana teased. “I thought everyone slips.”

Cali laughed, then caught herself, cheeks flushing again as if laughter felt too loud for how intimate the moment was. At the door, warm light spilling out behind them, they kissed once more—deeper this time, reluctant. Cali’s fingers curled into the front of Keana’s coat, then loosened.

“Tell Muffin I said hey,” Keana said softly, thumb brushing Cali’s wrist.

“I will.” Cali’s gaze dropped, then lifted again. “I leave tomorrow night.”

Keana’s smile faltered before she could stop it. “That soon?”

Cali nodded. “My mom wants me to stay for my birthday—until the first.”

Something flickered across Keana’s face, quick and unguarded, and she looked away for half a second before finding her composure again.

“But,” Cali added quickly, stepping closer to close the gap the cold kept trying to make, “I told her I can’t miss that much work. I’m hoping to come back the day after Christmas.”

Keana exhaled, slow. “That’s fine,” she said. “Just let me know when you want to meet up again.”

“I will.” Cali reached up, touching the chain at Keana’s collarbone, then letting her hand fall, like she wasn’t sure she was allowed to linger. “I’m going to text Jeremy tonight. Nothing complicated. Just the truth.”

Keana nodded. “I appreciate that.” A beat. “He’s probably still at the arcade.”

Cali smiled faintly. “Probably.”

Keana pulled her into a warm hug, firm and grounding. Cali melted into it immediately, face tucked into Keana’s neck, breath warm against her skin. For a second, Keana thought—say it. The words hovered there, heavy and dangerous and true.

She didn’t.

“I wish I could spend Christmas with you,” she murmured instead.

“We can,” Cali said softly. “Next year.”

Keana pulled back, smiling wide despite the cold biting at her ears. “Okay. I’ll hold you to that.”

Cali turned to open the door, then paused, glancing back like she might say something else. Keana’s heart jumped—and then she remembered.

“Oh—wait. I have something for you.” Keana reached into her pocket.

She handed Cali a small box wrapped in sparkly silver wrapping paper tied with a red bow.

“Open it on Christmas,” Keana said. “Or tonight, if you want.”

Cali’s face lit up, bright and unguarded. “Thank you, but I didn’t get you anything.”

“I don’t care,” Keana said easily, leaning in to press one last kiss to her mouth, brief but full of promise.

Cali stepped into the lobby and then into the elevator, turning back just before the doors closed. Keana stood there until they slid shut, swallowing her from view.

The walk back to the car felt colder without her.

The drive home quieter.

But Keana’s body still hummed with memory—heat, soft kisses—already wondering when her phone would light up.


Chapter Six

The gym was quieter than usual for a weekday morning, the pre-holiday lull softening even the usual clang of plates and hum of treadmills. Keana moved through her warm-up on autopilot, body steady even if her thoughts weren’t. Headphones in, hair pulled back, she stretched with the kind of care that came from knowing exactly where her limits were.

Ray was already there, leaning against the cable machine, scrolling on her phone.

No dramatic entrance. No inappropriate commentary. No chaos.

Keana narrowed her eyes slightly.

“This is unsettling,” she said.

Ray glanced up. “Good morning to you too.”

“You’re being… normal,” Keana said. “I don’t like it.”

Ray snorted, tucking her phone away. “I contain multitudes. Also, it’s early. And I’m hungover.”

That explained some of it.

They worked out side by side, mostly quiet. Ray spotted without commentary. Didn’t tease. Didn’t push. It was nice, the way she let Keana set the pace without interference.

Halfway through her second set, Keana’s phone buzzed against the bench.

She ignored it.

It buzzed again.

Ray raised a brow. “You gonna answer that or is that your leg vibrating?”

Keana sighed, pulled out her phone, and glanced at the screen.

Cali.

Her chest tightened—not sharply, just enough to register. She stepped off the mat and answered, moving toward the stretching area.

“Hey,” she said, keeping her voice level.

“Hi,” Cali said. She sounded a little breathless, like she’d rushed to make the call. “I only have minute, I’m at work, but—I texted Jeremy.”

Keana closed her eyes for half a second. Relief washed through her, slow and heavy, settling somewhere low in her body.

“Okay,” she said. “How did it go?”

“I think… fine?” Cali laughed softly. “He hasn’t replied yet, but I sent it.”

“That’s good,” Keana said. “I’m proud of you. This means a lot.”

There was a pause on the line. Keana could picture her—standing somewhere fluorescent, maybe at the salon or maybe taking calls, work tugging at her attention.

“Do you think we’ll see each other later?” Keana asked, careful not to sound like she was holding her breath.

“Maybe,” Cali said. “My mom’s picking me up sometime after work, so… I don’t know. I don’t want to promise.”

“That’s okay,” Keana said easily, even if something in her chest shifted. “I just wanted to ask. I won’t be mad if you can’t, promise.”

“Alright, thank you. I have to go,” Cali said. “I’ll text you.”

“Okay,” Keana said. “Talk soon.”

The call ended.

When Keana turned back, Ray was watching her—quiet, assessing, unusually gentle for once.

“So,” Ray said, casual but sharp-eyed. “Did you get laid last night?”

Keana picked up her water bottle and took a long drink, not answering.

Ray nodded anyway. “Good,” she said. “I’m happy for you. Heaven knows you’ve needed it.”

They went back to lifting.

And for the first time all morning, Keana felt like she could breathe.

***

By the time Keana got home, the city had settled into that gray, suspended light that came with late December mornings. She dropped her gym bag by the door, kicked off her shoes, and moved through the house on instinct—window blinds angled just enough, heat on, protein powder settling in the blender bottle.

Work mode.

She set her phone face down on the counter while she blended her shake, the sound of the blender ball filling the space. When she stopped to take a sip, the silence felt louder than it should have. She flipped the phone over.

Nothing.

Keana exhaled and took another sip, then a few gulps, leaning against the counter as she opened her laptop. Emails first. Brand contracts. A calendar reminder blinking at her from the corner of the screen. She answered messages efficiently, politely, the way she always did—measured, professional, in control.

She filmed a short clip in the living room, adjusting the camera angle twice before she was satisfied. Posted it. Watched the likes tick up almost immediately. Normally, that little rush did something for her.

Today, it barely registered.

She stretched on the mat upstairs by the window, slow and deliberate, listening to her own breath. Her phone stayed just within her line of sight. She told herself she wasn’t waiting. Told herself she’d hear it when it buzzed.

Mid-afternoon came and went.

Still nothing.

Keana cleaned. Not frantically—methodically. Straightened the throw blankets. Re-aligned the tiny houses in her Christmas village, nudging one lamppost back into place. She wiped the counter, then wiped the hallway mirror, hands moving even as her thoughts wandered.

Had Jeremy texted Cali back?

Had he called her instead?

Was he sitting with it quietly, spiraling, about to do something stupid?

Her phone finally buzzed just after four.

Cali.

Cali: Got off work. Mom’s here to pick me up.

Keana’s chest loosened and tightened all at once.

She typed back immediately.

Keana: That’s okay. I figured it might be hectic today.

The response came quickly.

Cali: I’m really sorry we won’t see each other before I leave. My mom's in a mood today.

Keana stared at the message for a beat, then forced herself to breathe before replying.

Keana: Hey. It’s okay. Really.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Cali: She’s just a little controlling right now, Cali wrote. I think she’s nervous about having everyone together this year.

Keana leaned back against the counter, the phone warm in her hand.

Keana: I get it. Just… text me when you get to New Jersey?

Cali: Of course, I promise.

Keana smiled faintly at the screen.

Drive safe, she added.

She set the phone down again—face up this time—and exhaled. The house felt quiet, but not empty. Not exactly.

The day stretched on.

Keana tried, more than once, to focus on the positives—to remind herself that this was normal, that space didn’t mean distance—but her thoughts kept circling back to her brother. Eventually, she gave in and sent a text.

Keana: Hey. How are you doing?

The reply came in a few minutes.

Jeremy: Fine. What’s up?

Keana frowned slightly.

Keana: How’s work going?

Jeremy: Great! Busy tho!!! See you at Mom’s for Christmas???? :)))

Yeah, she typed. I'll be there.

She set the phone down slowly, a strange mix of relief and confusion settled in her chest. He sounded… fine. Too fine, maybe.

Keana exhaled, trying to shake the feeling.

She felt better. Mostly.

Still—she couldn’t quite tell what he wasn’t saying and what exactly he knew.

***

By Christmas Eve, the city felt slower, like it had agreed—briefly—to soften.

Keana set up camp at her dining table with military precision. Rolls of wrapping paper lined up by color. Scissors sharpened. Tape already cut into neat strips and stuck to the edge of the table like she was prepping for surgery. Her laptop sat open nearby, YouTube queued up with a tutorial titled Perfect Boutique Gift Wrapping (No Creases!).

She paused it. Rewound. Paused again.

“Okay,” she muttered to herself. “That’s excessive.”

She watched it anyway.

Hours slipped by as she wrapped—slow, meticulous, deeply serious about it. Crisp corners. Clean folds. Ribbon measured twice before cutting. She changed techniques halfway through because she decided the bows needed more drama. One gift got twine and a sprig of pine; another got glossy red ribbon and a handwritten tag in careful block letters.

Her phone buzzed intermittently on the counter.

Cali checked in from New Jersey—pictures of her childhood bedroom, a blurry shot of her mom’s kitchen, a text complaining about how loud everyone was already being. Keana smiled at each one, replying between bows.

You’re surviving it, she texted back. Proud of you.

Barely, Cali replied. Miss you.

Keana stared at that message for a few breaths before typing back.

Miss you too.

She finished the last gift just after ten, leaning back in her chair to survey her work. It looked… impressive. Almost absurdly so. She took a photo and sent it to Ray without context.

Ray replied immediately.

Ray: You’re unwell.

Keana laughed out loud, the sound echoing in the quiet house.

She cleaned up slowly after that, folding leftover paper, stacking gifts carefully by the door. The Christmas village glowed softly from the sideboard, tiny windows lit, snow-dusted rooftops perfectly aligned. Keana adjusted one figurine, then another, then finally forced herself to step away.

Later, stretched out on the couch under a blanket, she and Cali talked on the phone—voices low, familiar, threading through the distance. They didn’t say anything heavy. Just small things. Stories. Observations. Shared silence.

When the call finally ended, Keana lay there a while longer, her phone resting on her chest, listening to the city outside as she stared at the ceiling. Tomorrow would be a day off—something she was famously bad at—but she was looking forward to it. To seeing her family. To watching them open gifts. To her mom’s laugh.

And finally, she’d be able to read Jeremy’s face in person—to understand why he seemed so… fine.

Hadn’t she just stolen his potential girlfriend? Maybe even someone who meant more than that.

For now, she let the questions settle. She looked around the room, taking in the soft glow of the Christmas lights, the quiet warmth of it all. Keana smiled to herself—excited for Christmas, and for the comfort of knowing that each day brought her a little closer to having Cali back in her arms.

***

Christmas morning came gently.

Keana arrived with three oversized gift bags balanced against her hips, the paper crinkling softly as she stepped inside. The house smelled like coffee and cinnamon and something baking—familiar in a way that loosened her shoulders immediately.

Her mom greeted her with a hug that lingered, the kind that said I’m glad you’re here without needing words. The living room glowed with lamplight and the tree stood full and patient in the corner, ornaments catching the light as people moved around it.

Jeremy was already there.

He looked… good. Relaxed. Hair a little messy, hoodie soft with wear. He smiled when he saw her—easy, friendly—and that alone made Keana’s stomach dip.

They fell into the rhythm of it: mugs warming hands, wrapping paper torn open, laughter rising and settling again. Keana watched Jeremy carefully from the edges of her attention—how he joked with their mom, how he lingered over one gift longer than the others, how he met Keana’s eye without flinching.

No tension. No tightness. No sign of anything wrong.

It was unsettling.

Later, when plates were cleared and the house grew quieter, Keana found her mom in the kitchen, rinsing mugs at the sink.

“Hey,” Keana said lightly. “Has Jeremy… mentioned Cali at all?”

Her mom shook her head. “Not that I’ve heard. Why?”

Keana shrugged, noncommittal. “Just wondering.”

Her mom studied her for a moment, then smiled gently. “If there’s something you need to talk about, you’ll know when.”

Keana nodded, thanked her, and stepped back into the living room.

Jeremy was by the window, phone in hand, staring absently outside.

“Hey,” Keana said. “Can you come out on the porch with me for a minute?”

He looked up, surprised—but nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

The porch was cold enough to sharpen the air but not bite. Their breath showed as they stood side by side, the sounds of the house muffled behind the door.

Keana took a breath. “Have you talked to Cali?”

Jeremy hesitated. “Yeah. She texted me the other day.”

“I guess there’s no easy way to say this,” Keana said carefully. “And I really don’t want to hurt you.”

Jeremy turned to her, brows lifting. “Hurt me how?”

Keana swallowed. “Cali and I have been… hanging out. And—” She exhaled. “We’re dating.”

Jeremy nodded slowly. “Yeah… I kind of figured.”

“You did?” Keana blinked.

“Yeah,” he said. “She told me some big news. Between that and you acting weird, I put it together.”

Relief hit Keana so fast it almost knocked the words out of her.

“I didn’t do this to hurt you,” she said. “We just started talking at your Christmas party and it kind of… happened.”

“I’m not gonna lie,” Jeremy said. “I feel a little stupid. I think I read into things waaayyy too much. She’s just a caring person—and I took that the wrong way, you know?”

Keana nodded. “Trust me. I’ve been there.”

There was a brief pause.

“I’m sure I’ve taken girls from you before,” Jeremy said, half-sheepish. “It’s not a big deal.”

Keana barked out a laugh. “Uh, yeah. Maybe a few.”

“Apologies.”

“Eh,” she said, waving it off. “Probably for the best.”

“Trust me,” he added. “It was.”

They locked eyes and dissolved into laughter—the kind that came on suddenly and spiraled out of control, the kind that made other people stare and quietly wonder if something was wrong with them.

When they finally caught their breath, Keana tilted her head. “So… she came out to you?”

“Yeah,” he said, hesitating. “She told me she was gay.”

Keana’s voice softened. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

Jeremy shrugged. “It’s okay, homie.”

Something in Keana softened. “I didn’t want to keep anything from you. I just didn’t know how.”

“I get it,” he said easily. “I’m fine, really. I actually met someone the other night.”

Keana stared. “What?”

“Yeah. Me and the boys went out. I met a girl. We’re taking it slow, but—” He grinned. “We already kissed. Maybe a little more.”

“Okay,” Keana said quickly. “Stop right there! I’m happy for you. So life is going good and how ‘bout work?”

“Yeah, it’s all good.” He shifted his weight. “Work’s been pretty fracking awesome, too. I actually love it. I think it’s been good for me.”

Keana smiled—wide, genuine. “I’m really glad.”

They stood there a moment longer, the cold settling back in.

“Come on,” Jeremy said. “Before Mom sends a search party.”

Jeremy patted her on the back as she opened the sliding door. Inside, the house felt warmer. Lighter.

And for the first time since it all began, Keana felt like everything was finally where it was supposed to be.

***

The days that followed blurred together in a quiet, intimate way.

Cali stayed with her family, the house full and demanding in the background—voices drifting through calls, someone always needing her for something. Keana learned to recognize the sounds: the low murmur of overlapping conversations, the way Cali’s voice softened when she stepped into another room to talk.

And still, she found her. In texts sent from bathrooms and hallways. In long phone calls stretched thin by interruptions. In video calls balanced against pillows, Cali’s face tired but warm, smiling like the moment was something she was stealing for herself.

Some nights, they fell asleep on the phone. Neither of them bothered to hang up.

Keana worked through it all. Early mornings. Emails answered with muscle memory. Content filmed and edited between workouts. She packed away the Christmas decorations slowly, one box at a time, taking care with each ornament as if the ritual mattered. The house looked different without the lights, barer—but it never felt empty. Not with Cali’s voice so constant in her day.

They talked about New Year’s one night, the question slipping out of Keana before she could stop herself.

“What if we went to see the ball drop?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

Cali’s face lit up immediately. “I would love that.”

The answer came too fast to be polite. Too honest.

Keana felt a small, private warmth at that—but she didn’t let herself lean into it.

After a beat, Cali’s smile shifted, softened. “I just… don’t know. My family really wants me to stay. They keep talking like it’s already decided.”

“Yeah,” Keana said easily. “But you get to decide how you spend your birthday. Just remember that. You are allowed to set those boundaries, okay?”

“Okay, I can try. But it’s hard. Please understand.”

She could hear it anyway—the want under the restraint. The way Cali brought it up again over the next few days without quite saying anything new. Joked about the crowds. Asked what time the ball actually dropped, like she didn’t already know. Wondered out loud if it was overrated.

Keana didn’t push again. She let it be what it seemed to be. Let Cali have her space, her family, her carefulness.

They stayed connected through the small things—the rhythm of their days, the shared quiet, the comfort of knowing the other was there. It wasn’t dramatic. It didn’t need to be.

It felt steady.

And somewhere between the calls and the waiting, Keana began to sense something shifting—not in what Cali said, but in how she said it. A subtle firmness. A growing resolve she couldn’t quite name.

New Year’s was getting closer.

Whether Cali would be there or not, Keana didn’t know yet.

***

New Year’s Eve came wrapped in cold and light.

By the time Keana made it into the crowd, the city felt alive in an enchanting, electric way—lights blazing, screens towering overhead, voices rising and falling in overlapping waves. She pulled her scarf tighter, phone already warm in her hand, thumb hovering over Cali’s name.

She sent a text.

Keana: I’m here. Going to video call you when it starts. You still want me to?

A moment passed.

Then—

Cali: Yes. Just give me a minute—my cousin is talking my ear off right now.

Keana smiled, soft and a little wistful, and slipped her phone back into her coat. She found a decent spot—tall enough to see over most people—and settled in as the countdown clock flickered to life above the crowd. One hour to midnight.

She checked her phone again.

It’s so loud here, she typed. Hopefully it comes through okay over the call.

I’m on the couch now, Cali replied. My family keeps talking over the TV.

Keana’s smile faded just a touch. It didn’t sound like Cali would really get to experience it—not the way Keana had imagined. She nodded to herself, letting the disappointment pass.

It’s fine, she told herself. New Year’s was silly anyway. Seeing Cali when she got back would be enough. Cali already had so much to manage—family, expectations, all of it. Keana didn’t want to push.

The crowd shifted as midnight crept closer, bodies pressing in, the cold sharpening. Keana pulled her phone out again.

What are you up to? she typed. Family still being… family?

No response.

Five minutes passed. Then ten.

She told herself not to freak out. That it meant nothing. And still, worry crept in—quiet but insistent.

She typed again.

Keana: Hey. Can I call you? I’m just getting a little worried—want to make sure you’re okay.

The reply came a few minutes later.

Cali: Call me in five minutes, okay?

Keana’s chest lifted with relief.

Okay. I will, she typed. She kept her phone in her hand, forcing herself to breathe, eyes flicking to the screen as the minutes crawled by. Just as she shifted her weight and got ready to call—

“Boo.”

The word landed right behind her.

Keana’s pulse spiked. She turned and looked down.

Cali stood there, cheeks flushed from the cold, hair tucked under a hat, eyes bright and unmistakably real.

Keana laughed—a sharp, disbelieving sound—and pulled her in, lifting her clean off the ground. Cali squealed, arms wrapping tight around her neck as a few nearby people chuckled and watched.

“How are you here right now?” Keana breathed.

“I took the bus,” Cali said, grinning. “I was never going to stay for New Year’s. I had to Uber home first—drop my stuff off. My neighbor’s been feeding Muffin, but she needed cuddles.” She laughed softly. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

“It’s totally fine,” Keana said, still holding her like she might disappear. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.”

They hugged again, tighter this time, anchoring.

“I’ve never seen the ball drop in person,” Cali said, eyes wide as she looked around.

She pulled Cali in front of her, wrapping her arms around her shoulders. Cali pressed her mittened hands over Keana’s fingers, keeping them warm.

Keana smiled. “Well—you’re just in time.”

The countdown began in earnest. The crowd roared, numbers flashing overhead, voices rising together.

Ten.

Nine.

Eight.

Keana slipped her hands into Cali’s coat pockets, thumbs brushing her hips.

Seven.

Six.

Cali tipped her head back, laughing, breath fogging the air.

Five.

Four.

Cali spun around, and Keana leaned down, foreheads touching.

Three.

Two.

The world held its breath.

One.

The city exploded—cheers, confetti, light bursting across the sky. Keana kissed Cali, steady and sure, right there in the middle of it all.

“Happy birthday,” Keana whispered, just after midnight. “I love you.”

Cali smiled against her mouth. “I love you.”

When they finally pulled back, Keana asked quietly, “Do you have work tomorrow?”

“No,” Cali said. “I took it off. Luckily, I was able to this year.”

Keana’s smile turned hopeful. “Do you want to stay over at my place tonight?”

“I’d love to,” Cali said. “I just… I should go home first. Give Muffin more food and water.”

Keana tilted her head. “Why don’t you pack Muffin up and bring her with us to the house?”

Cali blinked. “What? Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” Keana said. “And I’m happy to watch her anytime you need to leave again.”

Cali laughed, warmth and disbelief all over her face. “You really are trying to get me to move in.”

“Well,” Keana said lightly, pulling her close again, “I figure if all your stuff ends up at my place, the decision will be much easier.” She paused, then added, almost offhand, “Oh—and Jeremy knows. He’s completely fine with us. He met a girl already.”

Cali pulled back just enough to look at her. “What?” She blinked, then laughed. “That was fast. But—good. I’m not the sneaking-around type. It’s exhausting.”

Keana smiled, quietly relieved by that more than she let on.

Cali’s mittened hands came up to Keana’s jacket, bunching the fabric as she leaned in. The kiss they shared this time was slower, deeper—unconcerned with who might see, with the noise and movement and bright chaos all around them. Keana didn’t tense or turn her body away. She stayed exactly where she was, hands firm at Cali’s waist, holding her there in the open.

They pulled back only when they had to, foreheads touching, breath mingling in the cold.

Around them, the city kept celebrating.

Everything felt bright and new—like a beginning she could finally trust. Like quiet snowfall settling over peaceful side streets, unhurried and sure.

Like glittering lights in a hushed New York City apartment, and soft-baked molasses cookies cooling just before the holidays—warmth lingering in the air, meant to be shared with someone special.

And for the first time in what felt like forever—but was really no time at all when you think about it—what Keana wanted was finally, no longer off limits.
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The front door opened immediately.

Melanie stepped out first, keys jangling, her cropped blonde bob bouncing with every impatient movement. She already had her mouth pursed in complaint, the sharp line of her jaw doing half the talking for her.

Vanessa followed a moment later, dark brown hair spilling forward until she tucked a loose strand behind her ear. The morning light caught its warm undertones—and the healthy glow along her cheekbones—making her look more like the woman she’d grown into, and less like the girl Kara remembered.

Kara got out of the car, posture easy, expression warm.

“Morning,” she called.

“Morning, Aunt Kara,” Vanessa replied as she came down the steps.

She moved with an assurance Kara didn’t quite remember—shoulders back, stride steady, her bag lifted like it weighed nothing. Her face was brighter too, healthier somehow, the kind of glow that came from taking care of yourself.

Kara felt something like pride settle in her chest.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, smiling. “You look… well. Really well.”

Vanessa’s expression softened, warming in a way that reminded Kara of the shy girl she used to be—only more confident now, more sure of herself.

“Thanks,” she said quietly. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since high school graduation. I’ve missed you.”

The words hit Kara with a gentle, unexpected sincerity.

She opened her mouth—something kind, something light—

—but Melanie cut in before the moment could land.

“Well, she should feel good. She spends more time at the gym than on anything else.”

Vanessa let out a tiny breath through her nose — not quite a sigh, not quite an eye roll, but close. It was the sort of restrained reaction of someone used to being nitpicked.

Kara glanced between them, calm as ever.

“I’m sure she balances just fine,” she said, smoothing the tension without even trying.

Vanessa’s shoulders relaxed slightly at that, the corner of her mouth tipping up.

Kara just turned and opened the trunk.

“Are you two excited for our little road trip?” she asked lightly.

“Yes,” Melanie said immediately, brightening in that way she sometimes did. “I need the distraction. Phil’s been riding my ass heavy on this divorce. Sorry, honey.”

She patted Vanessa’s shoulder in an absent, apologetic gesture that didn’t quite land.

Vanessa only hummed in response, noncommittal.

They all slid into Kara’s car, Melanie claiming the passenger seat before Vanessa even reached the door.

“Oh shit-a-brick,” Melanie gasped, already unbuckling. “I forgot sunscreen. Be right back.”

She hurried out and jogged toward the house, surprisingly light on her feet.

The car settled into a gentle quiet.

Kara adjusted her mirror, her expression warming. “She seems to be in a good mood. Is the day going alright?” she asked, knowing the divorce had been wearing Melanie down—though truthfully, Melanie had always had her moods, long before Phil.

Vanessa let out a small, knowing breath of a laugh. “She is. But she lost her mind this morning over toothpaste. You know how she gets—big swings.”

“Toothpaste?” Kara echoed, amused.

“Mm-hm. I really don’t think she wants me home.”

Kara turned in her seat just enough to see Vanessa clearly. She sat behind the passenger seat, legs angled, hands resting loosely in her lap.

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Kara said gently. “She loves you.”

Vanessa tilted her head, unconvinced.

Kara gave her a small, reassuring smile before turning back. She’d known for years that Vanessa took the brunt of Melanie’s stress—always the one criticized, prodded, corrected. It wasn’t fair, and Kara never liked watching it.

A soft warmth drifted through the air then — light, clean, subtly citrus.

Kara turned slightly, brow lifting.

“Is that you?” she asked. “Your perfume?”

Vanessa blinked, almost startled, then her smile widened. “Yeah. Sorry—is it too strong?”

“No,” Kara said immediately. “Not at all. It’s lovely. Something… citrusy?”

She couldn’t quite place it. Fresh but warm. Clean but not girlish. Grown.

Vanessa lifted her wrist without hesitation. “It’s a small batch from New York. Here—try.”

Kara leaned in just enough to catch the scent, pausing by Vanessa’s wrist. A small tattoo—geometric lines threaded with tiny planets—peeked from beneath her watch.

Soft mandarin. A hint of cedar. Something floral underneath she couldn’t name.

“It’s beautiful,” Kara murmured.

When she looked up, Vanessa was watching her.

Not intensely.

Not provocatively.

Just—

Her lips parted, color warming her cheeks, a breath stilled mid-air—surprised, unprepared.

Kara straightened gently, offering a warm, neutral smile.

Vanessa dropped her gaze at once, tucking her hair behind her ear.

Before Kara could piece together the flicker of something that had passed between them, the front door slammed.

“All right, babes! I found it!” Melanie called brightly, trotting back with a triumphantly raised bottle of sunscreen. “And I grabbed snacks! Trail mix. The healthy kind. Ugh.”

She tossed the bag onto her seat, then slid inside, the bubble of her good mood filling the car.

Vanessa composed herself quickly, turning toward the window as Melanie buckled in. A heavy sigh filled the space from the backseat.

Kara shifted into drive, wondering if she’d imagined it.

“All right,” she said, her voice low. “Let’s get on the road!”
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