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PROLOGUE
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LATE AUGUST


I wake up wearing her.

She is draped over me, legs and arms and all, bare skin pressing against bare skin, sheets tangled up the same way our bodies are.

The pounding headache—white hot behind my eyes—and the way my stomach clenches like a fist gives me a good clue of how I found myself here, but that only answers the first of many questions.

Her head is wedged between two pillows with her face pressed directly into the mattress, so the next questions are simple: who exactly did I spend last night with and what exactly did we do?

I’m naked, and so is she from what I can tell. Her bottom half is covered by the sheet twisted around her hips, so she could be wearing pants, or at least underwear, though something tells me she isn’t. Her torso is bare.

The answer to who still swims just beyond my reach, while the answer to what we did seems more and more obvious.

And as the sun filters in through the faded green curtains, there is evidence of more. More ways that I am wearing this woman, more ways that the proof of last night remains, stark and corporeal, even as the memory is still a whisper in the morning’s haze.

I see the dark splotches on her neck, tiny broken vessels that have spilled their blood just beneath the surface of her delicate skin. My own lips are swollen, and in that moment I feel the hint of ache in them as if they recognize their own handiwork.

I can feel the tender skin on my own neck and know that I must look the same. And not only there. As I finally manage to somewhat disentangle myself from her without her waking, I glance down at my body. I don’t usually sleep naked—I’m a boyshorts and baggy T-shirt kind of girl—and have to stifle a gasp.

Reminders of the feral passion with which he attacked each other last night are everywhere: my shoulders, my breasts, my stomach. Everywhere I look are hickeys. It seems my mouth was not the only one busy last night.

Last night. Panic surges through me, lost somewhere in the fog that fills my brains. No, not fog, but smoke, great and gray and billowing.

My mind tries to latch onto something, anything, and what it finds only adds to my hangover induced vertigo.

I know this room. I know this bed.

I’ve been here countless times, though it has been years. I’ve sat on this bed, slept in it even, though obviously in a far less salacious context. 

The blue and orange Pinewood Derby car still sits on the shelf above the desk, second place ribbon affixed. Next to it are a Ryan Howard bobblehead and an Allen Iverson figurine.

Above that, in blocky wooden letters, hangs the name that has been there for as long as I can remember.

The letters spell out William.

At that moment, she yawns, arms stretching out like a cat getting comfortable in the afternoon sun, before she turns over. Her face is now between the two pillows, but the sheet shifts and falls away from her chest. Despite my confusion and the raging hangover I’m fighting a losing battle with, I take the time to admire that view.

This may be Will’s bedroom, but glancing at those tits has me fairly convinced it’s not him.

Like ninety-nine percent certain.

Especially because I know those tits. 

It takes a moment for my eyes to focus, but it’s unmistakable. Maybe if I’d never seen them in the flesh before, it wouldn’t be so obvious. 

But for a pair of tits belonging to an ostensibly straight girl pretending to be my fake girlfriend, I’ve seen them quite a few times this summer.

Not that that means anything, of course. Girls change in front of each other, especially girlfriends. And it’s not like it ever got to be more than that—or if it did, then we put a stop to it…eventually.

Never more than that? an annoying mental voice chides. I recognize that voice: it’s mine.

Not now, bitch!

Okay, sure there was the incident in the coatroom back in June, but that had nothing to do with her tits and I put a stop to things immediately after. And then there was the sunscreen incident earlier in the summer, but that really wasn’t what it seemed.

So technically, I’m telling the truth.

Or at least, what the truth was until last night, because unless there is some other alternative for the hickeys covering my body and the smaller but no less scandalously placed collection of hickeys on hers, it’s clear that we did a whole lot more than just pretend last night. Not just innuendos and lingering touches, not just her unbearable teasing that has been turning me into a puddle all summer.

No. Last night, I finally melted, and, from everything I can see, and the way my body feels, I can guess what happened next: she slurped me up with a fucking straw.

It all hits me at once.

I’ve woken up in my best friend’s bedroom. In my best friend's room.

With my best friend’s little sister.

And it’s more than obvious that this wasn’t some chaste little slumber party: Skylar and I fucked last night, and even with my memories only half-recovered, I know that it was earth-shattering, mind-melting.

I know that it was life changing.

Just like I know what I’ve known for half the summer and have been too terrified to let myself think.

I’m in love…with my best friend’s little sister.

There will be time to deal with that calamity later. But now, with dawn turning into day and Skylar starting to stir, I need to get the hell out of here. Not because I’m trying to run away from it all, not exactly. 

But I need a moment to collect my thoughts.

Two months ago, I was convinced this was over, convinced that it had to be. It would have been nice if that was it, but the truth is that every day since, I have imagined what it might be like to wake up next to Skylar after having spent a night like the one we so clearly had. 

But to imagine something and to have it actually happen are two very different things.

So yea, I’m fucking freaking out a little bit.

I find my phone and keys first: priorities! Then a pair of flats that certainly are Skylar’s, but there’s no way I am wearing my elaborate strappy heels from last night. Both putting them on and walking in them are physical feats which I am currently hopelessly incapable of.

I find my dress but not my panties and the hem is short enough that there is no way I’ll be able to get into or out of my rideshare without risking an early morning flashing.

Luckily, there is a pair of ratty painted stained sweats in the bottom drawer of Will’s dresser. I don them and have to roll the waist three times just to get them to even think about staying in place on my smaller frame. The almost ghostly scent of decades old weed wafts up to me.

These are those pants? The pair that Will almost never wore, but where he would hide his wee—tiny twiggy joints that we used to smoke in here with the window open and a box fan running, thinking that we were being subtle about the whole thing.

I’m sure we were more high on the thrill and whatever fumes came off the paper than we were off that glorified oregano he used to score from a guy two grades ahead of us.

I’m practically reeling from the nostalgia as I walk down this hallway, in this house, past the same collage of framed photographs, which has both changed completely and not at all. 

The pictures all are different, or most of them at least, but to me it’s the same. 

Smiling faces staring out, watching over.

A family.

I’m too caught up in it all to remember that I’m supposed to be sneaking out. When I reach the bottom step and turn, I realize I'm completely busted. I’m staring at a rather familiar face, holding a mug of coffee in one hand and tea in the other. 

She hands the coffee to me with a shake of her head. “You know, there was a time when I did expect to see you sneaking out of my son’s room one morning. I have to say though, it took a lot longer than I anticipated.”

“One difference among many.”

Her smile is like fresh baked bread. “It would appear so,” she says and turns toward the kitchen. “Come sit with me, Nicollete. I think we have quite a bit to talk about.”
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CHAPTER 1
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THREE MONTHS EARLIER


Will


Need to talk. Meet at the bar in 30?




I don’t need to ask about the topic and I don’t need to ask which bar. It’s Will and it’s May, which means the bar is Frank’s and the topic—well, it’s hard to imagine the topic is going to be anything other than Susan.

My rideshare pulls into the beat up old strip mall and the driver gives me a questioning look.

“Around back,” I say.

On the far side of the building is a small unassuming entrance that looks more like a fire exit. Painted above the door in peeling letters that are impossible to see this late at night is the name: Frank’s. Right next to it is a rusted and overflowing dumpster with several obscenities spray painted on it, most of them not so clever names for or drawings of the male anatomy.

It takes a bit of convincing and the promise of a generous tip before my driver is convinced that I’m not at risk of being murdered. This place is a dive, but it’s our dive—the one Will and I have spent countless nights drinking, shooting pool, and hitting on beautiful women. The regulars are a gruff lot, but we are counted among them—and between the burly bikers and beefy bouncers, there is no place I feel safer.

I open the door and smoke billows out. This place is taking years off our lives—that much isn’t really up for debate. As our twenties have faded and we look down the barrel of our thirties, Will and I keep saying we need to find a place less likely to give us cancer.

We’ve tried a few others, mostly during the two winter months that Frank’s owner—named Walt actually—takes off for the Keys and closes the place down, but nothing sticks. Nothing compares.

We always end up back here.

“Well aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” I drawl as I slide up next to Will at the bar. He has a full beer bottle in front of him and another one, nearly in the same condition, gripped in his hand.

His sandy blonde hair hangs limp over his forehead, tangled strands obscuring his vision like they always do. I resist the eternal urge to push them out of the way, grab a comb or a brush, and tidy up that mess on top of his head. We live in the suburbs of Philadelphia, but a few weekends at the Jersey Shore in his youth, and Will has never let go of the whole beach bum/surfer aesthetic.

I’m waiting for the day he revives his puka shell necklace.

A less handsome man would look like an overgrown child, but from the women I’ve seen Will take home over the years, it apparently works for him.

“That bad?” He picks at the label of his beer bottle.

“Ehh,” I say, shrugging. “Bad, but you’ve been much worse.”

Again, it’s May and wedding season will soon be upon us. This year is a doozy, a perfect storm of family, friends, and coworkers all tying the knot this summer—between June and the end of August, we have six weddings to attend.

Which means, it’s time for Will’s May Breakup.

It’s not every year, but it happens often enough to become a recognizable and named pattern. My yearly suggestion that we get T-shirts made up to celebrate the occasion has yet to be approved by the board, but maybe this year I will finally talk some sense into the lone holdout.

“Thanks?” He says and his grin doesn’t reach his eyes. His hands are folded in his lap. “Order a drink, down it, and then order another. I need you a little drunk for this, Nic.”

“Ewww,” I say as I flag the bartender down and order a shot of whiskey and a beer. “Beth always warned me that you would make a pass at me one day. I’m flattered, honestly, but you're not my type.”

Will rolls his eyes. “That joke is never funny.”

“Agree to disagree. Anyway,” I say, downing the whiskey is a single gulp. I raise my hand and order another from the bartender, nursing my IPA in the meantime. “You don’t have to be so dramatic about this. It's been a year or two since we’ve had a patented Will May Breakup™, but I still remember how to do this. Sober or drunk makes no difference.”

“Did you just say ™?”

“Patented like I said.”

Will finishes the rest of his beer and grabs mine, taking a long pull before he hands it back to me. “™ means trademark, obviously, which is where you want to take the joke. You might be able to get a trademark for the phrase, but there’s nothing to patent. There’s plenty of prior art on the subject of breakups. That one’s gonna get rejected before you’re finished licking the envelope.” He pauses and then sighs. He looks down the bar and away from me. “In any case, it’s different this year. That’s why I want you drunk before I deliver the news.”

I down another whiskey and start to feel the fingers of warmth working their way through my chest. “Let me guess. This year, Susan decided to break up with you? Because she realized spending the rest of her life with a pedantic and insufferable lawyer was going to be a giant drag?”

Will’s lips press together in a flat line. Once again, his eyes are looking everywhere but at me.

“It’s not that,” he says, his laugh dark as he scratches at the back of his neck.

“It’s just a joke lawyer-man. You know I find your constant lectures and corrections to be super endearing, and I’m sure all the ladies you are gonna take home this summer will as well.” I raise my beer bottle, angling the neck toward Will. “To a summer of beautiful weddings and even more beautiful women.”

When Will doesn’t join in the toast, I continue, “And to us, who will make sure those beautiful busty ladies have a shoulder to cry on when they don’t catch the bouquet.”

Will gives a half smile. “Oh, so they’re busty now?”

I shrug and then wink. “They usually are. And forget about Susan. She’s beautiful and all that, but we will find you a twenty-five year old bridesmaid in a tight dress who wants to prove to the world that she is just as deserving of love as her just-married sorority sister. She’ll have a cute name like Abigail or something.”

Will raises an eyebrow. “They have names now?”

I clutch a hand back against my chest. “You scoundrel! They always have names.”

“Like you’re one to talk. Are you going to tell me you remember the names of even half the women you’ve slept with?” Will’s expression is a challenge.

“I’ll have you know, mister,”—I punch him lightly in the arm—“that I remember all their names.”

“Okay, prove it.”

“Prove it?”

“What was the name of that girl from the Tahoe wedding last year? The one with the scandalously short dress that she kept trying to pull down?”

“Ahhh, that’s easy.” I take a healthy swig of my beer. “Her name was DeeDee.”

Will scoffs. “Her name was Andrea. We went to school with her.”

My eyes roll. “Well, if you knew her as well as I did, you would call her DeeDee too. It’s a pet name.”

“Or it’s her cup size,” Will throws back.

My only response is a sheepish grin.

“Look,” I say, changing the subject as I flag the bartender down and order us another round of shots—tequila this time, “this is my fault, in a manner of speaking.”

I slam the shot and motion for Will to do the same. He pushes it back toward me. I’m not usually a heavy drinker like this—just to be clear. But I do have a healthy respect for tradition, and getting rip roaring drunk whenever one of us has a bad breakup or a situationship goes south is our oldest and most important one.

Only Will isn’t doing a good job honoring said tradition. I sigh and down the shot myself. What can I say? If you snooze, you lose.

“Your fault?” Will sounds only slightly exasperated with me, which means I still have work to do.

“I was the one who originally had eyes for Susan, in case you forgot.”

He groans. “How could I? Other than asking me if we’ve broken up yet, it’s just about the only thing you ever mention when we’re on the subject of Susan.”

“I’m just saying. I could have saved you from having to get over Susan if I had just gotten under her in the first place.”

“Under her?” Will shakes his head—a little too vigorously. Will is usually good at doing the whole faux I’m-so-over-this-thing, but tonight he seems to be laying it on thick.

“It’s a turn of phrase, William,” I say, casually sipping my beer. “Obviously, I’d be the one taking charge in that scenario. You know how I⁠—”

“Enough.”

Through the smoky haze, my eyes take a moment to focus on Will. His mouth is tight and pinched, and there is a vein in his forehead that I’ve never noticed before. He looks…actually mad?

“Okay, okay.” I hold my hands out in front of me. “Sorry. I was just trying to lighten the mood after yet another Susan breakup. She must have really done a number on you this time. You’re the one who asked me here to cheer you up, and you aren’t even charmed by my ebullient wit and peerless grace.”

“Is that what I did?” Will asks, his tone sharp. “I asked you to come cheer me up?”

Now I’m thoroughly confused. I pull my phone out and reread the text he sent.

“Okay, so you didn’t ask specifically, but I know what a Thursday night text from Will in May means. And being the gracious friend that I am, I dropped everything to be here.” Everything in this case was some leftover Wegman’s sushi from lunch and an episode of The Ultimatum, but he doesn’t need to know that. “We need to get you in the right headspace for this summer, my guy. This is our big year. Six weddings! They said it couldn’t be done, but we are going to prove them wrong.”

Will’s slouched posture is not improved by my rousing speech, which I find more than a little rude.

“Seven.”

“Excuse me?”

“Not six weddings,” Will says, his expression blank. “It’s seven weddings. Susan and I are getting married.”
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“He’s going to murder me.”

Bethany shrugs, her dark curls bouncing. “Or she is.”

I take a sip of cucumber water. It’s light and refreshing with a hint of…basil maybe? And it’s exactly what I don’t need right now.

“I assumed there would be champagne,” I say, picking a limp cucumber out of my glass and chomping on it angrily.

Beth scrunches her face. “When she’s murdering you?”

I wave my arms around, indicating the general situation in which we now find ourselves. I manage to spill most of my awful water, which would feel like a victory if it weren’t for the dagger eyes the nail technician gives me.

I mouth a silent apology.

“No. Here, I mean. I thought that was the whole point of getting your nails done.”

“You thought getting our nails done was an excuse to get wasted at eleven in the morning? Maybe Will has a point,” Beth chides.

“First of all: rude.” I stab the cup in her direction, managing not to spill any this time. “And second of all, I didn’t think we were going to get wasted, just decidedly tipsy. I’ve seen these sorts of things in movies. There’s always bottomless mimosas.”

Beth looks at me like I have two heads. “Are you thinking of brunch?”

I pause, considering. “You know what? It is possible I may be thinking about brunch. Let’s do that.”

“We haven’t even gotten our manicures yet,” Beth says, practically scandalized.

“And which one is that?” I give her my best doe-eyes. “If it’s the one with the fingers, no thanks.”

“Is that a joke?” Beth huffs. “That better be a joke.” She looks at the nail technician sitting at her feet. “She’s joking. She has to be.”

“Besides I need these fingers for work,” I smile suggestively at her, knowing full well she knows exactly what I mean.

Beth doesn’t take the bait. “If that’s the case, you can do what a lot of people do in that situation.” She holds up her right hand. Each nail is painted and perfect, but only her the nails on her ring finger and pinky have any length to them.

“Boooooring,” I bellow out, drawing unhappy stares from the other patrons. “Three fingers isn’t always enough for an artist like me, as I’m sure you remember.”

Beth’s face flushes as she struggles not to spit out her drink. “Nicole! Not appropriate.” Her words are hissed, her teeth clenched. “Yes, I am very aware of that, but generally it’s considered impolite to bring up past sexual encounters you’ve had with your now married friends.”

“You learn something new every day.” I say, all innocent smiles and batted eyelashes. “But you guys have an open relationship, so how inappropriate is it really?”

“It’s not an open relationship,” Beth corrects me, same as always.

“Right, right, it’s intentional non-monogamy or some nonsense like that. But long story short you guys sleep with other people⁠—”

“Sometimes.” Beth’s lips are pressed into a thin flat line.

“Except not with me.” I pout. “It seems a little targeted.”

Beth sighs, and I can see this whole schtick wearing on her. I know that I’ve had enough fun, that I should pull back, but something stops me.

“You know about the no-exes rule,” Beth says.

Another perfect out to end this part of the conversation and steer toward safer ground.

“Oh, please,” I say, completely ignoring my better sense. “It’s the no-Nicole rule, in truth. I’m the only ex between the two of you that is still around on a regular basis.”

“Just drop it and enjoy your manicure. You can keep everything trimmed neat if that’s your preference. Or is even that too much for you?”

There is real annoyance in Beth’s voice, but kindness there too. She has perfected a sort of loving world weariness when it comes to my antics, but I can tell I’m on thin ice.

So, I decide to jump up and down as forcefully as I can.

“You know,” I say, grinning wolfishly, “this is not very progressive of you, Bethany. Reinforcing rigid performance of gender roles and discipline for those who deviate from them. Tsk, tsk.”

“You aren’t supposed to say ‘tsk’ you are just supposed to tsk. And no one is telling you how to be a woman, but half the time I feel like you are being willfully obtuse.” Beth sips her own cucumber water and peers at me over the rim.

“Willfully obtuse?” I ask, all willfully and obtusely. “Whatever could you mean?”

“I think if you picked a random middle aged straight dude off the street, there’s a better than fifty percent chance that he would know the difference between a manicure and a pedicure.”

“Doubtful,” I say, but I have no real idea if that’s true. Maybe it is. Maybe it’s not. Doesn’t change much. I’ve always marched to the bass line of my own bass guitar…or something like that.

“Where did you even learn phrases like ‘rigid gender performance’?” Beth can’t keep the disbelief out of her voice.

“Hey, I know things! How do you know I didn’t take a class on it in college?”

Beth raises one eyebrow. “A class on what?”

“Gender…ology?” I shrug. “Is that what it’s called?”

She shakes her head, laughing. “Gender Studies. And I know you didn’t take any Gender Studies or Human Sexuality courses in college. I was in those and you most certainly were not. If I recall, you liked to say that you were majoring in pus⁠—”

“Woah, woah,” I hold up two hands. “We are in public here, and I’m well aware of what I used to say.”

Was it a bit crass? Sure. Am I a bit embarrassed by it? Again, sure, but who isn’t embarrassed by some of the choices they made in college?

If you aren’t, you didn’t do it right.

“Besides,” I say, continuing before Beth can respond, “why would I have needed to take a class on that stuff? I already knew that I was gay and that I was amazing at it.”

Beth nearly chokes again on her cucumber water as her eyebrows race toward her hairline. “Amazing at it?”

“You recall my major.”

I certainly had taken advantage of the opportunities afforded by the elite liberal arts college that Beth, Will, and I had attended. And by opportunities, I mean the insane concentration of beautiful queer and questioning women.

Okay, maybe Beth has a point: “taken advantage of” is probably not the best way I could have worded that.

“Ughhh,” Beth groans. “What has gotten into you today? You don’t really think that those classes are about how to be gay, and I’m not going to do the usual song and dance where you pretend to be all clueless and I pretend to be lovingly exasperated and blah, blah, blah.”

“Someone is in a mood.”

Beth’s expression is more than a little displeased. “I’d certainly say so.” She sighs and her face softens. “This is about Will.”

“Exactly,” I say, excitedly and intentionally misinterpreting her. “I’m glad that you are just as sour about his poor decision as I am.”

“No,” Beth says, frowning. “This whole schtick…Look, I know you do these bits sometimes, but you have things cranked up to eleven right now, and I can’t help but think maybe the stuff with Will is getting to you a bit, causing you to act out?”

“Act out?” I can feel a bit of anger beneath my usual detached mood. “What am I? A toddler?”

Beth gives me a look that says Do you really want me to answer that?

“I just…” There’s a tickle in my throat. My eyes go wide. “Is there almond in this?”

I turn to the nail technician, who shakes her head. “No almond.”

But what does she know? Did she make it? I feel panic bloom in my breast. Like usual, my epipen is back at home, and home is far too far away to make it

“Nic, there’s no almond.” Beth’s hands are on my jaw, guiding me so that our eyes meet. “You are okay.”

“My throat is closing, Beth.” The adrenaline is coursing through my veins ,making everything hot and cold and uncomfortable all at the same time.

“Just breathe,” she says simply and the kindness with which she says it just makes the whole thing worse. “We’ve been here before. You know it’s going to be okay.”

“No,” I say, trying to will this away. It’s been years. A decade almost, since the last one. It can’t be happening again.

“It’s okay,” Beth says, but her voice sounds far away.

My hand finds hers and squeezes and after that I fall into myself, desperately trying to remind myself that I’m not suffocating.

It only feels that way.
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“You’re okay,” says a soothing voice that isn’t Beth’s.

My eyes flutter open and meet…darkness? Damp? Something cool and not entirely unpleasant pressed against my face.

A moment later the owner of that voice removes the damp cloth from my face. “How are you feeling?”

I’m not sure if it’s the panic attack I’m still coming down from or something else, but my mouth doesn’t want to move.

“It’s okay,” the voice repeats as my eyes struggle to focus.

When they do, speaking doesn’t become any easier. Standing over me are three women. To the left is Beth, her face a mask of concern. To the right is one of the nail technicians, looking more bored than truly concerned—do a lot of people have panic attacks while getting their nails done?

In the center is the source of my problems, because in the center is one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen.

Straight dark hair, so lustrous I wonder for a moment if I’ve stumbled into a shampoo commercial. Her jaw is sharp and strong, her face all straight lines and hard, alluring angles. Her eyes are a cold blue that is almost gray. She would almost be intimidating except for two key facts.

The first is that she is sporting an oversized pink bathrobe with dangerous amounts of fluff. And the second takes me a moment to notice, since I’m still sitting down while she is standing up. Beth is bent over toward me and so is the nail technician.

My mouth is still reluctant to take orders, but decides to go rogue with the next thought that crosses my mind.

“You’re short.”

She laughs, deep and rich, and my god I want to kiss her. I know my brain is still scrambled. That’s all this is—Well, no, not all. I’d probably want to kiss her regardless. How could anyone see this woman and not want to kiss her?

But in normal circumstances it would be an idle thought, maybe strong enough to spur me into flirting. But right now it doesn’t feel idle. The sensation is terrifying in its intensity, terrifying in the urgency that leaps into my throat, so forceful that for a moment I’m worried I might actually kiss her.

“Nicole,” Beth says, eyes going wide, “don’t be a dick.”

“Sorry,” I say, shaking my head. The spell is broken and it’s hard to even understand what madness had hold of me. I almost kissed her. I really almost did. “I’m just out of it. And I was confused, thinking that you were Beth and you weren’t as tall as you should be and…”

I trail off, the lie not sounding all that convincing. Beth gives me an odd look, but the woman in the center just smiles.

“Not a problem,” she says, waving away my concerns with her long fingers. “It can be disorienting when you are coming out of it like that. Besides,” she says, leaning in close like we are kids at camp, telling secrets in our bunks after lights out, “I am fairly short.”

She winks at me and I can feel my face flush. It’s from the adrenaline, I tell myself. Though perhaps lie to myself is closer to the truth.

Still, it must be related to the panic attack, because this never happens to me. I’m Nicolette Mariana Saracini and Nicolette Mariana Saracini does not get nervous around pretty girls.

It takes me a moment to realize she is still talking, asking questions about how I’m feeling, if this has happened before. Am I seeing anyone for treatment? Do I take any medication?

It takes me another moment to realize that I’ve been answering, my mouth moving in rote and practiced patterns while my conscious mind is still adrift in a sea of adrenaline.

“What are you?” I ask, my brain still not exactly firing on all cylinders. “A doctor or something?”

She pauses for a moment, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Yes,” she says simply, extending out her hand. “I’m Sky.”

“Oh. Nice.” I shake her hand, my grip unsteady.

Nice? What is wrong with me?

“And your name?” Her smile is equal parts endearing and grating. There’s something bemused in it, like she finds the whole flustered thing adorable. It’s infantilizing and yet—it’s a bewitching smile all the same.

Again I feel the heat in my cheeks, just embarrassment I want to tell myself, but I can feel the nerves too.

“Nicole,” I say. “Well, um, thanks. I think I’m okay.”

She looks skeptical for a moment and glances toward Beth. “How does she seem?”

Beth frowns. “Well, she usually doesn’t blush like that when she’s talking to pretty girls.”

“Beth!” I can feel the unpleasant wave of heat that passes over me, leaving pinpricks dancing on my scalp and down my neck. “What the fuck?”

“Okay,” Beth says, turning toward Sky. “That’s her for sure. Thank you so much for everything, but I think I’ve got it from here. It’s not my first rodeo with this one.”

The doctor nods and turns her attention back to me. My stomach squirms.

She leans back down, assessing me one last time. “Don’t worry,” she says, her voice little more than a whisper. “It’s the doctor thing. Plenty of men go completely slack jawed when they find out what I do for a living.”

Done with the assessment, she stands back up. “Apparently it works on the ladies too,” she says, her voice casual. “Good to know.”

And then she winks.
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“I can’t believe you didn’t ask for her number!”

It’s Friday and Frank’s is about as busy as it gets. It’s not the kind of wall-to-wall you’d find at a trendy new club with people packed like sardines into every available space, where you end up spending most of the night waiting in line, either for a drink or the bathroom. But, still, every seat at the bar is occupied. Most of the hightops too, and judging by the grumbling gaggle of burly men in the corner, all the pool tables are taken.

Beth and I are in the back corner at a booth, away from the worst of the noise, but we still have to nearly shout to be heard over the racket of clacking pool balls, drunken curses, and the sweet crooning of Mr. Johnny Cash.

“Whose number is this?” Will asks, sliding into the booth next to Beth and across from me. He places three beer bottles down on the table and we each grab one.

“A woman at the nail salon. It was a total meet-cute.” Beth leans, her voice conspiratorial. “Nic was blushing.”

Will smirks. “Blushing? At a nail salon? Are you feeling okay?”

“Hah, hah,” I say, my tone icy. “Yep. Total meet-cute. Nothing like a panic attack to really set the mood.”

The levity in Will’s expression evaporates. “You had another panic attack? I thought you hadn’t had one in years.”

My eyes refuse to leave the label on my beer bottle. “I haven’t…Or hadn’t, I guess. Not until today.” I try to wave off his concern. “Just a freak thing. Nothing to worry about. Been busy at work recently.”

Beth nods sagely. “That bitcoin is not going to mine itself!”

I roll my eyes. “How many times do I have to explain to you that that isn’t what I do?”

“Zero times or infinity times,” Beth says, elbowing Will. “It’s not going to make a difference. Neither of us are ever going to understand it.”

“Hey,” Will says, looking genuinely affronted. “I understand it just fine. She does cartography for linguistics.”

Both Beth and I laugh.

“I believe the words you are looking for are cryptography and logistics, not that that would make what you said accurate.”

“Close enough.” Will shrugs, then looks down nervously at his beer. “So, the panic attack earlier…You’re okay? I have some news, but I don’t want to upset you. It can wait.”

“Another wedding?” I throw back at him, annoyed both at his decision to abandon a good thing—our summer of wingman/woman-ing each other—and at his suggestion that whatever news he has is something that I can’t handle.

The panic attacks have never been pleasant, obviously, but it was this part that I always hated the most. The concern and the looks, the pity and the handholding. The whole world suddenly treats you like a fragile little thing. Look at me the wrong way and I might just have a breakdown.

I fucking hate it.

“No,” he says, letting out a deep exhale. “But it is wedding related. Ally’s back from Europe.”

And just like that the world goes quiet and muffled, like the room has filled with water. There’s a faint ringing in my ears and the garbled sounds of the bar. Will is still talking.

“Nic?” It’s only when Beth’s arm reaches across the table and finds mine that the veil is pierced. “Are you okay?”

I snatch my arm back a little too quickly. “I’m fine.”

I want to sound confident but firm, instead it comes out sounding petulant.

“Right.”

Will and Beth share a look.

“So what if she’s back? It’s a big country. It’s a big town.” Even as I say the words, I feel like I’m missing something. “Wait, did you say this was wedding related?”

He laughs nervously. “Yep.”

“You’re inviting her to your wedding?” A vein throbs in my temple. “Seriously, Will? It’s not bad enough that you are abandoning me, but to cap it all off, you are going to invite Ally?”

“Beth, you have to save me,” I turn toward her, trying not to show the panic I feel grasping at my windpipe. “You have to be my plus one.”

Beth frowns. “As fun as that sounds, I have a plus one already. I believe you’ve met her; she’s my wife. Plus, we aren’t even going to be here for all of them. Our honeymoon, remember?”

Shit. I do now. Beth and Aditi had originally gotten married during the height of Covid, small ceremony, just close family and friends—the only wedding Will and I have ever both struck out on the same night. It was beautiful and all that jazz, but Covid meant travel was out, and then life and work had gotten in the way. Finally, over four years later, they were taking a real honeymoon in Greece.

While I was always going to miss her, I hadn’t been too broken up about it before. After all, summer was going to be busy this year and I would have plenty of distractions to keep me occupied. Or at least, that had been the plan before I learned that my best friend and wingman was abandoning our life of crime in favor of monogamy. With my dreaded—and only—ex-girlfriend waiting at the end of it all, summer suddenly didn’t look so exciting anymore

I turn to Will. “You can still be my wingman though, right? For the other weddings? Just because you are hanging it up, doesn’t mean you can’t still help me out.”

Just because one wedding is shaping up to be a disaster doesn’t mean they all have to. Right?

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Will says, his tone measured. “Susan has always been a little uncomfortable with that whole thing.” He looks very pointedly at me. “As you are well aware.”

“What is she worried about? That the conversion camp my parents sent me to in high school has a decade and a half of lag time and I’m going to turn straight any moment and finally make my move on you?”

Will scratches at the day old stubble pebbled across his chin. “She’s not worried about you wanting to sleep with me.”

Beth’s brow scrunches. “What does that mean?”

“It means that over the years Nic here has made Susan a little uncomfortable with her forwardness.”

I wave that away. “Oh please, she’s exaggerating. I may have expressed some interest in her before you two were an item—before I knew just how very straight she was—but I was a perfect gentleman about it.”

“Nic,” Will says, exasperated, “the first time you met her you told her that her ass looked amazing and that you wanted to wear it as a hat.”

“It did and I do,” I say, sipping on my beer. “Did. Sorry, let me amend that second do to the past tense as well. Out of respect.”

Beth is looking at me like I have two heads. “Out of respect?”

“Of course. It was perfectly acceptable for me to make jokes about banging his girlfriend when she was just his girlfriend, but now that she’s his fiancee?” I shake my head. “It’s just inappropriate. I’m a classy girl, Beth.”

“You guys have the strangest relationship,” she says, all smiles.

Will buries his head in his hands.

“You and Susan?” Beth doesn’t even try to hide her glee. “That would never work. She’s way too much of an alpha. You guys would totally butt heads.”

“Too much of an alpha?” Will asks. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Beth and I both roll our eyes.

“You know exactly what it means,” Beth says, her voice oversweet.

“Fair,” Will says, grinning sheepishly. “What can I say? I like a woman who takes charge. Plus, you have both seen those legs. I don’t think I have to explain to you two just what those muscled thighs are good for.”

Beth sighs dreamily, and looks between the both of us. “Exactly how straight are we talking here? Just for research purposes.”

Will shakes his head, laughing. “100% straight. Sorry Beth. You’ll have to join Nic in her disappointment.”

“So while you are sneaking off the dance floor to get suffocated by Susan's thighs, what exactly am I supposed to be doing?” Not that I’d be able to blame him.

Will blushes hard. “I, umm, actually had an idea about that. The second part, not the part with Susan. I have someone you could take and⁠—”

“I may have to reconsider this whole summer of weddings idea if that’s what you are going to be getting up to. I see a lot of shit in my day job, but I’m certain that image of my brother would scar me for life.”

The voice is oddly familiar.

“Speak of the devil,” Will says, as we all turn our head toward the newcomer. I can’t believe my eyes. “This is your date. Nic, meet my sister⁠—”

“Sky?” I finish the sentence as a question, watching her eyes. Odd. There’s no surprise there. Almost like she was expecting to find us here with her…brother?

It’s the woman from the salon, the doctor with the perfect dark hair and the icy eyes. She’s traded in the pink bathrobe for a pair of black leggings that are half swallowed up by an oversized sweater that hangs nearly to her knees.

Will doesn’t have any siblings, at least not full siblings. But he does have a half-sister, his dad’s only kid with the second wife. I’ve met her once. I must have been sixteen, maybe younger, and Will had let her tag along with us for a whole weekend while she was visiting.

Sky, Sky. I consider the name, trying to remember and then the lightbulb goes off.

“This is…I mean, you’re Skylar?”

“The one and only. I have to confess, I recognized you.” She nods and then slides into the booth next to me. Our legs brush together for a moment and the sensation is like electricity. “I’m not surprised you didn’t recognize me. You only knew me back when I was short. As you can see, I’ve since had quite the growth spurt.”

Skylar is barely five feet. It’s a silly joke, but I smile anyway—genuinely.

“You know each other? I mean, I know you know each other, but it seems like you know her from somewhere else?” Will's expression is as confused as his question.

Beth’s eyes are wide and bright. She elbows Will in the ribs. “That’s the girl from the nail salon.”

“The nail salon?” Will frowns. “I don’t understand.”

“Wait,” I say, interrupting Will’s meandering to get to what is really important here. “So what exactly are you proposing? You’re pimping out your half-sister to be my wedding fling for the summer? She’s gorgeous obviously, but isn’t this like eighteen kinds of weird?”

Will’s face flushes, but Skylar simply laughs.

“Not exactly,” she says. “But I’m honored you would consider me suitable for the role. Sadly, much like Susan, I prefer the dudes.”

“Right,” I say, embarrassed by where my mind went first. “That makes more sense.”

“Wow,” Skylar says, turning so that she’s facing me. “You girls were so broken up about Susan being straight, but I don’t even eliciting a single sigh of disappointment? I know my legs aren’t quite a match for Susan’s, but I like to think they aren’t bad.”

Beth chimes in immediately. “Oh, you can absolutely wrap those legs around my neck. Or my wife’s. Both if you’re up for that.”

Skylar’s tilts her head. “You must be Beth. The one with the open relationship?”

“Well, actually it’s—” I give Beth a look. “Uh, yep. That’s me.”

Skylar turns back to me, this time angling her whole upper body toward me, so that we’re almost touching.

“And you?” she asks, voice sweet and clear.

“Excuse me?” She can’t seriously be asking me what I think she is asking me.

A quick glance at Will and the embarrassment clear on his face tells me that I haven’t misheard. The sensation simmering in my stomach has reached a full boil.

“Not my type,” I lie. “Too tall.”

Skylar pauses for a moment, considering. A toothy grin splits her face. “You know I hear that a lot.”

She bumps me with her shoulder as she turns back to the others. Where our bodies meet, warmth echoes.

“So,” she says, smiling at each of us in turn, “tell me about these weddings.”
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“Did Nic tell you about her latest crush?”

I’ve been waiting for this. Usually when Beth has a juicy bit of gossip to dish on, she’s like a dog with a bone.

“Who?” Even with sunglasses perched on her nose and a healthy glare coming off the pool, it’s easy enough to see Aditi come alive.

Aditi is an accomplished surgeon, a gifted singer, and a loving wife. She volunteers in the community, and not just like the show up once a year on Thanksgiving kind of thing, but more like the spends her weekends and nights at the free clinic in town kind of thing.

If Aditi has a vice, it’s this: she is a hopeless gossip.

Beth slides a plate of chicken wings onto the table, next to the kale salad and the plate of roasted vegetables. She gives Aditi a kiss on the cheek as she slides onto the bench next to her.

It’s Saturday afternoon which means I’m at Beth and Aditi’s. Their house is just behind the neighborhood I live in, through a little wooded park. I probably spend more time here than is healthy, but Beth is an incredible cook and the house she shares with Aditi is way nicer and more spacious than the cramped two bedroom row home I live in by myself.

Plus, they have a pool.

“Lunch is served,” Beth announces.

I start loading up my plate (wings only), but Aditi sits frozen.

“Who is it?” she asks again. “Who?”

“Owl tell you if you stop hooting like that,” I tease, biting into a wing, relishing the crisp crackle of skin and the way the stream rushes out, so hot it scalds the roof on my mouth. “Ow.”

“You do that every time,” Beth says, shaking her head.

“Oh god,” Aditi sighs, helping herself to some veggies and salad. With the tongs she places a single wing on her plate at the same time I’m busy cleaning my third.

I narrow my eyes at Beth, roof of my mouth still smarting from what I’m sure will be an unpleasant burn. “Is that supposed to be a metaphor or something?”

Beth smiles and inclines her head toward me, a little nudge. “Tell her, Nic.”

“Well,” I say, wiping the grease from my fingers as I try to convince myself to eat something green. “To start it’s not a crush. Yea, she’s cute Beth, but you heard what she said. Plus, she’s Will’s sister.”

Aditi’s eyes light up like Times Square on New Year's Eve. “Tell. Me. Everything.”

She leans forward, almost dragging her blouse through her salad—Beth’s arm shoots out to stop her at the last second.

“So, I’m sure Beth’s told you about the whole Will and Susan debacle.”

Aditi titters. “You mean their engagement?”

I nod enthusiastically. “Yea, that mess. Well, anyway Will, despite his recent bout of insanity, still knows what’s really important.”

“Love?” Aditi asks.

“Friendship?” Beth offers.

I shake my head. All awful guesses. “Helping me get laid at weddings!”

Beth groans.

Aditi eyes look ready to jump out of their sockets. “Excuse me? He is…what? Offering you the option to deflower his sister as a consolation for deciding to get married?”

“What? No.” I pretend like that isn’t the same impossible thought that first occurred to me. “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s going to fill in as my wingman.”

“Wingwoman,” Beth corrects.

“Sure. That,” I say. “But there’s no crush. No matter what your wife might try to tell you. She knows how you love gossip.”

“Nic, come on,” Beth sighs and shakes her head, finally helping herself to a little of everything.

The food, as always, is excellent. Beth works as a kindergarten teacher but it’s hard to imagine she’s better at that than she is at this. It gives me an excuse to take another few bites, chew, and consider my response.

“She’s cute, obviously.” I’ll start with simple and work my way from there. “But she’s Will's sister and she’s straight.”

“When has that ever stopped you?” Aditi seems to surprise herself with that question. Her eyes go wide as she clasps her hand over her mouth. “Sorry, I just meant…I know after Ally and…”

I wave off her worry. She’s very much not wrong, though she is a bit out of date. That’s not something I do anymore, but Skylar would hardly have been the first ‘straight’ girl I pursued. And if she wound up in my bed? Well, that would hardly be the first time for that either.

But for all my conquests and pursuits, my one major rule is no chasing after straight girls. If someone was questioning and wanted to find out? Sure, but no cajoling, convincing, or hand holding. I could say that I’d been burnt too many times, but the truth is I was burnt once, but that once was bad enough to teach me not to touch a hot stove.

“We don’t know that she’s straight,” Beth chimes in. “What? We don’t. She just said she preferred men. It was a little conspicuous.”

“You drooling when she talked about wrapping her legs around your neck? Now, that was conspicuous. Her comment in context couldn’t have been clearer. The girl is straight. And you know Ally wasn’t, so it’s not the same at all.”

“Oh my god,” Beth says, her fork freezing halfway to her mouth. I watch some wilted kale fall back onto her plate. “Ally!”

“You didn’t tell her?” I’m honestly surprised by this. I figured Beth would have already given the whole play by play to Aditi, including Will’s unfortunate news about my erstwhile lover.

“Tell me what?” Aditi looks as impatient as a kid on Christmas morning, waiting at the top of the steps for the go ahead to race downstairs and see what Santa left.

I groan and press my palms into my eye sockets until the world goes spotty. “Ally,” I say, unable to keep the displeasure from my voice. “She’s back.”
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Thankfully, Aditi seems more interested in Skylar than in Ally. Either that, or she can tell how much I don’t want to talk about my ex. In either case, I’m thankful.

I sit, mostly in silence, as Beth regales Aditi with all the details: the nail salon, my panic attack, a mysterious beauty stepping in to save the day, and then last night at Frank’s when Will told us about Ally and we realized the identity of my savior.

“Okay,” I cut in as Beth begins to wind down the tale. “She was not my savior or anything like that. She barely did anything.”

“Barely did anything and yet she had you blushing like a schoolgirl.” Beth’s eyebrows dance in challenge.

“I do not blush,” I spit back, feeling my ego rising up, ready to defend itself—to the death if necessary.

“Oh my god,” Aditi says and I’m ready to repeat the same thing back to her, but the look on her face stops me. “I think I know this girl.”

Both Beth and I are speechless, our perfunctory banter forgotten at the promise of some new information.

“You said Skylar right? Short girl? Really pretty?”

“She was cute, I guess.” I’m not sure why I’m lying. Skylar is gorgeous. “I barely saw her.”

“Cute?” Beth shakes her head as she places her fork down on the table and glowers at me. “She’s an absolute stunner and you know it.”

“Do I?” I shrug and lean back into the chair. I flick my sunglasses down over my eyes. “She was wearing that ridiculous robe and then an oversized sweater, so what do I really know?”

Aditi scoffs. “So because you didn’t get a glimpse of her tits, you can’t be sure if she’s actually attractive?”

“Of course not,” I say, more than a little offended. “The sweater was pretty long. I didn’t get a glimpse of her ass either.”

“Well,” Aditi says and the expression on her face is pure bliss—this is what she lives for. “I have.” She leans across the table, her voice going low. “And she’s not just cute, Nic. Trust me.”

The smirk on Aditi’s face has my mind racing.

Beth seems similarly surprised. “You slept with her?”

“Oh god, I wish,” Aditi laughs. It’s a comment that might seem out of place in any other relationship, but Aditi and Beth like to dabble in poly-adjacent activities. “She works at the hospital. We seem to be on the same gym schedule. The girl is fit.”

In my mind’s eye I can’t help but replace the image of Skylar in a bathrobe with Skylar not in a bathrobe. Obviously, I don’t know what her body actually looks like, but that doesn’t stop my imagination from proposing some very compelling hypotheses.

“This is perfect,” Beth says. “You don’t have a good excuse anymore.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I honestly have no idea and I’m so distracted by imaging Skylar’s toned legs and how they might compare to Susan’s that it's possible I really have missed something.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Nicole.” It’s never good when she uses the longer form of my name—though nowhere near as bad as her calling me Nicolette, or, even worse, adding my middle name to the mix. “It’s just you’re a little shallow, and since this girl is gorgeous, you are so screwed.”

“You make it sound so bad,” I say, smirking back at her unintentional double entendre.

“That’s not what I mean,” Beth says, lips pursed. “You aren’t going to be able to spend the summer with this woman and not catch feelings.”

“I don’t catch feelings,” I reply, feeling less confident than I sound.

I remember the way I felt with her leaning over me at the nail salon, how I felt at Frank’s when her leg brushed against mine.

Beth rolls her eyes. “Fine. You are not going to be able to spend the summer with this woman and not want to sleep with her.”

“Better,” I say, helping myself to the last of the wings. I polish them off and count the bones on my plate: an even dozen. “But you don’t have to worry about that. You saw how she was. Both times. Total queerbait.”

“I don’t think you’re using that term correctly,” Beth says.

Aditi’s brow furrows. “And why are you saying that like it’s a good thing? Aren’t you worried that you're gonna get hooked on that bait?”

I shake my head, the plan starting to form in my head. “No. To extend the metaphor here. I’m not the fish; I’m the fisherman.”

“That actually might work,” Beth says.

“What might work?” Aditi asks.

I jump in. “Imagine a girl like Skylar comes up to you at the wedding. You’re queer and she’s gorgeous. She flirts, laughs at your jokes, touches your arm, leans in like she’s telling secrets, and then…BAM.” Both women jump as I bring my hand down flat onto the table. “She leaves you buzzing and wanting. And then, I swoop in.”

Aditi shakes her head. “You are so devious. That would totally work on me.”

“So, you said she works at the hospital. I know she’s a doctor, but what kind? Chicks dig doctors. Especially the ones that work with like kids and stuff. So what am I working with? Sawbones like you?”

“I’m pretty sure she’s in urology.”

“Okay, not the sexiest but I think this works out even better.” The wheels are turning now, and I am starting to feel like maybe this will work out. There are ways where Skylar might end up being better at this whole thing than Will ever was.

“How is that better?” Beth asks with a do-I-really-want-to-know expression plastered to her face.

“She’s literally a dong doctor! You don’t sign up to stare at those all day unless you are a big time fan.”

Aditi looks at me, mouth hanging open. “That is not how it works.”

“Yea,” Beth jumps in to agree. “Is every female OB/GYN a lesbian?”

“That’s totally different,” I say. “And obviously not. Some of them are bi!”

“Nic, you are insane.” Beth looks to her wife for help.

“Maybe she’s just interested in the urinary system, which is the job by the way. It’s not dong doctor. Obviously, that’s a lot of what they do, but not only. Women have a urinary system too. Hell, some urologists specialize in that and probably haven’t seen male genitalia in a clinical context since residency.” Aditi continues. “Besides the male reproductive system is clinically fascinating. I’ve always been a huge fan of the interesting thermal regulation properties of the testes, for example.”

“Oh, I am so hopelessly in love with you,” Beth says.

Aditi raises an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“You’re just a giant brilliant dork and even you nerding out about penises is somehow hot. Not, like, because of the penises obviously, but just hearing you get all excited about the interesting thermal regulation properties. God, what is wrong with me? That’s so weird isn’t it.”

I shrug. “I don’t know. I think it’s beautiful. To the happy couple,” I say, lifting my glass of water. “And their shared love: penises.”

For some reason, neither of them find this half as funny as I do.
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My newfound resolve that this thing with Skylar won’t be an issue lasts the four and half seconds it takes my eyes to scan the cafe and find Skylar.

Oh fuck. This isn’t going to work. Aditi wasn’t joking: this girl is hot.

With the first wedding less than a week away, we decided to meet and get coffee, break the ice a little bit since we are going to be spending time together all summer. Plus, based on our conversation in the bar, Skylar recently moved here and with how busy work has been, she hasn’t met many people, especially women, to be friends with.

I’m sure work has something to do with it, but I honestly can see why most women wouldn’t want to be friends with her. Any woman into women would want much more than that. And not that every straight woman is a jealous mess, but I can imagine quite a few wanting to murder Skylar strictly to level the playing field.

She’s dressed like she just came from the gym—or more accurately from a gym photoshoot. Her hair is immaculate, her skin slightly flushed, but it’s what she’s wearing that makes my jaw drop: bright pink legging so tight they look painted on and a black racerback sports bra with a dangerously deep neckline. She’s sitting so I can’t see what her ass looks like, but if it’s anything like the tits I can’t pull my eyes from, I am in deep, deep trouble.

The way her face lights up when she sees me makes everything a thousand times worse. When I reach her table and she stands, I have to force myself not to try to study the curve of her hips. I extend a hand, but Skylar shakes her head and pulls me into a hug.

“I never shake hands with my dates,” she explains, her voice bubbling with enthusiasm.

How does she smell this good?

“Excuse me?” Skylar pulls back and I realize that I just asked that question out loud.

“Umm, I asked if you were going to the gym after this,” I say, refusing to meet her eyes as I sit down in the chair.

“Oh no, just coming from there,” she says, gesturing down at herself. My eyes can’t help but take advantage of the free pass to ogle—and my eyes like what they see. “Sorry, I’m a bit of a mess. I was hoping I would have time to shower beforehand.”

This time I make sure my thoughts aren’t slipping out in the real world, because holy shit how is that possible? She just got done at the gym and she looks and smells like that. If she wasn’t Will’s sister, I would already hate her.

I take a deep breath, struggling to figure out where I should be looking, what I should be saying.

“Umm, you said date?” I ask and immediately regret it.

“For the weddings?”

Obviously.

She looks confused for a moment and then smiles. “Oh my god, did you think I meant this?” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Naughty, naughty Nicole.” She wags a finger at me and I think I might fucking die right then and there. “Well, if it were a date, I’d certainly be coming across might thirsty, wouldn’t I?”

“What do you mean?” My mouth moves, but it feels somehow slow, like the rest of the world is moving at normal speed while I’m running at half.

“Come on,” Skylar says, flashing a blinding smile as she glances down at herself. “I’ve got my tits popping out and I’m talking about showering. Hell, I might as well invite you to join me and help soap the girls up.”

As she says this, she grabs two handfuls of herself and laughs.

What the actual fuck.

Pinpricks dance at the back of my neck. My eyes dart nervously around the room.

“People are staring,” I hiss out, feeling weirdly self-conscious. Since when have I cared what people think?

Skylar only laughs. “Oh please, they’ve been staring since I walked in. Just like you were.” She winks. “Don’t worry. It’s only natural. You aren’t going to offend me. Look all you want. I certainly have been.”

It takes all my strength not to do exactly what she is giving me permission to do. But what is that supposed to mean? I certainly have been?

“You have?” I ask, my mouth suddenly dry.

What is happening here? It’s like I’m fourteen again, awkward and unsure, terrified of talking to a pretty girl.

“I’m straight, not blind. Plus, as you’ll learn, I’m a very shallow person. I have high beauty standards even for my platonic dates.”

I almost stick my foot in it again, but notice the way Skylar’s lips curl up at the edges.

“Oh,” I say, relief washing over me, “you’re just joking.”

Cue an eye roll. “You are certainly a perceptive little thing.”

I’m on the taller side and Skylar can’t be an inch over five feet. Her calling me a little thing makes no sense and yet…I feel desire surge in my stomach so strong the room spins.

“Uh, yea,” I say, scratching at the back of my neck. “That’s me.”

The truth is this is all new for me or at least new again. It’s been years—more than a decade—since I’ve been anything other than a cool customer when it comes to flirting with and hitting on beautiful women.

So it can’t be me. I’m obviously not the problem. The problem is Will and him setting me up with the most shameless flirt I’ve ever seen. I laugh inwardly as I remember the fishing and bait metaphor I spun for Beth and Aditi. Maybe cat and mouse would be more accurate, but even then, I’m sure I would have gotten the roles reversed, because right now I’m on my back foot and the smile that Skylar gives me—to say nothing of the glint in her eye—feels almost predatory.

She quirks her head, hands on her hips. “Why are you sitting?”

“Because that’s what one does at a coffee shop?”

Skylar shoos that idea away and my eyes can’t help but notice how long her fingers are. Her nails are cropped close too. All of them. Almost certainly because of work, but my imagination has suggestions of its own.

“Since this is now a date⁠—”

I start to protest, but Skylar fixes me with a stare that makes my stomach drop between my legs. It’s a look that invites no argument, no disagreement. Even when I’m not completely out of sorts because my best friend's straight sister is hitting on me, this isn’t the kind of thing that I usually go for.

I don’t submit to other women. They submit to me.

Only right now my mind is flashing with images of Skylar and me in more than a few compromising positions and in every one of them she is taking the lead.

“Since this is now a date, platonic though it may be, that means we have to follow my first date rules.”

I have to swallow away the question forming in the lust-addled recesses of my mind: And what’s the punishment if I break the rules?

An image flashes of Skylar as a teacher, a tight blouse and necktie, holding a yardstick, smacking it forcefully against her open palm and telling me to bend over.

“Okay, what are these rules?” I cough to play off the shake in my voice.

Skylar raises an eyebrow.

“The first rule is no sit down dates,” Skylar says, her expression animated. “It’s so boring to just get coffee or a meal, plus the whole face to face thing puts so much pressure on the conversation and it’s easy for things to get off track even if you might otherwise be a good fit. What do you usually do for first dates?”

Finally, with a question I know how to answer, I feel a bit more like myself. “If this were a first date, we would already be back at my place and at least two orgasm deep into a very, very busy day.”

The words tumble out of my mouth before I realize how ambiguous we could sound in that sentence.

“Oh?” Skylar’s steely gray eyes are so wide, she looks like an anime character. A slight blush creeps into her cheeks and it’s the first time I’ve seen a crack in her armor. “Is that what we would be doing?”

She recovers with that question, her expression shifting into a slick smile. Did I imagine her initial reaction? It’s a sweltering day outside and as usual I refuse to wear anything that isn’t my leather jacket and vintage jeans. Maybe the heat is getting to me.

“I, uh, didn’t mean we like me and you. I just meant like some imaginary woman I would be dating.”

Skylar leans forward and links her arm through mine before pulling me into a standing position and toward the cafe counter. “Tell me more,” she says as she places an order for two iced coffees, “about this woman you are imagining.”

I’m so taken aback by her ordering for me that for a moment my brain short circuits. It’s the kind of thing that would piss me off if someone else did it. For some reason, right now, pissed off is very far from what I feel.

“She’s, uh, tall and…” I glance at Skylar’s straight dark hair which reaches down past her shoulders almost to the middle of her back. “She has short blonde hair. Curly. And she’s, ummm, not in shape. And her eyes definitely aren’t so icy blue that they look almost gray.”

Skylar laughs. “She sounds hideous.”

I can’t help but join her, despite how obvious I am being. “Yea, that’s how I like them though.”

Skylar pauses as she holds the door open for me. As I pass, she leans in and whispers, “I doubt that very much.”

My head snaps back around and Skylar is smiling at me with those innocent doe eyes. “Everything okay?”

“What did you just say?” The light outside is blinding and only disorients me more. I turn back toward Skylar, bringing up a hand to shield my eyes as I take a step backward and directly into someone barreling down the sidewalk.

“Ow,” says a familiar voice and in that moment the embarrassment already bubbling inside me erupts into an explosion so intense I’m sure the whole town will be wiped off the map.

I’m just imagining things. It can’t be her. It just can’t be⁠—

“Nicole?”

I attempt to scramble to my feet and end up kneeing her in the shoulder hard enough that she spills backward again with a huff. Skylar rushes over and helps her to her feet as I dust myself off and brace for what is coming next.

“Hi, Ally.”

Skylar doesn’t miss the name. She shoots me a concerned look even as she helps Ally to her feet.

“Smooth as always Nic,” Ally says, her voice tight.

She looks as beautiful and bitchy as ever. Straight blonde hair, deep green eyes. Model thin and model tall with flawless skin and blah, blah, blah. There was a time when her beauty made me swoon.

Now? It makes me sick.

“I think I heard you were back in town,” I say, giving her the fakest of smiles. “Don’t feel too bad. I’ve heard the European scene can be difficult to break into. No shame in coming home.”

She scoffs. “Or in never leaving it? You never change, do you? Let me guess? Still chasing after a new woman every night.” She reaches out, her hand resting gently on my wrist. Her smile is so condescending it makes me want to smack her. “I know our breakup wasn’t easy on you, but I’m sure there’s someone out there who will make you happy. You don’t have to sleep around.”

Rage flares in my breast. I crack my knuckles and try to count to ten. I make it to three before my patience is exhausted. I open my mouth, about to unload on her, when I feel a hand slip into mine.

“Who is this babe? An ex? I didn’t think you dated before me?” Skylar’s voice is bubbly and bright and she does an incredible job of playing it off like she has no idea who this is or what’s happening.

But also…did she just say that we were dating?

“Ally,” my ex says, extending a limp hand like she’s the queen of something.

Skylar, to her credit, misinterprets it in the best way possible. Her fingers clamps around Ally’s, forcing her hand into a fist.

“Stick shift,” she yells, like a middle schooler as she yanks Ally’s arm back and forth a little too forcefully. “I’m Skylar by the way.”

Ally snatches her hand back with a sour frown on her face. She raises an eyebrow as her gaze tracks lazily back to me. “This is your girlfriend?”

Before I have a moment to answer, Skylar jumps back in. “Yep, Nicole and I are gay together.”

It takes everything in me not to react to that. I take a peek and see that Skylar is bouncing nervously from one foot to the other. All her cool confidence from earlier is gone.

A glance at her coffee shows it still mostly full. I half-expect her to have chugged it when I wasn’t looking. That crosses off one possible option for her newfound nervous energy. Several of the other options make my heart beat faster.

Ally titters, a smug smirk settling onto her face. “Gay together?” She doesn’t even try to hide the mockery in her tone.

Skylar nods. “Super gay.”

“You sure know how to pick them,” Ally says, shaking her head. “You really don’t change, do you Nicky? We should get drinks sometime soon, catch-up.”

I open my mouth and my jaw clicks. I can feel a vein pulse in my forehead. She knows how very much I hate that nickname. Nic, Nicole, hot stuff, sexy, beautiful—hell even Nicolette is fine, but Nicky? Abso-fucking-lutely not.

Not waiting for an answer, Ally shifts her body as she glances down the street. “Well, I’m late. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon.”

The wedding.

“Yea, another reason not to be looking forward to the end of summer.”

Her mouth quirks up. “Oh? You never know. We might be seeing each other sooner than you think.”

When she’s gone, it takes me a few seconds to realize Skylar’s hand is still clasped in mine. I clear my throat and Skylar’s grip drops.

“So that was Ally, your dreaded ex.” It’s a statement not a question. I nod. “Want to talk about?”

“Not a chance,” I laugh. “You better have something fun planned for this date and it better be inside. I’m melting out here.”

Skylar’s face comes alive with mischief. “Oh I absolutely do.” She bites her lips as she looks my outfit over. “You aren’t wrong about the outfit though. Would you mind turning around and bending over so I can see what I’m working with?”

My heart slams into my throat. Excuse me?

Things aren’t helped when half a minute later, having completed her assessment, Skylar winks at me and hooks her thumb down the block. “My apartment is just around the corner. Now, come on and let’s get you out of those pants.”
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“Bend over?” Beth is laughing so hard I keep expecting beer to come out of her nose.

“Let’s get you out of those pants?” Aditi’s mirth is more restrained, but no less obvious.

This whole day has been torture and these two are eating it up.

“And you just did it?” Beth asks for what might be the tenth time. “A little spin and what? You had your hands up against the storefront shaking that moneymaker for Will’s little sister?”

“Half-sister.” I correct, not having a better comeback at the moment.

“But the rest?” Aditi asks, leaning in to be heard over the music.

It’s open mic night at Frank’s, a once a month occurrence that usually keeps me far away. I love the place and the people, but they are not exactly what I would call talented. To highlight this point, the biker on stage belting Wagon Wheel butchers four different lyrics and misses eight notes in a thirty second span.

But after today with Skylar and running into Ally, I am in desperate need of a drink and someone to talk me off the ledge—terrible singing be damned.

“It wasn’t a storefront,” I grumble, and then with my voice low enough I half-hope that they can’t hear me, I say, “It was a parked car.”

“Excuse me?” Beth’s eyebrow arches.

From the way Beth and Aditi both clap their hands together as they share a giddy look tells me that they heard it perfectly well. There is a reason these two aren’t usually the ones I call when I have girl gossip to share.

Of course, my usual confidant on these matters, the one person I want to call about this problem, is the one person I can’t. Because that person just happens to be related to the problem in question.

“Wait,” Aditi says, hardly able to get the word out through her laughter, “but why did you change in front of her? Didn’t she have a spare room?”

I bury my head in my hands, fresh embarrassment racing to my cheeks until they sting. This is the kind of thing that happens to other people. Not to me.

I was slack jawed and stupefied after Skylar led me to her apartment. The whole way there all I could do was try to figure out how this was something other than exactly what it seemed to be. This was just going to be another Skylar-moment—already a familiar occurrence—where she chose the most inappropriate or suggestive way to say something just to get a rise out of me.

“It was a studio,” I say, the excuse sounding lame even to me.

Beth's smile is grating. “You know studios usually have bathrooms, right?”

I groan. Can you die of embarrassment? I know the expression, but like really, actually die? I wonder, idly, if Skylar would know, her being a doctor and all.

“The door was closed.” Forcing each word out is like pulling teeth. I quickly drain the rest of my beer—I’m going to need something stronger.

The truth, of course, is worse.

Once we got to Skylar’s apartment, she let me in on her plan, which as far as I’m concerned was the complete and total opposite of having sex: miniature golf.

I tried to protest, but in the middle of explaining to Skylar just how dorky mini golf was, she pressed a pair of jean shorts into my hands and said, “Put these on. They’ll be way cooler than your jeans.” Then she looked me up and down before adding. “And they’ll make your ass look amazing.”

And then…I just did it? The moment that five foot nothing little thing told me to strip down and put something else on, something short circuited. I had my jeans unbuttoned and down around my ankles. It wasn’t until I saw the look of surprise on Skylar’s face, that I even thought about what I was doing.

By that point it was too late and I tried to play it off. Girls change in front of each other, right? Even straight platonic friends—not that I had too many of those. This was another area where Beth would chide me, ask me if I honestly even knew I was a girl, if I was ever going to ‘participate in the culture’, etc. etc.

But my guess is that platonic girlfriends don’t get changed in front of each other with their underwear soaked the way mine were. It wasn’t until my jeans were off, cold air against the bare skin of my thighs that I realized just how wet I was. In a panic, I brought the shorts up as quickly as I could without looking insane.

Still not sure I pulled it off.

I keep telling myself that Skylar didn’t notice. She didn’t say anything. But then again…what was she supposed to say?

The other question is harder to ask, even silently, even to myself: with how her eyes lingered, low and centered, how could she have possibly missed it?

“You really stripped down for this girl, put on some Daisy Dukes and then went and just played a round of mini-golf?” Aditi is enjoying this far, far too much, but she’s not exactly wrong.

That was Skylar’s big idea. Ask me to bend over, make comments about my ass, dress me up like a trailer park skank—not a bad thing, by the way; I love a bleached blonde baddie in a too tight tube top as much as anyone—and then take me for ice cream and mini-golf.

You know, like middle schoolers.

“Unfortunately, yes,” I say, thinking back to how Skylar even tried the old ‘Let me help you with your swing’ move.

She was all laughs and giggles, providing enough ironic detachment in which to couch the whole thing. It was silly and stupid and childish and…it fucking did it for. I can still remember how my breath caught when I felt her stomach press against my back, felt her arms wrap around me. I can still remember the warmth of her, the solidity, even the cute way she had to crane her neck and move her head around to the side of my shoulder just to see because of how much shorter she is.

There’s flirting…and then there’s whatever Skylar has been doing. It’s hard to believe she doesn’t know what she’s doing, that she isn’t somehow enjoying teasing me like this.

Aditi and Beth devolve once again into uncontrolled fits of laughter, same as they did the first time I told them. I try to tell myself that aren’t quite laughing as hard as the first time, but I’m pretty sure that’s just what the Zoomers would call cope.

I’m definitely going to need something stronger.
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A half hour later, new drinks retrieved from the bar—beers for the girls and another trio of tequila shots for myself—the conversation continues.

“Guys, I’m so fucked. I took the queerbait. What am I supposed to do?”

“Still not using that right,” Beth says.

“You did bite, didn’t you?” Aditi shakes her head in mock disapproval.

Beth’s expression matches her wife’s. “Hard. Hook, line, and sinker! Oh, this is a disaster.”

Her facade cracks at that last part, her barely constrained glee pushing through to sunlight.

“This isn’t funny.” I throw back one shot, the room already spinning. I’m getting close to the point where the next time I stand will be an unpleasant revelation. Another shot is a bad idea, and so I don’t take one.

I take two.

“I would never have guessed that you of all people had a secret subby side just waiting for the right domineering little dark haired beauty to come around and start telling you what to wear. Maybe an old dog can learn new tricks,” Beth says.

“I’m not—She’s not—” I shake my head, as if the confusion lodged there might just fall out if I jostle it hard enough. I have no such luck. “It’s just the way she flirts, you know? Like she keeps saying she’s straight, but then everything she does is the opposite. Hell, she talked about ‘soaping up the girls’.”

“Excuse me?” Beth and Aditi's ears perk up.

“This is all Will’s fault, you know,” I say, changing the subject after I realize what I just said. I can hear the slur in my words, and, as I look between Aditi and Beth, their faces seem to blur and stretch, like they’re a painting not yet dried that a cat decided to roll around on.

I try to explain this to them. “You guys are like a cat painting, you know?”

They share a confused look.

Beth turns to her wife. “Do you think she’s okay?”

“She’s fine. You’re fine, right?” Aditi reaches over the table and grabs my wrist. “Go back to the good part!” she practically screams over the music.

“The good part?” I ask, my cheeks flushed from the alcohol. “The good part was before Will decided to marry Susan.” I blow a wet raspberry to emphasize this point. “Before I ended up with the biggest tease in the world as my wedding date and fake girlfriend.”

“Fake girlfriend?” Will’s voice is like a bucket of cold water.

“What are you doing here, mister?” I turn toward Will and stab my pointer finger at him.

Instead of connecting with his chest, my finger slips through open air as my momentum carries me forward. I nearly topple forward out of the booth as Will rushes to catch me.

Ah, wrong Will. That was my problem.

There are now three different Wills standing by the table side and I picked the wrong one. The other Wills are blurrier and so they aren’t the real him. This feels suddenly important to tell him.

“Thank god you aren’t blurry,” I say as he helps me back into the booth. “But you still aren’t supposed to be here.” I turn toward Aditi and Beth, their faces swimming as my vision struggles to focus. “Traitors.”

At least Beth’s smile is apologetic. “We were worried.”

Aditi nods. “It was the cat painting comment, in case you were wondering.”

I scoff. “That was like thirty seconds ago.”

Beth looks genuinely concerned. “Nic, that was like an hour and a half ago.”

“Oh,” is all I can say as suddenly the full weight of my drunkenness comes crashing over me.

It's a strange mix of anxiety and calm. Like someone is panicking about Skylar and Ally and what Will might have overheard, but it’s not exactly me. But it’s also not not me. I blink a few times, hoping for improvement. None comes.

I wheel back toward the Wills and pick out the least blurry one. This time I jab my finger into the solidity of real human flesh. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough,” Will says with a laugh. “So Skylar is giving you some trouble?” Will shakes his head. “She’s always been a shameless flirt. But what’s with the fake girlfriend stuff? Not that I keep too close of tabs on my sister’s sexuality, but I’ve only ever known her to date men.”

I roll my eyes. “Boys can be so dense. That’s why she’s my fake girlfriend. You know I don’t do real ones. Not since Ally.” My eyes go wide as jumbled memories announce themselves unbidden. “And that’s why we are dating! Fake dating, I mean. I ran into Ally.”

I devolve into a fit of drunken laughter that leaves three pairs of worried eyes staring back at me. How do they not get this?

“Because I ran into Ally, literally. Guys! It’s funny.”

No one laughs.

“Oh, is that what you meant?” Beth asks, using the same tone I know she uses with her kindergarteners.

I roll my eyes again. “Girls can be so dense!”

“More or less so than boys?” Will asks.

I shrug. “Honestly, it’s just everyone but me.”

“Of course.” Will turns his body and looks intently at me, his expression going serious. “So, you ran into Ally? Did she, uh, say anything?”

My eyes narrow. It’s obvious from his tone that something is up. Something nags at me, some half-formed thought or…memory? Shaking my head has so far proven useless, but I’m out of ideas.

The only thing Ally said was⁠—

“What do you know?” My words are still slurred, but the soft edges of them are sharper now, focused. I’m waiting for Will to tell me the thing I know can’t be possible. “Why did Ally seem surprised when I said I would see her at the end of summer? Please tell me you uninvited her from the wedding.”

That’s obviously not the answer.

At least Will has the decency to look sorry. Beth and Aditi seem to be following the trail, two gossip hounds sniffing after whatever’s juiciest. And this is juicy.

“First,” he says, standing his ground, “you know she’s been friends with Susan for years. Am I supposed to tell my soon-to-be wife that she can’t invite one of her closest friends because you used to sleep with her?”

I frown. “What’s second?”

“It’s not just my wedding,” Will says and it sounds like an apology. “It’s all of them.”

All of them.

The next ten minutes are a bit of a haze as Will explains to me just exactly how that is possible. The most logical explanation is that I got back together with Ally, invited her as my plus one to all these weddings, and then hit my head so hard on something that I’ve forgotten about all of it.

Anything else just seems far fetched.

As Will explains how Ally is friends of a friend with this person, cousins with that one, how she used to work with so-and-so, and volunteer at the church bake sale with whats-her-name, dread slithers in my stomach.

This can’t be possible, and yet…I have no reason—other than the sheer insanity of it—not to believe Will.

After he finishes the explanation, a heavy quiet falls over the table. Pool balls clack angrily in the background, their staccato raps thwarting any attempt to think this through.

“Well,” I say, throwing my hands into the air before they fall limply into my lap. “This fucking sucks.”

“Yep,” Will says.

“Fucking Ally,” Beth mutters under her breath.

“Oh my god,” I groan, the full weight of the situation settling onto my shoulders. I reach for another shot but find only empties. “I need another drink.”

Beth and Will share a look. “I don’t think so,” they say in unison.

They mean well and they are probably right, but I always find it grating when they team up to parent me like this. Just let a girl make poor decisions once in a while!

Poor decisions like, for example, trying to use my best friend's straight sister as queerbait to pick up women at weddings. What’s the worst that could happen? It’s not like it will turn out that the woman who broke my heart will be attending all of those same weddings.

And thank god Ally doesn’t think Will’s sister and I are dating or anything like that. Then things would be really complicated.

“Take me home,” I groan, letting my head collapse onto the table.

“Come on, Nic,” Will says, gently guiding me out of the booth, one arm around my waist as my body falls into his. “Let’s get you home.”

This is Saturday night and the hangover lasts until Wednesday.
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“That is not proper wedding attire,” Beth chides from the back row in the rideshare.

“You,” I say, turning around so fast the seat belt catches, “are not even supposed to be here.”

“Excuse me,” Aditi jumps in to defend her wife. “Don’t disrespect the love of my life like that! I’ll challenge you to a duel if you have to.”

“Aww, you would, babe?” Beth bats her eyelashes as she pulls Aditi in for a hug.

I turn away, making gagging noises as I hear the pair exchange several loud, wet smooches.

“Excuse me,” Skylar says, reaching across the gap between seats to place her hand in my lap. Her fingers brush my skin just above the knee where the black denim is ripped. “But I think my date is dressed more than appropriately for a wedding. These are designer jeans and this leather jacket is vintage. She’s like a sexy female Fonzie.”

“See?” I say, trying not to think about how good Skylar’s fingers feel against my skin. “Even the straight girl gets it.”

“Babe!” Skylar practically gasps. “How can you say that about your loving girlfriend who is so very obviously not straight since she is your girlfriend?”

If our first ‘date’ had me worried, everything since then has me panicked.

Each moment and each time I try to convince myself that maybe this is a good idea, Skylar ups the ante with a suggestive joke, a lingering glance, or even a far too friendly touch. It was one thing just having her as my ‘date’ but now as my ‘girlfriend’ to a series of weddings with my ex in attendance?

The stabbing pain behind my left eye started last Tuesday and has only been growing worse since.

“I’m obviously happy you guys managed to make it,” I say, biting back a dozen snarky responses. It’s early and, besides, I have a date—time to be on my best behavior for once. “I’m just bummed you had to push the trip.”

“You know how work can be,” Aditi says, her voice at odds with the exaggerated smile she still wears.

“And us being here or not doesn’t change that you should be wearing a dress.”

“Ohh,” Skylar smacks me in the arm, her eyes wide with excitement. “Are you one of those brooding ‘no-dress’ girls that I’ve read about?”

“Excuse me?” I find myself smiling for reasons I don’t understand—a common occurrence with Skylar.

She has a way of jumping into (and out of) conversations seemingly at random, based on whatever flight of fancy takes hold at any given moment. I’m not exactly saying she’s a golden retriever, but…well, there are some similarities.

“Okay, so I don’t sleep well on call, so I read a lot,” she says as her hands twist the fabric of her pale blue dress in excitement.

That’s another thing about Skylar that I’ve noticed: whenever she’s excited about something she can’t keep her hands still. And that’s another thing about Skylar that’s on my mind far more often than it should be: her hands, her fingers, and the things that they could do.

“Of course,” I say, nodding along. I’ve found it’s better to just let Skylar go. Like a plucky little robot vacuum, she might wander the wrong way at first, bump into a few chair legs, but, as long as she doesn't topple down the stairs, she usually finds her way back to the docking station.

“I’ve been reading a lot of what the kids call Romantasy. Do you get it?” She pauses, her goofy grin making her look half-drunk, which, in fairness, she might be.

We broke out the champagne while we were all getting ready and I wasn’t exactly counting her drinks.

“That it’s a portmanteau of romance and fantasy?” My expression is deadly serious. I shake my head. “Nope, that completely eluded me.”

Skylar hands grab my arm as she turns back to Beth and Aditi. She tries to turn me back as well, but in this awkward position all she manages to do is wrench my arm at an unnatural angle that makes me cry out.

“Ow,” I say and then add a few choice curse words. “What does this have to do with me being, or not being as it happens, a ‘no-dress’ girl?”

“Right,” Skylar says, giving herself a tap on the forehead. “It’s a classic trope in these stories. The female main character in these things is almost always a sour little curmudgeon who isn’t like the other girls, because she’s so tough and so brooding and above all else she DOES NOT WEAR DRESSES. Like even if the kingdom is doomed unless she wears the dress, she absolutely does not, or even if she does, it’s like the worse thing that has ever happened. Screw death, pestilence, genocide; if she’s forced to wear a dress, you know things are bad.”

Skylar pauses for a moment, her gaze sweeping between the two women in the backseat before she turns back to me. “Remind you of anyone?”

Beth at least tries to stifle her laugh. Aditi completely loses it.

“That makes no sense. Why would anyone care if she wears a dress or not? That’s seriously what these books are about? And that has something to do with me?”

“Okay, NicGPT,” Beth says, leaning forward so that her chin is resting on the back of my seat.

“You know I hate that.”

Beth’s eyes dance. “Honestly, it’s the only thing that makes sense. It’s like you’re an approximation of a queer adult woman constructed based on incomplete training data by a computer intelligence with only a vague idea of what any of those words even mean.”

“Huh.”

Beth's eyes are rolling so much, I can’t believe she isn’t dizzy. “What now?”

I shrug. “It’s just that when you put it that way, it sounds like a compliment.”

“Of course, it does,” Beth says, throwing her hands up and presumably the towel in. “Only you, Nicole. Only you.”

But Skylar gasps, her hands pressing themselves over her mouth. She looks back at the girls, eyebrows promising revelation. “Guys,” she leans toward them and her eyes flit in my direction. “Did I call it or what? Not like the other girls.”

There’s plenty I want to say in response to that, but at that moment, the car pulls up to the venue and everyone scrambles quickly out while I’m still fighting with the buckle. The door on my side opens suddenly and Skylar is there leaning forward to help with the buckle, giving me an impossibly inviting view of her cleavage as the folds of her dress fall away just enough that I can confirm she isn’t wearing a bra.

A lump forms in my throat thick enough that when I try to refuse Skylar’s help, the only thing that comes out sounds a whole lot like a moan.

Skylar makes a small surprised noise as she twists and clambers over me. She’s so short, she practically has to climb into the seat with me to assist, and, by the time we get the buckle undone, she’s sitting in my lap, more or less straddling me and somehow our lips are only inches apart.

Her hair on the left side has fallen out of its pins and drapes itself over both our faces. She smells like lavender and clove and bad decisions. I am far too close to making one myself when someone clears their throat.

“Leave room for Jesus, you two,” says a voice, repeating the same adage used by the nuns who used to chaperone our middle school dances.

I groan.

Beth would be bad. Aditi would be worse. But, of course, it’s neither of them. Of course, it’s just about the worst person it could be.

“William!” Skylar leans back, still straddling me as she gives her brother a two handed wave. I can feel the way her thighs grips me around my hips, the strength of them, holding her up while pinning me in place. “Oh, this isn’t what it looks like. Since I’m new at this, Nic just figured we should get practice making out in case we need to put on a show for Ally later.”

The room—or I guess the interior of the car—spins. With this girl, it’s like I never know when the climax is coming…or, okay—poor choice of words. What I mean is that situations just seem to pile up with Skylar, and just when I think I’m going to go completely crazy, just when I think the camel’s back can’t take another straw, Skylar starts stacking hay bales.

Will groans. “Even when you’re joking, that’s not something I want to know about.” Will looks nervously over his shoulder toward the venue. “You are just kidding right?”

Mercifully, Skylar finally climbs off me. I feel a stab of desire, of desperation that wants nothing more than to keep her there, to flip her over, pin her against the seat, sink down onto my knees, hike that dress and⁠—

“Of course, I’m kidding,” Skylar says, offering me a hand and breaking me out of my very inappropriate daydream as she helps me out of the car. “Nicolette has been a perfect lady. And this is only our second date.” She looks at me, her face screwed up in concentration. “What did you say, babe? You wanted to wait until the third date to defile me, right?”

Will looks like he wants to crawl inside a hole and live out the rest of his natural born life there. I, on the other hand, want nothing so much as to be inside his sister.

Ah, the duality of man and all that nonsense.

“Defile you?” My blood goes cold. “My god, Nic. Glad to see you are keeping it classy.”

“Um,” Will says, his face the same shade of red as my ex’s dress, “Ally is here.”

“Thank you, Will,” I say, giving him a patronizing pat on the shoulder as I shake out the sleeves of my jacket and turn to face Ally.

She’s wearing a floor length red gown with a choker neckline and asymmetrical cutoff that lays her right shoulder bare nearly to her breast. The maxi skirt of the dress sports a jaw dropping thigh-high slit that somehow comes across as elegant rather than sultry. She’s lacking the curves that Skylar has, but she’s always had an effortless sort of model’s grace with her long sleek limbs. Everything she’s ever worn looks like it was made for her.

And maybe this one was. I don’t fail to clock the pearl necklace, which looks real, or the eye opening size of the diamond studs she’s wearing. The purse has some Italian man’s name on it I don’t even recognize, which you know means class.

Over the years, I’ve tried not to keep tabs on Ally and for the most part that’s worked, but there have been a few lonely, desperate nights where I’ve stalked her online a bit, so I know she’s done quite well for herself.

I’m still taking her in, figuring out exactly how rude I can be without getting kicked out of this thing. Come to think of it, we aren’t technically in the venue yet, which I believe means I have diplomatic immunity out here. I load up a particular sarcastic comment, aim down the sights, and am about to squeeze the trigger, when Skylar steps in.

“Oh, Abby,” she says, wrapping Ally in a bear hug before she has a moment to realize what is happening. “So good to see you again.”

Ally makes a small strangled noise as her hands paw ineffectually at the muscles rippling in Skylar’s back. I half think I hear her back crack as Skylar deposits the much taller woman back onto the sidewalk as easily as if she were a small child.

“It’s Ally,” she says, angrily brushing at her dress, furiously rubbing away any wrinkles, though in truth the dress looks fine and so does she.

Skylar furrows her brow and makes an exaggerated scene of looking between the two of us. Her eyes stop on me, though her eyebrows are in a different zip code. “This is Ally?”

She looks back at my ex and makes a clicking noise with her tongue, then her eyes go wide, like she’s just realized something and her expression changes on a dime. “Oh, I mean, of course, this is Ally. I just thought…”

My chest fizzes. Ally’s face sinks as her mouth twists into a snarl. Seeing her put out like this, off her game, is such a rare thing that I want to savor it. And just when I think it can’t get any better, Skylar proves me wrong.

Her eyes flit down to Ally’s chest and then back to her own so conspicuously, Beth and Aditi have to move away as they try to stifle their laughter.

“Babe!” I playfully bat Skylar’s arm as she gives Ally a disarming smile.

Skylar shrugs. “Sorry, you know I can get a little possessive.”

To illustrate her point one hand drifts down from where it hands loose at her side, swipes around the curve of my hip, under my jacket, and her fingers find purchase on dark denim as she gives my ass a squeeze hard enough to make me jump.

“Sky!” Her touch sets my world on fire, burning through me until I can’t think straight. All I can see is the way Skylar smiles at that impromptu little nickname. That look makes my stomach twist in the most pleasant way imaginable.

“Sorry,” she says, snatching her hand back momentarily before she gives me a quick smack. “Sorry! Couldn’t help myself.” Skylar gestures toward my ass. “Want a test? For old time’s sake? We’re all adult lesbians here. What’s a little grab ass between friends?”

“Like I said,” Ally drawls, “always keeping it classy, Nic.”

I should step in. I should say something. These two women are at each other’s throats because of me. Ally waits a beat, then huffs and storms off.

The moment Ally is gone, Skylar’s shoulders sag and she buries her face in her hands. “Oh my god,” she groans. “I am so fucking sorry for that. She was just being so rude and after last time…I may have gotten a little overprotective once I got going. I practically asked her to compare cup sizes!”

My cheeks already hurt from trying not to smile. “You also asked her if she wanted to grab my ass.”

“I did, didn’t I?” Skylar is pacing now, as Will, Beth, and Aditi stand off to the side, not quite out of earshot, giving us a moment to work this through. “And that line about us all being adult lesbians? Please don’t cancel me. I promise that was just me being a complete mess with the whole fake dating thing. If you were a dude, I’m sure I would have asked if she wanted to unwrap your package or something equally mortifying.”

I wrap an arm around her shoulder and bump my hip against hers. “No one is canceling my girlfriend. Honestly, Sky, it’s super forward thinking of you: to be able to be the same level of totally awkward regardless of sexual orientation and/or gender of your fake dating partner. I’m very impressed.”

Skylar beams, batting her eyelashes. “Tell me what else you like, babe.”

Everything. The word is on my lips so quickly that I actually almost say it.

Get it together woman!

“Thanks for being so understanding about it,” Skylar says, as we make our way into the venue. “But let’s get back to the real reason we are here.”

For a moment, I wonder what she means, but then her eyes roam the crowd, stopping on several attractive women that I somehow haven’t even noticed until right now. That’s not like me at all. Usually, at these things it takes me all of sixty seconds to scope out the room, rank my targets, and formulate a plan of action.

“The real reason?”

Skylar looks at me like I have two heads, like what she means is the most obvious thing in the world. My head is still spinning from my encounter with Ally and I’m not sure I even want to hear what Skylar is thinking.

Her shoulder nudges mine while her other arm sweeps out over the room. “We are going to find the hottest girl here.” Her eyes find mine as her register switches to a low sultry tone. “And then you, my sexy little no-dress girl, are going to turn her into a no-dress girl as well when you rail her in the coat room.”

Skylar flashes a bright goofy smile as she holds up one hand for a high five. It’s so absurd I can’t help but slap my palm against hers, laughing as I do, feeling some of the tension from earlier start to melt away.

Okay, maybe I should hear Skylar out.

After all, that’s what a good girlfriend would do.
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The hottest girl in the place turns out to be a redheaded amazon of a woman in a glittery gold dress with a figure that would make me blush on a woman a few heads shorter. But on a woman that tall? Oh boy, does it do things to me.

“How would that work?”

Skylar giggles. “Okay, so when two women really love each other⁠—”

“Oh my god,” I say, my eyes rolling so fast the room spins. “You know that is not what I mean.”

“You mean with Ally?” Skylar’s expression flattens, her smile retreating, not completely, until it no longer touches her eyes.

I nod, my gaze finding Ally from across the room, looking away before I can notice whether she notices me.

“I mean with Ally,” I say, gritting out each word with all the concentration I can muster. Skylar has me nearly tongue tied, but maybe that’s a good thing—if it takes this much energy just to form sentences, maybe I won’t have any left over to put my foot in my mouth. “I thought the whole point to our fake relationship was for her benefit?”

Skylar slips her arm through mine. “For her benefit, yes, but mostly it’s for the hijinks.”

“The hijinks?” Are we planning a caper?

“I’ve read this book like a dozen times!” Skylar’s giddiness is almost infectious.

“Wait,” I say, hands folding into hers as I turn to face her, “you’re doing this because you’ve read one too many fake dating romances and thought ‘oh, that sounds fun’?”

Skylar looks down at our hands. “Maybe.”

I realize it’s odd just how quickly this has become comfortable, touching her like this. We’ve spent an afternoon together and a few more moments: getting dressed earlier today, the ride over here, but otherwise? The truth is I barely know this woman and yet when her hands let mine fall, I feel a stab of longing, a desire to feel her skin on mine again.

“And I’m what?” I ask, pushing away real thoughts, focusing on a concocted story. “The ice queen who just needs to learn what true love really is?”

Skylar smiles oddly and bites her lip. “Ice queen, huh?”

I shrug. “If the icy slipper fits.”

“No way.” Skylar’s certainty takes me by surprise. “You’re more of a soft butch cool girl type.”

That draws a surprised laugh from me. “You said I was like Fonzie before. That, I get, but how am I butch?”

Skylar fingers ghost over the black leather of my jacket. “Um, hello?”

“I think there’s a lot more to it than that. Like I don’t even own any flannels, but…” I shrug and Skylar laughs.

“But you don’t actually know because you aren’t like the other lesbians and aren’t concerned with all these labels?” Skylar’s smile looks like genuine affection, even if her tone is clearly teasing.

“Something like that,” I say, fighting back a smile.

Skylar glances back down at her feet, while her fingers still linger on the hem of my jacket.

“Ahem.” Will comes back from the bar with drinks and a newcomer. “You know you two don’t have to look so convincing.”

I can feel the heat in my cheeks and I can’t shake the feeling that Skylar and I were just caught doing something we weren’t supposed to, which is, of course, absurd. It’s not like we were making out. If anything, she was just gassing me up as we prepared to execute the whole wingwoman plan. That’s all.

Will casts a questioning look between me and his sister as we jump apart far too quickly for it to seem casual.

“Susan! Um, how are you?” My tone is far too loud, too cheery, and Susan recoils from it like she’s worried I might attack her. We aren’t on bad terms or anything, but I’ve been this excited to see her exactly zero time before in all the years we’ve known each other. So, yea, maybe she has a reason to be wary.

“Good?” She looks from Will to me, her answer coming out more like a question.

“So what are you two lovebirds up to?” Beth and Aditi join the circle, sparing me from figuring out what the hell I’m going to say to Susan.

“Nothing,” I say, before I realize that Beth’s question isn’t even directed at me. Every head in the group swivels in my direction and I am much further from the nearest exit than would be ideal.

Will frowns. Susan looks confused. Meanwhile, Aditi and Beth are enjoying this far, far too much for my taste and Skylar…Well, Skylar is unreadable, her expression suddenly far away, her gaze sweeping the room and looking every direction but toward me.

Susan clears her throat. “Umm, Nic it’s so nice to see you dating someone. I know it’s been a while.”

Will shoots me an apologetic look as I open my mouth to correct her, but Skylar gets there first.

“We’re not really dating. It’s simple really. Classic fake dating scheme. Throw in an inquisitive ex sniffing around and you got a stew going.” Skylar ticks off tropes on her fingers, like she’s giving a book report rather than describing the very real situation we now find ourselves in. “There’s also the promise of the whole best friend's sister trope—only a half-sister but we can make it work. One of my favorites. Always makes for some spicy moments.”

Aditi and Beth are giggling like over-sugared schoolgirls. Will buries his face in his hands, his cheeks already well on their way to crimson.

“Sorry bro,” Skylar continues, giving Will a pat on the shoulder. “Then of course given the whole sapphic vibe on this, there is always the possibility that Nic over here wins herself a toaster oven.”

Toaster oven? At those words, the bottom of my stomach drops out. Why does she know that?

I turn to Skylar. “Exactly how many of these romance books are you reading?”

And what kind? I imagine there are no toaster ovens being handed out in whatever passes for mainstream hetero romance these days…almost by definition.

Skylar looks suddenly abashed, cheeks reddening as she pulls at the back of her neck. “A dozen or so.”

“Per year?”

“Um, more like per month.” She blushes a lighter shade than her brother, pink and rosy.

Susan looks utterly lost. “How many books is she writing?”

Now, it’s Skylar’s turn. “What? How many books is who writing?”

“Ally,” Susan answers, looking to her fiance for some reassurance that she isn’t going crazy. “That’s what you're talking about, right? One of Ally’s books?”

Skylar turns to me, her expression a question. “Wait, what exactly does Ally do?”

I’m not sure if it's the alcohol. Maybe it’s just what happens when you run into your ex after nearly a decade and she looks so very clearly like she’s winning—scratch that, like she’s won. I can’t help but steal glances at Ally whenever there’s a lull in the conversation.

It’s not like I’m still in love with Ally. We didn’t work for a number of reasons, not least of which is that I’m not even sure she’s a very good person. But there is an idea of Ally that I had at one time, an idea which still holds some appeal. There was a life that I was going to live—with Ally—and even though those hopes faded a long time ago, there still comes an ache from time to time, a wave of nostalgia so profound it takes the wind from my lungs.

“She’s a poet,” I say.

Beth laughs as she and Aditi say in unison, “She’s a douche.”

Will nods. “Giant, giant douche.”

“She wasn’t that bad.”

Beth and Will share a look.

“Interesting. Now, I believe we had plans.” Skylar says, tilting her head as she studies me for…what exactly? Her smile is enigmatic as she links her arm through mine and pulls me away from the group. “Enough about exes. Let’s go get you laid.”
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The busty blonde amazon in the gold dress turns out to be named Melanie. It’s one of a rapid fire collection of facts that Skylar preps me with after having spoken to the woman for no more than ninety seconds.

She’s twenty-two and—big surprise—she plays women’s basketball for a local university.

I ask her to slow down a few times, as she leads me toward Melanie, our arms still linked. She waves my concern away.

“That’s all just background, but don’t worry about it. The key points are: 1) she’s gorgeous and 2) she wants to sleep with you. And from what Will tells me, I don’t think there’s really any need for a third point.”

By the time she finishes, we are standing in front of Melanie, whose hands are folded into one another in front of her. She can’t seem to decide which hand should be on top, or if both should be closed or if one open. At the last moment, she abandons the attempt entirely and plasters them to the side of her dress, palms flat and fingers splayed…and oh my what fingers they are.

“Melanie,” Skylar says, her tone warm and inviting, “this is my girlfriend, Nicole. She’s very excited to meet you.”

Girlfriend? How exactly is this wingwoman thing going to work if Skylar is so committed to the bit that she’s even telling my potential hookups that we are dating?

On cue, Skylar continues. “I was explaining to Melanie here all about our explorations into conscious non-monogamy,” she says, parroting the same phrase that Beth and Aditi like to use. “She seems very interested to hear more from you.”

Skylar’s eyebrows rise suggestively at the same time Melanie’s cheeks flush.

“Oh, um, yea, hi,” Melanie says, having a hard time forming a coherent sentence as she attempts to stifle a series of adorable giggles.

This girl is nervous. I reach out and take her hand, half expecting her to turn heel and run. Instead, she extends a shaking hand and I press my lips to it. A titter explodes from her lips as her blush deepens. She snatches back her hand as she brings both up her mouth, trying—and failing—to contain her laughter.

“I’m so sorry. I’m not laughing at you. I’m just a little nervous. You are so pretty.” A little nervous is not how I would describe his woman.

The idea of a woman who looks like this being as bashful and nervous as this is a surprise. And certainly a welcome one.

Still, I’m not exactly sure what the setup here is. Skylar told her we have some kind of open relationship and then offered me up? Was that how these kinds of things work? Was that how Beth and Aditi operated?

I consider my options, sizing up the woman in front of me. This is where I shine, the quick assessment of a person that lets me know exactly how to get to them. Given Skylar’s introduction and Melanie’s nervous giggles, I know exactly what card to play.

“So,” I say, running my hand slowly along the bare skin of Melanie’s arm. “What exactly did my girlfriend talk to you about? Did she offer to have us both take you in the coatroom and show you a good time?”

Skylar stiffens a bit next to me and shoots me a quick glance. I feel half-bad if that over the top suggestion made her uncomfortable, but I know my mark. This is just about upping the ante, getting her so turned on at the more salacious suggestion that she can’t help but say “Yes” when I offer the alternative of just me and her.

“Oh, um, wow,” she says, shivering at my touch, shivering at the suggestion that so clearly has her feral in an instant. “That sounds… I mean, I would be interested in that theoretically, but me and Skylar were talking and I think…You know for my first time maybe that’s a bit much.”

I glance to Skylar and then back to the floundering amazon. “A virgin?”

Melanie’s eyes balloon to Disney-creature proportions. “No? Um, I mean not generally. Like I’m not sure what you call it if you’ve never…you know…with a woman before.”

“Ahh,” I say, stepping forward as I let my hand slide down her arm, my fingers finding hers and threading their way between them. “Well, if that’s the case, you’re in very good hands. I’m quite the teacher.”

“Well,” Skylar says, her tone just a bit flatter than before, “I’ll leave you two to it.”

My movements with Melanie are so practiced, so second nature and instinctual, that it isn't until Skylar is gone that everything shifts inside me.

If this were a movie, this would be the moment where even though she’s gorgeous, I realize I don’t want her. That because of Skylar, somehow, this beauty in front of me suddenly morphs into something off putting.

Not because of her, but because of me.

That always felt a little bit like cheating. After all, where is the triumph in turning down something that you realize you don’t want anymore? Wouldn’t it be more impressive, more impactful, if you still wanted it—just as badly—but then decided to choose what was really important anyway?

Something draws me to that thought.

There’s no way to say this without being a bit crass, but I want to fuck this woman, badly. The base, primal, reptile part of my brain wants to climb her like a goodman tree. All I can imagine is taking her in the coat room and doing exactly what Skylar said.

I want it but the problem is twofold. The first part is that I know what comes after, I know what comes next. Hurried pleasantries while we dress, a few awkward glances during the rest of the wedding, maybe some small talk, promises of another round and then…I’ll do it again next week at the next wedding and I’ll do it again and again in bars and bistros, at country clubs and county fairs.

Okay, that last one has never happened, but the alliteration is nice.

There was a time when the thought of an endless parade of beautiful women would be like the promise of Christmas once a month. It sounds amazing. Maybe it even is for a little while. But eventually, you’d get sick of the presents, you’d get sick of candy canes and chocolate, and it would lose what made it all special in the first place.

The second issue is a little more immediate, a little less high minded. Sure, I’d love to take this woman in the coat room, hike her dress up, and blow her mind a time or six before heading back to the wedding. But the truth is, she wouldn’t be my first choice. Because the truth is, she’s not the hottest girl at this wedding.

She’s just the hottest girl at this wedding in the non-Skylar category.

I am so fucking fucked.

It was bad enough with her touching me in the car and calling me babe. Each time she said that word, I could feel it between my legs. Bad enough with her climbing all over me trying to help me out of the car.

I’ve always been a less-is-more kind of girl when it comes to dating—well, hooking up is probably the more accurate term. I’ve always told myself it was easier that way. Simpler and cleaner and less chance for the other person to catch feelings. Now, though, I wonder if it was a defense mechanism. For as beautiful as Skylar is, for as kind and smart and blah, blah, blah and all that shit, what really does it for me are the words, the playful banter and the inappropriate flirting.

If I’ve been an ice queen up until now, it’s the heat from Skylar’s innuendos that is finally melting me. Not just attracting me or turning me on. There’s a physical part, sure, but I can already tell it is moving past that. I’m not in love with a girl that I barely know or anything, but I am crushing hard, puppy love and lovesick and all that over the top saccharine high school bullshit. All the stuff that NicGPT isn’t programmed to understand, isn’t programmed to want.

Unless, of course, I’ve been wrong about things this whole time and I was just waiting for the right person. Someone like Skylar.

It makes no sense, but there is something about her that is drawing me like a moth to flame. Though it might be more accurate to say that Skylar is an aching tooth and I know I should stop pressing my tongue up against her but I can’t.

I have to bite back the laugh that threatens at that thought. Hell, even my metaphors feel like telling on myself. I have it bad for this girl and I have no idea what to do about it.

There’s a beautiful busty woman standing in front of me, falling over herself as much as her chest is falling out of that dress, and I suddenly don’t want any of it, at least not the way I want Skylar. The sensation in my stomach stops me in my tracks.

“I’m sorry, Melanie. It was nice meeting you.”

She blinks in confusion and I leave her standing there.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 9
[image: ]


The next wedding is two weeks later, the weekend after Memorial Day, which means…

We are going down the shore!

People not from the area often get hung up on that phrase, on what the difference is between the beach and the shore.

A beach is an often sandy or stony strip of land beside the ocean or other large body of water.

A shore, on the other hand, is a beach that’s in New Jersey.

Forget anything Jersey Shore taught you. It’s not that those stereotypes have no basis in reality, but they fail to capture the true breadth of what the shore is to so many Jersey and Southeast PA residents. After all, there are a number of shore towns and they range from the quiet elegance of Cape May to the frenzied debauchery of Seaside Heights (the town the show takes place in).

But for most people I know the shore means Sea Isle or Margate, or Wildwood when we were just out college. Some of my better off friends vacation in Stone Harbor or Avalon, but for me nothing compares to Ocean City.

I’m not sure it’s actually better than any of the other popular choices. Anymore, it’s congested and pricey with a lack of good restaurants and a boardwalk that has seen better days. I’m sure it’s mostly nostalgia, but from the time I could walk until I went away to college, I spent at least a week each summer in Ocean City, and the place means something to me.

To me it’s more than a dry town, more than the ‘other’ Ocean City. To me it’s funnel cake and fudge, curly fries and Kohr’s Brother’s ice cream. It’s buying way too many overpriced posters in the Surf Mall and begging my mom for another hermit crab—and this time I promise I’ll actually take care of it. It’s riding rides at Wonderland Pier and getting my ears pierced with my best friend Becky and then getting grounded for the same.

It’s still early in the season, only two weeks past Memorial day and the place is only beginning to get crowded. In another month, the bridge over 34th street will be a madhouse to cross, even at this early hour. But for now, the place still has the kind of laid back vibes that a beach town should have. Come June, the opportunities for R&R will be much fewer and further between.

Skylar didn’t grow up in the area. She’s made herself such a part of our group over the past few weeks that I can almost imagine she’s always been there. I guess weddings serve as a kind of crucible, focusing and forging friendships in no time flat. With the stress, the booze, and the hours spent getting ready, what else is there to do but to bond with the people in the trenches with you?

It reminds me a bit of some show that Will used to watch when we were kids. There was something about dragons in the title, but it instead seemed to be a questionably homoerotic spectacle in which truly jacked shirtless men flirted with each other in between rounds of beating the shit out of one another with magical powers. I made similar comments to Will the first time he showed it to me. I was not invited over for a repeat.

But I do remember there was this…place? Stay with me for a moment. I might not have all the details still, but somewhere in between the cobwebs and the increasingly suggestive daydreams starring Skylar, I have some.

So right, this place, this chamber, was sort of outside of time. You went in and you came out, but time inside and outside were different, or had been. Time slowed. In a show about buff dudes beating each other up (truly amazing how much you can repress with a single preposition change), this time was of course used to get even more buff, but I liked the concept.

The idea that you could go somewhere and do something, work on yourself, while the world stood still or at least slowed down. It’s a complete fantasy of course, in such literal terms, but maybe life works like that more often than we think.

There are these times in our lives where days and weeks and months seem to flit by with nothing to show for themselves—you can’t even invoke images about the pages of the calendar anymore: whose calendar has real pages and isn’t just on their phone nowadays? Life moves in its patterns and its routines, slow and somehow fast all at the same time.

Then comes the change, which can be anything: a new job, a new apartment, a new and confusing sexually charged relationship with your best friend’s ‘straight’ sister. You know, normal life milestones. And suddenly there’s so much more to every moment: new detail and texture and depth to the world, inviting and invigorating. And now time suddenly feels different.

The old rules are gone, cast off, but the new ones are not yet written.

Without rules, it makes everything happening with Skylar easier to stomach. Easier to consider as something ‘out of time’. Add in summer and a few destination weddings and, yea, it’s easy to think that this is something else, something different from real life, which is itself a nebulous idea, always somewhere off in the distance, just around the bend.

So what if Skylar makes me laugh the way that Will always has and in different ways besides? So what if her over-the-top flirting and touchy-feely-personality give me butterflies like I’m back in the fourth grade, trying to work up the courage to tell Belle Botson that I like her butterfly hair clip? That doesn’t have to mean anything.

With Will getting married and a summer filled with one off weekends, things are in flux. This is just one of those times when things move fast and slow all at the same time.

And it’s the same time that Skylar has come into my life too, our lives. I mean, you know she’s Will’s sister after all. So she’s getting in on the ground floor of this new thing, this new configuration of our lives. It makes sense then, right? How fast things seems to move. She’s become a fixture in this new chapter of my life.

Or something like that.

I’ve found myself puzzling over the whole Skylar thing far more often and for far longer than I should. I come up with long rambling explanations for myself about why what I’m feeling makes sense, why what I’m feeling is just so totally different from what it seems.

It’s not that I have a crush on Will’s little sister, I’m just out of sorts with Will getting married—end of an era and all that.

It’s not that I have a crush on Will’s little sister, it’s just that she was my date to the wedding and even with a platonic date, it would’ve been rude to run off with Melanie—no matter how good her tits looked in that dress.

I’ve built up quite the collection of these explanations and excuses. If I wrote them down, I’d probably have enough to fill a few of those tiny little day journals I buy for myself every year and never use (Next year, trust me, will finally be the year that Nic does a daily journal!)

The problem? They are all lies and boy do I know it! Because the truth is much harder to accept.

I do have a crush on Will’s little sister, and that, honestly, might have me more out of sorts than Will’s wedding.

I do have a crush on Will’s little sister, so badly that even Melanie’s glorious tits in that gold dress weren’t enough to entice me.

I do have a crush on Will’s little sister, and when we park the car and she slides out of the backseat, sundress clinging in all the right places, all I want to do is push her up against the side of the car and press my lips to hers.

I’m down so unbelievably bad. I’m thirsty, simping for this girl, or whatever the kids are saying nowadays. Even here, out in broad daylight, with Will and Susan stretching as they too exit the car, I can’t shake the feeling that if Skylar told me to strip again, I’d probably do it.

Right here. No questions asked.

“Finally,” Will says, getting down on his hands and knees to make a show of kissing the ground. “I thought we’d never arrive.”

Skylar rolls her eyes as she helps me with the bags in the trunk. We’re only going to be here for a long weekend, but the car is more packed than half the cars of the shoobies who like to pull up to where the streets dead end, right along the beach, and unload enough umbrellas, beach chairs, and canopies for a medium sized family reunion.

“Oh, you are fine, William,” Skylar chides her brother. “It was barely two hours with traffic. If someone hadn’t taken a half-hour to build her breakfast sandwich at Wawa, maybe we wouldn’t have gotten caught behind that accident on the Atlantic City Expressway.”

Traitor. “Excuse me?” I place two suitcases on the curb and head back for more. “You know that the pre road trip breakfast sandwich sets the tone for the entire vacation. Mess that up and you might as well head home, try again next year, cause, yea, this year is fucked.”

“You got a bacon, egg, and cheese bagel,” Susan reminds me, somehow grabbing four suitcases—heavy ones—between her two hands and tossing them over her shoulders like they weigh nothing.

Thank god for Susan and her absurd muscles. Glancing at the other suitcases still waiting to be carried, a different bit of gratitude occurs to me: Thank god to whoever decided to start putting wheels on suitcases. What a genius move that was.

“Susan!” I clutch one hand to my chest. “I know things didn’t work out between us, but I thought we were past this. You’re marrying Will. You had your chance with me, but I’m sorry to say that ship has sailed. We will always have that fateful February night at Frank’s.”

“Nic, what did I say about those jokes?” Will is already jumping in to defend his fiancee’s honor before he has a moment to process everything I’ve said. “Wait, what night at Frank’s?”

“Yea,” Susan says, turning back from where she was already heading toward the house, her expression dour. “What night?”

I can’t help myself sometimes. I know that Will has asked me not to. I know that Susan is at best annoyed by my quips. I should just leave it go and apologize for a dumb joke. Instead, I double down.

“It’s okay, Suze. We can tell him. It’s time.” I say, trying out a new nickname. She looks like she’s just spent a few minutes sucking on a lemon—but hey! Some people like lemons, so maybe she really does like the nickname.

I’ll make sure to use it a few dozen more times this weekend just to be certain.

“Time for what?” Will asks, his tone more resigned than curious.

Susan bites her lip, her face settling into a snarl that makes my pace quicken. I’ve watched this girl beat the ever living shit out of women twice my size—professionally trained fighters might I add. So, yea, it’s a bit intimidating that she currently looks like she wants to rip my head off, mostly because I’m pretty sure she could.

While I still have my dignity—and all the limbs I was born with—it seems like as good a time as any to call it quits. Skylar has other ideas.

“Oh my god,” she says as our four person caravan makes its way down the sidewalk, each of us pushing and pulling and otherwise carrying a truly absurd amount of boxes, bags, suitcases, and one completely unnecessary kitchen appliance. “That was her? I know you mentioned Ms. Frank’s February, but I never thought…You got to second base with Susan?”

The heat in my cheeks has nothing to do with the sun beating down on us.

“Let’s go babe. This is going to be a repeat of the sandwich incident and we are going to bake out here in the sun. Leave them a few bags if you don’t mind. Maybe the exercise will burn off some of this annoying—I mean nervous—energy these two have.” Will casts a disappointed look in my direction before he and Susan trudge toward the house, leaving Skylar and I with more to carry than we can possibly take care of in a single trip.

“Wow,” Skylar says, flashing a smile in my direction. “He is not happy with you. You really shouldn’t talk about Susan like that. Even if you did get to second base with her.”

I throw a lazy punch in Skylar’s direction, my arm moving like molasses weighed down as it is by the four bags of beach towels hanging from it. “They are not annoyed because of that comment, they are annoyed because we are late! And we are late because someone has no idea how to pack for a three day weekend a few hours drive away. I mean, you packed your toaster oven! Who does that?”

My eyes drop down to the collection of suitcases, bags, and boxes that are starting to pile up on the sidewalk. This doesn’t look like we are unpacking for a weekend at the shore. No, this looks like we’re refugees of some natural disaster: house destroyed, out on the curb with all our worldly belongings—including Skylar’s fucking toaster oven, which at this point I have to believe is a bit.

Especially after her comment at the wedding.

Skylar smiles sheepishly. “It will be worth it,” she says, and then winks at me as if that is supposed to mean something to me.

It does not.

“We were only late by half-an-hour.” Skylar shrugs and a bag nearly slips off her shoulder—she catches herself, not exactly gracefully. “Besides that’s your fault also, Miss Bacon, Egg, and Cheese. You better watch it or you're going to get us uninvited from the wedding.”

“Mark and David’s? Do they hate carefully considered and expertly executed Wawa breakfast orders?”

“I’m sure they do to the same extent as most normal people,” Skylar explains, her voice kind and patient and just a teensy fucking bit annoying. “I meant Will and Susan’s. I’d be concerned you might try to cop a feel when they ask for objections. You know: for old time’s sake. They might feel the same.”

“Well in that case you should know, that wasn’t Susan,” I say. “That was your mom.”

Skylar stops in her tracks. For a moment her face is blank before a goofy smile makes her lips curl at the edges. “Good for mom. I’ve been saying she should get out more since the divorce. I’m sorry it didn’t work out between you guys.”

“Divorce?” I stop on the sidewalk next to her. “I had no idea. Will didn’t say anything.”

Will’s mom is divorced, has been for years now, the split having been finalized when we were still early in elementary school. We were too young then to really understand or talk about it, but I remember how sad Will was, that haunted look in his eyes.

Sometimes, when he doesn’t know I’m looking, he still wears that face. All these years later…

But Will and Skylar share the same dad, not the same mom.

Skylar huffs. “Of course he didn’t. He worships our father, but I’ve tried to tell him the man he worships is just an idea. He never existed. The man has broken up two families with his cheating. And Will can’t handle that, so he pretends.”

The wind shifts, so that the breeze is coming off the bay, cooler, damper, heavier.

“That’s—” I’m at a loss for words, the tenor of the conversation having turned so quickly, it leaves me reeling.

Skylar waves it away. “Old history. Water under the bridge. Now let’s get these up to the house so we can hit the beach!”

“Let’s do it,” I say, bumping my hip against hers as we carry the bags the half block to the house we rented.

I’m not at all looking forward to carrying all of Skylar’s eight-hundred bags up the staircase to the second story where our beachfront rental waits. At least the view will be nice.

Skylar flashes me a smile and then speeds off down the sidewalk. I pause and watch her for a moment before following after.

A very nice view, indeed.
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The original plan was for the four of us to make our way to the beach and spend the first day gloriously sun bathing, swimming, and drinking definitely-not-alcohol out of red plastic cups. That last part is important: no one wants to suffer the wrath of the pimply high schoolers that spend their summers working as Beach Patrol They’re even worse than the pimply high schoolers and hormone crazed college kids they get to be beach taggers.

But Susan and Will have called an audible—they are heading for a nice quiet lunch in Cape May.

“Emphasis,” Will says looking down his nose at me and Skylar, “on quiet.”

“Is he saying we can’t be quiet?” I clasp a hand to my chest, scandalized.

“You have a lot of room to talk, Mr. William.” Skylar stabs a finger in her brother’s direction, then pauses and turns to Susan. “And you too Susie Q. Don’t think I didn’t notice the way you two disappeared while we were busy unpacking the groceries. I heard some rather heavy breathing coming from a certain room.”

She shudders at the memory, while Will buries his face in his hands. I watch the red in real time as it creeps from the back of his neck to his cheeks and then higher. In a few moments, he looks like he’s spent the whole day in the sun.

“Just proving my point, Sky,” Will says between his splayed fingers. “You two are insufferable. Like an old married couple.”

“That’s horrible,” Skylar says, turning toward me. “Here we are, an old married couple, and the love of my life has never taken me down the shore.” She shakes her head, over the top and despondent. “Where is the romance?”

Will shakes his head, teaming up with his sister for the bit. “Honestly, Nic, you really have to work to keep the passion alive.”

“The passion?” I scoff. “Are you suggesting that I take your little sister in the back and we do some heavy breathing of our own?”

Susan’s jaw falls open as Will groans.

“If it helps,” Skylar butts in, “I think I remember how it sounded. Maybe we can recreate what they were doing from that?”

Will looks aghast, Susan like she is carefully deliberating which one of us to punch first, and I—I’m guessing I look exactly how I feel: ecstatic at the pure, unadulterated embarrassment written on my best friend's face.

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” I say, turning to Will. “No need to be embarrassed. She’s a dong doctor. This is strictly professional.”

Skylar guffaws at the term dong doctor. Even Susan cracks a smile.

My cheeks hurt from smiling. “Whenever you’re ready babe.”

Skylar pauses for a moment and takes in a deep breath, eyes closing, before they snap open a moment later filled with passionate intensity.

“Oh yes, daddy,” she moans in an absurd falsetto. “Pound me harder. I’ve been a bad girl. Just like that.”

Tears sting my eyes as I double over laughing. “Wow, Susan, I wouldn’t have guessed. It’s the role reversal that does it for you, huh?”

“Oh, no,” Skylar clarifies. “That was Will.”

More laughter. More tears. Now both of us are doubled over, reaching for each other to keep our balance.

Once we’ve both recovered slightly, Skylar takes another breath. “Susan sounded something more like this.”

This time there are no words, just low, rumbling moans that start in her chest, rolling like thunder through a canyon, rattling her throat until they erupt out into the air, drawing goosebumps all over my skin.

“Jesus Christ, Skylar,” Susan puts words to what all three of us are thinking.

Skylar’s mouth snaps shut and her eyes go wide. “Whoops,” she says with a sheepish grin. “That might have been a bit too realistic.”

“Okay, on that disturbing note,” Will says, and a minute later the two of them are out the door, leaving me and Skylar standing next to each other, our closeness suddenly conspicuous now that it’s just the two of us.

Skylar wanders toward the wall of glass that leads out the balcony. I step up beside, leaving at least a foot of space between us.

“So,” she says, eyes scanning the beach, taking in the dunes in the foreground, the ocean in the background, and the umbrella-speckled beach between them. “What would you like to do with the afternoon? Looks like we have the whole place to ourselves.”

There’s nothing in her tone that sounds suggestive, but after the hyper realistic sex noises Skylar just made, it’s hard for my mind not to go there. I feel a bit of panic pricking at the back of my neck as I try to come up with an answer.

A different answer than the one that first occurs to me, because the truth is, at that moment, there’s only one thing I really want: to hear Skylar make that noise again.

And to be the reason she makes it.
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CHAPTER 10
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The room is spinning. The world too, probably. I haven’t had time to check. I’ve barely had time to breathe. I stare at my phone, squinting in the curtain drawn darkness. I’ve had a message typed out for fifteen minutes now, maybe longer.

Beth might not even be awake. It’s probably super early there or else it’s super later. I’ve honestly never been good with time zones and can’t remember if Greece is ahead or behind.

Susan and Will still aren’t back from their day at the Cape. Skylar is still napping, her gentle snores filling the room.

I can hear them because she’s here too. Sleeping. In the same room as me.

In the same bed.

So, yea, time zones be damned, I need to call in backup.

Nic 6:30 PM


EMERGENCY! CODE RED ALERT!




I TOUCHED THEM!




Beth 6:34 PM


First of all, it’s either CODE RED or RED ALERT but not both.




Second, you touched them? Please tell me you don’t mean…




Nic 6:34 PM


CODE RED ALERT is a real thing. Just above your security clearance, so not surprised you don’t know about it.




Also: four minutes? This a CODE RED ALERT. We are at the highest level of readiness here. All hands on deck. I need immediate responses!




And yes, I mean Skylar’s tits. Momma got herself two handfuls.




Beth 9:55 PM


Excuse me, but I’m on my honeymoon in case you forgot and it is like one in the morning here. Trying to have a wonderful romantic night with my beautiful wife…and our tour guide from earlier that we invited back to our hotel room.




Nic 5:55 PM


A threesome! I’m here having a meltdown and major emergency and you are over there having a threesome. The nerve.




Beth 5:57 PM


No, you ARE having conniptions about copping a feel like a horny teenager, while I, demure, elegant, and sophisticated, am about to watch the beautiful and busty Bella plow my wife into the mattress.




And get this. Bella? She’s from Lesbos. A literal Lesbian!




Nic 5:57 PM


[image: expressionless face]




Beth 6:01 PM


Okay, okay, I’ll have Aditi and Bella get started without me. I’m not sure how the reception is going to be, but I can give you a call?




Nic 6:02 PM


⚢ [image: bed]




BETH 6:02 PM


What does that mean? You’re in bed with her?! What time is it over there? Oh my god, if you can’t talk on the phone then get to texting! Put those pretty little fingers to work. I need details!




I fire off one last teasing text.

NIC 6:03 PM


Put these pretty fingers to work? I fucking wish [image: smiling face with horns]




And then I put my fingers to work in a way that seems a whole lot less fun than the alternatives.

It all started with that fucking bathing suit.
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“Hey, Nic?” Skylar calls out, her voice growing louder as she makes her way down the hallway toward the main living area. “Can you help me with something?”

“Sure, not a prob—” I turn toward the sound of her voice and the words die on my lips.

WHAT. THE. FUCK.

Where did that come from?

Where did those come from?

Skylar is standing in the doorframe, just atop the three steps that lead to the hallway that goes back toward the bedrooms. She’s wearing a winning smile and very little else besides.

I mean technically she’s wearing a bikini, but that almost feels like a misnomer. It’s closer to two pieces of floss: one wrapped around her tits, dangerously narrow, and another threaded around her hips and then down between her legs. If you took just one of my suits and cut them up, I think you could have yourself about a half dozen of the style that Skylar is wearing.

Like I said: a smile and very little else besides.

It would be bad enough if that were all. I’ve seen Skylar in different outfits, and when getting ready for the wedding I’ve seen her less than fully dressed—though that was more under-the-dress style undergarments, not lingerie, and certainly not anything even remotely this skimpy.

Like Skylar has tits and that’s been obvious since the first time I saw her wearing something other than a fluffy bathrobe or an oversized sweater, but it still doesn’t make sense.

Be cool. You are alone with a gorgeous woman in itsy-bitsy teeny weenie, barely there string bikini, but she is straight and she is your best friend’s little sister. You can be normal.

You are going to be normal.

“Where did those come from?”

Okay, so repeating my internal monologue on that topic is far from the smoothest move. Very cool, Nic.

Skylar chortles. “These old things?” Her smile is bright as her free hand gestures towards her chest. “Yea, I don’t usually let them out to play like this. It’s killer on my back to wear anything other than a fucking double banded, corset style, steel reinforced sports bra. But every once in a while…”

She trails off, shrugging to emphasize her point and what good points—I mean what a good point it is. On her small frame, those things look amazing. The kind of tits that make you salivate while at the same time wincing a bit in sympathy for the back of the woman who has to carry those things around all the time. I certainly don’t blame her, I’d have to wear a straight jacket—or consider a reduction—if I had those things dangling off my chest.

Christ, even my two ample handfuls are enough to make my back ache some mornings.

So, yea, I guess I should be a little bit more high minded about it. And I tell myself that’s why I’m staring.

Because I’m concerned.

About Skylar’s back.

That’s it.

Totally believable, and definitely not a lie I’m telling myself because the only thing I can think of doing right now is leaning down and motorboating those glorious melons.

“Totally understandable,” I say, hoping it sounds like sympathy and not hunger, hoping it’s not obvious that I’m practically drooling.

On that note, I realize where my eyes are and immediately raise my gaze. Skylar eyes are looking right at mine. The smile on her face has shifted, subtly, so that there’s an almost knowing shine to it.

Probably just my overactive imagination. Definitely.

“Um,” I look away, toward a seashell encrusted novelty lamp that is just one of the many tacky nautical adornments the house boasts. “You said you need help with something?”

Skylar nods, holding up her other hand which for the first time I realize is holding a tube of sunscreen. My heart slams against my rib cage.

Be fucking normal, Nic.

But how can I be normal when this is like the most obvious, played out porn trope of all time?

Oh, Nic can you please help me rub some lotion all over my tight little body? Hee, hee, make sure you don’t miss a spot.

I’ve seen this fucking movie. More than once. And while this particular fantasy hasn’t been one that Skylar has starred in…she certainly will be now.

“Yea, uh, sure, no problem.” I keep my eyes downcast, suddenly unable to look at Skylar directly, like if I do she’s gonna know what I’m thinking.

I take the tube from her hand and squirt a generous dollop onto her chest before diving in both hands. At the same moment my hands meet her skin, Skylar’s eyebrows shoot upwards.

“Uh, Nic?”

“Yea?”. My hands freeze. The heat in my cheeks is enough to fry an egg with home fries and a side of crispy bacon. What the fuck am I doing?

“Why would I need your help to get my front?” Her voice isn’t angry, more like…amused?

Right. Obviously. Fucking of course.

What is wrong with me today? I just squeezed sunscreen onto Will’s little sister’s basically naked tits and was a fraction of a second away from getting really handsy.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry.” I remove my hands, raising them as I back away, like I’m begging her not to murder me, which honestly would be a reasonable reaction to my attempted groping.

But the look in Skylar’s eyes is far from murder. It looks almost like she is enjoying this.

“Relax, Nic,” she says. “I know you’re a bit of a klutz.”

As she rolls her eyes, I feel my stomach drop out. Me? A klutz? I’m a lot of things, not all of them positive—hey we all have things to work on!—but a klutz? My self perception has been about being the cool girl, the aloof, tough chick, the one with effortless style, with that certain je ne sais quoi, with…Well, you get it.

So when Skylar calls me a klutz, it stings a bit.

“Nic?” Skylar waves her hand in front of my face and I realize I’ve zoned out a bit.

But can you blame me? This is just about the most embarrassing situation I could imagine finding myself in—for about eighteen different reasons—and my brain has short circuited.

I open my mouth to say something, but my throat is suddenly closed and tight. Must be allergies. Definitely that.

“Honestly, it’s fine,” Skylar says, taking my hands in hers. It’s a nice gesture, and so very Skylar, at turns both the biggest tease and one of the kindest people I’ve ever met and— “See? No big deal.”

My initial relief is gone in a flash. I can almost make out the cartoon motion lines marking where it stood just a few moments ago. I can hear the squeak of sneakers on a gym floor as it stops, pivots, and hightails it out of here.

All that because of this: Skylar has taken my hands and placed them back on her chest.

“What the fuck is happening?” My mouth is working again, even if my filter isn’t.

“Just diffusing your awkwardness. You started the job, so might as well finish it. Otherwise, it’s just going to be even stranger.” When I remain frozen, she continues. “Don’t act like you're a stranger to this. I’m sure you lathered up a girlfriend or two before.”

She winks and it takes everything in me to stifle the strangled gasp itching to escape and give the game away.

“First,” I say, the playfulness in Skylar’s tone making me feel a little bit more like myself, “I’m not a klutz. I actually meant to do that in the first place, but I was worried it might make you uncomfortable, you being a bit of a prude and all.”

Skylar raises an eyebrow and looks down at the bathing suit she’s wearing. “That’s me. Giant prude. People are always saying I need to let loose a little.”

This isn’t like me. What is it about this girl that is throwing me so far off my game? That barb had all the energy behind it, but none of the sense. I mean, it just doesn’t apply. A prude? This girl is many things, but especially looking at her like this, it’s hard to think prude is one of them.

“Like I said.” In for a penny in for a pound, I guess. “Anyway, let me get this for you.”

My hands start to move, spreading the light white lotion over Skylar’s tanned skin until it glistens. I stay north, at the top of her chest, still touching her breasts, but not exactly copping a feel.

“And?” Skylar says—am I imagining the hoarseness in her voice? “What was second?”

“Second,” I say, grabbing the tube of sunscreen from the end table and squirting a healthy dollop into my hands. “Since you're such a prude, I was worried what these hands might do to you. Like you said, I’ve had some experience.”

My hands move to her stomach, my finger pads grazing over the smooth skin there, feeling the way the muscle in her abdomen tense and ripple at my touch. Skylar takes a shallow breath.

“But you were wrong about that part, somewhat,” I say, leaning in a bit, like I need more to find a better position, but the bonus is that my head slips past hers as I lean forward and my lips are only inches from her ear. “It’s not one or two, Skylar. It’s dozens. Like I said, quite experienced.”

When I finish with her stomach I pull back and study her face. It’s flushed, for sure. Her pupils ever so slightly dilated. It could be arousal…or I could have completely overstepped and made her totally uncomfortable.

“How’s that?” I ask, trying to sound more confident than I feel—which isn’t very, because confidence isn’t something I’ve had to think about for a very, very long time.

When she smirks at me and shakes her head, I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding.

“That’s it? I have to say I’m a little bit disappointed.”

“Excuse me?” I tell myself the heat in my cheeks is just about that comment.

“I mean, I’ve heard stories of your seductive prowess from Will. I was expecting a little more.”

There’s a challenge in her voice that leaves me reeling.

“Oh?” I say, arching an eyebrow. “And Miss Prude can do better?”

“Nicolette Mariana Saracini.” When she says my full name, my clit throbs. “Are you asking me to seduce you?”

Is that what I’m doing? The question rings in my mind, waiting for an answer I don’t want to come.

But in truth, what’s the harm? If Skylar is going to be torturing me like this for the whole summer, I’m going to need a new strategy. I need to stop stammering and stuttering and acting like a newborn foal still trying to find its legs. What I need is to do what I’m best at: go on the offensive.

“Well, Sky,” I say, finally finding the confident tone I’ve been searching for as I reach up and tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear, “I wouldn’t ask you to do something impossible. No offense, but you’re a little out of your league here. I’m a professional when it comes to this kind of stuff.”

I step closer and my hand still lingers, fingers ghosting over Skylar’s cheek. Her gaze locks with mine, unflinching.

“Still,” Skylar says, “if I’m going to be your wingwoman I probably need to learn a bit right? Since, as you say, I’m so far out of my depths. It would be good for me to get a little practice, wouldn’t it?”

Attack and counter-attack. Parry and riposte. This girl isn’t bad. It’s such a shame that this is all just teasing, a shame that she's straight. It’s even a shame that she's Will’s little sister—because that just makes it so much hotter.

A smile pulls at my lips. “If you think you're up for it,” I say. “Now, if you need a few pointers I⁠—”

I’m silenced as Skylar places one finger against my lips and every muscle in my body goes taut.

“You know you talk a lot, Nic.” She leaves her finger there for a beat and I can feel her pulse against my lips. “Not every seduction needs to be a dozen rounds of banter and barbs. Sometimes less is more.”

Her finger falls away and I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. She grabs the sunscreen, squirts an obscene amount directly onto her chest and I watch begin to run down her chest, into the valley between her tits. And even as her hands begin to work, her eyes never leave mine. And I’ll say this about Skylar: the girl is thorough.

I have to clamp my mouth shut to stop from drooling. And by the time she’s finished working the lotion into her skin—which takes a few minutes given just how much she’s using—I am struggling very very hard not to get down on my hands and knees and start panting like a dog in heat.

“Okay, wow,” I say. “That actually wasn’t half bad, but⁠—”

“Did I say you could talk?” The force behind the words practically knocks the wind out of me—and I fucking like it. “If you keep it up, I’m going to have to find something to stop up that mouth of yours.”

Because I’m used to high pressure situations like these—sexually charged games of cat and mouse—I know how to handle myself here. I know that this is still just teasing and I’m not going to take the bait.

Except my eyes have a mind of their own and when Skylar talks about finding something to keep my mouth occupied they go immediately to her chest.

“Nicolette!”

Each syllable of my name on her lips is like a kiss pressed to the hollow of my neck. I want to kiss that infuriating smirk off her face about as badly as I have ever wanted anything.

Skylar shakes her head. “That is very inappropriate of you. No, don’t try it. I saw exactly where your eyes went. Have you forgotten that I'm your platonic wedding date, Nic? Your straight platonic wedding date and your best friend's little sister. Would you really try to defile a sweet little innocent like me?”

Innocent? Holy shit. This girl knows how to lay it on thick. Or should I say lather it on thick?

“Obviously, I can’t allow that, but this top is a little thin and tends to shift. I’d hate to burn.” She pauses and bites at her lip. “Enjoy,” she says and then winks as she grabs her bikini top and pulls it down below her chest.

My eyes race to escape their sockets. And there is no more air in my lungs. No more air in the room. It’s quite possible that there is no more air in the world. I would have no way of knowing, because right now I only have a mind for one—um, two—things.

I quickly glance away, before I feel her hand on my chin lifting my gaze back toward her.

“It’s okay,” she says, her voice soft. “You can look.”

And then she squirts a small dollop into her palm and works it into her naked chest. This time her motions are practical and restrained—even Skylar apparently has her limits. The whole thing is mercifully short this time and despite how riveted I am, I’m thankful for it. I’m not sure what I would have done if it had lasted any longer.

When she’s finished, Skylar pauses and studies me for a moment. Then she snatches the fabric back up to her chest, her palms cupping her chest to cover herself as her mouth forms a shocked O. But the laughter in her eyes tells me this is all part of her teasing.

“Oh my god,” she says, eyes going wide with delight. “Is this turning you on?”

And in that moment, I realize the truth. Skylar isn’t the one who's out of her depth.

I am.
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“She did not call it that!” Beth claps her hands together, because like most sadists she relishes the pain of others.

“I’m glad you find this funny.” I bite into a blueberry donut and chew before tossing it back into the box with others, most of them now at least partially eaten, and sink lower into my seat.

“It’s objectively funny,” Aditi says, leaning across the table and trying to pick through the discarded pastries to find one that’s untouched. She snags a cronut buried under a half-eaten glazed and a nibbled on bearclaw. I playfully swat at her hand, but unfortunately she doesn’t drop it. “Hey!”

“Those are mine,” I say, pouting. “I asked Beth if you guys wanted me to pick anything up, but she said no.”

Aditi bites into the cronut and moans. “That’s her problem. And maybe your problem, but I won’t allow the bad decisions that you two made to affect me. Besides, there's like a month's worth of calories in there. You can’t possibly eat all that yourself.”

“I’m eating my feelings.”

Beth makes a show of being shocked by this, which isn’t exactly insane. “You have feelings? That’s news to me.”

I groan, grab a cinnamon twist, bite it in half and toss it back into the box. “Join the fucking club. How do people do this?”

“Do what?” Beth asks.

“Have feelings and want other people to like you and shit. It’s awful.”

There’s a slice of double chocolate pound cake somewhere in the box and I am going to find it.

Aditi huffs. “You are getting your hands all over all of them.”

I can’t find the pound cake, but grab a Boston creme eclair resting on the top and wave it in Aditi’s direction. “That’s the point. So you keep your hands off them.”

“Why are you just taking a bite of each?” Aditi asks, eyeing the box

I shrug. “I couldn't decide what I wanted at the bakery so I basically just got one of everything. I’m not going to polish off the whole box. Just a few bites of each.”

“Seems wasteful,” Aditi says, grabbing the half-eaten eclair the moment I put it back in the box. She cuts off the bitten edge and then bites into the other end. “So fucking good.”

She’s not wrong. It is a little wasteful, but this is a rare—which is to say one time—occurrence. Or at least, I hope it is.

Oh god, I can’t become one of those girls who cries in front of the TV at night eating a pint of Ben & Jerry’s. I’d much rather be the girl smoking a bowl with some hottie I picked up at the bar, alternating between eating that same pint of Ben & Jerry’s and each other.

“On a different note,” I say, desperate to change the subject—not the subject of pastries, but the subject of Skylar. “What gives? You guys are back way earlier than you were supposed to be and I don’t buy this line about a work emergency for Aditi. First, you delay the trip and then you cut it short. Spill it.”

Aditi leans forward. “Beth told you about Bella?”

There’s something about the smirk on her face that I don’t buy, but I play along.

“She may have told me a thing or two.” My smirk is genuine, because Beth told me way more than a thing or two. While I’ve always liked to keep my conquests close to the vest, at least as far as the juicy details go, Beth likes to share.

Though overshare might be closer to the mark.

“Well, let’s just say there were medical concerns that if we stayed any longer, one or both of us might end up with back problems.”

I roll my eyes as I bite in a jelly donut, yelping as the jelly squeezes out the other end and lands in my lap. “Meaning?”

“Taking a pounding like that puts a lot of pressure on the spine and surrounding muscles. If you don’t give your spine time to decompress, it can lead to complications.”

I scoop the jelly off my lap and pop it in my mouth, unable to stop myself from laughing at the absurdity of Aditi’s explanation. “I’m sorry. Are you telling me that you two decided to cut your long awaited and postponed honeymoon short because you were worried that you were going to spend so much time getting fucked by the Greek goddess you two took to bed that you were worried one or both of you were going to herniate a disk?”

Aditi shrugs. “Something like that.”

“Right. Next time just tell me to mind my own business.”

It’s such an obvious deflection, but the kind that’s meant to seem like an obvious deflection. Message received.

“So back to more interesting topics…”

And by that Aditi means Skylar.

After what I am now referring to simply as the sunscreen incident, the rest of the weekend was a blur. Skylar and I hit the beach that afternoon while Susan and Will were busy canoodling down at the Cape. We took a long walk during which Skylar couldn’t help but point out women and ask me what I thought.

“Field research,” she said. “If I’m going to be your wingwoman this summer, I need to know your type.”

“Field research,” Beth repeats with a laugh and the shake of her head. “I don’t know if I want to murder her or throw her a parade. This girl is insane. What’s next? A physical exam so that she can make sure everything is working under the hood…for your potential date’s benefit of course.”

Beth winks at me while Aditi puts it much more plainly. “She wants you to fuck her so badly,” she says, in the tone of a proud mom. “This is amazing. I love the best friend's younger sibling trope. So so hot.”

“She does not.” My voice is muffled by the bite of powdered donut I’m currently working on.

“Completely agree,” Beth says in a tone that makes it clear she is winding up for something. “Skylar is definitely a top. She wants to be the one doing the fucking.”

I groan and bury my face in my hands, still gripping the powdered donut.

“Nic?” Aditi says as she plucks it from my hands. “I think you have something on your face.”

I wipe away the powdered sugar as I glare at her. “She is straight. And she is a tease and that’s all it is.”

Aditi and Beth share a look that makes me want to smack the both of them—lovingly of course.

Beth’s tone shifts to something a little closer to serious. “I honestly don’t know, Nic. At first, I was just pulling your leg, but now…I mean, she flashed you and groped herself in front of you! That’s more than a little teasing.”

“I may have egged her on a bit,” I say, looking away as I bite at the inside of my cheek.

“Excuse me?” Aditi’s eyebrow arches.

I tell them about the whole ‘out of your depths’ line and how she completely upstaged me at the whole seduction game.

Aditi is too busy trying to contain her squeals to say anything intelligible. Beth, on the other hand, is ready to jump in.

“And you think that’s evidence for her being straight?” Beth asks, pushing out from the small table tucked into the corner of the table. She heads over to check the brownies baking in the oven. Even with a box full of pastries in front of me, the smell of fresh baked brownies is heavenly.

“Of course,” I say, licking my lips at the thought of one of Beth’s brownies. She always adds in tons of giant chocolate chunks into the batter. The combination of textures with the bite of the chocolate and gooey fudgy goodness of the brownie itself is pure and unadulterated bliss. “She did it to show me up, not because she was actually trying to turn me on.”

Aditi stifles a laugh. Beth looks over her shoulder. Her expression says, “Are you kidding me?”

“Okay, let’s swap the situation. If Will told you that you would have no idea how to pick up a guy, would you pull your top down and start lathering up the gals?”

Whelp. That’s an image I really didn’t need right now.

“Ew, no, gross,” I say recoiling, and then sensing that Beth somehow thinks this is a point in her favor, I continue. “But that’s totally different.”

“How?” Beth asks as she lifts the tray of brownies from the oven, checks them and begins to cut them into rectangles.

I can almost see little cartoon scent lines rising off the freshly baked treats. Despite the dozen or so partial pastries I’ve already eaten, I’m salivating.

“Girls change in front of each other. Straight girls, queer girls, girls that are friends,” I say, matter-of-factly, and then seeing Aditi’s expression I add, “platonic friends.”

“Is that what she was doing?” Aditi asks. “Changing? Because it sounded like something just a little bit different.”

“It is a little different. I’ll give you that much, but at the end of the day we went to the beach so that we could look at girls and so she could try to help hook me up with one of them. If she was into me, why would she do that?”

It doesn't feel like the strongest counter argument given…well, everything else that happened. But right now it’s my waymark, my north star, my lighthouse in the darkness guiding me through choppy waters, making sure I don’t dash myself on the rocks.

Beth places the tray of brownies on the counter.

“Look,” Beth says, “I’m not trying to say that she’s lying about being straight, but there’s something there. Maybe she doesn’t exactly realize it herself what it is, but there’s something. There has to be.”

For my sake, I hope she’s wrong.

And she is wrong. She has to be.
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Later that same morning, having consumed a half-dozen brownies, and who knows how many bites of pastry, I stumble home, bloated and half-delirious from the sugar crash that is threatening to send me into a food coma even before I make it to my front door.

The very same door in front of which Skylar is currently sitting.

“Um, hi,” I say, mentally shaking myself from my sugar induced stupor as I take her in.

This is a side of Skylar I haven’t seen yet: her professional side. She’s wearing a pair of well fitted scrubs with her hair up in a messy bun. Strands of it poke this way and that while others are matted against her forehead. Her face is completely devoid of makeup and the whole thing is oddly attractive.

She looks like a woman who means business, a woman who knows her business. She looks like a woman who gets shit done.

“Hey,” she says, giving me an awkward wave. “I, uh, wanted to see if we could talk.”

Talk? My conversation earlier with Beth and Aditi is still playing in my head.

There’s something there. There has to be.

Is that what this is? Is Skylar here to confess her feelings to me? I try to tell myself that’s ludicrous, but just the thought of it has my pulse racing. And I can’t decide if it’s because I’m worried that she’s going to tell me she’s into me or because I’m worried she won’t.

“Yea, uh, sure,” I say, as Skylar stands and I slot the key into the door. “Coming from work?”

“Church,” she says deadpan.

“Church?” I almost trip over the threshold, managing to catch myself as I stumble into the house, Skylar trailing after.

“You know,” she says, “since I’m so sweet and innocent.”

There was one halloween I bought a rather revealing “Naughty Nun” costume. An image of it flashes in my mind but I am not the one wearing it.

“So work?” I ask, a smile tugging at the corner of my lips.

She nods. “Yea, last night was supposed to be my night off, but I got called in a little before midnight. Just got off a half hour ago.”

And decided to come here. That part remains unspoken as does the reason for it. But I don’t push. She looks exhausted and I’m sure she has a reason and she’ll let me know what it is when she’s ready.

“Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea?” I’m already moving to the small galley-style kitchen that abuts the living room, itself directly through the front door, no foyer, no entry way. This place is tiny for a two bedroom and there isn’t a single square inch given over to embellishments or aesthetics. Everything is functional.

“Uh, do you have anything a little stronger?” she asks. “I promise I don’t usually start drinking this early, but I’ve been up for nearly twelve hours and it’s been a night.”

“Beer strong enough for you?” I call out over my shoulder as I open the fridge. Inside are three IPAs, a sorry lemon so devoid of moisture I think it might be permanently preserved like that, and a half dozen mystery containers full of takeout food that has almost certainly gone bad. “Or do you need me to break out the whiskey?”

“A beer sounds like a dream right now,” Skylar says. “I’ve been on my feet for hours and have barely had anything to eat. I think whiskey might put me on my ass.”

Put her on her taut and perfect ass, more like it. I shake that thought from my head as I grab two bottles from the fridge. I rummage in the junk drawer for a bottle opener, crack them open, and join Skylar on the couch in the living room.

“So,” I say, handing her one of the beers while I take a pull on the other, “dong emergency?”

The smile she gives as she presses her lips to the rim of the bottle can only be described as adorable.

“That’s not really what I do.”

“I thought you were a urologist,” I say, genuinely curious what she means by that.

“I am,” she says, taking a long pull on her beer. To me there are few things sexier than a woman drinking a beer straight from the bottle. “And in residency, yes, lots of—what did you call it? ‘Dong emergencies’? But I’m actually in a Urologic Oncology fellowship at Temple.”

“Urologic Oncology,” I repeat it back to her, testing out the syllables. “So cancer?”

She nods. “Yea, it’s essentially a specialized kind of surgical oncology, though we do rotations with medical and radonc as well.”

“Jesus, and here am I making dick jokes.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Skylar says, brushing aside my concerns. “You kind of have to be able to laugh at stuff. To take it seriously but not at the same time, because you need to be there for people in their worst moments, but you also need to keep your sanity. Trust me. That joke? Tame compared to what you’d hear from the other fellows. Very, very tame.”

What she said is still filtering through my mind and it takes me a moment to realize.

“So,” I say, picking at the label of the bottle, “that means you’re a surgeon.”

That thought makes my heart beat faster. It’s one thing to think that she’s a smart, gorgeous doctor. It’s something else to think of her in the operating room, face screwed up in concentration, cutting away at a cancer threatening someone’s life.

My eyes drift to her hands, to her long delicate fingers. Surgeon’s fingers. Skilled and practiced and precise. The house is warm but I shiver all the same.

She nods and looks down at the bottle in her hands. There’s a deep flush in her cheeks.

“So,” she says, “I wanted to talk.”

I nod, but say nothing, leaving space for her to continue.

After a beat, she does. “I’ve been thinking about the other weekend, the last wedding. I haven’t had much time for thinking—work has been insane. I don’t know what it was, maybe I finally just worked myself to the bone, burned away everything else until it just sort of became clear. Things were weird, weren’t they? After my little…um, show?”

The Skylar sitting in front of me now is a far cry from the one who put on that little-um-show.

She’s not wrong. After The Sunscreen Incident™ and, as she put it, hunting for hotties on the beach, things felt a little off. It might have had something to do with the line we crossed—and no matter what I’ve tried to tell myself since, that is exactly what we did. It also might have had something to do with the fact that I was so turned on the entire weekend that I jumped every time Skylar so much as grazed me. I spent half the time running to find a bathroom or anywhere private, just to take the edge off, if you follow me.

So yea, I avoided her or was distant most of the rest of weekend, never letting the two of us be alone. I rejected all her attempts to set me up with anyone at the wedding, shutting them all down even before talking to any of the girls she picked or pointed out. And I probably masturbated about eighty-seven times just trying to burn that image of Skylar out of my mind.

Was that what you were doing, Nic? Trying to burn it ‘out’ of your mind? I think you might have the wrong preposition there.

My own traitorous internal monologue aside, I have to admit she’s right: it was fucking weird.

“Weird?” I sip on my beer gingerly, my stomach still near full to bursting. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Skylar practically scoffs. “Seriously? You don’t think it’s possible things got a little out of hand? A little weird after you rubbed sunscreen all over my front and then I flashed you? All that and what came after felt normal to you?”

What am I supposed to say to that? Of course, it was fucking weird before, during, and after. Yes, even before with the suit she picked out—not exactly the kind of thing you wear to a family friendly beach like OCNJ. Hell, if we had been on South Beach during Spring Break it still would have drawn quite a bit of attention.

And even before that, all the flirting and the innuendos, the touching, the lingering gazes…I haven’t been this confused and unsure about a girl and her intentions for a long time.

“Okay,” I say, sinking back into the couch cushions, a wry smile on my face. “Maybe you’re right.”

Her smile is pure relief. “I am?”

“I think so, but it doesn’t have to be. Weird, I mean. I think we are just two hopeless flirts, you know? And maybe we got a little carried away. It doesn’t have to mean anything. Like I know you’re straight and everything, so I’m sorry if it got weird, but hey, I’m sure you’ve flirted with a guy before that you had zero intention of sleeping with.” Let’s ignore the whole flashing and hands-on component of it. “Sometimes flirting is just fun and we got a little carried away.”

Skylar looks like she is trying to decide if she buys it.

Eventually, she nods. “Well, I’ve certainly done that before.” Her voice sounds uncertain, but then she nods again and when she speaks again there’s more confidence in her voice. “Yea, maybe you're right.”

“Brownie?” I say, suddenly remember the box that Beth sent me home with. “Beth sent me home with some. Fresh baked this morning.”

“Beer and brownies?” Skylar laughs, seemingly grateful for the change in subject. “I should come here more often. This is my kind 0f brunch.”

I stand and retrieve the box, flipping open the lid and placing it down on the coffee table as I plop back onto the couch.

Skylar carefully peruses the contents with her eyes, scanning the pieces, holding up the box and shifting it, like she’s searching for the perfect piece.

“You can touch them,” I say, meaning the brownies.

Skylar raises an eyebrow. “I think that’s how we got in this mess.”

“Sky!”

She clamps her hand down over her mouth. “Oh my god, see? I guess you are right. I can’t even help myself.”

She laughs softly to herself as she picks out an edge piece.

“Good choice.”

“Right? Edge pieces are the best. People who only want the interior pieces are insane. Yes, you want that gooey goodness, but you need to break it up with a little bit of textural contrast.”

I nod along enthusiastically, grabbing an edge piece for myself. “Right? But I’m not a big fan of the corner’s either. They aren’t bad, don’t get me wrong. You want some texture, not too much though.”

“Exactly,” she says, “with corner pieces the two edges kind of converge and you end up with too much dryness in the corner of the corner piece. Edge pieces don’t have that issue. Even better if you throw in some chocolate chips or something to add little bursts of texture throughout.”

I incline my head toward the brownie. “Give it a try.”

She does, and the little moan that slips past her lips undoes all the progress I’ve made in the last few minutes trying to convince myself that I don’t want to rip this girl’s clothes off.

But maybe that’s fine. She’s hot, smart, funny, and a surgeon to boot. Is it really that crazy to have a crush on her?

That doesn’t mean it has to be weird. Because this here? This is fun. And it’s been a while since I’ve felt like this. I have Will and I have Beth and Aditi, but the truth is that it’s been a very long time since I’ve had a new friend. And looking over at Skylar, I tell myself that that’s what this can be.

I can be friends with Skylar. I can make this work.

Because this is fucking fun.
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So much fun, in fact, that we decide to make our Beer & Brownie Brunch a regular thing. Or at least to do it again.

Like last week, Skylar is on call for Friday night. I still haven’t heard from her if she got called in or not, but if she did, I want to make sure I have the beer and brownies waiting for her.

Beth is not being cooperative.

“No,” Beth says, pushing past me to the kitchen counter where several trays of baked goods are cooling. “I am not your on demand pastry chef and I already told you these are all accounted for.”

“You’re incredibly selfish, you know that?” I reach for a chocolate chip cookie but freeze as Beth turns a death stare on me. “You have all these and not a single one to spare for a girl in need?”

“First of all, these are for a bake sale,” she says, glaring. “For charity. To raise money for the new community gardens they are putting up at Spinelli Park. And secondly, you didn’t ask for ‘a single one’ you asked for two dozen brownies.”

“Ugh. I don’t like that.”

“Like what?” Beth asks, smirking.

“When reality intrudes on my pity party.” I pout. “Where’s the conversion chart?”

“The conversion chart?”

“You know, like in the front of a notebook? For converting units and shit.”

Beth grabs a bag of frosting and begins piping it onto the sugar cookies she pulled out of the oven a few minutes ago. She glances up at me, brow curled in confusion. “For what? You need it for baking or…”

“No, I mean for the bake sale,” I say. When Beth looks away, I snatch a sugar cookie and pop it into my mouth. “Like this cookie,” I say, mouth still full. “I eat it and what? They lose out on a single rose, a decorative bush, two pea pods?”

“That’s the only one you get,” Beth says, her voice filled with practiced exasperation. She pauses for a moment and then smiles. “Now, I have extra ingredients if you want those, but if you and Skylar want brownies, you two are just going to have to mix each other’s gooey batters yourselves.”

The groan I let out sounds like a dying animal. “Ugh, Beth, soooo gross.”

“You know I love you, Nic, but I kind of need you out of here. So, like always I’ll cave.” Her smile is resigned. She points to a pink box at the end of the counter, wrapped with a white ribbon. “Take it and go. Or I have much grosser metaphors to break out.”
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Skylar shows up at my place two hours later in scrubs. She stumbles into the house and collapses face down onto the couch.

“I’m dead,” she moans, her voice muffled by the pillow currently smushed into her face.

“That bad?” I ask, placing a beer down on the coffee table for her.

Without looking up, she grabs the beer and lifts her legs, letting me take a seat on the couch before she lowers them again so that her shins are across my lap. It’s about the least sexual way that part of her could be in my lap, but still, even that little bit of contact sets my heart racing.

I sip my beer, needing something to deal with the dryness that is suddenly assaulting my mouth.

Skylar props herself up on one elbow and takes several swallows of her beer. By the time she places it back on the table, it’s already half empty. Then she collapses back into the couch and lets out a primal scream.

Having gotten that out of her system, she turns over onto her back with her legs still in my lap.

“Not bad,” she says. “Not exactly. Part of my fellowship means I’m still sometimes on call for general urologic emergencies and we had quite a few last night.”

“Skylar Winters, are you telling me that you had a night filled with bonafide dong emergencies?”

She laughs and then groans. “So many dong emergencies. I didn’t get a moment to stop or rest or eat and, even though I just drank that beer, I’m pretty sure I’m already tipsy.” She pauses and looks at me. “Sorry, if I’m not exactly the most fun right now. It’s just been a night.”

I look at her. Exhaustion is written on every inch of her face and still she’s breathtaking. The way her dark hair fans out around her head, stark against the soft cream of the pillow, has me breaking out in a cold sweat.

This whole getting-nervous-around-a-pretty-girl thing is still new to me, but one thing I’m quickly learning is that whenever I feel this way, I have an uncontrollable urge to blurt out the first thing that pops into my head.

This time is no different.

“Do you want me to play with your hair?”

Skylar quirks her head to the side, one eyebrow raised. “Excuse me?”

“Umm,” I stumble as my cheeks heat. “If you tell anyone this I will murder you , but sometimes when I’m upset—no comments about me having feelings either—Will let’s me put my head in his lap and he strokes my hair, massages my scalp. We don’t talk. I don’t talk—about my feelings I mean. But it’s always been my way to find comfort when I need it, since we were little.”

I cough to disguise the lump in my throat. Good lord, what is happening to me?

The smile Skylar wears is full of affection. “You guys are really close, aren’t you? I mean I know you’re best friends and everything, wingman and wingwoman, but for all the back and forth and teasing, you guys really love each other.”

I nod. “Something like that, but we are verging dangerously close to feelings territory. So, um, the offer stands, but I understand if it’s too weird, but yea, you seemed stressed and I just thought…”

I trail off as Skylar sits up, pulling her legs back toward her before she flips around and her head and that dark perfect hair are now resting in my lap. Her steely blue eyes look up at me.

“Why would it be weird?” Her smile is so genuine it hurts. “I think that sounds nice.”

“Just after last time, what we talked about. Trying to avoid a repeat of the⁠—”

“Sunscreen incident?” Skylar laughs; she’s latched onto the same phrasing I’ve been using.

It’s become our inside shorthand. Much easier—and less fraught—than any more accurate descriptions of what happened.

“Yea,” I say, my finger tentatively taking a strand of her hair. Somehow it’s even softer than it looks. “I just wasn’t sure where physical touch stood in terms of trying to keep our flirting appropriate.”

Skylar’s eyelids flutter sleepily. “Since we’re both such hopeless flirts, right?” Her eyes close and she smiles without opening her mouth. “No, this is okay. This is something platonic girlfriends do.”

If this were Beth or Aditi or even Will, there would be a comment now, joking or otherwise, about how I don’t really know how to be a girl, how I have the same understanding of women that a teenage boy does.

There’s some truth in those jokes. I even find them funny, sometimes. Other times they sting. But Skylar doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t make a joke.

“Hmm, that feels nice.”

She shifts, squirming against my touch as my fingertips brush against her scalp. I tell myself she’s just getting more comfortable.

Yea, that’s definitely it.

“What do you do?” she asks, her voice soft.

“Like for work?”

“Mm-hmm.” Her voice is throaty. “Will said something about programming? Microwaves, I assume.”

“Microwaves?”

She chuckles softly to herself, eyes still closed. “It’s a joke. Like programming your microwave, you know?”

It’s not funny, but I find myself laughing anyway.

“Tell me about it,” she says.

“The microwaves?”

Skylar opens her eyes just to roll them. “Your job,” she says. “Tell me about it.”

“So technically, I work with blockchain based technologies, you know the stuff that undergirds crypto—or at least Bitcoin and some others. Technically not all cryptocurrency uses blockchain, though most of the big ones do. At its heart, it’s just a distributed and immutable record of something that occurred. From there, it’s a short hop to see how it can be used for things other than digital currencies and scams involving selling people JPEGs of stupid monkeys for millions of dollars.

“My company uses it for supply chain management and logistics solutions to record chain of custody information for global shipping and receiving of all kinds of sensitive, valuable, or otherwise important goods and materials. So blockchain, but not cryptocurrency. There is a difference.”

“That’s fascinating.” Her voice is so sleepy that if it were anyone else I would assume she was bored, but Skylar just sounds content—genuine and content. “I knew you were fucking smart.”

“Excuse me?” I chuckle as I thread my fingers through her hair, twisting her locks, wrapping them around me, before fanning out my fingers and letting them fall.

“Your job obviously, but I could tell just from talking to you a few times that you were sharp.”

“Says the highly specialized surgeon.”

“I didn’t say I was a dummy. Like finds like.” A smile tugs at her lips. “I’m glad my fake girlfriend is a smartypants. Intelligence is so attractive.”

I take a breath to steady myself. The girl is half-asleep and maybe a little tipsy. And I know how good a head scratch can feel, especially in that state. She’s just saying things.

“Nic?”

“Yes?” I answer, the word squeaking out of my throat.

“Tell me about it. Your job.”

And so I do. I talk about how I love the challenge of it, the nitty gritty technical puzzles that seem like impossible to thread needles at first, but which, with a little bit of ingenuity, yield elegant solutions. People look at tech, at software as something rote and precise and boring—and I’m sure for a lot of people it is, but for me it’s always been half-art and half-science. Sure, you needed to know you’re shit, how things really work under the hood, but there’s also so much room for creativity and expression.

I tell her about how being a woman in tech is different and better and harder than what they tell you. How you deal with doubt and second guessing from men—and women—without even half your ability. But how there are still plenty of women—and men—who look out for you, root for you, stick up for you. People who have your back.

At least that’s what it’s been like for me. I know not every woman has had the same experience. I’ve heard the horror stories.

And I keep talking, sharing things about the job and my day to day in a way that I don’t really do with anyone. It’s not like I wouldn’t or I have an issue with it. I’ve just never really felt the desire to do it. But something about Skylar makes me want to open up, make me want to share dumb details and minor things. Something about Skylar makes me want to tell her everything.

[image: ]


When I finish, Skylar’s eyes are closed, and for a moment I think she must have fallen asleep. But then a sleepy smile stretches her face, and she opens her eyes.

“Thanks,” she says, though whether it’s for the head scratch or me opening up, I’m not really sure.

She opens her mouth like she’s going to say more, but at that moment the doorbell rings.

Skylar starts, snapping into a seated position in no time at all.

“I’m sure it’s just Beth,” I say, not exactly sure why it sounds like I’m trying to reassure her. “Must have left something when I was over there before.”

But when I open the door my stomach drops. It’s not Beth standing on my front step.

It’s Ally.

I stand there for a moment, stunned and slack jawed, like I can’t really believe what is happening. She’s dressed in a flowy white blouse and a pair of gray slacks with stilettos that make my ankles hurt just looking at them. Her hair is up without a single strand astray. Perfectly put together. Just like always.

“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” she asks.

“Why would I do that?”

“Really, Nic,” she says, pushing past me into the house. My house. “Is that any way to treat your first and only love?”

My chest burns as a decades worth of smoldering resentment flares to life.

“Ahh,” she says, looking around at the cramped and spartan apartment. “You haven’t changed a bit. Never one for unnecessary adornment?”

“I love Nic’s minimalist aesthetic myself,” Skylar says, standing from the couch. ”Though I know some people can’t quite appreciate the sophistication.”

I want to wrap Skylar in a bear hug for that. There is nothing sophisticated about the bare walls, but the look on Ally’s face is priceless. The very suggestion that she might not appreciate the sophistication of something—Skylar went right for the jugular.

“Ahh, this is the girlfriend,” she says, looking at Skylar but talking to me. I don’t like the way she says girlfriend, like she knows it’s all a farce. She looks Skylar up and down, her mouth twisting like he just smelled something rotten. “A nurse? Nic, I would have thought you would have given up on that little obsession of yours. A costume in the bedroom is one thing—tacky though it may be—but this is a little sad. I’m worried about you.”

“First of fucking all,” I start, spit flying, “Skylar is a fucking surgeon, not a nurse, and second of all, if she were a nurse there would be nothing wrong with that. Certainly not anything that you should have any opinion on, let alone one that you think I give a shit about. What are you doing here Ally?”

She sighs, places her handbag on the coffee table—a handbag that likely costs more than all the furniture in the house put together. She moves a stack of old magazines from the recliner across from the couch and takes a seat.

“After seeing you at that first wedding and then seeing you again down the shore...” She pauses, shaking her head like a disappointed parent. “Despite what you might think about how things ended with us, I always cared about you.” Well, that’s a giant fucking lie, but okay. “And, well, I was hoping to have this conversation without any nosy onlookers, but I’m sure you won’t agree if I ask you to continue this in private?”

“Fuck no,” Skylar and I say in unison.

Skylar blushes then looks at me, worrying that she might have overstepped. I shake my head subtly. Not a chance. I’m glad she has my back.

“Of course,” Ally says, her tone flat and tired. “Then I’ll just cut to the chase. I’m here to offer you a second chance.”

For a moment all I see is red. A second chance? That she’s ‘offering’ me? The absolute nerve.

There are a million biting things I want to say. Too many to choose from in fact, so I go with the simplest response.

“Skylar and I are together.”

Ally scoffs. “Please. I’m not dumb. Did you forget what I do for a living? I watched you at the weddings. You didn’t kiss once. You danced together the way two middle schoolers might. And at that first wedding both of you seemed far more interested in that red headed giantess than either of you did in each other.” She turns to Skylar. “Though, I assume you were just trying to grease the skids for Nic.”

Okay, gross metaphor aside, she’s not exactly wrong. In fact, she’s one-hundred percent correct. Not that I’m going to admit that to her. I bite my lip as she continues, “Though I wonder why Will is no longer playing that role? I saw the woman on his arm. So perhaps she’s not a fan of her boyfriend helping you pick up women.”

My chest tightens. For everything I remember about Ally and for everything I’ve tried to forget, this is one thing that still stands out: how perceptive she is, especially when it comes to me. She’s always seemed to be able to pierce through to the heart of whatever I’m thinking, whatever I’m feeling, until it felt sometimes like she knew me better than I did myself.

There was a time when that made me feel seen. Now, it feels like an invasion.

And it makes my skin crawl.

“His fiancee,” I say, choosing the easiest correction to start things off. “Skylar is Will’s sister.”

“Fascinating.” Ally shakes her head, sighing like I’m a misbehaving child and her patience is almost at its end. “I can’t say I’m sure why you decided to do the whole fake dating thing, but I’m worried about you Nic. I’m in a more mature phase of my life. I think I’m better able to help you smooth over your faults. I think this time it could work. If you’re willing to make the necessary changes.”

The necessary changes.

Skylar walks over to me, putting more distance between her and Ally. She slips her hand into mine and the feeling is like a salve. It doesn’t quite erase the anxiety bubbling in my veins, but it helps. My heartbeat slows just a tick. My breathing steadies.

“We’re very happy together, thank you.” I lift our clasped hands as evidence.

Ally smirks. “Then why don’t you give your girlfriend a kiss?”

Next to me, I hear Skylar’s breath catch. My hand squeezes hers.

“Excuse me?” My eyes are practically bulging out of their sockets, while I try to figure out what she really said. I must have misheard her, because I know she didn’t just ask us to kiss. Right now. In front of her.

Ally leans back in the chair, smug satisfaction written on every inch of her face. “You’ve been dating for at least a month, based on the first wedding. A kiss should be nothing.”

Skylar’s hand releases mine. God, I can’t believe Ally. She must be making Skylar so uncomfortable. In that moment, I realize that this whole thing has gone on long enough. Skylar can still be my date to all these weddings—we’re friends now after all—but the fake relationship has run its course.

Before I have a chance to say anything, Skylar jumps in.

“You’d like that wouldn’t you, you perv?”

Ally recoils. “Excuse me?”

“I’ve read And The Devil Makes Three. The consummation scene—a threesome—comes after Sister Margaret catches Abigail and Marie making out in the basement of the convent. She’s overcome by the passion and realizes she’s been lying to herself and then, well, they all go to town on one another.”

Ally quirks her head to the side, angling questioning eyes toward Skylar. “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed my book, but I’m not sure⁠—”

Skylar scoffs. “Who said I liked it? The prose was so purple it was practically bruised. Do you even have an editor? It’s like there wasn’t a single thought you had that you didn’t put on the page. The thing was nine hundred pages long and I’m pretty sure ninety still would have been too many.”

Ally mouths flattens as her nostrils flare. It’s very rare that I’ve ever seen Ally look like this. Like she is anything other than completely in control of the situation. It’s a look that I could get used to—if I actually cared to see Ally at all.

“And the title?” Skylar continues, growing more animated as she does. “Everyone knows a devil’s threesome is two dudes and a chick. You’ve got quite a few one star reviews complaining about being misled by that.”

Ally sniffs. “Well, yes, not all readers are sophisticated enough to understand what I was going for. I was trying to deconstruct the very notion of heteronormative conceptions of sin and sexuality.”

“I wAs TrYiNg To DeCoNsTrUcT tHe VeRy NoTiOn Of HeTeRoNorMaTiVe CoNcEpTiOnS oF sIn AnD sExUaLiTy.” To call Skylar’s tone mocking would be a gross understatement. “Good god woman, do you hear yourself? How does someone not punch you every single day of your life? Notions of conceptions? That doesn’t even fucking mean anything!”

Ally reels back from Skylar’s little outburst, her expression twisting into something nasty. “And yet still no kiss.” Ally composes herself and that smug smirk returns. “I want you back, Nic. Whatever this is”—she gestures toward Skylar—”is obviously not good for you.”

I’m about to tell Ally to get the hell out of my house, when Skylar sighs heavily. “Whatever,” she says, “might as well give her a show, huh, babe?”

And then she hooks one finger into the belt loop of my jeans while the other slides over my hip and cups my ass, turning me toward her. Her fingers dig into the denim—hard. I can hardly breathe as I see those steely blue eyes looking up at me, dark with hunger for just a moment before they close, and then she leans up on her tiptoes as her mouth captures mine.

In that moment, the world goes still. I forget about Ally. I forget about weddings and women and a dozen work deadlines that felt so important just a few hours ago. I forget that Skylar is faking this. I forget that this isn’t real, because…how can it not be?

She opens her mouth, deepening the kiss, her tongue sliding against mine, strong and hungry. Her moan runs through me until my skin is pebbled and my nipples are tight. Her hand grips me harder as she pulls me against her so forcefully I nearly lose my balance.

This is so far from anything that I expected. If anything, when she pulled me close to her I expected a chaste little peck and this—this is anything but. My hand fists the fabric of her top while the other slips underneath—just a few fingers brushing against her stomach. She shudders and gasps, her eyes shooting open for a moment before they close again as her hands move up to cup my face, her thumbs ghosting over the line of my jaw.

When the kiss breaks my jaw is sore, my lips swollen and tender. Skylar’s eyes look into mine, less certain now than they seemed a moment ago.

Ally’s mouth hangs open. For once, she doesn’t seem to have anything to say.

Skylar cheeks are deeply flushed, and from the heat I can feel in my face, I’m sure mine look much the same.

Oh my god. Reality rushes in.

What the fuck did we just do?
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And after that things get weird.

Mostly because they don’t.

Because after that kiss, things should have been more than a little fucking weird, more than a little confused. If the whole sunscreen situation caused so much awkwardness between us then surely a kiss—especially that kiss—should have done the same and then some.

And yet.

It hasn’t.

If anything, things feel more normal than before. Skylar is my friend first and Will’s sister second and that feels…good? But it’s also absurdly confusing, because after that kiss I can’t pretend anymore. My crush on Skylar is morphing into more.

I’m not saying I’m in love with her—I’m not insane. But there is a longing there, a want. And I’m terrified that it’s more than she can give.

But I’m equally terrified that maybe I’ve been wrong about Skylar from the start.

Beth’s words ring in my head constantly: She never actually said she was straight. She just said she preferred men.

Of course, that’s changed since that first day.

She knew about toaster ovens. She read Ally’s book!

Oh, and she flashed me and then we kissed and the question that I keep asking is…what if?

What if she’s actually into me? Actually into this?

I’ve been trying to pretend, trying to sweep this under the rug for too long now. And it’s time to admit that I need help. Help from the person who knows me best. Unfortunately, that person just happens to be related to the source of all my problems.

The meeting was Will’s idea, but it couldn’t have come at a better time. I’m not sure I would have been able to summon the courage to talk to him about this. But if he already wants to talk, well, then it looks like I’m out of excuses.

My mind is still reeling as I push open the door to Frank’s and step into the familiar miasma of smoke and stale beer.

Ahhh. It smells like home.

Will is sitting at the end of the bar and the place is practically empty. There’s a few people playing pool and an old man passed out at a table in the corner—or, at least, I hope he’s just passed out.

Will waves as I wander over and take the seat next to him. He slides a beer across to me and clinks it with his own.

“So,” he says, “exactly how big are they?”

I choke on the beer as Will chuckles at my shocks.

“Come again?” I take a breath and remind myself that there is no way he is asking the thing that my mind goes to first.

Will gives me a look that says Come on. “Two weddings and zero hookups. The last time that happened was…never, Nic. So, how big are they?”

I laugh, realizing how much I’ve missed this. How much I’ve missed him. With the engagement and Ally and everything with Skylar, I’ve been in my head for weeks now. Will and I have texted, but less than we usually do and we’ve barely seen each other just one on one like this.

“You really think I’m that shallow?”

“Please, Nic. You’re a tit girl just like me.”

My eyebrows dance. “You’re a tit girl?”

Will shrugs as a smile splits his face. “If the shoe fits.”

I shake my head as a smile tugs at my lips. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

Will nods, his expression an insufferable look of smug satisfaction. “So there is someone?”

What a loaded question. Not that he has any idea what territory he is wandering into. How could he?

“Sort of,” I say, worrying at the inside of my cheek. I’ve spent days debating what and how and when to tell Will about what happened, about what is happening, and about how fucking confused I am by all of it. I had some ideas of how to do it, or at least I thought I did. But now? There’s no evidence of any of that in my brain, which conveniently has gone completely blank. “It’s a little complicated.”

“Complicated?” Will shakes his head. “Complicated means messy and messy means feelings.” He lets out a low whistle. “I never thought I’d see the day. NicGPT has learned to love.”

That moniker still grates a bit, but it feels like being teased by an older sibling more than anything malicious. And I can’t exactly blame him. Since everything that happened with Ally, I’ve been very loud about not being a relationship person. Not being a feelings person.

Hell, I could count the number of people I’ve slept with more than once on the very same fingers I used to…well, you get the point.

“So how hot is she?” Will asks, elbowing me in the side. “I’ve seen some of the women you’ve taken home, so if one of them has you wrapped around her fingers”—I don’t miss his slight alteration to the common phrase—“she must be quite the looker.”

Once again, he isn’t wrong. But the more the conversation veers in this direction, the harder and harder it’s going to be to tell him that this busty hottie he’s asking about is his little sister. Half-sister sure, but I’m not sure how much better that’s going to make any of this.

I need to rip the bandaid off, or this is just going to keep getting worse.

“It’s Skylar,” I say so quietly I’m half-hoping he doesn’t hear.

Will pauses, his face contorting itself into a decent impression of the shocked Pikachu meme. Then he throws his head back as laughter erupts out of him.

“I fucking knew it,” he says, literally slapping his knee, as his other hand wipes away tears.

I, on the other hand, am less enthused by the whole thing and it is now my turn to do my impression of a bewildered Pokemon.

“What the fuck, Will?” I punch him in the shoulder with enough force to make him wince. “You knew? What does that even mean? I didn’t even know until…”

“The kiss?” Will offers and I want to smack the smirk off his face.

“Beth told you?” I’m seeing red now. I swore her and Aditi to secrecy. The betrayal stings almost as much as the embarrassment.

Will, still laughing too hard to speak, shakes his head.

“What is that supposed to mean? Aditi told you?” I didn’t really think that Aditi and Will had that kind of relationship, but I guess I have been somewhat absent for the past month or so, and maybe they struck up a friendship when I was too busy ogling Skylar.

“Aren’t you forgetting someone?” Will asks, out of breath.

“Skylar?” Why would Skylar tell Will? Or maybe the question is: why wasn’t that my first thought? “Are you guys that close? What did she tell you? How did she say it?”

God, I hate how I sound, like I’m back in fourth grade asking a friend if my crush mentioned me. You might as well draw little cartoon hearts in my eyes, little cartoon hearts rising off me like steam. I bury my head in my hands and groan.

“So you like her, huh?” Will’s smile is half genuine interest and half unrestrained glee.

“God, if you knew then why were you asking me about…” I trail off, not even able to finish the sentence.

“Oh, it was mortifying and I’m not sure I’ll ever quite recover from that self-inflicted trauma, but it was worth it to see you squirm.”

“So, you were willing to embarrass yourself in the hope that you could embarrass me even more?”

Classic Will.

He shrugs. “It clearly worked.”

“Okay, it is going to take me a while to come to terms with all this, and I’m going to have roughly one million questions, but the first is, umm, well, what exactly did she tell you about what happened between us?”

Will drains the last of his beer as I chug the remaining half of mine. He flags down the bartender and orders two more.

“She told me about Ally and the kiss,” Will says. “She also told me that something happened that day Susan and I went to Cape May. And from the way she said it, and the way you are blushing now, I know that that is not something I want to know any more about.”

“I am not blushing,” I say, blushing.

Will raises one eyebrow and I collapse forward onto the bar, my face landing in something vaguely sticky. I can’t even bring myself to care.

“Man, Nic, I’ve never seen you like this.”

“You mean, since Ally,” I say, not bothering to lift my head. The dark wood of the bar is cool enough that I can overlook the stickiness. My face feels just a little bit less like the surface of the sun as it presses against the cool oak.

“No,” Will says. “Never.”

That’s enough to snap my head back up. “What do you mean? I was obsessed with Ally, you know that.”

“Sure,” he says, tilting his head first one way and then the other. “But it wasn’t like this. With Ally, even from the start, it was different, darker somehow.”

“Darker?”

He blows out a puff of air as he considers. “It was…sadder? Pardon the word choice, but needier, somehow? Like you needed to prove something to her or to you. It never felt like you were enjoying it. Maybe it was different for you. But that’s just how it seemed to me.”

It’s no secret that Will never liked Ally, though I had always chalked that up to the wedge she had sought to drive between us. She wasn’t the first one to question the relationship that Will and I had, to insist that one or both of us wasn’t being honest about things, that one or both of us obviously was into the other.

But Ally was the first person to actually get in my head about it. Not to the extent that it ever really derailed my friendship with Will, but between that and the way that Will thought Ally mistreated me, the relationship between the two of them was icy even at the best of times.

“Will, what do I do? I mean, is she even…?”

“Gay?” Will shrugs. “Bi? No idea. She’s mentioned a few guys in the past, though nothing really serious that I’m aware of. No women that I know of, but it’s not like we talk all that much about those kinds of things. She’s family, so she’s important to me and we care about each other, check in a few times a year. But we’ve never been super close, especially before she moved out this way for her fellowship.”

“And when you talked?” I ask, not sure if I even want the answer.

“I don’t know,” Will says, biting his lip. “Like I said, she told me about this kiss. She didn’t exactly ask if you had mentioned it, but that’s basically what she was getting at. She couched everything in concern that maybe it was going to make things awkward between you guys, but I don’t know. It’s possible.”

I take another long pull from my beer, letting the sharp hoppy bite of the triple IPA focus my thoughts—at least until the alcohol hits my bloodstream.

“What’s possible?”

“That she likes you, Nic.” Will’s smile is warm and genuine, and this is all just so bizarre.

It’s not just that this is Will’s sister. It’s that we never talked about women like this, ones that either of us were interested in. Never talked about feelings or like or anything like that. Even with Susan, Will didn’t really talk about how much she meant to him. I guess that’s part of the reason I was so caught off guard by the engagement in the first place.

Not that we were gross about it. Despite having similar tastes in women, the conversations between the two of us were less locker room than they were bar room banter. Sure we might say that a girl was hot, or she had a nice ass, but we were just as likely to say she had great knockers or an impressive set of bazongas. We drew the line at anatomically correct descriptions of sex acts, preferring instead to talk in abstract terms like banging, or plowing, or taking a particular hot thing to bonetown.

In short, we knew how to keep it classy.

But this is a whole new level of restraint and class. Not that I’m complaining: I very much do not want to talk to Will about Skylar’s bazongas.

“Even before she told me about the kiss,” Will continues, “I had my suspicions.”

Somewhere in the background pool balls clack, the sharp crack making me jump.

Will laughs. “Someone’s just a bit on edge huh?”

“I guess you could say that.” I groan and collapse once more, my face pressing down onto the solid wood bar.

Two weddings down and far too many to go.
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The next wedding is that weekend, two days after I met and talked with Will at Frank’s.

Skylar and I haven’t seen each other since the kiss, but we have been texting.

A lot.

And while it’s fun and light for the most part, there are more than a few confusing hints she seems to be dropping, or maybe that I’m just imagining it.

Skylar - 8:42 PM


Major dong emergency! Thinking of you [image: red heart]




Nic - 8:45 PM


Thank you? Exactly what every lesbian hopes to hear from her fake girlfriend: that penises make you think of me. It’s touching really.




Skylar


So glad you get it. I knew I decided to fake date you for a reason.




And not everything is about dongs, thank god.

Nic - 4:20 PM


Okay, so I know we have the wedding this Saturday, but I figured we could do Brunch & Brownies to pregame and get ready? I’ll force…I mean ask Beth to make a few special alterations and I'll pick up some donuts from that bakery you like? And maybe you can grab a tomato pie from Angelo’s? I think it’s on your way to my place.




Skylar - 4:25 PM


420, huh? And you're texting me about donuts and brownies…anything you want to tell me?




Also, what is a “TOMATO PIE”?




Nic - 4:28 PM


[image: astonished face]




Honestly, because you’re Will’s sister I keep forgetting you aren’t actually from here. You have much to learn and I will be happy to teach you.




And I texted you at 4:20. That’s when you are supposed to start smoking. Why would you assume I’d already be high by then? Or that I even smoke?




Skylar - 4:30 PM


So google is telling me that tomato pie is like a weird pie with tomatoes and mayonnaise? Please tell me I am looking at the wrong thing. I refuse to purchase this for you, for your own good.




And also, way to not answer the question. I can’t believe my girlfriend is a pothead!




Nic - 4:34 PM


You absolutely have the wrong thing. That’s southern tomato pie and in the Philly area we don’t talk about it. Philly style tomato pie is sort of like focaccia bread baked and cut into rectangles covered in a sweet tomato sauce and dusted with parmesan cheese. You eat it cold and it is the greatest food ever invented by human beings.




There will be no discussion on that last point. Especially from my girlfriend.




I’m not exactly sure when or why we dropped the ‘fake’ part of it, but I’d be lying if I didn’t feel a thrill every time I saw it, every time I typed it. It’s stupid obviously; it’s not like removing that word has actually changed anything, but still.

Also, fine. I am the teensiest bit high right now, but in my defense I had a ten hour day yesterday and decided to clock out early today.

My fingers hesitate, almost like I’m actually worried that Skylar might be judging me. I hit send.

Nic


Does that actually bother you or…?




Skylar - 4:40


Whew! That sounds and looks significantly better. I can absolutely pick one up for tomorrow. Just let me know size and stuff or anything like that. So excited to lose my tomato pie virginity with you, Nic. 




And it absolutely does not bother me! I was just teasing you a bit. I’ve been known to partake myself on rare occasions. Usually when I’m alone though. I find that it makes me more than a little frisky [image: smirking face]




I groan and toss my phone onto the couch next to me. She knows what she’s doing; she has to. Lose my virginity (tomato pie or otherwise)? More than a little frisky?

Before the kiss, the plan had been to try to cool it on the flirting, from both of us. And after…well, we still haven’t gotten around to talking about after.

In fact, we’ve hardly talked about the kiss, by which I mean we haven’t at all really. Outside of a few hurried apologies—from both of us—after Ally left and fumbling attempts at reassurance—ditto on that one—we haven’t broached the subject since.

At least not with each other. Obviously, I talked about it with Will and learned in that very same conversation that she did too. That has my stomach twisting in anticipation. My crush is talking to someone about our kiss, and all I want to know is if she likes me back.

Good lord. What has happened to me?

The answer, of course, is simple: Skylar happened. We fit together in a way I’ve never experienced before. I’m not a complete sleaze. It’s not like I was never interested in the women I’ve slept with as people. It’s not like I never found them charming or funny or smart or whatever. But Skylar is all of things and more.

But it’s more than that. It’s that every part of Skylar that I discover only makes me want to learn more. I want to know everything.

Of course, she’s attractive. Beyond gorgeous, with a body that almost makes me self-conscious in how sculpted it is. She has a chest that makes me salivate just to think about. And I think about it a lot. I think of Skylar and her body, of that kiss and what I felt when our mouths met, of the deep, frantic want that filled me up until it was overflowing. Never have I experienced a kiss so incredible, and yet so incredibly unfulfilling. Not because it wasn’t good, but because it woke up such a hunger inside me that all I want is more.

More of her. More of everything she is and can give.

But for all the lustful thoughts of Skylar that fill my day, I find that mostly I think about her goofy smile or sharp wit. I think about her drive and her intelligence and ambition that still somehow leaves so much room for kindness. For a heart that makes me want to be less NicGPT and more like a real girl with emotions and feelings and shit.

Somewhere inside of me is a little hurt girl with walls built all around her. Maybe I’ve known that. Maybe I’ve chosen to forget it. But for the first time that I can remember my thoughts aren’t on how to build that wall, how to stack defense upon defense, higher and higher.

My thoughts are on how to bring that wall down. To find the girl trapped in there and learn who she is again. To be open and vulnerable with and for Skylar.

And it is without a doubt the single most terrifying thing I have experienced in my life.

If this was a girl I knew was into women, it would be one thing. And still it would be terrifying. But I don’t even know if she is. Forget about whether she likes me or not—I don’t know if her liking me is even a possibility.

I know that I don’t know. I know that I can’t be certain.

But leaving aside Skylar’s flirting and her innuendos, leaving aside what Beth thinks or what Will knows, leaving aside angst and Ally and everything, what I’m left with is that kiss.

People can act. People can pretend. But if Skylar was faking that then she is in the wrong profession and should never have left California, because she’s the greatest actress in the world.

I only have one rule. And that rule isn’t the classic don’t get attached nor its close cousin never sleep with the same person twice. The first hasn’t happened just because it hasn’t, and I had assumed after Ally that it just wasn’t in the cards for me. The second is just something that rarely happens, again just because.

The only rule I have is that I don’t chase straight girls. Not after last time. Not after Ally. Although, of course, it turned out that that that wasn’t really what I was doing, but the rule stuck all the same.

In fairness, I don’t know if I’d be breaking the rule with Skylar, because when it comes to Skylar I still don’t know. But I know that I don’t care. I want this girl and I think that just maybe she wants me too.

Rules be damned. If this doesn’t work out, it’s not going to be because I didn’t try.

I crawl over to the other side of the couch and pick up my phone.

Nic 4:54 PM


Well, then it’s a good thing you aren’t here. Because weed does the exact same thing to me…




My heart slams against my ribcage as my finger hovers over the screen for a moment before I hit send. I press the phone to my chest as my head sinks down into the pillow. I try to take a deep breath, to calm myself, knowing that Skylar might not respond anytime soon and⁠—

My phone vibrates in my hands and I swear I jump three feet into the air. Given that I’m lying on my back on the couch, the biomechanics of that maneuver are both bewildering and impressive.

It takes me three tries to unlock my phone.

Skylar - 4:56 PM


NICOLETTE SARACINI! Are you flirting with me?




Hell yes, I am. I am tired of pretending otherwise.

Nic - 4:58 PM


Is a girl not allowed to flirt with her girlfriend?




Skylar - 4:59 PM


And I thought I was the one whose flirting was getting out of hand. [image: smirking face]




And, of course, you are. After that kiss, if you didn’t flirt with me at least a little I might think I was a bad kisser.




And besides now that Ally has the microscope out we need to practice! Can’t have her thinking that this isn’t for real.




Oh.

The elation that goes through me has the room spinning overhead. I take a breath, trying to steady my shaking hands. Is this just more of Skylar being Skylar? I’m pretty sure the woman could flirt with a rock for goodness sake. So how can I possibly be positive about what exactly any of this means?

Nic - 5:05 PM


Like you said, after that kiss, what’s a little harmless flirting between girlfriends? We need to keep it convincing. You know Ally will be on the hunt tomorrow, magnifying glass out and everything.




I pause there, hesitating before I send the next message and instantly regret it.

NIC


And for the record you aren’t a bad kisser. Just wanted to make that clear.




It takes Skylar another fifteen minutes to answer.

Skylar - 5:21 PM


Don’t worry. My dress for Saturday is VERY low cut. She’ll be able to see that from across the room. No magnifying glass needed.




I’m getting called in to assist with a few patients since one of the other fellows got pulled into surgery. Shouldn’t be a crazy late night, but not sure I’ll have a chance to text before you’re asleep. Can’t wait for this weekend!




That line about the dress sends a zip of energy through my body, pebbling my skin with goosebumps. But what she doesn’t say is what has me on edge. No response to me stupidly saying that she’s a good kisser.

Just because I’m deciding to be brave here and go for it, doesn’t mean I have to play all my cards at once. Even if she’s into this, into me, that doesn’t mean I can just barrel ahead.

And then she just changed the subject and told me—in so many words—that she would talk to me again tomorrow.

I don’t hear from her again that night and the worry of it all nags at me, preventing me from getting any real sleep until the sun is already rising.
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CHAPTER 15
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BETH - 7:15 AM


EMERGENCY! CODE RED ALERT!




NIC - 7:20 AM


This better be good. I just fell asleep like two hours ago.




And wait, you’re copying me…Please tell me you didn’t also touch Skylar’s breasts.




BETH


Umm, no but I just saw them. They were in my house!




Fully clothed, for the record.




NIC


And hopefully still attached to the woman in question?




BETH


Very attached. Very nicely attached [image: smirking face]




NIC


Watch it! That’s my fake girlfriend you're talking about. And what exactly was she doing there this early in the morning?




Three dots appear and then disappear, once and then twice. It’s another five minutes before my phone buzzes with the response from Beth.

BETH


Is that all she is? Your ‘fake’ girlfriend?




That wakes me up slightly.

NIC


What is that supposed to mean? What did she say?




BETH


Are you decent? I’m outside. I brought coffee.




NIC


Yes, I’m decent. I don’t sleep in the nude like you freaks. Give me a sec and I’ll come down.




BETH


Well that’s just uncalled for. And don’t bother. I have my key.




A moment later I hear the front door open and Beth’s singsong voice carries up the stairs to my bedroom at the end of the hall. “Good morning sunshine! Coffee is here, come and get it!”

I sigh. If I can hear her that clearly all the way up here, then she’s in rare form. Too loud and cheery for this time of morning, especially given that I haven’t slept much at all.

“Up here,” I groan. “If you are going to disturb my slumber like this, the least you can do is bring the coffee up here.”

A moment later I hear Beth’s footsteps on the stairs and then her head pokes into through the doorway.

“I’m sorry,” she says shaking her head, “it sounded like you said that after I brought you coffee, the least I could do was serve it to you in bed.”

I sit up slightly, yawning as I stretch my arms overhead. I give Beth an overwide smile. “Something like that.” 

She reaches out the coffee and I grab it greedily, taking a large sip that scalds my mouth. I wince, my eyes watering as I swallow it down and feel the burn work its way through me.

Beth smiles as she raises an eyebrow.

I scoff. “Not this again, Bethany. Not everything is a metaphor. Sometimes I’m just impatient and I want the coffee and I don’t care if it’s going to burn me.”

Beth laughs, shaking her head as she moves a pair of rumpled jeans—clean I swear—off the chair in the corner and tosses them onto the floor. “Do you hear yourself when you talk?”

I take another sip, smaller this time, and then stick my tongue out at her.

“So,” she says, looking down at the floor for a moment while she picks at the cardboard sleeve on her cup. “Skylar came over.”

I take another sip, studying my friend for any hint of how that conversation went. “Yes,” I say carefully, “you already mentioned that.”

Beth purses her lips as she studies me right back. “Anything you want to tell me?”

“Kind of an open ended question.”

“Anything about a kiss?”

“Oh,” I say, feeling the flush in my cheeks. I guess this is who I am now: a girl that blushes talking about kisses and crushes and, oh my god, someone shoot me. “That.”

“Yes,” Beth says, a teasing tone in her voice. “That.”

“She told you?”

Even though she told Will, this still surprises me. Sure, she’s become friendly with all of us over the last few weeks, Beth included, but Will’s family. It makes sense that she would go to him, but why go to Beth? And it’s only seven thirty in the morning right now. How early was Skylar over there?

“She did,” Beth confirms. “She showed up a little after six this morning, said she had just gotten off.”

“To tell you that we had a little peck in front of Ally just to get her off our backs?”

“Is that what it was?” Beth asks, standing before she starts to pace, picking her way through the small clear path between the clothes, bags, and other oddments strewn about the room. I’m not exactly the neatest person, especially when it comes to my bedroom.

My heart is in my throat. “Did she…did she say something different?”

Beth’s eyes roll. “She did not, but you just did. Nic, what happened?”

What happened is in fact an excellent question. One that I’m still grappling with myself. A question too big for a single answer.

I take another big gulp of coffee, set the mug on my nightstand, then collapse back into bed with a long, low groan.

“Okay, we kissed. Like really kissed. Fireworks, stars, the whole shebang.”

“Tongue?” Beth asks, relishing this.

“Yes,” I groan. “There was tongue.”

I sit up and the room is spinning. Admitting it out loud to Will was one thing, but admitting it to Beth, who will absolutely tell Aditi, is an entirely different thing. With Will it was a secret, but letting Beth know feels like letting this out into the world.

“You like her, Nic, don’t you?” There’s disbelief in Beth’s voice, which given my history I can’t say isn’t fair. Still, it smarts a little bit.

“Yes, Beth,” I say, balling up my sheets in my fists until my knuckles turn white. “I like her and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know and make sure you have the hottest gossip to take back to Aditi, but you need to tell me why Skylar was there. You need to tell me what she said.”

Beth’s eyes widen even further as her disbelief deepens. She mouths a silent ‘Wow’ and she shakes her head. “Never thought I’d see the day, but sure that sounds like a deal.”

Her pacing ceases as she comes to sit at the edge of the bed.

“She said she stopped by to invite us to whatever you guys are planning for Saturday, before the wedding? According to her, she was out of it from working all night, and it didn’t quite register how early it was.”

She pauses. My anxiety shoots through the roof. It’s clear she doesn’t believe Skylar’s reason and obviously neither do I.

“Then she started asking about Ally and you. About your past. I didn’t give her anything, don’t worry.”

My mouth is paper dry. My heart is fluttering. “What exactly did she ask?”

Beth’s head tilts one way and then then the other. “About what happened between you two, about if you’ve really never dated anyone since and why that might be.”

“She asked if I’ve ever dated anyone else?” This is all so confusing and I’m trying hard not to overreact, but I can’t help the giddy feeling bubbling in my stomach.

“She did,” Beth nods, her tone measured and careful. “She couched it all in terms of making sure she wasn’t standing in the way of you and Ally getting back together…”

“Oh,” I say, my stomach sinking just a little at that.

“But I don’t think that’s what she was really asking me. She was asking about you, Nic. I was sure of it even before she mentioned the kiss. And when she did…” Beth trails off shaking her head.

“When she did…what?” Forget the rest of the coffee sitting on my nightstand. The anticipation is jolting me awake far more forcefully than caffeine could ever do.

“This is a bad idea, Nic.”

Those words are like a bucket of cold water.

“What do you mean? You're the one who came over here to tell me about it. You can’t just do that and decide to go quiet. If you thought it was a bad idea then⁠—”

“No,” Beth rushes in to cut me off. “That’s not what I mean. I mean, you and Skylar. Whatever you two are doing. It’s a bad idea.”

There’s a sensation like falling as my stomach drops.

“What? What is that supposed to mean?” The question comes out harsher than I intend, but I can feel a stab of anger in my breast. “What are you saying?”

“Look,” Beth says, looking down at the coffee cup still clutched in her hands, “I know I was the one who egged this on a bit in the beginning. Teased you and all that. But that’s all I thought it was. I didn’t think…After this morning, I realized that it’s something totally different.”

“Totally different?” My voice trembles.

“She likes you, Nic. She didn’t come out and say it but it was clear in every single word she said.”

Skylar likes me. The thrill that shoots through has me almost ready to bound out of bed. I’m half expecting birds and an army of woodland creatures to come skittering in through the door to help me clean and dress and get ready for the day because…

Skylar likes me.

Only…Beth’s expression is sour and her tone is flat. Dread mixes with my excitement as I take in Beth’s demeanor.

“You clearly seem to think that that’s a bad thing.”

“Yes,” she says, shrugging. “No? Maybe? Yes, she likes you, but it was clear she was completely thrown by the whole thing. I don’t know what she is…I’m not here to label her sexuality or tell you exactly how she feels. But I don’t know if she knows either, Nic. She likes you, but I’m not sure she’s entirely comfortable with that fact.”

The words land like a blow, driving the air from my lungs. The sudden elation from earlier is a distant memory.

Calibrate, I tell myself. Sure, she might be questioning things, but honestly until recently so have I. Not in the same way she is—I am, after all, quite sure of my sexuality—but that doesn’t mean that overall this isn’t a good thing. She likes me.

And that means there is an opening. There is a possibility that this could work out.

“Why are you smiling like that?” Beth asks, incredulous. “This isn’t exactly unalloyed good news.”

Unconsciously, a hand goes to my face and I feel the tightness in my cheeks, the heat there. Yes, I am smiling.

“So what? It’s something. If she likes me, if she’s asking about me, then I’m not completely delusional. I thought you would be excited about this.”

Beth’s shoulder slump as she sighs and crawls up the bed, placing her cup on the other bedside table before collapsing next to me on top of the covers.

“I’m not excited, Nic. And don’t take my worry to mean that I won’t support whatever you decide. But honestly, I’m worried you're not thinking straight. You’ve been down this road before and it did not work out well last time. Plus, this is Will’s sister. If things blow up this time, you have to think about what that might mean for your relationship with your best friend.”

“Will’s on board with it,” I say idly, my mind half elsewhere as I try to think things through, try to process what Beth has told me and how it changes things.

“Excuse me, what?” Beth turns on her side, her eyes wide. “Will is on board with you trying to seduce his sister? You talked to him about this.”

“That’s not what this is Beth. I actually like this girl, really and truly like her. This isn’t some conquest. This isn’t me wanting what I can’t have. I know you think this is some weird throwback to what happened with Ally, but I promise you it has nothing to do with that.”

Beth’s eyes narrow. “You’re serious about this.”

I nod, feeling the certainty as I do. “I really am Beth. I want Skylar. Not for a quick fuck or torrid affair, but for real. The only question is: how do I do it?”
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CHAPTER 16
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Our Beer and Brownie Brunch Tomato Pie Pregame Extravaganza—Skylar is workshopping the title—is a hit.

We all eat—and drink—entirely too much as we prepare for what promises to be an interesting wedding.

“Harry Potter?” Skylar asks incredulously when she learns the theme. “Are we supposed to dress in costume?”

Will and I share a look and laugh as we race to the kitchen and grab the invitation off the fridge. “Take a look at this.”

Skylar takes the invitation, a faded piece of brown paper carefully and meticulously crumbled to look like a bit of old parchment. As she reads, her eyebrows raise.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” she groans. “What is with your generation? Were there just no other books for millennials growing up or what? A whole generation of Disney adults, except instead of Disney it’s that insufferable boy wizard.”

“How dare you talk about him like that!” Will shouts, already past tipsy and well on his way to drunk. It’s ten in the morning and the wedding doesn’t start until three. “He’s the boy who lived!”

Skylar shakes her head. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. There are other books you know.”

“And what do you mean ‘your generation’?” Will asks, slurring as he points an accusatory finger not exactly in the direction of his sister.

She waves, her expression bemused. “William,” she says in patient tones, “I’m over here.”

It takes Will’s eyes entirely too long to adjust, and when they do, a goofy smile breaks out on his face. “Oh, there you are. It’s possible I may have over imbibed before making sure I got any of those brownies in my stomach, but it doesn’t change my point. We are the same generation, Sky.”

“Not a chance,” Skylar says. “Gen Z here.”

“A completely different generation?” Aditi says, scandalized, as she looks between me and Skylar. “A spicy age gap fake dating romance? This I can get on board with.”

I shoot her look and she clams up immediately. Skylar only laughs.

“Exactly, I’m a sweet young innocent being shown the ropes of sapphic passion by my beautiful older girlfriend.” She bats her eyelashes in such an exaggerated fashion I can’t help but laugh, even as I feel the arousal creeping between my legs.

Did she have to say ropes?

“Babe,” I say, putting an arm around her and leaning into the whole bit. “You are like six years younger than me. I don’t think that counts.”

“We are missing the point here,” Will announces to a potted plant in the corner of the room. “She doesn’t like Harry Potter. There is a Harry Potter enthusiasm gap! That’s so much more taboo than an age gap.”

“Will?” I come up behind him and place a hand on his shoulder. He spins, wide eyed, and nearly topples over.

“Okay,” he says, grinning sheepishly. “I think I may need to lie down. Can I use your bed?”

“I think that might be a good idea,” I say, placing my hands on both shoulders to steady him. “Do you think you can make it up the stairs?”

“I’ll handle the drunk baby,” Susan announces, laughing as she unceremoniously hoists Will and throws him over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“Ohhh, are we going to have sex in Nic’s bed?” Will asks, trying and failing to wink at me. It’s quite a sight. “She would be soooo pissed.”

“Sorry about this,” Susan says, turning to me with Will still slung over her shoulder. She doesn’t appear to notice the weight at all. “We definitely will not be having sex in your bed.”

She pauses for a moment and then winks at me before turning toward the stairs and carrying Will up them.

Beth raises an eyebrow. “Did Susan just make a joke?”

I’m floored. “Oh my god, does she like us?”
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We started early enough that Will managed to boot and then rally…sort of.

He’s very much worse for the wear, but by the time we make it to the ceremony, he’s mostly sober, well on his way to hungover, but at least able to stand under his own power.

The wedding is being held at an old castle-style mansion on the Main Line, and the whole place is decked out to make it look like Hogwarts with house banners and paintings of characters adorning the walls.

Before the ceremony, we all report to “The Great Hall” where we are sorted into houses and given wands and tacky little wizards hats. This, of course, takes far longer than it should with half the guests complaining about their house placements (which are really just seating arrangements) and trying to trade wands with each other to get the ones they want.

Eventually though, things settle down and the ceremony kicks off. It’s long and involved, with about eight-hundred different references and easter eggs from the books, the vast majority of which go straight over my head, despite the fact that I did read them all once upon a time.

After the ceremony, the bride, Anne, comes up to me, face red, hands moving nervously in front of her, picking at the tulle of her dress. She’s a coworker of mine who I’m somewhat friendly with, enough so that she’s met my mutual friends. Her now husband even plays on the same pick up basketball team as Will.

“Thanks so much for coming, Nicole. It means so much to have you here. And, um, I hope that the theme is okay. I mean, for you and everything. I hope you like it.”

I glance at Skylar, arching an eyebrow. She gives me a I-have-no-fucking-clue-she’s-your-coworker face and shrugs.

Looking back toward Anne, I say, “I read Harry Potter as a kid. Saw the movies. I remember liking them.”

“Right,” she says, exhaling a deep sigh of…relief? “It’s just with the author and everything. Like we don’t support that, umm, her, I mean. Like what she’s said and stuff, you know? Since you’re…well, I just wanted you to know that and make sure everything was okay with you?”

This is the most I’ve ever heard Anne speak and the least sense she has ever made. At work, she’s quiet; in social settings, she’s a little shy—but nothing like this. The second hand embarrassment and awkwardness here is killing me. There are more than a few questions on my tongue, but I swallow all of them.

“Umm, yea, I’m good here.” I glance at Skylar. “You good, babe?”

“Of course, don’t worry about it all, Anne. The ceremony was lovely.” The smirk on Skylar’s face is the most interesting thing that has happened all day.

The moment Anne is out of earshot, Skylar bursts into laughter.

I furrow my brow. “Mind explaining what the hell that was?”

“You’re gay, babe,” Skylar says, barely able to get the words out past her laughter.

I don’t miss the playful way she says babe, aping my own tone from earlier.

“Ahh,” I say, deadpan, “I can see the humor in that.”

“No, like,” Skylar says and then pauses. She takes a deep breath. “You’re a lesbian. Lesbian is the L in LGBTQ. The T in there and the author…”

Oh my god. The realization hits and a grin splits my face open.

“Are you serious?” I throw my head back and let the laughter boil out. “Is that what that was?”

Skylar nods her head somberly. “Yes, I believe she was asking for your blessing on behalf of the entire LGBTQ community for their children’s book themed wedding due to the, let’s say, problematic nature of the author’s comments on trans people in recent years.”

“And did I give it?” I shake my head at the absurdity of it. “Is that what I did?”

Skylar shrugs. “Honestly, I think I did? I hope that’s okay. I realize I can’t really speak on behalf of the community, but it was kind of an emergency.”

“An emergency?” I take a sip of my champagne and realize the flute is empty. When did that happen?

“Of course.” Skylar nods enthusiastically. “You absolutely know that if we hadn’t approved, we would have spent the rest of the night consoling her. You know how straight people are.”

A moment later, Skylar’s face falls subtly, almost imperceptibly. If I hadn’t spent so much time around Skylar in the last few weeks, I’m sure I would have missed it.

Just like if I wasn’t so hungry for any hint of how Skylar feels, I might have missed what she said: You know how straight people are.

Is she including herself in that group? It’s not impossible that she could be, but that combined with the slight change in her expression has me on full alert.

I’m still trying to process this when I turn and come face to face with Ally.

“Hello there girls,” she says, her voice dripping with contempt.

“I..” My throat is tight, my vision shaky and unfocused. It’s not just being surprised by Ally. I knew she was going to be here. I spotted her across the room earlier.

It’s because of what she’s wearing, though to anyone else in the room there is nothing to see except a pretty woman in a moderately too small baby blue slip dress. But to my eyes it’s like stepping back ten years and being hit over the head with a mallet at the same time.

“What houses did you girls get sorted into?” Ally asks, her voice all haughty amusement.

It’s clear that she has a similar opinion to this whole shindig as we do, but hell if I’m going to join her in looking down on something. Sure, this whole thing is a little cringe as the kids would say—although I think maybe that’s already out of date—but the moment Ally indicates her displeasure with it, I feel myself getting defensive on behalf of this stupid party.

Never underestimate the power that comes with truly detesting someone.

“I believe I got Serpentine,” Ally says, bemused as she stares down at a little pin with a snake on it.

“Slytherin,” Skylar corrects, perhaps sensing my same desire not to join in with Ally in bashing the party. “It’s the one where they put all the douches.”

Ally frowns. “At a wedding?” She shakes her head. “Nic, have you taken any time to consider my offer? Or are you still pretending that this”—she gestures vaguely at Skylar—“is your actual girlfriend?”

There’s a few more barbs back and forth between the two of them, though each exchange seems to drift further away, drowned out by an incessant ringing in my ears that only grows louder as my eyes continue to pour over Ally’s dress.

At first I wasn’t sure, but each moment only makes me more certain. It’s not a similar dress, not a replica or a callback. It’s the dress. The very same dress.

I can see the faint hint of the stain on the right side where Will spilled jungle juice that time we tried to sneak in the Sig’s semester end blowout. I can see the fraying of the straps from my constant playing and picking, never comfortable when I was wearing it, always adjusting it this way and that.

There is even the tear near the shoulder, now mended by some other hand, from where Ally nearly tore the dress off me the very first time we slept together.

And the very last time I wore it.

In a panic, my hand finds Skylar’s and when I squeeze her head snaps back to me.

“Nic?” Ally is forgotten in a moment as Skylar plants herself in front of me, trying to get my eyes to focus. “What’s going on?”

The ringing is so loud I can only read Skylar’s lips. There are other voices, other noises.

Am I making a scene? I honestly can’t tell.

Bright lights and music, pulsing beats and pounding rhythms, growing louder at first and then softer as I feel Skylar’s hand on the small of my back, the other clasping my hand so tightly it almost hurts. But I just squeeze back, and she guides me out of the room.

Vision still hazy and the world still swimming, the sounds fade until there's nothing but the clack of two sets of shoes—my flats and Skylar’s heels—on the marble. Then a door opens and a door closes.

The ringing ceases and I find myself in total darkness.
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“Where are we?”

Skylar fumbles in the dark, almost elbowing me in the face as I scramble out of the way and nearly topple over.

“Sorry,” she says, “One second. Ah, here we go.”

The lights come on, harsh and flickering and fluorescent, and it takes me a few moments to come back to equilibrium.

“The Room of Requirement?” I ask, laughing as I do.

We spotted a room earlier with a little sign on it indicating the famous room—once more from those boy wizard books.

“I figured it was probably just an empty room,” Skylar says, eyes completing a circuit to confirm her prediction. “You know how these types love anything where they get to use their imaginations.”

“These types?” I ask, my voice still strained as my heart struggles to find a steady beat.

“Nerds,” Skylar says, simply. “Present company excluded.”

“Speak for yourself, Dr. Dork.” The smile I give is genuine and for a moment it feels like some of the tension melts away—some but not all. “You could talk about urinary retention for hours, or the function of the kidneys, or…”

“How many nerve endings the clitoris has.”

“Exactly—”

Wait…what?

Before I get a chance to follow up on that point, Skylar takes a step closer to me, her hands going to my shoulders as she looks me over, clearly concerned.

“What happened out there, Nic? Is everything okay?”

And just like that the ringing starts again and the image of Ally in that dress fills my vision.

“Ally,” I croak, surprising myself with the emotion in my voice. “I haven’t really explained everything that happened to you. And I guess if you are going to be my partner in crime for all this, you should know.”

I take a deep breath and steady myself to tell the story that I’ve convinced myself I’m over. I tell myself so often that it doesn’t matter anymore, that it doesn’t affect me. It’s all just water under the bridge, a distant memory, a funny little story.

You know, all the things you tell yourself when none of them are true.

“When we met, I was out and Ally…wasn’t. Or at least, that’s what I thought. It’s what I thought, because it’s what she told me.” I glance at Skylar, worried bizarrely that I’m boring her, but her face is open, her focus soft. She runs a thumb over the shoulder of my jacket and I take comfort in that touch. “There’s a long story to it, but the short version is she lied about it. She was already into writing and reading all these romance novels. She just loved the idea of getting to live in one. She was as gay as could be, out and loud and proud and all that jazz. But she loved the idea of being chased like that.”

My stomach turns as I say the words out loud, the whole thing sounding both better and worse than it felt, and I steal another glance at Skylar, whose horrified expression is strangely comforting.

“Jesus, Nic,” she shakes her head. “That’s fucked up. It was…what? A prank or something?”

“No, she said it was just so she could better understand it, you know, so she could write stories like that.” I blink away the tears before they can fall, angling my chin down though I know I can’t hide it from Skylar. “She said I should be honored. And the dress…” I pause and swallow hard, my whole body shaking. I need to get through this now or I know I never will. “The dress she’s wearing. It’s my dress. I was wearing it the first night I slept with Ally. She said she wanted to keep it to remember the first time she ever slept with another woman, which of course wasn’t true.”

Saying these words out loud feels like reliving the whole thing again. Like hell am I over any of it.

I’ve just managed to push it away, push it down, ignore the debt, and now it’s forcing its way back to the surface, unstoppable and looking for interest.

“After that, she said that dresses weren’t really my aesthetic anyway, she liked me more like…” The pain in my chest is like a knife slipped between my ribs, perfect and precise. Agony placed just so. “This,” I say at last, my hands gesturing down at my quintessential outfit: vintage leather jacket, tight white t-shirt, and designer jeans.

I shake my head in a vain attempt to will away the pressure building behind my eyes.

“I lost myself when I was dating Ally,” I say, and I can hear the pain in my voice, raw as the day it bloomed. “And I like to think that I made something new, but the truth is, sometimes, I still feel just as lost, just as let down. She was the first person I ever thought I loved, and for her it was all some game.”

“Oh fuck no,” Skylar says, turning and heading straight for the door. My arm shoots out to catch her a moment before she turns the handle.

“What are you doing?” I ask, half laughing through the tears as I see the comically aggravated expression on Skylar’s face.

“I’m gonna go kick her ass,” Skylar announces simply, and, despite how short this girl is compared to either me or Ally, in that moment, I fully believe she’s capable of it. “Wait,” she says, excitement in her voice. “There's a peep hole.”

“In a coatroom?” I ask, though I guess stranger things exist. “Out or in?”

“Out,” Skylar says as she presses her eye up to it. “Maybe it’s not a coatroom? Oh, my god. She’s out there, Nic. I think she followed us.”

“Are you fucking serious?”

Skylar looks back over her shoulder and nods. “Yea, she’s just milling about, trying to make it look casual but…”

When Skylar looks back at me, the expression on her face makes my heart beat faster.

“What are you thinking?” I ask, a hint of trepidation in my voice.

“Umm.” Skylar’s cheeks redden as she pulls at the back of her neck. “Do you remember what I said to Ally when I whisked you away in the first place?”

I shake my head. “I don’t really remember anything. I remember seeing her and realizing it was the dress and then…I don’t know. I was just shell shocked.”

Skylar looks down at her shoes. “She asked if you were okay and I said everything was fine, we just hadn’t found a time to, umm, ‘take care’ of you yet today, and you were going a little stir crazy.”

“Excuse me?” I laugh, even as a fire ignites in my stomach. “You pulled me into the coat room after telling my ex that I was malfunctioning because we hadn’t banged yet today.”

Skylar shrugs. “Something like that. In my defense, I’ve been very upfront that I have a problem.”

“So what do we do? I mean, we should probably head back to the party, right?”

I take a step toward the door as Skylar turns back to me and puts her hands up, blocking my way. She shakes her head, her teeth worrying at the corner of her bottom lip.

“No,” she says simply, her hands falling down to my hips.

My breath catches as her fingertips touch the bare skin between the waist of my jeans and my white tee. She looks down to where we meet and then back up into my eyes.

“She’s waiting to see if we’re for real.”

My panic attack has pushed me into full delirium and I am currently hallucinating this scene. That’s the only explanation for the look in Skylar’s eyes, the only explanation for the way her fingertips move north, dancing under my T-shirt as they ghost across my stomach. The muscles in my abdomen tense involuntarily and I shiver.

The smile Skylar gives me turns my legs to jelly.

“I don’t think it would take much,” she whispers, her hands fisting my shirt and pulling my body against her.

“Skylar, what are you talking about?” I’m so breathless I can barely speak. My mind is spinning and my ears are ringing, but for entirely different reasons than they were just a few minutes ago.

“She’ll be able to hear us,” Skylar says. “She’ll be able to hear you.”

One hand releases my shirt and for a moment I can breathe. The relief is short-lived as her hand drops to the button of my jeans and she takes it between hers fingers. Her eyes never leave mine.

“Skylar, what is happening?” It’s the only question I can think of, because it’s so clear that I must be missing something, because something else must be happening, something other than what so obviously is.

“Just being a good fake girlfriend,” she says as she undoes the button. She slides the zipper down and then pauses, her fingers waiting, brushing against the elastic of my underwear. “Like I said early, I know quite a bit about just how many nerve endings the clitoris has.”

The moan those words rip out of me is all the consent that Skylar needs. She smiles playfully at me, as her finger pushes the soaked fabric of my underwear aside and she slides two fingers across my lips.

“Oh god,” I hiss, biting down to keep myself from screaming.

“Don’t you dare try to stay quiet,” Skylar says in commanding tones as one finger slips inside of me, testing. “The whole point of this is to convince Ally that I am in here blowing your mind.” Skylar’s lips brush up against the column of my neck and come to rest just millimeters from my ear. “So, convince her.”

Two fingers, now, slip inside me as her thumb presses against my clit, so swollen and hard that that simple touch makes my knees buckle. Skylar’s other hand, still gripping my shirt, pulls me into her, keeping me up as I melt onto her fingers.

“Skylar, fuck,” I moan out, this time not quiet at all. “That feels…”

I lose myself. Words become nothing more than grunts and moans and whimpers as Skylar plays me like a musical instrument she has been practicing all my life. I want this moment to last just as much as I know it can’t. There is simply no way.

The tension that has been building between the two of us for weeks now is all coming to a head. And fuck it, I don’t care if it’s wrong, but I’d be lying if I said that the thought of Ally listening outside the door, jealous and seething as Skylar fucks my brains out, didn’t make the whole thing about ten times hotter.

“Nic,” Skylar growls in my ear as she picks up the pace with her fingers, her thumb still firmly pressed against my clit. “I need you to convince her. Let her know just how good this feels.”

And I do. A primal scream forces itself from my lungs, all the air going with it, as the orgasm rocks my body. Skylar’s movements slow but don’t stop as she flattens her palm against my clit and wrings every last drop of pleasure from me, until my own hand drifts down and pushes hers away.

I stumble backwards until I find a wall to lean against as I pant and heave and try to catch my breath.

“I have to admit,” she says, examining her fingers which are glistening with my wetness. “Hearing you moaning my name like a little whore is fucking hot. It’s turning me on a little bit. Want to go again?”

Doubt rushes in. Turning her on a little bit? And why does she sound surprised? What exactly is this for her?

My body goes tight and not in a good way. Skylar seems to instantly notice. Her smirk fades.

“Is everything okay?” she asks, her demeanor of confident command replaced with concern.

“What is this to you?” I ask, voice shaking, sounding far more accusatory than I intended.

“Nic?” I can see the confusion blooming there, the hurt. “What do you mean…I…it’s complicated.”

“Complicated? Jesus, Skylar. This isn’t putting sunscreen on or a little over the top flirting. This isn’t even a confusing kiss. You just fucked me in a coatroom with my ex-girlfriend listening outside and…fuck. I can’t believe I did this again.”

“Nic, what are you talking about? What did you do again?”

“Whatever I fucking did with Ally. I’m chasing the straight girl again. Maybe it’s not an elaborate hoax this time around. Maybe you really are confused or oblivious or whatever, but in the end it’s the same fucking thing. You finger me and then when it turns you on, you act surprised? Wow, way to make a girl feel special.”

I shake my head, finally feeling like the absurd spell has lifted. “I have to go,” I say.

But my feet don’t move. I look at Skylar, waiting to see something in her expression that will make this easier. Some hint that will confirm all my doubts, all my misgivings. Something that will make this easier to do.

But in her face I see nothing but what I always see: patience and kindness. And those beautiful eyes.

They don’t seem quite so icy now. They don’t seem quite so gray. There is a pale blue in them that I hadn’t noticed before. And in them, I see my own reflection, red eyes and tear stained cheeks. Just for a moment before she sighs and then blinks and reaches out her hands, taking one of mine between them.

“Maybe this wasn’t the best order to do this in,” she says, shaking her head like she’s scolding herself. “I am incredibly sorry if any of what I said came across the wrong way, but instead of you storming off, how does this sound: let’s get out here. To talk,” she quickly adds when she sees the way I react. “Just to talk, Nic. It seems like we owe each other a conversation or two.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 17
[image: ]


After we say our goodbyes to the rest of the gang—via text, since I don’t need the raised eyebrows and questioning glances I know going home with Skylar will elicit—we head back to my place.

And truly, the only thing on my mind is talking.

What happened earlier was incredibly satisfying on a physical level, but I realize it’s only left me wanting more. Maybe more than Skylar is capable of giving.

I’m already in the deep end, struggling to tread water, struggling to keep my head above it. Another kiss, another liaison is not going to be the answer.

It’s only going to make this tangled mess harder to undo. It will only pull the knots tighter.

The whole ride back is in silence. Skylar and I sit in the back of a rideshare with an empty space between us. It’s the way we would have sat anyway, but after everything that has happened, and with what is coming next, it’s hard not to feel the distance as something more.

My stomach sours at that thought, but I take in a deep breath and let it out. And I do that again and again for the twenty-three minutes it takes us to get from the venue back to my house.

Not that I was counting or anything.

We enter the house, the discarded remains of our earlier pregaming still litter every surface: empty glasses and cups and half drunk beer bottles. There are crumbs everywhere, from brownies and cookies and pastries. And tomato pie.

“So, about what happened⁠—”

“I’d actually like to start if you don’t mind.” Skylar cuts me off and all I feel is relief. I honestly have no idea where to start with this. Mostly because I still have no idea, really, what is happening. “There’s a question you’ve probably been wondering about. Maybe it started with all the flirting or when I flashed you.” Skylar looks down, an adorable blush spreading over her cheeks as her fingers play with the fabric of her dress. “Or maybe after the kiss, because, let’s be honest, I or we or whatever got carried away. And if not then, then certainly after tonight after I…well, after I⁠—”

It’s my turn to jump in. “After you fucked me in the coatroom, Skylar. I think it’s going to be easier if we can just talk about it instead of beating around the bush.”

She nods. “That makes sense. Though if I recall correctly, there was no bush? I was a little preoccupied though, so maybe I missed it.”

“Jesus, Skylar,” I say, shaking my head. “That’s not exactly what I meant when I said be direct.”

“See, this is my problem. I’m either zero or sixty. I have no chill, as the kids say.” Her smile is at least apologetic. “I swear I’m not trying to be a tease or anything…so just ask me the question.”

The question. Skylar’s comment about my downstairs situation has momentarily distracted me from how she started all this in the first place. It only takes a moment before I realize what she means. Because she’s right, it’s the question I’ve had almost since the moment I met her.

I take another deep breath. “Are you straight?”

Skylar bites her lip. “You’d think after all that lead up, I’d have an answer prepared.” Her laugh is nervous. “I, um, god I’m so sorry. After everything you told me about Ally…and I didn’t really put the two together, so I’m sorry I don’t have the best answer, but basically my answer is…I have no fucking clue.”

“No fucking clue?” I repeat the words back, trying—and no doubt failing–not to sound bitter. “And how long have you been uncertain about it?”

“It’s, ummm,” she hesitates, scratching at the back of her neck. “It’s pretty recent.”

Despite what she’s telling me—that she doesn't know—I can’t help but perk up at that revelation. It’s pretty recent, which could very easily mean⁠—

“And before you ask,” she says, interrupting my thought process, “yes, you and this whole fake dating thing are the source of my confusion, at least consciously.”

“Consciously?” I ask, any concern or frustration outweighed by genuine curiosity.

She shrugs then moves a few plates off the couch and sits. I’m still standing, too much energy going through me to stay still. I start to pace.

“I mean, looking back there are things that feel different, you know? Being nervous about asking Amy in seventh grade to sleep over at my house and being so anxious about sleeping in the same room as her that I puked all over her sleeping bag.”

That draws a laugh from me. I realized pretty early on that I was gay, but I can think of a few Amys from my elementary and early middle school days. Thankfully I never quite made it to the point of yacking because of it, but I remember those oh so confusing butterflies that I never quite felt for boys.

“If you had asked me that question when we first met, I would have said of course. If you had asked me after I flashed you, I would have told you the same thing only I would have made some inappropriate joke.”

“An inappropriate joke, no? From you?” I tease and see some of the tension go out of Skylar’s shoulders.

“I know, very out of character.” Skylar sticks her tongue out at me. “Only in making the joke, I would have felt that same thrill that I had been feeling more and more with you, the same reason I kept upping the ante. I would have told myself, or you, that it was just flirting and just fun. That it didn’t have to mean anything.”

“And did it?” I ask, scared by how much I care about the answer, even as I realize how dangerous this is.

She’s telling me she’s unsure. She’s telling me she doesn’t know. And given what we’ve done together, for her to not know might make sense on a personal level—I’m not going to criticize someone else for having trouble figuring out their sexuality just because it was easy for me—but when it comes to things between us, this should be a giant red flag.

A giant red flag with lights and buzzers and sirens going wooOOOooo wooOOOooo wooOOOooo.

Every instinct and fiber of my being should be telling me to run.

Instead, I am letting myself get drawn in deeper.

“I don’t know,” Skylar says, shrugging. “I mean, obviously it wasn’t nothing, but that doesn’t mean I know what it was or why I did it. And then the kiss and then…” She buries her head in her hands. “I fucked you, Nic. God, I told you to make a good show so we could convince Ally. What the fuck was that?”

That memory of our time together isn’t helping me think any more clearly about this. Pacing back and forth and trying not to look at Skylar has gone from a way to get my nervous energy out to a necessary defense mechanism.

I pause and sigh and risk a look at Skylar. Lust flares up, but I take another breath and steel myself. I repeat the question back to her. “What the fuck was that?”

“I don’t know. And I realize how shitty this is. I should have figured all this out before…before a lot of things happened.”

“Yea,” I say, feeling myself going numb. “That would have been great.”

Skylar’s face falls a little bit, the pain obvious. I want to reach over and brush away the tears that I know are coming. To place my hand on her cheek and soothe her, prevent them from ever falling in the first place.

But I know that I can’t. Because she’s telling me that she doesn’t know what she’s feeling and she doesn’t know what this is.

“So where do we go from here?” Skylar asks, fidgeting with her hands. “I was hoping, because of the weddings and stuff…I don’t know. Maybe we have time to figure this out?”

“Where do we go? You tell me, Skylar,” I say and then sigh, because even though I’m not just going to walk away, somehow I know that what I say next is not going to get me what I want. “There was a time when just seeing where this went would have been fine with me. Back before Ally.”

I pause and my fingers dig into the denim of my jeans until my hand aches and my knuckles go completely white.

“Hell, maybe if you were even someone else, Skylar, I would be able to talk myself into it. You’re questioning, see? And not really straight so, I wouldn’t be breaking my big rule⁠—”

“Exactly,” Skylar jumps in and the way her face lifts breaks my heart.

Because I know what is coming next.

“No.” I shake my head. “What I’m saying is that that can’t work. Not with you.”

Her lip trembles. “Not with me? Because I’m Will’s sister?”

A dark laugh slips over my lips and Skylar recoils.

“Sorry,” I say, jumping in as quickly as I can. “I’m not laughing at you or the situation. It’s just…this whole time we've been talking, I haven’t once thought about Will or the fact that you're related to him. This has nothing to do with anyone else. This is all you.”

When Skylar speaks again her voice is thick, just on the edge of tears. Her eyes look like melting ice, bright and wet and shimmering.

“All me? Gee thanks. Just what everyone wants to hear.” She furiously wipes away a tear. “Do you want to say anything else cruel to me or can I just go now?”

She starts to stand, but my hand reaches out and lands gently on her wrist. Through tear filled eyes she watches it for a moment, and then those impossibly big eyes shift toward mine, open and expectant. My heart clenches hard enough to make me wince.

“Don’t you understand what I’m telling you, Skylar? I’m saying that if you were someone else—someone less incredible, less beautiful, less kind and fun and amazing—then maybe this could work, because maybe I wouldn’t be so head over heels for you. Skylar, the reason I can’t just see where this goes is because I like you. I really and truly like you in a way I haven’t liked anyone in a very, very long time.”

Skylar shakes her head. “But if you like me…then we can figure this out.”

Despite the shake in her voice, despite the tears, there is enough confidence in her voice that for a moment, it almost makes me believe it too.

“I can’t Skylar. If you know what you want and what you want is me, then I’m on board. But it sounds like you have things to figure out. And I want to be clear that that is totally okay. It’s something that everyone goes through in their own way with these kinds of things, and despite how difficult it would be, I’d be happy to do what I can and be a resource as you try to navigate this, but it can’t be the kind of friendship that we’ve had. It can’t be…”

I pause and look around at the remains of our earlier party. I look at the couch and remember Skylar, her head in my lap, the way she purred and sighed like a satisfied kitten when I played with her hair. The memory rocks me, the ache in my chest growing until it threatens to swallow up my whole world.

“It can’t be this,” I finish finally and the sad nod that Skylar gives is full of unspoken understanding. “And honestly, maybe Beth would be a better person to talk to, given…everything between us.”

“And the weddings?” She croaks and then sniffles, wiping again at her eyes, stopping the tears before they have a chance to roll down those soft and perfect cheeks.

“I can’t Skylar. Other than Will’s I mean. When I learned that Will was getting married earlier this summer, it threw me for a loop. We’ve had this script—I’ve had this script—and for years it’s just been what I’ve done. I guess there was a part of me that knew it couldn’t last forever. I don’t think I really would have wanted to be a fifty year old cougar trying to pick up women half my age at weddings.”

Skylar laughs through her tears. “I don’t know. I can picture you as a hot MILF. I’m sure you’d clean up.”

“Well, it’s good to know I could make it work if I needed to, but seeing Will and thinking about his future…It’s made me do a lot of thinking about my own. Not consciously. Not really, but I think that’s what this whole summer has been. Especially since you came around.”

“Me?” Skylar’s voice is barely more than a whisper.

“Spending time with you felt…nice. I know that isn’t the most eloquent description, but it’s what I keep coming back to. It wasn’t just physical—don’t get me wrong you’re so fucking gorgeous Skylar it makes me want to scream sometimes. It was…all of it. And it’s made me realize that I want more. That I need more.”

There’s a pause and Skylar takes in a breath that seems to last a lifetime. “And what if I want that too?”

Her voice is so small, so very unlike Skylar. The tears fall now and she doesn’t wipe them away.

“Do you?” I ask, but I already know the answer.

She shakes her head and sobs. “I don’t know, Nic. I just need time. Will’s wedding is barely two months from now. It would just be a few more weeks and⁠—”

I shake my head. “It’s yes or it’s no, Skylar. I’m not trying to be cruel here, but with Ally around this summer, it’s been a stark reminder of where this landed me last time. I can’t deal with that again.”

“I can’t—” Skylar stops and then takes a deep, shaky breath. “I can’t give you an answer right now. I can’t promise, but I⁠—”

“Then that’s your answer. I’ll see you in August, Skylar. Maybe by then we can be friends.”

I keep my eyes on my hands, still and neatly folded in my lap, because I know that if I look at her right now I’ll lose my nerve.

Five minutes later, Skylar is gone and I sit in the remains of our party, the remains of what once felt like happiness.

Now, there is nothing but the taste of bitterness in my mouth and the rest of my body is numb.
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CHAPTER 18
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BARELY TWO MONTHS LATER


“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

I place the champagne glass down on the vanity before pressing my palms into my eyes hard enough to draw spots.

“I’m fucking fine, Beth. Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

Beth flutters her eyelashes at me. “Could be because I’m such a good friend that I can just intuit your mood. It also might be because you’ve been wearing a scowl on your face all morning that says, Fuck Off. You also have been nursing that champagne for the better part of two hours, while the rest of us are well and truly tipsy.” She shakes her head in mock disappointment. “Honestly, you of all people should be the one getting drunk!”

I sigh and take a large gulp from my glass, draining the few mouthfuls that are left. “Happy now?” I ask Beth. “Any other concerns?”

“Just the fact that you are the Best Woman of this wedding starring opposite your spurned lover as the Maid of Honor.”

I scoff. “I would hardly call Skylar a lover. Besides, what do you want me to do? It’s not my fault Susan doesn’t have any female friends.”

Aditi, who has sat silently by her wife’s shoulder through this whole exchange, raises an eyebrow and elbows Beth in the side.

“Right,” Beth says, nodding at her wife. “There’s also your outfit. Your whole look really.”

I furrow my brow and look down at what I’m wearing. “And what is wrong with my ‘whole look really’?”

“When you told us your outfit was going to be a surprise, we sort of expected you were going all out.”

“And I did!” More than in fact. I can’t remember a time I’ve been better dressed, more put together. I got my hair done, my makeup, manicure and pedicure—and I even know which is which.

“Right,” Aditi nods, her head bouncing from side to side as she considers her words. “But we figured you’d be in like a tuxedo or something, you know? Top hat, cane, monocle the whole nine yards.”

“You expected me to come dressed as Mr. Peanut?”

Beth and Aditi both chuckle.

“Of course not,” a familiar voice says. “You’re thinking of the Monopoly man. Mr. Peanut has the top hat, the cane, and the monocle, but no tuxedo. That filthy man is completely nude.” Skylar’s voice falters as I turn and our eyes meet. “Which you could definitely pull off. If you wanted to, I mean. But probably not appropriate for a wedding.”

Nearly two months of trying to get Skylar off my mind and the first thing she says when we see each other is that I’d look good naked. She stands there tongue tied as a flush creeps into her cheeks.

She looks more than a little exhausted. Dark circles under her eyes, fly away hairs. Even her eyes look a little dimmer than usual.

But it doesn’t matter. Her just standing there without her hair done, without her makeup, still wearing her scrubs and looking every bit like she just worked a twelve hour shift—it’s still breathtaking.

“Skylar, so glad you’re finally here,” Beth says with a wave. “Will said you got called in last night and he wasn’t sure if you were going to be able to make it in time to get ready with us.”

“Uh, yea,” Skylar responds, glancing my way before she quickly refocuses her gaze on Beth. “Long night, but I’m here now.”

“Do you two want a chance to talk?” Aditi asks, wiggling her eyebrows in a manner I do not find at all helpful—or appropriate.

“Babe,” Beth says, turning to tap her wife on the shoulder. “It’s not appropriate to meddle like that. If they want some time to talk they are both adults and they can make that decision by them—” Beth pauses, furrowing her brow. “Ring, ring, ring. Oh, looks like that’s my phone,” she says after making the fake ringing noise herself. She puts the phone up to her ear and nods gravely. “Appetizer emergency. Looks like we have to go.”

Skylar looks at me in a panic, but all I can do is shrug. She pauses there for a moment as she looks at me, her eyes widening slightly before she turns back toward Beth.

“Uh, no,” Skylar says, her cheeks burning red. “I mean, that’s probably not the best idea right now, right Nic? I, umm, like I’m sure she’s told you and so this is all super awkward, but I think it’s probably best if we just try to act normal? At least that’s my plan. Did you, umm, have a plan, Nic? To act normal? Or were you thinking—I mean, what did you think made sense?”

“Jesus Christ,” Beth exclaims, trying to stifle a laugh.

Thankfully, Skylar laughs too and some of the tension goes out of the room. “I guess no one is going to believe me if I said I actually practiced that all week.”

“I’m sure it would have been great,” Aditi says, pouring Skylar a glass of champagne. “Maybe have a glass or two and try again.”

Skylar thanks her genuinely and takes two big gulps that nearly drain the glass, then holds it awkwardly in both hands as she looks around the room at everything but me. Once she’s exhausted all options her eyes come back to mine.

“You look really nice, Nic,” she says, her voice so quiet I almost miss it.

“Oh my god, just tear each other’s clothes off already!” Aditi waves her arms wide and nearly knocks an empty champagne bottle off the table.

I shoot daggers at her and then Beth. “On second thought,” I say, “maybe it would be good for you two to take five? Maybe get that one some water.”

Beth links her arm through her wife’s and guides her out of the room, turning back to mouth a silent sorry.

They leave, but the tension in the room does not. If anything, it picks up. And how could it not?

Skylar and I haven’t seen each other in weeks. Not since she fucked me and then I dumped her—if you can call it that. I still think it was the right decision, though seeing how good she looks even this bedraggled has me wondering if I’ve lost my mind.

I shake my head. I’ve made my decision and it’s one I’m going to have to live with. I just hope I haven’t hurt Skylar too badly in the process.

“I don’t know how to do this,” Skylar says finally.

“This?” I ask, curving one eyebrow.

“Like be around you, after everything that…Well, given the situation. I hope I’m not making it weird.”

I hate seeing her like this, so unsure of herself. It takes everything in me not to just jump in and try to fix things, to tell her that it was all a mistake and that we can figure it out.

Only I know that’s a false hope. It was a false hope two months ago when Skylar wasn’t sure what she wanted, even if she did want me in some capacity. And now?

Well, I’m sure that bridge is burned, no matter what conclusion Skylar came to about her sexuality. Either way it comes down would sting. Because no matter what, Skylar and I aren’t going to be anything. ‘Friends’ is the best we can hope for—if she doesn’t completely hate me.

“No, you’re not making it weird at all. I think the more comments you can make about how good I would look naked wearing a top hat and the more times you can bring up how weird things feel, the easier this will all go.”

Skylar’s eyes narrow for a moment and then she laughs. There’s a bit of bitterness to the laugh, but the way her lips curl up—just slightly—seems genuine.

She shakes her head. “Okay, fair.” She laughs again and I feel my shoulder relax. “Thanks for being able to be normal about this, since I clearly can’t.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I wave away her concerns with my hand. “It’s not not weird, so I totally get it. Need more?”

I’ve already grabbed the bottle and crossed over to fill her glass. I fill my own again. Neither glass lasts long and I pour us both another. We make it through three before it feels like things begin to loosen up. We’ll have to pump the brakes here shortly, but for now, the slight buzz and hazy warmth is like a nice blanket, and the comfort is enough to make this doable.

We chat about work—mine and hers. She asks me about the other weddings, leaving out the part about how she was supposed to be my date. But since I didn’t go, I don’t have much to tell her.

“You didn’t go?” Skylar looks genuinely surprised. “Who are you? Newly single from your fake relationship and you aren’t on the prowl. Maybe Will was right about you.”

That catches my attention and I feel my stomach twist a little bit. “Right about me? What did he say?”

The idea that Skylar talks about me with Will sends a confusing thrill through me.

Skylar’s lips clamp shut and she shakes her head. “Forget I said anything.”

I very much am not going to forget it, but no doesn’t seem like the time to press.

“To being friends?” I ask as I tilt my glass towards hers.

“Friends?” She smiles with her lips pressed together. Her eyes are narrowed. “Maybe,” she says, lilting the two syllables like it’s a question.

“Maybe?” I ask as we clink our glasses. I raise mine to my lips. “What does that mean?”

Skylar shrugs, smiling as she brings the rim of the glass to her full lips and pauses there. “I mean, what are the benefits?”

Benefits? I choke on a swallow of champagne as Skylar sips hers and smirks.

“Jesus, Skylar.” I shake my head. “You aren’t making this easy.”

Even after everything, it’s like this girl doesn’t have an off switch.

She bats her eyelashes. “You know the one thing I’m still getting used to now that I’m into women?”

Excuse me? My ears must not be working. Or I’m hallucinating. Or I’ve had way more to drink than I thought and I have totally and completely come unmoored from any semblance of sanity.

Skylar, after everything that has happened, did not just casually drop that little bit of information.

“Umm, what?”

“I have to update so many of my double entendres and inappropriate jokes.” Skylar’s whole demeanor is changed, so different from the nerves she had when she first walked in here. “Like when you said, ‘You aren’t making this easy’, I wanted to say, ‘That’s the point: I’m trying to make it hard.”

What the fuck is she talking about? Why is she doing this to me?

I’m still reeling as Skylar continues. “Obviously, that doesn’t work. I mean I guess nipples can be hard, clits too, but it just doesn’t hit the same way, you know? Maybe you could make a comment about my humor being too dry and then I can say ‘Would you like me to make things wet for you?’.” She shakes her head. “That’s not anything, is it? Don’t worry, I’ll put my thinking cap on and come up with some good ones.”

I had prepared time and again for a hundred different scenarios that might unfold at this wedding: Skylar being distant, Skylar being polite but pretending like nothing ever happened. I even imagined Skylar showing up with someone else as her date and I had steeled myself against that—or maybe just made myself sick imagining it again and again.

I even prepared for (fantasized about might be more accurate) ways it could all work out. Even after all the pain and the confusion that the summer had brought, I didn’t walk away from Skylar because I wasn’t into her. I walked away because she wasn’t sure and I just couldn’t go down that road again. But if she was sure? Well, that could change things.

Instead, she seems sure about being into women and sure about teasing me with that fact about as mercilessly as she can. What other way is there to read the situation? It’s like she’s decided to take my earlier rejection and throw it back in my face.

And I can’t say that I blame her. I don’t regret the decision I made, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel badly about how it went down. I should never have let Skylar touch me like that at the wedding. I was just as wrong there as she was. Knowing what I knew, that she might still be questioning, it was wrong not to be the level headed one, the one to pump the brakes and force us to have a conversation.

But, of course, I didn’t. Instead, I let Skylar fuck me, confess that she might be into women and into me, and then I just…left her there in the closet, almost but not quite literally—since we went back to my house afterwards.

“Skylar, what are you talking about?”

She quirks her head to the side and raises one eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

She has to be doing this on purpose. The whole thing: the nervous act, followed by the sudden shift in the wind the moment we were alone, and now her pretend obliviousness, like this is still just the same aw-shucks flirting as before.

“Forget it,” I say.

She shrugs. “If you say so. Anyway, I’ve got to hit the shower.”

“Right,” I say, standing. “You need to get ready and⁠—”

“Care to join me?” Skylar gathers her bag and tosses it over her shoulder with the same casualness with which she asked the question.

“What the fuck Skylar?” I’d like to say my reaction is all anger and not even a little bit arousal, but that would be…somewhat less than truthful.

“Hmm?” She turns back toward me as she drains what’s left of her drink. There’s a puzzled expression on her face for a moment, before her eyes go wide. “Oh my god,” she says, giggling as she taps her palm against her forehead. “I did not mean it like that.” She pauses, lips curling up. “Interesting that that’s where your mind went. We are supposed to be friends, Nic. Not very appropriate to be thinking about showering with your friends.”

“I wasn’t, Skylar. It was just the way you said it,” I say, my tongue heavy and awkward in my mouth. My face heats, equal parts attraction and embarrassment.

Why exactly did I think that I could handle being in close proximity with this woman again after everything that’s happened?

“Lighten up, Nic.” Skylar gives my shoulder a playful punch. “I’m just fucking with you. There’s a shower stall with a changing room, but there's a place for other people to sit and talk. It’s set up so members of the wedding party can be getting ready but still talk to each other. I wasn’t asking you to hop in with me!”

I’m floundering right now, trying to keep up as Skylar runs circles around me. I thought I had seen how excruciating Skylar’s flirting could be before, but I realize now that she has been holding back.

“Uh yea, maybe? I need to do a few things up here and then check in with Beth, but I’ll see if I can stop by.”

“Suit yourself,” she says, brushing past me, her hand slipping over my hip in an intentionally accidental-seeming way. But her hand pauses there as she stops, tilting her face toward my ear. “Oh, and don't lie to me. I know that’s exactly what you were thinking about.”

Then she pulls back and the sultriness is gone. She’s all smiles and it almost makes me doubt what I heard, but then she winks and I know that I didn’t.

The room is warm but when she’s gone I shiver all the same. I can’t help but wonder why Skylar is doing this.

And what else she has up her sleeve.
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I absolutely 100% do not follow Skylar to the showers. Not at first and not later.

That’s not to say she isn’t right. It’s all I could think about when she said it. Hell, it’s practically all I can think about now.

I may be a bit of a womanizer (non-derogatory) and sure sometimes I let what’s between my legs do more of my decision making then I should, but I’m not an idiot.

Even if Skylar isn’t just teasing, even if I really could storm down there, strip my clothes off, slip under the steamy water, press Skylar up against the tile and fuck her brains out, I know that it’s just as terrible an idea as it was to let Skylar fuck me in the first place.

Worse probably.

Because at least then I was caught up in the moment, not really sure what was happening. But now?

Now, I know better—better what I want and better where Skylar is with all this.

So she’s into women, but it’s silly to think that this gorgeous hopeless flirt is going to want more from me than just some fun.

After all, that’s who I am: NicGPT, the broken and confused approximation of a real woman. I’m fun and carefree. I’m the girl you go home with for the night. But I’m not the girl you take home to meet your parents.

These last few months, first while I was falling for Skylar and then after, I’ve been trying to tell myself that I could be this person, a relationship person, maybe even, gulp, a marriage person.

I take another gulp, this one of whiskey, as I rest my head against the bar. The bartender, a young woman with a pink mohawk and gold hoop earring the size of my fist, clears her throat.

“I, uhh, thought you said it was for the bride.”

By that she means the whiskey and she only believes that because that’s what I told her.

I lift my head and give her a rueful smile as I press the glass to my lips. This time I take a small sip.

“It is for the bride.” I place the glass down, the heavy bottomed glass making a satisfying thunk against the thick wooden bartop. “I don’t think she would appreciate it if I punched the Maid of Honor during the ceremony. And without this”—I tap my finger against the glass, then trace a circle around the rim—“that’s what’s going to happen. Either that or I’ll rip her clothes off. Both seem inappropriate for a wedding.”

The pink haired girl's eyes go wide and then she snorts a laugh. “Got it,” she says, smiling at me while she lowers her head and looks at me through her thickly curled lashes. “Can’t have a wedding without a bit of drama.”

I study her more closely, not having really paid much attention before. But the way she’s looking at me is making a few things clear, and one of them is that this girl is cute. Not exactly the aesthetic that usually catches my eye, but in truth, I’ll take any beautiful woman to bed, whether she’s my type or not.

“Certainly not where Nic is involved,” a familiar voice says.

I groan and collapse onto the bar again. “Why are you here?”

Ally slides into the seat next to me. As I lift my head, the bartender looks between us nervously, like she can’t quite decide whether to leave me alone with Ally.

Which, honestly, is fair. Ally is an attractive but severe looking woman and when she gives the other girl a look, she scurries off to the other end of the bar like there are dogs chasing her.

“Excuse you,” I say, “I was working here.”

“You’re welcome.” Ally shakes her head subtly. “You don’t want to go down that road.”

I drain the rest of my whiskey and then turn to face her. “Oh no? Let me guess: because you still want me back and are here to explain why.”

Then Ally does something that is so out of character, I nearly fall out of my chair.

She sighs and bites her lip, looking nervous, before she says, “I’m sorry.”

“What?” I say, and then again, “What? I’m sorry? You’re sorry? Jesus, what was in this?”

I lift the glass and study it in the light, looking for traces of the poison or hallucinogen that it must be laced with.

Because there is no way on god’s green earth that Ally just apologized to me.

Ally crinkles her nose. “I said I’m sorry. And I’m not here to try to convince you to get back with me. That was…not appropriate for me to say.”

If Ally’s face melted off at this moment, revealing that she was one of those lizard people who secretly rule the world, it would be easier to process then this.

Ally is many things: a poet, a novelist, a giant douche. But one thing she’s never been—at least, not from anything I’ve seen—is someone who considers other people’s feelings.

She’s the kind of person who steps over others to get what she wants—wearing her sharpest stilettos—and never looks down. She cuts people out of her life for any reason or no reason at all. One time she refused to leave our server a tip because the poor guy pronounced bruschetta wrong.

She’s a piece of work, to say the least. And I am too, mostly, but not entirely because of her.

So to hear her apologize to me is like spotting the Easter Bunny having brunch with Tupac, Amelia Earhart, and Santa Claus—it’s just not something you’ve ever seriously thought about, because, based on everything you know about how the world works, it’s just categorically impossible.

Only, it seems like maybe it isn’t.

“Are you dying?” I ask, because maybe that would make it make sense.

Ally laughs, not her practiced high society snicker that she uses when she thinks something is beneath her.

No, this is a laugh. A real laugh. One that stretches her lips and reaches all the way to her eyes.

This, too, is a first time occurrence.

“No,” she says, shaking her head for emphasis. “I’ve just been made aware that I am perhaps not the upstanding person that I’ve always considered myself.”

“Made aware?” I ask, trying not to gawk. “By who?”

“By whom,” she says with a sigh, then shakes her head. “Susan.”

“Susan?”

Ally looks affronted. “Yes, she is my friend, remember?”

I can’t help but laugh. “Honestly, I forgot you had friends.”

“Hah, and might I add, hah.” She pauses and she deflates just a little as her eyes drift to my glass.

I nod in understanding and wave down the pink haired bartender to order us two more whiskeys. This time, with Ally staring daggers at her, she doesn’t even need the line about them being for the bride. She just makes the drinks and scurries off as quickly as she can.

Ally sips her drink as she explains it to me. How Susan came to her after the last wedding, the one where she wore the dress. My dress. There’s a lot to follow about Susan and Ally and their relationship, but the long and the short of it is pretty simple.

“She absolutely tore into me.” Ally says, shaking her head. “Made it clear that if I wanted to be here today, I was going to have to apologize to you. So here I am, saying I’m sorry. About the dress–then and now—about what I told you during our courtship.” Leave it to Ally to use the word courtship. “For all of it really. I’m sure there’s more I should say, but that’s what I have for now. I’m not suddenly a good person, I don’t think, but I think I might want to be.”

It still makes almost no sense, but when she says the words I believe them.

“I’ve never seen you be so honest.” I say, shaking my head in disbelief. “You always seemed so certain, so sure of everything.”

Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “We are all damaged. And we all have walls that we build to keep the pain away, to keep ourselves safe from anything that might hurt us. The only difference between us is that I was already hurt when we met. But that didn’t mean it was right of me to hurt you too.”

“The only difference?”

Ally’s eyes roll. “That and the fact that I dealt with it by becoming a raging bitch apparently, while you decided to become a giant slut.”

“A slut?” I practically gasp out the words, but it’s not the words that really surprise me—it’s the laugh they draw from me.

Ally wiggles her eyebrows. “Tell me I’m wrong. I hear things.”

I snort. “From who?”

“From whom, you mean,” she teases with no hint of her usual venom. “Take your pick. You’ve slept with half the eligible bachelorettes in the area. Is it really so surprising that I might know someone who knows someone?”

“Half? That’s absurd.” I sip my drink, a smile on my lips. “It’s only a quarter.”

“You don’t want to sleep with the bartender,” Ally says, her tone shifting to something more serious.

I raise one eyebrow, not sure where she’s going with this, and then it hits me.

“Skylar?” I have to clear my throat to get her name out.

“Is that her name? Your little girlfriend?” Ally nods. “Yes, she was the one to tell Susan about everything. The reason I almost had my head chopped off. Susan told me a little but I won’t pretend to understand it all. You don’t want to sleep with the bartender, Nic.” She pauses and then sighs, looking down at her drink. “Don’t be an idiot just because I was an asshole.”

And then I say the only thing I can think, “Thanks, Ally. That actually means more than you could know.”

“I think I might have some idea.” Ally laughs and then nods. She tips her glass toward me. “To the damage done. And to trying to make it right.”

I clink my glass with hers.

Yea, I can drink to that.
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The venue is a modern reconstruction of an old farmhouse that used to sit on a massive parcel of land that backs up to the neighborhood where Will and I grew up. Built in the seventeen-hundreds, the original house had been older than the country itself.

But it burned down fifteen years ago. Bad luck most people said, though at the time there had been conspiracy theories: arson or insurance or worse.

I still remember the sting of smoke that woke me in the night, the panic I felt before I realized that it wasn’t coming from our house. I raced outside to find Will waiting on the front porch.

We rode our bikes in the darkness. There was no moon that night but the flashing lights of the emergency vehicles and the flames from the fire that danced in the sky were enough to guide us.

The trail took us to the top of the hill and from there we watched in silence as the whole place went up.

Before the fire, it had been a historical site, preserved by the township, but only barely. After, some developer swooped in and built a replica of the farmhouse—three times the size—that attempted to preserve the classic architecture of the exterior while transforming the inside into a modern venue for grand events.

Events like weddings.

The ceremony is outside, and from where we stand at the altar, I can see the very same hill that Will and I watched from all those years ago.

The air is heavy with memory, thick with a nostalgia that threatens to choke me—as if the memory of smoke still lingers in the air.

It is not a bad feeling, not exactly. But it is overwhelming.

Will is getting married. For years and years, it has been me and Will, and then the rest of the world.

He dated and I did, at least before Ally, but this is obviously different. This is a new chapter, and the symbolism of the location feels almost heavy handed.

Home and childhood and the fire that burns away the old to make room for something new—though in Will’s case, he is just moving from single to married life, and no historically important sites are being laid to waste in the process.

No historical sites, but I can’t help but wonder if some part of me is being laid to waste. Dramatic phrasing aside, there is something about that that resonates, echoing inside me until something deep within answers back.

I glance across to see Skylar standing there and though I’ve seen the dress already, it’s the same as the first time.

My stomach flutters and I suddenly feel like someone has cinched a belt around my chest, pulling and tightening until each breath is a labor.

The groom’s side is wearing burgundy with accents of dusty blue. For the bride’s side, it’s the reverse. I’m wearing an off the shoulder Empire dress with ruched chiffon pleats in a deep burgundy and holding a silk bouquet of dusty blue and white roses.

Skylar’s dress brings out the pale blue in her eyes. It’s a simple A-line with a slit that runs almost all the way up her leg. The fabric seems to melt into her body, accentuating her curves. In her hands she holds a bouquet similar to my own, but the blue roses are replaced with red.

Will looks dapper in his tux and Susan looks incredible in her dress, but in truth my mind barely registers it. I’m happy for them—beyond happy—but even during the ceremony, it’s hard to concentrate.

It’s very hard to keep my eyes off Skylar. Once or twice we make eye contact and then quickly look away.

The vows are said and rings exchanged. They kiss, we clap, and everyone cheers.

It truly is a wonderful ceremony. Truly a wonderful thing.

I only wish I didn’t have this pang in my chest that is making it almost impossible to enjoy any of it, almost impossible to be in this moment for and with them to celebrate their love.

Thankfully, Will and Susan opted for pictures before the wedding, so the moment the bride and groom make their way down the aisle, the reception starts.

After the appetizers and the entrees, and the speeches—both Skylar and I give one, and I can barely keep it together through either—the dancing begins. Loud and boisterous and so very Will, the place becomes a madhouse.

There are some older friends and family there but two-thirds of the people are around our age and are looking to cut loose. I stand at the edge, watching as the minutes slip away, then an hour and then more.

The party is still going, but it won’t be for much longer. Some of the older guests are heading for the exit as the party on the dance floor only grows more wild.

I’ve never been the biggest dancer at weddings, always telling myself it was cooler to be aloof, to linger at the edges, to let them come to me. Only now I don’t want that.

Now, as I watch the mass of bodies, I want to be among them, letting loose, not caring. It is not nerves that stops me. Nor is it a lack of talent—I’m not a professional dancer or anything, but I know how to move.

No, the reason my feet are firmly rooted is because of Skylar. I watch her dancing, twirling, spinning, moving, all with more enthusiasm than grace. But it doesn’t matter: I’ve never seen anything so captivating.

And then the music drops for a moment, and she turns toward me. I know I should look away—hell, I should probably run away—but I don’t, and our eyes meet. She smirks at me and crooks one finger, beckoning me toward her.

When I don’t move she gives me a look, then rolls her eyes. I laugh despite myself when she breaks out the imaginary lasso and tries to rope me in. I chuckle and can’t help myself. Something inside breaks loose and then my feet begin to move.

Skylar’s eyes brighten, her smile turning sly. She dances her way through the crowd until we meet and wordlessly she offers me her hand.

There is no thought when I take it. No thought as we begin to move.

All there is the music and the motion and this beautiful woman moving with me, pressing her body into mine, sliding this way and that. When she turns and grinds on me, it’s as goofy as it is sexy and all I can do is smile.

One moment her movements are pure sex, pure seduction, verging on the inappropriate when she pops her leg—the one with the slit that runs nearly to her waist. I am completely transfixed.

And then the next moment, she is as goofy as can be, voguing and doing the robot and the one where you put your fingers in V and run them past your eyes. I’m waiting for her to drop to the floor and do the worm, but before she can escalate to that level of tomfoolery, a slow song comes on.

The goofy smile fades and becomes soft and kind and inviting. Once again, she reaches out a hand. And this time she has words for me.

“Can I have this dance?”

My hands move to her hips while hers reach up and wrapped around my neck—middle school dance style. I look down at her for a moment as she looks up, we both give an awkward smile and look away, overwhelmed by the closeness and the intimacy.

“What is your deal?” I ask, full of genuine curiosity.

She turns, her eyes still tracking something across the ballroom for a moment before they switch focus to me. The ghost of a smile still lingers on her lips, like a spot by the windowsill still warm after the sun has gone behind the clouds.

“What do you mean?”

I shake my head, hoping that the motion will somehow clear the fog, somehow grant me the clarity that I have been seeking for weeks now that have turned into nearly two months.

Of course, that doesn’t happen.

“Like,” I start and then stop, clenching my fists as my heart quickens its pace. “Like are you the cool calm seductress with a heart of gold? The perfect foil for the ice queen? The one who finally shows her what it’s like to feel, that it’s okay to melt the frigid palace she’s built around herself?”

Skylar’s eyes are bright and blue and there is nothing icy in them. I wonder, idly, if there ever was. She gives me a smile, head tilted. A small nod nudges me to continue.

“Or are you the bumbling bag of nerves who thought it was a smooth move to tell Ally that we are ‘super gay together?’” I smile even now at that memory. “The one who climbed onto my lap and almost started making out with me while trying to help me with my seat belt or who knocked over that poor waiter, along with about two dozen goblets of ‘Butterbeer’ at that nerdfest of a wedding.”

The song ends and Skylar takes my hand. She leads me away from the dance floor as the music switches back to party mode.

I watch bodies move on the dance floor as the bass pounds then recedes. There is a pause there, a moment of quiet within the noise. And then bass drops again, louder, harsher, booming with such intensity I can see the ripples in the glass on a nearby table, like something out of Jurassic Park.

Would it really be so bad?

“Either would work,” I continue. “Though maybe other things would too. They are classic pairs. The ice queen and the alpha bitch. Or the ice queen and the wide eyed innocent. They both sort of deconstruct the trope in the same way, though I guess they are so played out at this point that they are tropes themselves.”

Skylar’s smile has beaten a hasty retreat and is now in a full rout. The frown she wears in its place ties knots in my stomach. “Nic, what are you talking about?”

I can feel the pressure behind my eyes the same way I can feel the tightness in my throat.

“Do you want to get out of here?” Skylar asks, and then adds when she sees how I react, “Relax, I don’t mean it like that. Things are winding down here and my feet are killing me. I know a place close by. To talk.”

How strange is it that her explanation almost leaves me disappointed? Like after all that dancing I was hoping she was going to whisk me away, like it meant something. This is why Skylar is so dangerous to me. Even when I know that she wants something different, I still have to fight the urge not to give in, not to just go for something casual and stupid and fun while she tries to figure things out.

“That would be nice,” I say, and once more she takes my hand in hers. It feels nice and maybe being friends can feel like this.

This time there are no clever (or unclever) jokes, no witty back and forth, no raised eyebrows or gratuitous winks. Even when we say our goodbyes to a rather inebriated Susan and Will, who are doing unspeakable things on the dance floor while Beth and Aditi alternate between laughing their asses off and trying to outdo them, Skylar doesn’t make any snarky comment to her brother about going home to defile me.

There is a part of me that almost misses it.

But, of course, I have only myself to blame for that. I’ve made it clear to Skylar where I stand, or at least, I’ve pretended to.

How can you make something clear to someone else if it’s not even clear to you?
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There’s a new path, one that leads from the venue to the hill, the same hill where Will and I sat and watched the flames. The way is illuminated here and there with electric torches.

“Some of Will’s family is staying with Molly,” Skylar explains, referring to Will’s mom. They share a Dad, but Skylar is staying with her too, which is so very like Molly, treating the kids of her asshole husband’s second marriage like they’re family too. “It was my idea to do the lights so that no one would have to worry about driving.”

We make it back to Molly’s home, Will’s childhood home, and the moment I walk in the door, the nostalgia almost knocks me on my ass.

That and the far too many drinks I’ve had over the course of the day.

“Something to drink?” Skylar asks as we settle at the same kitchen table that I have sat at a million times.

“This is weird,” I say, eyes sweeping around a kitchen that has changed in a thousand unimportant ways and absolutely none that matter. It’s like going back in time.

“Weird because you haven’t been here for years?” Skylar asks. “Or because we still haven’t really talked about how I fucked you in a coatroom and then we didn’t speak to each other for two months after? Or maybe it’s a little of both?”

“Oh god, Skylar,” I groan and scrub my hands over my face.

“That was definitely one of the things you said that night too.” She winks at me.

“Is this fun for you?” I ask, unable to keep the edge from your voice.

“What do you mean?”

“Teasing me like this. Torturing me. I get that you're a tease. I get that we said maybe we could be friends, but Jesus, Skylar. This is too much.”

“I’m teasing you?” The syllables come slow, like she is confused by each one of them.

“What else would you call this?”

“Flirting,” she says and I can’t understand the confusion in her voice.

“What’s the difference?”

“Nic, what are you so scared of?” Her stare is intense and the question rocks me like a punch to the jaw.

“What?” I force out, already feeling my throat tighten.

“She really did a number on you, didn’t she?” she asks, her voice sounding more sad than angry.

I don’t ask who she means, because of course it’s obvious. Because of course, it’s Ally.

But it does remind me.

“You talked to Susan. About Ally.” It isn’t a question.

“I did,” she says and when she does she smiles. “And I’m not going to apologize. What she did was fucked up. And then wearing that dress? Beyond fucked up.”

She isn’t wrong. For years, I’ve tried to make what Ally did to me something smaller than it really was. I tried to pretend that it didn’t warp me, change me. I tried to pretend I was over it.

“Yea, that’s me. The fucked up one who still can’t get over a decade old breakup.” I bury my head in my hands. “God, I’m so fucking pathetic. The fucked up little ice queen who will never be relationship material.”

I’ve told myself for years that I didn’t want relationships. That I didn’t believe in love. And all of it was a defense. I thought I was building up walls, great blocks of solid stone, stacked until they reached the sun.

Only I didn’t realize that the blocks were made of ice. And now, this summer with Skylar has melted them all and left me blinking in the blinding sun, disoriented and defenseless.

“Life isn’t one of Ally’s stories,” Skylar says, tentatively leaning across the table and resting her hand on my forearm. “And we aren’t characters. Stories, even the good ones, flatten reality. They use tropes and archetypes and conventions to make things readers can understand. Real life is harder, though, messier and it’s hard enough to orient oneself to it, but someone else? In a world that you created? You have to give the reader shortcuts so even when they don’t know the story, they kind of do, you know?”

“Oh god,” I groan, lifting my head from my hands. “Another writer.”

There is more that remains unspoken.

“You don’t have to be the ice queen or if you are, then not only, you know? You can be this or that, or both or neither. Don’t let her make you into a character, Nic. This is your story. It’s not hers.”

Maybe she’s right. Maybe this isn’t Ally’s story, but I’m not quite sure that it’s mine. If I really was the author of this, I know how I’d write it.

I’d scribble Skylar onto every page. I’d fill the margins with her until there was nothing that she didn’t touch, no part of me that she didn’t know.

No part of me that was not a part of her.

But that’s not what this is. It’s neither Ally’s story nor mine. This is real life. And real life doesn’t always have a happy ending.

She stands from the table and offers me her hand. Without question, I take it.

There’s some finality in her face. This is where we part, as friends we say, but I can feel the weight of it. This is too much for me and she still hasn’t figured herself out.

We will say that we want to stay in touch. That we want to be friendly, but that is just a lie we will tell ourselves to make it all sting less.

Maybe in some other life where I wasn’t this fucked up. Maybe this could work.

“Thanks for everything, Skylar. What you said, about Ally and her stories and me? I can’t explain what that means to me. I’m sure you’re tired and⁠—”

“I’m not tired,” she says, her tone completely changed—firm and unyielding. “I’m staying in Will’s old room. Do you want to see it?”

It’s been years—a decade or more—since I’ve been up there, but the pull of the suggestion has me rising to my feet.

And yet, I wish that Skylar was asking me up to the room for completely different reasons. She’s offering me a bit of nostalgia, a chance to meander down memory lane.

As far as parting gifts go, it’s oddly sweet.

“Sure,” I say and she smiles.

The room is the same as I remember. It’s clear Molly has kept it more or less the same since Will moved out after college. The room is a clash of colors: red and orange and blue and green and white.

The colors for the Phillies, Flyer, Sixers, and Eagles.

The walls are covered in posters of players from the same, half of whom I know longer even recall, though there was a time that I could, back when Will and I were inseparable and it was impossible for our interests not to bleed together.

The same Kelly green Eagles curtains hang, faded over the years by the sun until they seem almost translucent.

I can almost still smell the stale scent of skunked weed from the awful joints we used to sneak in here and try to smoke with the windows open, thinking we were the stealthiest of criminals.

Years later, Molly admitted she had always known, but let us do it here rather than worrying about what we might get up to somewhere else.

It feels like half a dream to be back here.

“Thanks,” I say, turning back to Skylar with a bright smile on my face. “This was really⁠—”

The look in Skylar’s eyes stops me cold.

And then she closes the door.

“Take off the dress,” she says, her eyes never leaving mine as one hand reaches back and undoes her hair. The way her dark locks fall around her sun kissed shoulders makes my stomach dip.

“Skylar,” I say, the word half gasped. “I told you. I can’t do this.”

“No,” she says, her tone deep. Her eyes are dark with lust as she rakes them slowly down my body and back up. The intensity is…obscene. Not once in a decade of patronizing the diviest of dive bars have I ever been leered at with such naked lust. “Now, lose the dress. I’m not going to ask again.”

I try to summon anger at that. The position she is putting me in, knowing what we’ve talked about. But anger isn’t the reason my heart is beating twice as fast as it should be. Anger is the reason I can’t stop the trembling in my lips. And anger certainly isn’t the reason that I can feel the warmth between my legs, the wetness.

“No?” I push my chest out and fix her with a look of my own. She’s not the only one who can do intense. “What is that supposed to mean? I told you, I can’t do this let’s see what happens thing. I told you I can’t wait around for you to figure out what you want. I’m too fucking into you for that.”

“Exactly.” Skylar takes a step toward me, wetting her lips—has her tongue always been that long? “And, Nic, what I’m telling you is that I know what I want now.”

I struggle to swallow down the bowling ball in my throat. “You do?”

She nods and those few inches of almost imperceptible motion are the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

“I do. I want you. All of you,” she says, closing the distance between us. Her head angles up, jaw strong and defiant. “But what I want now is you out of that dress, down on your knees, and I want to see just what that pretty little mouth of yours can do.”

The verdict is in: alpha bitch it is.

The moment Skylar’s lips crash into mine all doubt is gone. Even the memory of it vanishes until it seems impossible that there was ever anything other than this certainty.

Her fingers move quickly to the zipper of my dress which she draws down in one fluid motion. The chest sags and falls forward, baring my breasts. Skylar breaks the kiss and hungry eyes look down.

“Even better than I imagined,” she growls, her eyes never leaving my tits. My nipples are pinched hard and tight and I can hardly breathe as she drinks in the sight.

Her hands move to my front, each cupping her breasts gently, her thumb brushing over my nipples and making my legs shake. She gropes me with all the frantic intensity of a teenager as she walks me toward the dresser.

When my ass bumps up against it, she pauses and helps me take my dress the rest of the way off, leaving me in nothing but a pair of lacy blue boy shorts. She takes a moment to look me over.

The way she licks her lips sends a pleasant zing through my whole body.

“Well?” she says and for a moment I don’t know what she means.

And then her words from earlier come back to me. I smirk at her, feeling the confidence flooding me from the way her eyes are glued to my body, roaming over it, wide and hungry and filled with want.

“I know you said you wanted me on my knees and I think I have the perfect idea,” I say.

Stepping forward, my hands cup her ass and pull her into me—and off her feet. She lets out a yelp that quickly turns into a laugh as she buries her face against my neck and sucks hard enough against the delicate skin there to make me whimper.

I help her up onto the dresser and sink onto my knees. Given our height difference, this ends up being perfect. With her standing, I’m not sure how good the angle would be, but now she’s perfectly at eye level.

She goes to lift her dress but I shake my head. “Let me.”

My fingers slip up the smooth skin of her legs. I can feel the muscles in her calves, rippling beneath the skin, tensing and untensing as my fingers ghost over them. Her breathing is ragged and I risk a look up to see the way her chest rises and falls, practically threatening to spill out over the dangerously low neckline.

I push her dress up, my finger following the risqué slit in the fabric all the way up until I can see her pink panties. I lick my lips as my eyes find hers and she shudders so hard her whole body shakes.

“Jesus, Nic,” she rasps, sounding like she just ran a marathon. “How can you possibly do that with just your eyes?”

I smirk and then shrug as my finger finds the waistband of her underwear and starts to pull it down her legs. “If you’re saying that now, just imagine what you are going to be saying once I bury my tongue in your pussy and shatter your entire world.”

I can see her now, the glistening wetness between her legs. I can see the bud of her swollen clit poking out. It’s breathtaking.

“Nic, wait,” she forces out as my fingers creep up her inner thighs. I slow the motion—but do not stop—as my eyes look up into hers in question. “This might sound crazy, but after last time, I just want to be up front. I’m really into you and I know we’ve only spent a little time together but…” She bites her lip and looks away, shaking her head as she mutters something to herself. “Never mind. I’m sorry. Forget I said anything. Keep going.”

“No,” I say, trying to keep the plea out of my voice. “Tell me. It’s okay, Skylar. Tell me.”

She huffs out a massive breath and her shoulder slump. “I think…I’m in love with you.”

The words slam into my chest so hard I’m not sure I know how to breathe. It’s what I expected her to say, it’s what I was hoping for. There is a moment of panic where I wait for my body to recoil, to revolt, to find some way to mess this up.

But nothing happens. My confidence is still there. The certainty is too. I look up at Skylar, her face a picture of total vulnerability.

“You think?” I smirk up at her. “Waiting to see how good I really am before making up your mind?”

“No, not all, Nic. I⁠—”

I shake my head and cut her off. “Relax, Skylar. I’m just teasing you.” To highlight the point, I slide one finger over her wetness, letting it circle her clit once before I pull away. Her eyes shut tight as a string of expletives fires out of her mouth. “And despite how strange this has all been, I feel it too. I love you Skylar.”

Her breath catches again as her cheeks flush.

“And,” I say, pushing her dress even further out of the way as I lean forward, “I know you are going to love this.”

There has been enough waiting and I am all out of patience. I lean forward and begin to devour Skylar. My tongue is strong and hungry. I swipe over her, drinking her in until my face is covered with Skylar, until my lips and chin and cheeks are slick with her.

I lose myself in the taste of this woman, in the way she curls her fingers through my hair, in the way she chants my name again and again and again until she shatters.

I barely give her a moment to catch her breath before I rise and press my lips to her. My tongue slides across her lips, parting them, and then it meets with hers. The kiss is deep and long and feral. Skylar scoots forward on the dresser and wraps her legs around me, pulling me closer as her hands cup my jaw.

My hands slide into her hair, fingers feathering their way through her dark silky hair.

She shudders. “Nic,” she gasps, “I can’t believe this is real.”

I kiss my way back up her neck, then slide my hands to hold her face. I press my forehead against hers. “Believe it,” I say, unable to keep myself from smiling as Skylar tilts her head and captures my mouth with hers.

We continue to kiss as Skylar slides off the dresser and I walk her to the bed. She pauses as we reach the edge of the bed, and slides her dress off, her bra too. Then she turns and spins, giving me a playful push that has me flat on my back.

She doesn’t wait. Hungry eyes meet mine as she climbs onto the bed, climbs on top of me. “I’m hoping the party doesn’t break up quite yet,” she says, running a finger along my jaw. “There is still so much I want to⁠—”

I don’t wait either. While Skylar speaks, I sit up and take one of her hard nipples into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it as she throws her head back and the rest of her sentence is lost in a low moan that echoes from her chest.

“Not fair,” she growls, her hand cradling my head, pressing me deeper against her chest. “I already owe you, but, oh god, that feels so fucking good.”

“And this?” As Skylar bucks her hips, grinding her wetness against my bare thigh, I slide my hand between us, curling two fingers up into her, while my thumb teases her swollen bud.

Her eyes shoot open and her jaw drops. She looks at me through lidded eyes, heavy with lust. “Nicolette,” she moans, and for the first time in my life the sound of my full name doesn’t make me cringe. In fact, I can’t help but gasp at the way she says it, like it’s prayer and plea and promise.

Promise of this and us and what is yet to come—the deepest hungriest want that either of us have ever known.

She comes again, coating my fingers even as my thumb squeezes every last drop of pleasure from her orgasm.

She wastes no time, sliding down the bed even as she still struggles to bring her breath back to even. All I can feel is the sweet ruin of a want that I know will never be matched—not by anyone else.

Not ever.

I have been with more women than I can count, but it is not until this moment that I have really known what it is I’ve been looking for. I didn’t know the meaning of desire, of pleasure, of an ache so sweet you’d do anything just to taste it again.

Everything in me surrenders and when Skylar presses her tongue against my clit, I come apart.

I’m still half delirious from my orgasm as she takes my hand and pulls me to my feet. Dazed, my vision swims as she guides me over to the desk and bends me over it.

Even though my brain is barely functioning right now, it’s not hard to understand.

“Spread your legs,” she says, her hands slipping up my inner thighs, fingertips raising goosebumps as they ghost along the sensitive skin. “Good girl.”

I brace myself on the disk as I wiggle my ass back and forth. Skylar leans forward until I feel her heavy breasts press against my back, her rock hard nipples brushing over skin.

“You have no idea how much I loved fucking you in that coatroom, Nic.” The passion and enthusiasm in her voice excites me as much as the words do.

But she’s wrong. I know exactly how much she loved it.

Because I loved it just as much.

And when she presses her fingers into me, fucking me from behind as she pulls my hair, my world entire comes undone.

I love this and her and all of it.

NicGPT has finally learned how to be a real girl.
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CHAPTER 22
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And so that is how I find myself in this position.

Sitting with my best friend’s mom—a woman who raised me as much as my own parents did—at the same kitchen table that I sat at for years. I can’t count the number of afternoons Will and I spent here trying, and mostly failing, to get our homework done. Or the number of family dinners I was invited to be a part of.

The only ones I ever knew.

If I was nervous last night about everything with the wedding and Ally and Skylar—well, that has absolutely nothing on this.

My hands are shaking as I bring the coffee mug to my lips and try to take a sip, spilling most of it down my front.

I haven’t done anything wrong, but there is something about adults from a certain part of your childhood that make you feel vaguely guilty—or maybe that’s just me and my own fucked up relationship with parents and family and authority.

If anything, Molly is looking at me with the exact kindness and patience that I always wanted—and never got—from my own parents.

“Nervous?” Molly asks, smiling as she sips her tea.

“Mortified,” I say, laughing despite my own nerves. “Not about what happened. I mean, I really like her. But this is your house and I’m so sorry. I disrespected it like that and…”

I pause and shake my head, realizing that I’m giving away far more information than I need to.

“Not that we did anything,” I say for reasons I can’t begin to understand—the evidence of what we did is all over my neck, a constellation of hickeys almost too numerous to count. “I mean, I didn’t⁠—”

“Have sex with my ex-husband's daughter? My son’s half-sister?” She laughs as she takes another sip. “We’re adults now, Nic. You don’t need to pretend on my behalf. Besides,” she says, leaning closer with a playful yet chastising smile on her face, “you weren’t exactly quiet.”

Mortified? Is that the word I used earlier? Because right now I need something stronger to express just how much I want to disappear, to vanish, to crawl into a hole and to die in darkness. Anything to avoid this. Anything to get rid of the crawling feeling on my skin, my scalp, everywhere, like a thousand-thousand fire ants biting until all I want is to scratch my skin raw.

“Relax,” she says, “I was the first one back. The windows are thin and a few things carried on the wind. I diverted everyone with a tour of the paths out back. By the time we got back, you two seemed to have quieted down. Worn each other out, I imagine.”

“Oh my god,” I finally managed to force the words. “I am so unbelievably sorry.”

I don’t know what else to say. Having Molly catch Skylar and I is essentially the same as being caught by your parents. The embarrassment is so overwhelming I feel my whole body unable to process it—a cringe overload that threatens to take down the entire system.

Molly just shakes her head and laughs, dunking the tea bag several times before taking another sip. “Don’t be. I was young once, believe it or not. Next time, though, maybe take her back to your place.”

I’m saved from any more embarrassment as two familiar voices filter down from upstairs, growing louder as I hear footfalls on the steps.

“She absolutely did,” Aditi hisses. “I saw them leave together and there isn’t another room.”

“Maybe Nic walked her back and went home,” Beth says, her feet echoing in the hallway, just outside the door to the kitchen. “Now, keep it down babe, I don’t think anyone else is—Molly! Nic! Good morning.”

“How was your night?” Aditi asks, eyebrows moving in a complicated pattern that threatens to make me dizzy. “Do anyone—I mean anything fun?”

Beth elbows her in the side.

“What?” Aditi asks, as a mischievous grin spreads over her lips. “I’m just being polite.”

Molly laughs and stands, draining the last of her tea. She sets the cup in the sink and turns back toward the three of us.

“There’s coffee in the pot girls. I’m going to run out and get some breakfast sandwiches for everyone. I’m sure they will be needed.”

When Molly is gone, Beth and Aditi settle in at the cramped kitchen table, steaming mugs of coffee in their hands. They take tentative sips as they look at me expectantly.

“Okay, you two are freaking me out just staring like that,” I say, but can feel the smile tugging at my lips—Beth and Aditi have grilled me about girls I’ve taken home before, so this song and dance isn’t exactly new. “What do you want to know?”

And yet, sometimes, someone comes into your life who makes everything seem new again.

“How was it?” Aditi asks, almost breathless. “Something tells me that girl is a freak.”

“Excuse you,” I huff out, an exasperated laugh following after. “That’s my girlfriend you are talking about.”

Aditi’s eyes nearly bulge out of their socket. Beth’s jaw drops.

“I told you, I told you, I told you,” Aditi stands from the chair and practically does a little dance right there in the kitchen.

“Girlfriend, huh?”

Three pairs of eyes snap to the doorway where Skylar stands, arms crossed, a bemused expression on her face.

I can feel my heartbeat in my ears as she furrows her brow, waits a moment, and then smiles.

“I like that,” she says and warmth blooms in my chest. “Room for one more at the table? It sounded like things were just getting good.”

I slide into the chair against the wall as Skylar pours herself a cup of coffee and takes the seat next to me.

“So?” she say, leaning in to blow on her coffee before she takes a sip. She closes her eyes and sighs. “Molly makes the best coffee.”

“So what?” I ask, suddenly tongue tied, which after what our tongues did to one another last night feels a little ridiculous.

“I believe Aditi asked you how I was.” I choke on my sip of coffee. “I believe she also said that I seemed like a freak, which I imagine is a good thing in this case. So what’s the verdict?”

“Oh my god,” Aditi gasps. “I love her so much, Nic. Don’t you dare mess this up.”

Beth rolls her eyes before staring daggers at her wife. “See what happens you run your mouth off.”

If Aditi is at all chastened by that, she certainly doesn’t show it.

My cheeks heat as all eyes turn to me. Even Beth is looking at me expectantly and from my peripheral vision I can see Skylar’s eyes on me, a satisfied grin on her face.

“You guys are really going to make me answer?”

“Of course,” Aditi says while Beth shrugs as if to say, “Might as well.”

Skylar places a hand on my wrist and I look toward her. “Just want to make sure I’m off to a good start. If there’s areas I need to improve in, I’m happy to hear it. I promise I’m a very diligent student.”

She winks.

Aditi cackles and Beth can’t help but join in.

I stare down at my coffee cup, a strange mix of nervous energy and glee coursing through me. It’s a feeling that I could get used to.

“It was incredible,” I say, taking a sip, blushing like a teenager, “And very much yes.”

And from there the conversation becomes easy, laughing and talking about the wedding. At one point Aditi stands up and does her best impression of me grinding on Skylar. I laugh so hard I have coffee coming out of my nose.

Eventually, other guests wake up and Molly comes back with breakfast. The four of us head out to the patio and tear into the sandwiches, butter and bacon and gooey yolk doing what they can to soothe our hungover bodies.

“So when did you come to this revelation?” Aditi asks, turning toward Skylar. “I mean that you were into women, into Nic.”

“So,” Skylar says, biting nervously at her lip. “This is, umm, going to be a bit embarrassing, but I guess it just sort of happened? I think I’m supposed to tell you that I had some epiphany where the heavens parted and a choir of angels told me I should start banging women or whatever. Or maybe I was supposed to put on my thinking cap, do a lot of deep emotional processing and then come out the other end with a decision.”

She laughs at the idea.

“But really with Nic it went more like this: I saw her and thought huh, she’s kinda hot. And then we met and hung out and I thought huh, she’s really hot and fun and I must be super jealous or something because man I can’t stop thinking about her, but I also want to constantly be around her.

“And of course, there was that weird hypersexual sense of humor that I can’t seem to help around pretty girls, but that’s probably normal right? Feminist even, turning locker room talk on its head! But with Nic, it was like I just couldn’t stop. I wanted, really wanted, every conversation to turn toward something dirty. No innuendo was too sexual. No pun too filthy. No entendre too doubled.

“And yea, there was that familiar confusing feeling, low in my stomach. The same one I’m sure all girls get from time to time. You know, you’ve had a glass of wine, home alone on a Friday night. Maybe it’s been awhile…if you know what I mean.

“And you scroll across some instagram thirst trap, a real babe, and you kind of can’t help but torture yourself, looking at her pictures, looking at her body in a series of ever tighter and more revealing athleisure wear and superfluous bikinis. And you’re not exactly sure when, but at a certain point your hand ended up in your pants, not under your underwear—there’s some deniability.

“You aren’t turned on by her. It’s more like this fantasy that you could be her. Have her life, that perfect vacation. You imagine what it would be like to have that perfect body.

“And as you start to touch yourself—over your underwear at first, because this really isn’t related to that, this really isn’t sexual, more like scratching an itch—you try desperately not to think about the dual meaning of that very suggestive phrase: have that perfect body.

“The fantasy is about what being her could do for you, you tell yourself. The kinds of men you could sleep with. I mean who wouldn’t want to sleep with someone who looks like that? With those tits and that ass? With that sultry stare and those pouty, kissable lips? And then…the fantasy sort of stalls out there and you never seem to get around to imagining those men. You just keep thinking about her and that body and you don’t remember when, but soon enough two of your fingers are disappearing inside you while your thumb circles your swollen clit for dear life and then…well, yea.”

Three jaws hang open as Skylar trails off and scratches at her neck.

She smiles nervously, the white of her teeth stark against the red in her cheeks. “So, yea, guess it’s a little obvious in hindsight.”

“Maybe,” I say, moving over to sit on the lounge chair with Skylar. She leans back into me, and my arms pull her in. I kiss the top of her head and she settles in more deeply against me. “But it’s not always easy to figure these kinds of things out. Especially since, as a very wise woman told me, we aren’t just one thing or another. We are all lots of things. And maybe, we really can write our own stories. I’m just so excited to get to do it with you.”

Skylar turns toward me, a soft smile on her face. She presses a kiss to my lips.

“Sounds like a smart lady,” she says. “If I were you I wouldn’t let her out of your sight.”

“That is not going to be a problem,” I say, stroking my finger across her jaw, before I tip her head back toward me and our lips meet again.
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EPILOGUE
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EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER


I slip through the light just as it turns yellow—or maybe a few seconds after—and immediately see red and blue flashing lights in the mirror behind me.

I curse, pull over, and fire off a quick text to Skylar.

Nic


Your “dong emergency” is going to have to wait. Just got pulled over [image: police car light]




Skylar


Oh shit, really? Do you need Will to bail you out? Are you going to make it here tonight?




I’m not saying I blame Skylar for this, but if she hadn’t texted me a half hour ago, changing up our plans to meet at Dunnock’s in Bala Cynwyd…okay, maybe I am blaming her.

I was already on my way when Skylar let me know that she wasn’t feeling well and suggested a night in, using our key phrase dong emergency to let me know she’s seriously not up for it.

Dong emergency has become our stupid shorthand for a ‘no questions asked’ cancellation or switch-up. No one really finds it funny other than us.

And we find it hilarious.

At least, I find it hilarious most of the time, but when it results in a two-hundred dollar moving violation from the grumpiest police officer I’ve had the displeasure of directly iterating with, I’m a little less enthused.

The officer, a fifty something woman with a severe bob and snarl, takes her time, checking a rechecking god-knows-what, walking back and forth between the squad car and mine, asking to see my license again for the tenth time.

By the end of it, I’m exhausted, annoyed, and close to tears.

The moment the officer pulls away, I call Skylar. She answers on the first ring.

“Babe!” The excitement in her voice is just going to make this harder. “Are you okay? Are you in jail? That’s totally fine. We can make it work. Just please tell me they allow conjugal visits.”

“Hah, hah.” I can feel the tug of a smile at Skylar’s joke, but I just don’t have my heart in it. “Is there any chance for a raincheck? I’ve had the worst night and I’m absolutely drained. I’m just gonna head back to my place and⁠—”

Skylar jumps in. “No,” she says a bit too emphatically. There’s a pause. “I mean, my place is closer. And this is a dong emergency if you remember. You have to come.”

Something pricks at the back of my neck, but my mind is too exhausted to think it through.

“Okay,” I say, knowing there is no point. Skylar is far too convincing and there’s no way I’m going to win this argument.

Besides, she isn’t wrong. Her place is closer.
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When I open the door to her apartment, the world goes still.

Because the moment I open the door to her apartment, I know what this is.

The lights are out, a handful of candles lit, flames flickering, illuminating the photographs all around.

The pictures are hung and framed and placed everywhere: on the walls, on the counter, a few propped up on easels that for a moment make me wonder if I’ve walked into my own funeral.

Or Skylar’s.

Because we are both in every picture. Some of which I recognize, but most of which I don’t.

I remember the days, the outfits. I remember the weddings. There are a few posed shots, but many more are candid.

And in so, so many of them Skylar and I are laughing, smiling. When I look at some, I can almost feel the memory down in my abdomen from when we laughed so hard and so long it hurt.

“Hey,” Skylar stands at the counter, her blue eyes dark and inviting in the candlelight. “So, I might have misled you a little bit.”

My mouth doesn’t work. I turn, spinning as my eyes drink it all in.

There’s a picture of us down the shore, arms linked. Skylar is looking at the camera, but I am looking at her. The affection in my expression takes my breath away. It seems impossible that I didn’t realize then what was happening.

It’s all written so clearly on my face. Just how into this woman I was. And looking at the way she looks in that bathing suit, I certainly can’t blame past me—or present me.

I guess I just have good taste.

Of course, Will is the background giving us both bunny ears and that warms my heart all the more.

I slowly enter deeper into the room as Skylar eyes me nervously.

There is a picture of Skylar and I wearing silly wizards hats and holding wands, a memento of the ridiculous boy wizard wedding.

“What is all this?” I ask, finally. My voice shakes.

Skylar slips around the counter and takes my hands in hers. “You know what this is, Nic.”

And she’s right. I absolutely do.

This is the moment I have been waiting for since the day I met Skylar—and maybe even before.

Since Ally, I had spent so much time convincing myself that this was something I didn’t want, because if you think you can’t have something, it’s easier to tell yourself you didn’t want it in the first place.

But I did want it and I do.

“Are you sure?” I ask, pulling one hand back to swipe at the tears spilling down my cheeks.

Skylar reaches up and brushes one tear away with her thumb. “Of course, silly. Why wouldn’t I be sure? Is this about your run in with the law? Don’t worry. I have a thing for bad girls.”

“Skylar…”

To say I’m overwhelmed would be an understatement. But not in a bad way.

Skylar’s brow furrows and she looks up at me with genuine concern. “Nic? Is everything okay? Do you…do you not want this?”

“It’s not that,” I rush the words out the moment I see Skylar’s expression start to shift. “Don’t think that for even a second.”

“What is it then?” she asks, running a thumb over my knuckles.

That little bit of contact is like a salve. I take a deep breath and steady myself.

“I’m just happy,” I say, sounding like a frog has made a home in my esophagus.

“Happy about what?” she teases. “I haven’t even asked you anything yet. Maybe this is all just for a casual Friday night in.”

Her smile is a challenge. One that I am more than happy to accept.

“Bullshit,” I growl, slipping my hands out of hers down to her hips. I pull her against me hard enough to elicit an adorable yelp and then I shower her with kisses as she gasps and giggles. “Now where is it?”

She tries to pull back, giddy and breathless, but I keep her tight against me, letting her head fold into the hollow of my neck, slotting in perfectly.

“Where’s what Nic?” She nuzzles deeper into me. “My honor? That’s long gone. You’ve defiled me one too many times for that.”

“Excuse me?”

Skylar angles her head back and smirks. “Oh, you mean the ring?”

And despite how obvious everything is, hearing that word makes my breath catch.

I nod slowly, not trusting myself to speak.

Skylar steps back from me and slips her hand into her pocket. The diamond catches the candlelight and it looks like a burning ember or a twinkling star.

She drops to one knee and smiles up at me. I can see the wetness in her eyes that mirrors my own. She swallows nervously and I do the same. We both laugh.

“Umm, Skylar?” I say. “I think you are supposed to say something.”

“Oh right.” Her grin is goofy. “Nicolette Marianna Saracini, will you marry me?”

“Yes,” I gasp. “Without question.”

The feeling when she slips the ring onto my finger is like nothing I have ever known.

“You know,” I say, my tone dipping low. “Since you’re already down on your knees…”

“Oh my god, can we PLEASE come out now?” a muffled male voice asks from the other room.

My eyes go wide as Skylar laughs. “So, um, I invited some people.”

From the other room comes a parade of familiar faces: Will and Susan, Beth and Aditi.

There are hugs and tears and congratulations and I have never been even a tenth as happy as I am at this moment, surrounded by all the people that I love.

All the people that love me.

I have a fiancee, a ring, and a future with the most beautiful, smart, and incredible woman I have ever met. I can’t for a moment understand how I have gotten so lucky.

I don’t know what the rest of my life will hold, but I know that it will be different than it has been, and even things that are the same will be completely different.

Next summer there will be a wedding, and this time, I already know who I’m going home with.
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