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THE SAME OLD THING
[image: ]


Sitting in the box on the bed in my hotel room, my outfit for the audition looks even smaller than I feared.

Sequins stretch tight over a lycra body suit, shimmering in the neon lights of Las Vegas that pour in through the window. Even shriveled up like this, it is impossible to miss the plunging neckline or how there will be nothing to cover even an inch of my legs. The angle at the crotch is narrow and severe and I know it will fit like a thong once I put it on.

I feel my skin crawl already at the thought of the skeevy old men, sitting in folding chairs, chain smoking cigarettes, who will leer and judge and catalog my faults.

This is what it means to be an actress, or at least that’s what I tell myself. There had been a time when being an actress had been something aspirational and inspiring. Something that motivated me. Now, it is an excuse. A reason to keep my head down and not question the indignities.

I glance at the battered alarm clock sitting on the nightstand. It has a slot where you could have docked your iPhone a decade ago. It’s interesting how quickly the latest and greatest can become little more than a museum piece. That thought brings a dark laugh to my lips. I am a struggling actress, just on the wrong side of thirty, and well on my way to joining the clock in obsolescence. Perhaps, I’m already there.

I have fifteen minutes before I need to head downstairs, find the windowless room in which they are holding the auditions, and then hold it together while a gaggle of wrinkled old timers ogle my body and make crude jokes. All in the hopes of a two week gig as a back-up dancer for some has-been, or—more likely—never-was. All for a payout that will end up making minimum wage at the local Shop-n-Go look attractive.

You couldn’t throw a rock in Vegas without hitting a failed performer clinging to the hope that the next gig would be their big break. And I know: I’m one of them.

I think about calling Andy and telling him I’m out. I unlock my phone and find his contact. My finger hovers over his name. One little motion and the call will go out, then I can tell my lousy, semi-abusive agent what I really think of the auditions he has been sending me out on.

I sigh and drop my phone. It lands silently on the stained comforter on my bed, and I try very hard not to think of the source of those stains.

Or maybe I could call Alexis. But she’s already in bed most likely, and if she isn’t then Annabel is. She tells me not to worry about that kind of thing, that she still has time for me, but we both know that that is at best an exaggeration. At worst, it’s simply a lie. But lies aren’t always about being dishonest. Sometimes they are what we tell ourselves or those we love to spare them from hurt.

And I know quite a bit about lying to myself.

Once I'm dressed, the cognitive dissonance is enough to make me dizzy. On the one hand, the idea of parading around for lecherous old men in something this skimpy makes me want to hop in a hot shower and stay there until morning, sobbing. On the other hand…I look fucking hot.

The outfit is even skimpier than it looked in the box. The neckline plunges nearly to my belly button and my tits spill out obscenely over the fabric, bulging and straining like they might pop loose at any moment. I’m decently well endowed in that department, nothing jaw dropping, but in this outfit I look like I’ve jumped two cup sizes. Lower down, the effect is the same, as the fabric shrinks to nearly nothing: a one piece with a thong so thin it hardly looks like I’m wearing one at all.

I definitely won’t be sitting in this thing. Even standing, every movement comes with the very real risk of flashing anyone in the vicinity with what’s between my legs. I thank my lucky stars for Jose, the puffed up douche with whom I had a first date last night. The date was awful, but the wax I got beforehand is coming in clutch right now. The way my smooth skin disappears beneath the barely there strip of fabric has me feeling some kind of way. I feel sexier than I can remember feeling in quite some time, which makes what I now have to do even worse.

I throw on a modesty slip over the outfit that makes it look like I’m in my pajamas. It’s Vegas, so my original plan had just been to wear the outfit down. But even in Vegas, I know that the way I’m dressed will draw unwanted attention.

And then I head down to the audition.

I’m ushered into a room by a twenty-something with a cold dead stare that should only belong to someone twice his age. Inside are ten or so other women, half of whom could easily pass for my sister. Clearly whoever is casting this is going for a very specific look.

This is the part I hate most: the entrance. Especially when you are one of the last to arrive. All eyes turn to you, judging, evaluating, sizing up the competition. Though, of course, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t doing the exact same thing.

This routine is so practiced that the callous cruelty of it barely phases me. Two of the women I pass over quickly; they aren’t threats. There’s another one that looks like she could give me a run for my money, but she’s older than me: the kind of thirty-five year old that has been that age for half a decade. Not that I begrudge her the lie: I’ve been twenty-eight for the last four years.

But it’s the other three women that make my stomach sink. Young, blonde, and beautiful, with surgically enhanced busts and overly plump lips. The complexion is flawless if a bit unnatural even under the harsh fluorescent lights. Mid-twenties at the oldest or at least frozen in time at that age with some cosmetic assistance. I’ve eaten Big Macs that were less artificial than these girls. In L.A. they wouldn’t have even made it into the room, but this is Vegas and I know the kind of look that these things usually go for.

I take my seat in silence, making sure that my slip is covering everything it needs to and that my legs are firmly crossed. I pretend not to notice the daggers in the eyes of the three young blondes. That at least is something. The thought that they see me as real competition does a little to settle my nerves. Just a little.

One of the blondes goes first, but doesn’t come back out with the dead eyed guy with the clipboard. Ms. Thirty-Five is next and then I sort of zone out until I’m the last one left and the clipboard guy calls my name.

“Cassie Wells?”

I follow him in. I know in an instant this is pointless. Three middle aged men, smoking cigarettes and laughing at what I can only assume is an offensive and unfunny joke, sit at a white folding table in metal folding chairs. They hardly look up as I enter.

The one in the middle glances down at his phone and then back up at me. His eyes are hidden behind a pair of aviator sunglasses.

“So Candy,” he says, enunciating the wrong name in a way that lets me know it’s intentional, “Do you have any experience with nudity?”
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HELP WANTED
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Imake it to the street before I start to cry. And right now, that feels like a victory.

Spring has sprung. There’s a prize fight at the new monstrosity that opened on the Strip just last month. There’s a concert at The Sphere featuring this year's newest pop starlet, and the weather is warm but not hot during the day and crisp but not cold at night.

All this to say: the place is a madhouse. Sidewalks full to overflowing and the raised walkways that crisscross Las Vegas Boulevard are so jammed that foot traffic at times comes to a complete standstill. It is hard to imagine a more miserable place to be, right now or ever.

The only solace is that Vegas is one of those cities, much like New York, where very little draws the attention of strangers. A crying woman in an undone robe and a too-tight bodysuit underneath, wandering despondent through the streets, doesn’t even rate. I am about the 12th oddest thing to see on any given stretch.

I push my way through the crowds, eyes so blurred with tears I can barely see where I’m going. Not that it would be much help anyway. I’ve been to Vegas more times than I can count for performances like the one I was just passed over for, but those trips have been too filled with crash diets and endless hours of practice for me to have learned where anything really is. I can point out the Bellagio or the Venetian, that kind of stuff, but beyond that, I’m mostly clueless. It only takes me a few minutes to lose my bearings.

I take out my phone, but the battery is dead. I sigh and glance around, hoping for something that will serve as a landmark, something that will jog my memory. But there is nothing and the crowd presses in until it feels difficult to breathe. I turn off the Strip, wander down a street whose name I don’t catch, then another. In a few minutes I am away, mostly, from the hustle and bustle. There are still people here and plenty of them, but not so many that I am forced to rub against them as I move across the sidewalk.

My feet keep moving for reasons I don’t understand, pulled by some invisible force. Perhaps, it is just about keeping me from going back to the hotel. Back to the room where I put on this outfit in the same building where I just had my disastrous final audition.

Final. I sit with that word and see how it feels, but nothing really happens. No doubt or guilt or certainty. Just emptiness. If I were a smoker, this would be the perfect time for a cigarette.

I find a cafe open late at night and order a beer, a double espresso, and a slice of German Chocolate cake. The waiter, a pot bellied old man with a bad combover, raises an eyebrow at the order, but says nothing.

I devour the cake. I haven’t eaten since this morning and that was a green yogurt smoothie that tasted like grass. Stale grass. Not even the freshly cut stuff. This, however, tastes like heaven. I down the espresso in one large gulp, delighting as I feel the tendrils of warmth snake through my chest. I wash it all down with a dark beer so thick you could almost use a spoon to eat it. By the end, I’m not exactly happy. Not after today, but I’m content, at least for a moment.

The waiter clears the table and comes back with the check, nestled in the pages of a battered old book. I glance at the spine. It reads Ode to Aphrodite and Other Works in glittering gold letters. There is no author, or if there is, it’s been worn away by time. I open the book, glance at the check, and slide two fives up against the binding.

As I go to close the book, I notice a dog eared page. I flip to it. A business card sits there, worn around the edges, but printed in a modern enough style that it can’t be anywhere near as ancient as the book itself.

Matte black paper, thick premium card stock. Silver letters etched, not printed, and so pale they verge toward white. The words Seeking Actress are centered vertically on the card right above the line that really catches my eye: Up to $500 per night. At the top of the card it reads simply: Rabbit & Wand. The logo is a rabbit in a top hat holding, obviously, a magic wand.

Five hundred dollars per night. I think back to today’s audition and try to push the temptation from my mind. Then I think about what is waiting for me back in L.A. and my resolve crumbles. I know it will turn out to be something else, something too good to be true. For $500 a night someone is almost certainly going to ask to see my tits, and that’s probably true even if the job is for a kid's birthday clown. Not in front of the kids, mind you, just as part of the “audition”.

But maybe not. And $500 for a night of work is nothing to sneeze at. I could make my rent in a week. In a month, I’d have enough to put some away. Maybe even start that imaginary college fund I keep telling my brother our dad left for him before he split town. That thought is enough to make almost anything bearable.

Do you have any experience with nudity? The rasping voice from earlier repeats itself in my mind, but, like I said, $500 is a lot of money.

“Just when I thought I was out,” I mumble to myself. I nearly jump out of my skin as I hear a voice behind me complete the line, “They pull me back in!”

I turn to see a young woman sitting at the table next to me. Fiery red hair, flawless skin, set off by two eyes whose colors I can’t quite decide. Are they green? Are they hazel? In another city maybe it would be easier to tell. But in Vegas there are nothing but lights and her eyes drink them all in, until they seem to burn with an unnatural beauty and intensity.

She’s wearing what can only be described as a quintessential little black dress—an A-line mini with a dangerously short hem that does almost nothing to cover her tanned legs. When she shifts, I can see a faint ripple of muscle there.

I feel the same stab of jealousy I feel whenever I see a beautiful woman. Hot pin pricks on my scalp that dance down the back of my neck and then around until my chest is hot and flushed. I feel my heart pick up its pace at the same time as my breathing. It’s what happens when you spend your life being judged over every minute detail of your appearance: you can’t help but turn that judgment outward on everyone you see. Sizing up the competition more or less. And it’s never pleasant to come across a pedestrian (i.e. someone not in showbiz) who seems to just effortlessly embody a beauty that I would kill for.

“Sorry,” she says and it snaps me back to reality. I hope I wasn’t staring. “One of my favorite movies. Yea, not quite as good as the others, but it gets more crap than it deserves.”

“Umm, yea,” I say, glancing down at the table. Her gaze is intense and for some reason I can’t force myself to meet it for long. “I’ve always said the same thing.”

I risk a glance back at her. Her eyes flick down and I feel my stomach drop. One of her eyebrows dances toward her hairline.

“Nice outfit,” she says in a tone that makes it impossible to tell if she is mocking me.

I glance down and realize that the robe has come undone in the front and has fallen to the sides. The girls, straining against the fabric of the tight lycra suit, are more or less on full display. I quickly cover them up.

She laughs. “I didn’t mean to sound like a creep. If I had a bust like that, you better believe I’d be showing it off to the world.”

When she says this, it’s impossible for my eyes to go anywhere but her chest. The dress hugs her chest and while she isn’t wrong about the difference in our proportions, their perkiness makes my stomach turn. What I wouldn’t give to be twenty-five again. And to make things worse, I can tell from the faint outline of her nipples that she isn’t even wearing a bra. Some girls have all the luck.

She clears her throat and my eyes snap back up. There’s a smile on her face and a knowing twinkle in her eyes. “There’s a saying, I think, about staring in public.”

I swallow away the lump in my throat, tell myself that I’m just uncomfortable with a stranger being this familiar with me.

“Sorry,” I mutter and then can’t think of anything else to say.

Her only response is a small nod and then she turns back to her newspaper and sips her coffee while I gather my things and get ready to go.

“See you around,” she calls out after me as I hurry away from the cafe.

What the fuck is that supposed to mean?

I try to calm myself as I wander aimlessly. Vegas is a city filled with odd people. Not only odd people, mind you, but there is a heavy concentration of them unrivaled by any city in the world as far as I’m concerned. That’s all it is. Some weirdo made me uncomfortable and my nerves were already shot after everything. The most beautiful weirdo you’ve ever seen, I think, then shake my head to clear that thought. Indulging in jealousy isn’t going to make me feel any better.

It’s only when I get well away from the cafe that I feel the card still clutched in my hand and remember what it represents. Five hundred dollars a night. I think about the bills piling up back home. I think about Reggie and about the possibility of giving him something like a normal life. That ship has sailed for me, but my brother is only twelve.

I turn the card over in my hand and frown. There’s no address. Just the name of the place and the briefest help wanted ad I’ve ever come across. My stomach sinks. Too good to be true of course. That shouldn’t come as a surprise.

But something nags at me. The card feels so substantial in my hand, so very very real, that for a moment and for reasons I can’t quite put into words, I am certain that the place exists. Maybe it’s brand new or maybe it’s old school, underground, like the magic version of a speakeasy or a popup shop. My feet keep moving as I wander the boulevards and alleys, meander down little cross streets, and find absolutely nothing.

I stop a few people who look like they’ve known Vegas for longer than I’ve been alive. Grizzled old gamblers with Wilford Brimley mustaches and old women with skin like leather handbags chain-smoking cigarettes outside to get some fresh air before they head back in to play the slots and chain smoke some more. No one seems to have any idea what I’m talking about.

And then I realize I’m starting to go in circles, or rather, tracing much more convoluted shapes through the maze of streets and indoor malls, across the raised walkways and the tunnels that connect most of the main casinos to one another. But the effect is the same: I keep ending up where I’ve already been.

I’m about ready to head back to my hotel when I spot something out of the corner of my eye that I hadn’t noticed. An alley where I swear there hadn’t been one before. There is a name stenciled on the side of the building in large looping letters that reads: Houdini Way. It’s an odd moment that feels almost like something out of a fairytale. I look away and then back again, half expecting the opening between the buildings to have disappeared. It hasn’t and my feet carry me forward.

The alley is dark but not deserted. Other people go up and down it, cutting across to find a shorter way between more prominent attractions. There are a few shops, but most appear to be closed. Mid-way down the alley there is a small place, barely as wide across as my wingspan. It’s windowless with an ancient looking wooden door above which hangs a sign. There are no lights, but the moon is near to full and at that moment the clouds part and a beam of silver moonlight strikes the sign dead on. My heart skips a beat. Nothing is written there. Only a logo. The same logo that is on the card that is clutched tightly in my hand: a top hat wearing rabbit holding a magic wand.

Rabbit & Wand.

I pushed open the door, which is so heavy I have to put all my weight behind it to get it moving. When it finally swings open, I lose my balance and tumble into a dark entryway illuminated by rabbit shaped lanterns that glow a deep and rich amber. At the end of the entryway is another door and as I reach for it, it opens.

Once more my heart skips a beat, takes a moment to orient itself, and then raps against my chest again and again in quick succession.

“You?” It’s a question and an accusation all at once.

The woman from the cafe stands on the threshold smiling at me, her eyes glittering in the orange light of the lanterns.

“Welcome,” she says, “to Rabbit & Wand.”
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A TEMPTING OFFER
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It takes a moment before my mouth even works.

“You,” is all that I can say.

“Me?” she says, tilting her head at an angle like an inquisitive dog.

“From the cafe.”

She nods. “Yes, from the cafe.” She glances down at the card in my hand and her lips curl up slightly at the corners. Her eyes were striking when I first met her, but here in the low and flickering light they are otherworldly, ethereal. The beauty of them haunts me. “Here about the job?”

“Yes,” I say, but my mind is still reeling. “I don’t understand.”

Her mouth forms a flat thin line as she nods and turns away. She looks back over her shoulder and jerks her head, indicating that I should follow. My heart hammers against my chest. What is this place?

She leads me through the store and it feels like walking into a fairytale. When I think magic shop, I think cheesy, dorky, and—in Vegas especially—gaudy. This place is anything but.

Dark blacks and deep oranges and yellows: amber and honey and copper and gold. Rich fabrics that drape the walls, depicting scenes of showmanship in a filigree of gold and silver. Elsewhere, strange trinkets and baubles line shelves: glass orbs and statues like miniature gargoyles with twisted snouts, long tongues darting out, forked and sharp and dangerous. It is an alchemist's den or a witch’s lair. Nothing at all like the kind of place I had expected, the kind of place that sells loaded dice and trick cards and multi-colored handkerchiefs and hats with false bottoms.

The place is far larger than it seemed from the outside and the effect almost gives me vertigo. She leads me to a door and opens it, light spills out and for a moment the illusion is broken. I follow her into a room that looks closer to belonging to the world I am familiar with: normal desk, a normal office chair, a computer monitor and harsh white LED lights. The wood is deep and dark and the chair is draped with the same black fabric as the shop. I raise a hand as my eyes struggle to adjust to the light.

“Sorry about that,” she says with a laugh, and the pensive air of mystery evaporates. “I love the ambience of the place but the adjustment going between the shop and the office is a bit jarring.”

She takes a seat at the desk and gestures to another chair in the corner. I drag it over and sit down.

“Is this some kind of setup?” I ask, glancing nervously around the room. The whole thing is so bizarre: the card, the same girl from the cafe, the decor, all of it. The only thing that makes sense is that this is some prank show or gag, some bit being filmed for TikTok or whatever it is the kids are using nowadays.

“Setup?” she asks, but her eyes drift to the computer screen to her left, which is angled too severely for me to see much of anything. Her fingers tap against the keyboard for a half minute before she turns her gaze back to me. “What do you mean?”

“The random card in the book,” I start as I tick items off on my fingers. “And then you at the cafe. This place, hidden down a back alley, the decorations.” I feel like I must be dreaming. “How did you know I would find it?”

“I didn’t,” she says and furrows her brow. “I put those cards in places all over town, sometimes I stick around to see who finds them. Sometimes I intervene to make sure the right person does.” Her eyes as she says this are fixed to mine. This woman is at least five years my junior, maybe ten, but the presence that emanates from her has me feeling like a kid who has been sent to the principal's office for misbehaving. “But it’s up to them whether they ever find the place. Most never do.”

“The right person?” I ask, nearly tripping over the words as my tongue grows heavy in my mouth.

She shrugs. “Someone with the right look.”

Her eyes flick down and then back up, appraising me. It reminds me of the hundreds of casting directors who have given me that same look. I wait for that skin-crawling feeling to come, but it never does. Instead, my heartbeat quickens.

“And I have it?”

She smiles and nods once, slowly. “Oh yes,” she says and the smile reaches all the way to her eyes. Then she says the last words that I am expecting, but the obvious ones I should have been waiting for. “Do you have any experience with nudity?”

The sinking feeling in my stomach is as much about the question as it is at my own naiveté. No one is paying that much for a not-in-demand aging actress unless she is getting undressed…and probably more than that.

Another creep, I think, but five hundred dollars is a lot of money.

“Excuse me?” She raises an eyebrow and a small smile plays on her lips.

I realize I said that first part out loud.

“Just be straight with me here,” I say and a small laugh escapes from her, which only makes me angry. “This magician. This performance. This job. Just how skeevy is this whole thing going to be?”

“Skeevy?” she repeats and the amusement in her voice is grating.

“Five hundred dollars a night is a lot of money,” I hiss out through clenched teeth. “And I’m wondering what the catch is? Some old slovenly ‘magician’ who is going to be trying to cop a feel? Or who expects me to ‘assist’ him in other ways?”

“Him?” The tone of her voice is confusing. If I didn’t know any better I would say it sounded flirty, teasing even. But since I do know better, it only adds the strangeness of the scene.

“The magician,” I say and incline my head toward her. “No offense, but I’m always a little skeptical when some old hack hires a young bombshell as his personal assistant. So just cut the bullshit.” I try to look as tough and as serious as I can. “Is that all you are?”

“No,” she says. One syllable that stretches to fill the whole room. “I know the magician…quite intimately.”

Her eyes smolder with such hunger that I almost have to look away. I can feel myself blushing. She must be imagining it now. She must actually be into this creep, whoever he is.

“Thanks for your time,” I say and start to stand.

For a moment, her facade cracks and I see something like surprise.

“Wait,” she says and her voice is flatter, almost plaintive and suddenly she seems every bit a girl in her mid twenties. “You went through all the effort to find this place and you don’t even want to hear about the job?”

I shake my head and move toward the door. “I’m sorry but five hundred dollars for a few performances a month isn’t worth it to be groped and ogled and whatever else this guy is planning on doing to me in between shows.”

My hand grabs the handle at the same moment that she says, “No.”

I turn, nostrils flaring, anger rising in my breast.

“No?” I jab a finger in her direction and she seems to recoil for a moment, caught off guard. “What? Are you going to try to tell me I can’t leave or some bullshit? I’ve had an awful day so, please, just give me an excuse to rearrange that gorgeous little face of yours.”

I can taste bile in the back of my mouth. The ferocity shocks me. Usually, I’m not an angry person, but this day has been too much: hopes raised and then dashed, not once but again and again, today and yesterday and for years now. All of the frustration boiling over after a slow simmer that has been building for longer than I realized.

She looks confused. “No, I mean it’s not five-hundred dollars for a few performances a month.”

I roll my eyes. “Of course,” I nearly shout. “Even that probably has strings and caveats.”

She shakes her head forcefully. “It’s five hundred a night, every night. Two-thousand for performances but those are only every two weeks.”

“What?” My mouth is hanging open in shock. “What did you say?”

“Five hundred a night,” she repeats slowly. “Every night that we rehearse, which is five nights a week. Then performances every other Saturday night, which are two thousand.”

Twenty-five hundred dollars a week plus another two thousand every other. It’s a staggering sum. There was a time when I hoped that my career would take off and I’d rake in millions getting leading roles in big time films. That dreamed died a long time ago and my ambition had shrunk so small that the only thing I cared about was paying the bills. This isn’t millions, but it is more money than I ever thought was possible for work like this.

The mental math isn’t hard. Four weeks in a month, to be conservative. Ten thousand dollars. Plus two performances per month for another five. Fifteen thousand dollars a month. One hundred and eighty thousand dollars in a year. I’m getting ahead of myself, but the thought is staggering.

Her confidence is back and she knows she has me.

“I promise,” she says, holding one hand against her chest. “It’s nothing creepy. Think burlesque, not a strip show. You’d be perfect.”

My heart is racing, adrenaline coursing through my veins and for just a moment time seems to stand still. There are still doubts. Too many to count. The whole thing is too good to be true and there has to be a catch. There has to be. But then I think of my brother and the one bedroom apartment we share. I think of the rickety kitchen table with a wad of napkins under the bad leg that keep it from wobbling. I think of the stack of unpaid bills on top of it.

“By the way,” she says and holds out her hand, “I’m Ivy. Ivy Matthews.”

I shake it and then I take in a deep breath and let it out.

“Cassie Wells. When can I audition?” I ask and her smile lingers for a moment longer than it needs to.

“We’ll be in touch.”
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HOMESICK
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Ihardly sleep that night and when the sun crests the horizon, spilling beams of pale yellow light through the window of my hotel room, I text Alexis.

We would usually FaceTime, but, as she informs me after she calls, she is in no state to be seen by humans.

“My face is encrusted in gunk,” she bemoans, “as is most of the rest of my body.”

I know she means from the baby and all that comes with that, but I can’t help myself.

“A little too much information,” I tease, “but glad to hear you are still keeping your man satisfied even with the baby there.”

She cackles. “Oh, he wishes Cassie.” Then she sighs. “Me too honestly. I wish I had the energy to get him to blast it all over my⁠—”

“Woah! Okay, actually too much now,” I cut in before I become permanently scarred. I’m not exactly a prude, but sometimes I forget just how free she can be when talking about her and her husband’s sex life. I wonder if Tyler would be mortified to find out about her bragging. Maybe he would be proud. Guys can be finicky about things like that. Not that I was judging. I’m a firm believer in the what-happens-in-the-bedroom-stays-in-the-bedroom approach to sex.

“Sorry,” she says in a way that lets me know she isn’t. “So…” she lets out a breath, “to what do I owe this early morning gossip sesh?”

I can hear the fatigue in every syllable. I open my mouth and close it into a thin and worried line. She has enough on her plate with the new baby. My own shit can wait.

“Honestly, it’s nothing. You know me, always being overdramatic. Don’t worry about it.”

“I do know you, Cassie,” she says sternly. “So, out with it. What major new development in your life are you trying to downplay now?”

I wince a bit at just how well she can read me.

“I got a job,” I say and before I can say more, my ear drum nearly ruptures at the excited screeching that comes through the receiver. “Or more like an audition, but she said I pretty much had the part.”

“Well, that’s good isn’t it?” she asks once she manages to compose herself. “And she? That’s a change of pace. No more creepy casting directors. Maybe we are making progress in the world.”

I laugh and shake my head. “I wouldn’t go that far. Not a creepy man, but…”

I think back to the cafe and then to the shop, to the way her eyes roamed over my body. The intensity of her gaze. The way her eyes flickered in the amber light cast from the lanterns, the way it made her look somehow otherworldly. I swallow away the lump in my throat and try to tell the story from the beginning. I tell her about the audition, the first one, and wandering the streets, about the cafe and the card, and the bizarre magic shop tucked away down an alley, hidden in darkness and then illuminated by moonlight. I tell her about the shop and the decorations and then the perfectly normal office in the back, where Ivy told me about the pay.

“Holy shit,” Alexis blurts out when I get to the dollar amount. “Cassie, that’s huge.”

“It is,” I say, my voice careful and non-committal. She’s right of course. It’s money, a lot of it. And I could certainly use it.

“The whole thing sounds like a fever dream or something,” she says with a laugh. “Are you sure you didn’t imagine this whole thing?”

It’s meant as playful, a little joke to highlight just how incredible the offer seems to be, but I can feel something twist in my stomach and come loose, anxiety and doubt poisoning my insides, twisting them, turning them inside out and outside in.

“Not at all,” I say and it’s close to the truth. “The whole thing is bizarre, right?”

“Certainly sounds like that—Hey, are you paying attention to her?”

In the background, I hear Tyler’s voice but can’t make out the words. She must move the phone away from her face because her next few sentences are muffled.

“Sorry,” she says as she comes back on the line, “where were we?”

“Just discussing whether my sorry lot in life had caused me to completely lose grasp on reality and fabricate an implausible job offer from a beautiful and mysterious woman to be a magician’s assistant for a a man I haven’t met and who, by all indications, seems to have a rather close relationship with said woman.”

There’s a pause on the line and for a moment I think the call has dropped.

“Beautiful, huh?” Alexis asks, her voice lilting up at the end.

I make a noise halfway between a huff and a sigh. “Not this again.”

“Funny,” Alexis chuckles over the phone line, “I was about to say the same thing. Is Crazy College Cassie making a return?”

I can perfectly picture what Alexis’s face looks like at that moment: eyebrows raised halfway up her forehead, corners of her lips curled up in a knowing smile, eyes twinkling with smug satisfaction.

“That was—” I start to say and then the world dissolves for a moment.
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I’m no longer in my hotel room. The lights are gone except for the flashing strobes that pulse with the beat of a pounding bass so deep it rattles my chest. The world swims.

Was it really like this or is this just how I remember it? Or at least what parts of it I do remember.

I feel the prickling anger in my breast that glides across my skin and as she moves toward me across the dance floor it becomes something else. Her eyes meet mine and the heat sinks through my skin, into my stomach, and then lower. Her hands find my hips and I open my mouth to say something, but the look she wears stops me in my tracks and suddenly my body has other ideas, hands roaming, stomachs pressed tight, hips moving to the rhythm of whatever mid-2010s anthem is blasting through the DJ’s speakers.

Vaguely, I am aware of eyes on me, of eyes on us. People I know and people I don’t. I tell myself it’s just dumb frat boys who can’t form a more coherent thought than “Oh, pretty girls dancing. Me like”, but then I see Alexis at the edge of the crowd and the surprise on her face. It’s not about me. It’s not about us. That is what I tell myself. The thoughts form and then are ejected a moment later, shaken loose by the bass that rocks the entire room. It’s not like it’s some great rarity for two straight girls to dance like this: a little playful, a little risqué. Bodies touching, hands on hips.

She’s not straight, a voice whispers in my head. The heat in my stomach at that thought is like the first day of school: excitement and anxiety and terror all bundled into one. And just as she leans in and places her lips against my ear, just as my body shudders and a sigh escapes my lips, the memory cuts off like an old damaged film reel.
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I can hear Alexis’s voice in my ear. “Earth to Cassie,” she says from the other end of the phone line.

I’m back in my hotel room.

“Sorry,” I say, my mind still swimming.

I hadn’t thought about that night in years. I didn’t even realize that I remember so much of it or if I even remembered it correctly at all. Can I remember what she whispered? I ask myself the question and push it away. It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.

“Reggie is here,” Alexis says casually and my heart leaps to my throat.

“What’s wrong? Is everything okay? Does he have his medicine? What happened?” The words tumble out without any pause to breathe. Panic surges through me and I feel faint.

“Relax. He’s fine.” I can barely hear Alexis over the pounding in my ears. “He misses you. The babysitter brought him over this morning. He wanted to see the baby. Tyler is watching them both. He has his medicine. We are going to get pancakes. It’s all okay.”

Of course it is. It always is, except when it’s not. And that’s the hardest part. I don’t know how not to panic at every little thing. I don’t know how not to make mountains out of mole hills, because every mountain starts off small enough that you could make that mistake. And with Reggie, things can go so quickly from perfectly fine to an emergency. Sometimes it feels like living with my heart outside my body, except this heart needs medication every single day to keep it from failing. Disaster is always waiting in the wings.

“Can I talk to him?”

A moment later, Reggie’s voice comes on the line, hilariously deep—his attempt to sound like the man he has not yet become. I manage to stifle my laughter and inside me I feel it washing away some of my unease.

“Hey Cass, what’s up?”

What’s up? I wince at that: my kid brother trying so hard to be a grown up. It breaks my heart for more reasons than I can count. I know that protecting him will eventually mean learning to let go of him, but there is always the thought that you will have more time. I had always told myself that I would have made it big by now. Big screen. Big paycheck. And that finally I would have the time—and the money—to make sure that Reggie had whatever he needed. I blink away tears.

“Hey buddy, I got a new job,” I say cautiously. Reggies was always skeptical about my career. He isn’t old enough to understand it all, but I think he can understand that the jobs I usually got weren’t the best, either in terms of pay or working conditions. Besides, I haven’t booked a job in L.A. in nearly six months and Reggie hates having to be left with the babysitter, especially now that he is on the verge of becoming a teenager.

“Can I still get pancakes with Tyler and the baby?”

I try not to take his disinterest personally. If anything, it’s a good sign. He’s maturing, learning how to rely on others, on people that aren’t me. I try to tell myself this is a good thing, but I can still feel my heart breaking.

“And Alexis?” I add. “She’s going, right?”

Reggie’s voice sounds like an eyeroll. “Yea, she’s coming. It would be better if there were no girls though.”

From the background, I hear Alexis’s sign song voice, “I heard that Reggie!”

“Whatever.”

“Annabel is a girl too,” I say. “And you love Annabel.”

I can just imagine Reggie’s nose scrunching up in displeasure. “She’s not a girl, Cassie. She’s a baby.”

“Right.” I tap my palm against my forehead, leaning into the bit even though he can’t see me. “How could I forget?”

Silence follows.

“Can I go now?” Reggie asks, his tone a kind of bored aggression that he is beginning to perfect. Another needle sinks its way into my heart.

“One sec, bud,” I say, taking a deep breath. “This new job. I’m going to have to be out here more than usual. I should still be able to make it back on the weekends, but it’s gonna be tough. At least for a little while.”

Silence and then, “Why?”

Why? Such a small question that means so many things. Why this job? Why now? Or why are we in the position to begin with? Why is it just us? Why not mom and dad? Why, why, why.

Now, I can’t stop the tears.

“It’s a good job,” I say, my voice cracking worse than Reggie’s. “With the money I make we can finally get a bigger place and we can take you to see that specialist at UCLA⁠—”

“I like Dr. Mount,” Reggie cuts in.

“I know, buddy. You can still see him. We just might see some other people. There are new options and it might make⁠—”

“Do I have to stay with Gabriella?” Like a kid, he is already changing subjects, getting to the heart of what matters: is he going to have to stay with the babysitter?

“She’s nice.” I’m not sure what else to say. She is, but Reggie’s whole world isn’t much bigger than me and the small apartment we’ve lived in for the last five years. Outside of Alexis and Tyler and the new baby, he hardly talks to anyone else. I know it’s hard for him, even if Gabriella is a perfectly good babysitter.

“She’s boring,” Reggie moans, by which he means she tries to get him to read instead of sitting on his iPad all day. I’m not boring, he explains, by which he means I’m a pushover. I have a hard time putting my foot down when he gives me his puppy dog eyes. Gabriella has no such issues.

“It won’t be for that long,” I offer. “And how about this? Whenever I come back, I’ll take you to the game store down on the corner and you can pick out one game.”

I hear a sharp intake of breath on the other side of the line.

“Deal,” he says and then he hurries off the line, too excited by the prospect of the video games he’s already mentally purchasing to keep chatting with his big sister.

Alexis comes back on the line. “See,” she says, “we will take good care of him. And don’t worry about the sitter if you are going to be away that much, we can totally make up the spare bedroom. Reggie will love it.”

My heart overflows at the casual and remarkable kindness behind those words. “You just had a baby,” I say, shaking my head. “I could never ask you that.”

“You didn’t,” Alexis says, her voice suddenly sounding very much like a mom. “I offered and that’s the end of it. I’ll broach the subject with Reggie over pancakes. Now, when are you supposed to hear something?”

A stab of worry goes through me. “I’m not sure. She said that they’ll be in touch. I left my information, but that was last night and I still haven’t⁠—”

“Nope.” Alexis cuts me off. “We’re not doing that. It was last night. It’s not even breakfast time in Vegas. You’re probably the only person in the whole city awake at this hour.”

I glance down at the street through my hotel window. “That’s not exactly true,” I say with a laugh.

Alexis won’t hear it. “Whoever you are looking at clearly is still awake from last night, doesn’t count.”

“Oh, is that how it works?”

“It is,” she says, her voice slipping deeper into the reassuring tones of motherhood. “Now, just relax. Get yourself something to eat and you’ll hear soon.”

From the background, I hear Reggie’s voice. “You should get pancakes.”


5

THE “AUDITION”
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I’m waiting for a text. At noon, my phone buzzes and hope leaps into my throat. That hope is quickly extinguished.

The text is from my agent.

Andy


You booked it, Wells! They loved your spunk. Details to follow.




Spunk. Andy is two years younger than me, but aspires to be an old-timey Hollywood guy, using words like spunk and moxie and calling everyone kid. It’s more or less the least annoying thing about him.

I got the job. The laugh that bubbles out of me is dark and bitter. The “audition” in question hadn’t made it much past that question: Do you have any experience with nudity? My response had been simply, “In your fucking dreams.” And then I stormed out.

There’s a moment of sickening vertigo when I consider that maybe I’ve discovered my issue. This whole time I’ve been caring and putting in effort and actually, you know, trying at this whole acting thing. Maybe the real issue was that I simply hadn’t cursed out enough casting directors.

That prospect is enticing and for a moment I have visions of my big break. It’s just about the same fantasy that it always is: red carpets and golden statues. Big limousines and flashbulbs, only in this rendition I am cursing like a sailor through the whole thing, telling every creepy old loser just exactly what I think of them.

Then Andy texts me over the offer and the whole fantasy evaporates. One night of work for seventy-five dollars plus tips. Tips? Is this a job for an actress or a fucking waitress?

Though of course I know the answer. When they want a waitress whose weight and appearance they can legally control, they call her an actress. Probably classify the whole thing as an interactive performance art exhibit. Translation: a waitress the customers can get handsy with.

I think about texting back a blistering expletive filled refusal, but decide not to burn that bridge completely. Even if it is a rather annoying bridge.

Cassie


Thanks but no thanks. Those guys were creeps and the offer is insultingly low. Not interested.




Andy texts back immediately.

ANDY


Cassie, kiddo. I know it’s not the best, but it’s work and people aren’t exactly knocking down your door nowadays. Think of that sister of yours. The one who has diabetes. Other people are counting on you.




My decision to be civil with Andy is abandoned in an instant. The text message is the perfect combination of smug, incorrect, and condescending. Textbook Andy.

Textbook Hollywood in all honesty. No one cares about your sob story unless they can sell it, or get you to sell yourself cheap because of it. The same old shit that I’ve been dealing with for over a decade. The same shit that generations before me have had to deal with.

My fingers are fast and furious as they stab out a message filled to the brim with incandescent rage.

Cassie


Andy, dollface, if you think it’s such a good offer, why don’t you take it? The outfit might be a tight squeeze but I’m sure those old perverts would love to get a peak at those legs of yours. BTW, it’s my brother and he doesn’t have diabetes, you condescending prick. FUCK OFF.




I hit send and the regret never comes, just a warm feeling in my stomach that feels a lot like justice.

Andy


You are going to regret this.




The text message comes back, again almost instantly. The prospect of this twerp threatening me really does make me laugh this time. More text messages follow with threats and insults so cliche it’s almost boring. I’m over the hill. I’ll never work again. Do I know how unkind show business can be to women over 30?

I think of a thousand biting responses, but almost all of them remain unsent. Instead, I go for simple.

Cassie


Got a better job offer. See you around.




More messages with threats and pleas and demands for a percentage of whatever this new job is, despite the fact that he’s done nothing to help me acquire it. The nerve! Suddenly, the whole thing is just overwhelmingly boring and I have better things to do. By the time I’ve blocked Andy’s number, I’ve half forgotten that tiny miserable little tyrant. And I feel free.

It isn’t the overwhelming joy I’ve often imagined, but there is a deep satisfaction that comes with being rid of him, and, more importantly, what he represents: a whole system that has clawed and stolen my youth and given me oh so very little in return.

I pull out the black card from the Bible in my nightstand. I’m not religious, but I’m a bit superstitious and I figure the card is safe there. Each time I open the book and retrieve the card, I am half expecting it to have vanished, because I am still half expecting that I imagined the whole thing.

Too good to be true is a phrase that has been my constant companion for more years than I can count. And I had always assumed that it had served me well, that it would continue to.

Now, looking down at the silver letters stenciled into the dark black card stock, I wonder if I’ve been taking the easy way out. Telling myself that nothing that good could ever happen in order to protect myself when things didn’t go my way. Only, I didn’t realize that I had overcorrected, protecting myself so much from disappointment that I’d never given myself a real chance to achieve anything else.

This whole thing will probably be a disaster. It still probably is too good to be true.

But for once, I decide, that if things don’t work out, it’s not going to be because I didn’t give it my all. I’m not going to, as Alexis so often says I do, “snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.” I set my phone on the nightstand, stare up at the gray featureless ceiling and wait. The room is warm and my eyelids heavy. Something halfway between sleeping and waking seeps into me, carrying me off, until⁠—

There’s a knock at the door. Three raps in quick succession each one like the boom of a cannon. My heart pounds in sympathy and I am fully awake in an instant. I compose myself, give a quick look in the mirror, and then check the peephole. The hallway outside is empty.

The hotel is nice-ish as far as Vegas goes. Not one of the palatial five star chateaus that house celebrities, athletes, and other flavors of the famous and fortunate. Nor is it one of the smoky and dilapidated Off-Strip motels where you need a shower every time you get into or out of your bed. It’s a Marriott. It’s clean-ish and it’s cheap enough that with my points I can afford it. Like any place in Vegas, there is security and then some.

Still, I keep the chain lock fastened and the strike plate extended. It’s Vegas: you never can be too careful. I crack the door and peer out into a silent and empty hallway. There’s no one there. I unlock the door and fold the stopper against the wall. I open it and step out into the hallway, holding the door behind me. Nothing.

I had been drifting off. Is it possible the knocks were in my imagination? I am just about to reach that conclusion and head back into my room when I spot a small black envelope lying on the ground, perfectly placed in front of my door.

I grab the envelope and wander absentmindedly back into the room, letting the door close behind me. The paper is thick and heavy with a matte finish. The letter is bound, not sealed, with a length of expensive looking pale pink ribbon, tied into an elegant and complicated bow. Embossed on the front of the envelope is exactly what I expect: no words, just a logo of a rabbit in a top hat holding a magic wand.

My fingers are shaking so much it takes me nearly a minute to undo the bow. Carefully, I open the envelope, untucking the stiff dark fold, luxuriating in the sound of paper slipping against paper. Inside is an invitation embossed, not printed, on heavy bright white card stock, with all the lettering in gold. A letter from Hogwarts on my eleventh birthday would have felt less magical than this.

Cassidy Wells,

You are cordially invited to audition this evening at 7 PM at the Rabbit & Wand. Instructions to follow.

- The Great Sappho



The Great Sappho. Something about that name seems familiar, though I doubt I’ve ever heard of the guy. Maybe I’ve seen his name plastered on a sign somewhere before.

I’ve probably walked past thousands of posters, placards, signs, and marquees advertising this performance or that one. It’s certainly not impossible. And yet…looking down at the card in my hand, thinking about the day before, about the other card, the strange shop tucked away—it feels like there is an answer in all this, something just at the edge of my conscious thought. I’m missing something, but I can’t quite put my finger on what.

Curiosity filling me, I type Rabbit & Wand into a search engine and end up with results that make me blush. Sex toys, of course. I almost laugh, but something still nags at me. This can’t just be an elaborate practical joke, the punchline of which is lol sex.

I try the maps app on my phone and come up blank when I type the name of the store into the bar and hit enter. Even when I scroll my way across the map—pinching and flicking until I’m certain in the right place—I get nothing. I see the laundromat next door and the Chinese restaurant across the way. Where the store should be is nothing, not even a building, just blank space.

Frantically, I hit the button for the street view and hold my breath. Surely, once the image loads I’ll see the matte black building, low and tucked away, familiar sign hanging above the glass-windowed door. Instead, once more, there is nothing. Empty space, and a chain link fence on which there is a sign that reads Vacant Lot. Hazard. KEEP OUT. According to the timestamp in the picture, the image is only five months old.

But I’m not even sure the image is of the right place. The buildings on either side don’t look right, but maybe that’s just because I haven’t seen them in the light before.

Can you build a building like that in five months? It seem unlikely, but I don’t know the first thing about what I don’t know about construction. It’s possible as lots of things technically are. Technically possible seems to be a common theme about this whole ordeal, but stacking possibility on top of possibility like this is starting to make the whole thing feel more than a little improbable.

I start to type out the name of the magician into the search bar when another knock nearly causes me to jump out of my skin. This one is a series of lighter, staccato wraps. I rush to the door and open it without even checking, hoping to catch whoever it is before they have a chance to retreat. But no one is there. My head is on a swivel, looking back and forth down both directions of the hallway. It seems impossible that anyone could have knocked and then somehow disappeared in the time it took me to get out here.

But that’s what has happened. This time a package sits in front of my door. Same matte black paper, same pale pink bow. I take a look inside and open it, fingers trembling. When I see what it is, the air rushes out of my lungs.

“Of course,” I say, shaking my head. And then, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
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The weather this time of year can be unforgiving in Vegas. Still hot enough during the day to make fabric stick uncomfortably to skin and then cool enough at night to make you shiver. There are very few outfits that could serve dual roles during spring in Las Vegas and I certainly am not wearing one of them.

There are a number of problems with the outfit, starting with the fact that it doesn’t fit. Admittedly, that’s not an unheard of problem in my line of work; I’m always being asked to squeeze into skintight bodysuits that make me feel like a hot dog stuffed into it’s casing. What’s rarer is to have it go the other direction.

The skirt is belted, thankfully, and fits well enough. If anything, it’s a bit on the shorter side but the black and gold leggings underneath are enough to give some sense of modesty. The high-low red satin skirt is the least of my problems though. What’s going on up top is much harder to figure out…or even to describe.

The top is something like a corset bustier with more ribbons, lace, ties, straps, buckles, and cinches than you would find on a straight jacket. Unfortunately, what order to tie or buckle or cinch them is a puzzle that appears to require a PhD to figure out.

No matter the order I try to do them in, I end up with the same result: it’s all far too loose at the top of my breasts and too narrow at the bottom, meaning that there is no way to both keep them in place and keep them from giving everyone within a hundred yards an eyeful every single time I bend even six inches at the waist.

No modesty robe this time. Instead, I’ve thrown an old paint stained gray sweater on top and then a knee length maxi coat on top of that for good measure. It’s enough for me to make it to the shop without feeling like I’m parading myself in front of every pedestrian I pass.

There is a part of me that half expects the shop to be gone by the time I get there, but, of course, it isn’t. I open the outer door, struck once again by the dark and moody hallway that feels like a passageway to another world. My hand reaches for the inner door but Ivy opens it before I can.

Her teeth are almost orange in the haze of the amber lanterns that hang everywhere, her hair like stamped copper. Her eyes look me up and down and it feels like she has X-ray vision. My extra layers that are hiding the revealing outfit beneath feel suddenly transparent. She smirks at me and bites at the corner of her lip.

“Welcome,” she says and motions me into the room.

It looks more or less the same, blacks and golds and silvers that shimmer in the false light of the orange globes studded across the ceiling. It still has that same dream-like quality that makes it hard to know if anything has really changed, but when Ivy leads me toward the left wall, the light catches it just the right way and I see the faint outline of something I’m sure I didn’t notice last time: another door.

Ivy steps up to it and runs a finger along one edge and suddenly the outline of the doorframe is illuminated with a pulsing green glow. The door gives a small hissing noise and lifts slightly off the ground. Ivy slides it to the side as though it’s weightless.

“What the fuck?”

She laughs. “Just a sensor. Not real magic.” She opens the door into a dark hallway. This one has amber track lights that are even dimmer than the ones in the entryway. The hallway stretches out into darkness. Ivy nods down the hall. “The real magic happens down there.”

My skin prickles with goosebumps. What is this place? Who is this woman? Suddenly, the whole thing feels so absurd I have to bite back a fit of panicked laughter.

Seeing that I’m not moving, Ivy shrugs and starts off down the hallway, her hips sauntering in a way that seems entirely unprofessional, though how professional is it for me to notice?

“Are you going to murder me?” I call out after her.

She stops and turns, her expression a blank mask. Her brow furrows for a moment and then the mask cracks. She rolls her eyes.

“If I wanted to murder you, I would do it in the office. There’s a fire exit there into the back alley.” She pauses for a moment and then shrugs. “You really think I’m going to murder you at the end of this long-ass hallway and then drag your body all the way back? Far too much work.”

She walks back to me and her expression seems a little friendlier, though as she moves the light seems to catch it differently from one second to the next. One moment, she’s exactly what I know her to be—a charismatic woman in her mid-twenties conducting a somewhat unconventional interview. But in the next, when her eyes drink in the light and her mouth tightens into a flat, harsh line, she seems impossibly mature—intimidating, even. I swallow away the lump in my throat and try to ignore the warm feeling in my stomach that I tell myself is just nerves.

“Come on,” she says and for some reason she reaches out a hand, like we are two kids taking a walk in the dark, spooked from telling campfire stories.

It’s touching and odd, but not as odd as how quickly I fold my hand into hers. Without a thought. Without a word. Her skin is warm and soft and her hand seems to fit into mine far more perfectly than feels natural.

The warmth in my stomach has become an inferno and pinpricks of heat dance across the skin of my stomach and up my chest. Suddenly, I want to peel away my extra layers and maybe the ones underneath as well. Her skin against mine feels right in a way that gives me vertigo and I wonder if her lips are as soft as they look.

“Cassie?” Ivy says for what can’t be the first time.

I feel a flush of embarrassment and my cheeks go hot as I snap my attention to her. At some point, we exited the poorly lit hallway and are now in one with bright overhead lights. Even with only half of them lit, the change in brightness is staggering. I raise my hand toward my eyes to shield them from the glare and realize Ivy’s hand is still clasped in mine. I release it.

“Sorry about that,” I mutter, feeling my heart slam against my chest. The room seems to wobble for a moment as my body and brain and heart struggle to come back to equilibrium. “I get dizzy sometimes with bright lights.”

“Here,” she says, guiding me through one of the many doors that flank the hallway, “take a seat.”

The next thing I know, I’m sitting in a comfortable chair in what is unmistakably a dressing room, one that by the looks of things has never been used. Half the furniture and decorations are still wrapped in the same plastic they were shipped in. Sitting down now, the room is spinning just a bit less.

A cold glass is pressed into my hand.

“Drink,” Ivy says and I do. The water trickles down my throat, cooling off the inferno raging inside me. By the time I make it halfway through the glass, I’m more or less back to normal, and I feel a stab of guilt at making such a big deal of things. I try to stand, but Ivy puts out a hand, flat and firm against my chest and shakes her head.

“Give it a minute, will you?” she says. I nod and close my eyes, hoping that a moment with less visual stimulation might help. It does and then I feel her hands on my body and my eyes snap open.

“Relax,” Ivy says. “We’re just gonna get you out of this sweater and this jacket, you are burning up.”

To confirm this last part, she places the back of her hand against my forehead and frowns.

“I don’t think you have a fever.”

Where her skin touches mine, I can feel the heat.

“No, I’m fine,” I say, but she is already helping me out of the jacket. And then my hands are over my head and she is pulling the sweater off me as well. Cool air rushes against my newly exposed skin—and there is plenty of exposed skin. A small smile spreads across Ivy’s face and I tell myself it’s just friendly.

“Not bad,” she says, standing next to me. She’s shorter than I am but with me sitting, she towers over me, making her seem older than her years, more mature.

My chest is flushed and hot and I can feel the sweat on the back of my neck. Ivy’s eyes roam over me, pausing here and there, while I squirm against the sensation building in my stomach.

“It’s a little big up top, don’t you think?” Without considering the implications, or remembering that I’m definitely not wearing a bra, I lean forward to demonstrate. The bust of the corset lifts and puckers, folding in on itself as it falls away from my body. I feel the cold air as it hits my bare skin; I feel my nipples pinch. It’s just the air, I tell myself, but on Ivy’s face there is a look of pure hunger.

A mixture of embarrassment and something I don’t want to think about floods my body. My hands go to my chest, snatching the fabric back against me, as though that will somehow undo the eyeful I just gave Ivy.

“I’m sorry,” I say, panic rising up in my throat. “Didn’t mean to flash you there, but I think it’s a little big.”

Ivy smirks. “I think they look perfect.” She pauses, her smirk shifting into a knowing smile and I feel like I am at the top of the hill waiting for the roller coaster to plunge straight down. “Sorry, I mean I think it looks perfect. You’ll grow into it.”

“Grow into it?” My tongue feels slippery as it forms the words. My whole body is still reeling from Ivy’s ‘slip up’ of referring to them instead of it.

“We’ll take some measurements to be sure,” Ivy says, producing a fabric tape measure, a dozen sewing pins, and a white wax pencil. “But it looks like I just about nailed it. Do you think you can stand up?”

I nod, absentmindedly, reminding myself that this is just a fitting, just an interview, just an audition. The circumstances, the location, and even the promised pay might be hard to wrap my head around, but at the end of the day, I’ve done this before.

I stand and find that my legs feel more steady than I feared. I am acutely aware of how the fabric of the outfit clings to me—and how it doesn’t. Ivy’s eyes are everywhere, searching and hungry and I tell myself this is just a fitting.

“A little spin?” she says and I oblige.

The back part of my hi–lo skirt lifts as the air catches it while I twirl and it feels a little bit like dancing. A vision of spun sugar flits in my mind for a moment. When I complete the turn and come face to face with Ivy again, the lightness of the moment evaporates. She licks her lips and my stomach drops out.

I have to be imagining this, but what Ivy says next doesn’t help convince me.

“Your ass looks great in that,” she says, her voice carefully casual. “Even when the skirts lift, the dress still clings where it should. It’s perfect.”

She is talking about the dress, I remind myself, not my body. And yet, doesn’t the dress fit like it does because of my body and so isn’t that basically the same thing? I feel dizzy as I try to make sense of that, but as I do another voice, from the deep recesses of my mind asks, Why do you care so much?

She frowns and I feel my mood shift for reasons that I can’t explain–or perhaps can’t quite admit.

“The top is definitely a bit big right now,” Ivy walks around me in a slow circle and I feel like livestock on display at the county fair. “Might have to get a little handsy,” she says with an apologetic shrug.

“Oh no problem, I’m sure it won’t be an issue⁠—”

Before I can even finish my sentence, her hands are on me. Whatever cool reprieve the air conditioner had brought is forgotten in an instant. The room is sweltering again, the change in temperature so quick it takes my breath away. The air hisses out of my lungs as her hands grip my hips and the room seems to tilt ever so slightly on its axis.

“Everything okay?” Her voice is a deep whisper only inches from my ear. Like a purr, like thunder rolling over the plains. My lips tremble as they try to form a response.

“Fine,” I force out, teeth clenched against the sensation filling my body—an inviting warmth that suffuses through me, making everything feel soft and nice and hazy.

And then the next instant, her thumb slips over the fabric of the bustier and finds the skin at my waist, just above my skirt, and everything goes red. The urgency that leaps into my breast is so intense it scares me. I want her. I need her. That thought is like my North Star and nothing else can match the intensity.

Other thoughts slip away from me. It’s just the proximity. It’s just this outfit and the fact that I haven’t gotten laid in six months and…those fingers.

That thought, I try to push away.

I close my eyes as I feel another finger slip against skin. Her motions are careful and practiced. She checks one strap, brings the measuring tape up against some seam. All of it is plausible. All of it deniable. But when her thumb hooks into the waistband of my skirt, I forget everything, even how to breathe.

The moment is fleeting, here and then gone so fast I’m hardly sure it happens. The only proof is the electric sensation arcing across my skin, and where she touched me is the epicenter. I am dizzy and delirious as she completes her measurements and when it’s over I feel a confusing longing to have her hands still on me.

“Very good,” she says. “I think I have everything I need. Now, just one more thing.”

“Is this the part where you tell me not to fall in love with you?” The moment the joke is past my lips I regret it. What would possess me to say something like that?

Ivy’s smile promises mystery. She shakes her head. “No,” she says, eyes drinking me in, before she winks at me, “that’s definitely going to happen.”
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JIGGY’S
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Two days later, I’m back in L.A.

“Are you sure Tyler is okay with the kids? Maybe we should just get this to go.”

Alexis rolls her eyes.

“Cass,” she says, waving a dinner roll in my direction, “you need to relax. Seriously. Tyler has them. They are literally right upstairs. We’re gonna be like thirty minutes here. It’s fine.”

She is, of course, right. But I would never say that to her face.

“I’ve just been away from Reggie so much lately and with this new job…” I trail off, not quite sure what to say. “I just feel guilty. Like I’m letting him down. Letting you guys down. Putting more on your plate when you just had a baby! It’s completely selfish.”

I blink away tears, brought on at least partially by the two glasses of wine I have downed on a mostly empty stomach. Alexis, without a word, slides the basket of bread in my direction. Reluctantly, I take a roll out and pinch off a chunk. By the time I can smell the warm butter, my reluctance has vanished. I devour the whole thing greedily and work my way through a second while Alexis talks.

“Cass, you are not being selfish. You are working a job in a different state just so you can make some money to make things more stable for you and Reggie. You are going to be away and alone and not at home. This is a sacrifice you are making. Not some vacation you’re taking.” Alexis pauses and her eyes narrow in suspicion. “That’s not what this is, is it? You aren’t just running away with this girl, are you?”

I huff. “Hilarious, Alexis. You really only have the one joke, huh?”

She shrugs her shoulders. “If the shoe fits, or more like the outfit, right?” Her wink is so corny and exaggerated I can’t help but smile a bit.

“It didn’t fit,” I remind her.

Her eyebrows dance with excitement. “Oh, I know. And so does she, apparently. But after all those thorough measurements…” She trails off suggestively as she pops another bite of roll into her mouth.

“Will you get off her?” And by her, I mean get off the subject of her, but, of course, Alexis doesn’t miss the opportunity.

“Why?” she asks, eyes sparkling with mischief. “Still your turn?”

“Alexis!” I can feel the warmth rush to my cheeks and want to be talking about anything besides this, which means that it’s the only thing Alexis is interested in.

“Come on!” Alexis can barely contain her excitement. “I have known for years. The signs were subtle but now it’s finally happening.”

“Signs?” It’s always the same routine. “There was one sign and it was you seeing me almost makeout with a girl on the dance floor. And I already told you I was drunk and that asshole had just broken up with me. It was a one time thing. Stop acting like you are Sherlock Holmes.”

The satisfied smile on her face tells me that she remains unconvinced by my theory.

“And yet…”

The look I give her is enough to force a retreat. She holds up two hands and shrugs.

“Okay, okay, sheesh. I guess someone can’t take a joke.”

There’s a stab of annoyance in my chest as I aggressively chew another dinner roll. The annoyance is because I’m afraid she might be right…about me not being able to take a joke. I decide a course-correction is in order and throw her a bit of a bone.

“Fine,” I say, throwing up my hands in mock exasperation. “You’ve got me. In addition to the incredible cash salary offered by the position, the other main benefit is that I get to ravish my young and nubile female coworker on a nightly basis. Still haven’t met my actual boss, but the side benefits are certainly something.”

Alexis’s eyebrows shoot to the top of her forehead, not in excitement this time, but in shock.

“Oh come on. That can’t possibly be the thing that makes you blush after all the things you’ve told me about Tyler⁠—”

“What’s that now?” A confused male voice asks from behind me and suddenly Alexis’s shocked expression makes more sense. She isn’t scandalized by my comments. No, she looks that way because her husband is right behind me.

“Hi,” Tyler says with an awkward wave, baby strapped to his chest.

From behind him, comes Reggies, thankfully tagging far enough behind that I’m certain he didn’t hear anything. But Tyler’s ears are bright and red and I know that he did.

“Sorry about that,” I say, trying to get the words out before the utter embarrassment freezes me. “I was just making a point. It’s not what it sounded like.”

Tyler’s hand scratches at the back of his neck. Tyler and Alexis have always been opposites in this regard. She is always the one with the risqué comment or joke, loving to push boundaries and get reactions out of people (within reason). He, on the other hand, is about as smooth with this sort of thing as low grit sandpaper.

His cheeks flush red and he mumbles a few words. In addition to being a bit uncomfortable with these kinds of situations, Tyler also has a real knack for putting his foot in mouth, and this time is no exception.

“Well, it sounds fun—or, I mean, good. Like if that’s what you’re into. Not you necessarily but like one, you know? Like a person?” By the time he trails off, his cheeks are an even deeper shade of red.

“Tyler, babe?” Alexis says, her voice dripping with honey. “I love you so much, but I think it’s better if you just stop talking for a few.”

“Right,” he says and nods. “So, um, Reggie wanted to see you.”

“That’s not what I said.” Reggie’s voice comes out half muffled, which makes sense seeing as Reggie’s face is half buried behind Tyler’s leg. “I just asked what she was doing. I didn’t say I wanted to see her.”

On the one hand, it aches me to see hints that my little baby brother is becoming a teenager. I can already see him starting to navigate the confusing tug of war between family and independence, the need for one or the other, mercurial and shifting—completely absent one moment and then burning with all intensity the next.

“It’s okay, Reggie,” I say. “We were just wrapping up our breakfast. If you want to eat with Tyler and the baby, Alexis and I can go for a walk.”

Reggies huffs and then sighs and I can feel my heart fill to the brim at the very same time that it feels like it’s breaking.

“No, it’s okay. You guys are already here. You don’t have to leave.”

“Well thank you, Reggie,” Alexis says with all the exaggerated enthusiasm of a preschool teacher. Reggie rolls his eyes.

“Girls,” he mutters under his breath as Alexis and I catch each other's gazes and try not to crack up.

The conversation shifts this way and that. We talk about the new baby and Tyler’s job and we all bemoan that his paternity leave is already up. Alexis has another month at home but after that things will be a little bit more difficult.

As they speak, I think about the job waiting for me in Vegas and all I see are dollar signs. It’s not greed so much as it is a desire to help these people whom I love so much. Money isn’t about money. It’s about freedom and flexibility and, most of all, it’s about my brother.

I lose track of the conversation, my eyes flitting back to Reggie whenever I think he isn’t looking. I watch him shovel down half his massive stack of pancakes before I can see the queasiness in his eyes. With an older guy around to try to impress, I half expect him to try to finish anyway. Rah, rah macho stuff and all that, but Tyler leans toward Reggie and whispers something. A moment later Reggie is pushing the plate away from him, his face a mask of pure relief.

“If you don’t have anything better to do, Cass,” Reggie starts and then pauses, biting at his lip. “You did promise that once you got the job, I could get a new video game whenever you come back.”

“Hmm.” I stroke my chin with my pointer finger a few times for good measure.

“She’s hasn’t quite gotten the job yet,” Tyler says, his tone apologetic. He glances quickly at me, worried maybe that he is overstepping. I shake him off. I appreciate the gesture, but I can handle this.

“Well, Tyler is right, buuuut,” I draw out the syllable, delighting as the expression on Reggie’s face changes from dejection to delight. “I think we can make an exception this time. Do you know what game you want to get?”

When he mentions some new Mario sports game, I breathe a sigh of relief. He’s still my kid brother and I loathe the day that he asks for Deathripper Revisited or SpaceShooterSluts 7. Luckily, that day is not today.

There’s an independent game store, Jiggy’s, around the corner from Alexis’s apartment, which means it’s also around the corner from mine. It might be Reggie’s favorite place in the world, which makes sense—besides me, it’s maybe the only thing that’s always been there for him—the only thing that has never left him, or let him down.

It’s a quaint place. Tucked in between a pho place and a health food store that smells like fresh lawn clippings, it has been a mainstay in the neighborhood for as long as I have been alive, longer even.

In addition to an extensive selection of video games, including both cult indie classics and the latest bestsellers, there are board games, card games, dice, and figurines of monsters and heroes and wizards, maybe? I don’t really know.. There even a few retro arcade machines: Pac-Man and Ms. Pac-Man, and Donkey Kong, and some game involving lizards and monkeys that Reggie adores called Rampage.

I love Jiggy’s as much as Reggie does, but not for the same reasons. What draws me are the fries, and the burgers, oh, and the classic malted milkshakes and rootbeer floats. In addition to slinging this year’s hottest console or MMORPG, the proprietor, Mr. Abbadelli, has always done double duty as a short order cook in the old-timey diner that operates out of the store.

“How’s it going Mr. A?” I ask as he greets us from behind the diner counter. “Reggie says hi.” I turn to my brother but he is already a streak racing away into the shelves on the quest to find the perfect game.

Mr. Abbadelli shakes his head. “New Stellar Sports SuperStars?” he asks with a knowing smile.

Besides Tyler, Mr. Abbadelli might be the largest male presence in Reggie’s life. Our Dad was never really in the picture. No other brothers. No extended family. And so Mr. Abbadelli in various ways and at various times has been friend, father, and grandfather to Reggie, a role not entirely dissimilar to the role he plays for many of the kids who frequent his shop.

Over the years, sitting in front of a plate of pancakes or a half-pound burger while Reggie explores the store for a new game, I’ve gotten to know the man behind the counter. He came here from Italy. As he likes to say, he had more than just the clothes on his back: he had the love of the most beautiful woman in the world. But for the first five years in America, he only had her love; he didn’t have her.

The future Mrs. Abbadelli languished in the slums of Palermo while her husband, Enrico, broke his back as a farmhand, scrimping and saving every penny that he could to send back home. And eventually, it was enough. She came to America and they married. She took up piece work, mending work uniforms and blouses and first communion dresses. He bought a tract of land and worked it tirelessly for another three years before a geological survey on nearby property revealed black gold: oil.

In the end, the Abbadelli’s property had not been so blessed, but that hadn’t stopped an overly ambitious schemer from purchasing the land for nearly three times its worth.

“A small fortune,” Mr. Abbadelli says, each time he tells the story. I have heard it dozens of times, but never tire of it. Sitting at the counter, slurping my milkshake, the whole thing feels weirdly like home. “But not enough to retire on. I thought about buying a bigger farm, but my Francesca would not hear of it. Enough of the farm life, she says to me. She’s a city girl, you see. And so we move here.”

Together, they opened Abba’s Diner and for two decades, they ran it. It became a staple of the neighborhood—cheap, filling food, and the kind of rude but endearing service you rarely find on the West Coast. It became a hangout for laborers and tradesmen, cops and users, prostitutes and pimps, encompassing the whole panoply of human experience. It was a little version of LA, he would tell me. A toy version, he would explain, eyes bright with fervor, of what he loved about America.

Nothing lasts forever and while they continued to serve up shortstacks, the neighborhood changed around them. For the better, assuming you could afford to stick around, but, of course, maybe people couldn’t. Laborers were replaced by bank tellers. Cops became housewives scrunching up their noses and asking if anything on the menu worked with Atkins.

And then Francesca got sick.

“It was a quick thing,” he says, each time the tears wetting his cheeks, like the pain is as raw as the day it happened, as though no time has passed. “One day,” he says with a snap of his fingers, “and she started to go.”

Exactly what it was, he’s never said. But her body started to give out and her mind along with it. One week, she was on her feet twelve hours a day and the next, she couldn’t find her way from the kitchen to the dining room. He took her to specialists and they ran tests and sent bills and wrote prescriptions that were filled and taken and filled again with nothing to show for it but the money that had been spent.

“And then one day,” he says, eyes once again brimming with tears, though this time their meaning is so different. “She came back to me.”

The story, to hear him tell it, is that he found her at the kitchen table one morning in their apartment above the diner. She had a jigsaw puzzle out in front of her, some landscape in the Italian countryside, and for a half an hour, she was herself again.

It didn’t last, but it didn’t need to, because like clockwork, the puzzles brought her back, sometimes for longer and sometimes for shorter, and only while she was still here, but for Mr. Abbadelli it was everything.

Hence, Jiggy’s: a way to honor the memory of his late wife and adapt to the changing character of the neighborhood. The diner counter remained, but the rest transformed into the game store that Reggie, and so many other neighborhood kids had come to love.

“What will it be today?” Mr. A asks, his eyes smiling.

It’s been six months since I’ve been here and even longer since I’ve been here without a pressing concern to “slim down” or “keep my figure” for some upcoming audition or underpaid bit part.

I’ve technically eaten, but breakfast was two glasses of wine and a few rolls. I’m ravenous.

Out of that long habit, I am about to order a small fry and split it with Reggie. And then I remember Ivy and the offer, and what she said about filling out my costume, and the relief that washes over me is better than at least half the orgasms I’ve ever had.

“The works,” I say, unable to contain the smile spreading across my face. Mr. Abbadelli beams and nods, more to himself than to me. “And for Reggie, too.”

After Reggie picks out his game, the four of us—sorry baby, no fast food for you—scarf down crisp salty fries and piping hot burgers, charred on the outside, juices dripping down our fingers. We take turns getting brain freezes as we suck too greedily on the delicious malted milkshakes. Where the food touches my tongue, it seems to dance and to dissolve and when it's gone there is no taste of guilt.

Just glee and happiness and home.
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WE WERE…ROOMMATES?
[image: ]


Back in Vegas, spring is slipping into summer.

I step off the plane and am crushed by a wall of humidity that makes me want to crawl my way back down the jetway and demand they send me back. The motivation here stems as much from how perfect the last few days were as from the fact that I’m melting—with all the grace and speed of a dropped ice cream cone on asphalt in July.

There is also more to it than that, more to it than I will admit to myself. There is excitement roiling in my stomach that threatens at any moment to curdle into dread. As if the wrong movement, the wrong glance—even the wrong thought—will send me careening into panic, past the event horizon and into the dark crushing blackness tugging at me. And the reason is obvious.

And the reason is Ivy.

My trip back to LA lasted four days, which was as much as I could beg Ivy for before we got started—especially since I haven’t even met this magician I’ll actually be working for.

It’s far from enough but I should still be able to make it back out for a long weekend every other week to start. I may be able to steal a few more days here or there, but Alexis has offered to maybe bring Reggie out a weekend once in a while to help.

I thanked her profusely, but she deflected, knowing how quickly I can spiral when it comes to guilt.

“Are you kidding?” she asked, literally waving the concern away with the flick of her wrist. “It’s Vegas. Without the baby. I’m dropping Reggie with you and then Momma is going gambling.”

I appreciate the gesture, even though I know it would kill her to be away from her daughter this soon. Maybe toward the end of the summer, if this whole thing even goes on that long. Everything isn’t figured out. In fact, very little is, but the little makeshift family I have found for myself feels like enough to get me through this.

It wasn’t until the night before I left that doubts arose.

Hunched over at baggage claim, spaghetti straps sticking to skin, I fade into something close enough to sleep. My eyes flutter and closed and then I am back to the night before.
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I turn in after Reggie. Alexis tried to rally me for a girls’ night. Since she is still breastfeeding, that would consist of her watching me get drunk in my living room. But as exciting as that sounds, I have an early flight to catch.

I’m tired and my brain is fried. I have been running around non-stop since I got back, making appointments, paying bills, buying groceries, and arranging babysitters and playdates and have even started looking at summer camps for Reggie. I’m not sure if he’d even be interested and I’m not sure if it’s a good idea, but for the first time it’s something that is actually realistic to consider and I drift off to sleep, thinking of all the things this job could mean.

The tranquility I was hoping to find in sleep eludes me. I am wandering down unfamiliar streets, searching for the magic shop. Alleys dead end and then twist and then come back together in impossible patterns. I wander through them until I find it. Black building, no words, just a logo. It looks different in my dream, but still there’s no mistaking it: this is Rabbit & Wand.

I push the front door open and instead of the shop I am in a bar and not just any bar, but the bar. At least, it was the bar back when Alexis and I were juniors at a small liberal arts college in rural New England. The town had three bars, but on a given night you would only ever find anyone who was anyone at one of them. And it was there that I found her.

It is half-dream and half-memory. This night happened or something like it.

Kind of. Sort of. Maybe.

Alexis is at my elbow telling me to take it easy. Those shots we downed at the apartment haven’t had a chance to take effect.

“Shots?” I ask, though Alexis doesn’t seem to hear me. “What shots?”

And then my feet are carrying me forward, into the shop which has become a bar, toward the dance floor, drawn magnetically, toward something at the center of the twirling, pulsing mass of people. I can feel the pounding of the bass in the hollow of my chest. I move forward and the wall of bodies swallows me up, pressing up against and then past me, until I am floating like a leaf in the river, drawn ever further down the stream.

And then I see her.

Just like it did that night, my breath catches. I have never given much of a second thought to liking women, but this moment feels like telling on myself. My knees wobble and go weak, tongue turning to sandpaper, as I watch the skin of her flat stomach peeking out from beneath her clingy midriff.

My feet have a mind of their own or else the crowd does and before long we are face to face. Her hands explore my body and at first my own are too stunned to do anything. I feel her cup my ass, slip a hand onto my hip and pull me into her. Our bodies touching, sliding, shifting as the music pulses and plays and then my body begins to move.

This is that night. The night that I found out my perfect ex-boyfriend and his perfect new girlfriend were engaged after just three months of dating. We had dated for three and half years. Highschool sweethearts. That whole deal.

Maybe it's anger and the desire to do something a little stupid at first, but as I dance with her, my body betrays me. I catch Alexis’s face by the bar and our eyes meet for a moment. Her eyebrows erupt upward toward her hairline as her eyes go wide. She winks at me as she brings too many fingers to her mouth and lets out a wolf whistle that splits through even the cacophony of the bar music.

And then the crowd surges and shifts and she is lost from view. My cheeks burn red and that heat creeps its way down my neck, across my shoulders, dancing down my back and my chest, sinking into me.

What was her name—the girl that night, the one I almost kissed? It eludes me in my dream, the same way it does in real life. The truth is I don’t know. I did. At least, I think. That night. I got her name or else I already knew it. I must have, but now it’s like I never knew it at all. There are times I can almost convince myself it never happened. But memory has a way of lurking, deep and hidden, and reemerging just when you thought it had been completely forgotten.

Her face shifts and changes. Clear one moment and then formless the next, but each time different. A series of hungry faces and searching eyes that morph and transform, changing faster and faster the harder that I try to keep them in place. Somewhere in my stomach, dread coils like a snake.

And then her face changes again. Ivy is standing in front of me. My heart leaps into my throat. A bead of sweat slips down my chest. In one hand she is holding a rabbit and in the other a wand—and neither has anything to do with magic.

The bar is gone, Alexis and the crowd too. We are back in the shop.

Ivy is dressed to kill in a breathtaking sequined black dress with a plunging neckline. The image squeezes the air even more tightly from my lungs until I gasp. It’s so bizarre and so out of place that in some other context it might be comical. Instead, it feels like danger, like dangling my legs over a sharp drop, the bottom in shadow beneath me, feet pedaling over open air. But the danger is not in the drop.

No. It’s in everything that comes after.
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“Miss? Excuse me, miss?” A hand gently presses against my shoulder. “Excuse me. Is that your bag? Are you okay?”

A white haired old woman is looking down at me, judgment and kindness radiating in equal measure over the rim of her coke bottle glasses. I am still at baggage claim. The carousel is deserted except for a single black suitcase riding around and around again in circles.

“Sorry,” I mumble, standing up on unsteady legs. “Must have drifted off.”

I thank the woman and brush her off with some idle complaints about the heat. I grab my bag and check my phone, not expecting anything in particular but always alert for the medical emergency lurking just around the corner that could send Reggie into crisis. There are no new notifications and I breathe a sigh of relief.

I shake my head, trying to clear away the cobwebs from that dream—the dream, the same one from last night.

“Or prophecy,” Alexis had offered unhelpfully as she drove me to the airport that morning. Even if my brain had managed to forget that night, Alexis never would have.

It’s been an off and on annoyance over the years. At first it was almost unbearable. Alexis is a handful now but back then she was truly a wild child. She wanted to get every last drop out of the college experience, which, after she saw me dancing suggestively with another girl, meant⁠—

“We are so going to have a threesome!” she says in my memory as I wake up the morning after with a pounding headache.

I was never too keen on the idea, by which I meant I hated it. Alexis was my best friend so it was out for that reason alone. Plus, I explained to her, I wasn’t into girls. Luckily, she met Tyler shortly thereafter and he was the one who finally managed to tame her—to the extent that someone like Alexis could ever be tamed (hint: very, very little).

Now, nearly a decade later, marching through the Vegas airport I can feel the heat—not just in the air that fills my lungs, wet and heavy, but tingling between my legs, just as heavy, just as⁠—

“Cassie!” As I step outside, a voice calls out that takes me a minute to place.

Ivy.

I spin, panic surging through me, and see her walking toward me. Instinctively my eyes go to her hands, which are thankfully devoid of any battery operated sex toys. It’s strange to see her here, dressed in a Beatles shirt and jeans with a pair of chucks. For a moment, I hope for the spell to be broken, seeing her out in real life like this. But the fire between my legs only crackles as I look her over. She’s just as gorgeous out and about like this, maybe even more so with how effortless she makes it look.

“What’s going on?” I ask in the tones of interrogation more so than conversation.

Ivy frowns. “Wait, she didn’t tell you? I assumed you gave her my number.”

The confusion is vertigo inducing. Between the dream and the heat, and now Ivy standing in front of me at the airport of all places, I am lost. Are the last few weeks even real?

I shake my hair like a dog trying to dry off. A bit of a tic from when I was younger and the world was too overwhelming to deal with: I would shake my hair and scream for a few minutes alone in my room until I felt better. As an adult, I am mature enough not to scream. Though I do really want to stamp my feet.

“My brain is melting,” I say, eliciting a chuckle from Ivy. “And you are here and I don’t know how, or why, or what, honestly, or even if that last one makes sense. And I have no idea who ‘she’ is, but I can promise I haven’t given anyone your number. So if this is some kind of prank or setup or whatever can you please just get it over with? This whole thing has been too good to be true from the start, so please just rip the bandaid off so you can upload this to TicTac or whatever it is you kids use nowadays.”

For a moment, Ivy’s face is a mask and then she smiles and I feel walls inside me crumbling.

“Feel better?”

“Not really.”

Ivy places her rand hand over her heart. “No pranks. Promise.”

My hackles begin to lower, assuming that is something that hackles can do.

“Can we just go somewhere that isn’t an oven and you can explain it to me? Or murder me? Or whatever honestly. I just need to get out of the sun.”

“Oh,” Ivy looks down at her shoes. “I didn’t bring my car. I figured we could walk.”

Technically, that’s not impossible. It’s a few miles from the airport to the strip and my hotel is only a few blocks off-Strip. But the idea of walking multiple miles in this heat wave is so ludicrous, I know instantly it’s not a serious suggestion.

“That’s not fucking funny,” I say, but my own laugh betrays me. “So…”

Ivy smiles and grabs my bag. She lifts it with surprising ease. As she turns she jerks her shoulder in the direction of a sign that reads Short Term Parking.

“This is me,” she says in the parking lot, indicating a pristine black BMW sedan. I’m not a car person, but even I know enough to know that this car is worth significantly more than any of the series of thousand-dollar beaters that I have driven and discarded over the last decade.

I let out a low whistle. “I guess the Great Sappho pays everyone pretty well.”

Ivy raises an eyebrow as she places my suitcase in the trunk and closes it. She comes around and opens the passenger door for me and gives an awkward bow and the whole thing feels like a bizarro version of prom. Again, I am struck by how different Ivy seems out here. Not in a good way or a bad way. It’s just interesting, is all.

Once the AC has cooled the car to roughly 42 degrees Fahrenheit, my brain manages to resolidify and I can finally think straight.

“So, explain this to me,” I say glancing over at Ivy, her face screwed up in intense concentration as she navigates stop and go traffic, all of it headed toward the Strip. She doesn’t even look over. Her knuckles are white on the steering wheel. She takes in a deep breath and lets it out.

“Alexis,” she says and for a moment I’m not sure if she’s going to say anything else. Then she continues, “She said you were a bit out of sorts and that you might need a ride from the airport. She gave me your flight information and I’m so sorry, I really assumed you knew. I assumed you asked her to coordinate it. If you weren’t feeling well and⁠—”

I cut her short with a laugh, though I can’t help but notice how her voice quavers, trembles, tone shifting up and down almost at random.

“You have nothing to apologize for. This is classic Alexis. Thinks she knows what’s best. Always meddling.”

Ivy’s brow furrows. “Meddling?”

The question is like a slap in the face, and my tongue, which had finally started working in the cool air of the car, now feels like it is frozen solid. There is no problem. The story Ivy already gave is the perfect out. I wasn’t feeling well, Alexis told me to see if my new employer could give me a ride and after I refused she took matters into my own hands.

Simple. And yet, when I open my mouth nothing happens. I feel the heat in my cheeks. My eyes are glued to the road in front of us. If she looks at me, I can’t see it. I can’t know. If I see the flicker of recognition there—if she has figured me out—I’m not sure I can bear the thought.

Ivy makes a small noise in her throat and I imagine, but don’t confirm, that she is nodding.

“We all have friends like that,” she says, her voice going up at the end of the sentence, setting up whatever is coming next. “They can certainly be annoying. But you know they always mean well, right?”

My stomach turns and my throat constricts just enough that is uncomfortable to swallow. “Out with it,” I demand. “What the hell else did she do?”

“So,” Ivy says, her voice thick with conspiracy, “what we decided was that since you are going to be here so much, it doesn’t make sense for you to keep staying in hotels.”

She pauses there, seeding the ground. I don’t like where any of this is going. Ever since Reggie and I have been together on our own, I have done everything: made every doctor’s appointment, paid every bill, booked every plane ticket, every hotel room, and made every dinner reservation (as rare as those are).

I’ve done it all, partly because I’ve needed to, but the truth is even when help has been offered I’ve always turned it down. Accepting help has always been something which I have done rarely and only with great effort. The uneasiness in my stomach is more than familiar.

“I have a place,” she says, deciding to just cut to the chase. “An apartment. It’s attached to the shop, actually. I live in the upstairs unit. Just finished renovating downstairs. It’s unoccupied.”

The offer dances out in open space, unspoken but obvious.

“That’s very kind of you, but⁠—”

“Alexis already canceled your hotel reservation.”

The anger flares inside me, but I’m too exhausted to care at this point.

"Of course she did," I grumble, longing for a hotel room where I could crank the AC to max and turn the place into an icebox and shut myself off from the world.

Instead, it seems like I’m going to be bunking with my new coworker. The same coworker who has been making some startling appearances in my dreams.

Prophecies, the word from Alexis’s joke yesterday comes back to me. I worry at my lip until I taste blood.

“I guess I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

Ivy laughs as she flicks her blinker and turns into the alley behind the apartment.

“That’s the spirit,” she says, teeth bright and blinding in the desert sun. “You’re going to love it, roomie.”
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SWEET ACHE
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IVY - 5:58 A.M.


Breakfast in 10. Come on up. Doors unlocked.




Atext from Ivy starts my day. I stumble around in the dark, nothing familiar. I can’t find a light switch so I open the blinds. It’s not quite six but in Vegas at the end of April that means it’s already well on its way to being light.

I shield my eyes as the sun rushes in and I blink away spots, orange and red and blue. A noise like a gasp from outside catches my attention and once my eyes have adjusted, I locate the source: an old woman, hands on her cheeks, mouth open in a scandalized O.

At that moment, I remember that I slept topless and I dive to the floor. The cool wood presses against my chest, while my heart hammers inside it. Off to a great start in the new neighborhood, Cass. Another reason, I remind myself, to get out of here and back to a hotel ASAP.

I count to ninety before I crawl toward my suitcase and pull out a T-shirt. I throw it on, flick the lights, and, with a look of profound apology on my face, I close the blinds. I avert my eyes, unable to bring myself to see if the old woman is still standing there or not.

I sit down on the bed, peel the T-shirt over my head. For a work breakfast, I should wear something a little nicer. I decide on a light sweater and a pair of jeans. I’m just about to put on the sweater, when I notice the mirror over the dresser and my reflection in it.

Days of travel and squeezing in time with Reggie haven’t left me with a lot of time to obsess over the way I look. It’s not something I’m proud of doing, but in my line of work it’s like a sickness that they beat into you. Maybe it’s because I haven’t been paying attention for the last couple days. Maybe the cool air on my nipples and the thrill of exposing myself has me more turned on than I’d care to admit, but I can’t stop checking myself out: I look hot!

My nipples tighten at that thought. My hands slip up my stomach, cupping my breasts. One finger traces a circle around my areola and then⁠—

Bzzz. Bzzz.

A text from Ivy. My hands snap back to their sides, like I’ve been caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

IVY


WHAT is going on down there?! Are you playing with yourself while breakfast is getting cold up here? [image: winking face with tongue]




The panic that surges through me makes the room spin. My thoughts follow after. First are the questions: how and what and how? My first thought is a camera but that’s insane. It’s a joke. I breathe through clenched teeth and I repeat that in my mind. It’s a joke. It’s a joke. It’s a joke.

There’s no time for careful outfit coordination. I throw on the sweater and shimmy into the jeans. Ninety seconds later I am careening out the door, coming to a comical sliding stop at the bottom of the stairs and then barreling up them. I take a few moments outside Ivy’s door to compose myself.

Huh, I think, glancing to my right. Ivy said this was a duplex attached to the same building as the shop and the theater, but I’m staring at a half flight of stairs that lead to another unit. Blinds are drawn, curtains closed, and no evidence that it’s occupied. Maybe it’s a storage unit. It’s odd, but I am still to busy wondering what the hell Ivy was talking about in her text to really worry about it.

I take a moment to compose myself and then I knock.

Ivy opens the door. It’s hard to tell whether the smile or the plate of pancakes in her hand looks more appealing. Both are certainly something.

“Come on in,” she says, like she’s a middle aged mom at Thanksgiving and not my younger-than-me coworker. To say nothing of the additional context that makes this whole moment even more absurd.

“So,” I say, rotating my body in a full 360 as I get a lay of the land, trying to make what I really want to talk about seem like an afterthought, “about that text.”

Ivy is already moving back toward the kitchen, setting down the plate of pancakes on the kitchen table as she goes. I can hear the sound of bacon frying and eggs sizzling on the skillet. In my brief survey of the apartment, I don’t see anyone but us. So, who does she think is going to be eating all this food?

“Oh that,” she pops her head around the doorway from the kitchen. A mixing bowl is clutched against her chest. “Ms. Langston texted me that she got a bit of a full view of my new tenant downstairs.”

“I’m so sorry,” I stammer out, silently thankful for the explanation. Realistically, what else could it have been? But you know how sometimes your thoughts can get away from you.

Ivy raises an eyebrow as I try to look away. I spot a fruit tray and grab a slice of apple, anything to make me look busy, casual, collected. Unfortunately, I misjudged. My hand snags on the tablecloth and my balance shifts. For a moment, it seems like I might catch myself, as my hand comes down on the edge of the table, but then there is a crunch and a snap as the hinge holding the drop leaf snaps. Two glasses of water, the plate of pancake, and enough fruit for a fruit salad plunge to the floor.

“Oh my god, I am so fucking sorry.”

Ivy busts out laughing. “Oh man, I wish I had gotten a video of that.” And then a moment later, the bowl of batter is forgotten on the table as the two of us mop up spills and sweep up the detritus and debris of our erstwhile breakfast.

When we are just about finished cleaning up, Ivy catches my eye. There’s a small smile playing across her lips and she glances away from me and then back and then away again, looking like the cat who ate the canary.

“What?” I ask, feeling like I’m missing something obvious. “Do I have syrup in my hair? Bacon on my back? OJ in my armpits?”

Ivy wrinkles up her nose at that last one.

“No,” she says and shakes her head, laughter spilling from her mouth. “It’s just…” Her look is knowing. “Come on. You were blushing so hard when I explained about the text. You seemed more than a little relieved.” Her delicate fingers run over the smooth skin of her cheek, stroking it as though she is deep in thought, putting together a complex and intricate puzzle. One finger shoots up in the air as her faux-Eureka moment arrives. “You were touching yourself down there, weren’t you?”

She leans in as she asks, her voice low and conspiratorial.

If it were possibly to harness the energy of my embarrassment at that very moment, I am quite certain we could solve climate change. It’s like a bomb going off and a punch in the gut at the same time. It felt like falling down a flight of steps and getting pepper sprayed on that way down. It felt—Okay, maybe I’m being dramatic, but at the very least it was absolutely mortifying.

I can’t even imagine what shade of red my face was at that moment.

“Sorry,” Ivy pipes when she sees just how embarrassed I am. “This is probably somewhat inappropriate to be talking about with your boss.”

“Boss?” I turn my head, inquisitive, and something shakes itself halfway loose. “You?”

Ivy put a hand over her eyes like she’s a sailor searching for dry land. Her head swivels back and forth and then she shakes it.

“Don’t see anybody else around here,” she says and her smile falters. “You’re doing a bit, right? You didn’t think⁠—”

The realization hits me like a ton of bricks. Ivy isn’t a colleague or another assistant for our mysterious magician. The heat in my face is surprise mixed with shame. The surprise is vertigo inducing, turning this strange moment in my colleague’s apartment into a complete nightmare in my boss’s kitchen. My mouth opens to finish the thought, but all I can manage is, “It’s you?”

“Yes, it’s me?” Ivy gives a wave and a tentative smile. “Some of this makes a lot more sense now.”

“Like?” I grab onto that like a drowning swimmer with a life preserver, anything to keep me afloat.

Ivy ticks off a few items: “The comments you made about the magician being a skeevy old perv, the fact that you’ve referred to the Great Sappho in front of me like you were talking about a completely different person, the fact that your best friend thought it was appropriate to hit me up in order to try to get the two of us together, then there was⁠—”

“I’m sorry, what?” Just when I felt like I had been completely trampled over, here comes the bus ready to flatten me to nothing and finish the job.

“Did I not mention that?” Ivy lips are curled up in a smile.

Irritation surges through me as I imagine attacking her, wiping that smile off her face, but any thoughts of anger, turn and slip and spin into lust. One moment, I’m imagining myself stepping toward Ivy, anger flaring in my breast, and the next I am pressing her up against the wall in my mind, our lips meeting, tasting, devouring.

“You might have left that part out,” I throw back, trying to focus on the anger and ignoring the other…more confusing parts.

“What can I say?” Ivy asks with a wink. “I’m just full of surprises.”

A half an hour later, after breakfast is cleaned up and what remains of it is eaten, I will quickly learn how right she is, but for now, I have questions.

“What do you mean?”

“Your friend, Alexa–”

“Alexis.”

“Right, Alexis, texted me and said you might be interested in a little more than just a job offer,” Ivy waves for me to take a seat as she pushes what remains of the pancakes and eggs over to me. Despite the situation, I am ravenous. I dive into the plate with abandon as Ivy explains. “She told me you might need a place. She also—how do I say this—did a very poor job of trying to suss out my sexuality and what I thought about you?”

I gulp, relishing the syrupy morsel sliding down my gullet even as the same moment heat blooms in my stomach.

“What did she say?” I enunciate each word, slowly, painstakingly, as though my mouth were filled with molasses instead of syrup.

“Let’s see if I still have the text still,” Ivy’s face turns down toward her phone as her fingers move too fast to see, tapping and sliding and scrolling. “Ah,” she announces finally, “here it is: My sexy best friend is your new employee and I think she’s totally into you. You two should totally hop in the sack. Also, she needs a place to stay. I canceled her hotel room. K. Thanks. Bye.”

Ivy’s face is a mask of seriousness.

“Fuck off,” I laugh, through a mouthful of eggs. “Even Alexis isn’t that embarrassing.” I say a silent prayer under my breath that that is true. “What did she say?”

Ivy shrugs, the smile on her lips as aggravating as it is alluring. “She mostly asked about the ride and the apartment. She didn’t come right out and say it but…”

“Ughhhh,” I groan. “I’m really sorry about that. Totally unprofessional. And for the record, I told her that there was nothing between us. I’m not even into girls, but for some reason my sexuality is her favorite conspiracy. And I apologize for her assuming that about you, I try to explain that it’s not polite to speculate about people’s sexuality.”

“In my case, it’s not exactly speculation,” Ivy says. I wonder if I imagine it when her right eyebrow rises slightly. A challenge? An invitation? My tongue traces the outline of my lips. A nervous tick, I tell myself, though I know that it’s a lie.

“Oh,” I say, trying to backtrack, replaying what I said to determine whether or not I’ve completely stuck my foot in it. “So you’re…”

“Gay,” Ivy says with a nod. “A lesbian? Big time.”

Big time. It should be a comical announcement, cutting the tension as Ivy smiles goofily at me. Instead, I feel a ball like a hot lead shift in my stomach, melting its way toward daylight until the skin of my stomach is like the surface of the sun.

“Big time?” My tongue rasps against the inside of my mouth.

“Is that a problem?” Her expression shifts, levity giving way to something else. It makes my heartbeat quicken in my chest. It makes the room wobble, the whole thing rotating silently around us, like Ivy and I have become the center of our universe. I forget, for a sweet moment, that there is a world outside. Then Ivy clears her throat and the world comes back to me.

“What did you say?” I ask and at that moment, her knee knocks against mine. It could be an accident, but she does not pull away. Her skin slides against mine, knee brushing on knee, until they lock against one another. I suppress the urge to sigh.

Ivy never breaks eye contact with me as she brushes two fingers across the bare skin of my knee, where the fabric of my jeans is ripped.

“Oh sorry,” Ivy’s lips say, but her eyes say something different. “I was just adjusting my pants. What were you asking me?”

Her fingers gone, I can breathe again. “What did you say?” My tongue is a swollen mass in my mouth, almost too heavy to move. “What did you say when she asked you about me?”

Ivy leans forward and my eyes can’t help but dart to her cleavage. Even now, with so much evidence to the contrary, I tell myself that this is not happening. That it’s not. That I’m not. That she isn’t. She can’t be. And yet…

My unconscious mind is making a compelling case and Ivy is busy writing her own warrant: the looks, the laughs, the batting of her eyelashes, the accidental bump under the table. And then this: the way her eyes dance with light and life at that question, mischief mingling with something else, deep and passionate and hungry. I feel thin, my skin stretched and taut. I am an egg ready to be cracked, sweet golden nectar spilling out of me, and Ivy’s tongue lapping it all up.

“I told her the jury is still out,” Ivy says and then winks. “But things look promising.”

Holy fuck. I am in completely over my head.

And what's worse? I think I might actually like it.

[image: ]


My legs ache, deep and sweet, enough to make me moan or cry out in pain when fingers press at those throbbing spots. My hair is slick and tangled, matted against the back of my head, or running in thin threaded strands stuck to my face and forehead. My chest heaves with each breath as I suck in air sweeter than any dessert I’ve ever tasted. I can feel my heartbeat on the tips of my fingers. I can hear the whisper of Ivy’s voice lapping against my ear lobe. Everywhere is sore, swollen and tender, and, a moment later, that whisper becomes a shout.

“Again!” The voice that comes out of her is entirely out of proportion to her size, like an elephant's trumpet erupting out of the opened mouth of a mouse.

I snap myself back to position, back straight, chest out, shoulders squared, weight centered. And on Ivy’s mark, I go again.

I explode out of the start, going from a dead standstill to effortless motion in an instant, and quite a bit of effort goes into that effortlessness. The force of the start jerks my body every time, like a parked car being rear ended. Half of the injuries sustained won’t be evident until tomorrow. I push that thought from my mind as I make the first hurdle.

It’s nothing more than an overturned cardboard box right now, but in reality it will be a sturdy wooden platform, thick planks, hard edges—and it will be taller. I vault the box perfectly, and hit my mark on the next one. This one reaches up to my chest.

I place two hands on the box, thankful that this one is made of real wood, and vault over it, launching myself head first into a dive. I rotate in the air, eyes searching and I realize with a sinking feeling that I’ve missed the mark. The ring that Ivy is now holding out in open space—just for a moment, since she is in the middle of her own routine and it is supposed to look accidental when they come together—is a whole foot to the left of where I need it to be.

I’m off and there is nothing I can do. I fold into a ball as I knock the ring from Ivy’s hand, tumbling with surprising grace into a heap on the ground. The thud of my fall is dull and deep, and the stage echoes and creaks for half a minute in sympathy before everything falls silent.

Ivy is flat on her back too, apparently having been knocked off balance by my missteps. Taking out two acts with a single trip. Not bad for my first day.

“Are you dead?” Ivy croaks.

I give myself a once over to be sure. I look at her and nod. “Yep, definitely dead.”

Ivy is in better condition than I am and makes it to her feet first. We are breathless with laughter as she helps me back to my feet, both of us wincing more than once as new bruises and scrapes announce themselves.

“Not a bad first day,” Ivy says.

Her eyes sweep over me and suddenly I forget my own name. The intensity there makes me wonder if anyone has ever noticed me the way that this girl is noticing me now. The immediacy in her gaze, the soft, but unrelenting focus that makes me feel like the only person in the world.

The overhead lights are hot. A single bead of sweat rolls slowly down my forehead.

“Oh, please,” I say, waving away the praise.

It’s not just this and her and now. Compliments have never been something I’ve been good at dealing with: distract, deflect, defer.

I turn back to the starting position when Ivy’s hand shoots out and catches my wrist. Her fingers are stronger than they have any right to be as they pull me back toward her. Caught off guard, I stumble and Ivy’s arms envelop me, pull me in against her hip and I manage to not to fall…to the ground at least. In so many other ways, things are falling all around me.

My mouth is a desert, all the moisture in my body seemingly having found a new place it was needed. The heat between my legs is unmistakable. Not nerves. Not just closeness. No dry spell could explain what this woman’s body is making mine feel. I can feel her heartbeat, slow but strong, pulsing through her and then, where we meet, through me as well.

Her hand reaches up, brushes a strand of hair away from my forehead. In her eyes, I see promise and peril, danger and delight. I see a million ways that things could go right and million times a million ways that they could go wrong. I want to lean forward. I want her to. I want to close my eyes and surrender, to forget about the doubt and the guilt, and the voice in my head. There is a part of me, even, that wants to go back to that night, all those years ago.

Why though?

Would it have been different? I close my eyes and the bass fills my ears, fills my chest; the music consumes me. I can see her face again, clear this time, like it was the first time. I lean forward, I pause. I wait like I have never waited for anything in my life, and then, as always, I chicken out. I turn away. The music vanishes and the scene evaporates.

No, I realize and the thought guts me, it wouldn’t be different. Because I would still be the same. Because even here, inches away from Ivy, tension so thick you could smear it on a bagel, I cannot make the leap. Always I wait, always I let the moment pass, and the saddest part is that I can’t even put into words why.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Ivy’s eyes are kind and wide and beautiful, and there is no trace of the hunger I thought I saw there earlier.

I shake my head. “Again.”

Her hands release me and I head back to the position. We lock eyes and then nod, a silent acknowledgement before we go again. And again.

And again.
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THE MOST FAMOUS LESBIAN IN THE HISTORY OF LESBIANS
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“Istill can’t believe you, Alexis,” I say as I push my way into the cafe. A bell on the door rings.

I settle into line behind a middle aged man with a trucker hat and in front of a woman dressed like a hipster circa 2014. This place is eclectic and good and always more than a little busy. I check my watch. Fifteen minutes.

“Look, I know I shouldn’t have meddled about the room, but the other stuff⁠—”

The pause is long and empty and about as pregnant as Alexis was only a few short months ago. I sigh.

“I know you didn’t mean to, but Lex, you are always so obvious about these sorts of things. How many surprise parties or secret Santas do you have to spoil before you realize that you aren’t really good at the whole ‘subtle hinting’ thing?”

I can imagine Alexis crossing her arms over her chest as I hear her huff.

“How dare you?” she says in a voice that lets me know she’s agreeing. “I’m mortified, Cass. Truly.”

I roll my eyes. I slot another quip into the chamber, look down the sights, and then pull back. I bite at my lip, wondering what to say, wondering how much is real and how much is my imagination.

“It’s fine,” I say, my voice like air being let out of an already sadly deflated tire. “I just would have loved not to start out my working relationship with my new boss this way.”

“Wait,” Alexis says, putting the pieces together on her end, “your boss?”

“Yep,” I say, feeling the phantom warmth in my cheeks at the memory of when I encountered this bit of news. “She’s The Great Sappho apparently.”

There is silence on the other end of the line.

“Alexis?”

“You’re joking.” Alexis sounds incredulous.

“What?” My mind spins, trying to figure out what I’m missing.

“Oh my god, Cass,” Alexis says, this time I hear the enthusiasm crawling its way back into her voice. “You get the reference? I was so fucking right. I just knew it. This is wild.”

I can’t help but feel exactly like I do in those dreams where it turns out I’m still in highschool and the big exam is today and—forget about studying—I don’t even know what class it’s for.

“Lex, what are you talking about? Reference to what?”

“Sappho, Cass, do you know who that is?”

“You do?” I can’t keep the surprise from my voice. I’m guessing this is a famous person, not a celebrity. Being in the business, I like to think I’m mostly up on pop culture. Maybe an author or a historical figure. In any case, Alexis has never exactly been the most studious.

“I paid attention in college,” she says, protesting just a bit too much.

“I know,” I say, sliding into teasing tones. “That whole semester that Tyler was abroad, you actually spent time somewhere other than your bed.”

“Rude,” Alexis throws back, but her voice is light. “In any case, Cass, Sappho is like a poet or something from Greece. Like old timey Greece.”

“Old timey Greece? Do you mean ancient Greece? Or is this Greece in the age of carnival barkers and vaudeville?”

“Ancient Greece,” Alexis says. “You know you are mighty haughty for someone about to have soooo much egg on her face.”

This is torture; Alexis has me dangling on the line. Caught, transfixed—but thankfully she doesn’t leave me on the hook.

“She’s like the most famous lesbian in the history of lesbians, quite possibly the world,” Alexis sounds half-drunk, half-confused, like this is the cliff-notes version of a podcast episode Alexis listened to a decade ago. “She wrote…poems? And I guess they were about the ladies she wanted to…you know.” Alexis proceeds to make a series of creaky bed noises that go on for far too long. They are also hauntingly accurate, but I keep that to myself. “Anyway, Sappho, sapphic, from her name, is an adjective and it basically just means lesbian.”

“Basically?” I am torn between amusement at Alexis’s half-remembered book report and the way that the nape of my neck prickles with heat. The most famous lesbian in the history of lesbians.

“It’s fancier or something, like for cultural products.”

“Cultured products? Like yogurt?” I tell myself this is a joke, but it feels quite the same as deflection.

Alexis huffs. “If you are going to do this, you are going to take all the fun out of it for me.”

“I sincerely doubt that.” Alexis has never found a bit she couldn’t wring the very last drops of humor from—if there had been any to begin with, and that was often an open question.

“Busted,” Alexis admits on the other end. “Cass, this is practically the first thirty minutes of a porn. Hell, I think I’ve seen this one. Sexy young actress and the seductive older magician⁠—”

“She’s younger,” I announce but Alexis barrels forward.

“—who shows her the ropes—and the card tricks and the locks—but there is one lock she can’t undo…”

Alexis’s voiceover for the worst porno I’ve ever heard continues as my mind drifts elsewhere. I think back to the moments with Ivy, to the jokes, the laughs, the looks. It is not what Alexis says it is. It can’t be.

“First of all, no. It’s just banter. And second of all, what kind of porn are you watching that takes thirty minutes just to get to the good part?”

“What can I say?” Her voice is a verbal shrug. “Momma likes a story.”

We both burst out laughing, but the silence that follows is pensive and heavy.

“Next weekend?” I say and the mood tightens up just a bit. “How is Reggie? Is he⁠—”

“He’s eating and pooping and going to school. He’s been a little fussy if he doesn’t go down after school, ” Alexis says, the pregnancy clearly having left her somewhat confused about how to talk about the day to day activities of non-babies. “He has his medicine. He misses you. He’s great with the baby.”

The pang in my chest feels entirely out of proportion to the situation.

It’s only been a week since I last saw him. It will be another week until I’m back in LA. Usually my shoots are local or limited, gigs that last a weekend or ten days, maybe a fortnight at most. But even those end after that period of time.

But this new arrangement means that the pattern is two to three weeks in Vegas followed by a long weekend back in LA before the whole thing starts again. It’s the first time since it’s been just the two of us that our home life has become unmoored. This is the new routine, the old one having been hastily and incompletely shoved aside. We don’t know how long any of this is going to last.

“Cass,” the voice on the other end of the phone is forceful enough to let me know that I’ve been daydreaming.

“Sorry, what was that?”

“I said, ‘Enjoy it’.” Alexis sighs, I hear her fingers tapping on the phone case. “You are so busy worrying about us back here, I just don’t want you to miss out.”

“On a torrid love affair?” I wince at the joke, wonder for a moment why it’s me bringing it up instead of Alexis

“You have to believe,” Alexis says, her voice screwed up like she’s delivering the final inspirational monologue in a Disney Channel Original Movie. “You have to believe in magic.”

I wait an appropriate amount of time and then blow out a loud wet raspberry.

“WORST. LINE. EVER,” I announce in a flat monotone. “On that note, I’m a bit dizzy from how hard I just rolled my eyes. I’m up next in line, talk later?”

We say our quick goodbyes as I sidle up the counter and place my order. For me, things are simple enough: Americano, no fuss, no frills. Piecing together Ivy’s drink order over the past week has been about as complicated as attempting to assemble the entire Harry Potter World Lego set without the benefit of any images or instructions.

As far as I could tell it went like this: macchiato, extra foam, sprinkle of nutmeg and half a Ceylon cinnamon stick, a teaspoon of oat milk, one pump toffee syrup, a drizzle of caramel, and a buttload of whip cream to top it off. I was still fifty-fifty on whether or not it had sprinkles.

My drink is ready almost instantly, while the barista takes another three minutes painstakingly concocting Ivy’s drink. By the time it’s finished it looks like something a twelve year old with a sweet tooth might come up with, if they had no idea what anything actually tasted like. I wiggle my eyebrows apologetically as the beleaguered barista hands me the drink.

“Enjoy,” he says and the word is somehow ominous.
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I step back out in the blazing Vegas sun, already near to three digits and it’s not even 7 AM. I check my watch. Ten minutes. I can walk, though not leisurely.

At this hour, the only reprieve is that the sun is still low in the sky and all around me towers of glass and steel rise into the sky, casting long low shadows that swallow up whole city blocks. By the time I make it to the shop, Ivy is already there, in the backroom, pouring over the same spreadsheets and emails she does every morning.

“Making sure we can keep the lights on,” she quips most mornings.

This morning when I place the drink in front of her, she looks up. “Black, right?”

I can’t help but give her a look as I settle into the couch opposite Ivy’s desk.

She takes a tentative sip, looking up at me over the rim of the cup. She smiles. “Why do you do that?”

“Do what?” I ask, innocently, stretching out as I let out a long sigh and sink deeper into the cushions, still waiting for the Americano I chugged on the way over here to have an effect.

“Get yourself all comfortable every morning when you come in, even though you know I’m going to stand up in thirty seconds and say it’s time to rehearse.”

The pause after she says this is almost comical, like both of us are silently counting to thirty to see just how literal she is being. I break before I make it to a half minute.

“Ivy, please, five more minutes,” I say at the same time I snuggle myself deeper into the couch until half of one leg has been swallowed up by the cushions.

There is the hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth. “Fine,” she says as I let out a cheer, “but only because I still have to iron out a few things about pricing for our first show.” She glances up from the computer, her eyes deadly serious. “Not because you begged me.” She stabs a finger playfully in my direction. “Don’t get any ideas.”

I breathe out a sigh of relief. “I would never. I’d just like to say thank you for your kindness and⁠—”

She opens the top drawer of her desk and pulls out a pack of playing cards still wrapped tightly in a sheet of cellophane. The sound of plastic splitting and tearing is oddly pleasant as she opens the pack, slides the cards from the deck.

She tests them, taking one half in her right hand, the other half in her left. She starts simply, sliding a half dozen cards from the left deck into various locations in the right, moving faster each time. Then she takes each half of the deck, places the edges flush against each other, bends the cards and the releases, each one sliding into place with a satisfying frripp.

“That’s overhand and then the second one is a riffle,” she says as she slides the deck of cards across the table. “Practice.”

“I knew it was too good to be true,” I sigh as I stand and grab the cards before returning to the couch and collapsing in a huff.

There is no response but Ivy’s finger clattering away on the keyboard.

A baby could do an overhand shuffle, but I practice it anyway. It’s about fluency, control, mastery: that’s what Ivy says. It’s not enough to know how to do tricks. We have to know how to do them even after everything has gone wrong.

Every trick, every part of the performance has a dozen different ways where everything can go sideways and we practice as many of them as we can think of. Some of that work is big and loud and grueling: leaps and spins, gymnastics, escapes, costume changes, and more. Sometimes that work is smaller and subtler like learning to manipulate an object that could fit in your pocket, or even fifty two of them.

The card tricks come slowly. Everything does.

This is not an acting job, not really, or, at least, not only. Acting hardly covers a tenth of what she is asking from me. The shape of the actual performance to me is as mysterious now as it was the first day I walked into Rabbit & Wand, but it is becoming clearer and clearer why the pay is so high, at least in terms of the skills demanded.

I’m an actress one moment and a dancer the next, first jazz and then tap and then I’m twirling, half-gymnast, half-ballerina. As a professional dancer, my talents leave something to be desired. I’m second-rate, not good enough to make a career of it, but good enough that I’ve been able to add dancing to my collection of odd performance related skills that have helped me cobble together my illustrious career in showbiz.

I can’t remember being happier. I wake at dawn or earlier. Half the days, Ivy makes breakfast, always a massive and sprawling affair. I wonder what time she wakes up those mornings to start things. Whenever I wake up, I can already hear her up and about in the apartment upstairs.

The other half, I race the sunrise to the cafe and order Ivy’s ridiculous drink, which three weeks into things now stands as the only real fault in her character. As bosses go, she is demanding but fair, stern but never mean. She corrects, she instructs, she demands perfection, but holds herself to that standard first and even higher at times. It is a strange feeling to be so invested in something and to still feel like you have no idea exactly what it is.

Acting? Dance? Magic?

A job? A friendship? More?

The dreams have not stopped. Being in proximity with Ivy has made them worse, at least at first. Their intensity seems to function like a ratchet. Each night might be more intense than the night before—or not—but once the ante was raised, it never lowered again.

The only thing saving me is that I have begun to surrender.

Slowly at first, just like with everything else. But over days that have turned to weeks, lines that once seemed clear have become blurred. I wake each night just before I take the plunge. My feet dangle over that open pit, blackness at the bottom and beyond—that is what I don’t know. That is what terrifies me, but with each day the fear diminishes and the curiosity grows.

What, after all, could be down there? What, after all, is the worst that could happen?

It is the final day of our third week of rehearsal. I was supposed to travel back to LA last weekend, but Reggie came down sick, and then proceeded to get Tyler and Alexis sick. They are all on the mend after a week of the three of them struggling to take care of one another and the baby. I offered to come back, to drop everything and run and take care of them, but Alexis, of course, refused. There was nothing I could do, she told me, other than get myself sick too.

The guilt was rough at first but as I became absorbed in the work it faded and then, of course, the moment I realized that, a second wave of guilt, towering over the cliff tops, came crashing onto the beach, washing out the town, the roads, and leaving chaos in its wake. This is the cost, I tell myself, or more simply, life isn’t fair.

It’s the last day before I can finally head back to LA, to Reggie. To home.

I check my bank account and even after weeks, I still feel a thrill mixed with sickening panic as I read the number after the dollar sign. It is almost impossible to believe. This is why I’m doing it. Not the money, but what it represents, for the future it can buy for Reggie.

I just have to make sure I don’t lose myself in the process.
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THE LEAP
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Since it’s the last day before I leave, Ivy has agreed to ease up on the practice a bit.

We spend the morning doing card tricks and sleight of hand. Once I see how skilled a pickpocket Ivy is, the earlier mystery—the girl, the card, the shop—all begin to make a little more sense. There is nothing magic except the magic that Ivy makes. It’s a corny thought, but a true one.

Spend as much time in show business as I have and you get a sixth sense sometimes when working with another actor, or a director, or a choreographer. Some people have it: the natural showman’s gift, the sense for dramatic flair, for pomp and circumstance. Some people know when to lean in and when to pull back. They know when the audience needs to be coddled, handheld, nose wiped. Just like they know when the audience needs to be shocked, startled, and jolted awake.

Ivy definitely has it.

And as day follows day, I am having a harder and harder time separating admiration from affection. And the dreams do not relent.

Instead of more grueling practice in the afternoon, Ivy has other ideas.

“A few pieces came in that I want you to try on, do another set of measurements,” Ivy says matter of factly and in an instant the entire mood of the room changes—for me at least. My mind goes back to that first fitting—an event which has not yet repeated itself.

The flash of memory: her hands on my body, the heat of them, the strength. I remember the feeling of her flesh on mine, moving, positioning, controlling. I shudder.

“Do you mind losing the top?” Ivy asks casually and the inside of my body lights up like a Christmas tree.

The deck of cards I had been idly shuffling in my left hand explodes in a shower of perfect white playing cards. The queen of hearts lands at my feet, face up. Even the universe, it seems, is against me.

“Excuse me?” Half of my time since meeting Ivy has been spent in grueling rehearsal and the other half has been spent constantly feeling like I must have misheard her.

Ivy smiles, soft and disarming. She is like a chameleon, changing colors and coats and expressions; she is one person one moment and someone else the next.

There are times when she seems impossibly collected, detached, intense to the point of intimidation. And there are times that she seems like the twenty-five year old woman that she is, playing as an adult. Those moments are my favorite—when the cracks show and the girl shines through. I devour these morsels with gusto, greedily cracking them open, sucking the marrow dry. The pull is inexorable and it feels like I have been swimming against a rip current with all my strength, but each time I look back at the shore, it has receded into the distance.

My strength is fading and I can feel myself growing dangerously tired. The siren song sounds from beneath the waves, not mythical but real: Ivy’s voice, Ivy’s laugh, the shape of her neck. It is that moment that I know. It is that moment that I stop lying to myself.

I want this. I want her.

“No time for modesty,” Ivy says. “You’re going to be topless plenty for the show.”

I feel a stab, just beneath my right nipple, like a knife sliding between my ribs. For a moment my mind flashes to a different scene, one that has not yet happened.

Stage lights are dim and moody. Darkness seeping into the theater, masking everything but a small halo of light and Ivy is inside it, dressed to the nines. She wears a black sequined ball gown that hugs her curves obscenely. Her hair is done up in a smart bun and tucked beneath a shimmering golden top hat. In her long delicate fingers she grips the wand.

I stand next to her and I can see but cannot feel the eyes on me, searching, prodding, drinking me in. This is not like the other times, not like the old lecherous men who stared at me and laughed and made me feel weak.

In this daydream, I am standing next to Ivy, eyes on me as she waves the wand, tracing delicate arcs through the air, a thin thread of silvered-gold trailing after. And a moment later, my top is gone. In real life, this would be sleight of hand, quick change, misdirection, but in my mind it is truly magic. And in this dream, unlike those countless afternoons being ogled by old men, I feel somehow powerful. Sexy and embodied and wanted in a way that does not diminish me. What I feel, imagining the eyes that pour over my body, is more confident than I ever have in my life.

“Cass?” While I have been daydreaming, Ivy has walked around the desk. She waves a hand in front of my face. “What’s on your mind?”

Is it my imagination? The tone of her voice has changed slightly, rich tones like honey poured over the words, making them sweeter, more tempting, imbuing them with the promise of something more. Our eyes meet, studying one another. The moment stretches, swollen and pregnant with implication. I stand, tall and proud, back straight, chest out, and hands find the hem of my shirt.

“This I guess,” I say, eyes never leaving hers.

I slip the shirt slowly up, revealing my stomach. The shirt creeps up more and gooseflesh rises where the air touches my bare skin. Ivy’s lips part slightly, imperceptibly. Her tongue instinctively swipes across her top lip. Her eyes burn into me, bore through my skin. The hunger is alive there, unmistakable now.

The shirt comes off and every part of me is alive and focused on only this moment. There is nothing else, but here and now and this. I don’t know what I’m doing. There is no plan here. No decision has been reached that I must now work my way toward. I am a leaf floating on a river of lust, carried this way and that, formless, aimless, nothing but passion and desire given physical form.

Ivy takes a step toward me as my hands go up to my bra.

“Oh,” she says, the words tripping out of her mouth, their clumsiness too obvious to fool me. “You can leave that on, if you’d be more comfortable. We should still be able to get a measurement.”

This is my test. This is my out. I could let my hands fall. Ivy could get her measurements, hand me a few outfits to try on, and this almost moment could be forgotten. For once, I don’t overthink it. I let go of the nagging questions, the doubts, about what this will make me or what it will mean.

My hands fall. I see a moment of disappointment on Ivy’s face. I turn my back to her, walk toward the mirror on the far side of the room. I turn my head over my shoulder.

“Do you mind?” I ask. “I always have trouble with this clasp.”

Ivy’s eyes flash like a bolt of lightning. Her steps are controlled but eager as she crosses the distance between us. I turn back around and our eyes meet in the mirror. She presses herself against me, as her arms slide around me, low at first, nearer to my hips than my chest. And they linger there for a moment.

“You are going to look incredible out there,” Ivy coos, her voice husky with what I can no longer call anything but lust.

Every inch of my skin is like the surface of the sun. She wants me badly. My legs dangle over the open pit, but the darkness below has shifted to a dull and hazy gray—cloudy, but not impenetrable. Now, the drop doesn’t seem so far. What comes after doesn’t seem so scary.

Her hand brushes the hair away from the nape of my neck. I tremble as her finger tips brush my skin, letting a small sigh slip from my lips. Then fingers are gracefully undoing the clasp, raising goosebumps wherever they touch. When the bra is undone, I shrug it off. Ivy guides it off me and tosses it to the floor.

We still look at one another through the mirror. One degree removed and it somehow makes the whole thing easier, less fraught. Plausible deniability. We are both circling around one another, testing and probing. The prize fight has not yet begun.

I have been so busy these past few weeks, shuttling between rehearsal and my little apartment, pausing only to sleep, to eat, and to manage things back home. Looking in the mirror at my topless form, I feel almost lightheaded.. And the reason is obvious: it seems new, strange, somehow different than what I remember. Part of it may be that for once in my professional life, I am more concerned with doing a job than getting a job, which involves significantly less obsessing about the scale and my body and what I eat.

But I’m not convinced.

I eye her suspiciously as I look at myself in the mirror. It’s not just my imagination. My tits are bigger. I grab them and the way they fill my hands leaves no room for doubt. Definitely bigger.

Ivy smirks at me and the look she gives tells me she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

“Is this magic?” I ask as I give my tits another squeeze, then lift them and let them settle back into place. They might even be perkier too.

“I would certainly say so.” The hunger in her voice makes my breath catch. Just taken aback, I tell myself, at her boldness.

“No, I mean they look bigger.”

At this, Ivy nods sagely. “They are. You want to know what kind of magic that is?”

The way she looks at me makes my mouth too dry to speak. I shake my head. She smiles.

“It’s the magic of actually fueling your body the way that it needs,” she says matter of factly. “It’s always the same with you actresses. Starving yourself thin. And I get it. The fucking system encourages it. Hell, it practically demands it. But I have no tolerance for that shit. Every other assistant I’ve had has gone up a cup size.”

Her voice shifts in that last sentence, something like excitement bubbling up past her facade.

“Other assistants?” I ask, and there’s a stab in my chest that feels weirdly like jealousy.

She smiles knowingly and steps up closer behind me, pressing herself against me. It’s too much to look directly at her and so I watch her watching me through the mirror. Her hands go to my hips and she turns them slightly. Then she adjusts my arms, positions them here and then there until she has me exactly where she wants me. The closeness of her body is impossible to ignore. The warmth of her hands sinks into my skin. I can feel her breath on my neck as she leans in and her voice is a husky whisper.

“Did you think you were my first?”

There is little in the way of deniability now. My teeth chatter, but the air is far from cold. I can feel her chest rising and falling with each breath she takes. Her heartbeat echoes through my body.

“It’s a good thing,” she whispers, “that you aren’t into women…” Her eyes are daggers as they meet mine in the mirror, all sharp edges and danger. I swallow hard, straining my ears to hear the soft whisper of Ivy in my ear. “...or it might be hard to keep this all professional.”

We are past the point of no return. We must be. This is just cat and mouse. I may have never played the game exactly this way before, but I am far from hapless.

“What do you mean by that?” I ask, batting my eyelashes. “Unprofessional how?”

I can hear her suck in a breath quickly before she composes herself. One hand traces its ways across my bare stomach. The feeling of her hand against my stomach makes something deep inside clench and unclench, ravenous with want.

“If you were into girls, then this,” she says, moving her hand until her fingers brush against the waistband of my tights, “might turn you on, and if I knew that you were turned on by this…”

She trails off even as one finger darts beneath the elastic of my pants and then back out so quickly, I’m almost not sure I didn’t imagine it.

“What would happen then?”

I can barely make my mouth form the words. The tension is building, hurtling toward that final and sweet relief that I have been both longing and dreading for weeks now, maybe for years, if Alexis has anything to say about it. Whatever the case, there is a bill due and it has gone unpaid for far, far too long.

“Oh Cass,” Ivy murmurs my name. “If I knew that a girl as gorgeous as you was getting turned on by me…I don’t think I’d be able to resist the temptation to do some very unprofessional things.”

Her fingers still idle at my waist, testing and teasing, but nothing further. Ivy has hit the ball back to me. It’s my turn to return it.

“I’m so glad that’s not the case then,” I say and I wink at her in the mirror, surprising myself a bit by how flirtatious I’m feeling. “But just in case, you know, just so I know theoretically, what kind of unprofessional things?”

“Not here,” she hisses and her hand folds itself into mine. Before I have a second to react, she yanks me toward the door and out into the shop, before crossing quickly to the front door and locking it. When she turns back to me, her eyes find mine and the bottom of my stomach falls out.

Not here. Not there, she meant, in the office. But out here, beneath the haze of amber lights illuminating silver moons and threads of gold like lace, running in thick veins through the black silk that drapes each wall.

Not there but here, because this, out here, is magical.

Ivy closes the distance between us, reaches up on her tiptoes, and crushes her mouth against mine and in that moment I realize that this is the first real kiss that I have had in my entire life, and when she pulls away the world feels new again.

The emotion is overwhelming.

“So,” Ivy says, her lips curling up into a sultry smile, “theoretically a kiss might be the first unprofessional thing I would do.”

As she speaks, her hands move between us. The fingers of one alight on my cheeks, tracing the curve of my jaw down toward my wanting mouth. One finger trails across my upper lip, before it slides its way down my neck, raising goosebumps across my collar bone, before it brushes ever so slightly against my nipples.

A flash of white splits my vision in two and for a moment I feel like I might fall.

“Where should we—” I gasp, trying to form a sentence while Ivy’s finger traces a circle around my nipple. At the same time her other hand moves, pushes inside my tights, moves the thin fabric of my thong aside, and slips two fingers inside me.

“Right here,” Ivy says, leaning her head forward until it folds into the space next to mine. “Just enjoy this.”

Her voice is soft and soothing, the calm burbling of a stream or the rasp of paper in the quiet of a library. Then she pulls back for a moment and a wicked smile plays across her face.

That smile makes my clit throb even as her fingers continue to work their way inside of me, pistoning strong and smooth and steady, until the white streak in my vision breaks apart and dissolves into a series a black bubbles that eat at my vision until I can do nothing but close my eyes tight, wrap my arms around Ivy and lean into her.

“If I were being unprofessional,” Ivy said, “and doing something like—oh, I don’t know—fingering my assistant in the middle of the store, I’m sure that wouldn’t be all.”

“It wouldn’t?” I gasp, losing control as the pleasure builds.

My arms tingle, delight dances across my body, warm and inviting at first, but it turns hot and panicked and ravenous everywhere it touches. Until this moment, I have never known the meaning of want.

“Oh no,” she says, in between wet kisses that she plants between my breasts. “I’m a very verbal person. I’d be worried that I might say some very inappropriate things, theoretically.”

“Like?” One word is all I have in me right now. Through the throes of passion wracking my body, it is all that I can manage.

“I might say that even if you aren’t my first, I’m delighted to be yours.” Her fingers corkscrew inside as she says this and I feel like I am melting. “It really turns me on to ‘turn’ another woman.”

“Turn another woman?”

“Seduce a girl who thinks she’s straight, but doesn’t realize yet what she really wants…”

“And what does she really want?” I ask and I can hear the hitch in my voice where reality leaks in through the filter of fantasy, but there is no time to think about that now.

“That,” Ivy says, as she adds her thumb to the mix, pressing it against my clit until my chest constricts so tight I can hardly breathe, “is what we are going to find out.”

How is this possible? How can this girl make me feel like this? Like no one ever has? She is gorgeous and talented and smart, but there is something else, something more to Ivy that calls and fascinates me. I want this but not just. I want more. I want it all. Even if, right now, I can’t even explain what exactly that means.

There is a pause and Ivy asks, “Are you sure about this, Cassie?”

Eyes still closed tight, room spinning. Through clenched teeth I say, “Never been so sure of anything. I want this, Ivy.” And then, deciding I could add a little dirty talk of my own, I say “I need you to make me come, boss.”

The sweetness is gone from Ivy’s voice, and all that’s left is hunger.

“Come for me, Cass,” she says, fingers moving inside me, thumb circling my swollen clit.

And I do. The orgasm is like a tidal wave, rising up, towering past the edges of my vision, ominous and overwhelming, terrifying for one brief moment when it seems to crest and to pause, the last moment before it crashes down on me and washes away everything that I thought I ever knew.
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Later that night, crawling into bed, satisfied and exhausted, I get a text message from Alexis about tomorrow. Tyler will pick me up from the airport with Reggie. There is an odd moment when I think about how much I will miss Ivy, as though suddenly what is home and what is not has become blurred. Home, still, is obviously Reggie and Alexis. And LA and Tyler and the baby and even Jiggy’s.

But Vegas? The magic shop? Ivy? If those aren’t exactly home, they aren’t not-home either. Two lives. One is the one I’ve always known and the other…well, the other might just be the one that I have always wanted but have been too afraid to go after. And that might be true in more ways than one.

“Sweet dreams,” Alexis texts after I send her the details of my flight and let her know I’m going to crash. Then she adds, “Hope you don’t miss your sexy little magician too much while you're gone!”

The knot in my stomach is there, heat sinking out from it and low between my legs, and now I wonder if I will get to sleep at all—and what might be waiting for me there if I do.
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REGGIE’S SCHEME
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“You were supposed to come back last weekend,” Reggie explains for the fifth time, slowly enunciating each word as though he thinks I might not understand English. “So really, this counts as a second visit.”

I had been shocked to see a bit of peach fuzz crowded above his upper lips when he and Tyler had picked me up from the airport. I had nearly broken down in the middle of Terminal B, but managed to keep it together—though it wouldn’t have been the first time I’ve bawled my eyes out in LAX.

My pride to see my little guy stumbling toward the man he will become is waging a war against the panicked fury in the back of my mind that says everything is moving far too fast.

Reggie is becoming a teenager, and from that perspective his careful, labored speech makes sense: he really is starting to speak a foreign language. I feel an ache in my chest that twists like a knife as I realize: things will only get faster from here. And that thought is as terrifying as it is exhilarating. The future, for the first time in a long time, feels like it holds more than obstacles, more than shadowy nameless fears lurking in the underbrush waiting for me to lower my guard. It is full, too, of possibilities.

Possibilities for me and for Reggie—for Alexis and for Tyler and the baby. Maybe even Ivy and maybe even with me, though that thought is still so near it makes my stomach go sour every time it crosses my mind. Not because I can’t imagine it working out, but because I can’t imagine anything else.

“A second visit, huh?” I ask, a mixing bowl held tightly against my chest. Inside, flour and eggs have mixed with butter and sugar and chocolate chips to create something that can’t possibly be pancake batter.

“Just trying to be fair,” Reggie says. His nose is working overtime, scrunching itself up as my kid brother surveys the wasteland that is our cramped kitchen apartment.

Reggie sits at a stool on the other side of the half wall countertop. His side is clean save for a few crumbs of a Pop-Part he devoured after I delayed breakfast for the fourth time that morning.

“Just trying to be fair,” I repeat, buying myself some time as I peer at the hastily scribbled instructions. “And that would mean?”

Reggie takes a sip at his OJ and looks down at the counter, cheeks reddening.

“Well,” he says, screwing up his face in concentration, really trying to sell that the implications of all this are just dawning on him, “you said every time you come back I could pick out a game at Jiggy’s and since this really should have been the second time…”

Reggie trails off, still not able to meet my eyes. The whole thing is so adorable it makes my heart ache. He is still a little kid, still my baby brother, and he always will be.

I lean into it, gasping as I set the bowl on the table, eyes fluttering wide. “That would mean, we need to get you two games this time!”

Now, seeing that victory is within his grasp, my brother turns his head back to me as he takes comically exaggerated sips of his OJ. “I guess that’s true,” he says, face still screwed up like he is figuring it all out in real time. He nods, like an old sage trapped in a twelve year old’s body. “At least based on the agreement.”

At least based on the agreement! Those words coming out of my little brother’s mouth make me want to laugh almost as much as they make me want to cry. Guilt rushes into the hollow of my chest. Images of Ivy flash through my mind. While he is growing up, what am I doing?

Sleeping around, says one uncharitable voice. Playing dress up, says another. Both things aren’t true or false in any way that is useful.

I glance around at the apartment, the same one Reggie and I have shared since Mom passed. I was already out of the house by then, having left the moment I turned eighteen with no intention of ever looking back. I hadn’t given enough thought to what exactly it was that I was leaving behind. While I was out searching for a new life, Reggie had needed me and I hadn’t been there.

“Hey Reg,” I say, “what do you think about coming out to Vegas to stay with me?”

His eyes narrow in suspicion. “For what?”

The bluntness of the question is refreshing after his earlier machinations. I can see the boy shining through so clearly, it’s like no time has passed since the day we moved in.

It had been sweltering, heat hitting triple digits, as we carried boxes up the outside walkup and into this musty old oven of an apartment. Tyler and Alexis had helped—the first time they had met Reggie. He and Tyler had hit it off instantly, talking about some science fiction book that both of them had read, or maybe a game that both of them had played. Just that little gesture—my best friend's husband taking interest in my little brother—smoothed the rumpled fabric of my sanity.

I had never gotten along with my mother and Reggie hadn’t fared much better. Maybe it was easier for him, since he had never known her before. Before she got sick and before we realized Reggie was too, not the same sickness, but in the end it didn’t matter. Reggie’s isn’t curable. Mom might have been, but by the time I knew what was happening, she was too far gone and Dad had been gone too long. It was up to me to pick up the pieces, terrified and alone.

Only, no, it was Tyler and Alexis eating pizza on the floor with me and Reggie that showed me just how wrong I was. There is the family you were born with and the family that you make along the way. And for all the complications involved with the former, I couldn’t imagine having gotten any luckier with the latter.

“To visit me, silly,” I say, and tap him on the nose, which he hates as much as I love it. “Don’t you want to see what my life is like out there?”

It takes less than a second for me to realize that I’ve said something wrong. Reggie’s face sinks, his shoulder sagging as the air comes out of him like a deflating balloon.

“I mean my apartment and my job out there.” My mouth starts moving before my brain has a chance to think. “That’s what I meant by life. Obviously, this, you, here—this is my life.”

Reggie’s eyes rise slowly to meet mine and I feel my throat constrict as I see the doubt in his eyes. “Maybe after the summer,” he says. “Tyler is going to take me to the zoo in San Diego next week. They have cheetahs and the cheetahs have dogs that are like their friends, I think. I can’t go then.”

I shake my head. Adult one moment and kid the next. The whiplash is almost sickening, but I cherish this moment, feeling pressure building behind my eyes.

I glance around at the kitchen. The faded formica countertops are splattered with thick smears of batter and thin shiny ribbons of raw egg. My hair, I’m guessing, looks about the same. Reggie’s eyes follow mine.

“You know, Cass,” he says, using the grown-up voice he always uses when he has to tell me something he thinks might hurt my feelings, “cooking might be more of a hobby for you.”

I can’t hold it in any longer. I double over at the waist as laughter rolls through my chest.

“Where did you learn to talk like that?” I ask, eyes sweeping over the mess once more and feeling the motivation drain out of me. I shake my head. “You might not be wrong.”

He purses his lips, looks at me and then looks away, waiting for what he knows will come next, waiting for exactly what he wants. But he wants it to seem like my idea. I’m not sure whether to be impressed or concerned at the level of scheming on display by Reggie this morning. This kid is going to give me so much trouble once he is really and truly a teenager.

I pause, deciding to have a bit of fun. Hey, if he wants a game, then it’s only fair that two can play.

“Hmmm, I could try to clean this up and start again.” I see panic bloom in Reggie’s eyes and I almost feel bad, but knowing that he is going to end up getting exactly what he wants makes me feel a little less bad for torturing him along the way. “But I’m not sure we have enough eggs left. I could run to the store, then clean up when I get back, and then⁠—”

I watch Reggie’s face droop, then rise again as a light goes on in his eyes. “There’s a corner market next to Jiggy’s. We could go get my games and get the eggs while we’re out.”

I have to remember not to roll my eyes. Reggie has no plans to eat a breakfast that I make from him. When I announced earlier that morning that I was making us a breakfast feast, Reggie's first question was whether or not I was feeling okay. I can’t even say it stung. It was a fair question. In all the time Reggie had been living with me, I had rarely cooked anything more complicated than toast and even that with varying degrees of success.

What had gotten into me that morning? The answer is something that I don’t want to think about.

It’s weird. My dreams—both at night and during the day—are filled with Ivy and me doing things that make me blush just to think about them. But it is the ache in my chest when I woke that morning that has me the most concerned.

Sundays were always the days that Ivy went all out with breakfast—Eggs Benedict, pumpkin french toast, Salmon Florentine. And that was what I tried to recreate for Reggie with a little slice of not-home from the other half of my life.

Because the slipup was the truth and the correction had been a lie. Vegas and Ivy were my life, or a part of it—separate from what was out here but not entirely. Two halves that don’t quite fit together and a nagging worry in the pit of my stomach that they never can.

“Okay,” I say, shaking the doubts loose from my mind, “we can stop at Jiggy’s too. But you aren’t just saying this, right? You still want me to cook for you?”

Reggie is still too young and naive to realize just how fake my puppy dog eyes are. He bites, hook, line, and sinker.

“Of course, Cass,” he says, placing one hand on his heart, his expression screwed up in his best attempt at earnestness. I know it’s all a show. He has a plan afoot, but it’s all too endearing not to play along.

“Since we are still going to come back here for breakfast, it probably doesn’t matter which one we go to first,” I say, watching as his whole body snaps to attention. I can see the wheels turning as he tries to keep his plan afloat.

It’s fun to watch him twist in the wind like this, mostly because I know that these moments won’t last much longer. He is a kid, but not only that anymore. Everywhere I look I can see the future peeking through—it terrifies me. But the future has a habit of not bothering you until later, so I grab my purse as I continue to talk through the plan with Reggie.

“What do you think?”

His light brown eyes look almost frantic and I can practically see the wheels turning. I see the moment, too, when he finds the solution. His brow knits together, so serious—not a kid, not even a teenager; it makes him look, just for a moment, like an adult.

“That’s a really interesting framing,” he says and the laughter in my chest boils up with such an intensity I almost can’t choke it down. I can feel it bubbling, fizzing, until my body is nearly shaking from the effort of holding it in. I feel like a vinegar and baking soda volcano with a lid on top. A really interesting framing! “But as a counterpoint, the groceries might get warm if we go to Jiggy’s second.”

He doesn’t finish the thought and he seems quite satisfied by his subtlety.

I scrunch my nose, peer down at him suspiciously. “We can go to Jiggy’s first,” I say, holding up one finger as Reggie tries and mostly fails to suppress his squeal of delight, “but first you need to tell me where you learned words like counterpoint and phrases like a really interesting framing.”

When he realizes he’s broken character, the sound of triumph morphs into something like a cough, though obviously fake.

“I’ll get my shoes,” he says, excitement bubbling out of every syllable.

My heart melts and there is a moment of familiar anxiety. The kind that always accompanied trips to Jiggy’s. The anxiety that I can’t afford to get Reggie what he will want, that instead of the new game that just came out, he will have to search the clearance bin for a used game that fits within my budget. And then, I remember—my budget now is quite different than it used to be.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m being frugal. This job with Ivy pays well, obscenely so, at least from my perspective. But there are a hundred open questions there, a thousand doors and hallways that I have wandered through and down, some locked, some empty, and I don’t know what I will find as I continue. The money, for the most part, stays in my account.

I’ve paid down a few lingering bits of medical debt from the last time Reggie had to go to the emergency room, caught myself up on the bills that had fallen a month (or three!) behind, but outside of a few presents for Reggie that was it. The rest was sitting in a savings account that now had an absurd number of digits in front of the decimal point—for a lot of my life that number had been two, three was living large, and four was something that I could only dream about.

Now? It was five.

Maybe Reggie does have a good point. Maybe two games today.
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To my complete and utter non-astonishment, when we arrive at Jiggy's, someone is there waiting for us. Three someones in fact.

“Well,” Reggie says as he takes a seat next to Tyler, the vinyl stool covering crinkle as he settles in. “This is some surprise isn’t it, Cass? Might be a good opportunity to explore the synergy provided by the opportunity.”

Tyler nearly chokes on a bite of his food as he turns to Reggie, “What did I say, Reg?” he asks in a voice that is stern but kind. Tyler is going to make an incredible father for little Annabel and the other little tykes I’m sure can’t be too far behind.

Reggie’s shoulders sag. “That if I want to hang out while you are on your work calls, I can’t go around sounding like a soulless middle aged manager of a middle managers whose life has passed him by and so finds solace only in the rote and performative enactment of the ritualistic language of modern corporate America.”

Most of it is repeated in such a monotone that it’s clear he has memorized rather than understood what Tyler has been telling him. I have been holding in my laughter too much this morning and now I let it out.

I slide into the seat on the far side of Tyler, next to Alexis, who likewise is trying to blink away tears as she laughs herself hoarse. Annabel is sleeping, angelic as always.

Tyler nods his approval while shooting Reggie finger guns. “Exactly,” he says around a bite of an egg sandwich that makes my mouth water. “Plenty of time for that when you get to be my age.”

I lean across the counter and catch Tyler’s attention, rolling my eyes. “So I have you to thank for the KPMG consultant that has replaced my brother.”

Tyler holds his hands up, as if to say guilty and sorry at the same time. By the time we finish breakfast, my cheeks hurt from smiling so much. After, Tyler takes Reggie to go pick out his games—I offered, but Reggie looked at me with such pity that I was quite thankful when Tyler agreed instead.

The minute the boys disappear into the shelves, Alexis turns to me, her smile wide and toothy, predatory. Her eyes dance with mischief.

“Out with it!” she says, giving me a playful shove in the shoulder.

“What do you mean?” I ask, in between bites of greasy hashbrown that have gone cold on my plate—my favorite.

“Oh come on,” Alexis says, mock offense punctuating every word. “You are beaming.”

I can feel a prick of warmth in my cheeks, something not dissimilar in my chest, not the fiery passion of lust, but something softer, calmer, something that feels, I realize with start, a whole lot like being content. I pause, try to force my mind blank and wait for the worry to rush in. There must be something, some bill or appointment, or broken appliance, or a job I didn’t get or…

There is nothing. I bite my lip. I hold up two hands, repeating Tyler’s gesture from earlier. Guilty.

Alexis squeals as she claps her hands together and then brings them to her mouth. Her turquoise eyes are bright and giddy and her enthusiasm feels infectious.

Some people are open books, but I’m a closed one. I keep things close to the chest, especially when it comes to relationships. Alexis has always complained that I never date anyone long enough for her to learn their names, but there’s more to it than that.

It’s not like I’ve sworn off dating or anything since Reggie moved in with me, but it did change how I thought about things. Bringing home a bad decision wasn’t just a choice that I could laugh about with Alexis the next morning with a pounding headache and a bloody mary in hand. Bringing someone home meant bringing them into my life, bringing them into the cocoon I had created to protect my brother, to keep him safe.

And even sharing too much about a guy I was dating, or letting myself get too excited felt like the same kind of betrayal. Reggie needed me. I didn’t have the luxury.

But these past few weeks have me wondering if every wall I’ve built is really necessary. I’m not racing to tear them all down, but maybe there is room for a window in one of them, and maybe one day even a door. To let people in, I think, even as another voice whispers, Or to let people out. I bite my bottom lip until it hurts..

And then I say something that I know I’m going to regret.

“Alexis, it’s possible that you were right.”
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WOMEN GOOD, YES?
[image: ]


“I’m sorry,” Alexis says, one hand clutched against her chest. “I’m not sure I heard you.”

“I’m not saying it again,” I grumble.

“Mr. A!” Alexis shouts and a stooped over old Italian man wanders out from the kitchen with a smile on his face.

He wipes his hands on a white and red checkered dish towel that he tosses over his shoulder.

“Alexis,” he says, his voice thick with the Italian accent that he seems to tune up and down depending on his mood. “What can I do for the two most beautiful ladies in Los Angeles?”

“That’s a puzzler,” I offer, scooping up another delicious mouthful of cold, oily hash browns and shoveling it into my mouth. “I’m not sure there’s much anyone could offer to Margot Robbie or Sydney Sweeney that they don’t already have.”

Mr. Abbadelli looks more confused than anything.

“Don’t listen to her,” Alexis says with a wave of her hand. “We are celebrating. This one,” she hooks her thumb in my direction, “has a new lover.”

“You know I hate that word?”

“Fine. Paramour? Beau? Consort?”

“Consort? Wouldn’t I need to be like a queen or something?”

“In any case,” Alexis says, swiveling on the vinyl stool so fast, for a moment I’m worried she’s going to slide off, “this calls for a celebration. Mr. A, bring us a bottle of your best champagne!”

Thirty seconds later Mr. Abbadelli comes back with the same over-bitter coffee as ways. The burnt aftertaste has me weirdly nostalgic.

“Good year,” he says, as he pours a cup for each of us into oversized novelty mugs that fit the shop's theme. Mine has a picture of Donkey Kong on it. Alexis is drinking her decaf out of Ms. Pac Man's skull.

“Who is this lucky man?” Mr. A asks, leaning his tanned arms against the counter. There is a story on the skin there, lines and scars and burns from a life hard lived.

And just like before, just like with admitting to Alexis and admitting to myself that okay, maybe, just maybe I was into girls, I decide that there is risk in being open, but that’s not all there is.

I take a deep breath and answer honestly, if not exactly eloquently. “It’s, umm, a girl. Or she is, a girl I mean. The girl I like.”

And in that moment I know, at least partly, why I have run from this for so long, and it is this right here: the assumption, the correction, and then what will they say? The thought of being judged or even hated for who I was was a thought so terrifying that somewhere along the way I had convinced myself that it would just be easier to be someone else altogether. That thought stings my eyes as I wait for Mr. A to respond.

He nods, taps one finger to the temple. “Smart,” he says, his accent as thick as the day he got off the boat, “Women good, yes?”

My smile is so wide it hurts my cheeks. I nod in enthusiastic agreement.

Women good, yes.

There is a risk in lowering my walls, but that’s not all there is.

A couple more customers sit down at the counter and Mr. A moves off to serve them.

Alexis turns to me, eyebrows dancing. “So,” she says, and it is clear from her smile she is having far too much fun, “you have a type.”

“Excuse me?” I almost choke on my sip of water.

Alexis’s eyes make a complete circuit of her head. “Margot Robbie? Sydney Sweeney? You are totally telling on yourself.”

“I didn’t…That’s not what I…” I trail off and I can feel the heat in my cheeks. Then before considering whether or not it’s a good idea, I mumble, “Ivy’s not even blonde.”

Alexis’s laughter is a shriek. “Oh my god, so it’s her. I mean, I figured, but—” She pauses, looking scandalized before she leans and whispers conspiratorially, “Your boss, Cass. So hot. I’m so proud of you. It’s possibly a terrible idea that will totally blow up in your face, but I can’t in good conscience do anything but encourage this spicy little tryst.”

“Thanks, Mom. You’ve always been such a good influence.”

Alexis’s face breaks for a moment and I see the tears in her eyes.

“What’s wrong? Was it Tyler?” I grab my butter knife and brandish it like a saber. “I will avenge you.”

Alexis laughs through her tears. “It’s nothing,” she says, “just hormones.”

And a moment later, Mr. A is back offering us refills. My body is buzzing and another cup will probably send me over the edge. I’m still trying to make up my mind, when Annabel starts crying.

“Probably needs a change,” Alexis says, still teary eyed, her voice thick with love. “And I’m honestly not feeling the best. I think I’m gonna take this one back to the apartment. Let Tyler know?”

And then she is bundling up the baby and saying her goodbyes before I have a moment to react. I’m at the counter, only Mr. A and a few strangers at the far end for company. Tyler and Reggie are still exploring the store somewhere, pulling cases off of shelves and presumably saying things like “Sick” and “Oh, my god” and “Gnarly”. Tyler is good at matching Reggie’s level, great at being a big kid with him.

“So Mr. A,” I say, as I hold out my cup for more coffee. “How’s business?”

I’ve never seen Mr. Abbadelli be anything other than chipper, which might sound a little odd. The man is every bit the curmudgeonly old Italian grandfather, but even his grumpiness had a certain pep in its step, a liveliness that danced around the edges and made them soft.

Now, a shadow passes over his face so quickly I can’t be sure I even see it, but then he sighs and his shoulders slump and suddenly he looks every bit his age, every bit the man whose story I know, the one who has worked and toiled and loved and lost.

He shrugs. “LA is never easy. Fickle as it always was. Some times are good. Some bad.” There is a rattle at the back of his throat when he speaks. “I find a way. You understand,” he says and places a heavy callused hand on mine. “For her.”

I’m still struggling for what to say that won’t ruin this unexpectedly tender moment, when Reggie comes barreling up to the counter and nearly knocks me out of my chair.

“Cass,” he says, almost breathless, “I know we said two games, but…”

I can’t help but smile as I listen to my kid brother’s latest scheme to justify why he needs another video game. He’s too cute to say no to.

“I don’t know, Reg,” I say, stroking a finger conspicuously across my chin. “Three games might be too few. How about four?”

The look on Reggie’s face fills my heart. Tomorrow I am leaving, but that sight will hold me over until I get back.
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“Do you have to go?” Reggie asks me, later that night as I tuck him into bed, smooth his wild hair and plant a kiss on his forehead.

That last part elicits a yuck as it does every night and I know that soon he will be too old for hugs and forehead kisses. He will be a little man and if my own teenage years are anything to go by, he will want nothing to do with me. I know that day, if it comes, will break my heart.

“I do,” I say, trying not to show any of the emotion swirling through me. “I wish I didn’t have to buddy.”

The words leave me feeling hollow and suddenly it’s hard to breathe, and the reason is clear: I don’t mean it.

Or I do and I don’t. Want to go, I mean.

I don’t want to leave Reggie, but I catch myself at all hours of the day wondering about Ivy—what she’s doing, who she’s with, what she's wearing. My body aches, like I am being stretched and stretched by two parts of my life that can only ever be separate.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I say, and this part feels more like the truth. I cover my sob with a cough. Reggie, already drifting off, doesn't notice.

I sit on the edge of the bed for a while, watching him sleep, before I say a silent goodnight and turn out the light.
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ADDISON
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Ivy


Is that you I hear making a racket? Are you finally back?




My phone dings with a text from Ivy not four minutes after I push my way into the apartment, stagger to my room, crank the window AC to full blast and collapse into a sweaty puddle onto the bed.

It was a miserable travel day. Two hours in security at LAX, another hour delay at the terminal followed by ninety minutes on the tarmac. To top things off, there was a mix up at Harry Reid and I ended up having to walk from one end of baggage claim to the other—and back again—trying to figure out which carousel actually had my bags.

Oh, and my Uber driver was very, very talkative.

In short, by the time I get to my bed I am over just about everything. Rehearsal won’t start until tomorrow. The plan was to pass out the instant I made it back. My phone dings again.

Ivy


Get that tight butt up here when you settle in! I have a few things to go over.




Ivy’s enthusiasm (and sure, her comment about my tight butt) is like a shot of espresso injected directly into my veins.

I spring out of bed and it’s like the whole day didn’t happen. I take the steps two at times, feeling almost dizzy from the buzzing in my head.

I open the door without knocking. “Hello gorgeous, glad to be⁠—”

I stop short just inside the door, hand still resting on the handle. Ivy is sprawled in her oversized Sherpa lounge chair, wearing a pair of tight black leggings and cream colored tube top fringed with lavender.

She is not alone.

Across from her is a smartly dressed woman in her mid forties wearing a gray tailored pantsuit with a starched white dress shirt underneath. Her raven black hair is cut in a severe bob that is tucked behind her ear on the right. A pair of fashionable glasses sit perched on the end of an aquiline nose, drawing attention to a striking set of icy gray eyes that fix themselves on me as I enter.

Ivy smiles at me and gives a casual wave. “You’re back! This is Ms. Andrews. And this is Cassie, the new assistant I was telling you about.”

The other woman waves a hand, elegantly painted fingernails on full display. “Oh please. So formal.” She turns to Ivy and shakes her head, before her eyes come back to mine. “I’m Ivy’s partner.”

Partner. My stomach goes queasy as the room slips out of focus for a moment, my vision tunneling as a faint ringing fills my ears.

“Partner?”

Ivy shoots Ms. Andrews a look and it is not happy. Her face softens when she turns to me. “Business partner,” she says and the clarification sounds almost apologetic.

The excitement that had filled me after Ivy’s text has fled and this explanation does not bring it back. Adrenaline is pumping through me, making it hard to think about anything other than turning on my heels and sprinting back down the steps. 

“Among other things,” Ms. Andrews says, a cold smile spilling across her lips to reveal a mouth full of blinding white teeth until it almost becomes a snarl. Her eyes refuse to leave mine and I feel myself wilting under her gaze. My heart slaps against my rib cage. “Ivy and I are quite close.”

“We were just wrapping up,” Ivy says, hoisting herself into a seated position in the chair before standing.

She holds out a hand. Ms. Andrews studies it, looks at Ivy and then to me before she takes it and kisses it. Ivy’s mouth is a thin line as she snatches her hand back just slow enough not to be obvious.

“I’ll be in touch about those figures. And you’ll have those projections by the end of the week, yes?” She doesn’t wait for an answer before clapping her hands together. “Splendid. And it was so nice to meet you, Carly.”

“Cassie.” Ivy and I correct her at the same time.

She looks amused. “You two are just peas in a pod, aren’t you?”

Her laugh makes my blood go cold, and then a moment later she pushes past me out the door and I close it behind her.

Ivy collapses into a heap in the chair the moment the door is closed, hands pulling at her face as she groans.

“Sorry about that,” she says, shaking her head. “I thought you’d probably need a few minutes to settle in. I was just wrapping up with her.”

My face flushes with embarrassment and I feel like an overeager kid who showed up for the sleepover a day early.

“Oh, I can come back,” I say, already turning and reaching for the door.

“Oh, stop that,” she motions to the sofa across from her. “How was the trip?”

Too many things seem to hang in the air all at once: my frosty reception from Ms. Andrews, the ache in my chest for what is still back in LA, the taste of Ivy’s lips on mine and the memory of that day before I left.

And that last one we haven’t talked about, not really. I was off the next day and I figured she would text me, but one day became two and then three and then the whole long weekend was gone. Now, everything feels awkward.

What is this? What are we?

“It was good,” I say, deciding at last on the simplest truth I can muster.

I talk a bit about Alexis and Tyler and my brother, but she hardly seems to be listening: polite nods, forced smile. Even her eyes seemed focused not one me but somehow on a point behind me, as though Ivy is looking straight at me without seeing me at all.

“So that woman…” I start and then stop, feeling the heaviness of my tongue as it scrapes against the roof of my mouth which has gone dry and rough like sandpaper.

Ivy raises an eyebrow. “Looking for her number? Man, was I really that bad?” Her tone makes it clear she is teasing me, maybe flirting. “I get it though. Quite the looker. Raging asshole though.”

“So you two…I mean, were you—Not that it’s my business but just given what happened before I left I thought maybe…”

“You mean were we a thing?” Ivy asks and I can’t read her expression. The fun casual girl from the apartment upstairs is gone, replaced by the mysterious magician.

“Or did you—” My cheeks are hot and flushed and the situation is not much improved by what Ivy says next.

“Fuck her?” Ivy asks, her voice filled with amusement.

Something dangerous dances in her eyes as she looks at me and for a moment I can’t remember how to breathe. The pause before she speaks again stretches for an eternity. Finally, she shakes her head as a smile spreads across her lips—lips that now I have kissed, lips that I have tasted, lips I want to kiss again. “No. Though not from a lack of trying on her part.”

The relief that floods my body feels like a disappointment, the size and the weight of it not quite enough to press down the panic rising in me.

“What do you mean?”

Ivy shrugs and for a moment the mask slips, just a moment. “You’re an actress. I know you’ve dealt with creeps: casting directors, agents, producers, whoever, that try to convince you to trade a little bit of yourself for the big break that will never come. The lecherous old creeps in smoke filled rooms ogling young bodies. She’s been trying to fuck me even before the ink was dry on our contract.”

The room is spinning. “But she’s…And I mean you’re…”

I trail off as Ivy’s forehead scrunches up, “Gay?”

I nod.

Ivy howls. “Did you think only straight people could be creeps and assholes? Oh honey, hate to break it to you, but we have plenty on our team too.”

Our team. Those words are like a salve. Our team. Our. Us.

“It’s like this,” Ivy continues, her hands gesticulating wildly as she explains her theory. “Lots of people are assholes and it’s assholes all the way down. Split out some subgroups—by race, by gender, by sexuality—and you will still find the assholes, more or less in the same proportions. It’s the human rights issue of our age.”

“Excuse me?”

Ivy bites at her lip and it’s one of the few times I can recall where I can see the wheels turning. So often she speaks to me like a character out of a book, clipped retorts and witty rejoinders, as if she had spent the morning rehearsing every scene that we play out. But now the mask is gone, not for a moment, but for many, cast aside.

I feel giddy.

“Like,” Ivy says, bopping her head back and forth between one shoulder and the other as she considers, “I’m not saying that lesbians should get a free pass on being assholes or anything like that. I’m just saying that they should be able to be assholes in the same proportions and to the same extent as everyone else. Equality!”

“You’re odd,” I say, unable to keep myself from grinning as I feel my cheeks go warm.

Ivy’s eyebrow arches dangerously. “What else?”

My breath catches in my throat as Ivy raises one hand, one outstretched finger and curls it back toward herself. Come here.

My body responds without conscious thought and in an instant the gap between us has closed. Ivy’s arms wrap around my waist. I groan as her hands cup my ass and she pulls me down onto her.

Before I have a moment to get my bearings, her lips are on mine and my mind goes quiet. There were worries, I think. Worries that I had yesterday, worries that I had this morning. Maybe even worries that I had just a moment ago. They are all gone now and the kiss seems to last forever.

When Ivy pulls away I feel a surge of need in me, that feeling of waking up five minutes before your alarm and wanting nothing more than to fall back asleep. Only now I don’t want to fall into dreams; I want to fall into Ivy. I want to fall back into that kiss, into that perfect moment where the whole world seemed to stand still.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Ivy says, her hand cupping my chin as her thumb brushes against my cheek. “Addison wishes she were you right now.”

And with those words my whole words shatter. My chest goes tight, not the pleasant hitch that happens when Ivy looks at me a certain way, but the full on constriction that speaks of an imminent panic attack. My vision goes spotty around the edges. My ears ring, worse than before. I feel like I am falling.

“What did you say?” Even my own voice sounds distant and far away, like it's coming from underwater. Maybe I misheard her.

Something shifts in Ivy’s face as she sees something in mine. “That you don’t have to worry about anyone else?”

I shake my head, whether in answer or in refusal of everything that is happening I’m not exactly sure. Maybe and probably both.

“What did you say her name was?”

“Addison,” Ivy says, her voice thick with confusion.

My feet dangle over the pit, darkness down below. The edges begin to crumble as I scramble back from the abyss, but not fast enough. I am falling and falling through darkness.

And this time, there is no bottom.
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THE HOSPITAL
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Reggie was eight when he got sick for the first time. It was the first anniversary of Mom’s death, which meant it was the first anniversary of the day that Reggie came to live with me.

The second part was what I wanted to focus on, so we had a sleepover in the living room and ate junk food in our poorly constructed pillow fort that kept collapsing on us while we binged Reggie’s favorite movie trilogy of all time: The Lord of the Rings.

Half way through the second movie Reggies threw up for the first time.

There had been enough warning for him to make it to the bathroom. We had both gorged ourselves on candy and I didn’t think anything of it. Besides, Reggie had a doctor’s appointment in two days, so if anything was amiss we could check it out then. I had finally saved up enough money to take him and have a few things looked at. Mom hadn’t done the best to keep him up to date on his shots and there was a scar on his chin that had turned alarmingly dark over the last few months.

We turned off the movie, bundled up in our fort and I watched Reggie until he fell asleep, only letting my eyes close after I was sure he was out.

A half an hour later he threw up again, and after that it didn’t stop. He was wailing in the bathroom, weak and confused. He didn’t seem to know where he was or who I was. He seemed to think he was in the movie. He kept talking about the Ring and how he needed to hide or they would find him. I have never been more terrified in my life.

I rushed him to the hospital down the block, though all of it seemed a blur. One look from the nurse and they took Reggie straight back. They hooked him up to so many wires and tubes and machines that he looked half a robot. He looked like he was on death’s door and there were moments where I thought I was going to lose him.

Sitting in Ivy’s apartment these moments, which had faded into hazy memories, feel closer than they have in years.
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The doctors and the nurses are amazing.

Whatever they give him through his IVs seems to stabilize him a little. Steroids and antibiotics they tell me. They think it’s an infection.

It isn’t. The cultures all come back negative. There is no fever. They stop the steroids. They stop the antibiotics. And Reggie gets worse.

More tests, none of them conclusive. More questions. In the meantime, they resume the antibiotics and the steroids. Someone says the word empirical. It must be an infection. They just don’t know what. Reggie starts to get better again, but only a little.

They ask me a million questions and all I have for them is nothing. I don’t know his medical history (or if he really even has one). Family history? Mom was an alcoholic, cirrhosis. I don’t know anything about Dad, where he is or even if he is still alive.

I feel like the worst big sister in the world. My brother is dying and everyone is looking at me as if I hold the key to unraveling all of this.

But I have nothing but an ache in my chest that threatens to undo me.

Is there anything else I can remember? Anything else that I can recall?

There is a scar, I say and I feel stupid to say it. It used to be lighter and now it is as dark as a day old bruise. The doctor looks at me like he wants to hug me, but before I can ask, he is up and he is shouting.

A nurse comes and then another doctor a few minutes later. An endocrinologist. He examines Reggie, looks at the scar. Carefully, gingerly, he examines his gums, he looks at his knuckles and the folds of his palms. The endocrinologist nods.

There are tests and they confirm it. It is a disease with a person’s name, a disease I’ve never heard of. The more scientific name is Primary Adrenal Insufficiency, but the doctor calls it something different.

The doctor calls it Addison’s.
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In Ivy’s apartment, I cannot breathe. I don’t know when it happened but I am no longer in the chair with Ivy, my body draped over hers. I am sitting on the floor, knees pressed into my chest, arms wrapped around them. I cannot breathe.

“I have to go,” I say and I am certain it is not the first time. I wait, but nothing happens. My body will not move. I am stuck, frozen, paralyzed by the specter that has haunted me since that night.

What am I doing here? Ivy reaches a hand out and without thinking I recoil. Hurt blossoms on her face, fleeting, before she slips on the mask and her eyes go cold.

“It’s…” I start and then stop, the words die on my lips as I look into Ivy’s eyes, calm, but distant, and I realize with a sickening sensation that I don’t even know this woman. My brother is three hundred miles away and if he needs me I won’t be there. It’s all too much and finally I stand.

“I have to go,” I say and this time I feel the conviction behind the words. “Rehearsal tomorrow? The usual time?”

Ivy nods and then opens her mouth like she’s going to say something. She closes it again and I turn. My hand makes it to the doorknob before she says, “Wait” and the relief that hits me does nothing to make anything clearer. I don’t want to be here, but I don’t want her to let me go.

I turn and for the split second before my eyes find hers there is hope, but after there is none.

“Don’t forget,” she says, her voice dispassionate and measured, “that we are starting at 6 tomorrow. Our first run through is in a week and we are going to need to pad our practice time a bit to get things up to speed.”

“Of course,” I say, already turning again. I call out over my shoulder. “See you tomorrow, boss.”

I make it down the stairs, blinking my way through thick salty tears, hand shaking as I push my way into the apartment. The door closes behind me and I fall to the floor.

Before I know what I am doing, my phone is my hand, Reggie’s name on the screen. I put the phone to my ear listen to it dial, each successive ring drives a spike deeper into my heart. Something is wrong. My stomach twists, cold and slimy and I shiver even as sweat seems to pour out of every inch of my skin.

It goes to voicemail. I dial Alexis and it goes straight to voicemail too. Something is wrong. It has to be. Why is no one answering? Tyler is my last hope. I tap his name in my contact list. He answers on the second ring.

“Cass?” My name is a question full of concern. It’s not often that I call Tyler like this. In fact, I’m not sure I ever have. “Is everything okay?”

“Where is he?” I ask, and I can hear the panic in my own voice.

“Where—? Reggie? He’s right he⁠—”

“Put him on.”

There is a pause and then muffled voices in the background, followed by a crunching noise that makes me wince as Reggie fumbles the phone to his ear.

“Hello? Cass?” He sounds as concerned as Tyler. “Is everything okay?”

No, I almost say, how could anything be okay?

But I stop myself. The words feel right the moment I think them, but it doesn’t last. Hearing Reggie’s voice has made everything okay.

Relief and embarrassment flood me in equal measures, but I care only about the former.

“Yes,” I say because it is. Reggie is okay. Reggie is safe. There are many other things that are not okay, so many other ways in which I’m wondering what exactly I’m doing out here. I’ve told myself it’s for the money and that was certainly how it started.

But now? I don’t know. The money will help us, will help Reggie, but it feels like cruel irony that the only way I can give him the life he deserves is to leave him, the same way I left him with mom the very first moment I could.

“Can I go? Tyler and I were about to play Smash Bros.” The concern is still there, mixed with impatience.

I laugh and shake my head. “No,” I say, putting on my big sister voice. “Not yet.” And then, “Tell me about your day.”

And he does and the sound of my little brother’s voice brings me back to myself.
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CAN YOU FEEL THIS?
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The welt on my left knee makes it look like someone has surgically implanted a grapefruit there and the scrape on my forearm stings from the antiseptic spray Ivy doused it with. The pain has an almost calming effect, focusing me, bringing me into my body—keeping me out of my mind.

Which right now is the last place I want to be.

“Again,” Ivy calls out, her voice just a bit flatter today than I remember. I tell myself it’s my imagination, but Ivy hasn’t invited me for breakfast a single day this week.

The show is beginning to take shape, part magic and part burlesque with influences from gymnastics, tap, and ballet. The physical demands are more than I would have ever expected for a magician’s assistant, more demanding than anything I have ever done in my life. But it lets me live in my body. It lets me live somewhere other than my head.

And I feel more at home in my body than I ever have. More confident and in control, which is a good thing, because in a few short weeks, I am going to be parading around mostly naked in front of hundreds of watching eyes.

To Ivy’s credit, she was telling the truth about the nudity in the show. It’s mostly fairly tasteful, a bit playful, but nothing obscene. I am topless at several points during the routine, mostly only for a few seconds at a time as the result of a “botched” quick change.

Each time I act startled, as I spin out of the change and nearly lose my footing, and each time Ivy catches me as I fall, sometimes spinning me, other times dipping me like we are dancing. The show ends with the latter. Ivy and I in an embrace, me cradled in her arms as she dips down toward the floor, our faces stopping only inches apart, the tension building until our lips are about to touch and then⁠—

“Curtains!” Ivy’s enthusiasm is infectious the first time she lays it all out for me.

The whole thing is staged as a seduction, she explains, and as the show progresses, these two separate characters—the magician and her assistant—fall in love. At the start, our routines are almost entirely separate, or at least are supposed to look that way. We come together in happy staged accidents and as the show goes on the two acts merge into one until by the end we are working perfectly in sync.

Ivy wasn’t lying when she told me that first night that I was going to fall in love with her. I just hadn’t realized she was talking about the act.

We are working on the spins and the dips now without the quick changes. The movements need to be practiced and precise, both of us hitting our marks at exactly the right moment while making the whole thing look accidental at the same time. Otherwise, Ivy explains, it’s going to end up looking like she’s groping me.

“Is that not a good thing?” I want this to be playful, but feel my cheeks flush as I hear the words out loud. I quickly course correct. “I mean, for the audience. Isn’t that what they're coming to see—part of it, I mean?”

“People want to be titillated,” Ivy explains, “but they don’t want to feel like creeps. Sometimes it's a difficult tightrope to walk.”

Thankfully, at least for this show, the tightrope is just a metaphor.

I thought without the quick changes I could wear whatever, but Ivy quickly disabuses me of that notion. She shakes her head as I move into position, still wearing a paint stained sweater over black dance tights.

“This is going to sound like such a line,” Ivy says, smiling to herself. “But you need to lose the sweater and anything else you might have underneath it.”

I feel my ears go red. “Excuse me?”

“We need to practice this part the way we are going to perform it. In general, that’s the best approach anyway, but for this part it’s even more crucial. In that baggy getup,” she says, gesturing to my sweater, “you’re not gonna know if my hands are slightly off. I’m not going to either.”

Ivy steps toward me and her hand comes up until it’s nearly chest level. She holds it there then inclines her head toward my breasts. “Can I?”

I’m not exactly sure what she is asking, and certainly not sure if this is a good idea, but I have to force myself to pause before I nod. I don’t want her to know just how eagerly I want to say yes.

Her hand cups my right breast through the sweater. The fabric is thick and it’s certainly not the same as skin on skin, but that doesn’t mean it doesn't start me sweating.

“See,” Ivy says, hand still grasping me, “how does that feel?”

I know that good is not the answer she is looking for, but it is the first one that pops into my head. I know what she wants me to say, but with my head swimming, it is a great effort to get the words out.

“Yea, I can feel it a bit, but I see what you mean,” I say, teeth chattering like I just did a polar plunge. The truth is I don’t see what she means. Even through the fabric of the sweater, the feeling of Ivy’s hand on me is driving me wild.

She nods, apparently satisfied with the answer, and I assume that that’s it. It turns out I am very, very wrong. As her hand cups my breast, she runs her thumb over my nipple through the sweater and I see stars.

“And that?” she asks, her voice a deep and rumbly whisper. “Can’t really feel it, right?”

I nod, but I don’t know why. I can feel it, I want to scream. I can feel it in every beat of my heart, feel it on every inch of my skin. I am not sure I have ever been able to feel anything more. I’m not really sure she is correct about any of this, but a moment later she proves me wrong again.

“Now compare it to this,” she says, so matter of factly that what happens next takes my breath away.

Her other hand snakes its way under my sweater, fingers slipping over my stomach before they find my other breast and close around it. Once again her thumb swipes across my nipple. Then her index finger joins it and she takes it between the two, pinching gently as my knees buckle. I nearly fall into her as my vision goes white and a fire leaps to life between my legs.

So wrong. I was so very, very wrong. Compared to this, Ivy is 100% correct: I might as well have been feeling nothing at all.

And then the whole thing is over far, far too soon, and I remember what this is. Not the prelude to another romp with Ivy, but a demonstration. This is about the show. This is about that act. Because that’s what this is. This is all an act. I try to swallow down the desire that threatens to undo me. All I achieve is finding my own balance again, but that feels like a small victory.

I am trying not to seem as out of breath as I am when Ivy steps back and looks at me expectantly.

“Totally right,” I hiss, forcing a fake cough to try to cover me as I suck in lungfuls of air to try to calm myself.

“Ready for this?” Ivy asks, and I make the mistake of looking up into her eyes.

No, I want to scream, but also Yes, because there is half of me that is not ready for this at all and a half of me that has never been more ready for anything before.

“Yes,” I say. Not breaking eye contact until I can’t help it, I lift the sweater up, slow enough to tease, but not so slow to make it obvious.

The stage is baking under the overhead lights, but my nipples are pinched and hard, and as Ivy’s eyes roam over me, it’s impossible she doesn’t notice. Her mouth curls up on one side and I want nothing more than to push her up against the wall and kiss that smirk off her.

“Position?” she asks and at first I don’t understand.

Favorite position? Is she asking me what position I want to do…with her…or…?

“Position?” I repeat the question back the moment I realize what she meant. My cheeks tingle. “Oh, right.”

She quirks her head and smirks at me. “What did you think I meant, Cass?”

The rest of rehearsal is brutal, not in the way the other practices has been. The gymnastic and more acrobatic parts of the whole thing leave me bruised like an overripe banana. The sleight of hand and card tricks leave my mind reeling and spent, and with the card tricks, of course, there are also the paper cuts. But this is challenging in a whole different way.

Ivy’s hands are all over me. Not once or twice, but again and again and again for the better part of ninety minutes as she spins and twirls and dips me. She is strong, her hands, her arms, the muscles in her shoulders and her back that I see tense and flex and slide under her skin like a shark just below the surface. Like everything else about Ivy there is a promise of danger as heady and intoxicating as it is terrifying.

Everything is made worse (or possibly better) by the fact that for once, Ivy seems to be the one missing her mark. On only one out of every ten attempts do we manage to completely avoid the dreaded groping issue, but from the way my body is responding and the way Ivy is looking at me, I am having a very hard time remembering why we are trying to avoid this.

I am dripping, both the sweat glistening off my body, glistening off my chest (which I catch Ivy staring at on more than one occasion), and down between my legs, where the sensation has grown so intense that I can hardly walk or move or breathe without feeling like I might go off.

The final spin is the worst. It’s the most elaborate as Ivy yanks me out of a run. This is the finale and the climax of the show, more about story and spectacle than clever magic.

I am running from her, pushing past her as I change out of the assistant’s outfit. The nakedness, Ivy explains, symbolizes the casting off of what is hindering my character, a rebirth of sorts. The previous times I am topless and then clothed again represent the failed attempts by my character to become her own individual while still enthralled to the alluring and beautiful Sappho.

Over the course of the performance, she struggles to find her own identity, which culminates in the final scene of the two together, but with my character stripped of the markings of her subservient position, reborn as a full equal, wrapped in embrace with the great magician, lips hovering inches apart for the kiss that will change their lives, before the curtain falls. It’s beautiful, but sometimes the parallels make me dizzy, as though I am beginning to lose track of where the show ends and whatever is going on with Ivy and me begins.

When Ivy lays it all out for me and we start to practice it, it is clear that this woman is a genius. Magic, to me, had always been a little cheesy and little…gauche? (Is that how you use that word?) More about flash and style than substance, but with Ivy it's completely the opposite. The show is a narrative, a story, and Ivy is storyteller first and a magician second.

That’s not to say that some of the tricks aren’t dazzling. There are a few whose workings still remain a secret to me. “A girl needs a few secrets,” Ivy says to me as if she is anything but secrets, and even many of the tricks I know don’t really make sense when I watch them. I look for the artifice that I know is there, but she is too clean, too practiced and even when I know exactly how the trick works it still can’t see it happen. It still all looks quite a bit like magic.

We practice the last spin again and again, and after a while I am almost certain Ivy is doing this on purpose. By the time we are done practicing, I am fairly certain that no other person will have touched my breasts as much as this woman. Certainly none of the two months relationships that litter my past. Hell, I’m not even sure that she doesn’t have me beat. And it’s my body!

I am putty in her hands by the time we are ready to wrap up and we’ve even managed to hit the spin correctly a few times, with Ivy’s hands slipping across my upper stomach instead of grabbing two fistfuls of Cassie. But in truth, that is barely better. Once or twice her fingers brush against the waistband of my tights and I’m worried I might just melt. I’m worried that I might just do something stupid.

Which, of course, I do.

We do the final spin one more time. I get my running start, heading straight toward the same spot as Ivy as she moves to intercept me. Our bodies come together and I try to brush past her as her strong arms grip me. Her strength and my momentum conspire as she pulls me back, lifts and spins me. Her hands are perfectly placed, one sliding across my stomach even as the other slips over my hip and cups my ass.

I feel light and giddy as Ivy dips me, her lips moving dangerously close to my own. Everything is a blur, everything melds together. I do not know where Ivy’s body starts and my own ends. I don’t not know what is part of the show and what is part of real life. I don’t know what I am thinking when I crane my neck up and our lips meet.

If Ivy is surprised, she doesn’t show it. She kisses me back and the kiss is as confusing as everything else. Like so much right now it feels like two things at once. The way Ivy’s lips part and fold into mine feels gentle and tender, though very far from chaste. But the way our bodies press together, the way her hand is grabbing my ass—there is nothing gentle there, nothing tender, only passion and hunger and want.
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FOR THE SHOW
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When we finally break apart, Ivy’s face shows her surprise. I feel my own cheeks burning.

“I, uh⁠—”

“Just a part of the show?” Ivy offers, but the way she says it gives me pause.

Is this another game? Is this another out?

I want to tell her, “No.” This isn’t a game. I want to kiss her.

I’ve wanted to kiss her everyday this week that we have been practicing. And there are other things I’ve wanted, other things I want. Things that sometimes I can’t even admit to myself until I am alone in my bed and my hand slips between my legs…

“It’s a nice embellishment,” Ivy says when I don’t respond. “But I think the pause before the kiss and then having the curtain drop works better. Leave that final moment off screen, because even though we know that the assistant has found her own identity, we still don’t know exactly how her and the magician will build a life together or if they will. Can they be together without one or the other slipping into the old roles that they have spent the performance trying to shed? It all ends on a note of hope, of triumph, but part of the message is that we never know what shape that will take for another person.”

My heart is doing things that make it hard to concentrate, pounding fast and hard in my chest one moment—so loud, I’m sure Ivy must hear—and then light and fluttery the next, skipping beats until I feel dizzy. She is talking about the show. She is talking about the story.

“Of course,” Ivy says, one eyebrow moving toward her hairline, “that’s assuming it was just part of the show. I wasn’t sure exactly where you were after what happened last week with…”

She trails off and doesn’t say the name. It’s not that she knows what it means to me. Maybe she just thinks I’m jealous and hearing the name of a woman who is trying to sleep with her sent me off the deep end. I open my mouth to explain, but it’s all too much to get out. Not now. Not here.

My body is buzzing where it isn’t aching and in many places it’s doing both, like, for example, down between my legs.

“This is new to me,” I say, and I am surprised at the emotion in my voice. Every word is thick with it. “I’m not against any of it. That day in the shop…I wanted that. I want it again. I mean, my body does. But I just have to be honest: right now, I have no idea where my head is.”

Ivy’s eyes are kind and patient as she takes in my words. I decide that they are her best feature and then realize I decided that the moment I first saw her, sitting at that table outside the cafe.

Sometimes they are saucers, big and wide and friendly, like some animated creature in a Disney movie. Other times they are cold and steely, like ice. And sometimes, like they are now as they switch from kind and understanding, they are just like the amber lanterns that hang in Rabbit & Wand, burning flames, contained but with the promise of something more mysterious and maybe even dangerous—promising magic.

I can’t breathe as Ivy sinks to her knees. Before I know what is happening my pants are around my ankles, my underwear too.

“What are you doing?” My voice shakes like a leaf in a windstorm.

“Just going off your little improv at the end of the scene,” she says and those burning embers look up at me and my mouth goes dry. “I can totally understand that this is all hard to wrap your head around and I think it makes sense to pump the breaks a bit until you’ve had time to sort through things.”

There is some relief at hearing those words, but only a little, because I am not only topless now, I’m bottomless as well, and while Ivy speaks her hands are not idle. They slide their way up my inner thighs, fingers resting there, like they are a curtain she is about to pull back.

“That sounds good,” I say and those words seem completely inadequate to the situation. “But…”

“Oh this,” Ivy says as her hands begin to pull my legs apart and I can feel her breath hot against my clit. “This is just part of the show.”

“Part of the show?” The surge of arousal that goes through me at Ivy’s little game makes the room spin, which turns the constellation of overhead lights into a dizzying explosion that reminds me of fireworks. “Of course.”

Ivy nods and licks her lips. “See,” she says as she plants a kiss on the inside of my thigh, only a few inches south of her final destination, “if there is a kiss at the end then I find it hard to believe that is all there would be.” Another kiss. “The magician, overwhelmed with joy and relief that her love isn’t leaving, that even if she has to be her own person, that doesn’t mean they have to be apart, then the magician would want to show her just what that meant, just how important she was to her, just how much she worshipped her.”

“Worshipped?” I say and I feel like my chest is full to bursting.

The glint in Ivy’s eyes should come with a government warning. “I am on my knees, after all.”

She leans forward and shows me how she prays.

“Oh, Ivy.” The words slip in a whisper from my lips at the same moment hers plant a kiss on my upper thigh—but hers don’t linger there for long.

I can hear the sound of soft kisses on skin—just barely—over the sound of my own ragged breath. Ivy pauses as she plants a kiss just millimeters from the ache between my legs. Her eyes find mine, the hazel in them taking on the orange tones of a sunrise, and now my breath is no longer ragged, because that look has stolen it completely.

Her lips curl into a small smile as she leans even closer, keeping her eyes locked with mine as her tongue stretches out lazily and brushes ever so lightly against my wetness.

“Oh, Ivy,” I repeat. I throw my head back and this time the words are far more than a whisper—perhaps they are a prayer.

Whatever they are, they are followed quickly by more: words and whimpers and moans as the whole world spins around me, bright stage lights like shooting stars twirling overhead, only adding to the dizziness that steals the strength from my legs. Seeming to sense this Ivy, scoots forward, burying her face deeper between my legs as her arms wrap around me and pull me in closer, helping to support me as I call out her name again and again and again.

Like so many things about this woman, her tongue is magic. I have experienced her fingers and her hands, and just that was enough to drive me wild. But this—the for-the-show game, the setting here on stage, and Ivy kneeling between my legs as she eats me out like her mouth was made for this—is something else entirely.

I hadn’t known and never would have believed that anything could feel like this. Good, yes, but more than that. It feels casual and sensual and dirty and light and filthy and fun all at the same time. Just the thought is enough to make me dizzy to say nothing of the grand finale Ivy’s mouth is working me toward.

She pauses for a moment and looks up at me. The sight of my wetness on her lips and chin almost sends me over the edge. I can feel my chest rattling as my heart beats a frantic pace against my ribs. The sight of it is so unbelievably arousing that it takes me a moment to even remember to be disappointed that she stopped.

“What’s happening?” I ask, my voice thick with desire.

The smile that plays on Ivy’s lips makes my stomach flip.

“I think in this scene, as the magician bends to her task, the assistant should start to assert herself.”

“Assert herself?” I repeat the words back to her, as thrilled by them as I am terrified.

I’m no prude. Despite being uncomfortable at times with how freely Alexis talks about sex, I’ve never been uncomfortable with the actual thing. Talking about it? Sure. But doing it? Well, that hasn’t been something that made me nervous since I was first figuring out this whole sex thing. Until now.

In a way, it makes sense. When it was just Ivy working over my body with her skilled hands, delicate fingers, and practiced mouth, I could just let go, let the pleasure wash over me as I gave into the desire that this woman drew from me like no one ever has. But to assert myself? Suddenly, my stomach feels hot and uncomfortable.

And I realize with a start what it is: butterflies.

No one has given me butterflies since, well, maybe ever. But now Ivy, like this, is telling me to take control, to assert myself…I am terrified and exhilarated and it’s hard to know which feeling is stronger. I’ve never done anything like this, with a woman obviously, but in general. I feel myself freezing up as Ivy runs her hands over my stomach, drawing goosebumps everywhere her fingers touch.

“Put your hands in my hair,” she says and I feel the bottom drop out of my stomach. “The assistant is driven wild by the magician’s teasing.” Her voice is deep and husky and it is the hottest thing I have ever heard. “And she is no longer okay with lingering glances and stolen kisses. She isn’t quite ready for everything, but she wants to know what it feels like to grip that fiery red hair, feel it curl beneath her finger tips, as she pushes the magician’s head between her legs, holds her there as she eats and worships her pussy, until both of them can’t breathe, until both of them are gasping for air.”

I pause and take a deep breath in, smiling to myself as I watch Ivy watch me. The shimmer of lust in her eyes fills me with a newfound confidence, aided, certainly, by the filthy little scene she is describing. My fingers thread their way into her hair, feeling the soft waves of her copper locks.

A soft moan escapes her lips as my fingertips work their way into her scalp. She looks up to me, her eyes fluttering before they settle in a half-closed position, lids heavy. Her soft, pouty lips are parted, just slightly. Her kaleidoscopic eyes, so perfectly offset by her fiery red hair, fix mine and I feel my stomach flip all over again. She nods up at me as my fingers close around her hair.

“Action,” she says as I guide her back between my legs.

It’s gearing up to be a short scene as Ivy’s tongue attacks my clit furiously. Within a few swipes, my vision is already going spotty, and I am very glad this scene has no lines. I am certain they would be forgotten, and, even if not, there is no way my mouth is currently capable of anything other than the steady chant of Ivy, Ivy, oh Ivy that slips from my lips.

Once or twice, she pauses and breaks from the action, to say one simple word: “Harder.”

I don’t know what has gotten into me. It’s the kind of thing that would have made me freeze before, that would have made me self-conscious. Now, I know what to do and do it without thinking. My grip tightens in her hair, pulling not quite gently as I push her face into me. It must be what she is hoping for, because a moan comes out of her, the rumble of it sending shockwaves of pleasure through my body. And I watch, barely able to keep my eyes open, as Ivy’s hand drops between her legs.

Ivy is touching herself. Given everything else it shouldn’t feel that monumental, but it does. Because it is the first real, incontrovertible evidence that this whole thing is not one sided.

Not that I really doubted it but—Ivy is turned on by me. Turned on by this—down on her knees, practically fucking me with her tongue as I press her face down into me until she is gasping for breath. So turned on that she can’t help but moan. So turned on that she can’t help but touch herself.

And then her breathing hitches and speeds up even faster. My fingers tighten even more around her hair as I hurtle toward orgasm and try to hold on for dear life, waiting. Waiting for Ivy.

And soon I don’t have to wait any longer. She pulls back, eyes drunk with lust, mouth covered in me.

“Are you close?” It comes out as more of a whimper than a question. The lump in my throat is so thick I can only nod. The look in her eyes as I do is almost enough to make me come. “Me too. I want to come together,” she says as her hand works furiously between her legs, but she makes no move to put her mouth back to work.

“Yes,” I say, “I want you to make yourself come while you eat me out.”

I am not ready for what Ivy says next.

“Make me.”

There is no time for thought. I push her head down hard between my legs and the moan that escapes her lips is all the evidence I need that this is exactly what she wants. It’s cut short though as her mouth finds itself otherwise occupied.

In seconds, we are both coming. Ivy has already gotten me off before, but it was nothing, nothing at all like this. With her down on her knees, coming at the same time I do, I can’t help but lose myself.

Eventually, Ivy sits down on her heels, panting and out of breath. I slump to the floor next to her and the cool wood of the stage feels like a salve against my scorched and overheated body.

“That was…” I start but can’t find the words.

“Magical?” Ivy asks, her voice soft and melodic.

It’s so corny, I should laugh. But somehow right here and now it fits, and the way she asks it is so earnest that I can’t help but nod along with her even as the lights overhead continue to swirl.

“Magical,” I say the word, not quite a whisper, like I am saying it to myself, testing out how it feels, testing out what it evokes. 

As the word hangs in the air, I repeat it again, softer this time, chanting it to myself, barely louder than my breath. Magical. Magical. Magical. No matter how many times I repeat the word, all it feels is…right.

This is magical, truly, here with Ivy. It’s other things too—confusing things, terrifying things—but right now the magic of it is all I want to focus on. When I turn my head and my eyes find Ivy's, the look she gives me is enough to make my mouth go dry.

“Again?” she asks and I no longer know what she is asking.

I no longer know what this is. I no longer know if this is all just for the show.
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KEEPING IT CASUAL…OR TAKING IT SLOW?
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We have repeated that day in the shop, repeated that day on the stage. Not every day and not all the time, but it has become a regular occurrence.

Ivy’s fingers and mouth have shattered my world again and again, but she has not allowed me to return the favor. The reason for this is not exactly clear, couched as everything is in the little game that Ivy is playing, where everything is for the show.

What this approach lacks in terms of clarity, it attempts to make up for by how fucking hot the whole thing is. When Ivy, out of nowhere, pushes me up against the wall, kisses my neck and asks me if I have time for a little scene, I lose myself. Sometimes it comes after a particularly racy part of the routine when the blood is pumping for both of us and we can’t keep our hands off of each other.

But other times it comes out of nowhere. Once, after breakfast I offered to help Ivy do the dishes. As I was washing a plate, she came up behind me, her hands slipping over my hips. She whispered in my ear that in the show the magician would be so thankful to have help that she would want to make sure her helper was enjoying herself. She slipped two finger inside me and finger fucked me while I tried to concentrate on the dishes.

The orgasm that ripped through my body was so intense that it left a plate shattered in the sink. Ivy didn’t seem to care. I certainly didn’t.

When I ask about getting her off, Ivy tells me we aren’t at that part of the story yet. She tells me that first the magician would lavish her lover with attention, filling her up with a carnal pleasure she never knew she was capable of, because this wasn’t just a love story, it was also a seduction and a transformation. And each successive time the magician takes her, she learns more about herself, more about what it means to live in her body, more about what she deserves and who she is, and when she says all this I come undone, not just physically, but in all the ways a person can.

It’s like Ivy is scrambling the pieces of me that I thought were broken, reassembling them into something different and magical and strong.

But it isn’t about submission, she explains. It is about awakening and once the awakening is complete, the roles become reversed, or at least the lines become blurred, as the student becomes the teacher, as the assistant becomes the master.

Is this the story? I wonder. Or is this what she wants me to do?

When I talk to Alexis, I do my best to avoid letting any of this slip.

“Yawn,” Alexis says over the phone. “I mean this routine sounds amazing and genius or whatever and you're rich now and blah, blah, blah. When are you getting to the good stuff?”

“I’m not rich,” I say, choosing the easiest part of that to respond to.

“Whatever,” Alexis says: a verbal eyeroll. “But you’re still hooking up with your boss, right? I need the details, Cass!”

Despite the subject matter, there is something cute and endearing about Alexis’s enthusiasm for me. I have been annoyed for years at her intermittent but consistent insistence that I was into women, but with how everything has played out, I feel a bit like I have egg on my face, and maybe, just maybe, I actually like the teasing.

It feels like acceptance of this part of me that I am just now finding. Maybe Alexis really did know, maybe she was just lucky how things played out. Whatever the case, it feels somehow validating to get to talk like this, exciting even, something it never felt when Alexis would ask me about the guys I dated and then kicked to the curb.

“Not really,” I say, and I’m glad this is over the phone; I’m blushing like a teenager. “Not like before.”

There is a sharp intake of breath over the line. “That is absolutely not a no,” Alexis says, sounding as giddy as I feel. “Spill it.”

I start speaking and stop more than once, trying to figure out what to share and what not to and I feel like I’m doing a bad job at all of it. This, I realize, is because I have no practice doing this kind of thing. This, I realize, is because I’ve never had any juicy details that I wanted to share.

Over the years, Alexis has always been the one with stories of hookups and heartbreak and eventually Tyler. Any story that Alexis has gotten out of me has been at gunpoint. But now there is a lightness in my chest as I start to explain because finally I want to share—not everything, not by a long shot—but I share enough that by the end the phone line is practically crackling with Alexis’s excitement.

“Oh my god, for the show,” she repeats, and I wonder if that particular phrase I should have left out. “And it's your boss and it’s a girl! Like I’ve been saying for years. I’m so fucking happy for you and also furious. I will never forgive you. We never had our threesome.”

“Gross,” I say and Alexis huffs.

“Rude,” Alexis says, and then, “Exactly how gorgeous is this little magician of yours that the thought of me makes you say gross?”

Alexis has always had the kind of easy confidence that would have made me hate her if she wasn’t such a good person.

“Gross is because you're my best friend and basically my sister, not because, you know.” My newfound comfort talking about sex with Alexis has evaporated quickly, which, in fairness, I should have expected.

“Oh, but I don’t know, Cass,” she says. “What do you mean?”

The way she asks this makes it very clear that she knows exactly what I mean. This is a fishing expedition and Alexis is captaining the boat.

“You know you’re hot, Alexis,” I say, hoping that the world weariness in my voice is just the right level of exaggeration.

“I mean obviously,” she says, her voice oddly somber, “but after the baby and, you know, it’s just Tyler and… I guess it’s nice to know I still got it, even when it comes to the ladies who like ladies.”

“Well you do and can we please never talk about this again?”

“I can make no promises,” she deadpans and I can’t help but crack a smile.

“Of course you can’t.” She wouldn’t be Alexis if she could.

“So is she, like, your girlfriend?” Alexis asks, her voice bubbly and girlish. It’s infectious.

“We haven’t really put a label on it,” I say, and groan inwardly—that makes it sound so high school. “We are just taking it slow, you know? Keeping it casual.”

Alexis, never one to miss anything, jumps in immediately, “Keeping it casual or taking it slow, girl?” she tsks. “Those are very different things.”

I can’t say that she’s wrong, but that doesn’t really help pin down which one applies to us. ‘For the show’ makes it seem casual: sex and role play and distance between what we do and who we are—characters playing out the scene. But when Ivy talks about awakening and what comes next, those lines become so very blurred, like this is all just the thinnest pretense imaginable over what is happening, while she waits for me to get more comfortable with things. You know, taking it slow.

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly and the lightness in my chest is gone. My next breath is just a little harder to get in and then out than the one that came before it.

“I think Reggie’s really missing you,” Alexis says, changing the subject and the tone of the conversation all at once, for which I am eternally grateful. “I was thinking of bringing him out this weekend. Don’t worry. I know you only have one extra bedroom. I got a hotel room already. If that sounds good I’ll get the tickets booked tomorrow.”

My first reaction is that this is amazing. I miss Reggie terribly, and, of course, Alexis too. My second reaction is whiplash and confusion. It seems so sudden, so out of nowhere. She has Tyler. She has Annabel. I ask her about this and she brushes my concerns aside.

“Tyler will be fine with her for the weekend. It’s only a few days. I haven’t had a moment to myself since the baby came. A weekend away will help me recharge. Plus, you get to see Reggie.”

It’s hard to argue with her logic, especially when I want this so badly. Still, something nags at me.

“Are you sure everything’s okay, Lex?”

“Of course,” she says and she sounds far away, like the receiver has been put down and Alexis has walked to the other side of the room. “I just need a break.”
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WRAPPED UP IN IVY
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The next two days are a blur. Waiting for Reggie and Alexis to arrive makes it feel like the last few days of school before summer vacation and it is almost impossible to concentrate on anything else. The morning of their arrival, Ivy, in the politest way possible, makes it clear she’s had enough.

“You are not here even a little bit, are you?” she says after I botch a card trick for the tenth time in a row. Worse, I don’t even notice it until Ivy stops, eyebrows raised.

“What?”

Her eyes look down at the dozen or so playing cards littered about my feet.

“Oh,” I say and feel my cheeks go warm.

Ivy shakes her head, but there is a smile on her lips. “It’s fine. Apart from these last two days, you’ve been incredible.”

“Excuse me,” I say with a laugh as Ivy’s arms wrap around me and pull me in. For the show, I think to myself because I have to.

Because otherwise this feels too much like something else. Because otherwise this feels like something real.

Are we keeping it casual or taking it slow? It’s a simple question, so the answer should be simple too, shouldn’t it? I could ask her. I could talk to her. But every time I open my mouth to do it, I close it again, swallow my words, and each time I sink a little deeper into this confusing and wonderful dream.

Ivy’s lips are on mine and my mind goes blank.

The warmth that spreads from her to me is like lounging in a big comfy chair in the afternoon sun, soft and comforting and glorious. I want to fall into her, wrap myself up in her, not just while her hands or her mouth are doing their magic, but afterwards too. I want to fold our bodies into one another, to fall asleep wrapped all up in Ivy.

But that can’t happen, because this is all just part of the show.

“So tell me about this friend of yours that you are so excited about that you can’t even concentrate when I’m trying to make out with you,” Ivy says and I realize I’m not kissing her back.

“I’m sorry,” I say and I am, but my mind is certainly elsewhere. “It’s not you.”

Ivy glances down at herself with a confident smirk. “Oh, I know that,” she says and she winks and I could have sworn that I had something to say just a moment ago and now my mind is the stark white of a fresh sheet of paper.

“Sorry, what did you ask me?”

Ivy’s smile makes my pulse quicken. “Let’s grab a beer,” she says. “Practice is over for today.”

I head back to my apartment with plans to meet Ivy in ten. It takes me only five or so to change into something more comfortable and then my impatience gets the better of me.

When I knock on Ivy’s door, five minutes early, there is no answer.

I wait for another minute before I decide to come back later, but just as I turn to leave, the door opens. Only not the door I’m standing in front of. Instead, it’s the door up the six steps to the my left, the one to the apartment that is just for storage, the one that nobody lives in.

“Ivy?”

She looks as surprised to see me as I am to see her. “Cass, everything okay?”

“Umm yea, I just wanted to grab that beer—” I pause, taking in the scene. Ivy is shifting uncomfortably on the stairs, two empty plates balanced in one hand, two glasses stacked and then tucked into the crook of her arm. She looks more than a little perturbed to be running into me like this, but my curiosity gets the better of me.

“What were you doing up there?” It’s a question I have no right to ask, but Ivy’s face is a mask.

“Cleaning,” she says, her voice as flat and monotone as I’ve ever heard it.

“With pancakes and orange juice?” I ask, noticing the tell-tale residue on the dishes she is carrying.

“Yep,” she pipes, before quickly changing the subject. “How about you grab a shower and meet me back up here in fifteen minutes? I’m gonna grab a quick shower myself.”

She doesn’t really wait for an answer before she pushes past me and into her apartment, managing to do so without shifting the dishes in her arms at all, a feat which is a testament to her balance and hand-eye coordination. If I had tired similarly, we would be busy picking up a thousand and one pieces of crockery out from the wooden slats right now.

“See you down there,” I call after her as the door slams in my face.

What the hell was that?
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Soon enough, I’m back at Ivy’s apartment, showered and composed, and the awkwardness from earlier is gone like it never even happened.

She pulls two beers from the fridge, opens them and hands one to me.

“Cheers,” she says as we clink glasses and settle into the oversized Sherpa chair together, Ivy in the seat and me draped over one of the arms, which itself is large enough and comfy enough to almost be another seat.

We are about as close as we can be without any part of our bodies touching, another boundary that continues to blur. There was a time when I would sit on the couch across from her when we would hang out here, but at some point that switched. We sit on the same furniture. At least we do when she doesn’t have me pressed up against the wall…

“So this friend…” Ivy brings the conversation back to what she thinks is distracting me.

It’s odd: for all the time we’ve spent together, we’ve talked so very little about our lives outside of all this. I open my mouth to begin and am struck again by how comfortable I am with this woman and how very little I know about her. There is something dangerous in that, but there is something exciting too. Ever since Reggie got sick I have not been able to stand uncertainty, but somehow I can tolerate this…more than in fact.

“She’s incredible” I say and the words feel awkward coming out of my mouth. It’s strange to feel this tongue tied in front of someone whose tongue I know almost better than my own. I bury that thought. “We met in college. Freshman year hallmates. She hated her roommate and I hated mine so we commiserated and we’ve been besties ever since.”

“And this is the same one who contacted me?” Ivy asks, her tone neutral, though I know she knows the answer.

“Yes, that was Alexis,” I say. “She means well, but she can be a bit…much sometimes.” I have a sudden stab of panic and I have to ask, “She hasn’t done that again, right? I mean, contacted you? I told her not to. I was very stern.”

Ivy’s laugh is like music and I almost don’t want to hear what she will say next. I want that laugh to linger.

“No,” she says, “no more attempts to get us into bed together, though I guess it’s a little late for late.” Ivy’s eyes find mine and there is a challenge in them.

My mouth is full of marbles as I glance away, blushing. “But yea she’s great. And she’s bringing my little brother. He’s my world.”

My thumb is worrying at the label of the bottle and I still can’t meet Ivy’s eyes. Somehow, talking about this is far, far more intimate than having Ivy’s tongue between my legs.

“And this girl is the same girl who has been convinced you were into girls for like a decade?”

My cheeks go even hotter and I nod. Ivy’s hand lifts my chin until our eyes meet. I swallow hard enough it makes an audible gulp.

“She must really know you,” Ivy says playfully. “Do I have something to be worried about?”

“No,” I say too quickly. “I mean, of course not.”

“And she feels the same way?” Ivy’s voice sounds different, like something is leaking through the lightness in her tone, muddying it. “I mean this girl has been convinced you were into girls and has told you that for years. You sure she wasn’t hinting at anything?”

“Alexis? She’s married. She just had a baby. There’s always her jokes about the threesome, but they’re just jokes.”

“I’m sorry,” Ivy says, eyebrows dancing. “The threesome? Not just ‘a’ threesome, but the threesome?”

You could fry an egg on my cheeks with a side of crispy bacon.

“She was a bit of a wild child in college, but those days are behind her. There’s nothing there.”

“So no threesome?” Ivy says with a laugh as I shake my head. “I understand her disappointment.”

“Don’t get any ideas, missy,” I say, stabbing the neck of the bottle in her direction. “She’s married and she’s basically my sister. Either I’m enough on my own or I’m not, that’s the deal. Otherwise, this relationship isn’t going to work.”

“Relationship?” Ivy’s voice lilts and I want to crawl into a hole as I realize what I’ve said.

“The relationship for the show, I mean.” The words sound even worse out loud than they did in my head. I panic as I try to back pedal. “I didn’t mean that we were in a relationship. We haven’t really talked about any of this stuff and I know it’s just about the show and⁠—”

“Cass?” Ivy tries to cut in. My mouth keeps moving, though I’m not sure what I’m saying makes much sense. “Cass,” she says more forcefully this time and I go silent. My heart is pounding loud enough that I want to lean in so that I can better hear what she is about to say. “I like you.”

“Right, and I like this job too and I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize it,” I say.

I can do this. I can be the cool girl, carefree. It’s casual or we’re taking it slow or something in between and it doesn't matter, because I’m not going to be uptight.

“No, Cassie.” The way my full first name rolls off her tongue makes me want to kiss her. “I like you. It’s not just part of the show.”

“You like me?” My voice is high and girlish and I can hear the hitch in it. I sound like a highschool girl who just found out her crush has a crush on her—which I guess isn’t far off.

Ivy rolls her eyes. “No, Cass, I don’t like you. Me eating you out twice a day is just part of the benefits package.”

“Pretty nice benefits,” I say and my eyes can’t help but go to Ivy’s chest. I look away as soon as I realize.

Ivy laughs. “Don’t worry,” she says as she stands up from her seat, to get another beer I assume, and wanders back behind the chair. She throws her arms around my shoulders and plants a kiss on the top of my head. “I have enough to deal just with you. You are, after all, quite the handful. Two handfuls in fact.”

“Oh,” I say, the syllable slipping from my lips at the same time Ivy’s hands slide under the neckline of my shirt. I’m not wearing a bra and when she runs a thumb across my nipple, I nearly choke on my mouthful of beer. “Should we talk more about this, though? About what this is? I mean, I thought this was all just for the show.”

Ivy scoffs and in the moment the flimsiness of that pretense seems obvious. “I knew this—know this—is all new to you. And I saw how much even seeing a woman you thought I had had something with affected you. I wanted to give you some space to explore it, one that maybe had a bit of plausible deniability baked in.”

Ivy pulls back enough that I can turn my neck and look up at her face, more than a little uncomfortably. I can’t help but notice that her hands do not follow her head in making distance from my body: they are still right where she put them and that is making this conversation a thousand times harder to focus on.

“What woman?” I ask a moment before I realize what she means. I brace for the name that I know is coming, the one that was the real reason for my reaction last time. But that had been a surprise, had caught me off guard; this time I know what is coming.

“Ms. Andrews,” Ivy says, lips pursed. “Come on, you practically freaked out when you thought I was sleeping with Addison⁠—”

I can’t help the sharp exhale that sounds like a hissing teapot. Ivy stops mid sentence.

“Okay, like that right there.” Ivy’s brow is furrowed now. “Are we going to talk about that reaction? I understand being a little uncertain about this thing and being a little…insecure about where you stand since we haven’t really talked about it much, but I’m a little worried. Like if you are getting such strong feelings that this kind of jealousy happens just when I mention another woman’s name…I like you, Cass, but I’ve done the jealous girlfriend routine before.” She pauses and her face clouds over, before she shakes her head and continues. “I’m not gonna do it again. No matter how much I like you.”

The pang in my chest feels like panic, but I’ve done enough of that already and I force myself to take a deep breath, and then another. By the fifth one, magically, I am feeling like the world isn’t ending and after what I just heard and what Ivy and are discussing—that feels like a major victory.

“No,” I say and at first I pause, completely uncertain how to explain this. “I’m not jealous. That’s not what that was. I mean, okay—yes, I was a little jealous when I thought that buttoned up little hottie was like your former MILF lover who had schooled you in the way of sapphic love or whatever—but I can deal with that, erm, could deal with that, like if it were true—which its not and you told me that and obviously I believe you. I’m just saying even thinking about you with her, and I’m not thinking about her and you like that⁠—”

“Cass?” Ivy is looking at me like I have two heads, which, honestly, would be less embarrassing than whatever the hell that was. So much for calming breaths helping me sort through my thoughts. I might feel a lot better, but parts of my brain that control speech have not gotten the memo. “Are you good?”

I take another breath to collect my thoughts and then I try again. “I was a little jealous when I thought there might be something between you and…Addison.” My voice hitches as I say the name, but I push through and pride wells up in my chest. I can do this. “But I promise you my reaction was roughly 0.01% about that and 99.99% about something else entirely. And I’m happy to explain that. If you are interested and me being a complete mess doesn’t totally turn you off.”

Ivy takes a second to think this over, but while she does her hands keep working, and by the time she speaks again I have half forgotten what I even said. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. I find complete messes incredibly sexy. Now, I’d love to hear more, but…how much time do we have? Because there is something else I kind of want to do first.”

“Shit,” I hiss. A quick glance at my watch tells me that I’m already late. “I have to go. I mean, to go pick them up. Lost track of time.”

“Hmm,” Ivy makes a small noise in her throat, so close to my ear that it fills my world. “Did something distract you?”

To drive her point home, her finger brushes over my nipple one last time before her hands withdraw. I can’t help the disappointed moan that echoes in my throat.

“Fuck. Okay, I really need to go. I have already almost forgotten what I need to do six different times in the last thirty seconds. You are far, far too distracting.”

She plants a kiss on my cheek and draws her lips across my skin to my ear. “If you say so. We will just have to pick this up later.”

“Right,” I say, even though I’m not even sure what I am agreeing to, not entirely. Only half of my brain is currently available for conscious and intelligent thought. The other half—well, the other half is more than a little preoccupied. I shake away the incredible distracting thoughts about Ivy that are threatening to derail my focus. “I’ll have Reggie later and with Alexis here—I’m not sure if we will find a good time this weekend and⁠—”

Ivy places a single finger on my lips and my mouth stops working.

“Relax,” she says, still draped across my back, her lips still brushing against my ear. “I’m a patient woman. Besides…I promise it will be worth the wait.”

“Meet you for a late lunch at Calypsos? I know Alexis is dying to meet you.”

Ivy smiles. “Text me the details. I guess I’d better show my face and lay down the law with this little threesome wanting friend of yours.”

I can feel the flush in my cheeks at the teasing tone in Ivy’s voice. I pause to take her in and she rolls her eyes.

“You can check me out later. You need to get a move on!”

Reluctantly—oh so very reluctantly—I do.
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CALYPSOS
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Imeet Reggie and Alexis at baggage claim. Alexis can barely contain her excitement, while Reggie is doing his best to look too-cool for the whole thing, but once or twice he has to force away a smile, and I know he’s not quite as miserable as he wants to appear.

“Ready for a fun weekend with your big sis?” I ask, as I take a bag from each of them. Alexis tries to protest, but I shut that down with a look that says, “You just had a freaking baby and you’ve been watching my brother for weeks and even though I could never repay you for that, the very least you could let me do is carry one measly little bag.”

Or…something like that.

Reggie groans. “Tyler was going to take me to the zoo.”

“That’s not until next weekend, Reg,” Alexis cuts in.

Reggie turns to her and—oh my, if looks could kill. “She doesn’t know that.”

I can’t contain my laughter. “So, what is this? Your attempt to guilt me into buying you even more presents every time we see each other?”

Reggie’s silence is the only confession I need.

“We’re meeting Ivy for lunch,” I say, turning to Alexis, whose eyebrows start to move before I’ve even finished the sentence.

“Oh, really?” she says with a conspiratorial grin. “That’s good. Perfect in fact. After our last conversation, I have a few questions for this girlfriend of yours.”

My cheeks are burning as I grip Alexi’s wrist, not hard, but not exactly gently either. “She’s not…I don’t have a girlfriend.”

Alexis is very far from convinced. She turns to my brother. “What do you think? Is Ivy your sister’s girlfriend?”

Oh god, not in front of my brother. Not really because I still haven’t come to terms with my own sexuality. Am I bisexual, a lesbian? Am I attracted to other women or was this just something I felt for Ivy? And definitely not because Ivy happens to be a woman.

No, I would have been just as mortified if this was about one of the guys I’d dated in years past. The embarrassment of discussing relationships or anything adjacent with the people who knew me best, who could see past defenses and walls—it left me feeling exposed and more than a little vulnerable.

“I don’t know, Cass,” Reggie says and somehow this is even worse than I feared. “Sounds like this might be a classic case of emotional avoidance.”

“Do you even know what that means?” I ask, cheeks no doubt beet red by this point.

Reggie looks down at his shoes. “I heard Tyler say it the other day.”

“I’ll take that as a no,” I say, turning my attention back to Alexis as our ride pulls up to the curb.

Reggie hops in as Alexis and I stash the bags in the trunk. By the time we are in the car, Reggie is deep in conversation with the driver and appears to have gotten half his life story already.

I shoot Alexis a look and she is beaming all the while Reggie continues, oblivious to the joy we are both getting at watching him shoot the breeze like a middle aged dad, saying things like “Crazy weather, we’ve been having, huh?” or “Traffic is out of hand nowadays. They need to finally build that connection to the expressway, but you know city hall.”

It’s too much and I have to bury my face in my hands to stop from laughing. What fucking expressway?

“Did Tyler get him a soulless cliche day calendar?”

“Coffee table book,” Alexis deadpans. “Since he drinks coffee now too.”

She adds, “Just kidding!” when she sees my eyes go wide “Don’t worry. We don’t feed him anything you wouldn’t. And we help him manage his medicine, make sure he checks it and all that, but honestly, Cass, he mostly manages himself. He’s becoming a little person. It’s incredible to watch.”

The lightness of the moment mixes with something more somber at her words. That pang returns, the feeling of being pulled in two places at once. There are so many balls in the air: here and there, Vegas and LA, me and Ivy.

Normally, it would be my worst nightmare. But for the moment, looking at two of the most important people in my life, on our way to see Ivy, and the whole thing feels manageable. At least for a moment. The pull feels just a little less intense and for now I’ll take it.

We arrive at my apartment and there is no sign of Ivy. Part of me is relieved, wanting a moment to get Reggie situated before diving into introductions. I know Alexis will want to play 20 questions and I am already dreading that, but it is Ivy meeting Reggie that really has my nerves on edge. For me, it’s just a completely different thing.

We make it to Calypso’s, and Ivy, according to her text, is waiting in the back, where they have outdoor seating that overlooks a small square with a cheap imitation of the fountain at Caesars, which is itself a not-so-cheap imitation of the Trevi Fountain in Rome.

I turn to Reggie and Alexis, stopping them before we head in. “Both of you on your best behavior, got it?”

It’s hard to tell who looks more put upon by my possibly overbearing approach: Reggie or Alexis. Any displeasure my younger brother has with the situation vanishes the instant we enter and his eyes light up. Alexis raises one eyebrow and a smile plays across her lips.

Neither reaction is surprising because Calypso’s is…odd to say the least. The front entrance isn’t an entrance at all; the door swings inward—which honestly seems like it should be against some sort of code and probably is—directly into the bar space. The distance between the arc the door travels and the closest high top can be measured in inches.

I’ve been in here only twice, both times with Ivy, but I have seen at least a half-dozen different door related mishaps—always patrons knocking into each other. The waitstaff, or at least those not run out on their first day by the madness of it all, seem to have a sixth sense about the door and always manage to divert themselves at the last minute to keep from spilling plates of Calypso’s “World Famous Apricot Chili” all across the horrendous carpeted floor (surely another code violation!).

Which is good, because that carpeting is already so stained and encrusted with decades of spilled food and drink, that it is quite impossible to tell what the original color might have been.

And the bar area is probably the most normal part of the whole thing. Through the bar is a lounge type area, which is sunken into the floor, reachable only by navigating a single too-high step that is just another in a long list of health and safety violations that give this place its charm.

The lounge area has a half dozen mismatched sofas, sectionals, and recliners, half of which look like they belong in a smoke filled back room where old white guys are deciding how best to take away women’s healthcare, while the other half look like they belong in the kind of retirement home that gets featured in a damning expose in the local news.

It is glorious. Pure and unadulterated Vegas oddity, which extends to the colorful cast of characters that seem to be part of the ever changing and yet always familiar tapestry of this place and this city.

But what really draws Reggie’s eyes are the bank of vintage arcade games that line the back wall, next to an oddly placed formica countertop that would be appropriate in someone’s five decades out of date kitchen, but doesn't belong in an establishment involved in the professional preparation and service of food.

“Can I?” Reggie turns and asks me.

“Do you need quarters?” I ask and the way his face flushes it’s clear this is such a dumb question, like oh my god.

“It says free.” Reggie rolls his eyes in the direction of a big wooden sign with the words FREE GAMES carved in what you might generously call a rustic fashion.

“Have at it, little one,” Alexis says and before I have a chance to butt in, Reggie is off.

I turn to Alexis, feeling the ever so slight tug of irritation at her answering for me.

“Oh, stop it,” Alexis waves away my concerns with the flourish of her perfectly manicured nails. “I want to grill this girlfriend of yours and some of my questions are not going to be appropriate for a twelve year old.”

I don’t even try to contain the low groan that rattles in my throat. “She’s not my girlfriend.”

“Sorry, you’re right,” Alexis says, agreeing far too quickly and raising suspicions that are confirmed a moment later. “Not just your girlfriend. She’s also your boss.” Alexis shakes her head, while she wags a finger and tsks. “Such a naughty girl. I’ve never been prouder.”

“Ugh, Lex, please. I know you love this stuff but Ivy is⁠—”

Alexis holds up a hand. “Don’t tell me. I want to appraise this temptress for myself. Make no mistake,” she says—drawing an eye roll from me, because who talks that way?—”I thoroughly, thoroughly approve of how inappropriate this whole thing is. I really never thought you had it in you, or rather never thought you’d have your sexy female boss in you.”

My cheeks are hot and I open my mouth, but Alexis—true to form—barrels forward.

“But I still worry about you and you aren’t always the best at protecting yourself in these situations.”

These situations? As if fooling around with a mysterious, charming, and absolutely stacked female magician who happens to be half a decade younger than me and apparently fabulously successful, in addition to being my boss, is the kind of thing I do often.

I know Alexis means well, but sometimes, like right now, it can be a bit much.

“Lex, please, just be like 10% less insane just for this afternoon. I really want⁠—”

There is more to say but my words are cut short when I catch sight of Ivy sauntering toward us. In truth, she is probably just walking, but anymore it is impossible for me to see the way she moves through the world as anything but a seduction staged especially for me.

Her red hair falls in perfect waves until it brushes the bare skin exposed by her off-the-shoulder sweater, itself a pale green that sets off the green and hazel in her eyes. The smile she wears is dazzling and I can feel my throat tighten.

Alexis turns to see what has caught my attention and her head snaps back to me a moment later, her eyes alive with glee. “Holy shit,” she mouths and my cheeks are burning.

Alexis’s eyebrows are conducting a synchronized dance up and down her forehead. I ignore her and push past as Ivy’s arms open to pull me into a hug.

I’m a bit taken aback and nearly punch Ivy in the stomach with my outstretched arm as I reach out my hand to shake hers. She rolls her body out of the way and the blow is only glancing, but it’s enough that she almost loses her balance and in my panic I grab her—too hard, too erratically—and she tips into my arms. I can feel all the eyes in the place turn to me.

“I’m so sorry,” I blurt out and more than my cheeks must be red now.

Alexis is trying not to crack up as she takes in the scene, casting a very knowing—or perhaps teasingly judging look—our way. It takes me a moment to realize that my hands have followed the muscle memory they have been building in recent days: one is gripping Ivy’s ass and the other is gently cupping her right breast. I jump away from her so quickly, she nearly topples again, but manages to keep herself balanced.

“No worries,” Ivy says, her laugh high and musical. “This is the best friend after all, no? I’m sure she’s familiar with how you can get just the teensiest bit flustered.”

Ivy and Alexis share a conspiratorial glance and the combination of embarrassment and pure giddiness at seeing these two women—the two most important women in my life—get along like this is dizzying.

“I don’t get flustered,” I say, clearly flustered.

They share the look again, as Alexis’s arm links itself with Ivy’s and the two of them start walking toward the door to the outside seating area. Alexis leans her head in and whispers loud enough so that she is sure I can hear it.

“She’s always been like this,” she looks back at me and winks. “Especially around pretty girls.”

I follow after protesting, but not really, feeling light and drunk on something that I’ve never felt before in a relationship. Not happiness. I’ve been happy, at least somewhat, with people I’ve dated in the past, even if they may have never been the reason for it.

Not contentment—Ivy drives me so wild and wakes something in me so intense and so new that contentment feels a far way off. But this…excitement? This giddy, heady feeling like I’m a middle schooler with a crush and that crush likes me back—this is something I’ve never experienced.

Everything seems a little brighter, a little lighter. For a moment, seeing the two of them already getting along like old friends, the pull of feeling like I need to be in two places is nowhere to be found.

But some moments aren’t made to last.
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YOU CAN’T JUST ASK PEOPLE IF THEY ARE GHOSTS
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We take our seats at the table and order drinks when the waitress comes by—a grizzled, white-haired woman named Flo, straight out of central casting for a diner waitress. Somewhat out of place here at Calypso’s, but honestly what isn’t?

Reggie runs out a few minutes later to tell me that he got a high score on Donkey Kong, even higher than the record he holds at the top spot at Jiggy’s. He clams up when he sees Ivy, who smiles at him and offers him her hand in introduction.

He eyes her suspiciously, before he turns to me. “Is this your girlfriend?”

“Oh, I’m not—” Ivy starts and stops.

“She’s not—” I do the same.

The grin on Alexis’s face is unbearable. “Oh, you two are as adorable as you are infuriating.”

“Nice to meet you,” Reggie says, taking Ivy’s hand and giving it a perfunctory shake. He’s clearly far less interested in our non-answers to the question than Alexis is and quickly changes the subject. “Can I have some of the pizza?”

I furrow my brow, about to ask for clarification when Ivy blurts out, “Oh god no, don’t eat that.”

All eyes turn to her as she explains how every once in a while on the outdated countertop in the back by the arcade machines, two pizzas will appear.

“I’ve seen it dozens of times, but I’ve never seen anyone put them there.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, genuinely confused by this piece of previously unknown Calypsos lore.

“Okay,” she says, biting her lip. “I’m going to sound crazy, but every so often two pizzas just kind of show up on the counter back there. There’s no door or passage behind the counter; someone would have to cross the whole open lounge area carrying them, and I’ve never seen it. No one else has either. I’ve asked a few of the servers and they all go quiet when I do. And Calypsos doesn’t even serve pizza. Never has. Again, I asked.”

It’s hard to tell exactly how much kernel of truth there is in the yarn Ivy is spinning. She’s certainly never been dishonest with me, but I’ve learned she is a naturally gifted storyteller, always knowing what tone to use, when to talk quiet or loud, when to speed up and when to draw things out, pausing in just the right places to heighten the tension.

She also knows when a story needs a little…punching up, when a bit of embellishment takes a good story and makes it great. Or at least, in this case, knows how to make a story odd enough to make it memorable.

“So they’re like ghost pizzas?” Alexis asks, emphasizing the word ghost and shooting me a look like this is some inside joke—only I have no idea what she is talking about.

“Sure?” Ivy says, quirking her head in my direction. I shrug. “I like to think of them more as magic pizzas, but magic pizzas that you definitely shouldn’t eat.”

Reggie looks crestfallen for all of fifteen seconds, before Ivy tells him that the chicken fingers are excellent here and that she will order him some when the waitress comes if he wants to go back to his game. From the look on his face, you would have thought she offered him a million dollars.

He turns to me before he zips away. “Cass, your girlfriend is pretty cool. Try not to mess it up.”

I’m too shocked to be offended, and when Ivy has to stifle a laugh, I can’t help but break into a grin.

The moment Reggie is gone, however, the glint in Alexis’s eye turns almost predatory.

“Okay, down to business.” Her tone is still light, but something lurks beneath it.

She pulls an impossibly large three-ring binder from her purse, and I wonder which of them is actually the magician.

On the front cover in Alexis’s painstaking hand are the words The Sapphic Inquisition and she glances over at me with a smile that lets me know she thinks this is just the funniest thing in the world—and maybe it would be, if it really was just a joke, but I remember what Alexis said earlier and I feel my stomach dip.

“So,” Alexis says, turning an intense gaze toward Ivy, “are you a ghost?”

“Excuse me?” Ivy’s brows knit together. “I’m not the one making the pizza.”

“Lex, you can’t just ask people if they’re ghosts!” I have no idea where she is going with this but the oddity of it throws me off balance.

Alexis shrugs. “I must have missed that lesson in etiquette class.”

“You never went to etiquette class,” I say.

“Exactly,” Alexis comes back with. “So how was I supposed to know you can’t ask people if they’re ghosts?” She shifts her attention back to Ivy. “So, are you?”

“I don’t understand.” Ivy is wearing a forced smile.

“Lex, what the fuck?” There is heat behind my words that feels out of place. I never get angry with Alexis. Never.

“I was doing some googling on The Great Sappho,” Alexis says as Ivy shifts uncomfortably in her seat, her smile wilting into a thin flat line as her lips press together.

I feel dread in the pit of my stomach, though for a moment I can’t quite understand why. I glance between the two of them before my eyes settle on Ivy and it dawns on me: until this moment I have never seen Ivy uncomfortable.

I’ve seen Ivy the mysterious magician who makes me lose myself with her touch, and I’ve seen casual, cute Ivy in her apartment making pancakes or sprawled in her oversized lounge chair. I’ve seen the cool, calm, and collected Ivy as she pours over spreadsheets or reviews our practice schedule. Ivy the teacher, who corrects my mistakes promptly but kindly and makes me feel like I am capable of so much more than I have come to believe.

But never—not once—have I seen Ivy anything other than completely comfortable, even when she’s awkward or uncertain it's not at all like this.

“Lex.” My voice is a plea now, but she doesn’t acquiesce.

“From what I can find there used to be a very famous underground magician, beautiful, a visionary they say, with a real penchant for the ladies, called The Great Sappho and that was⁠—”

“Lex, what are you doing?” I try to cut in.

“—back in 1965.”

The last words land like a soggy newspaper on concrete. What?

Ivy’s lips are pressed together so tightly they have gone white. I open my mouth as Alexis starts speaking, but I close it again, drawn in against my will by whatever it is that Alexis has uncovered. I mean…1965?

“Then she disappears,” Alexis says with a snap of her fingers. “Thin air and all that. No trace…until 1985. Big involvement in the gay community in Vegas, fierce defender during the height of the AIDS crisis. And then…vanishes again in ‘91 only to reappear five years later, vanish again two years after that, and then—” Alexis pauses for dramatic effect, looking far, far too satisfied with herself. “There’s you.”

“Me?” Ivy repeats the word back as a question, shifting her weight back and forth as she rocks in her seat. “None of that is untrue, but no, I’m not a ghost.”

“So?” Alexis leans in toward Ivy who seems to shrink back—ever so slightly—from the motion. Again, this is something I’ve never seen and can barely believe I’m seeing. Ivy on her back foot. Ivy retreating. Ivy anything other than completely in control of the situation.

“So what?” Ivy asks, again repeating Alexis’s words back to her. This time, though, there is heat behind them.

“So, I’m gonna need an explanation of what the fuck is going on, if I’m going to let you keep defiling my best friend—your employee by the way.”

What the fuck? I have been mortified this whole time, thinking that Alexis was just being her usually overbearing and overeager self, but her tone now matches Ivy’s, barely restrained anger bubbling under the surface.

Ivy scoffs. Again, something new. “Who you were trying to get me into bed with from the word go. Don’t think I didn’t pick up what you were putting down in those texts, Lex.”

“Guys, please.” I can hear the shake in my voice, feel the pressure behind my eyes.

What the fuck is happening? Just moments ago I felt happy and light and now—there is nothing but a heavy, heavy dread pressing down on me with such force I can hardly breathe.

Ivy looks at me and then back to Alexis. She shakes her head. “I should go,” she says and I feel something crack open inside me. “Let you two girls catch up. Plus, I have a meeting with Addison.”

She is looking at me when she says that name, her expression blank enough that I can’t tell if there is more behind it. Alexis starts to stand, but my hand shoots out and grabs her wrist.

“No,” I say, my voice little more than a hoarse whisper. By the time I turn back to Ivy, she is gone.

“What the fuck was that?” Alexis is practically shouting now. “A few questions and she gets all sensitive. And what the fuck was that comment about Addison, was she⁠—”

“No,” I shake my head. “She doesn’t know about Reggie. Not really. There really is an Addison. I think she just thinks I’m jealous and she was pissed and⁠—”

“So, she just threw it in your face? Fuck that. Unfortunately for her, I know where she lives and⁠—”

“Just stop, Lex. For fuck’s sake, just stop.”

Alexis looks like she’s been slapped. “Are you really taking her side? After how she acted over a few stupid questions? After what she said?”

I hate this, feeling like I have to choose between them when honestly I’m not happy with what either of them have done. And that is what I say to Alexis, “I think you both need to grow up, Lex. I’m gonna find her. Can you take Reggie for ice cream or something and I’ll meet you back at the apartment?”

I don’t wait for an answer as I stand up and head out after Ivy.
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Ivy is not at Rabbit & Wand, or if she is, the door is locked. I have a key to get in the back entrance, through the theater, but something stops me. If Ivy is in there and the front door is locked, then my guess is she doesn’t want to be disturbed. The urge to push past that doubt, to barge in on her and clear this all up, is almost overwhelming.

But to clear up what exactly? The uncertainty there is what stops me.

Am I looking to apologize for Alexis, to try to explain away my friend’s overbearing line of questioning? There is part of me that wants that, but that is not the only part there is. Another part, perhaps the bigger part, wants to know what the fuck Alexis was talking about, wants to know why Ivy reacted the way she did. And that is why I stop, because what I really want to know, put simply, is Ivy: who she is really.

I mean, I know her—in some ways—quite well. I know what her laugh sounds like and what makes her smile. I know which color shirts make her eyes look green and which ones make them look hazel, and best of all I know which ones make them both colors at once.

I know her touch, the way her skin feels against mine, the way her lips fold into mine like they were made for it. I know her passion for what she does, how good she is at it, how absolutely fucking brilliant she is.

I know that on Tuesdays she likes to make waffles and Thursdays are for pancakes. I know that she makes me feel like I can do anything but also that I don’t have to, like I am capable of more than I could ever imagine but that my worth is not tied to my accomplishments, like it is tied to more than what I do or how I look, or the number on the scale.

But, in truth, I don’t know Ivy at all. Ivy is almost all I know. Does she have siblings? Does she have parents? Is she a fucking ghost?

I am more than a little confident that the answer to the last is a resounding No. But rejecting that hypothesis doesn’t exactly suggest another. It doesn’t really make anything all that much clearer.

For the show. She said she likes me. She told me that just this morning, her hands busy doing things that made me shudder. But what does that mean? How much is that worth? I am still kept at arm's length, still made to play the role.

She has said it’s about giving me time to come to terms with all this—the job, our burgeoning relationship, my newfound, or at least newly recognized, sexuality. But if I don’t know Ivy then what do I really know? How do I know I can trust someone that I don’t know at all?

I get a message from Alexis.

ALEXIS - 2:47 P.M.


Sorry about earlier, but I’m just looking out for you. I’ll make it up to you. You’ll thank me later. Took Reggie for ice cream. See you back at my apartment?




You’ll thank me later. Whatever calm I have managed to find since storming off abandons me as I read those words. Never just a real apology. Always the insistence that she knows best, knows more than me.

This is hardly the first time that Alexis’s busybody personality has grated on me, but it’s never felt quite this intense. Because Alexis has never seemed this unreasonable. Usually, she knows when to pump the brakes, to back off when she can tell that things are getting to me.

At the end of the day, despite herself, Alexis usually makes me feel like she actually trusts me, like she’s just trying to help, but maybe going a bit too far. It doesn’t feel like that right now.

The thought of returning back and dealing with Alexis is far from appealing, but after circling the block for the dozenth time, searching for Ivy’s face in the throngs of people, and checking the front door of the shop only to find it locked yet again, I am forced to admit that I don’t have a better idea.

In fact, it’s more likely that this ends up being a two birds with one stone situation—after all Ivy is probably back at the apartment—which might end up being ideal: I’m not one for murder but the thought of killing both of them has crossed my mind more than once during my sweat soaked searched. Why oh why is this place so warm this early in the season? Utter bullshit.

I am busy typing a response to Alexis—one that is just icy enough to get the point across and just restrained enough to give me deniability—when I run directly into another person. You might imagine that as a trained and professional actress with experience on stage and on screen, with a background in gymnastics and ballet, that I might manage to some modicum of grace in situations like this. You might imagine that, but you’d be very, very wrong.

The noise I make is halfway between a squeal and a shout, like someone startled a baritone mouse. What my body does is not less embarrassing. I reach for my phone with one hand and feel white hot pain lance up my arm as my fingers connect with soft flesh and bend backwards. I hear the huff of air as I knock the wind out of whomever it is I just punched in the stomach.

I’d be racing to apologize if I wasn’t also falling. My legs slip out from under me and soon are far more horizontal to the ground than would be ideal. I land flat on my back and find myself staring up at an unpleasant and familiar face.

“Allison,” I say, because two can play the whole intentionally wrong name game, “fancy running into you here.”

Literally.

Addison—my sort-of girlfriend’s bitchy, sort-of business manager who’s trying to sleep with her—stands over me, bent at the waist. And the expression on her face? There’s nothing resting about it. It’s all bitch.

She is dressed the same as before: dark colors and clean lines, a pantsuit that says power and purpose, and maybe even don’t fuck with me. I feel a stab of jealousy at the way her chest looks as she heaves and works to catch her breath. I can only imagine what I look like after tumbling to the ground, but I’ve just punched her in the stomach and she still looks like…well, like that. I know what Ivy has told me, but it’s hard not to do some comparison shopping here on her behalf, which of course leaves me wondering what Ivy could possibly be thinking. Why me and not her?

Then my blood goes cold and I wonder if that is even true. Ivy is a magician, a performer. In other words, she’s a professional liar, which—okay fair, I am too—hadn’t seemed like a problem before. But after Alexis’s little reveal, things that once felt safe and trustworthy and comfortable have become something new and foreign. Soft edges cut away and now everything is sharp. Everything is dangerous.

Ivy could be sleeping with Addison for all I know. Could be married. Ivy could be anyone and doing anything and…

“Your Ivy’s latest pet, no?” Addison says. She wears a pair of glasses that just scream fashion-statement-not-medical-necessity and she slides them down her nose so she can peer over them and down at me.

She offers me a hand up. I consider it for a moment before taking it. The moment her hand clasps mine, she yanks me to my feet so hard I hear my shoulder pop. The pain makes my eyes sting, but a quick check tells me it isn’t dislocated.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, but of course it’s a silly question. Here is just a random sidewalk one block off the Strip. It’s nowhere special or specific. It’s just a place with people and one of them is Addison.

“Excuse me?” she asks.

“Just, I thought you and Ivy had a meeting. That’s what she said.” I am kicking myself the moment the words are out of my mouth. I sound like a little girl, voice high and unsteady, and the smirk that spreads across Addison’s face makes my stomach twist in knots.

“Oh, I find that Ivy always prefers to finish rather quickly during our meetings. It’s almost like she can’t help herself.”

There are too many fucking teeth in her mouth and I try to focus on that rather than the words that she has just said. It’s not true—the implication I mean. So obviously not true. And yet…how do I really know that?

Addison seems to notice my discomfort and at first I think she is taking pity on me.

“Don’t worry. I didn’t fuck your little girlfriend, at least not in the way you’re worried about.” She pauses and the smile seems to stretch even further until I am convinced her head is going to split into two separate and distinct halves. “That’s not to say I didn’t have her over a barrel.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” It seems that I have found my footing. For good measure, I jab a finger into Addison’s shoulder. “This little ice queen routine is honestly fucking pathetic. I know you wanted to get in Ivy’s pants, despite the fact that she works with you and is so much younger than you and⁠—”

The amused lift of Addison’s eyebrow stops me in my tracks.

“Yes, I’m sure you are quite angry that I tried that move, seeing as how you were planning the very same thing yourself. Women like us don’t like competition.”

Women like us? I have a few years on Ivy. That’s true, but Addison has another decade and half at least on me and their business relationship is different than ours. The situation is completely different. I bite at the inside of my cheek until I taste copper. It is different, isn’t it?

“I am nothing like you,” I say, pushing the words out past the swelling in my throat, which threatens to choke me.

“Who are you trying to convince?” Addison asks, her tone playful and joyless at the same time. “Me or yourself?”

“I’m—” I start and then stop. There is no point to this. Whatever she means, whoever she is, she is just trying to push my buttons. I have enough to deal with to figure out what the fuck is going on with Ivy and with Alexis and I honestly do not care what this woman thinks. “Forget it. Have a good one.”

I push past her in the direction of home, by which I mean the apartment. If I wasn’t in a rush to get away from Addison, that realization might have made me stop in my tracks. Home. The apartment.

Alexis and Reggie are there now and I could pretend that that is why it feels like home. I could pretend, but I know that it’s a lie. I am gnawing at my lip when Addison calls after me. The words make my heart skip a beat and my blood run cold.

“You are just like me,” she calls. “There’s been more than one Great Sappho, and plenty of assistants along the way.”

It takes everything in me not to turn around. I keep walking, never looking back, even as the tears come down my cheeks.
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The explosions and gunshots coming from inside tell me that Reggie is already home.

“Goddamnit Alexis,” I curse as I fumble with my keys, putting the key in the wrong way and then reversing it until I realize I had it right the first time.

Inside, my eyes land on the TV—where did that come from?—showing a chaotic battle between armored men, or maybe robots, armed with impossibly large guns. They jump and roll and blast each other with rockets and grenades and streaks of bright blue light that I assume are lasers. Later, Reggie will patiently explain (in a way that makes it clear I’m embarrassing him) that it’s actually plasma—whatever the hell that is.

I wheel toward the couch, ready to unload on Alexis for buying Reggie a game that is too mature for him. What I see is surprising enough to trigger a forced reboot of my mental state. I stare in blank amazement for a few seconds before everything comes back online.

My anger is gone. Now, I am simply confused.

“Ivy?”

She barely glances away from the screen, her hands still glued to the controller, her long and nimble fingers moving with the easy grace of long practice. Fingers whose dexterity and skill I am only too familiar wi—Down girl! Now is not the time.

“Cass!” Reggie yells in frustration. “Stop distracting her. We almost beat the level.”

Of course. How stupid of me.

Ivy gives me a small smirk even as her eyes snap back to the TV. From what very little I can understand, they seem to be winning, though the motivation for the alien genocide currently being enacted on screen is unclear to me. I know better than to ask if I don’t want to be on the receiving end of one of Reggie’s well meaning but ultimately patronizing monologues about why the Grongloks or whoever are actually a grave threat to all life on earth and he is the only one who can save the world and banish this cosmic menace once and for all, pew, pew, pew, insert stock sci-fi plot line here, etc. etc. Pew, pew, pew!

Three minutes later the alien mothership comes crashing down to what I assume is earth, which I congratulate them on.

“Oh my god, Cass, it’s not earth! It’s the aliens' homeworld, Skreezak 7”.

Okay, Reggie doesn’t exactly say that, but in another more important way he basically does. No offense to him, or apparently to Ivy, who seems to delight in Reggie’s corrections and even jumps in with her own, much to my eternal embarrassment and chagrin.

They reach the end of the level, or maybe the game. I definitely don’t ask which—I’m sure it’s soooo obvious to everyone but me. But it appears to be a stopping point, because the controllers are placed down and both of them turn to look at me.

“What’s up?” Ivy asks, as though this whole situation is normal.

Before I can come up with a response, though, Reggie cuts in.

“Cass, your new girlfriend is the coolest. She has the newest Playstation and so many cool games. She even has StarDefenders 4: Curse of the Xarblargs.”

“I can see that,” I say, inclining my head toward the screen.

Ivy and Reggie share a look for a moment before they both burst out laughing. Ivy’s laughter is somewhat more restrained so I look to her for confirmation.

“I take it that’s not StarMan 4: Case of Zebugs.” And Ivy shakes her head as they both laugh harder.

“You want to pick out the next game?” Ivy asks my little brother after she seems to have decided I’ve been tortured enough. “I need to chat with my new girlfriend about something upstairs for a minute.”

Her eyebrows wiggle mischievously and despite everything that happens I feel my cheeks heat as my stomach does a flip. It’s attraction, strong and unmistakable, but tinged with anger. I was ready to confront Alexis, ready later to confront Ivy. But now the deck has been shuffled and there has been more than a bit of misdirection.

I barely wait for the door to close before I pounce.

“What the fuck, Ivy?”

The sweet smile on her vanishes and she recoils back like she’s been slapped. I feel something twist in my stomach. Goddammit Alexis. This anger is misplaced, at least partially, and I know that but things feel unstable now.

“Okay,” she says, her voice a flat and displeased monotone that I’ve never heard before. “Want to try that again?”

“Where is Alexis? And why are you watching my brother? God, she’s so fucking irresponsible. So lost in her own world. And why didn’t you text me that she left my brother at the apartment? Just another one of your secrets? Another bit of sleight of hand? All part of the fucking show, right? He’s my brother. Not yours. He’s my responsibility.”

The words are spilling out and I cannot stop them. This is about Alexis and my frustration with her, but it’s about Ivy too and Reggie and how the day’s events have just made it so fucking clear what a fantasy I have been living in. I don’t know this girl. And Alexis may be my best friend, but Reggie is my responsibility—no one is going to watch out for him the way that I do and it is well past time I realized that.

For a while, I thought that maybe there was a way to blend these two worlds, that maybe there was a way to have the career that I’ve always wanted making art that speaks to people, but the facts have been clear for years now and it’s time that I faced them.

I’m a washed up never-was who would kill to even be a has-been. And no one is coming to save us, me and my little brother, whose body is ready to betray him at any moment, who is only alive because of the little white tablet he takes first thing when he wakes up and last thing before he goes to bed.

“Cass,” Ivy says, hurt and anger filtering through her attempts to make her voice neutral. “She’s upstairs, getting a shower.”

“Oh let me guess, getting started on the threesome that you two both seem so keen on?”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I know that they are a huge mistake. What had been a joke curdles in an instant, goes rotten and poisonous and the air between us is heavy with it. I feel the tears building behind my eyes and I turn toward the stairs.

“The two of you with your secrets and your decisions that don’t take me into consideration at all. Is there room for me at all in this life you two are constructing for me?”

Ivy’s hand reaches out and finds my wrist. “Cass, it’s not like that.”

“Whatever, I’m going to go talk to her.”

I move toward the stairs, but Ivy doesn’t let go. “Just wait. I talked to her. After I got back from meeting with Addison and⁠—”

I wrench my arm out of Ivy’s grip. It’s all too much. I need to talk to Alexis. I barrel up the stairs, not waiting to see what Ivy does or whether she is following me.

Inside Ivy’s apartment, I find Alexis. She is collapsed into the same lounge chair that is Ivy’s favorite. Another scene where the two halves of my life collide. All I can feel is the vertigo.

Nothing is helped by the fact that my phone buzzes at exactly that moment with a text from Ivy.

Ivy 3:17 P.M.


Headed to the shop to grab a few papers. Should be back in five or ten minutes. Let me know if you want to talk. I left enough video games to keep Reggie occupied for a few days, but you still might want to check on him. Seemed upset that we “got into a lovers quarrel” [image: face with tears of joy]




I really wasn’t trying to meddle or scheme. Just ask Alexis.




Alexis snaps to attention, her arms and legs which had been splayed at all angles suddenly draw into her, plastering themselves to her sides, to one another, as they assume rigid right angles and straight lines.

She wears a sheepish smile that I am all too familiar with, one that is usually equal parts frustrating and endearing. It’s her sorry-but-not-really-sorry face, the one she wears whenever one of her little plans goes awry. It’s the face that signals I am supposed to forgive her, supposed to realize that she means well and has my best interests at heart, etc. etc.

But not today.

“You meddle,” I spit, bile rising in my throat like poison. I feel like I might choke. “It’s what you do and I used to think you did it because you cared about me, but now I realize you do it because you're bored. You do it because you can, because Alexis knows best. Little miss mom with all the answers.”

“Cass, no,” she pleads. “It’s not like that⁠—”

I gear up for the killing blow, the thing I’ll say that I won’t be able to take back, but there is something in her voice, some note of sadness so profound it makes my chest ache. I’ve never heard Alexis sound this way.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, my voice already breaking. “What happened?”

Her face crumbles and thick crocodile tears pool in her eyes. They roll silently down her cheeks as her chest shakes. “I-i-i,” she tries to get it out even as the sobs overtake her. She wipes her sleeve across her face, snot and tears cling to it. “I can’t,” she says finally and once again I’m falling.

“What?” My voice is panicked, my anger a distant memory.

“With Annabel,” she says, weeping now, great big ugly cries that shake her whole body. “There were…complications. I can’t have any more kids.”

The last word is barely a whisper.

“Oh, Lex.” My anger is forgotten as I swoop in and wrap my arms around her so tightly I half-worry I might crack a rib, but I can’t do anything else as she buries her face in my shoulder and continues to sob.

“I promised her,” she says, her voice muffled by the fabric of my shirt, which is now covered in sweat and snot and tears.

“Promised who?”

“Annabel,” she says, and I feel my heart breaking all over again. “When she was still inside me, the first promise I ever made—that we were going to give her a brother and a little baby sister, that there was going to be a family, that she wasn’t going to be alone.”

“Lex, you couldn’t have known,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say. “And she’s not alone. She has you and she has Tyler. And she has me and Reggie. Hell, the kid adores her, so she basically already has a brother. And I don’t know about a little sister, but I know she has me, so there: big brother and big sister.”

Alexis lifts her head off my shoulder. “You mean it?”

“Of course, I mean it.” I reach for the box of tissues on the coffee table and hand it to her. “I love you so much Lex, but I only have so many nice blouses to wear for lunch.”

She seems to notice the snot stain on my shirt now and the sobs begin again.

“It’s a shirt,” I say, running my hand over her hair, smoothing it, brushing it away where it has fallen into her face. “Just a joke and apparently not a very good one.”

She takes a tissue and blows and suddenly there is an elephant in the room. It seems impossible that sound came out of this little woman. Both of us go wide eyed and despite everything, we can’t help but burst into laughter.

“Well,” Alexis says after we have managed to catch our breaths, “that was super embarrassing.”

“You know more than a few secrets of mine,” I say conspiratorially. “I think I can keep this one for you.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“I don’t think anyone means to make a noise like that,” I tease, though I know she means something different.

Alexis shakes her head as seriousness settles into her expression once again. “I didn’t mean to meddle.” I want to cut in right now and take back everything I said, but something in Alexis’s face stops me. She has something she needs to say. “I know sometimes I annoy you with my teasing and sometimes my innuendos are a little too on the nose. And I’m sorry if I messed things up with Ivy, but ever since the baby came I’m terrified of losing you. I’ve always been the fun one, carefree and spontaneous. And there’s still some of that, but the Annabel and everything that happened has thrown me for a fucking loop.”

She blows out another trumpet blast; this time neither of us laugh.

“But I don’t feel carefree anymore,” she says, her voice thick and hoarse. “And I don’t feel spontaneous. I feel weak and scared and everything seems so fragile. I am so worried that I am going to let her down. And Tyler…” Her voice breaks for a moment and whatever is going to come next is swallowed up by a sob.

“Did he fucking do something?” I feel my protective instincts kick into overdrive. “If he fucking said something I will ring his admittedly muscular little neck!”

“It’s worse than that,” she says and I am already mentally plotting his murder. “He’s been fucking perfect about the entire thing, like the more I fall apart the more put together he is. Like the more I panic, the calmer he is. Some days he changes every diaper. Some nights he handles the baby, no matter how many times she wakes up, just so that I can get some sleep. He’s the perfect father and I’m just me. It’s not fair to him. It’s not fair to her.”

I am crying now too, tears streaming in silent rivulets down my face.

I smooth her hair as I murmur in her ear. “Shush with that nonsense. You are an incredible person, first and foremost. Tyler and Annabel are lucky to have you and what’s more: both of them know it. They would be the first to tell you that and the first to chastise you for talking down to yourself like that.”

Alexis laughs, nearly choking on her own mucus, which only makes us both laugh more. “So gross,” she says, wiping away tears and snot with her tissue. “But Annabel can’t talk yet, so I’m not sure how much I can trust what you’re telling me.”

“These are extreme circumstances,” I deadpan, “I’m sure she could be convinced to make an exception.”

Alexis presses herself against me even as my arm tugs her closer, like she is burrowing into me. I am struck by memories from college—the heartbreaks and the failed exams and the stress of finding jobs, the stress of finding ourselves.

How many times have we found ourselves in this position, one of us comforting the other, or both, telling ourselves that everything was going to be okay?

And, you know what? It is okay, or, at least, it has been, more or less. Not because of what has happened, which has so very often not been okay, but because of this. Because we have had each other.

“I’m not trying to mess things up with Ivy. No one knows better than me just how much you deserve someone. I just got worried that she was leading you on or maybe it was that you were going to fall for her and end up out here and then I wouldn’t have you anymore. I was so worried that not only couldn’t I give Annabel the family that I promised her, but that she was going to lose part of the family she has.”

My heart breaks all over again hearing this. There are words to be said, lots of them probably but for some reason it feels like they can wait. I pull Alexis closer to me, smooth the hair away from her eyes, and tuck it back behind her right ear.

“It’s okay,” I murmur and watch some of the tension leave my best friend’s shoulders, which is good, but doesn’t quite assuage my guilt. “I’m not going to let that happen.”

“I talked with Ivy,” Alexis says, breaking the calm silence that had descended between us. I feel a small flare of anger, a leftover from earlier. Just a small one though. “I know. I shouldn’t have, but after what I did earlier, it just made sense. In for a penny in for a pound.”

She pauses after this, studying me guiltily, as though she’s waiting for me to accuse her of meddling again—an accusation which would have some merit to it—but I just give her a small little smile and a squeeze of her hand. Petty complaints seem a lot less important than they did a few minutes ago.

“Like obviously I shouldn’t have led with the whole ghost thing, but I wanted to know, for you, of course, but, okay, also for me too. Can you blame a girl for being curious?”

Alexis continues to explain in her aggravatingly endearing way how I couldn’t just expect her not to do a little bit of digging into my mysterious lesbian magician girlfriend who was also my boss/sugar momma. Alexis’s eyebrows raise in a dangerous challenge when I start to protest this point and I close my mouth. Some battles are best left unfought—especially the ones you know you are going to lose.

How did I miss this?

I have little time to ponder that question. A moment later I hear a muffled shout from downstairs, followed by footsteps pounding up the stairs. The door opens with such force it slams into the back wall, shaking the walls hard enough to make a framed picture of the Vegas strip slip off its hook and crash to the ground.

The panic in Ivy’s face is not about the picture.

“Reggie,” she says, breathless. “He’s not downstairs. Is he with you guys?”

I am up and out the door, but somehow not before Alexis. It makes little sense, given the position we were in: her curled up in the couch with me hanging off the arm, more or less over her—but despite what Alexis thinks, she’s an incredible mother, an incredible person, and it looks like all that muscle memory is ready in an instant to spring into action.

“Okay, let’s pause for a minute and take stock,” Alexis says, her voice far more even-keeled than I could possibly imagine being right now.

I am ready to scream, to sprint, to call every local news station within a two hour radius. Reggie should be on milk cartons by now. The National Guard needs to be out, sweeping up and down the streets, a door to door search. A manhunt.

Now, words are just popping into my head. Serious words that would be in a movie where the president’s kid goes missing and some steely eyed secret service agent who will stop at nothing must rescue them from the clutches of⁠—

“Cass?” Alexis passes her hand across my face for what I assume is not the first time. The look of worry on her face is the same as the look on Ivy’s, and that makes me worry all over again. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” I force the words out, surprising myself with how steady they sound—far different than how I feel right now.

I listen as Alexis gets the story from Ivy first once and then again, slowly this time, stopping her a dozen times, asking her to repeat or to go back to the beginning, until, finally, she seems to have gotten all the information she needs.

“He almost certainly just wandered off,” Alexis says, her voice so calm I feel myself infected by it. “Now, Cass, I know you are panicking and going to worst case scenarios, but he probably just wanted to go back to Calypsos or to some store he saw around the corner. Was there any place he mentioned? Or any place around here he might have seen? A game store or a movie theater or…?”

“The shop,” I say, already moving and brushing past Alexis in the direction of the one place I think Reggie might go. “He went to the shop.”

“Cass,” Ivy says, her voice soft. “I was just there. I don’t think he went there.”

“Maybe you missed him,” I say, hating how harsh my voice sounds. “You went a different way, or he, I don’t know, did something. Or…I have to check.”

I stifle a cry, as the weight of the moment crushes me to the ground.

We decide to split up. I’ll check the store. Ivy will hang back here, outside the apartments in case he shows back up here. Alexis will head to Calypsos, checking any likely stores on the way.

It would be so easy to have someone to blame right now and to have that someone be anyone other than me. Someone like the last person he was with. Someone like Ivy.

I push that thought away with a sigh. It might feel good for a moment to give into that anger, but that’s about all it would be good for. Not to mention the fact that it’s not really Ivy’s fault. I didn’t ask her to watch Reggie and she didn’t offer. She told me when and where she was going and where Reggie was. I could have gone down to check on him, made sure I didn’t leave him out of my sight for even a minute, but I didn’t.

I didn’t because he was just downstairs, because I have spent every day since his diagnosis learning how not to smother him. As much as it pains me to admit it, Reggie is almost a teenager and he deserves his independence. Hell back home, he often walked on his own to school or Alexis’s place.

I want to tell myself that I could have done something, but I know it’s a lie. Well, not exactly a lie. I could have done something, many things probably, starting with locking Reggie in his bedroom the moment I learned about his sickness and not letting him out until he was eighteen. But…I didn’t.

Because Reggie didn’t deserve that—doesn’t deserve that. Things were already unfair between our parents and his sickness. He didn’t need an overbearing sister making it even harder to just be a kid, making it even harder to be able to be normal, even just sometimes. And that was the right decision, despite how much anxiety it gave me. It was the right decision, but it came with risks.

Risks like this.

My feet carry me unconsciously to my destination, my eyes having never looked up from my phone where I tap out messages to Alexis and Tyler—who Alexis has quickly recruited to the search effort. Both are busy calling stores in the area, checking in with police stations and hospitals. It may be a bit soon to raise a five alarm fire for a kid who just wandered off, but with Reggie the situation is doubly bad.

It’s bad in the first place for all the reasons that an unaccompanied minor, alone and possibly lost in an unfamiliar city, is bad. Even ignoring the sensational stuff (kidnapping, murder, etc.), there’s always the possibility of injury and the guarantee of stress. And those are two things that don’t go well together with Reggie. He has medicine, but its dosage is not an exact science. His body sometimes needs more when he’s stressed, or if he gets sick or hurt.

That is where the real concern lies. If he doesn’t have his medicine when he needs it, things can go bad quickly, especially in stressful or unfamiliar situations. They can go bad the way they did that very first night, when Reggie ended up in the emergency room. We’ve avoided a repeat of anything that bad, but there have been more than a few close calls. But the key is in avoiding them, because eventually that luck will run out.

My phone vibrates again in my left hand at the very same moment my right reaches out for the door to Rabbit & Wand. I don’t even need to look to know. The dread that fills me is overwhelming.

The text is from Alexis. It looks like my luck is all out.
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There were more words in the text message but the only one I can remember is hospital.

I move in a trance, getting into a rideshare that I don’t remember ordering but whose driver knows my name. Fears of my own kidnapping are quite far from my mind and I get in. The hospital is only a mile away, but traffic is snarled on Las Vegas Boulevard and it takes far longer than it should. To make things even better, either I’ve lost service or Alexis has, because suddenly none of my texts are going through.

I force myself to breathe, slow and steady in through my nose and then out through my mouth, or sometimes the reverse, sometimes I even let my breath quicken until I am nearly hyperventilating. The point isn’t to get control of my breath—not really. The point is to be in control of anything.

Anything at all.

Because right now I feel about as helpless and out of control as I ever have. And not just about the current medical emergency. It’s things with Alexis and things with Ivy too.

The new revelations that Alexis can’t have anymore kids and the realization that even though I don’t know Ivy half as well as I would like, I do know her, in a manner of speaking, and what I know I like, really and truly. I’m sure she’s not a ghost, but that doesn’t mean I have answers. No answers about Ivy or about anything.

My life is collapsing around me as Walter pulls to a screeching halt in front of the ER at South Oasis Medical Center.

“Good luck with your brother,” he says, turning to me even as I am already climbing out of the cab.

“Thanks, Walt,” I call back just before the door closes.

I don’t remember speaking a word during the trip, but somehow he knows about Reggie. Somehow I know his name, and that he has two kids, and that he recently retired and is working as a rideshare driver to “stay active” and “meet interesting people.” It’s quite strange how the brain works in times of stress; I’ve managed to have an entire conversation that I have no conscious memory of.

Standing in front of the doors to the ER in the sweltering heat, I pause for the first time since…well, since Alexis told me that Reggie was missing. Each moment since has been a frenetic panic, constant motion, but now my feet will not move.

I look down, half expecting to see my feet encased in blocks of concrete or perhaps glued to the floor by an improbably strong and cartoonish wad of gum. All I see are my beat up white tennis shoes. There is nothing stopping me. Nothing physical. Still my feet do not move.

“Cassie!”

In my current state, it takes me a moment to place the voice. I turn from the waist up, my feet still plastered to the ground. The sight of Ivy makes something leap in my chest. I watch silently as she reaches out and places her fingers tentatively on my forearm. Her eyes search mine, imploring. Her brow furrows in concern.

“Cass, I’m so sorry, I should have stayed and I—” Ivy pauses as her eyes go wide. She has finished assessing my current state in the middle of her sentence and what she has found is apparently enough to stop her in her tracks. “Are you okay?”

My mouth opens and then closes again. The only sound that escapes is like a strangled whine. She reaches up and swipes her thumbs across my cheeks, brushing away tears I hadn’t even known were falling. She waits for an answer for only a moment, before her expression changes from soft and searching to firm and commanding. She nods.

“You are okay,” she says, her voice impossibly kind and firm at the same time. “You are. Everything is hitting all at once and you just need a minute. Look at me.” My eyes have trouble focusing as I blink away the tears. Ivy leans into me, standing on her tiptoes and pulls me down toward her so that she can rest her forehead against mine. “I’m going to count to three. We are both going to take a few deep breaths and then we are going to go in there.”

My own hands rise up, sliding over the soft fabric of Ivy’s tank top. It rides up a bit where it meets the dark black denim of her jeans. My fingers instinctively find their way there, feeling the smoothness of her skin. There is nothing sexual about it. This is about comfort and closeness.

“One…”

I take a deep breath in and let it out. My vision seems to focus just a bit more as I blink away the last of my tears. For now at least, no new ones rush to take their place.

“Two…”

Another breath. My hands grip Ivy’s hips tighter and pull them into me, our foreheads still pressed together. I can smell Ivy. I can feel the warmth of her breath on my face. Fiery red hair brushes against my face as she shifts her mouth to my cheek and plants a kiss there.

“Three…” She does the same on my other cheek and then we both take in one more breath and let it out.

Ivy pulls back, her hands moving up my back and then over my shoulders, sliding down my arms until my hands have no choice but to fold into hers.

“Ready?” she asks, looking at me like she already knows the answer.

And she’s right. She does.
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Alexis is already there.

She bolts out of the chair at the side of the bed and moves toward me, arms outstretched.

“It’s okay,” she says, pulling me into a hug even as my arms hang limp at my side. “He’s okay. Everything is okay.”

Alexis’s words are little more than background noise as I study Reggie over her shoulder. He looks smaller, younger somehow. His skin is sunken and a bit pale, but he doesn’t look like he’s on death's door or anything. I breathe in and breathe out, relief flooding me.

Alexis’s arms drop and I slip past her, stopping at Reggie’s bedside. Up close he looks both worse and better.

Worse because I can see all the wires and the leads and the tubes (okay there aren’t actually any tubes but still) that connect to him all over his body, pumping him full of drugs and fluids, monitoring his heartbeat and blood pressure and his pulse-ox. It makes him look part machine.

Better because I can see the strong, full breaths that he takes. The way his chest rises and falls. If I ignore the pallor, ignore the setting and the wires and the machines, I can almost pretend that he is just sleeping. I can almost pretend that this is normal.

Alexis explains what happened but I am only half-listening, unable to tear my eyes from Reggie. He heard me and Ivy fighting on the stairs and this was after what had happened earlier at the restaurant. Ivy came back and told Reggie she was heading to the shop.

“He went to get her flowers, Cass,” Alexis says, inclining her head in the direction of a small bouquet that I hadn’t noticed. It sits in a large clear plastic cup filled with water. “From you.”

I feel a tightening in my chest at that news. Of course, he did. Of course, Reggie is that thoughtful, that amazing, and—as a twelve year old boy on the precipice of puberty—that fucking stupid.

“Did he take his medicine with him?” Despite the scenario I can’t help but shift directly into what Alexis calls my Mom-mode. It’s a term I’ve never liked very much, given my complicated—actually scratch that, not complicated, just shitty—relationship with my own mother. “How did he pay for them? He doesn’t have any money.”

At least not that I know of. It takes me a few more of these perfunctory questions (Alexis calls it nagging) before I ask the obvious one.

“So what the fuck actually happened?”

“Electric scooter,” Alexis says and she gestures to Reggie’s right leg, where I can see the outline of a wound dressing under the thin white hospital sheet. “Apparently some asshole tried to go around him and clipped him. Right in the shin. Eighteen-stitches. Decent amount of blood. Plus the stress of travel and being in a new place and the heat. Then the fight and…”

Alexis trails off. There’s no need to explain more. The guilt of it all settles heavy in my stomach. Sure, this is the kind of thing that can happen. It is a risk and I’ve always known that, but when all the proximate causes are laid out like that, it’s hard not feel like I’m staring at a sea of fingers and all of them are pointing in my direction.

Reggie’s body doesn’t make cortisol—the stress hormone. But apparently it also does things besides just trigger your flight or flight instinct when some asshole cuts you off on the Golden State Parkway. It also helps to regulate your mood, your fluid levels, blood pressure, etc. Without it, a lot of things stop working well and eventually it all comes crashing down at once, leading to this—an Addisonian crisis.

Reggie has a medical alert bracelet that highlights his condition along with his doctor’s contact information, his current medication schedule, and basic guidelines for recognizing and treating a crisis. There’s a decent chance that that saved his life. Without knowing about his diagnosis, he could have just as easily ended up in a repeat situation of the first night I rushed him to hospital. It could have just as easily ended up worse.

Because of me.

“We will give you some time,” Alexis says from behind me and I glance back, my eyes finding hers and nodding.

I look at Ivy whose expression is a question. I nod and her shoulders relax. She follows Alexis out of the room and I am left alone with Reggie, the only noise is the soft hum of the machines and the sound of his breath.

I collapse into the chair next to the bed and feel the weight of the last hour crash down on me. Adrenaline recedes now, leaving me nauseous and exhausted, ready to laugh and cry at the drop of the hat. I am utterly and completely spent. My hand reaches out and finds Reggie’s, cool but not cold to the touch, and suddenly my body lets go. Tension melts away, replaced by utter exhaustion. My eyes slip closed, just for a moment. Just for…a little while.
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“Cass?”

Reggie’s voice wakes me. The grin on his face is sheepish and he scratches at the back of his neck with his free hand. The other is still clasped in mine. He clears his throat.

“Sorry,” I let go of his hand, which he shakes a few times as if it’s gone numb.

For a moment he doesn’t say anything. His gaze shifts from me back down to his hands and then makes a circuit of the room. I can see the unease in his face as he takes in his surroundings. Despite how much time he has spent in medical settings, I can always tell just how uncomfortable they make him.

“Don’t worry about it,” he says, the words raspy in his throat. “I’m okay.”

We sit for a moment in a silence that is not entirely comfortable. He is okay and the relief that that brings me is almost impossible to put into words. I open my mouth to say as much, to tell him that he is okay, that he will always be okay, and that I won’t let anything happen to him. Ever.

My mouth closes again, silently.

I want to say those words, but I can’t, because I know they are a lie, or at least they are a promise I don’t know if I can keep. I can try. I can do my best to keep him safe, to keep him healthy, but I can’t promise it.

There is always the risk that something like this happens. There is always the risk that one day it will turn out worse. We can manage things: medicines, routines, emergency plans, but all that can do is tilt the deck in our favor. All it takes is one bad break, one unexpected card on the river and the whole thing goes bust.

I chew on my lip, trying to come up with something to say, some bit of comfort that will help Reggie and be true at the same time. It feels like an impossible needle to thread, like pulling it off would be its own magic trick.

“Are you okay?”

Reggie’s question feels like a bucket of cold water. My eyes snap to his. They are kind and open, truly concerned for me. My heart breaks, not a little and not in one place, but completely and everywhere.

I can feel the thickness in my throat a moment before I can feel the pressure behind my eyes. I push my thumbs into my sockets, willing away the tears, before I let my hands fall onto the bed and fold them into my brother’s.

“No,” I croak out, my voice thick with emotion. “No I’m fucking not.” His eyes go wide, a  small nervous laugh escapes his lips. He’s heard me curse before, but only rarely. “I’m fucking terrified, Reggie.”

This is very much not what I should be saying. It’s entirely unfair to him. He is the one sitting in a hospital bed. He’s the one who is only twelve. I know I need to pull myself together, but feeling his faint pulse where our hands meet threatens to undo me—a reminder of exactly how fragile this is, of what exactly is at stake.

“It’s okay, Cass,” Reggie says, his voice somehow deeper.

I’m sure it’s some combination of what has happened and whatever drugs are currently being pumped into his system, but it’s easy to imagine that in this moment my brother has transformed into an adult. My eyes can’t help but notice the adorable peach fuzz sprouting on his upper lip.

“God,” I say, using one hand to furiously wipe the tears away from my eyes while the other is still clasped between Reggie’s. “I’m supposed to be the one comforting you, but you’re the one being the adult. You even have a mustache.”

Something unpleasant passes over Reggie’s face and he looks a little hurt. It’s fair. I completely understand it. He’s the one who almost just died and here I am looking to him for comfort. Some big sister.

“It’s a beard,” Reggie says.

“Excuse me?” I’m not sure that I was expecting a particular response, but I’m definitely lost. “A beard?”

Reggie scoffs and rolls his eyes. He pulls his hands from mine and points at his jaw. My eyes follow the movement and if I really squint there are a few specks that could possibly be fine, thin little sprouts of hair. The true source of Reggie’s displeasure becomes clear and I tap my palm lightly against my forehead.

“Of course,” I say, somewhat relieved that Reggie isn’t upset with me for sharing how I’m feeling. “But what I’m trying to say, Reg, is that this is messed up.”

I pause, looking around the room as I ball and unball my fists, trying to find the words.

“I want to tell you that everything is going to be okay,” I say, and I can hear how heavy my voice is. “I want to tell you that this won’t happen again. That I will always be able to protect you. But…”

My emotions crash over me like waves, not rolling and gentle, but pounding and relentless, coming one after another so that I have no time to catch my breath in between, and soon enough I am drowning.

“But you can’t.”

Reggie’s voice is like a life preserver and I grab onto it, pulling myself mind back to the surface before the words even register. My eyes find his, searching his face. He isn’t upset. He isn’t angry or disappointed. In fact, he looks far calmer than I currently feel.

“Because that’s not how it works,” he says and gives me a small smile. “I’m scared, Cass, sometimes, but not always. I was scared earlier, but now I’m not. It’s really hard sometimes, but I have you. And I have Alexis and Tyler. I’ll be okay. Even when I’m not, you know, okay? I still will be, probably, I mean. It’s scary, Cass, but it’s the only life I get. The best thing I can do is to try to learn to live without being afraid.”

He’s fucking twelve years old. He should be a fucking kid still. He shouldn’t have to deal with this, shouldn’t have to grow up so quickly and become an adult even faster than I had to.

But he’s right. It is scary. Not just this and here and now. Not just Reggie and Addison’s, but Ivy and Addison too. Life. All of it.

My life here and my life there. The plans that I’ve had that have fallen by the wayside. The life that I was going to live that I never got around to. The life that now stretches out before me, so very different from what I ever wanted. Terrifying and yet…

It is the only life I get. And like Reggie the best thing I can do is to try to live without fear. And it’s the trying that is the important part, because sometimes the fear will be inescapable. Fear for Reggie and his health, fear for Alexis and hers. Fears about Annabel and Tyler and Ivy. About the show and my career and my future—whatever it might hold.

But I have to try, and in that moment, I know that I will.
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The doctors come eventually and they explain what I already know.

About Reggie and stress. About his medication and Addison’s and about all the things that can go wrong. They offer some advice about diet and exercise and breathing exercises for stress, all of which seems so inadequate to the scale of the thing. Like great, I’m sure getting the recommended number of servings of whole grains is what’s going to make my brother’s body stop trying to kill him.

There’s information for a doctor back in LA that they give me, some mention of a clinical trial I should check out. I take all the information down and make a note to follow up on all of it—I don’t have high hopes after the lectures of diet and exercise, but for Reggie’s sake I always do my due diligence. Maybe one of these days it will pay off.

Later, Alexis and Ivy are back in the room. They sit in the two chairs the room offers, while I’ve found a perch at the end of Reggie’s bed (much to his chagrin). Reggie complains about the movie, but I’m confused as to why.

“I thought you loved The Lord of the Rings.”

Ivy titters as Reggie rolls his eyes. Alexis looks as lost as I am, which at least helps a little.

“It’s The Hobbit, Cass.”

“Right,” I say looking up at the screen where Gandalf is busy explaining something important to another actor half his size, so I can’t help but ask, “And that’s, like, part of the same thing, no?”

Ivy and Reggie are beside themselves as they attempt to explain how it's totally different. Like, yea, they are technically in the same universe with a lot of the same characters (and actors!) and the movies were directed by the same guy, but, yea, I’m the one who has no idea what I’m talking about.

“You’re a giant nerd,” I say with a laugh and shake my head.

Reggie and Ivy answer “I know” at the exact same time.

“Oh god,” Alexis groans. “There’s two of them!”

Something about the way Reggie and Ivy are getting along melts my heart. It also reminds me of something. I reach over the side table and grab the plastic cup that is serving as a vase for Reggie’s bouquet.

“For me?” Ivy’s smile is as innocent as I’ve ever seen.

“From my brother actually,” I say and tilt my head toward Reggie who only groans.

“No, Cass, ughh. You aren’t supposed to tell her they are from me. That was the whole point: they are supposed to be from you.” He shakes his head, frustrated, no doubt, by just how hopeless I am. “Are you new at this or something?”

“You almost died getting her these flowers!” I can’t help but raise my voice a little in excitement. “I figured you deserve the credit.”

I can’t help but glance at Ivy, who shoots me a look that makes my heart stop before she turns to Reggie.

“She definitely is new at this,” she says, sliding closer to me before she slips one arm around my waist and pulls me off the bed and my body against hers. “But she’s a quick learner. We’ll just have to be patient with her. After all, seems like she’s a pretty good sister.”

Reggie’s eyes seem to sparkle. For the first time since I saw him lying in that bed, he looks somewhat like his old self.

“Seems like she might be a pretty good girlfriend too,” Reggie says looking between us, the hopeful tone is voice giving away just how invested he is in the suggestion.

“Yea,” Ivy says, her eyes turning back to me. She brushes a strand of hair out of my face and runs her thumb down my cheek to my lips. “She might just be.”

Her mouth is on mine a moment later. It’s a chaste kiss, but it lingers long enough that I can only imagine Reggie and Alexis are high fiving in the corner and grinning like idiots, which is fine—even as Ivy’s lips press against mine, I’m grinning like one too.

My brother is safe and I have the girl. There are still a million questions and I have no idea what comes next, but right now, things truly are okay. I savor the moment, savor Ivy’s lips against mine, and the look in her eyes when we part. I even savor the way I-told-you-so is plastered on Alexis’s face or the absurdly over-exaggerated winks that Reggie tries to shoot me when he thinks Ivy isn’t watching. She manages to ignore two before the third one makes her crack up.

“Keep making faces like that,” she says, sticking out her own tongue for good measure, “and it’s going to stay that way.”

Reggie sticks his tongue out back at her and the two of them burst into laughter. My two worlds somehow are coming together and for the first time I can almost imagine a way where this all works out.

And that is the most terrifying thing of all.
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We are only ten days away from the show and my head is a mess. The performance is demanding, both physically and emotionally, requiring strength, endurance, and skill that would dazzle on its own, blended with grace and artistry that takes the whole thing from technical showcase to true art.

Even at my best, it would be a close thing, difficult and draining to pull off—with every possibility of failure. With my mind still reeling from what happened with Reggie and then Ivy after that…well, let’s just say the nerves are beginning to kick in.

My lack of focus is not lost on Ivy.

“Okay,” she says after I miss my mark for what must be the tenth time in the last fifteen minutes, “where are you right now?”

“On stage.” My brain only has the capacity for a literal answer.

She rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

Since the hospital, things have been wonderful, mostly.

Ivy and I have had trouble keeping our hands off one another, though most of it has been relatively tame: highschool makeout sessions and over-the-clothes fondling. Ivy makes a show of keeping what we do for the show and what we do as part of our relationship separate.

Which means that when we are on stage, I am supposed to be someone other than Cassie while she is busy being not-Ivy. She seems far better and far more practiced at switching into and out of roles like this, like they are little more than outfits and the transformation between Ivy and The Great Sappho is just another quick change.

It’s difficult for me for two main reasons. The first is that I find it hard to switch roles: to remember who I’m supposed to be and when, to know how far I can push or fall before losing myself—in the role, in the moment, in Ivy.

The second is the ease with which Ivy sheds and dons her roles, which only highlights my own insecurities about how little I still know about Ivy, or, at least, how little I know about certain parts of her. Because in truth I do know her, deeply and truly, in a way that is beyond mere facts and dates and backstory. I have seen her here in this shop and here on stage.

I have seen her in her element.

It’s hard to explain but there is an openness and vulnerability to what we do here, to the process of making art like this, and sometimes failing, that is so much more intimate than even sex.

Not that I’m even sure we’ve had sex. It’s embarrassing but this is new to me and I’m honestly not sure what counts when it’s just two women. With a man, it’s a fairly clear definition, but with me and Ivy…I know I could just search it. I’m sure the internet would have answers and opinions and more than a few videos on the subject. I know that Ivy wouldn’t know if I did, but there is still…embarrassment? Like the very fact that I might have to look that up means that I’m a fraud, that somehow what I’m feeling isn’t real or true or valid, which, of course, is insane. How could anything that feels this way be anything other than true?

It’s this whole charade, the game that Ivy and I are still playing, which is hot and incredible and so very fucking confusing. She’s my girlfriend and I’m hers, but the roles we play in the performance can’t help but bleed into real life, right?

Only…Ivy doesn’t seem to have any difficulty. It seems far too easy for her to play pretend like this, to slip into a second skin as easily as she wears her first, true skin—assuming of course that I really know what’s true and what’s not.

Ivy sighs and rolls her eyes as my mind goes blank again and I freeze mid motion, completely forgetting what it is that I’m supposed to do next.

“You can ask me.”

I’m expecting a gentle chiding—a reminder of what I’m supposed to be doing—maybe even some good-natured ribbing about how something must be distracting me. What I’m not expecting is…whatever this is.

“Or you can tell me.” Ivy shrugs. “We need to do both so feel free to start with either.”

“Wha—?” My question is little more than a half formed word.

It looks like the performance is not the only area where my brain is having trouble functioning. It’s like all major systems have gone offline for a reboot and only the ones required to keep me breathing are still running—everything else is shut down, lights out, everyone’s gone home for the evening.

“I’m supposed to be your girlfriend, but we haven’t even really talked about what happened the day that, well, that happened.” The more Ivy talks the less clear things become.

“The day what happened?” I ask.

I’m honestly a bit baffled now. Did I hit my head? It would explain a lot of the last few minutes: my inability to focus, the way the room feels like it’s spinning, the fact that I appear to have entered into a conversation with Ivy midway through.

Yes, that’s really the only thing that makes sense, which is probably not a great sign. When a forgotten concussion is the most plausible explanation for a situation you find yourself in, you probably took a wrong turn somewhere along the way.

“Take your pick,” Ivy says, shrugging again as she uses her fingers to count off my options. “The whole thing with Alexis, your brother in the hospital because of his Addison’s—don’t think I missed that little revelation, us deciding to be girlfriend and girlfriend.” She pauses, cocking her hips as her hands land there. “Need any more?”

The way she looks at me, in that pose, makes my knees feel like jelly. Breathe. I need to breathe, because what we need to do right now—what I finally understand that Ivy is saying we need to do—is talk. About this. And this is a big confusing ball of a lot of things. But I guess there is no time like the present to start unraveling it. Especially since I finally understand what Ivy was talking about when she said You can ask me.

“Are you a ghost?”

“Oh my god, Cass! You can’t just ask someone if they’re a ghost.” Ivy’s laugh tells me that I’ve hit the mark—along with her choice to repeat my own words back to me.

“That’s not an answer,” I say, feeling the corners of my own mouth tilt up in a smile.

Her lips hide her teeth as she smiles and glances down at her shoes. She shakes her head and that shy little smirk promises an innocence so out of sync with what I know about Ivy. When I swallow the lump in my throat, it makes an audible noise.

“So do I ask another question? How exactly does this work?”

Ivy shakes her head again. “We have so very little time before the show and I’m not exactly sure you’re going to guess it anytime soon and⁠—”

“Not a ghost,” I say, the words coming as fast as my brain can form them, the idea taking shape in my mind in real time. “You were her…partner? Her assistant. Not just one then. Maybe a few. Maybe more. It’s a name, a title, but maybe, it gets passed down?”

Ivy looks shocked, a rare sight, and for a moment I’m worried that I’ve overstepped, hit a little too close to the mark.

“Wow,” she says, shaking her head, all the shy playfulness gone. “Come on. I want you to meet someone.”
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We walk back through the halls to the shop, where Ivy locks things up and then leads me around to the back where our apartments are. I’m too curious about where this is going to speak.

We walk past the door to my apartment.

“Did you get a new roommate or something?” I ask, my nervous energy getting the better of me. “Oh my god, this isn’t a threesome, is it?”

Ivy pauses and turns over her shoulder. Her eyes roll so hard I’m surprised she doesn’t pull something.

“You wish, Wells,” Ivy says, turning back up the stairs.

We walk past the door to her apartment, which means—My feet freeze in place on the landing in front of Ivy’s door. It’s also the landing next to the six steps that lead up the other apartment. You know the weird one with the mysterious storage and even more mysterious pancakes. The one that is off-limits to me and the one that definitely isn’t occupied.

“Oh my god, wait.” I clench my fists at my side, trying to puzzle this out.

The weird feeling at the pit of my stomach is something other than dread. Yes, this is all fucking weird, but…It’s the way Ivy looked at me, the way she turns again and is looking at me now. Like she’s vaguely amused?

“I’ve read Jane Eyre,” I say archly and Ivy throws her head back and high, clear laughter spills from her throat.

“Oh, she’s going to very much appreciate that one,” she reaches out her hand and I take it. “Come on. It’s going to be fine.”

Not convinced, but with no other real option, I follow. Ivy knocks once, waits a beat and then unlocks the door with a key she produces with a flourish.

“God,” I say, despite myself, “that is so hot.”

“The magic?” she says, arching one eyebrow as she slots the key on the first try even with her eyes locked on mine. “Most girls find it corny.”

Corny? I want to laugh at the thought, though I realize that I would have likely said the same only a short while ago. Magic, in the abstract, has always made me think of cheap red velvet and miserable, sedated rabbits with empty stares. It made me think of grifters and creeps and, well, okay, giant freaking dorks.

But with Ivy, it’s different. With Ivy it’s elegant and graceful and so fucking sexy. Even when it is over the top and dorky, it’s still sexy somehow. Maybe it’s because I know that the practiced skill of those hands is very, very much transferable to other areas of life.

“Never,” I say, reaching out and running my fingers over the back of her hand, the same one that is still gripping the key.

Ivy clears her throat and I can see the flush in her cheeks. “Keep it in your pants right now and I’ll make it worth your while.” Her eyes brows dance across her forehead suggestively.

It’s pretty far from a rejection, but it stings all the same. Mostly because it is a reminder that I have no idea what we are doing here. No idea what this mysterious surprise is. Who this mysterious surprise is, I correct myself—Ivy said she wanted me to meet someone.

“Ivy,” I say as she turns the key, “what is going on?”

She jerks her head toward the door. “Let me show you.”

This, of course, is the part where I get murdered. Or probably kidnapped. That would be my luck. I’d never be lucky enough to just be murdered and⁠—

“Wondering if you’d ever bring the flasher around for a visit,” a gruff voice says from inside, and immediately my mind goes back to that first day, to my little topless show that I gave for one of the neighbors. Oh god.

“Now, now, Gloria” Ivy chides, turning to the stunningly beautiful old woman sitting in a rocking chair, a half-crocheted something on her lap. “Be nice to her, she’s nervous.”

The rest of her appearance is out of sync with the picture. Her hair is perfectly coiffed in a single long dutch braid that trails halfway down her back. Her clothes are simple but clearly designer and clearly not off the rack. She wears a cream cashmere sweater that slips off her left shoulder and a pair of tight low-rise olive-green chinos tucked into a pair of black ankle high boots. It’s an outfit entirely out of place with the chair and the crochet needles—entirely out of place for someone her age—but she is definitely pulling it off.

I can’t help but glance around the apartment, my curiosity piqued after learning that it is not in fact unoccupied. Though perhaps Ivy’s comment about storage was something of a half-truth—there are boxes stacked everywhere, though most are pressed and organized neatly against the walls. It’s not exactly an episode of Hoarders.

In fact other than the boxes, the place is spotless, neatly organized, fucking immaculate. The paint on the wall—a pleasing sunflower yellow—looks like it could have been done just last week, and exactly none of the furniture shows any signs of having ever been used.

“Nervous?” the woman huffs and something about her grumbly personality tells me instantly that I like her. This is a woman who is well past the age where she has any patience for bullshit. “Why should she be nervous? I’m not the one parading my tits around town to anyone with eyes.”

The judgement in her tone is clear but light and I can see the way her lips curl up at the corners. She is clearly enjoying this.

“That wasn’t you,” I say, thinking back to that day. I remember the old woman that I—god it’s so embarrassing—flashed. And it definitely wasn’t this woman. “Ms. Langston, was it?” I glance at Ivy, who’s goofy grin tells me she will be no help. “A friend of yours?”

“Oh yes,” the woman answers, waving a hand in the air. “That’s good old Rose. We play pinochle and go shopping for hard candy once a week. If you stick around, there’s bingo on Fridays and a Clark Gable movie marathon on Sunday afternoons. Who the hell is Ms. Langston? Ivy’s the one who told me.”

“Is she always this rude?” I turn to Ivy, smiling despite myself. “It was just a question. No need to get all…” I pause, searching for the perfect word to provoke her, “ornery.”

There is a moment where I can hear my own heartbeat in my ears and I wonder if I’ve misjudged. But a moment later, the old woman claps her hands together and throws her head back, laughter erupting out of her like thunder. It takes her a few moments to regain herself.

“I like this one,” she says, a twinkle in her eye. “Far more interesting than the other bores you’ve brought my way.”

A stab of pointless jealousy goes through me, because Ivy corrects her a moment later.

“I’ve never brought anyone else your way, ” she chides in the tones of long practiced friendship. It’s clear just from these few interactions—to say nothing of the context—that these two are close.

“More or less my point,” she places her unfinished piece on the table to her right, swapping it for a pair of glasses that she slides onto her nose. She studies me through the glass and seems to confirm something to herself. She nods her head. “Well, can’t exactly blame her now, can we? If my girls still had that kind of perk, you better believe I’d be streaking down Las Vegas Boulevard right now. A simple flashing here or there is the least that can be expected. In fact, it shows quite a bit of restraint.”

Ivy laughs, somewhat nervously, like she isn’t sure how I’m going to take any of this. Which is fair—Gloria, whoever exactly she is, is clearly a handful, but Ivy has nothing to worry about. I already love this woman.

“Gloria, this is Cassie Wells,” Ivy says, a note in her voice that sounds a lot like pride. “She’s my new assistant and, as of a couple days ago, my new girlfriend.”

“A couple of days ago, huh?” Gloria smiles knowingly at Ivy, who is blushing like a teenager.

“Oh my god,” I say, the realization hitting me as I turn to Gloria. “What has she said about me?”

“Ughhh,” Ivy groans as she scrubs her hands over her face, pulling at her cheeks. “This was a bad idea.”

“Now, Ivy, I know I’ve taught you better manners than that,” Gloria says, fixing Ivy with a glare. “Introduce me.”

“Cassie, this is Gloria Marecone, the mad woman in my attic, and, once upon a time,” Ivy says, then pauses for dramatic effect, “the one and only Great Sappho.”

Gloria nods as she offers me a hand. We shake and I’m surprised by the strength in her grip.

“Was Ivy…” I pause, head swirling as I try to make sense of this, try to wrestle with the implications. “Your assistant? The way that I’m…hers?”

Gloria barks a laugh. “Are you asking me if this is some kind of messed up psychosexual mentor-mentee situation that keeps repeating in a cycle with the assistant becoming the magician and so on and so on while everyone screws?”

Gloria pauses.

“No,” she says with a huff and hooks a finger in Ivy’s direction. “This one just can’t keep it in her pants. Never could. Tried to raise her right, but she’s always been a wild child.”

I glance over at Ivy whose cheeks have turned the color of a very ripe strawberry.

“Oh?” One eyebrow arches. “Something I should know about?”

“She’s not…I’m not…”

I’ve never seen Ivy this flustered and it’s beyond adorable. “Cat got your tongue?”

“Not anymore,” Gloria grouses. “Never much liked Cat. She was always a little off.”

“Gloria!” Ivy looks mortified. “You know there was never a Cat.” She turns to me. “There was never a Cat. She’s just messing with you, or me, I guess. And that comment. She means the show. I wanted to make it a little more modern and risqué, which offends the buttoned up Victorian sensibilities of this one here.”

“Uh-huh,” I say completely non-committal, before I shoot a smile at Gloria. This is too much fun. “So was Cat one of those previous assistants you were telling me about?”

“What other assistants?” Ivy asks, her head in her hands.

“You know.” I poke at her shoulder. “One of the first times you ‘took my measurements’ you came up behind me, looked at me through the mirror, mentioned something about me not being your first…”

Gloria’s laugh almost makes me jump. “Oh, is that what she told you? Lots of assistants before you, huh?”

“It might have been more of a line than something that was strictly true,” Ivy mumbles unhappily, like a child being forced to cop to stealing the last cookie from the jar.

“You,” Gloria says pointing one finger in my direction, “are her first.”

Ivy’s whole body tenses as her eyes shoot wide and find mine.

“What?” It’s the only word my mouth can form at that moment.

“Assistant,” Ivy says to me before turning and glaring at Gloria. “She means my first assistant. Not my first…”

“Slam piece?” Gloria asks and I can’t help but crack up at the absurdity of it.

Ivy looks like she wants to crawl in a hole and die. In her position, I would be feeling the exact same way, but in my position…Oh, I am in heaven.

“This was a terrible idea,” Ivy announces before standing. “We should go.”

“Now, if you two will shut your pretty little mouths, I’ll tell you the story.” Gloria fixes her with a stern look. “That’s why you're here, right? It’s about time.”

I’m not exactly sure what passes between the two of them in that moment, but eventually Ivy nods and sits, and then Gloria settles into her chair and begins to speak.

She tells us the story of The Great Sappho and I hang on every word.
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Afterwards, I am nearly stunned to silence. There’s so much to take in, but there is one part of the story that she didn’t tell. Perhaps, because it isn’t hers to tell.

I turn to Ivy. “How did you find Gloria?”

I can see the raw emotion on Ivy’s face. “I never knew my parents.” I feel a tug at my heartstrings, but somehow this is not a surprise. “They gave me up when I was born. They were just kids themselves.” She wraps her arms around her knees and pulls them into her chest. “I don’t blame them. They moved away and I don’t honestly know what happened to them. I went into foster care, a few permanent placements that ended up being surprisingly temporary.

“I wasn’t the easiest kid. Or the easiest teenager,” she admits with a rueful laugh. “But eventually I was out, eighteen. I made due. Worked odd jobs, but school never really stuck. I had the grades for college, but no idea what that would even mean: forms and grants and loans and no one at all to help me navigate it, which is fine.” Her face screws up in a way that makes it clear it’s wasn’t, makes it clear it’s still not.

“My would-be adoption—my abandonment more like—wasn’t sealed. I started looking into my family shortly after I turned eighteen. Looking at public records. The trail on my parents was cold, but I found something about an uncle, maybe a great uncle, given how much older he was than my mom would have been. He was long gone by then.” Ivy and Gloria share a look. “It took him. Like it did for so many people. But he left something behind.”

I look to Gloria. Her smile is warm with nostalgia. “He was great man,” she says, the reverence clear in her voice. “He was never scared. Not even at the end. Not before he got it and not after. He was tireless. He brought people to me, helped knit together this community as much as anything I ever did. It was his writings, circulated underground throughout the community that spread the word. Without Albert, there would be no Great Sappho, no Rabbit & Wand.”

“Without those writings,” Ivy says, her voice wistful, “I’m not sure there would be an Ivy. But I found his records and eventually his writings.”

Gloria shakes her head. “And me. Tracked me down, though I have no idea how. I’ve always prided myself on secrecy. I’m a very private person.” Her tone is lightly scolding, suffused through with love. “But your girlfriend can be quite persistent.”

I can’t stifle my laugh. “Tell me about it.”

Ivy punches me in the arm. “Hey!”

I arch one eyebrow. “No one said it was a bad thing.”

“By the time she found me, I thought the last chapter had been written. My daughter had shown interest at one point, but it had long since passed.”

“Your daughter?” I ask. I hadn’t realized that her daughter had been one of the magicians she had spoken of.

The two share a look, as if considering whether or not to tell me.

And when they do, my stomach drops out.

Always with that fucking name.
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GOING OUT OF BUSINESS
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ALEXIS - 2:42 P.M.


So, she’s not a ghost?




CASSIE - 2:42 P.M.


Yes, but you already knew that!




Of all the secrets revealed by Gloria and then Ivy, this isn’t the one that shocked me the most, but it’s second.

The chaos after Reggie was hospitalized threw me for a loop. I was too busy wondering if my brother was going to live or die to really worry about the other loose threads for that day: namely Ivy storming off after Alexis revealed she had been digging into The Great Sappho and Alexis’s revelation that she won’t be able to have any more kids.

On a normal day, both would have been five alarm fires, big enough deals that I would drop everything and work to put out the flames, but, of course, that day was very far from normal. Afterwards, I tended to those fires separately, smoothing things over with Ivy first, who was so incredible about the whole thing, before having more than a few heart to hearts with Alexis about…well, everything.

Or, at least, what I thought had been everything. But as I learned from Ivy, there’s more to the story.

ALEXIS


That little rat! We swore an oath.




CASSIE


An oath??




ALEXIS


Well, not an oath, but I asked her not to tell you…




CASSIE


And she agreed?




ALEXIS


She did not.




I can’t help but smile at Ivy’s stubbornness, which I have come to know and appreciate quite well. It’s still so odd to think of these two parts of my life interacting, especially without me, but the feeling is not entirely unwelcome.

CASSIE


So Ivy had an idea…




ALEXIS


OMG! The threesome. The answer is YES, of course. I’ll have to get Tyler to sign my permission slip but that shouldn’t be a problem. [image: woman dancing]




CASSIE


[image: neutral face]




You are so much less funny than you think you are.




ALEXIS


Doubtful.




Alexis and I were ‘fighting’ for less than a few hours, all things told, but those moments of worry and angst and doubt have given me a newfound appreciation for this absurd, over-the-top, and absolutely incredible woman and the friendship I have with her. No matter how annoying—I say this with love—she can be at times.

CASSIE


THAT is not at all what I am talking about.




We’re under the gun a bit with practice, but Ivy thinks we need a break. So we were maybe going to head out there this weekend. It would just be a quick trip, but if you guys are going to be around…




ALEXIS


You’re gonna bring your girlfriend home to meet the parents!?! We have been waiting for this day FOR YEARS!




This is even better than a threesome.




Well, no. I guess it’s not, but it's a solid consolation prize!




My cheeks hurt from smiling. Alexis likes to joke that she and Tyler are my parents, at least when it comes to bringing home whoever I’m seeing, which, to be fair, I’ve never actually done before. It’s always been a theoretical joke about bringing someone home to meet mom and dad, but it’s not theoretical anymore.

[image: ]


“I still can’t believe you talked to her and didn’t tell me,” I huff as Ivy pulls both of our bags from the trunk of the rideshare.

I can’t help but admire how easily she does it, or the way the muscles in her arms and shoulders flex as she does. It’s a warm summer day in Los Angeles, but that’s far from the only reason I’m sweating.

“Did you really think I just magically showed up at the hospital?” she asks, more or less repeating her standard line in a conversation we have had a couple of times so far.

“I mean, I wasn’t thinking?” I say, taking one of the bags from Ivy. “I figured maybe I texted you or called you or…I honestly remember realizing Reggie was missing and then meeting you at the hospital. Everything else is a blur.”

I could watch her lift and carry things all day, but it seems rude not to help her out just because I’d prefer to ogle her. Well, what I’d really prefer is something else altogether as I watch the way her spaghetti straps fall off her shoulders, forcing her to readjust every few minutes. And my eyes can’t help but miss the way her top clings to her skin, leaving oh so very little to my very overactive imagination.

“You do have a tendency to zone out a bit,” Ivy says and when my eyes rush up to meet hers, I know I’ve been caught staring. “But obviously with your brother that day, you get a pass.”

“And today?” I ask, unable to stop myself from flirting with this woman even when we’re trying to have a semi-serious conversation.

She shakes her head. “Today you get a pass, because I look freaking hot in this tube top and if you weren’t staring I would be more than a little offended.” Her free hand rubs at my shoulder as she leans in and presses her lips to mine. “It’s not too much? I don’t look like a giant slut?”

I know Ivy well enough now to know exactly the answer she is looking for.

“Oh, the biggest,” I say, stepping back as Ivy takes a playful swing at my shoulder. Once her fist is past, I step forward, drop the bag to the sidewalk and wrap my arms around her, pinning hers to her side. “But don’t worry. That’s exactly how I like you.”

Ivy laughs and squirms as I kiss her forehead, her cheeks, her nose. I am ready to plant an aggressively obnoxious kiss on her lips when a familiar voice interrupts.

“I take it all back,” the voice says, sounding unnaturally deep. “If you guys are going to do gross things like this, then I take it back.”

“Take what back, kiddo?” Ivy asks my brother as we awkwardly break our embrace.

I’m glad she said something because I’m still blushing, feeling like my parents just caught me getting felt up on the porch after prom, which…is not exactly that far off.

I watch Alexis and Tyler round the corner, with Annabel in the stroller between them. They give me a wave, which I return.

“Take back that I said I liked you.” Reggie’s response only makes Ivy laugh.

“That’s too bad,” she says, and suddenly with a flourish of her wrist a stack of twenty dollar bills appear in her hand. She fans them out and then herself as Reggie looks on slack jawed. There’s at least a few hundred dollars there. “Your sister was telling me there was a pretty sweet game shop we were going to hit up, but if we aren’t friends anymore…”

“I was just kidding, Ivy,” Reggie says, the words tumbling out of his mouth as he backtracks. “Obviously, we are friends. Tell her, Cass. I was just kidding.”

His eyes never leave the stack of cash that Ivy is still brandishing.

“That’s what I thought,” she says beaming, before she makes a series of movements with her hand and then the bills are gone. Seeing the crestfallen look on Reggie's face, Ivy leans in and whispers, “Check your pocket.”

Her eyes dart down to Reggie's breast pocket where, sure enough, more than a few twenty-dollar bills poke out. 

“Woah.” Reggie is practically beside himself as he pulls the wad of cash out of his pocket and starts to count it.

I turn my somewhat disapproving gaze toward Ivy who only shrugs.

“You can’t give him that much to spend on video games, Ivy. It’s so nice but that’s too much money.”

“You’re right.” Ivy’s face goes serious. “Half is for games.” She glances at me and then back at Reggie. “And the other half is for candy!”

Reggie has never looked more excited in his life. His entire expression is a plea, one that I am powerless to resist.

“Can I, Cass?” He asks, looking down the block in the direction of Jiggy’s.

“I can take him,” Tyler offers, as he and Alexis join us on the sidewalk. “You have her?” he asks.

“Of course.” Alexis waves him off before turning a conspiratorial grin in my direction. “I could use some time with the girls.”

Reggie barely waits to hear my agreement before he’s racing off down the street. Tyler walks after him at first, trying to maintain some dignity, before the kid in him takes over and he sprints off after Reggie. The sight is more than a little comical.

More than a little heartwarming.

A sentiment that Alexis is happy to thwart not five minutes later, as the three of us end up back on the sidewalk after having stashed the bags in my apartment upstairs. We walk toward Jiggy’s, taking a much more leisurely pace than the boys.

“You need to put something on up top, girlie,” Alexis says, casting a glance at Ivy.

I feel a little flare of defensiveness even though I know from Alexis’s tone that she’s just teasing. I’ve warned Ivy about how Alexis can be and she’s assured me she can handle it. Still, I can feel my stomach clench as I wait to see how Ivy reacts.

Her head whips around and her eyes lock with Alexis’s.

“Excuse me, miss.” Ivy jabs a finger toward Alexis, but the wide smile on her face puts me at ease. “Are you slut shaming me?”

Alexis looks affronted, one hand clutched to her chest. “As a card carrying member, I would never dream of shaming a fellow traveler, but right now, this…” She gestures toward Ivy and I can’t say I don’t understand what she means: the only thing I can think of seeing Ivy dressed in those tight clingy clothes is just how much I want to take them off her. “...is more than a little distracting. And I’d like to spend at least some time with my best friend's attention somewhere other than your chest.”

“Lex!”

The sting of embarrassment is enough to make me wince. Ivy, however, doesn’t miss a beat.

“Oh please, are you worried about Cassie or yourself?” Ivy throws back, eyebrows arched in challenge. “Because the only person who can’t seem to keep her eyes off me is, well, you.”

Alexis’s eyes shoot wide as she and the stroller come to a screeching halt on the sidewalk. She looks toward me and clearly away from Ivy’s chest.

“Lex!”

“No crime against looking, is there?” She shrugs, a bright smile splitting her face. “I like this one, Cass.”

“So, I’ve been told,” Ivy retorts, not waiting for me to jump in to rescue her. Just another reason I am falling for this woman: she can handle herself.

Alexis’s eyes open a half-inch wider. “Oh, I really like her.”

Ivy leans close to Alexis and says, “Too bad about that threesome then.” And she winks!

“Ew.” These two are going to drive me insane. Maybe it was better when they were fighting. “Can you two not flirt in front of me? It’s freaking weird.”

Ivy rolls her eyes while Alexis scoffs.

“It’s called banter. It’s not flirting. Besides,” Alexis glances at Ivy and winks, “it doesn't mean anything.”

“Absolutely not,” Ivy says and winks back at her.

“That’s not funny,” I say, my own frustrated laughter working against me.

Ivy shrugs. “It’s a little funny.”

And it is, honestly. I know Alexis is just being Alexis and Ivy…well, Ivy as always, is a chameleon, seemingly able to adapt to whatever situation presents itself, whether that’s playing video games with Reggie or easily countering the sexually charged volleys that Alexis loves to throw over the net.

Before our heart-to-heart, before Gloria, I looked at Ivy’s chameleon-like nature with more than a little trepidation. After all, when someone can change that easily, how do you ever know if you are getting the real them?

But now, I think about it differently and I think it’s something like this: Ivy is so comfortable in her skin, so confident. It’s not that she doesn’t have insecurities and it’s not that she doesn’t have doubts. She has them, the same way that I do, the same way anyone does. But they never seem to matter, never seem to stack up against what else she has: belief in herself. She really and truly believes in herself, in what she is capable of, in a way that I never have believed in myself, but in a way that I think I might be starting to.

And there are a lot of reasons for that, and not all of them are her, but she is a catalyst. Of that, I have no doubt.

I am thinking of a next retort when I stop in my tracks, my stomach suddenly flipping as we arrive in front of Jiggy’s. It’s not the smell of maple syrup and bacon wafting through the door that does it. And it’s not the neon lights that flash in the windows or that light up along the banks of retro-arcade machines that fill half the store. No, it’s the series of bright red hand written signs that read:

GOING OUT OF BUSINESS SALE. EVERYTHING UP TO 80% OFF.

“Shit.” Alexis curses. Out of the corner of my eye I can see her turn to me, her concern so clearly etched in her face I don’t even need to be looking at her to notice it.

There’s a lump in my throat that I try and fail to swallow away. I close my eyes and open them, ball and unball my fists. I even take a bit of flesh from my arm between two fingers and squeeze.

Ow!

“Did that help?” Ivy asks and her mom-voice is so spot on for a moment I wonder if Alexis has been taking ventriloquist lessons.

“No,” I admit, turning toward Ivy, whose eyes are more green than hazel in the California sun. They look kinder this way than they do when the hazel dominates. “This fucking sucks.”

“Yep,” says Alexis.

“I’m only kind of getting my bearings, but I take it this place was special to you guys?”

Alexis and I nod, somber, as I search for the words to explain exactly why a combination arcade/diner/game shop holds such a special place for us. I’m still floundering for something that won’t sound stupid when Ivy’s phone rings. She silences it without looking.

“You should get that,” I say, my voice sounding thin. “It was hard enough for you to get time away for this trip. Don’t miss out on an important call just because I’m getting teary eyed that the local pancake place is closing down.”

The dismissiveness of those words make me wince. Jiggy’s is more than that, obviously, but suddenly Ivy being here is too much, like it’s a sign from the universe that these worlds can’t blend, can’t come together without something getting lost in the process.

Something important.

“Are you sure?” Ivy’s pained expression is a mirror of my own. Her phone rings again and I nod. Her face shifts, expression still pained, but in a completely different way, like she’s been sucking on a lemon, which means…

“Addison,” she says, the word falling flat into the silence between us.

“Take it,” I say, and nod. “Seriously. It’s okay.”

There’s time to think about that call later, to worry about what Addison has to say, especially after what Ivy and Gloria told me and⁠—

“How are we doing?” Alexis asks, waving a hand in front of my face.

“Are you asking about my girlfriend taking a call from a woman who wants to sleep with her, who is her business partner, and who shares the same name as the disease that has defined my life for the past half-decade? Or are you asking about the fact that the very shop that has come to be a rather thin symbol and stand-in for stability in my otherwise directionless and unstable life is about to close?”

“Both,” she says, and for once Alexis does not have a joke. “Either.”

“Well, they both fucking suck, I guess, but this—” I gesture at the front of Jiggy’s, at all the signs announcing a truth I refuse to accept. “This is the main issue right now.” 

The Addison thing is a problem and I know that. It’s just a different problem than it used to be and a different problem than Alexis thinks, but that’s not what I’m focused on right now. Ivy can handle herself.

Alexis’s mouth opens. Alexis’s mouth closes. She shakes her head.

“Fuck.”

“Fuck,” she repeats back.

“Let’s go find the boys?”

Inside, it isn’t hard to find Reggie. He’s hunched over at the counter. A pile of pancakes doused in enough syrup to give all six of us diabetes sits untouched in front of him.

Tyler glances up at us, eyes smiling as he sees his wife, as he sees Annabel. He frowns when his eyes reach mine and nothing else needs to be said. Reggie knows, obviously. And he isn’t taking it well.

Mr. Abbadelli is down the other end of the counter, taking orders from a group of tourists that looks like they just stepped off the plane from Dallas circa 1980: cowboys hats, boots and spurs, big belt buckles, the whole nine yards. From what I can hear, they are asking for directions to just about every single imaginable tourist destination in the greater Los Angeles area.

In short, he’s going to be a while.

“How’s it going, kiddo?” I slide into the empty stool next to Reggie; he doesn’t even look up.

“It’s fine,” he says. He uses his fork to push a piece of bacon into the flood of maple syrup and then leaves it there.

“Food’s gonna get cold.” I keep trying to get him to meet my eyes, but he looks anywhere but at me.

“Probably already is.” He shrugs, rescues the drowning bacon and then throws it back out to sea.

If he’s not going to talk to me and he’s not going to eat, then⁠—

“Hey!” Reggie’s head snaps to attention as I wrestle the maple doused bacon with my own fork and scoop it into my mouth, relishing the combination of salty and sweet.

“Oh, were you eating that?” I give him a playful punch in the shoulder and the way his nose scrunches up gives me hope, as any big sister would know. Because if I can annoy him, then I can reach him.

And I’m very good at annoying him.

“I was going to.” He folds his arm over his chest and now he does turn to look at me, screwing up his face into an expression he must think makes him look serious.

I take a deep breath to steady myself. I have to force myself not to react, because he doesn't look serious or intimidating. He looks freaking adorable.

“I don’t see any games.” I prod, hoping the memory of the money Ivy gave him can lift his spirits.

“I tried to give it to him,” he says, voice despondent. “He wouldn’t take it.”

I watch Reggie’s glare shift to the end of the counter, toward Mr. A. 

“Reg,” I say, my voice cracking as I realize what he is saying.

Of course, he would offer the money to Mr. A. It’s an impossibly moving gesture for a kid his age. The two-hundred and sixty dollars that Ivy gave him is more money than he’s ever dreamed of having at one time. At full price, he could probably buy quite a few games. With the current liquidation sale, he could afford enough to last him years.

“That’s a very kind gesture, Reggie.” It’s important that he knows it—even if it doesn’t change things. “I know this stinks. But just think of how many games you can buy with the money.”

“I don’t want any games,” he says and I can feel a bit of panic surge through me.

He’s not sick, I tell myself. This is just a normal reaction to losing something important, but even that normal reaction means stress and stress means⁠—

“Do you have your medicine with you?”

“Yes, Mom.” Reggie pushes the plate away from him. His tone is acid.

“Excuse me.” I sit up straighter as I take a deep breath and get myself into my big sister pants. “What did we talk about with that?”

I try to keep my voice neutral, but it’s hard when he calls me that, especially in that tone. It’s not endearing, it’s not a joke. It’s what Reggie says when he wants to hurt me, when he wants to lash out. He’s not trying to be cruel, but he’s hurting and sometimes when that’s happening, the only thing kids know how to do is make other people hurt too. And with our family history, him calling me Mom certainly stings.

He looks at me with his best I’ve-had-it-up-to-here look and for a moment I expect him to double down, but then he takes in a breath and shrinks, becoming a twelve year old kid again as the fight goes out of him.

“I’m sorry.” He won’t meet my eyes. “Can I be excused?”

I consider asking him to eat a few bites of his food, but that can wait. We can pick something up on the way home or I can order him another plate after he’s calmed down a bit.

I nod and Reggie takes off like I just fired the starting gun.

“Rough day?” Ivy slides into the stool next to, an apology on her face.

“You could say that.” I bite at my lip. “The call?”

Ivy’s face sinks a little and the light dims in her eyes. She shakes her head and I feel my stomach sink a bit. “I’ll figure it out.” Her hand waves away her unspoken concerns. “I always do.”

“Is this her?” Mr. A is standing in front of us, coffee pot in hand. He’s wearing a wide smile, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

I introduce Ivy and she is, as always, charming. She laughs at his jokes and he laughs at hers. It’s dizzying how easily she can turn it on, how easily she can slip into this role, while I’m still reeling.

Under the counter, her hand slips into mine and squeezes, and it’s like a salve. It doesn’t solve anything—not the impending closure of Jiggy’s nor the latest drama with Addison—but the pounding in my ears recedes, and I feel at least a little bit better.

“Cassie has told me so much about this place,” Ivy says, which is technically a lie—I’ve mentioned it, but that’s about it. “I’m so sorry to see that you're closing. It seems like business is booming.”

Ivy’s voice is casual and careful, but somehow inviting at the same time. It’s a voice that could coax secrets from a CIA agent deep undercover. There is just something about it that makes you want to open up. There is so much about Ivy that is like that.

And she isn’t wrong: the place is crowded. Almost always is when I’ve been back. Maybe the sale is driving more traffic than usual, but even the usual traffic is pretty good.

Mr. A’s shoulders sag, just a bit, and he sighs. “Yes. Business is…” Mr. A’s hands make a so-so motion. “Not bad, not great. And I can say the same for this old bag.” He gestures at himself. “Running on steam. Can’t quite keep up like I used to.”

Before he has a chance to continue, the cowboys down the other end of the counter call out. He gives us an apologetic smile and heads their way.

If business is still okay, that means there might be some hope. It’s a completely irrational thought, and for a moment I feel like a kid, more specifically like my kid brother, offering a few hundred dollars to solve a problem much bigger, a problem that neither of us really knows anything about. And yet…

“What are you thinking?” Ivy asks, her head quirking to the side in genuine curiosity.

“There has to be a way to solve things, both things,” I say and from Ivy’s nod I understand that she follows, but there is note of sadness in her gaze.

Alexis would tell me I’m losing it. That I’m struggling to come to terms with this relationship, with my sexuality, with having my heart in two places at once. There’s enough change already happening and now Jiggy’s. The through lines are obvious and Alexis would be happy to explain it all to me. Sometimes it’s annoying that she has a psychologist for a husband.

But with Ivy, there is none of that. She just sits with me in a silence that is strangely comforting.

Ivy places her hand on mine again, this time as it rests on the counter. We don’t say anything. We only have today and then a late flight out tomorrow.

“Let’s go find Reggie,” Ivy suggests with a smile. “I’m sure he’s bummed, but I think I know a few games we can grab that will perk him right up.”

Later that night in my apartment, when Reggie is screaming and smiling ear to ear as he and Ivy blast their way through endless waves of what appears to be a zombie horde, I can feel how dangerous this all is. How much I feel for Ivy, how well she fits into things.

But that’s right now, with things like they are. What happens when they change? What happens when Jiggy’s isn’t there? Or Rabbit & Wand? That’s the question I don’t know the answer to. That’s the question I’m afraid to ask.

Because, if we don’t do something, both of them are history.
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BEFORE THE SHOW
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Today is the day and, of course, I’m running late.

The last few days have been insane and intense and some of the absolute best I’ve ever had, despite the sword that feels like it is hanging over our heads.

I was already falling for Ivy. Hell, if I’m being honest, it’s pretty clear I had already fallen. But after that day with Gloria, when Ivy finally let me in, things have felt different, lighter, and far, far more hopeful than I can remember in a long time. And after our trip to LA, well, I’m letting myself enjoy this. Even if I’m completely terrified.

None of it solves what is happening with Reggie—or what happened to him—but that is nothing new. There isn’t an answer. There isn’t a cure. I have the name for a specialist at UCLA and the money to actually pay him. Reggie has an appointment in two weeks, when I’ll be back in town in between shows.

Things with Alexis are…better, though after our big talk they don’t feel quite back to normal, which might be a good thing. Normal was Alexis burying what she was feeling and putting on a brave face. And we know where that got us.

The guilt at missing something like this with my best friend is crushing. My misplaced anger at Tyler doesn’t even bring me any satisfaction. When I yelled at him about keeping me in the dark, he was apologetic, understanding, and, like Alexis said, fucking perfect about the whole thing.

He’s working on finding her someone to go see. Her OB GYN has already put her on some medication and seen her a few times while they wait for an appointment with a therapist.

The threads of these two lives are not completely separate anymore. They intertwine here and there, coming closer and moving further away. I still cannot see how all these strands can come together. In fact, I’m still terrified that they can’t. But I am no longer running away from that fear.

In fact, I’m running towards it…literally.

“Sorry,” I say, pushing my way into the dressing room at nearly a full sprint. “Running a little late, but don’t worry⁠—”

I forget whatever it is I meant to say next. My tongue scratches against the roof of my mouth, both dry and rough as sandpaper. Ivy is standing there and what I see takes my breath away.

She looks like a fairy. Not the kind from modern Disney movies or kids cartoons, but the kind from older, darker fairytales. The kind that is both beautiful and dangerous, that could bewitch you as they danced beneath the trees, luring you deeper into the woods, with the promise of magic, only to devour you. And my god I wanted to be devoured.

I thought I had seen the costumes that we would be using. We had practiced in them after all, needed to in order to get all the changes right and be able to hit our cues sometimes in the middle of a trick. But now I realize we have only been using the shells, the base fabric, with none of the embellishment that Ivy has planned for the show. What I see her in is familiar at the very same time that it is like nothing I could have imagined.

Her lips are a deep azure that seems almost too intense to be real. In a picture, it would look fake, but in person it is haunting. Her hazel-green eyes stare out from an airy blue Venetian mask adorned on one side with a latticework of fine fabric whose shape is reminiscent of the wings of a butterfly…or a fairy. She bats her eyes at me to reveal cobalt blue eyeshadow that blends seamlessly with the rich blue of the mask and stands in contrast to the deeper color of her full and perfect lips.

The sleek, if somewhat simple, black bodysuit she has been wearing to practice has been replaced with something altogether more delicate, more daring, and far, far more alluring. The high collared garment fits her like a glove, soft blue lace mixing with barely there fabric so that the entire piece seems to shimmer and change with even the slightest movement.

And all of it is set off perfectly by her pale skin and the wavy strands of copper and gold and bronze that cascade down until they brush just slightly against her shoulders. Ivy is one of the most beautiful women that I have ever laid eyes on, but in this outfit one of goes out the window. There is no comparison. There is no question.

“Ivy.” My voice almost catches. “You look stunning. Truly, you are the most beautiful person I have ever seen.” My fingers reach out and brush lightly on the fabric of her collar; it feels luxurious against my fingertips: light and airy, like it might just vanish if you looked at it the wrong way. “The most beautiful thing.”

The pale skin of her cheeks moves closer to the red of her hair as a flush creeps into them.

“You’re just saying that,” she says and looks down for a moment at her feet as she fidgets with her hands.

“You’re nervous,” I say, somewhat unable to keep the amazement out of my voice. “About the show?”

Ivy laughs, deep and rich—a sound that I could listen to forever. “No,” she says, and when her eyes meet mine, I can’t help but look away. Her hand finds my jaw, cupping it as she guides my gaze back to hers. She runs her thumb along my jawline and a soft moan escapes my lips. “But I do get nervous when beautiful women give me compliments.”

It shouldn’t be possible for a slight touch—for just a few words—to make me feel like this. But they do. Just more of Ivy’s magic.

“Now,” she says as her hand slides down my neck and traces its way across my collarbone, “let’s get this off of you.”

Her finger picks at the strap of my bra peeking out where my top has slid off my right shoulder. I shudder as her fingers meet bare skin.

“Right,” I say, trying to force my mouth to make words instead of the rather damning noises that it wants to make. “For the show.”

Ivy arches an eyebrow, teasing me like only she can. A movement so subtle—not even a full inch—should not have this effect on me, but I should know better by now that this is who Ivy is. This, as much as the show we are about to put on, is Ivy's magic.

Ten minutes later I am dressed in my first outfit for the evening. Both of us will change a number of times during the performance, but whereas Ivy has only four different outfits, I have dozens. Most of them are little more than a top or a skirt that will sit under or on top of a similar top or skirt, to be worn for a few minutes, sometimes only a few seconds, before being shed during a quick change and replaced by the outfit underneath. But what I’m wearing to start takes my own breath away.

It’s gorgeous—a floor length black ball gown, shoulderless with a plunging neckline that makes my chest look like it belongs to someone else.

“Holy shit.” I stand in front of the mirror and give a little spin.

Ivy’s wolf-whistle reminds me that I’m not alone. She steps up behind me, one hand pressing against the curve of my hip, before it slides around to my stomach, high enough that it’s not obscene, but low enough that I shiver at the touch and feel the fire kindling between my legs.

Ivy is shorter than me, especially now that I am wearing a pair of absurd heels to go along with this scandalous dress, and from behind me she has to stand on her tiptoes to rest her chin against my shoulder. She does and the feeling of her pressed against me like this just feels right. She folds into the space between my shoulder and my neck like it was made for her. When she turns her head and plants a soft, lingering kiss against the nape of my neck, I nearly melt.

“Bend over for me?”

Whatever soft comfort I had found in Ivy’s embrace is quickly replaced by lust. I can hardly believe my ears.

“W-what?” I ask, tongue tied, voice shaking.

Ivy winks at me through the mirror as one hand lightly grazes the small of my back. My stomach is tumbling end over end.

“Cassie!” Ivy smirks at me, her voice faux-scandalized as she produces a thin silver necklace with a teardrop diamond pendant. One moment her hand is empty, fingers tracing along the nape of my neck, melting me everywhere they touch—and the next her hand is clasping the necklace, already guiding it into place as her other hand slips up my back and helps to clasp the necklace in place. “So I can put the necklace on. What did you think I was talking about?”

Her voice is teasing but the smile on her face is sultry. She knows what I thought. In fact, I’m sure it is exactly the effect that she was hoping for.

Ivy’s eyes find mine in the mirror and then move lower. I can’t help but follow them. The necklace is perched perfectly—and perhaps dangerously—just above my cleavage, which looks better than it ever has. I make a mental note to ask Ivy to thank whoever tailored this dress because I can’t believe how incredible I look.

Between the show and everything that is happening with Ivy I can’t help my nerves. But in this dress, with Ivy looking at me like that, I feel strangely confident. The nerves are still there, but they fade into the background.

“Listen,” Ivy says, and for a moment all I can hear is my own heartbeat, my own breath, but we are so close and moments later I can hear hers as well, and it sounds almost as if they are in sync.

But that is not all I hear. Craning my ears, I pick up on what Ivy means: people. I hear muffled voices that sound very far away, the unmistakable harsh rasps of whispers and stifled laughter. I can hear the sound of footsteps going up stairs and going down them. I can hear theater seats creaking on hinges. It is the sound of a crowd, settling in for a show.

Ivy’s fingers brush up and down my neck, soothing me.

“Nervous?” she asks, and I shake my head.

“No,” I say, though I’m not sure if it’s true.

I feel…something. It’s like there is electricity inside me, racing up and down my spin, branching out into my arms, my legs, my neck, zipping back and forth until it finds my fingertips, until it finds my toes. I am utterly and totally alive in this moment. Am I nervous? Yes, truthfully. But I am so much more besides.

“You can look,” she says, “if it helps.”

Instinctively my eyes shoot to Ivy’s chest, my face heating as soon as I realize what I’ve done.

“That’s, uh, not what you meant, is it?”

Ivy shakes her head as her lips spread into a playful smile. “No, it’s not. You can always look there. You’re my girlfriend after all.”

Our eyes meet in the mirror again and my whole body tenses and I have to jump away from Ivy’s touch. Her eyebrows rise nearly to her hairline.

“Sorry,” I mutter. “But if I’m going to make it through this show, I need to be thinking a little bit more about the performance and a little bit less about…”

“The way you are going to ravish me afterward?” Ivy’s expression is pure mischief as I audibly gasp at her words.

“Not helping AT ALL, Ivy.”

She pouts at me. “Can’t a girl have any fun? You aren’t the only one trying to work on her nerves.”

The thought of Ivy nervous is oddly comforting, like I’m not doing this alone, because, well, obviously I’m not. We are in this together.

Ivy leads me out of the dressing room into the backstage area and the sound of the crowd is louder here, unmistakable.

“It’s dark enough,” Ivy says, leading me toward the edge of the curtain. “No one will see us.”

One hand reaches out and peels the edge of the curtain back, just enough, so that I can see out. I’m not sure what I was expecting. I know how many people the theater holds. I know that tonight’s performance is sold out. But knowing something and seeing something are often very different. And seeing the crowd, packed in like sardines, makes my heart jackhammer against my chest.

I’ve done live shows before. Mostly theater, but a few that were more multi-discipline, but nothing like this, either in terms of the crowd size or the intricacy of the performance.

My mind reels, vision swimming as my eyes roam over the crowd of formless faces, trying to find something to distract me, something to latch onto. It takes a few moments, but I do. Not formless, I realize with a start, but masked: every member of the audience is wearing a mask, not entirely dissimilar to Ivy’s, the kind that you might see at Mardi Gras or…

“Oh my god, Ivy, was Alexis right? Is this, like, a sex cult?”

Ivy bites at her bottom lip as she bounces her weight between one foot and the other. “No,” she answers finally, the edges of her lips curling up, “but⁠—”

“But? There’s a but?”

“Usually quite a few in a sex cult,” she drawls, pausing for a dramatic moment before shrugging her shoulders—a motion that is more than a little distracting as her chest moves up and down, straining against the nearly transparent fabric.

“Ivy!”

Her grin makes my heart beat faster.

“I’m just saying, how similar does something have to be to be ‘like’ a sex cult?” she asks, running her fingers down my arm, circling them around my wrist. She gives a little squeeze that is at once comforting and insanely fucking hot. “I promise it’s not a sex cult⁠—”

“Thank god⁠—”

“But, who knows? We turn in a good performance tonight and we might have people lining up to join. Pre-sales for tickets have been excellent so far, but I’m always looking for new business opportunities to explore.”

I nod sagely as though this is all dead serious. “Lots of money in cults. Doubly so for sex cults. Does make things a bit messy, though, mixing business and pleasure.”

Ivy sometimes makes me feel so carefree that I don’t always properly use my filter. It’s only once the words have left my mouth that I realize how applicable they might seem to our situation.

Before I have a chance to spiral, Ivy’s hand, still wrapped around my wrist, tightens and pulls me toward her. Our bodies fold together as her other hand slides over my hip to cup my ass. The warmth of her fingers through the sheer fabric makes my whole body surge with lust. Her lips plant a delicate kiss on my neck and work their way up to my ear.

“Maybe a little messy,” she says, and I melt at the soft murmuring of her voice. “But so fucking hot.”

I gasp as her hand digs into my ass, gripping it roughly while her lips slip down to my own. The kiss is far from chaste, but there is still something held back, something left in reserve. Ivy puts it into words as she pulls back and rubs her thumb over my swollen bottom lip.

“After the show,” is all she says.

I nod. “After the show.”
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PERFECT
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“Prepare yourselves for an evening of seduction,” Ivy’s voice booms like thunder.

The acoustics in the theater are perfect. She stands at center stage and her words fill the whole place without even needing a microphone.

The show begins and it feels like being born. I don’t know how else to describe it. One moment and then…everything that comes after.

The entire evening seems to balance on the edge of a knife, teetering between success and failure, the difference a matter of a few inches, a matter of a few instants.

My first change comes in between a modestly impressive card trick by Ivy and a series of tumbles culminating in a dive through a ring Ivy is holding. It all goes off without a hitch.

We work through the early sections, building themes and motifs, planting red herrings and daring the audience to guess where this is going, knowing that they never will. For most of the show, the audience is hidden, cocooned in darkness just a few feet away, lit here and there and now and again by the flashes of light that accompany the performance. Even with the masks, it is impossible to miss the focus, the attention, the slight strain forward as every audience member sits, literally, at the edge of their seat—they are enraptured.

The tension builds along with the difficulty. Simple sleight of hand is replaced by more complicated tricks, ones that require as much athleticism and precision as they do misdirection. But it is not just difficulty that Ivy delivers for them, but the story. One that swells with the music, building and then falling, love reaching out and then scampering back in terror, fleeing and then resurfacing, not once and not twice, but again and again and again.

Because this is not just a romance; this is a story about life, about what it means to live, and in life there is not one climax followed by resolution. No, the tension builds and climbs and falls, unevenly and unpredictably, the whole thing never ceasing so long as we draw air.

Nothing has ever felt like this. Not my first kiss, not any beer I’ve ever sipped or any of the drugs taken in my rebellious youth, not even being with Ivy feels quite like this.

Not because this is better than that, but because this, simply put, is like nothing else in the world. It is singular. I have performed for a crowd before the way that a fourth grader in the school band has. There is a difference in what is seen and a difference in what is shown. And all of it is dizzying.

This is not me up here, not Cassie Wells, and yet…Something about this feels more authentic, more absolutely and unimpeachably me than almost anything ever has. But it is not comfortable and in that moment I realize that I’ve never craved comfort. Comfort and this cannot exist at the same time. It is only in pushing past any trace of comfort that I have found myself here. Here on this stage, with this woman, doing this.

And this is magic.

Quick changes go past as the minutes slip away and each time I look down I am surprised to see what I am wearing. My conscious mind has let go, and is now borne along on the current of the performance. Muscle memory, subconscious, whatever—there is no need to think now. My body knows what to do. I can let go and watch the show unfold.

We are nearly halfway through when I even think to watch Ivy. Surely my eyes have been on her before. There is too much on-the-fly coordination and adjustment needed for it to be otherwise, but again, it has been the practiced instinctual part of my brain that has been in control. Now, just a little, I let myself watch, let myself experience what is happening. I let myself watch my girlfriend as she commands the stage, commands the room, drawing all eyes to her, all attention.

It is no wonder she has chosen this for her profession. She could be an actress. She could be a director or a choreographer. Hell, she could be almost anything she wanted. The work she has done on the innumerable parts of this production with very little help is all the evidence needed that she is beyond talented, and not just in one thing or in two, but at anything and everything I have seen her put her mind to.

I’m sure there are some things that Ivy isn’t good at, but whatever they are, I haven’t found them yet.

But it makes sense that she has found her way here to this role and this show and this moment. She deserves to be seen. She deserves to be the center of attention. Not just because she is beautiful—and she is, now more than ever. Not just because she is talented—though every movement is testament to it. But because this here is art, real and true. Because Ivy is a natural storyteller, gifted with a way of seeing the world, of taking little pieces of life and putting them together to make something far more impressive than the sum of the parts.

Pride swells in my breast, even as I cartwheel over a barrel “accidentally” sent careening in my direction.

I am going to crash into the floor, until Ivy tucks and dives underneath me, letting me use her momentum and weight as a balance, as a springboard as I launch into the air and twist. In that same motion, she finds the clasp on my shirt and tugs, sending my top pirouetting through the air. When I land, the lights flash up for a moment and I can see the eyes on me and my bare chest. I swallow away the nerves—those will come in a moment—as sweat beads on my bare skin, baking beneath the lights. There is an audible gasp, followed by applause. Now, it is time for nerves—the rehearsed ones—as I look down and back up, fake panic overwhelming my features. I hurry off the stage, throw on my next outfit and enter the stage again from the right.
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The sequence repeats, like a spiral staircase moving around and around, but not staying in place—climbing ever higher. And so it is with the performance, each section building on what came before, calling back to it, changing it, echoing and rhyming until it becomes something entirely new. I know what is coming and it still takes my breath away. I am part of the show and still it sweeps me off my feet.

Ivy sweeps me off my feet.

The crowd grows restless as the show continues, not impatient but nearly raucous, so invested in the piece, they can’t help themselves. They cheer, they yell, they boo—appropriately within the context of the piece: every story needs a villain, after all. In short, they are enamored, not just with the piece and not just with Ivy.

But with me too.

That is the piece that is hardest of all to fathom, hardest of all to ignore. That is the part that makes my cheeks heat like warm stones left in the sun. It is not a feeling that I am used to.

I am used to being watched. I am used to being objectified. I know what it feels like, and as strange as it is to say while baring my chest to a room full of strangers, this feels nothing like that. Up here I am not an object but a subject. Up here I am in control. I am empowered, and in that is all the difference in the world.

I feel powerful and sexy and strong. So very different from how I have felt for far too many years of my life: small and weak and unnoticed. Ivy’s eyes catch mine as we finish one section and move back toward the curtains. Rapturous applause chases us backstage.

I don’t have a moment to compose myself before Ivy’s lips brush mine, her strong arms pulling me into her. I could sink into this kiss, into this moment and this woman. It would be so easy, like falling back asleep after your alarm clock has woken you for school. I want it. So very much and so very badly. I know Ivy wants it too.

“After the show,” she says, placing her lips right against my ear.

From the point of contact, heat races out across my body. Muscles that had gone tight loosen. Aches disappear. I take in a deep breath as my heartbeat stills and quiets and then thrums like a plucked bowstring.

“One more,” Ivy whispers, her voice barely carrying over the roar of the crowd, which if anything has grown louder.

Her forehead presses against mine as our hands find each other’s shoulders. We hold one another in that moment, everything else spinning around us, spinning away, until there is nothing but the two of us.

“They love you,” I say, my eyes lifting up and sweeping the room, as though they could see the sound of the cheers that envelop us.

“No,” Ivy says, that dangerous, irresistible smile playing on her lips. “That’s for you. They love you.”

Her smile widens as color fills her cheeks. Her gaze falters for a moment, like she is going to look away. She doesn’t.

“I do too,” she says, so quietly that it is almost swallowed up by the noise.

My heart slams against my chest for a moment as something like panic races through me, searching for a handhold. It is a familiar feeling. It is the part of me that needs to cut, to run, to find the bad in every good situation. I wait for it to find the twisted thought, the half-remembered words, that will send me spiraling, that will somehow take this moment and poison it.

But nothing happens. The panic pulses through me once and then twice and then again, weaker each time, reaching out for something—anything—and finding nothing.

My pulse slows, my breathing calms, and my hands slip their way down the bare skin of Ivy’s arms and fold into hers. Her eyes are on mine, a kaleidoscope of green and hazel and gold. They are without a doubt, the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen. And the way they are looking at me makes me shudder. They promise comfort and peace and happiness one moment, and then passion and hunger and lust the next. They change with each breath and each beat of our hearts, which is just so very…Ivy.

Ivy the magician, beautiful and talented and…in love with me. That seems impossible. This woman who I adore and respect and who drives me wild—who I didn’t even know a few months ago—loves me. And what's more? I know I feel the same.

I open my mouth to say as much when Ivy places one finger on my lips. She shakes her head.

“Not yet,” she says. “After the show.”

“After the show?” I feel a strange thrill at the words, a moment of exhilaration and apprehension as the games we play, on stage and off, come together. One last little flourish before the grand reveal. I nod and repeat the words. This time they are not a question. “After the show.”

“It’s the final scene of the final act,” Ivy says, her voice slipping into her emcee voice, the one that she uses on stage. For a moment, I can’t help but imagine her using that voice in the bedroom. I shake away that thought. Far too distracting right now. Ivy continues on. “The magician and her assistant have been running towards each other and away, back and forth, giving and taking. The whole time it has seemed like it was the assistant who was running, the assistant who was changing.”

Ivy pauses, her face going wistful. “But we both know there’s more to the story than that. More to the story than what is out there on that stage.”

I run my thumb over her knuckles, our hands still clasped. I nod cheerfully.

“Yes,” I say. “We do both know that.” I lean in so that our foreheads touch again, then shift so that my lips press against her. “There is so much more to the story.”

When we break apart, there is no more time to linger. We quickly make our costume adjustments as the crowd grows restless.

This last section is the trickiest, the most demanding, and the most precise. It is the part that in practice we still have not perfected. One time out of, say, five, we botch it. Not awfully, but enough. Enough to put a damper on what has otherwise been a phenomenal performance. A mistake would hardly be the end of the world, but after everything that we have put into this, it feels so very unacceptable. It would be the black mark on an otherwise spotless evening.

I glance over at Ivy. Not spotless, perfect.

Weeks of practice, hours drilling the same tricks and routines over and over again—it has all led to this. The scrapes and bruises, the twisted ankles, and the bloodied lips have been the price to pay. And now…Now, we see what our sweat, our blood, and our tears have purchased for us.

We step back out onto the stage and the approval of the crowd washes over me for and then goes still. A moment later, it’s like there is no crowd at all. There is just the two of us and the routine that we have practiced so many times that it has become second nature.

I surrender to everything, let my mind go still in a way it hasn’t in years, maybe ever. There is no voice in my head. My body knows what needs to be done and so does my heart. Corny as that might sound, it’s true, and what’s worse is that with Ivy even corny things make me swoon. And holy fuck am I swooning as we move through one trick and then another: flawless, breathless, fearless. It feels like everything leading up to this—even the rest of the show itself—was just practice for this moment. And, boy, does it pay off.

The crowd is electric, buzzing with energy as we work toward the climax. I am so locked in at this moment that I don’t even let myself mentally giggle at the word climax. Things are serious.

And soon enough, there is nothing left but the final piece—a run, a leap, and then the fall. Time sometimes slows when you’re performing, everything seeming to come to a crawl while you move in real time, allowing you to execute at a level you otherwise never could, to be conscious and present and alive, to be both brain and body, working in perfect harmony. But what has never happened is this—time seems to pause. Not to slow, but truly to stop. It is a moment that is only happening for me, but I savor it all the same.

Ivy is frozen mid spin, her hair like fire where the light catches it, her eyes like lanterns in the dark, guiding me. Home? Maybe, but there is danger there too—a siren’s call, waiting to lure me in and then dash me on the rocks. I am frozen too, at least here. The stage falls away and darkness rushes in, only the light off Ivy’s hair and the light in Ivy’s eyes show me what remains. And what remains is what has always been there: a pit, dark and bottomless, my legs dangling over it.

But what has always been need not always be. There is no more hesitation. There is no more waiting. In this vision, I let go and slide over the edge. In real life, I am running, breaking into a sprint as I twist and flip and—in both places I am falling, but I am no longer afraid. I know what is waiting for me. I know that Ivy will catch me.

And she does.

Reality rushes back in—the noise and the lights and Ivy.

“Perfect,” she mouths, and I can see the moisture in her gaze and the tears only make her eyes more beautiful. She blinks them away. Her hand slides up my side, while the other still cradles the small of my back. She runs her thumb over my bottom lip and my whole body trembles. Her expression is pensive, thoughtful, and maybe even a little confused.

This is the ending, the moment before the kiss, where the tension builds and builds and then…the end. It’s better that way. Ivy is right. She has to be, though in this moment it’s hard to remember why.

It’s a good thing, though, that she remembers. She must. Because the need that courses through me while she looks at me like this is almost too much. Another few seconds, I tell myself. I can hold it together that long.

Apparently, though, Ivy cannot.

“Fuck it,” she says and presses her lips against mine, the mask slipping completely. “I like your ending better.”

We fall into one another and then the curtain closes.
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AFTER THE SHOW
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The adrenaline is still coursing through me as Ivy and I take what feels like our ninth separate bow. Thankfully, this one is the last.

Backstage, Ivy lets out a primal scream that stops me in my tracks. There is something bizarrely attractive about that deep guttural noise coming out of such a cute little package, but when she turns and her eyes find mine, the word ‘cute’ feels suddenly inadequate.

Her makeup is a bit smudged after two hours of moving and sweating under the lights, but it has held up miraculously well. She still looks every bit the dangerous siren or fairy waiting to lure me off the path and devour me.

Oh god, I think to myself, please let us be on the same page about this.

We have done this dance for weeks now, stretching into months. Our mouths have met, our hands. I have copped a feel of Ivy’s breasts and ass with all the panicked eagerness of a teenage boy—but that is where it has stopped, or, at least where it has stopped for me. Ivy has touched me like I have never touched her. My mouth has been on hers, has kissed that soft and supple neck, but that’s it. Ivy’s mouth has been far busier. As have her fingers.

But still, I want more and maybe with this woman I always will, at least until I have all of it, all of her. Until I know all the parts of her mentally, spiritually, and—okay, yes, I’m not going to pretend to be all high-minded and mature about this—sexually.

I want to talk into the early hours with her about everything and nothing. I want to make her laugh so hard that she can’t breathe. I want to make art with this woman for as long as she will let me. But now—like right now—I also want to make her come so hard that she forgets her own name and the only one she can remember is the one she calls out again and again: my own.

I’ve gotten to know Ivy well over the past few months. I can often read her expressions and know what she is going to say or do before it happens. That experience isn’t necessary right now. If you scribbled DTF on Ivy’s forehead in bright red letters, it would be less subtle than the absolutely scandalous look she is giving me right now.

“That went really great, Ivy. The show, I mean, and you were—It was really good,” I say and I can hear the nervous shake in my voice. God, I sound so vapid. “Especially the last section, with the improvisations we made and⁠—”

Ivy places one finger on my lip and the tension dissolves. I can feel all the muscles in my mouth and jaw, and the ones around my eyes and everywhere on my face go slack as warmth spreads out from where her body meets mine.

“There will be time to talk about the show.” Her voice is soft and patient, but full of purpose. She leans, standing on her tiptoes so that her lip meets my ear. “But this isn’t the show anymore, is it?”

There is a playful challenge in her tone and I feel myself start to unspool. Desperate eyes search the backstage area, but it is sparse, a few pieces of equipment, nothing that would make a good bed or seat, at least not for the things that I have in mind.

“Here?” The question needs no more context as Ivy shakes her head, smiling seductively at me as her fingers cup my jaw and her lips press into mine, just for a moment, before she steps back, her hands sliding down my sides. Her hand folds into mine.

“Come on,” she says, giving my arm a little tug. “I know a place.”
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“Oh my god, you have a sex dungeon. Alexis was right.”

The room is…breathtaking. I was expecting another backstage storage closet or dusty dressing room. This whole theater is far more massive than what would be needed for our production and so most of the rooms go unused.

Gloria mentioned that at one time, she had had plans to put on more shows, larger and more elaborate and more daring. She even talked about letting local groups use the space for community theater, dance recitals, etc. It meant that there were more rooms and hallways in this underground labyrinth than I ever expected to see. But maybe if I knew what Ivy had been hiding, I would have been a little more adventurous in my explorations.

Her smile is soft with the promise of something sultrier underneath. Her eyes rake over my body as her face tightens into an expression of hunger.

“Not a dungeon,” she says as I step inside. “A palace.”

What hits me first is the lighting. It spills out of the room, amber and orange and gold, casting Ivy in an ethereal light, making her look like something out of a dream. And she is; there’s no other way it makes sense that someone could look this beautiful.

“A sex palace?” I can feel the buzz in the air as I twirl once and then twice, taking in everything around me.

The place has the same aesthetic as the shop itself: dark black fabric filigreed with silver that looks almost white. The lanterns are like stars burning in the sky, warm balls of glowing light against the stark black of the ceiling. There is no furniture in the room other than a large circular bed with a curved and symmetrical headboard. The whole thing is the same dark black as everything else, lined with silver and gold, depicting scenes that have me blushing.

“A sex palace.” Ivy nods as one hand goes up to the strap of my dress and slips it off my shoulder. The air is warm here, but goosebumps still erupt across the bare skin of my shoulder as her fingers linger there. “For my princess.”

“That’s so corny,” I choke out past the lump in my throat. “And so fucking touching.” She slips the other strap of my dress off my shoulder and the fabric piles up at my chest. “How do you do that?”

How can she be so corny and so sweet? So impossible and unattainable and then so down to earth and normal? Sometimes it feels almost impossible to reconcile all the different Ivies that I know: Ivy the magician, Ivy the landlord and upstairs neighbor, Ivy the boss, Ivy the girl who gets along with my brother better than almost anyone he’s ever met. And Ivy—the girl of my dreams.

“Do what?” She kisses her way down my neck as her fingers tuck themselves under the neckline of the dress and pull it down past my bust. Ivy’s eyes go wide. “No bra? Nothing?” She plants two kisses at the top of my breasts, first one and then the other. “When did that happen?”

Her eyes glance up at mine and I give her my most seductive smile. “I’m getting pretty good at the whole quick change thing, aren’t I?”

“You certainly are.” One hand cups my breasts, gentle fingers kneading them, moving up even as her kisses move down. “We might need to talk about promoting you.”

“Only if I have to sleep with my boss to get it.”

I shudder as Ivy pinches one nipple between her fingers. Her lips are only a half inch away and I can feel her breath on me, can feel just how badly I want her to lean forward and put her mouth on me. But I’ve had that before and as wonderful as it feels, right now I need something more.

Ivy steps back with a sly smile on her face, laughing gently at the groan of frustration that rumbles up from my chest. That disappointment doesn’t last very long.

“Show me,” Ivy says and the look in her eyes is absolutely feral.

“Show you?” I repeat the words back as a question, trying to buy myself time to think as my mind floods with lust.

“This is your chance to audition for your next big role.” Ivy licks her lip. “We are looking for someone who knows how to take charge. So…show me.”

I close the gap between us again, my hands roaming over the sheer fabric of Ivy’s bodysuit until they cup her ass and pull her body hard against me. I shudder at the sensation of that soft fabric against my nipples, shocked by just how good that little bit of friction feels. How good, honestly, all of this feels.

And how right. One hand stays on Ivy’s taut and sculpted ass. Obviously, all those hours of practice were about the show, but feeling the firm muscle rippling under Ivy’s skin is not a bad perk. She’s shorter than me, but stronger, and there is something about that that makes me lose my mind. It’s like her strength is a challenge. One that I will rise or—an image of me on my knees, head buried between Ivy’s legs flashes before my eyes—perhaps sink to meet.

But that is getting ahead of things. My free hand finds Ivy’s chin and my fingers trace the sharp angle of her jaw, down from where it meets her ear, until my fingers dance across those plump and eager lips. I want nothing more than to kiss them; so I do.

Ivy’s body surges against me. I can feel the rumble of Ivy’s moan as my hand tightens on her ass, squeezing in a manner that is not at all gentle. Our tongues meet, tentative at first. Not nervous, but testing, looking for an opening. When Ivy throws back her head to moan, I find mine. My lips attack the pale exposed skin of her neck and her body crumbles into mine.

“Cass.” The way she moans my name is like music. Her eyes are closed, head thrown back, hands hanging limp at her sides.

“How is this for taking charge?” I ask, my lips pressed against her ear, before my tongue traces a path down her neck.

“It’s a good start,” she says, bringing her head back up and fixing me with a stare. “But I need more. I need⁠—”

Before she can say anything more, I pull my hips back slightly and slide my hand in between us, in between Ivy’s legs. Her whole body rocks as she clamps her thighs tight around my hand, pressing herself into my fingers, into my knuckles as she tries desperately to generate some friction.

“A little better?” I tease as I wiggle my hand and press it into her, earning me a stream of curses mixed in with chants of my name. “But you’re still a bit overdressed.”

“Yes,” she coos, wiggling her hips, rolling them into me, once then twice, before she pulls away for a second. Just a second. She kicks off her shoes as she winks at me. Then she takes my hands in hers and brings them up to the neckline of her jumpsuit. She nods.

“But the outfit…are you sure?” I ask, my arousal warring with my common sense, with the latter only offering token resistance. God, I want nothing more than to tear this off her, but looking at it, it’s clear how much work went into it.

“I know I’ve made you be patient, but that’s over. Now, I want you so out of control for me that you can’t wait. That you have to fuck me so badly that you tear my clothes off.” There is no doubt in Ivy’s eyes. She is as sure as anyone has ever been about anything. I am supposed to be the one taking charge, but I am powerless to resist this woman. “Rip. It. Off.”

Her mouth moves forward, but I shake my head. I want to kiss those lips of course, but I also want to watch what comes next. So my eyes stay glued to her body as my fingers dig into the fabric, so delicate that just my nails pressing in begins to unravel it.

Once I have the handhold that I need, I pull and the fabric peels away effortlessly, sliding off Ivy’s alabaster skin, showing me the freckles on her shoulder, the freckles that run like constellations across her collar bone, the freckles that kiss the tops of her breasts.

She shrugs as the fabric comes off her, stepping out as I pull it further. Now, her arms are free and her hands thread into my hair as I crouch down to my knees, no longer tearing but pulling, so that she can step out, and when she does, there’s nothing left but Ivy.

My breath catches as I stand and take her in.

“What’s this?” I ask, raising an eyebrow playfully, as my fingers brush against her upper thigh, so close to her waiting wetness, to a spot that might just be covered…if she was wearing anything there. “No underwear?”

Ivy’s smile makes my clit throb. “Who do you think taught you to do those quick changes so well?”

It’s such a line, but it makes me melt anyway.

“You’re gorgeous.” I plant a kiss on her collarbone. She shudders and then gasps and my mouth slips across to the other side. “I love your freckles,” I say, planting more kisses, intoxicated by the smell of her: cloves and cinnamon and some kind of citrus that I can’t quite place.

“You do?” she asks, as my lips brush over the tops of her tits, trailing down in between them and then back up to her neck. Her voice is thin and fluttering and when my lips land just below her left ear, it’s like her whole body sighs.

“Of course I do.” My hands find Ivy’s hips as I shower her with more kisses, each one hungrier than the last, each one more feral; she responds to each one differently.

First it is a small moan that escapes those perfect lips, still stunningly blue. Then it is the way her body presses into mine, like even no distance is somehow too much, as if our bodies could never be close enough.

After that, it is the shake in her body, coming up from her wobbling knees as I guide her back toward the bed. Then it is the shocked gasp as the edge of the bed catches her in the back of the knees and she tumbles backward, flat onto her back as her red hair spills out like a lion’s mane around that face.

Once she has recovered from the surprise, her eyes meet mine and I gulp. There is no innocence in that look. There is only invitation.

My dress is still bunched around my waist, tits hanging out as Ivy’s quick glance down reminds me.

“I guess I’m the one that’s a little overdressed now,” I say and Ivy’s only response is a silent nod. I watch as she licks her lips.

My hands move slowly back up the bunched fabric and my eyes never leave Ivy’s as I pull the dress down and step out of it. Unlike Ivy, I still have clothes on besides the dress. Two articles of clothing, or maybe three, depending on how you want to count: a lacy blue thong and a pair of sheer black knee high socks.

“Lose the thong.” Ivy’s teeth worry at her bottom lip. “But keep the socks.”

Fuck. I struggle not to moan as those words make my panties drop—more or less literally. I take a deep breath in as I steady myself.

“Something I should know about?” I tease, running my finger down over the fabric of the socks.

“It’s not a fetish or anything,” Ivy says as her hand drifts between her thighs. “You just look fucking hot wearing nothing but those.”

To hear this woman say that I look hot is doing things to me. The vertigo increases, until it almost feels like I am watching the scene at times, but…No, that’s not quite it, because I can feel every inch of my body alive with desire for Ivy. But my mind is unraveling as more and more blood goes between my legs and less and less seems to be finding its way to my brain. I surrender to it and shut off the part of my mind that is always questioning, worrying, always overthinking.

I become my body.

My hand shoots out and clamps around Ivy’s wrist. The way her breath catches is all the evidence I need that this is the right move, that this is what she is looking for. The look she gives me is half-challenge and half-prayer.

“You said you wanted someone who could take charge.”

“Yes.” She wiggles her hips as the word slips from her lips. It sounds almost like she’s begging.

“So,” I stretch the word out, one hand still circling her wrist. “That’s what I’m going to do.” My other hand circles her other wrist and I pin both of them against the bed as I slide onto it, climbing onto Ivy, straddling her across her legs. “How’s this?”

Her eyelids are heavy, lidded with lust. “So fucking good.” She presses her hips up into me, rolling them as she searches for some point of contact, some bit of friction that she can feel. “Your tits look incredible from this angle.”

“From this angle?” I can hardly believe the way my own voice sounds: confident and teasing and sultry. This is not who I am, or at least not who I have been, but for as much as I have been learning about Ivy, maybe she’s not the only one I’ve gotten to know better these last few months.

“From every fucking angle,” Ivy whimpers, the bucking of her hip growing frantic.

“Good girl,” I coo, pressing my lips against the side of her neck. My own hair is spilling over my shoulders, spilling over Ivy. In other words, it’s a little in the way. “Give me a second.” I sit up, releasing Ivy’s hands for a moment as I quickly grab the hair tie from my wrist and put my hair in a messy ponytail and—Jesus

“Oh fuck,” I say, the words closer to a reflex than a conscious choice. Ivy has taken advantage of my distraction. I look down to see her head leaned forward and her mouth clamped over my right breast while her free hand kneads the other. “Doesn’t seem very submissive. I thought I was supposed to be the one taking charge.”

Ivy speaks with my tit still mostly in her mouth. “Submissive?” she mumbles, and then sucks harder, sending white hot sparks through my body.

My nipples have always been sensitive but Ivy seems to know some cheat code that can make me nearly orgasmic with just a few swirls of her tongue. It’s getting significantly harder to concentrate. Thankfully, or maybe not, Ivy relents, drawing back and staring up at me.

“I said I wanted you to take control,” Ivy says, her matter of fact tone so at odds with her sultry glare. “Not that I was going to make it easy on you.”

“Oh, yea?” I raise one eyebrow.

“Yea.” Ivy’s fingers roll my nipple between them and it would be so easy to give into this, to let her make me feel good like she has so many countless times before. But that is not the assignment.

Game fucking on.

My hands snatch at her wrists again, not so gently this time as I pin them again against her side. Ivy’s whole body seems to shudder and then tense and then surge up against mine: hips and legs and stomach and breasts all pressing into mine, evaporating any distance between us. Our mouths slam together hard enough to rock my head back before I know what’s happening.

We have never kissed like this. Not just passionate and hungry, but panicked, frantic, aggressive. There is something in the way our tongues wrestle, in the way our lips suck and nibble that feels like a battle, something just this side of anger. And it drives me fucking wild.

From the way Ivy responds, I know it’s doing the same for her. Her arms tense against mine, not struggling but testing, making me work for it—just like she said. Her mouth is on mine as our tongues duel. I nibble on her bottom lip, draw it between my own and suck on it hard enough to elicit a low whimper in Ivy’s throat.

A throat that trembles and flutters, muscle tensing and relaxing, veins pumping. My mouth moves to it and there is no more time for soft kisses. No, my mouth is ravenous, devouring everywhere it touches, sucking hard against soft skin until a thousand tiny vessels break open, already bringing the rumor of a hickey to Ivy’s neck. I feel like a teenager again, marking my territory, my woman, my Ivy.

I shift my position so that I’m straddling only one of her legs, which means⁠—

“Oh god, yes,” Ivy’s head presses back into the bed as my thigh slides in between her legs. “Cass.”

The sound of my name from her lips is like a drug and I am instantly hooked.

My mouth dips lower, closing around one of her nipples as she says my name again and again and again. Her hips are bucking like wild, rolling against the friction provided by my thighs, even as her arms strain against my grip. I take my time, moving between one of her breasts and then the other, making sure that neither is left out.

“That feels so good,” she moans. “Your mouth sucking on my tits like that…It’s…It’s…Fuck, Cass. I fucking love it.”

She sounds drunk. She sounds fevered and frenzied, delirious—because of me, because of what I am doing to her. I can hear her breath quicken, feel the muscles in her abdomen tighten against mine. I know that she is getting close and I want to be the one to take her over the edge. Not with my thigh.

Not even with my fingers.

My lips glide back up, pausing briefly to intertwine with hers, before they nestle against her ear, where they stay as I pause for one beat and then another. I can feel the tension in the air, thick enough to cut, as Ivy waits for what I’m going to say. Even the bucking of her hips has slowed, though not stopped, as she waits. And I don’t plan on making her wait any longer. We have both waited—for this and more—for far, far too long.

“I want to taste you.”

It is just a whisper in her ear but her whole body reacts, sighing out, tension evaporating as my fingers release their grip on her wrists. I slip down the bed, settling between Ivy’s legs as her whole body shivers. There has been enough foreplay. There has been enough build up.

I lean forward and taste my girlfriend.

Her body responds in an instant to the probing swipes of my tongue. I’ve had this done to me by others—including Ivy—but, obviously, I’ve never done it to someone else. I should be nervous, but the way Ivy responds to the first swipe of my tongue eases the tension. The moans that escape her lips afterwards, the way her fingers thread through my hair as she encourages me, tells me how good it feels—all of that erases my fears until there is nothing but me and this and Ivy.

Maybe it’s all the build up. Maybe I’m just a natural. Whatever it is, my lack of experience doesn’t seem to be an issue for Ivy, who is soon pressing her hips back up against the firm strokes of my tongue, like she is fucking herself on my mouth. She isn’t even trying anymore to keep quiet.

Each swipe of my tongue elicits a guttural scream of Fuck or Oh, god or, my personal favorite: Cass.

“Cass,” she moans right on cue as I press a finger against her clit and circle it while my tongue swipes up to meet it. Her hips are bucking now so wildly I struggle to keep my pace, to keep pressure and pattern consistent enough to get her off. Because for as amazing as this has been, for how turned on as I am myself right now and for how much I want to come, the only thing that really matters right now is shattering Ivy’s world. And with one final swipe of my tongue, that’s exactly what I do.

Her grip tightens in my hair for a moment as my name slips past her lips like a prayer. Her body shakes, then shudders, then seems to spasm in waves as her hips roll against my tongue while she works her way through an orgasm that leaves her panting and breathless. By the time it’s over, I have sidled up next to her, my fingers stroking her cheek, brushing errant strands of her fiery red hair out of the beautiful green and hazel eyes, still heavy and lidded with pleasure.

“So?” I ask when Ivy seems to have come down enough to get her bearings.

The look she gives me is more than a little confused.

“You said this was an audition,” I say, my lips surging forward to steal a kiss. “So did I get the part?”

Just like that, the hunger is back in Ivy’s eyes.

“Oh, that wasn’t the audition,” she says with a wicked smile that has me dripping. “I’m not even halfway finished with you.”
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“Oh god, Cass. So fucking sensitive.” She sounds delirious and I can imagine the way her eyes must be rolled to the back of her head as I thrust my fingers inside her again, burying them as she clamps down, her walls like a vice around my fingers.

“Do you want me to stop?” I ask after a particularly forceful thrust that leaves her whimpering. I curl my fingers against her walls, slowly dragging them back toward my wrist.

“Don’t you dare,” she cries as I brush my thumb over her clit and sink my fingers into her again. She is so wet and I slip inside her so easily until half my hand has almost disappeared inside her. “So fucking full. Oh my god, Cass. How do you know how to do this?”

It’s not the first time she’s asked me that tonight. And the honest answer is that I’m not exactly sure. Part of it is simple: I know what would feel good for me and I try to do that for Ivy, but there’s more to it than that. With Ivy I feel confident, in control, like I know what I’m doing in a way that I never have before.

Put simply: all of this feels natural.

Like this body was made for mine. Like this woman was made for me.

I make her come again and by this point I have lost track. Maybe five times or six? It would be easier to remember if Ivy didn’t insist on alternating, returning the favor by bringing me to my own earth shattering orgasm each time I do the same for her. Eventually, our bodies have had enough.

Limbs too heavy to move. Muscles burning like fire. Every part of me utterly and completely spent. And best of all, the sweet ache between my legs that I know matches the one between hers.

After the last time, we collapse into the bed, sink into it as sleep climbs through our limbs until even our fingers and our toes are almost too heavy to move.

“What about now?” I ask, my tired hands cupping Ivy’s tired jaw.

The smile on her face is soft and subtle, everything else has been burned away and all that’s left is this. All that’s left is us.

She nods, her smile almost sheepish. Ivy has already said it to me, backstage before the final act. And now it is my turn to say those three little words that are more daunting, more impossible, than any magic trick.

“I love you,” I say and the words mean something they never have before. They are a promise, if not of forever, than of everything I can possibly give to make forever happen.

“I love you too, Cass,” Ivy says and in her words I can hear the echo of that same promise.

Her lips press to mine, once and gently, and then she tucks her head against my shoulder and her body folds against mine. In a moment, both of us have drifted off to sleep, and in the morning when we wake, I realize that there are skylights in the ceiling.

The light spills in and catches the red in Ivy’s hair. She looks so beautiful and so peaceful sleeping there like that. Another side to Ivy, another part I am seeing for the first time.

And I can’t wait to discover what else this woman has up her sleeve.


29

THE BIG REVEAL
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“Well,” Ivy says, hands on hips as she walks into the dressing room, wearing nothing from the waist up, “looks like someone is already dealing with legions of adoring fans.”

ALEXIS 10:31 P.M.


You guys were incredible! Like holy shit you girls looked amazing! Meet outside? Or back at the shop?




ALEXIS 10:38 P.M.


Last night was for sticking it to your new girlfriend! First performance and all that. Tonight you are supposed to celebrate with us!




I roll my eyes. “Just Alexis. The show ended ten minutes ago and she’s already convinced we are bailing.”

My gaze sinks from Ivy’s down to her impressive chest, still shimmering with a strangely alluring combination of sweat, glitter, and few smudges of body paint.

“You look like a stripper,” I tease, eyes clearing pointing at her glitter covered tits.

Her arms wrap around me and I sink into her, not caring that my outfit will soon be covered by that same glitter—I’m changing out of this anyway.

The way she bites her lip as she looks up at me makes the world shake. “A really expensive stripper though, right?”

I can only nod. “The most expensive.”

My phone buzzes with another message. I have to crane my neck around Ivy’s head to read from the phone still clasped in my hand.

ALEXIS 10:42 P.M.


Okay, if you are going to ravish her can I least get the play by the play? Tyler doesn’t even want to go to a strip club while we wait! You are all so boring [image: skull and crossbones]




GIVE A GIRL SOMETHING!




“So…” Ivy says, her hand grabbing at the fabric of my top, bunching it between her fingers as she pulls us closer. “Are we bailing?”

The mischievous spark in Ivy’s eyes is almost enough to make me say, “Yes.”

I bump my hip against hers and plant a soft kiss on her lips. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Oh, please,” Ivy scoffs, running her fingers along the hem of my shirt. She presses her lips to my ear, and the impression she does of me is shockingly good. “Oh, Ivy. Oh god, yes! Fuck, don’t stop…Ivy, Ivy, Ivy.”

Shockingly good. And it makes my knees buckle.

“Fuck,” I hiss out as Ivy bites at my neck. “Why are you so good at that?”

Ivy pulls back enough so I can see her smirk. “Ask the second question.”

Oh boy, does this girl really know me.

“And why does it turn me on so much?” I feel almost dizzy.

She closes the distance again and her hot breath against my ear is enough to have me dripping. “Because you’re sick.” She gives my ass a slap and then steps backward, a more than satisfied grin on her face. “Just the way I like ‘em.”

“You aren’t making this easy,” I say, and can’t help as my eyes sneak another peak at Ivy’s chest, pert and perky, with her nipples standing at attention.

I want nothing more than to put my mouth on them.

Ivy shrugs. “Am I supposed to be?”

I take a deep breath to steady myself. “We are supposed to meet up with Alexis and Tyler at Calypsos, remember? We don’t have time for a repeat of last night.”

I pause as my throat feels suddenly thick. I am supposed to be celebrating, not thinking about the things I still don’t want to think about. After the show. That refrain has taken on a double meaning in the last few weeks. After meant the future, it meant later. It meant I-don’t-have-to-worry-about-this-right-now.

Only now is starting to feel a whole lot like after. Two shows down and…well, we don’t know if there will be a third.

“We should celebrate with them, right?” I’m thinking out loud now. “This could be our only chance.”

Ivy bites at the inside of her cheek and looks away. “We don’t know that yet.”

“I know,” I say, not wanting her to think I’m doubting her. Ivy is amazing and if anyone can figure this out, she can, but— “Just in case?”

Ivy pouts. “What about a quickie?”

Before I can respond, Ivy pulls a hair band from her wrist and sinks to her knees as she puts her hair up in a bun. She is so very clearly trying to change the subject away from the future and, despite how obvious it is, I’m powerless to resist her.

“Ivy…” My breath catches at the sight of her on her knees looking up at me, and when she runs her tongue along her lips, I shatter.

“Don’t worry,” Ivy says with a wink. “This won’t take long.”

And ninety-seconds later, with my pants and underwear around my ankles and Ivy’s face buried between my legs, she proves it.

Holy fuck. This girl is magic.
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Alexis and Tyler are waiting for us at Calypsos, which is about as packed as I have ever seen it. Since Ivy and I have only really been here during the day, I’m expecting a crowd. What I’m not expecting is a madhouse.

“Holy shit,” Ivy laughs as we both narrowly avoided getting bowled over by a drunk idiot stumbling across the lounge floor before face planting into one of the overstuffed leather couches.

“Vegas baby!” My cheeks hurt from laughing.

This kind of crowd is my nightmare. At least, it should be. But this night with Ivy is something to savor and I’m finding comfort in the discomfort, a common theme recently.

“Girls!” Alexis springs from the table the moment she sees us and pulls us both into a bear hug. For such a sprightly woman, she’s surprisingly strong. “You were incredible.” She turns back to Tyler. “Tell them they were incredible.”

“You were incredible,” Tyler drawls, scratching at the back of his neck.

“And so freaking hot!” She turns back to Tyler. “Tell them babe.”

“Umm.” Tyler scratches even harder as his cheeks flush red. She sure does love to torture him like this. “You two looked very beautiful up there.”

Alexis blows a raspberry. “Beautiful? This wasn’t prom. You girls looked fucking sexy. And oh my god, Cass! Your tits! Just as impressive as I remember. I’ve missed them.”

She looks back at Tyler again who looks like he just wants to crawl in a hole and die. “On that one, mister,” she points a finger in his direction, “you better not have anything to say.”

“God, Lex,” I groan. “I know you're my best friend and we used to live together, so you’ve seen me change before, but it’s so weird when you talk about my tits like they are old friends of yours. Especially in front of my girlfriend.”

Ivy holds up two hands. “Woah. Don’t stop on my account. I could talk about Cassie’s tits all day.”

FOR. THE. LOVE. OF. GOD.

I share a look with Tyler. We are inmates in the same asylum.

“Yea,” Alexi jumps back in. “Would it be better if I was saying your tits didn’t look amazing?”

Ivy’s face shifts to a fake scowl as she turns to Alexis. “No one better be saying anything negative about my girlfriend’s tits.”

“Jesus Christ, you two,” I groan the words as I sink into my seat.

Alexis and Ivy join us at the table. They share a smirk before Ivy says, “Oh, you love us.”

Alexis doesn’t miss it. She raises an eyebrow as she mouths, “Love?”. Thankfully, I’m saved from any follow up when Ivy flags down a passing server and orders drinks.

The subject, mercifully, shifts to more normal things: how Annabel is doing, how work is going for Tyler, how much Alexis doesn’t want to go back to work.

The server comes back with beers and Alexis proposes a toast.

“To the Great Sappho and her amazing, incredible, and super gorgeous assistant and girlfriend!” Alexis raises her bottle.

“To Ivy and Cassie.” Tyler raises his. “And to many more successful shows like this one!”

I feel a tickle in my throat as I watch Ivy’s face droop, just a little. But it’s not Ivy that catches my attention: it’s Alexis. She brings a fist to her mouth and tries to cover whatever noise she was about to make with the fakest of fake coughs.

I stare, not quite believing what my eyes are suggesting. When I look I look at Ivy, cheeks red and refusing to meet my gaze, I am certain that⁠—

“She knows!” I give Ivy a playful shove. “You told her, you narc.”

Tyler’s eyebrows raise in confusion as Alexis sips conspicuously at her beer.

Ivy’s finger plays with the edge of the label where it has lifted off the bottle. “I did,” she says, fingernails scraping until a piece of the label rips off. She rubs it between her fingers into a little ball and then flicks it across the table at Alexis.

“Hey!” Alexis stares daggers at her. “It’s not my fault she guessed.”

“You were so obvious.” Ivy throws her arms in two wide circles. “That was the worst fake cough ever.”

“I can’t believe you.” I shake my head.

“I know,” Ivy says, intentionally misunderstanding so that she can pretend we are on the same side.

I huff. “Not talking about her.”

Tyler shifts in his seat. “Well, this is comfortable and not at all confusing.”

I feel a little bad that Tyler is lost, but I have more pressing issues.

“When did you tell her?” I glare at Ivy until she turns sheepishly toward me.

“Remember that you love me.” She bats her eyelashes, and it’s more than a little hard to summon actual annoyance with her, but I’m trying my best. “It was the day Reggie went to the hospital. I already told you that we talked and I never technically lied about it.”

“You just didn’t tell me.” I chew on the inside of my cheek as I consider whether I’m actually mad about it.

“Cass, she was freaking out.” I snap my head toward Alexis. All the levity is gone from her expression. Her tone is deadly serious. “I stuck my foot in things with the interrogation and then you two got into it outside the apartment, and then with Reggie.”

Ivy hand slides over mine and the warmth that spreads out from there gives me my answer: No, I’m definitely not mad. Maybe a little annoyed, but even that vanishes when I see the look on Ivy’s face.

“You’re important to me and I thought I fucked everything up that day.” Ivy shakes her head like she’s trying to clear away that memory. “And then your brother got sick and I was terrified, for you and for him obviously, but for me too. Maybe that’s selfish. In fact, I’m sure it is, but I just didn’t want to lose you. Everything with Addison and the shop was hanging over my head already and Alexis was incredible. She talked me down, talked me through it.”

“What can I say?” Alexis shrugs, clearly trying to play it off. “I’m a meddlesome bitch.”

The smile on her face is in stark contrast to the words. I can’t help but join in.

“Yes, you are, and even if it annoys the shit out of me sometimes, I love you for it.”

“Umm.” Tyler clears his throat. “Not that it really matters, but does anyone want to tell me what exactly is going on?”

Three pairs of eyes turn in his direction and then find one another, a silent quorum to see who is going to explain. The consensus lands on Ivy.

“I don’t own the shop. Not outright.” The label on Ivy’s beer bottle is completely gone now, but the contents remain mostly untouched. “My business partner, Addison, owns a third of it, same as me. There’s a long story about corporate structure and the history of this whole secret magic act etc. etc. But the short version is this. That other third of ownership? Addison has it now too. Or enough of it that it’s really the same thing. She calls the shots. And she’s selling.”

I know all this and have known it since the day I met Gloria, but it’s still a gut punch to hear it out loud like this. I’m still reeling as Ivy continues to explain.

About the shop and its history—started by Gloria back in the 60’s as a place for a community that wasn’t always welcome in mainstream society. It came and it went, serving its purpose as it made sense through the decades. Gloria had a life too—a wife, though of course in those days, it was in name only: the law would never recognize the marriage. She got hitched and settled down, had a kid at the end of the 70s and retired the act.

Then came HIV and AIDS in the 80s, and the Great Sappho and, more importantly, the theater and the space it offered for the community were needed more than ever. In addition to Gloria’s act, there was community theater and art exhibitions, support groups, and, most of all, there was love. Fierce love for one another as the community wasted away around them, struck down by a plague while the most powerful people in the country made jokes. In comparison, our current predicament feels a little small.

But there was more to the story. Gloria stuck around into the early nineties, well past middle age, before she retired again. Another magician took over the title later in that decade. She lasted a few years. The queer movement started to go more mainstream and ticket sales dried up. Another magician gave it another crack in the early 2000s, one with more than a little personal connection to the history of Rabbit & Wand: Gloria’s daughter. A daughter that I now know was⁠—

“Addison.” The name shakes me out of my stupor as does the death stare Ivy is giving over my shoulder.

I whip my head toward the source of her ire. Addison, as she has been every time I’ve run into her, is dressed smartly: a gray pinstriped pantsuit, her hair in a high tight bun that is immaculately coiffed—I can’t spot even a single stray. Her glasses perch on her hawk like nose and she stares over them and down at us. Her handbag costs more than three months of my rent.

Objectively, Addison is an attractive woman, but the end effect is completely sterile, devoid of any warmth. It’s almost impossible to imagine her filling Ivy’s role, though, of course, each iteration of the act has put their own spin on it, each magician has made it their own. I’m more than a little curious what that meant for Addison.

“To what do we owe the displeasure?” I ask, gripping Ivy’s hand tighter in mine; she squeezes back.

Addison sneers. “I didn’t see you there, Cassandra.”

My legal first name is actually Cassidy, but at least Cassandra is a plausible alternative. Is this ice queen going soft?

I shrug. “How could you? Always walking around with your head up your⁠—”

“Okay!” Alexis jumps in and cuts me off. “It’s so great that everyone is here to celebrate. Can I get you something to drink, Addison?”

I try to catch Alexis’s eye, but she studiously avoids my gaze. Ivy just shrugs. What the fuck?

“I’ll take a Cosmo.”

Heads snap up in attention. Tyler looks dubiously at Addison as if trying to reconcile her outfit and demeanor with her order of a bright pink cocktail.

Ivy scrunches up her nose. “Is that a joke? From Addison Andrews?”

The older woman shrugs and takes the open seat between me and Tyler. What is happening right now?

“Whiskey, neat,” she says and no one has trouble believing that drink order, even if at least three of us are still having trouble understanding why she is here.

Alexis still won’t meet my gaze and a flush has crept into her cheeks that has nothing to with alcohol—since Alexis still isn’t drinking.

There’s a pregnant pause and then Addison sighs as she stares at her perfectly manicured fingernails. “It’s yours,” she says languidly, giving Ivy a bored look.

Ivy’s eyes narrow. “Just like that?”

Addison’s eyes roll. “No, not ‘just like that’, but…” She shrugs. “More or less. You know, she might have been even more convincing than you were, that day you convinced Gloria.”

Her voice sounds almost wistful as Ivy shifts in her seat. “She?”

Addison shrugs. “There’s details and contracts, and—don’t assume I’ve suddenly become altruistic. Maybe I won’t get as much money as I would have selling it all to a developer, but…” Her eyes are cold and calculating. “I’ll get my payday.”

“How?” Ivy’s tone has shifted, and now she’s all business as she places her elbows on the table and leans across toward Addison.

“That’s not really my problem,” Addison says as she rubs her finger along the rim of her glass. “You can ask your new business partner where she is getting her funding. It’s all the same to me.” She peers over her glasses. “As long as it spends.”

“New business partner?” Ivy frowns. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Addison takes off her glasses. With a flourish, a cloth appears in her hand as if from nowhere. Wiping her glasses, she stares Ivy down. “Despite what you might think of me, I’m not entirely heartless.”

So just completely ignoring the question? I’m still trying to piece together what she means, but I have a sinking suspicion I know the culprit, though that doesn’t make it any less shocking.

“Just mostly?” Ivy asks, but her voice is almost light and it’s only then I remember that there were times when these two weren’t so at each other’s throats. They’ve never been friends and I doubt they ever will be, but this feels so much better than being enemies.

And then, Addison smiles. She actually fucking smiles and then nods. “Just mostly.”

I can’t believe my eyes.

“You all take care.” She drains the last drops of whiskey and places the glass down on the table with a hollow thud. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll catch a show one of these days. Make sure you two don’t completely ruin the family legacy.” Her gaze shifts to Alexis. “Someone reminded me recently that that’s something you can’t really put a price on.”

She takes a few folded pieces of paper out of her purse and places them on the table. There’s a pause, like she is going to say something else, but just shakes her head and then she’s gone.

All eyes turn immediately to Alexis, who has sunk down in her chair so that just her head peers over the table.

“Holy shit,” I say.

Ivy is similarly eloquent. “Wow.”

“Alexis,” I ask, “what exactly did you do?”

“You know me.” She shrugs and then smiles. “Just a meddlesome bitch.”

My heart is full to bursting. “But how? Like actually how?”

I glance at the paper. I glance at Ivy.

Alexis sits up straighter. “You know how I’ve been saying I really don’t want to go back to my job in the email mines?”

Alexis’s job as a senior level project manager for a company that does reinsurance for other insurance companies is about as thrilling as it sounds. It’s a good job, it pays well. Good benefits. All that stuff. But it’s soulless—at least for her—and her hours upon hours of answering emails has taken its toll.

“Yea…” I glance over at Tyler.

His smile is knowing.

“E tu, traitor?” I can’t believe what I’m seeing. His little act of confusion was so very compelling. “You knew about it all.”

He shrugs. “I didn’t know the entire history of stuff, but I knew about Addison and the sale and—” He pauses, considering his next words. “We just wanted to help.”

I glance between the two of them and then at Ivy, feeling like the teams I thought we were on have now shifted. “Okay, but none of that explains…well, anything.”

“Right,” Alexis cuts back in with an apologetic smile. “So, when Ivy told me the story and particularly what her great-uncle, Albert, wrote, I just found the whole thing so fascinating. This piece of history that was so important to so many people that has been almost forgotten. These pamphlets are still carried by people, in old attics and storage units, but for how much longer? How easy would it be to lose something like this.” She taps her fingers on the folded pieces of paper. “How many things like this have already been lost, because no one took the time to make sure these stories were preserved?”

Ivy and I are silent, hanging on every word Alexis says. It all makes sense and I find myself nodding along in agreement, more than a little impressed with the impassioned and impromptu speech my best friend is giving.

But it still doesn’t exactly explain anything.

“I went to Addison.” Alexis turns her attention to Ivy. “After we talked and I asked you for these photocopies, I went to go talk with her. You said you were okay with me sharing these, you said the story was important for people to hear.”

Ivy’s mouth is a flatline. “We talked about a digital collection that we could host on the shop's website. About a social media strategy and how we could create modern content that would bring the history of the place to life for a new generation.”

“Ermm, yea,” Alexis says, mimicking her husband as she scratches at the back of her neck. “And to be clear, that’s all still kicking around up here. Like, we are still going to do that, if you want to. But technically I didn’t lie. We both thought that people needed to hear these stories. And they do. But maybe one person really needed to hear it.”

Ivy’s lips curl into a smile. “Seriously, unbelievable.” She looks at me. “Why do I feel like I want to murder her but also build a statue in her honor?”

“That’s Alexis.” My laugh is lighter than it has felt in a while.

All I can do is smile and shrug and thank my lucky stars for an out of the way magic shop and a single black card tucked into a book. I thank them for a beautiful woman at little cafe who set her sights on me and didn’t let me out of them until she had me, until I had her.

Until we had each other.

It’s still almost impossible to believe.

In truth, the whole thing feels a lot like magic.
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EPILOGUE
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SIX MONTHS LATER


We are not guaranteed a happy ending and no one knows the future.

I’d like to tell you that this is forever and I so very desperately want that to be true. I’d like to tell you that the two halves of my life—my life in LA and my life in Vegas—have come together seamlessly, perfectly, simply.

But the truth is harder and messier and far, far better.

Alexis saved Rabbit & Wand. It took guts and initiative and her relentless and unyielding browbeating of Addison, along with a sizable cash infusion from the absurd nest egg that she and Tyler have apparently squirreled away. Who knew being a CEO whisperer paid so well?

It also means that Alexis is a partner in the whole thing now with Ivy, which sort of makes her my boss too. You’d the think the sexual harassment concerns would dampen her enthusiasm for making threesome jokes and yet…Alexis will always be Alexis.

One weekend a month is for performances and now that we have things down pat, there is less need for rehearsal. And by less I mean that most weeks cap out at thirty or forty hours between practice and planning and costumes instead of fifty or sixty or more.

I am still here and there. I am still in LA with my brother some of the time and in Vegas at others, because, as we say, the show must go on. Not just the one on stage, but the one we all take part in, the very beautiful mess of life.

But this weekend is time to celebrate, because our crazy little family—me and Reggie and Alexis and Tyler—is gaining a new member.

“You’re early,” Ivy complains the moment I push through the glass door, which is strange—because Ivy isn’t supposed to be here.

“Glad to see you too,” I say and then forget whatever my next thought was as I take in my girlfriend.

I’d like to think I’m not shallow, but with Ivy I’m not sure I’ll ever get the chance to prove it: gorgeous is her constant state. Whether she’s on stage dressed to kill, or sleeping off a cold with bedhead and a nasal strip, her beauty is impossible to ignore.

Especially on occasions when she gets dressed up for a night on the town: tight dresses that wear like the designer had only her in mind, heels that somehow make her ass look even better than it usually does, and those gorgeous eyes—now hazel, now green—that stare out at me from a freckled face, framed in fiery red hair.

Only this isn’t a night out on the town, but that’s still what Ivy’s wearing.

My eyes narrow in suspicion. “Why are you so dressed up?”

I glance down and assess myself. I’m no slob in my black Levi’s and a pale blue cropped long sleeve, but I look like I’m dressed for a casual brunch or, you know, a baby shower—which, to be clear, is what this is supposed to be.

A glance around the store only deepens my confusion. The decorations are elegant—and familiar. It’s all done up in a style reminiscent of the inside of Rabbit & Wand. There are no balloons, blue or pink, no streamers, no silly signs, or gift piles, no stations for kitschy games. There is nothing that I expect.

“Ivy, the caterers are asking about when you want the champagne and⁠—”

Alexis comes around the divider that separates the back kitchen from the diner counter and stops short.

“You’re early,” Alexis says at the same moment that Ivy says, “She’s early.”

“Umm, yea.” My heart is beating so fast it rattles my throat, making my voice shake with each word. “I figured you might need some help setting up. But it looks like you don’t.”

Alexis has been busy since she took the job at Jiggy’s, offering extra help to Mr. A to keep the place open while she’s in school, studying library science so that she can become an archivist. She wants to work on preserving material culture, specifically material culture from groups whose stories are at risk of being lost.

It’s amazing, but between the baby and school and the job and her role managing Rabbit & Wand, she’s burning the candle at both ends and I figured she would appreciate the extra help today.

And of course, with the new baby on the way, things are doubly stressful, so…what gives?

Ivy isn’t even supposed to be here yet and they both look more than a little nervous.

“Fuck,” Alexis hisses and then her eyes go wide.

“That’s not appropriate language,” Reggie says as he too comes out from behind the divider.

“Reggie?” My mind is reeling. Partly because Reggie is supposed to be with Tyler and Annabel at the park while we get things set up. Partly because he’s wearing a tuxedo. It’s as adorable as it is out of place. “What are you doing here?”

He frowns. “You’re early.”

“Yes, she is,” Ivy says, “but you aren’t supposed to be out here now either, are you mister? You are supposed to be back with Tyler practicing your speech.”

There is a lump in my throat the size of a golf ball. “Speech? What speech?” I look from Ivy to Alexis to Reggie before my eyes settle back on my girlfriend. “Are we getting married or something?”

The question is accompanied with a nervous laugh because—well, the evidence is stacking up. Did I miss something?

“No,” Ivy says with a smile. “We aren’t even engaged yet.”

“Right.” I pause. I breathe. There has to be an explanation that—”Wait, what do you mean yet?”

“This wasn’t what we planned,” Ivy bites at her lip, not quite distraught but clearly not happy with how things are playing out.

“Ivy,” I say, my voice shaking. “What do you mean yet?”

Her smile is sheepish and perfect and it melts my fucking heart.

“Cass, these last few months with you have been some of the very best of my life,” Ivy says as she steps closer and takes my hands in hers.

The decorations. Ivy’s outfit. Reggie’s tux. And there’s a speech.

“Where is the baby?” My head is swimming and so I search for something to grab onto. I spin my head toward Alexis. “Aren’t you guys supposed to finalize the adoption today? Picking up the baby and everything?”

That couldn’t be a lie, could it? With everything Alexis and Tyler had been through in this area since Annabel, it was impossible to imagine them staging a fake adoption.

The whole thing had happened quickly—Tyler and Alexis had just been starting to explore the adoption process with the expectation that it might take years to find a fit when this had fallen into their lap. There were some medical concerns, which scared away a lot of potential parents, but Alexis and Tyler jumped at the chance. They knew how much I admired that, and even though it was obviously not about me at all, they knew how much it meant to me.

“Tomorrow,” Alexis says with an apologetic grin. “We are actually picking her up tomorrow, and doing the ‘shower’ then. Since you were going to be in town…”

Alexis trails off and shrugs as her eyes shift to Ivy. The message is obvious: the rest of that sentence is not for her to tell.

My eyes shift back to Ivy. “Holy fuck,” I gasp out, feeling the tears well in my eyes.

Ivy releases one hand from mine and wipes a solitary tear away with her thumb. “Good tears or bad tears?”

“Good,” I choke out, half-laugh and half-sob. “Very very good.”

“So Cass…” Her eyes dance as she drops down to one knee. “Like I said, these last months, this whole year really with you has been amazing. Like nothing I have ever experienced and I’m pretty decided that this is it for me. That you are it for me and I hope you feel the same way, because right now, Cassie Wells, I’m asking you if you want to spend the rest of our lives together.”

She pauses and casts a glance at Alexis who hurries back to the kitchen.

“Cass,” Ivy starts again, “will you marry me?”

We still don’t have it all figured out and that’s fucking terrifying, but we’ve managed to make it work. The show is going well. More than. And the ticket sales keep pouring in, people from all over the country, people from all over the world. The whole thing is exclusive and underground and there is a premium that people are willing to pay for that.

I have money saved now, not a lot but some, for Reggie to go to college. And that number keeps growing as the sales keep coming in.

More importantly, I finally have the money to take Reggie to specialists for his disease and to get him connected to a clinical trial. They have a new device, an implant, that is supposed to be able to monitor his cortisol levels and respond in real time with the medicine that he needs. It’s new and experimental and unproven, but Reggie wants to try it and I want it for him. It’s a real chance at something that looks much more like a normal life.

So, no, we don’t have it all figured out, but it feels like we have the structure to do it, the support system to make it work, and the family to make it worth it: not just me and Reggie, not just me and Ivy, but Tyler and Alexis and Annabel and her new baby sister that I haven’t even met yet. All of us.

If there is a pause after Ivy asks me, there is no hesitation that goes with it. No, there are no doubts, but there is a part of me that wants to savor this moment, to pause and to wait, and to stay here forever.

But it is only a part of me, because the rest of me knows a simple truth: every day with Ivy has been better than the one before and staying in this moment would mean giving up on all the better days, all the better moments yet to come.

“Yes, Ivy,” I say, and I can’t stop my tears.

She smiles at me, but there is no ring in her hands.

“Are you going to pull the ring out from behind my ear?” I tease.

“No,” she says, her expression more serious than I would expect. “For this, I don’t think we need any magic, Cass. I think we just need us.” I spot Reggie and Tyler and Alexis coming around the divider out of the corner of my eye. “This isn’t for the show. This, Cassidy Elizabeth Wells, is for us.”

And then Reggie is coming around the counter, looking dapper and ridiculous in equal measure, and in his hands there is a box. My heart flutters.

“Isn’t a ring bearer more of a wedding thing?” I ask Ivy quietly, laughing through tears.

“He wanted to be part of it,” she says, her voice thick with affection.

Of course he did. I’d like to take credit for it, for the man that he is becoming, but I’m not sure that I can. He is growing up, not entirely on his own, but that doesn’t mean this isn’t him. To have him want to be part of this, to be so accepting of me and Ivy, and to be so genuine about the whole thing—I am losing track of all the reasons that my heart is melting at this moment.

And when Ivy slips the ring on to my finger I have another. The ring is gorgeous, flashy, and more than a little unconventional. The gemstone is not quite like anything I’ve ever seen.

“Do you like it?” Ivy says as she stands.

It’s a silly question. If it were a RingPop it would be more than perfect but this is something else altogether: an elegant and intricately braided white gold band in which sits an oval gemstone the size of my thumbnail with colors like I have never seen. I rotate it first one way and then the other, marveling at how it shimmers and shifts and changes colors—green and olive one moment, orange and hazel the next. It reminds me so much of⁠—

“My eyes,” Ivy says, her voice unsteady. “You’ve always said you loved my eyes more than any other part of me and this—I thought that maybe this way you would have a little reminder of me every time you looked at it. Gloria knows a jeweler who does custom work with rare or unique gemstones, this one is a sapphire but the inclusions give it that hazel quality when the light hits it the right way. I just thought that⁠—”

Ivy stops talking the moment my lips press to hers. When I break the kiss her eyes are still open in surprise.

“So,” she says, her smile stretching ear to ear, “you like it?”

“I do,” I say and I will say those same words again to this woman someday soon with our friends and our found family in attendance, and every day after that.

Because I love her. I do.

I really, really do.
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