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Prologue – Leah
2006
 
Poppy nudged me in the ribs, her foot tapping and eyes rolling. I tried to focus on the last few bites of macaroni casserole in front of me. Her mom, Theresa, cooked with heaps of cheese and piles of garlic, and I wanted to savor every last bit.
Kick. Kick. Kick. Poppy’s foot beat against mine, distracting me from the conversation. I smiled at her father, who was telling an anecdote from his work. I hoped he didn’t realize I’d missed most of it already.
“Le-ah…” Poppy whined under her breath.
“Poppy, leave Leah alone,” Theresa said mildly. “That is, unless you’re finished, dear. You girls can go upstairs as soon as you’re both done. There’s no need for you to sit and listen to yet another of Gary’s stories.”
“I’m almost done.” I shook my head at Leah, who was still fidgeting. “And I love your stories, Gary.” I swallowed the last bite, humming at the way the macaroni fell apart in my mouth. “Thank you so much for dinner, Theresa.”
“You don’t have to say that every time, Leah.” Theresa’s eyes were kind.
Poppy jumped up, pushing in her chair and leaving her plate and glass on the table. She was already at the kitchen door by the time she realized I was stacking hers with mine and bringing them to the sink. Since the casserole dish was empty, I brought that over, too.
“You’re not seriously washing dishes,” she groaned. “My mom will do that.”
“When she already cooked?” I turned on the tap.
Poppy heaved a sigh, but she picked up the used napkins from the table and nudged me to move over so she could drop them in the garbage can under the sink. “You’re no fun, Leah.”
“Obviously I am, or you wouldn’t have stayed friends with me for all these years.” I set the last glass in the drying rack.
“Are we done now?” she asked.
“Almost.” I grabbed the dish towel.
Turning around from her seat, Theresa waved me off. “Don’t bother, dear. Like I always say, dishes dry themselves if you give them enough time. Go have some fun, already.”
I hesitated, not wanting to seem ungrateful. These people were like my second family, which meant a lot since my real one wasn’t much of a family. My mom did her best, but as a single parent without a formal education, she had to work so much she was rarely around.
On the other hand, I was dying to get upstairs and be alone with Poppy. She’d had choir practice after school, so we hadn’t spoken one-on-one since second period, and seven hours without talking to her was way too long.
“Okay,” I told her mom. “Only if you’re sure, though. And if I didn’t tell you ten times already, that casserole was seriously delicious.”
Upstairs, Poppy flopped down on her bed, her limbs sprawling every which way. Her sweater lifted, exposing an inch of nearly-flat stomach. I plopped myself next to her and stuck my finger in her belly button.
“Hey!” she yelled.
Exploding with laughter, I threw my arms across my stomach as she tried to do the same to me. I rolled away from her and she crouched beside me, tugging madly at the hem of my ancient Metallica sweater. Strands of my dyed jet-black hair floated into my face until I blew them out of my mouth.
When Poppy saw she wasn’t getting anywhere, she held out her hand. “Truce?”
“Truce.” I reached out to shake – then screeched as she yanked my top up and poked me in the navel. “Cheater!”
“I can’t believe you fell for that,” she snorted.
When our laughter finally died down, she switched on a CD without asking my permission. Justin Timberlake’s new one, of course. She’d been listening to it on repeat so much that I knew all the words. And I hated pop music.
The room filled with the sounds of horrible vocals, and she lay beside and we stared at each other. “So?” I asked. “How’d it go with Calvin last night?”
“Good,” she breathed, her eyes going dreamy.
I ignored the twinge in my gut. “Well, what happened? I’ve been dying to know all day.”
She snapped back to her usual self. “Didn’t seem like it. You were pretty keen on staying downstairs and chit-chatting with my boring-ass family, actually.”
My face went hot. “My mom and I don’t exactly have family dinners, and when we do get to sit down together, we eat freezer meals. I never, ever want your parents to think I’m not grateful for them including me like this.”
“I know, I know.”
Sometimes I wondered if she did know. She loved her parents, but we were only seventeen, and at our age it was easy to take something you’d always had for granted.
“You could come over every night of the week if you wanted,” she went on. “My parents wouldn’t mind, and I sure wouldn’t, either.”
“I wouldn’t impose like that. They’d get sick of me.” What I kept to myself was that she also needed time to spend with her other friends, who didn’t understand why she hung out with me. 
She got along with just about everyone in our grade, and her closest friends other than me were the most popular girls in school. They thought I was a freak with my black hair and heavy eyeliner. For my part, while I didn’t have anything against them, I found them too ditzy and empty-headed to want to spend time with them. 
Poppy was ditzy, too, but that was different. She was funny and carefree and completely free of pretences. The other popular girls put up a front, always trying to look good and impress people. Poppy didn’t care what people thought. She was just her own unique and unadulterated self. 
We’d known each other since the day we were born – not quite literally, but we might as well have. We shared a birthday, so our moms had probably crossed paths in the hospital. They’d actually met in a breastfeeding class a few days later. They bonded over first-time motherhood and even discovered they lived near each other. And while they’d never totally meshed the way Poppy and I ended up doing, they were close enough to trade off on baby-sitting, so that Poppy and I were practically forced to become best friends.
Now Poppy pouted. “I’d never get sick of you… but I guess I’ll have to stick with seeing you every day in calculus.”
“You poor thing, having a free tutor.” I was a perpetually lazy student, but science and math came easily enough to me that I could help Poppy out, too. “Now tell me about Calvin.”
“Well!” Poppy put her hands behind her head, grinning like the cat who ate the canary. “He wanted to pick me up, so he had to come in and meet my parents, which he wasn’t expecting, but he played along, and my dad gave him such a hard time.”
“I bet.”
“We went to the movies, and we were eating popcorn out of the same bag, so our hands just kind of brushed up against each other’s every once in a while. Like, I kept wondering if he was doing it by accident, but then halfway through the movie he put his hand on my knee, so…” She smirked.
“Wow.” I told the funny feeling in the base of my stomach to go away. “Did he kiss you?”
“Not on the lips.” She played with a strand of blonde hair. “There was a moment when he dropped me off when I thought he was going to. We were on my doorstep and he was staring at me with that look guys get, you know?”
I didn’t know. “Sure.”
“And he leaned in, and I got a little nervous, and he must’ve felt it too, because at the last second he swerved and went for my cheek instead.” Pursing her lips, she shrugged. “It was cute, at least.”
“Cute’s what you look for in a guy?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” She flipped onto her stomach, positioning a pillow under her torso. “What about you, anyway? When are you going to find a boyfriend?”
I laughed uncomfortably. “Probably never. I don’t have much time, what with Sandwich Town four nights a week, and all the studying I clearly do.”
“Hmph.” She eyed me. “You’d get a lot more male attention if you’d leave your hair brown and go easier on the eyeliner.”
“Not going to happen.” I shoved her playfully. “And that’d be the wrong kind of attention, too.”
“What do you mean?” she teased. “Do you want female attention, or something?”
“Very funny,” I said. “No, I’ll probably stay single forever. If I ever do date, they’d better be a weirdo like me.”
“You might be asking too much. I’m not sure if there’s a male version of you anywhere.” She frowned. “But you can’t just give up and say you’re going to stay single forever, though.”
“I’m pretty sure I just did.”
She flicked me on the shoulder. “That’s too pathetic to even say out loud. C’mon, you’ll meet someone.”
“Probably not. But who needs a boyfriend, anyway? I like being alone.”
“Don’t be such a downer.” She flicked me again, then poked me about eight times in a row. “If you’re not married by the time you’re thirty, I’ll marry you myself.”
My heart fluttered. “Don’t be silly, Poppy.”
“It’s legal in Massachusetts.” 
I turned over, facing away from her. “You’re being dumb. You’ll be married by then, anyway. Probably to Calvin, with a bunch of butt-ugly kids.”
“Our kids would be adorable, thank you very much. But anyway…” She jumped off the bed and rifled through papers on her desk, coming back with a pen and a binder open to an empty page. “I’m really into this idea. Let’s write up a contract so we don’t forget.”
“A contract? For marrying each other?” I raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t even agreed to this half-witted plan yet.”
“Yet,” she repeated. “So you were going to agree. C’mon, you’re being a downer again.” She set her pen to the paper. “Today, October 15, 2006, we the undersigned declare that if we’re both still single at the age of thirty, we will marry each other. Signed, Poppy Barnes.” She scribbled her name with a flourish and held the binder out to me.
I gave her a hard look. “This is really dumb, Poppy. Like, the dumbest plan you’ve ever come up with. Dumber than the time you started a petition to get Mrs. Harrison to take us on a field trip to Narnia in the second grade.”
“Why’s it so dumb?” she asked innocently. “You and me, married. Can you imagine? We’re already best friends. We’d just be life partners as well.” She fluttered her eyelashes at me.
“We’d have to live together,” I said. “You couldn’t even date guys, you know. Thirty isn’t even that old to be giving up on finding a husband. Are you sure you don’t want to make it forty or fifty instead?”
“Nah. If I haven’t met my soulmate by the time I’m out of college, it’s not going to happen. I might as well just marry my bestie and enjoy my life.”
“How about the fact that we’d have to have sex?” I asked. “With each other?”
She hesitated. “We’d work around that.” Shoving the binder at me again, she gave me a puppy-dog look. “Now sign it already.”
I took the binder and held it. “You do know this won’t be legally binding?”
“I’m going to bind you to it.” She grinned. “Even if we somehow manage to lose touch, I’ll find you. Wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, if we’re single I’m tracking your ass down and marrying you.”
I scrawled my name. “That’ll never happen.”
Even if, in my heart of hearts, a tiny wordless part of me wished that it would.
 



One – Poppy
2019
 
The TV droned in the background as I chopped potatoes and carrots for dinner. The news was as depressing as always. These channels only reported on the horrible things that happened in the world, murders and robberies and shootings.
Usually I preferred more optimistic fare. Tonight it felt appropriate. I wasn’t in the best mood, given that I was cooking up a dinner for one.
My girlfriend had moved out just over a month ago, and I still hadn’t gotten used to eating alone. I tried to eat with friends several nights a week, but no one had been free tonight, and with my parents a half-hour drive away, I’d thought it’d be faster to cook for myself.
And it was faster, I thought as I glumly dropped the vegetables into boiling water. It was just a bit pathetic to make and eat a meal alone. Of course, I’d been spoiled growing up. Not everyone had a family who insisted on sitting down together every single night. 
Then I’d been in the dorms, and soon after that, I’d been with Marjorie. A few years’ break in between, and even then I’d had a friendly roommate. After that, there was Kerry for the better part of three years. Until last month.
I shook my head, staring dully into the bubbling water. Things had been good with Kerry, for the most part. I hadn’t seen the break-up coming. All of a sudden, she’d dumped me to be with one of her coworkers, saying she felt more passion for her than she ever had for me. It was true that we’d always felt more friendly than romantic, but I’d thought that was a good thing, a sign of maturity in our relationship. In the end, it hadn’t been good enough for her.
“It’s not the end of the world,” I said out loud. “I don’t need a girlfriend. I’m fine by myself.”
I wasn’t convincing anyone. The lack of passion hadn’t made the break-up any easier – I guessed because I’d been used to the constant companionship. Kerry was a homebody like me, so when she was at work, she was with me. Until she wasn’t.
I poked a carrot with the tip of a fork. It seemed tender, so I drained the vegetables and set them on a plate next to some chicken and rice. Simple, boring even, but it’d be filling and healthy.
After setting a single place for myself, I grabbed the remote. The new flat-screen sat on the wall across from me – I’d bought it after the break-up. Kerry and I used to cuddle up and watch TV in the living room. Now I used this TV to keep the silence at bay.
“… in the sixth murder in Grass Cove this year…” the reporter said, just before I jabbed at the remote. This was small-town Wyoming, and half those “murders” probably referred to the deaths of family pets. Anything would be better than that fear-mongering, aside from maybe the national news.
I flipped channels to find something that’d capture my attention. Nothing good was on at this hour – all the good shows were only on Netflix these days, anyway. Not wanting to get up and get my laptop, I went back to the news. Ideally I’d find some current events I could talk about with my fourth-graders tomorrow. We’d been learning about the regions of the United States, so there should be something I could tie in.
The screen had shifted from the newsroom to a reporter standing in a field next to what appeared to be a robotic dog. I screwed up my eyes, trying to figure out if I was interpreting that right. The thing was the size and shape of a greyhound, but with interlocking metal components rather than flesh and fur.
“The SpotBot 3000 will soon be starting work with the FBI,” the reporter said. “This prototype may not bark like a real dog, but he does have other capabilities – like searching and rescuing. He uses cutting-edge heat-sensing technology to find people lost in the wilderness, or victims of train, boat, or airplane accidents.”
He stepped aside, and a woman came forward to kneel and pet the “dog.” She was dressed casually, considering that she was on TV – skinny jeans and a blazer with elbow patches. There was something familiar about her, but with the thick-framed black glasses she wore, I couldn’t tell where I might know her from.
The reporter gestured toward the woman. “Meet SpotBot’s creator and founder of PupTech – Grass Cove’s own Leah Perry.”
My breath caught in my throat. That couldn’t be my Leah… could it? This one had brown hair rather than the jet-black I remembered, and her style was more normal – no all-black clothes or metal-studded jewelry. She was a little heavier, too, her breasts and hips curvier.
But it had to be her. How many Leah Perries were there in a town of 200,000? How many with the same eyes, the same smile? As she stood up on-screen, I became certain it was her, Leah, all grown up.
“Tell us about creating SpotBot,” the reporter said. “Was he harder to train than the average dog?”
Leah laughed, and I knew for sure it was her. “He took a few years longer to train than you might’ve expected. In fact, you could say I’ve been training him since I finished grad school and opened PupTech, which was six years ago.”
I stared at the screen, my food going cold in front of me. A shot of pride burst through my heart. I’d always known Leah would be successful when science and math came so easily to her, but to see her now… she had a master’s degree in what, engineering? Robotics? And she’d founded her own start-up?
She’d always hated to study, and sometimes I’d worried she wouldn’t even make it through college. And then there was her financial situation. Even though she’d worked at the sandwich shop to save up, I’d feared she wouldn’t go to college at all, until the day she’d excitedly told me she’d gotten several scholarships.
Resting my chin in my hand, I gazed at the TV with affection. It was good to see Leah again, to know she was all right. I never would’ve thought we’d lose touch, but she and her mom had moved, and somehow with all the things going on in college, one or both of us hadn’t put in the effort to keep our friendship alive.
“And does SpotBot ever pee on carpets?” the reporter asked.
Leah laughed again. Back in the day, she would’ve rolled her eyes – or maybe not, because even though the question was cheesy, the pride she took in her robotic dog was written all over her face. People got cheesy when it came to their babies, as I knew from my own job.
“No, he doesn’t,” she said. “But it’ll be a while before you can buy one for your home. SpotBot’s job is too important to let him run and play fetch.”
“What a good boy.” The reporter scratched SpotBot behind the ear. “Back to you, Carly.”
I flipped the TV off and ran to the other room for my laptop, my lethargy forgotten. I still had Leah on Facebook, which I never logged into, and I doubted she did either. Social media had been the brand-new craze when we were starting college, and even then, she hadn’t been into it.
Still, I clicked her profile to see what I might find. It was mostly blank, stating just her name and the fact that she worked at PupTech. A phone number was listed, though – the same number I’d once known by heart.
I stared at it, conscious of my heart pumping faster in my chest. Ten or eleven years had passed since we’d spoken. What would she say if I called her now? What would I even say? 
Before I could plan anything out, I was picking up the phone.
 



Two – Leah
 
I shook Francis’s hand as soon as the cameras turned off. “Thanks so much for having me on your show. I think that interview went really well.”
“Thank you for giving your time to our small local channel,” he said modestly.
“Well, this was my hometown. I wonder if my high school science teachers would’ve seen this. I should’ve given them a shout-out on-air.” I’d been a pain in the neck for Mr. Hansom and Ms. Briar, always asking questions that would’ve been intelligent if they hadn’t been answered in the assigned readings I hadn’t done.
“I’m sure they’ll be impressed if they did see it. Seriously, SpotBot is incredible.” He nodded to his camera operator, who’d just finished stowing away his equipment. “It was a pleasure to meet you. Are you in town for much longer?”
“Just for the night. I really only came back for the interview, and to reminisce a little. I hadn’t been back in twelve years.”
“Well, enjoy your stay.” He headed into the news truck, leaving me alone.
I disassembled SpotBot and packed him into his carrying case with practiced movements. I always made sure he was broken into components before taking him anywhere, especially the airport. Security didn’t necessarily get suspicious when they saw a life-sized robotic dog, but they sure did get curious.
As I packed the case into my rental car, I felt my phone vibrate in my blazer pocket. I shifted the case’s bulk so that I could check who it was – a number I didn’t recognize. My finger hovered over the “dismiss” button. I wanted to find somewhere to eat, then cruise around the city for a while. I had no time to waste on a telemarketer.
I started to jam my phone back into my pocket, then took it out again to be sure. There was something familiar about that number, and it was in the local area code. It couldn’t be someone I knew, could it? Frowning, I accepted the call. “Hello?”
“Leah! Wow, I was sure you weren’t going to answer. I was about a second away from hanging up.”
The voice was familiar, too, but I couldn’t quite place it. Unless… “Poppy?”
“Yeah! Sorry, I’m a space case! Just calling you up and expecting you to know it’s me after, what, twelve years?” She sounded exactly like she always had, upbeat and slightly frazzled. “I just saw you on TV!”
“Oh my gosh, you did?” I’d known the interview was live, but… wow.  “What’d you think?”
“It was amazing, Leah, so amazing. SpotBot is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen, and I freaking love his name.” She paused. “Do you have any free time while you’re in town? I’m sure you’re busy, but if you wanted to catch up…”
I hesitated. I’d thought about Poppy many times over the years. Missed her. Now here was the chance to see her live and in the flesh. I should’ve been thrilled by the invitation, and part of me was, but I just wasn’t mentally prepared for it.
“You’re busy,” she quickly said. “No problem. I knew you probably would be, I just thought I’d offer. Maybe next time you’re in – ” 
“No, let’s meet up.” I gripped my phone tightly, still half-in, half-out of the car. “Have you eaten?”
“Actually, no!”
“Where would you want to go? Fiorello’s?” My mouth watered at the thought of the cheese-laden deep-dish pizzas we’d indulged in every weekend during high school. It was a wonder our arteries hadn’t clogged permanently by the time we’d graduated.
“They closed,” Poppy said sadly. “A couple years ago – they couldn’t handle the competition from Little Caesar’s and places like that. But if you feel like pizza, there’s a new place at Highland and Madison. Extra-large with unlimited toppings for $19.99.”
“Mmm… pineapple with ham and bacon and extra cheese?”
“Sounds good to me. See you in half an hour? I’ll text you the address.”
Half an hour? I needed more time to prepare to see Poppy again after twelve years. Time to get a haircut, maybe an entire new wardrobe… “Sure,” I said instead.
 
*
 
I spotted Poppy the minute I walked into the pizza joint. She was at a booth facing the window, dressed in a hoodie, her hair in a messy bun. She looked like she hadn’t put much effort into her appearance for our last-minute meeting, which made me feel strange about the way I’d just run to Sephora for a new lipstick.
As I came closer, I examined her more, noticing the changes to her face since I’d last seen her. She hadn’t developed wrinkles, and yet she did look older. Her big brown eyes drooped ever-so-slightly at the edges, and there was an almost imperceptible downturn to her full lips.
“Hi,” I said.
“Leah!” She jumped out of her seat and enfolded me in a massive hug. “It’s so good to see you. I can’t believe you’re really here!”
I held her close for longer than I probably should’ve, noting the waft of feminine fragrance that came to my nose. “I can’t believe you called me,” I said, holding her at arm’s-length to look at her again. “You look amazing.”
I was telling the truth, even with the strand or two of gray hair that I spotted on her head. Where she’d been fresh-faced and innocent-looking before, she was a full-fledged beauty now. The years had definitely been good to her. 
“You look great,” she said. “I love the new curves. And didn’t I always tell you to leave your hair brown?”
My face heated. She’d always made comments about my body, innocuous considering they were coming from a straight girl, but the fact that she was looking at my body made me self-conscious nonetheless. 
“I save a good ten or twenty bucks a year by not dying it black,” I said. “And living in San Fran, that money comes in handy.”
“I was just going to ask where you were living. PupTech is based in San Francisco?”
“Exactly. But you know all about my job already. Tell me what you’ve been up to! Do you still live here?”
We paused our conversation when the waiter approached. Poppy ordered for both of us, like she always had. I sat back, swirling my straw in my glass, and watched her give the waiter a dazzling smile. Some things didn’t change.
It turned out she did still live in Grass Cove, and she was now a fourth-grade teacher at the exact school we’d both gone to. It was the exact kind of job I always thought she’d end up in. Even as a kid herself, she’d had a maternal streak, and it was just like her to care for other people’s kids. I wondered if she had her own.
“Mrs. Jalana is still the principal,” she said. 
“No way. She must be eighty by now.”
“Seventy, not that you’d know it by the gossip that goes around about her.”
I quirked up an eyebrow. “What does she do that’s so scandalous?”
“What doesn’t she do, is a better question.”
We both broke into laughter, stopping only because the waiter came back to set the pizza on the table. “Careful, the pan is hot,” he said.
Poppy touched it and yelped.
“Why’d you do that? He said it was hot!”
“I wanted to see for myself.” She pouted.
I shook my head at her. Now that we’d gotten caught up a little, this felt just like old times. If I let my imagination stretch a little, I could almost convince myself we were skipping third period and that we had to hurry up and get back for strict Mr. Rayson’s calculus class.
My eyes were drawn to her left hand as she picked up a too-hot slice of pizza. No ring there, which surprised me, although she still could’ve been in a relationship. She’d always said she wanted to marry and have kids early. What’d happened?
“This is delicious,” she moaned, wiping a drop of tomato sauce off her cheek. “I haven’t come here in way too long.”
“Really? I would’ve thought you’d be here all the time.”
“I come whenever I can drag someone along with me, but these pizzas are, like, two thousand calories a slice.”
I blew on my piece and took a bite. “Worth it.” After I swallowed, I met her eyes. “I’m glad you dragged me along with you. It’s really great to see you.”
“You, too. We never should’ve lost touch. I don’t know how we did.”
“Hey, don’t get like that. I’m the one who moved.” And who’d taken longer and longer to answer her calls, I remembered with a flash of guilt.
“I’ve missed you, though. No one else quite gets me like you.”
“None of your zillions of friends?”
She rolled her eyes. “It’s not as easy to make friends as an adult, first of all. But also, even back then, I would’ve said the same.”
Warmth spread through my heart. I’d always valued her friendship above just about anything else. It felt good to know she felt the same.
“Is this your way of buttering me up before you try to enforce the contract?” I asked.
Her face was blank. “Contract?”
I looked down at my plate. “Never mind. I was trying to make a joke.”
“No, that rings a bell. What was it again about a contract? Something about…?”
I grimaced. I’d thought about it so many times over the years, and she didn’t even remember. All my half-baked fantasies about pulling up to her house and showing her the copy of it I still had, and her falling into my arms…
“Wait,” she said. “Are you talking about that thing we did in senior year? When we said if we weren’t married by some age, we’d marry each other?” My face must’ve answered for me, because she laughed long and loud. “How old were we supposed to be, again?”
“I think it was forty.”
She took another big bite of pizza, her eyes flashing with amusement. “No, it was thirty. I remember you saying it wasn’t that old, not old enough to give up on finding a husband. Imagine!” She shook her head. “Thirteen years went by in a flash.”
“Mm-hmm.” I took a sip of Coke, hoping the cool liquid would take away from the heat in my cheeks. Was this the right time to mention I never planned to get a husband, but wouldn’t mind finding a wife instead?
“You know, I’m turning thirty next month.”
“I remember when your birthday is.”
She blinked, and then her eyes widened. “You didn’t think that was really why I was getting in touch, did you? Oh my God, can you imagine? ‘Hey, Leah, haven’t talked in twelve years, but I have a contract here that says we need to get married.’”
“No, not at all.” Although it had crossed my mind. 
“You are still single, though?” She looked at me curiously.
“Yeah. I… yeah.” I was generally too busy to date. Women sometimes came in and out of my bed, but there were no real feelings involved – at least not on my end. “My most serious relationship right now is with SpotBot.”
“Me, too. My last girlfriend walked out on me a month ago.”
The pain in her eyes made my heart ache, and I leaned forward to set my hand on top of hers before what she’d said even clicked in my brain. “Your girlfriend?”
“Oh, you didn’t know. I didn’t even realize…” She shook her head as if clearing her thoughts. “Turns out I’m bisexual. I figured that out toward the end of college.”
Speechless, I stared at her. My lifelong crush, the unobtainable straight girl… she liked women? I could’ve had a chance with her? I could still have a chance with her?
“I guess that makes the whole contract thing that much weirder, huh?” She laughed awkwardly. “Trust me, I only meant it platonically. I wasn’t being a creep or anything.”
“Oh no, I just, um…” I coughed. “I’m gay. I guess you didn’t know that, either.”
That’d been half the reason I’d purposely drifted away from her. More than half, if I was to be honest. I’d known my feelings for her would never go away, and I’d been certain they’d never be returned, so I’d decided it was healthier to keep my distance.
I’d held back on coming out until our conversations were few and far between. That way, she’d never find out my sexuality and never figure out that I was head-over-heels in love with her.
And now, in the space of two words, I’d just destroyed that plan.
“Oh,” she said, staring at me with huge eyes, her pizza forgotten. “Oh.”
I chuckled softly. “I guess us getting married wasn’t such a crazy idea, after all.”
“Of course it was. You’re like a sister to me, Leah. Even if I haven’t seen you in a while, you’re still that girl that I grew up with.”
I swallowed, hoping to dislodge the lump in my throat. “You’re like a sister to me, too.”
 



Three – Poppy
 
“And if six out of eight is the same as two out of three, what is ten out of twenty the same as? Can anyone tell me?” The classroom was a sea of confused faces. “This one is even easier than the example, boys and girls. I know you know the answer.”
Judging from their silence, they didn’t. I scanned the room for one set of confident eyes, just one. Surely one student had followed my lesson.
In the back row, Derek Peters avoided my gaze. I hated to do this, but the bell was about to ring. “Derek, what’s ten out of twenty?”
He barely lifted his head. “One out of two,” he mumbled.
“Thank you.” I returned to the whiteboard. “To find the simpler fraction, in this case, all you have to do is cross off the zero. Ten out of twenty – one out of two. Half. Fifty percent.”
A few kids gasped, and Adele raised her hand. “You said we weren’t learning percents until next year, Ms. Barnes!”
“And you’re not.” The threat of a headache shot through my skull behind my temples. “I just mentioned that so you’d have an idea about percentages, but no, you don’t need to learn them yet.”
The bell rang, setting the kids free for the night. They hurried out, clogging the door in what would’ve been a major fire hazard. “One at a time, boys and girls, one at a time!” I called.
Popping a Tylenol, I sat down to look over my math notes. The kids had picked up fractions easily last year, so why were they not getting it this time? I hated having to rely on a star student to answer questions, especially when he was so clearly self-conscious about his smarts. Derek reminded me of Leah at that age.
She’d been a whiz kid too, which had taken the teacher a long time to figure out because she never, ever raised her hand. She was always in the back, her hood up, scribbling some weird art in her notebook because she only needed to half-pay attention to understand everything. Meanwhile I’d been passing notes with my other friends and then begging my parents to help me study.
I wondered how she was doing now. I hadn’t heard from her since that dinner almost two weeks ago, which I guessed was normal. She was an old friend, not a current friend, and just because we’d reconnected once didn’t mean it was going to be an ongoing thing. She lived a million miles away, anyway – practically halfway across the country. How much would we even be able to keep in touch?
If we wanted to keep talking, it would’ve been a long-distance friendship. Texting, maybe Skype calls… I doubted I could’ve even persuaded her to come visit again, seeing as she hadn’t been here in so long. As for me visiting her, I’d been to San Fran once and had no urge to do it again. It was beautiful, sure, but the sights didn’t make up for the ridiculous cost of living.
I did have friends I mainly kept in touch with online and only saw in person once or twice a year. Somehow I’d thought Leah would become one of them, if not more than that. We’d been so close back in school, like two halves of the same person. I’d known her as well as I’d known myself – or at least I’d thought so. How well had we really known each other if we hadn’t been aware of each other’s sexuality?
Mine had been a mystery to even me, until the day my college roommate had kissed me at a party and everything had fallen into place. So that was why I’d always thought girls were just as attractive as guys. So that was why I’d been drawn to women as strongly as men.
Leah’s sexuality should’ve been obvious, in retrospect. She’d never dated the boys in our class, refused to admit to even crushing on one. I’d always wondered if there was something she wasn’t sharing with me, but in our small-town life, the idea of someone being LGBT was only something to joke about. 
The third-grade teacher walked into my class, and I set the math book aside – I’d been daydreaming anyway. “Plans for tonight?” Mary asked, erasing what was left on the whiteboard – she had a debate club meeting in here in a few minutes.
“Not much. I’ll probably go over to my parents’ for dinner.”
She smiled sympathetically. She knew about my break-up, and how much trouble I’d had with being alone. “I’d offer to join if it weren’t for these guys. ‘Social media should be allowed in the classroom, agree or disagree.’”
“That one seems obvious. Definitely disagree.”
“You’d be surprised.” She set down the eraser and perched on the desk. “You’re coming to Jay’s birthday dinner tomorrow, though, right? That’ll get you out of the house.”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Jay was one of the sixth-grade teachers, and we barely interacted. I’d feel strange showing up at his party, even with a friend along. “I’ll think about it.”
“There’ll be tons of people, not just coworkers,” Mary said. “You might even meet someone new.” 
I huffed out a laugh. That was easy for her to say. In her mid-twenties with the face of a model, she had men approaching her everywhere she went. I wasn’t bad-looking, but I didn’t get the same treatment. Besides, I tended to date women more often and they were a lot less likely to approach.
“I’m nowhere near ready to date,” I told her. “I just barely got out of a relationship.”
“Who said anything about dating?” She winked. “Have some fun.”
That was even less likely.
 
*
 
I did end up allowing Mary to drag me to the dinner. I even had a decent time – although I ignored her attempts to wink-wink-nudge-nudge me into conversation with the one single man she managed to identify. The guy was nice enough, but I just wasn’t interested.
I did, however, come to a conclusion about Leah. My own birthday was going to be a big deal, so it’d make sense to invite her to something for it. I hadn’t planned anything so far, and I’d been thinking I’d keep it low-key. Now I decided to do something splashier. 
“You’re going to have a party?” my mother asked over brunch at their place on Saturday. “You haven’t had a birthday party in years.”
“She always did growing up, Theresa.” My dad looked at me approvingly as he nibbled his potato wedges. “I think it’s a great idea.”
“It’s not that big of a deal,” I said. “I haven’t had them lately because I’m an adult, but this is the big three-oh. It’s worth celebrating.”
“That might get her out of her funk,” Mom said to Dad as if I wasn’t even there. “She hasn’t been herself since she broke up with Kerry.”
“Guys,” I snapped. “I was just telling you as a topic of conversation, not so you could analyze every detail of my life.”
“What else are parents for?” Mom asked mildly.
We managed to get through a few minutes of eating without them questioning me further – and then Dad asked, “Are you going to invite Leah?”
I rubbed a hand over my face. I never should’ve told them I’d seen her. They’d been so excited to hear what she was up to, even dragging out the clunky laptop they rarely used so they could Google her career. Mom had demanded to know why they hadn’t been invited to our reunion, and I’d had to remind her Leah had always been my friend, not theirs – even if they’d always claimed she was like another daughter to them.
“I might,” I said. “It’ll just be a formality if I do. I’m sure she wouldn’t take a four-hour flight just to come. She has her own life out there, you know, and it’s her own birthday, too.”
“And you’re her best friend.” Mom tapped her knife meaningfully against her plate.
“I used to be,” I laughed. “I can’t lay claim to that title anymore. She probably has tons of friends now.”
“Well, you used to be her best friend,” she said. “Her only friend, if I remember right.”
“And that was a long time ago.”
“Nice girl,” Dad said absent-mindedly. “Used to listen to my stories.”
“I know, Dad, I know.” Patting his hand, I got up and put my plate in the sink.
“Leah always washed her dishes,” Mom said.
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not Leah.” But I turned on the tap.
As I scrubbed, I wondered if our old friendship could be enough to lure her back out to Grass Cove.
Or had she already had enough of reminiscing?
 



Four – Leah
 
“Hey, SpotBot! Fetch!” Paul tossed a balled-up piece of paper to the other side of my office and laughed uproariously as the robotic dog ignored it. “Bad boy! Bad!”
“That was barely funny the first time,” I grumbled from my chair. “The millionth time, not so much.”
“Oh, whatever.” My senior vice president of operations knelt on the floor to examine SpotBot. “One of these days he’ll play fetch. You’ll see.”
“He won’t, because I didn’t program him that way.” I rolled my eyes. “Did you want something, or did you just swing by to interrupt my work?”
“Someone’s in a bad mood.”
I scoffed. I most definitely was not – being grumpy was my new permanent state. Ever since I’d seen Poppy, I’d had a little flame of anger burning deep inside me. It only went away when I was unconscious.
Reconnecting with a childhood friend shouldn’t have left me so mad… but the whiplash of finding out I could’ve had a shot with my lifelong crush, then being informed she’d never see me that way, had done that to me.
“Sorry,” I reluctantly said. “What do you need, though? I’m trying to get through these media inquiries and get back to my actual work.” 
News stations and TV channels from across the country wanted me to tell them all about SpotBot. It’d been fun to share my passion at first, but at this point it was getting old. I wanted to get back to doing what I loved. Unfortunately, I couldn’t even delegate the media stuff. I was the face of the project.
“I was just coming to ask – ”
My cell phone rang. “Hold on one second.” I picked up, and my heart jumped at the sound of an all-too-familiar voice.
“Hey, Leah,” Poppy said. “How are you? I hope this isn’t a bad time.”
I glanced at Paul, who was shifting impatiently on his feet. “It’s fine. What’s up?”
“Well, I was thinking about that contract of ours.”
My heart jumped harder. In fact, I’d say it actually leapt. “Um, Paul, give me a second.” I pointed him toward the door. “What were you thinking about our contract?”
“Oh, I’m not trying to marry you or anything.” Poppy giggled nervously. “That would be weird. But I was thinking maybe I could blackmail you into coming to my thirtieth birthday party.”
“Blackmail?”
“Not literally! God.” She sounded frazzled. “I mean, since I have a contract that says you’re supposed to marry me, you could just come to the party instead. We could celebrate both of our birthdays, the way we always used to.”
“You mean you’d release me from the contract if I go?” 
“Basically, yes.”
I frowned, tapping my fingers on my computer keyboard. “I don’t know. I hadn’t made any plans for my birthday yet, but it’s either a long drive or a flight, and I’m pretty busy with work…” And if I saw her again, I was going to fall for her even harder than I had twelve years ago.
“Okay, I understand. It’s not going to be anything special, anyway. Just some drinks and stuff, maybe a nice dinner…”
I hesitated. I was going to regret it if I went, just like I regretted seeing her last time… but I hated the disappointment in her voice. I couldn’t stand to cause Poppy any pain. “You’re just saying that so I’ll be obligated to marry you, aren’t you?”
“No, I’m serious. It’s fine if you can’t come.”
“I mean, you said I’d be released from the contract if I go, so if I don’t, the contract is still on, right? Totally legally binding.”
“Oh, right.” I could hear in her voice that she was starting to get it. “Yeah, you have to choose. Either come to my party or marry my dumb ass.”
I bit my lip. Her ass was anything but dumb. “When and where is this shindig, anyway?”
Something different came into her voice – happiness or excitement, or maybe relief. “November second, the Friday after my birthday. It’ll be in Grass Cove, of course, probably at the bar on Green Street.”
“The one we always wanted to get into, but they wouldn’t accept our fake IDs?”
“That’s the one.” She laughed. “I forgot about that. I’ve been going with my real ID for so long.”
“Did it live up to the hype?”
“Not really, no. I’m sure you have much better bars out in San Fran.”  
That may have been true. But what we didn’t have out here was anybody like her.
 
*
 
“Tell me again why you can’t come to the post-Halloween blacklight art show this weekend,” Neeta said. “Disco lights. Halloween candy. Glow-in-the dark body painting. Free drinks if it’s your birthday month – cough, cough.”
I brushed aside a falling leaf. “I’m going to my hometown.”
“But you just went. How am I supposed to get by without you? Especially when you have all those other stops to visit on your media tour. You expect me to go a whole weekend without you when we should be celebrating your birthday?”
“We’ll celebrate the day of, even if it’s a weeknight. And you’ll be fine without me.” 
My best friend had a tendency to overdramatize everything. We met up almost every night to go for walks. Neither of us ever got tired of exploring the city’s gorgeous tree-lined streets. And although my schedule was crazy, hers was flexible because she worked from home.
I was permanently grateful she’d showed up in my life. We’d met soon after I moved here. I hadn’t known anyone, and it felt like things were going to be a repeat of high school, minus Poppy. After “finding my tribe” in college, I was getting ready to spend every evening and weekend alone again. 
Then Neeta had knocked on my apartment door saying “welcome to the building.” We’d bonded over postmodern art, and our friendship had even survived a brief, passionless affair. We were much better as friends than lovers, and I didn’t want to imagine what my life would be like without her in it.
She paused at the street corner, waiting for the light to change. “I’ll be lonely, honestly. It feels like I’ve barely seen you this past month.”
I stuffed my hands deep in my coat pockets. It was getting chilly here, even if Grass Cove was a lot colder. “I know, work’s been crazy, but things’ll be back to normal soon.”
She leaned on me, her head on my shoulder. She was about five feet tall, so she had to get on her tiptoes just to do that. “I hope so. What if you end up marrying this chick and move back to Grass Cove?”
The light changed, and I nudged her to move forward. “That’s not going to happen.”
“I don’t see why not. I even remember you pining after that girl when we first met. ‘She’s perfect, Neeta, she’s my dream girl. Should I get in touch with her, Neeta? I should get in touch with her. No, wait, Neeta, that’d only hurt me more.’” She rolled her eyes.
I shot her a glare. “I didn’t sound like that.”
“Uh, yes, you did! For years, every time I even mentioned your childhood, you’d get all starry-eyed and go off on a tangent about how amazing Poppy was and how much you wished you could be with her. God! I should go with you and see this divine gift to humanity for myself.”
I stopped in my tracks. “Neeta, that’s perfect.”
She blinked at me. “What?”
“Come with me.” I nodded to myself, stepping aside to let another pedestrian go by. “You can be the buffer between me and her, so I won’t get hurt any more than I have to.”
“If you’re planning to get hurt, why not just stay here?”
“I… don’t know.” I frowned, then shrugged. “Come on, do it. I’ll pay for your ticket and the hotel room. All you have to do is smile and play nice.”
“So I’m not pretending to be your girlfriend or anything?” she asked sarcastically.
My jaw dropped. “Neeta! You’re absolutely brilliant!”
 



Five – Poppy
 
So far, being thirty felt the same as being twenty-nine. It’d only been a couple days, and once the small family dinner and the cake from my coworkers were over and gone, it felt like nothing had even changed.
“Birthdays are a social construct,” I told myself as I drove to work on Friday. “Many cultures probably don’t even celebrate birthdays. There’s people out there who don’t even know how old they are.”
Why should it matter that many, many years ago, I’d thought I’d be married by now? I was better off alone than with the wrong person. If Kerry hadn’t felt passionate about me now, things would’ve been worse a few years down the line. I was single again, and that was fine. In fact, my life in general was perfectly fine.
I parked, and Mary accosted me the second I stepped inside the school. “So? Your party tonight?” she asked excitedly, walking with me toward my classroom.
“Yeah, it should be fun.”
“Fun? It sounds like it’s going to be the social event of the season!”
I laughed, waving to a few fifth-graders I’d taught last year as they walked by in the hall. “It’s not that big of a deal. A few people, a party bus…”
“Do you even hear yourself? Who rents a party bus?” She threw up her hands. “Is there someone you’re trying to impress?”
My thoughts immediately went to Leah. I wasn’t trying to show off for her, was I? I’d never been in competition with her. Our friendship wasn’t like that, and a few years without contact shouldn’t have changed that.
“Oh, your ex,” Mary said. “Of course. I shouldn’t have asked.”
“No, no.” We’d reached my classroom door, and I leaned against it. There were still a few more minutes before the bell would ring. “What about you, anyway? Are you bringing a date?”
“Well, actually…” She looked bashful. “I’ve been on a few dates with this one guy, actually, and when I told him about the party, he was asking if he could come. I told him I’d find out.”
“Ooh! I need to hear more about this guy, preferably before tonight.” 
“Would it be weird for him to come to your party, though? It’s such a new thing, and I don’t even know if it’s going to last.”
“He’s more than welcome,” I said. “The more, the merrier.”
“Can I come, Ms. Barnes?” Adele piped up from her seat. Apparently we had an audience. Half the front row of kids was staring at us, listening to our conversation.
“The more adults, the merrier,” I laughed. “It’s going to be a boring grown-up party. You kids wouldn’t like it.”
“Oh.” Looking disappointed, Adele set her notebook on her desk. “I never want to grow up, Ms. Barnes.”
 
*
 
The party bus was a retired school bus from a few towns over, spray-painted red and white and decked out with a full bar. Half the seats had been torn out, leaving room for a sizeable dance floor. Even though I’d seen pictures on the website, I gasped when I saw it pull up. This might end up being one epic night.
Mary and a few of my other coworkers stood with me, chatting amongst themselves. Mary’s new beau, Lloyd, hovered at her side, his arm just lightly brushing against hers. They looked adorable together, and I couldn’t have been happier for her – even if I was bitterly single myself.
A car turned into the driveway, and then another. My guests were arriving.
“Oh my God, you’re here!” I squealed, wrapping Sarah in a hug. “I didn’t think you were going to make it.” I hadn’t seen her in forever. She was more a friend of Kerry’s than mine, and I’d thought I lost her in the break-up.
“I wouldn’t have missed it,” she said, hugging me back.
A couple of high school friends climbed out of another car. “Oh my God, you guys came!” I tried to keep my voice from going too high-pitched, and it worked – until the next set of guests showed up.
By the time the bus was set to leave, more than forty people were inside. I took a swig from a flask, amazed at how many people had actually come out to celebrate with me. But the person I wanted to see most hadn’t shown up.
Was her flight delayed? Was she stuck in traffic? Or had she decided not to come and not bothered to tell me? The options raced through my mind as the bus door swung open and Mary called down to me. “Let’s hit the road, Poppy!”
“Five more minutes,” I said, glancing at my watch. “I’m just waiting for one person. We were supposed to be celebrating her birthday, too.”
I pulled out my phone, intending to call Leah. Before I could dial, a yellow taxi turned into the driveway. There was the one person I’d been waiting for!
And there was another person along with her.
“Hi!” I said tightly, walking up to them without offering either a hug. “I didn’t know you were bringing anyone.”
Fuck, that was way too rude. I could see the shock and recoil on Leah’s face, and I didn’t blame her at all. She’d flown halfway across the country to make it to this party, and I wasn’t even going to welcome her? Hadn’t I just been telling Mary “the more the merrier”?
Leah had definitely said she was single right now, though – hadn’t she? Not that it mattered. If she was dating someone casually, I was happy for her! Although they had to be pretty serious if they’d flown across the country together. I was glad Leah had already mentioned she was gay, or that would’ve really taken me by surprise. Not that that mattered, either.
“Happy birthday.” Leah handed me a present, not a bottle of wine jammed into a gift bag, but a box neatly enfolded in full-on gift wrap. “This is Neeta.”
“Happy birthday, yourself. And nice to meet you, Neeta.” Trying to smile, I shook her girlfriend’s hand. “We were just about to leave, so…”
They climbed onto the bus along with me, and I yelled out to everyone. “Hey everybody, this is my childhood best friend, Leah. It’s her birthday too, so let’s all wish her a happy birthday!”
“Happy birthday,” the whole bus chorused.
“We’re about to head off, so this is how it’s going to be,” I went on. “We’re stopping in one bar in each town from here to Louisville. We’re only spending twenty minutes at each, so get ready to drink fast. Now, alcohol and moving vehicles are not known to mix, so if you feel carsick, tell someone! We have a scheduled drive-thru stop at eleven-thirty, and we can always add another if enough people want it.”
Still behind me, Leah murmured into my ear, “I can tell you’re a teacher.”
I jumped at the feel of her warm breath on my skin. “I am a teacher.”
The bus jerked into motion, and Leah raised her shoulders in a shrug. “I can see it now, though.” She glanced around the bus, and her eyes went wide. “This bus has a stripper pole. Seriously, Poppy? You got a bus with a stripper pole?”
“It came with the bus,” I said. “Hopefully someone’ll give it a twirl once they’ve got a few drinks in them.”
I led Leah – and Neeta – forward. Someone had hooked up the Bluetooth speakers to a Spotify playlist, and hip-hop music blared through the bus. I grabbed Leah as we bumped over a pothole. Oddly, Neeta smiled, showing no signs of jealousy. She must’ve been comfortable knowing we were such old friends.
I introduced Leah to a few people, since she didn’t know many of them. My high school friends, Julie and Amanda, wore strange expressions when they saw her. I wondered if they still hadn’t grown out of their ridiculous snobbery, or if they were just uncomfortable seeing someone they’d never gotten along with. They’d never bullied her, but they’d certainly had some not-so-nice things to say behind her back.
Brushing by them, I brought Leah and Neeta over to Mary. She was always warm and friendly – sometimes I thought she would’ve been better off teaching kindergarten than fifth grade. “This is the guest of honor,” I said. “She came all the way from San Francisco for this party.”
Mary’s date’s jaw dropped. “San Francisco, as in… PupTech? Leah Perry? I think I just saw you on the news!”
“Oh, yes, I was on the local news a few weeks ago.” Leah spoke casually, as if being recognized like a celebrity happened every day.
“No,” Lloyd said, “I mean CNN.”
Wow, Leah had been on CNN? If I’d thought any part of this night was going to impress her, I was clearly wrong. A school bus with a stripper pole, impress someone who’d been on national TV? I doubted it.
Excusing myself, I went to the back to get a drink. A college friend had apparently elected herself as bartender, the cases of beer and boxed wine packed in on either side of her. “What would you like, birthday girl?”
“To be twenty-five again,” I laughed. “I’ll take a Heineken, though.”
“Two dollars, please.” She held a frosty bottle just out of my reach.
I raised an eyebrow at her.
“All right, for you, I’ll let it go for a kiss on the cheek.”
I bent down to brush my lips over her cheek, and she handed me the beer. “Don’t tell anyone I gave you special treatment,” she said.
With the music blasting and people chatting, the party was off to a good start. I mingled for a few minutes, then hit the dance floor to try to get things happening. I glanced over at Leah every once in a while, making sure she was having a good time. I talked to everyone, but I went back to her more often than anyone else.
The bus made a wide turn into a parking lot, and people shrieked playfully as they tried to keep their balance. The driver stood up and opened the door. “First stop,” he said. “Twenty minutes.”
 



Six – Leah
 
“She seems like a nice girl,” Neeta said, watching Poppy stand on the bar taking shots.
“She’s the nicest.” I tightened my fingers around my glass of water – after a few beers on the bus, I wanted to rehydrate a little. I also didn’t see the point of buying drinks when there were free ones on the bus, but that didn’t seem to be stopping the others.
“You’ve got it bad,” Neeta said. “I mean, I can see why, but…”
I snapped around to glare at her. “Don’t get any ideas. I did not bring you here so you could hit on her.”
“Whoa, whoa.” She held up her hands. “I’m here to make her jealous, and that’s where my role ends.”
“Hmph.” I sipped my water. “It’s not about making her jealous. I just didn’t want to come alone.”
“Sure, keep telling yourself that.”
Poppy breezed over to us, wrapping her arms around both of us with a glazed look in her eyes. “Birthday girl number two! You both need to take some shots!”
“I think you might need to take it slow,” I said, suppressing a laugh. 
“Take it slow?” She swayed on her feet. “You’re getting boring, Leah. Old and boring. You never told me to slow down back in high school.”
“And I’m sure your hangovers are a lot worse than they were back in high school.” I rolled my eyes at her. “Anyway, we still have, what, five more bars left to go to?”
“Oh, shit.” She blinked as if clearing her vision. “We need to get back on the bus! Hey, everyone!” She waved people toward the door, and when no one responded, she ran around behind them, herding them like cattle.
“That’s Poppy for you,” I said.
Music blasted and people started dancing before the bus even got out of the parking lot. One of Poppy’s friends I’d known vaguely in high school spun around the stripper pole while another girl tossed bottles of beer to everyone in sight.
I caught one, but didn’t open it. “I think we must be the most sober ones here,” I murmured to Neeta.
“Speak for yourself.” She grabbed the bottle and twisted it open. “So, if Poppy’s off-limits, do you think I could chat up one of those chicks?” She pointed the bottle’s neck toward a few women I didn’t recognize.
“Sure, why not?” I asked. “Other than that you’re not into casual sex and you’ll never see them again.”
“You never know. If you end up dating Poppy, we can fly back and forth together.” She covered her mouth playfully. “I mean ‘staying friends’ with Poppy, since that’s clearly all you want from her.”
“It is.”
“Uh-huh, you haven’t been in love with her for approximately fifteen years, and you definitely don’t want to ride off into the sunset with her.”
“Be quiet.” 
The bus jerked to a stop, and I waited for everyone else to file out before getting off. Neeta went ahead of me, scampering up to the women she’d been eyeing. Silently, I wished her luck. Hopefully at least one of us could get what we wanted tonight.
This bar was bigger and brighter, not that I particularly cared anymore. I’d only come for Poppy’s sake, and here she was surrounded by crowds of people. She didn’t need me here. She never had needed me the way I needed her.
She caught me staring and gestured at me to join them. Trying not to grimace, I edged into the circle beside Mary and Lloyd. I was pretty sure we’d already exhausted our potential conversation topics – there wasn’t much to say after “yes, I’m the one you saw on TV” – but still, they looked friendlier than the girls who’d hated me in high school.
“Leah, you have to stop being so antisocial,” Poppy said way too loudly. “You’re not a teenager anymore.”
My jaw clenched. She’d always had this thing about how people would like me if I just smiled and was friendly. She refused to admit her popular friends just didn’t like me and it had nothing to do with my behavior.
“Take a shot,” one of her friends said, returning from the bar and pressing a glass into her hands.
Without even asking what it was, Poppy threw a glare at me and threw it back. Her expression barely showed any distaste, which made me think she was already wasted. When we were teens, she couldn’t even drink a cooler without wincing.
Passing the glass back to her friend, she grabbed my arm and weaved us through the crowd, finding a quiet corner to talk. “You have to stop being such a downer!” she said, still talking much louder than usual.
“I’m not trying to be. I just don’t know many people here.”
“That’s why I introduced you to people!” She clutched my arm, her hands clammy – and yet still somehow warm. “You know you’re, like, the only person here who hasn’t tried to buy me a drink?”
“Poppy, you have cases and cases of beer on the bus.” I sighed. “But if you want me to buy you a shot, I’m happy to.”
“I don’t want a shot! I just want you to want to buy me one.”
Sure, and I wanted her to want me, but that wasn’t going to happen. “I’d be happy to buy you one,” I said, and she perked up. “But you’ve had more than enough.” Her face fell.
“I’m not drunk,” she said, crossing her arms. “And even if I am, I’m fucking thirty!”
Someone cheered, and then more people cheered, and then a guy was lifting Poppy onto his shoulders and piggy-backing her around the bar. I pursed my lips, feeling like the world’s biggest wet blanket. She was clearly having an amazing time, and despite wanting her to have fun, all I seemed to be able to do was kill the mood.
Promising myself I’d be more cheerful at the next bar, I headed back to the bus. I was the first one back, and I welcomed the chance to sit alone for a few minutes. I grabbed a beer from the back and chugged half of it in one go, hoping it’d lift my spirits. A dull ache set in behind my temples instead.
Why had I even bothered to come here? Standing around awkwardly while Poppy tried vainly to include me was the best-case scenario. I was just lucky she hadn’t started dating anyone. I could just picture her obliviously rubbing a new boyfriend – or girlfriend – in my face, because of course I was like a sister to her.
I was staring out of the window angrily when Neeta climbed back onto the bus. “No luck flirting up those girls?” I asked.
“Nah, they’re all straight. Nice people, though. You should talk to them.”
“Sure, maybe.” I didn’t feel like talking to people I already knew, never mind strangers. In fact, with my mood getting progressively worse, I wondered why I was even still here at all. “I might just go, actually. Do you mind if I get an Uber back?”
She put her arms around me, her face pressed into my hair. “It’s that bad, huh?”
My body stiffened at first, but then I relaxed into her familiar embrace. “I just…”
Footsteps creaked on the bus steps, and we jumped apart. Guilt spiked through me for no reason – and that was before I saw Poppy.
She paused at the head of the bus, her face inscrutable as she blinked at us. “I didn’t realize I was interrupting something.”
“No, it’s fine.” My cheeks were hot.
She had the whole crowd behind her, all forty-something people – maybe more, because I had the impression we were picking up a few random good-time-seekers at each bar.
“Sorry, guys, we need to give them a minute!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Leah and her girlfriend are just hooking up, so we’re going to give them a little space and time! To have sex!”
I jumped up, my face burning hot now. Dragging Neeta behind me, I brushed by Poppy. “I’m sorry, we have to leave.” I gave her a quick hug, barely more than a squeeze. “I hope the rest of your party is amazing.”
“Oh, you two are going to your hotel? To fuck?”
God, why was her voice so loud? “I’ll see you later, Poppy.” I was already ordering the Uber.
 



Seven – Poppy
 
My head throbbed with every beat of my heart. Oof, oof, oof… every pulse felt more painful, and opening my eyes was even worse. The daylight spilled through my eyelids as I blinked rapidly, and the gentle rays turned to stabbing spears as soon as they met my pupils.
Groaning in misery, I flung an arm over my face. Along the way, my arm rubbed against something unfamiliar and leathery. I squeezed my eyes open again, this time examining my surroundings. This small, hard surface I was on definitely wasn’t my bed, and the crick in my neck proved it. Apparently I’d passed out on the bus.
I sat up slowly so as not to make my head hurt worse. A few other people were still here, spread out over the seats, with one couple on a blanket where we’d had the dance floor. My throat was parched, and I looked around for water, but the only drinks I saw were empty beer bottles.
Last night had been a rager. I hadn’t partied like that in ages. Well, I’d never had a party bus packed full of people celebrating my birthday. What would my fourth-graders think of me now?
Bits and pieces of the night came back to me. Waiting for Leah, her showing up with her girlfriend – a jab went through my heart, making me wonder why I cared. Good for her, for finding someone who made her happy. I must’ve just felt strange because I hadn’t even known about the girlfriend… but clearly we weren’t BFFs anymore, so what was the big deal?
I remembered people buying me shots – first one friend, then another. I usually kept count of how many drinks I had, but this time I’d lost track early in the night. I’d mixed so many alcohols, it was a wonder I hadn’t gotten sick.
A gust of nausea coasted through my abdomen, and I doubled over. I wasn’t going to puke. If I’d kept the liquor down last night, I could keep it down now.
More memories returned to me. Talking, dancing, flirting… I’d sat on a straight friend’s lap and promised I’d blow her mind. I cringed – and then I remembered what I’d said to Leah.
God. She’d flown in just for this party, coming all the way to Wyoming when it was her own birthday too, and I’d acted like a five-year-old when I caught her and Neeta in a private moment. Why had I even reacted like that? I couldn’t recall the rationale behind my actions. Probably because there was none.
Tiptoeing off the bus, I looked at my phone. It was past one in the afternoon, and the bus needed to be returned. What’d happened to the driver? Had we gotten him drunk, too? God, I didn’t even know what town we were in.
And yet somehow the most urgent matter was calling Leah, because her flight left at eight. I couldn’t let her leave without seeing her again. Her last impression of me would be a drunk, obnoxious mess – and that’d be her last impression forever, because she’d certainly have no reason to come out here and see me again.
When she picked up, she agreed to meet for coffee – even if she sounded reluctant about it.
“Let’s meet at three,” I said, and looked at the pitiful souls on the bus in front of me. “There’s just a few things I need to sort out first.”
 
*
 
“Where’s your girlfriend?” I asked at the dot of three.
Leah set her coffee on the table before sitting in the armchair across from me. The airport Starbucks wasn’t too busy, so I’d been able to get us a pair of comfy chairs. “Neeta is still at the AirBNB,” she said slowly. “She wanted to rest up a little longer. And we’re actually just friends.”
“Oh.” Realizing I was staring at her, I quickly looked away. “I thought…”
“Yeah, I know it’s a little weird to bring a platonic friend on a trip like this, but she was curious about my hometown, and since I’m not the most extroverted person, I figured it’d be nice to have her at the party, so we killed two birds with one stone.”
“But you two…”
She looked embarrassed. “We did date briefly, years ago. We’re close.”
The strange emotion in me that’d almost disappeared flashed through me again. Was that jealousy? I cleared my throat. “Well, it was great to meet her. She seems nice.”
“She is.”
We went silent, and not a comfortable silence, but an awkward one. I’d run out of things to say – something that’d never happened with Leah before.
“I’m sorry if you didn’t have a good time here,” I said softly. “I know you flew in just for this, and then I turned into a drunk mess and didn’t even spend any time with you.”
“No, Poppy, don’t say that.” She looked legitimately concerned. “You were having a good time -it was your birthday! I’m the one who should apologize for being a wet blanket.” She paused, then snickered. “Although the part about me and Neeta hooking up on the bus was a little over-the-top.”
“Fair enough.” I laughed. “So you’re glad you came?”
“For sure. It’s been great to see you, and managing to go a few hours without thinking about SpotBot was a nice bonus.”
“How is that little guy?”
“He’s all right.” She rolled her eyes. “I spent half the morning working on code updates and responding to media inquiries. I try to delegate, but I can’t shake the feeling of needing to do everything myself.”
“Damn.” She sounded so official, and here I was – my most urgent work-related concern what kind of craft fourth-graders could do without destroying the classroom. “They never give you a rest, do they?”
“It’s been a busy time.”
And yet she’d made the effort to come out here for me. “I appreciate you being here.”
She sipped her coffee, tucking back a strand of brown hair. “It was interesting to meet your friends. And to see the ones I used to know.”
“You caught up with Julie and everybody?”
“No.” She snorted. “I didn’t have to talk to them to see they’re the same as always.”
I fidgeted in my armchair. “Twelve years have gone by, and you couldn’t even say ‘hi, how are you’?”
“They didn’t talk to me, either. Just stared and whispered to each other.”
“They’re my friends for a reason, you know. They’re good people, even if you never happened to click with them.” Leah’s face was hardening, so I decided to let it go. “It doesn’t matter.”
“I thought I might see your parents, actually. I was a little disappointed they didn’t come.”
“Yeah, they weren’t invited. Can you imagine how different that party would’ve been if they were there?”
“Oh, please. Your parents are cool.”
I shrugged. Her mom was nice, too, although I’d never been as close to her. Either way, I couldn’t imagine either of our parents coming to something like that party. “They were talking about how they missed you, too,” I said. “That means you’ll have to come back another time to see them.”
“You’d really want me to come back?” She looked into my eyes curiously.
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
“I don’t know,” she said, frowning.
She probably didn’t want to come back again. She’d already been back twice, and I’d shown her a terrible time the second time. I needed to turn this around, and fast, or I might never see her again.
“Maybe you should come visit me sometime,” she said.
I exhaled. So she wasn’t trying to get rid of me completely. “And my parents?” I asked.
“They can come, too. Or they can wait ‘till next time I’m here.”
So there would be a next time. “That sounds good.” 
She glanced at her watch. “I better get going. I don’t know how long the lines are going to be.”
“But you have more than four hours, and it’s a domestic flight!” There was a pitiful quality to my voice. I wasn’t ready for Leah to leave. 
We hadn’t had any of the serious, mind-opening conversations we used to have all the time. We hadn’t traded juicy secrets or delved into gossip, either. I still felt like I was talking to someone halfway between a stranger and the Leah I’d known in the past.
She had her hands on the table, but she hesitated instead of standing up. “You think I have time?”
“You have tons of time. Besides, when are you going to get the chance to see this amazing face again?” I gestured at myself. “Come to think of it, you should just reschedule your flight.”
“Not likely, but I guess I can hang out a little longer.” She smiled, and we had another moment of less-than-comfortable silence. 
“There’s so many things I want to ask you,” I said. “I don’t even know where to start.”
She blinked. “Start anywhere, then.”
I’d gotten too serious, too suddenly, but now that I’d said that, I wasn’t going to back out. “When did you know you were gay?” I asked, dropping my voice to not attract attention from the people around us. “Were you hiding it from me when we were friends?”
Her face fell. Whatever she’d expected me to say, it wasn’t that – or maybe she’d been waiting for me to ask that all along. “I think I always suspected,” she whispered. “I wasn’t totally sure. I didn’t want to tell anyone until I was sure.”
“You could’ve told me you were questioning,” I said. “All those times I pushed you about getting a boyfriend…”
“I wasn’t ready to tell anyone. I’d think you’d understand.”
I wanted to understand, but I didn’t. “I never questioned anything until well into college,” I said. “I would’ve told you if I’d had any inkling…”
“Well, that’s you,” she snapped. “I was different, okay?”
“I know. I didn’t mean – I just – ” I shook my head, all too aware this conversation was going off the rails. “I would’ve been fine with it, is all. Even if I’d been straight. I hate that you ever doubted I would’ve accepted you.”
She hung her head. “I didn’t. I just… I wasn’t ready.”
There were other things I wanted to ask. Who she’d come out to first… how her mom had taken it. Who her first kiss had been with, and whether she’d had any serious relationships.
For now, though, I stood up, pulling her along with me so I could wrap her in a hug. I pressed her to me, so close her hair drifted into my face and her scent into my nose. Our breasts squeezed together, our hips not far apart.
“You were my best friend, Leah Perry,” I said into her hair. “You meant the world to me, and nothing was going to get in the way of that.”
She pulled away, and to my surprise, her eyes were filled with tears. “Nothing at all?”
“Not a damn thing.”
 



Eight – Leah
 
I stared at the screen, lines of code blurring before my eyes. We’d been testing the SpotBot prototype for the millionth time when he’d started to do the exact reverse of every command. Tell him to go left, he’d go right. Tell him to go up, he’d go down. It was a major issue, and I needed to solve it ASAP. We were sending instructions to the Chinese factory for the next round of prototypes in only a few days.
It was past eleven now, though, and I didn’t know if I could code for much longer. My head ached and my eyes were dry. I stood up, my legs stiff under me, intending to get a cup of coffee and get back to work. I gave SpotBot’s case a pat as I passed it. He was a lot of trouble, but he was worth it and I loved him.
The office was dimly lit at this hour, most of my coworkers having gone home. I assumed many were working from there, seeing as they were still online on our group message board. I could see the light was on in Paul’s office, so I knocked on the door to see if he wanted to join me.
He emerged as fresh-faced as if it was eleven in the morning.
“I feel like death warmed over,” I groaned. “How do you manage to look so good?”
“For one thing, I wasn’t flying all over the continent this weekend.”
I scoffed. “Visiting one city is hardly ‘flying all over the continent.’ And it’s Thursday. I should’ve recovered by now.”
“You’re getting old,” he said, brushing by me to the office kitchen and dumping grounds into the coffee maker. “Didn’t you just turn thirty?”
“Don’t remind me.” I watched the coffee drip into the pot. “You’re older than me, so I wouldn’t poke fun.” He had to be nearly forty, if not older.
“I’m not a woman, though. Don’t all of you want to be married by the time they’re thirty?”
I shot him a glare for that sexist BS. He was a little too close to accurate with it. Had he been reading my emails or something? “My birthday wasn’t a big deal. I went to someone else’s birthday party that weekend, actually.”
The coffee maker beeped, and he poured some into two mugs. “That’s not too exciting.”
“No, it wasn’t.” I could use someone to talk to about the confusing conversation I’d had with Poppy at the airport, but it sure wasn’t going to be Paul. In fact, I was wondering why I hadn’t had my coffee alone. He was making my head hurt even more.
Sipping my drink, I stared Paul down. “What’d you do this weekend, anyway?”
“SpotBot stuff. What else?”
“I thought you had such an exciting life,” I teased.
“Nah, you must’ve mistaken me for somebody else.”
We headed back to our own offices, and although I was slightly perked up by the coffee, I still reached for my phone before going back on the computer. I only intended to check the headlines for SpotBot coverage – it was still surreal to see myself and my project in the news – but a new message distracted me before I got there.
You’re probably in bed, but I just got back from dinner with my parents, and all they wanted to talk about was you! It was from Poppy.
I let a small smile turn my lips upward. Not too much, since I still wasn’t sure if pursuing this “friendship” was just going to hurt me… but I had to smile a little.
Hope you said hi to them for me, I wrote back. And no, I’m not in bed – still at work. No rest for the wicked – or for robotics engineers.
Her response came back quickly. Or both, in your case. Yes, I said hi! I’m on strict orders to get you back into town ASAP. And they’ll never forgive you if you visit again without seeing them.
I chuckled, leaning back in my office chair. Out of all the friends Poppy had had in high school, I was confident I was her parents’ favorite. I didn’t know how she couldn’t see the rest of them were typical mean girls.
We’ll plan a visit soon, I wrote. You’re coming here first, though. And right now, I’m pretty sure you should go to bed. 
I stared at the words on the screen after I sent them. Did I sound flirtatious? I hoped not – unless she wanted me to…
All right, she texted back. Good night. You get some sleep, too, and we’ll plan the trip soon.
Night night. 
I faced my computer, ready to code. Suddenly I was full of energy I hadn’t had before – and it had nothing to do with the coffee.
 
*
 
We stayed in touch for the next few weeks, texting daily. We’d even Skyped a few times over dinner since she hated eating alone. She was just as carefree and optimistic as she’d always been, and I found that I hadn’t changed too much, either. Talking to her felt like falling back twelve years into the past, except now I had more confidence – and now both of us were open about liking women.
At ten one night, I lay on my couch, holding the phone above me. Talking to anyone else, I would’ve been ready for bed, but listening to Poppy talk about her ex-girlfriend over Skype, I was wide awake.
Since it was later in her time zone, she was bundled up in blankets, lying in bed. Her room was dark, so I could hardly see her. We’d had late-night calls like this before. When she got sleepy enough, she’d fall asleep and I’d hang up.
“I had no idea anything was even wrong,” Poppy said. “Sure, I knew we weren’t all that passionate, but she said she felt more like my friend than my lover. How could she, if we were life partners?”
I bit my lip. “Do you still love her?”
She sighed. “I don’t know. We haven’t been in touch since the break-up, not even once. I’ve heard what she’s up to through our mutual friends – apparently her new relationship is going well, and they’re already talking about moving in together.”
“But how do you feel?”
“I still care about her,” she said. “I miss her deeply as a friend. Even if we weren’t romantic anymore, I miss having her there when I get home every day. I guess I took her for granted – I thought she’d always be there. If I love her, though?” She paused, deep in thought. “I don’t know what love is anymore.”
“That’s fair,” I said softly. I didn’t know much about love, either. I knew what I wanted – the kind of love that epic poems and timeless love songs were written about – but I didn’t know if it was possible for me. Did it even exist anymore, or had it disappeared sometime around the turning of the century?
“Anyway, that’s enough about me,” Poppy said.
“No, it’s fine. It’s interesting to hear about your ex.” I nearly choked on the last word. “Do you think you’ll date again anytime soon?”
“Probably not. I still think about getting back with her.”
“But she left you for someone else.”
“Oh, I remember.” She laughed bitterly. “I just keep wondering, what if it didn’t work out between them and she showed up on my doorstep, asking for me back? What would I say to her?”
“You’d tell her to fuck off.”
“That’s harsh.”
“I’m serious,” I said. “I don’t believe in getting back with exes. If your relationship ended, it was for a reason. Whatever problems you had that caused it would still be there if you tried again.” I quoted some advice I’d once heard on a talk show. “It’s called a break-up because it was broken.”
“Really? You’d never get back with your ex? What if it was just a wrong place, wrong time kind of situation?”
“I don’t believe in those,” I said firmly. “Anyway, you can’t think of anyone else you’d be interested in?” I didn’t know why I was pushing her about this. Obviously she wasn’t going to gasp and say “It’s you, Leah, it’s always been you.”
“I haven’t met anyone who’s caught my eye,” she said instead, “and I’m pretty picky. I have to really click with someone before I can even think about getting to that stage.” 
I’d clicked with her, hadn’t I? And yet she didn’t see me like that. I looked away from my phone screen, hoping my emotions weren’t visible on my face.
“And now that we’re in the real world,” she went on, “it seems like things don’t work the way they did in high school and college. My friends only meet people through online dating and apps. You have to figure out if you like somebody after only meeting them a couple times, because if you don’t bang by the third date, they just lose interest!”
I’d never had an issue with that. Actually, I was the one losing interest if we didn’t bang.
“Wait, you don’t do that, do you?” she asked. “You still haven’t told me anything about your love life.”
“Well… I’ve been known to use an app or two,” I said cautiously.
“Oh shit, you’re one of those girls, aren’t you?”
“What girls?”
“The girls I’m talking about!” Her eyes bugged out, and she shook her head. “I know you too well – I can see it from the look on your face. You hook up with women and never call them again, don’t you?”
“I’m not quite that bad.” I coughed. “Although I’ll admit I haven’t really had a serious relationship.”
“What about that girl that I met, Neeta?”
“Nah, we only lasted about a week before we realized we’re better off as friends.”
“But what makes the difference?” She sounded like she was asking herself as much as me. “Where does friendship chemistry turn into romantic chemistry?”
She was talking about her ex, not about me. I had to remind myself of that. She was wondering why things hadn’t worked out with Kerry, not why things had never started with me.
“I guess romantic chemistry is about more than just having good conversations,” I said. “If the passion is there, you’ll know it. You want to be with the other person all the time… you can’t wait to see them when you’re apart… you’re always dying to rip off their clothes and ravage them.”
She blinked. “You sure know a lot of this for someone who’s never had a real relationship.”
“I’m talking about what happened with me and Neeta,” I said. “We could talk for hours. We were comfortable cuddling and holding hands. It feels like something’s missing when we spent time apart. But when we tried kissing, or doing anything more than that… there was nothing there.”
“But how can that work?” She sounded frustrated, and again I knew she was thinking about her ex.
“I don’t know,” I said simply. “It might just be body chemistry. Pheromones. I don’t think we have any control over it. If it’s there, it’s there, and if it’s not, it’s not.”
And if it was there on one side but not the other, you were just screwed – forever.
 



Nine – Poppy
 
“Thank you so much for talking her into this,” Mary said one morning in February. “My kids are so excited.”
“Thank you for coming up with the idea,” I said. “Mine are pretty psyched, too.”
“When is she getting here?”
I looked at the back of the auditorium, and my eyes lit up. “Right now.”
It’d been Mary’s idea to fly Leah into town for Career Day. One of her fifth-graders had done a report on robots, and Mary had immediately remembered meeting Leah at my birthday. The kids, too cynical to care about doctors and lawyers, were over the moon at the thought of seeing a real-life robotics engineer.
Leah strode toward us, dressed in the skinny jeans and blazer that apparently passed for business-casual in her field. The outfit made her look hip and young, yet professional, and her messy updo and light make-up flattered her face even more.
“It’s so good to see you,” I said, giving her a big hug. I hadn’t seen her in person in more than three months, although we’d talked so much it felt like I’d just seen her yesterday.
This visit was going to be a real one. After the Career Day presentation, she’d stay at my place. We’d visit my parents, since they’d never stopped interrogating me about when they’d get to see her. She’d have to do some work from my place, but she was going to stay for a full two nights.
“You too,” she said, returning my hug. “And you, Mary. How’s Lloyd?”
“Good.” Mary’s eyes shone.
Leah looked around, taking in the audience. “I can’t believe how many kids are here.”
We hadn’t just invited Mary’s and my classes, but every class of third-, fourth-, and fifth-graders. The auditorium was packed.
“This can’t make you nervous. You’re on TV all the time,” I teased.
“That’s different from seeing the audience in real life,” she said. “Plus they’re so young and impressionable. What if I say the wrong thing and end up turning them off engineering forever?”
“Then they’d just go into something else instead. Maybe teaching.” I gave her a one-armed hug and then lightly shoved her toward the front. “Go grab a seat. You’ll be the third one to present.”
We’d convinced a few people to come and talk about their careers. Some were parents, some just community members who’d taken the time out of their day to inspire the next generation. The kids squirmed and whispered to each other through the first presentation, a pilot who’d clearly never mastered the art of public speaking. There were sighs of relief through the auditorium when she was done.
Next up, a nurse trying to sell us on the idea that it was a difficult yet rewarding career. She tried her best, but the exhaustion on her face was visible, and she looked miserable when she talked about the twelve-hour days and overnight shifts.
Finally it was Leah’s turn, and I clapped harder than anyone as she walked up to the stage. “My name is Leah Perry, and I’m a robotics engineer.” She opened her carrying case and reassembled her robotic dog with quick, practiced movements. “And my buddy here is named SpotBot.”
The kids went wild at the sight of him. For most, it was their first time seeing a robot in real life. Even for me, it was pretty cool to see his interlinking metallic components moving as he walked, doglike, from one end of the stage to the other. His ears flopped up and down, and his face had an expression of permanent curiosity. Despite his artificial construction, he looked for all the world like a real dog. 
SpotBot paused and sniffed the ground, and Leah held up a hand to quiet the crowd. “SpotBot is a search-and-rescue dog. He uses heat-sensing technology to find lost people, wherever they may be. Now, could I have a volunteer from the audience?”
Hands shot up all through the room. I almost wanted to stick mine up, too. Oh, what the heck – I went ahead and did it.
Leah’s eyes laughed when she saw me waving my arm like a fourth-grader, but she looked past me and picked a kid from Jay’s class. The sixth-grader ran up to the stage at full speed, his friends cheering him on.
“I’m going to show you a demonstration using my friend here,” she said. “What’s your name?”
“Quentin.”
“Quentin’s going to pretend to be a lost victim, and SpotBot’s going to find him. So first, Quentin, you just need to stand anywhere on the stage.”
The boy dashed to the other end of the stage and stood still. “He can’t find me if I don’t move, can he?”
“Stay still and find out.” Leah grinned. “Okay, SpotBot, it’s time. Find Quentin now!”
The robot began sniffing around the stage, methodically working its way from one end to the other. I gaped, wondering how the thing worked. Was SpotBot voice-activated, or was Leah controlling it in some other way? Surely he wouldn’t be able to associate the kid with the name Quentin, so how did he know to look for him and not Leah?
SpotBot’s metal ears perked up, and he took a step in Quentin’s direction. The room fell completely silent as he walked right up to the boy. His eyes flashed red and a siren sound emitted from him.
I could totally picture how he’d work in a real-life rescue scenario. That robot was going to save lives, and Leah had built him.
“Good job, boy!” Leah said. “Let’s give SpotBot a hand.”
The kids exploded in applause while Quentin looked up at Leah apprehensively. “Is that all?” he asked.
“Sure, unless you want to walk around a bit. You’ll see how SpotBot knows where you are and follows you.”
Quentin took a few steps to the left, and SpotBot followed. A few steps to the right, and SpotBot was right behind. The kids hushed again, entranced by what they were seeing.
Leah sent Quentin back to his seat and picked SpotBot up, cuddling with him. “Does anyone have any questions?”
Hands flew up around the room. “How did you make SpotBot?”
“How does he know where to go?”
“What else can he do?”
“One at a time,” Leah said with a laugh. “I’ll get to everyone eventually.”
 
*
 
“I think Career Day was a success,” she said over dinner. We’d gone out to a restaurant with Mary and Lloyd, and it felt oddly like a double date.
“Are you kidding? It was a resounding success,” Mary said. “We couldn’t even fit some of the presenters into the timeframe after your presentation went on for so long.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” Leah said.
“Don’t be sorry,” I told her.
“The only thing to be sorry about is not getting it on video,” Lloyd said. “I wish I could’ve been there.”
The waiter arrived to take our orders, which was good timing because Leah’s cheeks were turning pink. Once we’d told him what we wanted, we returned to our conversation.
“I wouldn’t have wanted to be the lady who had to present after you,” Mary said. “Did you see the look on her face when she ‘joked’ about that being a tough act to follow?”
“SpotBot was the big hit, not me,” Leah said.
“Stop being modest,” I told her. “You created SpotBot!”
“Me and my team.”
I rolled my eyes, exchanging a glance with Mary and Lloyd. Clearly Leah was going to keep denying how amazing she was, but at least the rest of us knew what was what.
Dinner was delicious – I’d chosen the best Italian place in town because of Leah’s visit – and the conversation was even better. After the four of us discussed SpotBot for a while, the conversation turned to what made robot dogs different from real dogs, whether dogs had souls, and whether humans had souls. 
I wasn’t used to such deep, philosophical discussions, and I found myself regarding Leah with respect as she deftly argued positions on questions I’d never asked before. I couldn’t help but agree with everything she said.
When dinner was over, Leah went to the bathroom and Mary and Lloyd leaned in closer to me. “She’s really great,” Mary said. “I’m so glad you could entice her to come out here.”
“Oh, there was no enticing involved. She was more than willing when I suggested it.”
“More than willing to jump on a four-hour flight?” Lloyd asked. “I’m sure there are plenty of schools with Career Days locally. She didn’t come just for the kids’ sake.”
“Well, no. We’re making a visit out of it. She’s staying over with me, and she’ll get to catch up with my parents, too. She used to be like a second daughter to them.”
“Does she make a habit of flying all over the country to visit her friends?” Mary asked dryly.
“She’s been traveling all over for media engagements recently. It’s not a big deal to her.”
Mary and Lloyd exchanged a glance – the same kind the three of us had exchanged earlier, but this time it was just between them.
What did they know that I didn’t?
 



Ten – Leah
 
“Leah, honey!” Theresa wrapped her arms around me, hugging me for about a minute straight. “It’s been far too long!”
I laughed, feeling my face flush. “It’s so good to see you, too.” 
Poppy’s dad, Gary, stood just behind his wife. As soon as she let me go, he enfolded me in a quicker but just-as-tight hug. “Don’t be a stranger, okay?”
“I won’t. I’m sorry I lost touch.”
Looking around their house was like stepping back into the past. I’d spent so much time here as a kid, and hardly anything had changed. Their wallpaper was still the same shade of off-white, and while they’d upgraded their furniture, the art prints that hung here and there were the same.
It was the second night of my visit, and I’d been working from Poppy’s apartment for most of the day. Finally it was time to relax and spend some time with people who, apparently, still cared about me after all these years.
“Come have a seat in the kitchen, and I’ll make us all some tea,” Theresa said. “I want to hear all about what you’ve been up to.”
“Get her to show you SpotBot,” Poppy said. “You really have to see it to believe it.”
My cheeks got hotter. Poppy seemed truly amazed by SpotBot, and while he was exciting, I’d worked on him every day since his conception. In a way, the novelty had worn off. He was a project as well as a passion.
And Poppy’s parents – even when she’d talked about how much they wanted to see me, I’d doubted whether it was true. How much could two adults really miss a kid they’d once known? I’d always been kind and polite to them, but I’d been friends with Poppy, not them. And now they were treating me like the prodigal daughter.
We sat down in the kitchen, and Theresa poured each of us some tea. I could smell the food she’d already started cooking – it definitely involved garlic, onion, and tomatoes – and my mouth watered. I could get used to coming over here.
“I’ve been doing well,” I told them. “I guess last time I saw you, I was deciding which scholarship to take for college.”
“I believe you’d already chosen to go to NYU for computer engineering,” Theresa said.
“Right! You have a good memory.” That was the initial program I’d chosen, and I spent a year in it before transferring out. “I ended up switching to mechanical engineering at Brown. New York was too big and crazy for me, and I thought I’d like Rhode Island better. I’d also realized I wanted to work with robots rather than just computers.”
“She always was obsessed with robots,” Poppy said affectionately, stirring sugar into her tea. “I can’t count how many times I caught her making weird little diagrams in class when she should’ve been studying.”
“And my weird little diagrams turned into SpotBot,” I huffed.
“Did you really come up for the idea for him back in high school?” Gary asked.
We talked about me and SpotBot for a while longer, and at Poppy’s insistence, I unpacked him from the car and showed him to her parents. They were just as awe-struck as the kids at her school, and a thrill of pride went through me. 
Most of the time, I only saw my coworkers’ reaction to my pet project. Even when I showed him on the news, I didn’t trust the reporters’ over-the-top admiration – and the kids at Career Day were just kids, they would’ve been awed by any robot. Gary and Theresa were real, normal adults, and they were still amazed.
“Your mom must be so proud,” Theresa said. “How’s she doing now, anyway?”
“She’s all right. We don’t talk too often.” I only saw her once or twice a year for uncomfortable holiday dinners. I would’ve been okay without those, but she liked to keep up the appearance of having a good relationship.
“Why is that?” Poppy asked, looking concerned.
“Poppy, don’t pry,” Theresa said.
“No, it’s okay. She still works a lot. She got married, too.”
Poppy stirred her tea, even though all the sugar must’ve dissolved long ago. “What’s her husband like?”
I hesitated, phrasing my answer carefully. “He’s not my favorite person.” The man had seemed nice enough at first, but… “He doesn’t exactly approve of my ‘lifestyle.’ And despite his homophobia, Mom had essentially chosen him over me.
The mood in the room had changed – I’d made everyone sad without meaning to. “You know you always have a family here,” Theresa said, patting my back. “You’re still a second daughter to us.”
I held my mug tightly, letting it warm my fingers. If I didn’t push back the emotions rising in me, I might just start to cry.
“Let’s talk about what’s in the oven,” I said, forcing a smile. “It wouldn’t be your famous macaroni casserole, by any chance?”
“It sure is!”
While we ate, I managed to turn the conversation to them and what they’d been up to. Gary was still at the same company, and after twelve years, he had a lot of new stories to tell. The one about a new coworker’s first day on the job had me in stitches.
Theresa had been a teacher. Back in the day, it’d been Poppy’s greatest fear that her mom would transfer to her school. She’d officially retired a few years ago, but she still did some substitute teaching almost every week.
“Wait, so do you ever substitute teach at Poppy’s school now?” I asked.
“It’s happened a few times,” Theresa said. 
“Luckily,” Poppy interjected, “no one’s figured out that we’re related.”
“Hmm… maybe I should mention that to Mary next time I see her,” I said.
“Maybe I won’t let you see her again.” Poppy shot me a glare.
“I didn’t know I needed your permission to talk to someone,” I teased. “Maybe I’ll shoot her a message on Facebook and let her know.”
The back-and-forth banter felt just as comfortable as it always had. Theresa was right – they were a second family to me, and now that I’d been reunited with them, I didn’t want to lose them again.
 
*
 
“I just love your parents so much,” I told Poppy as we took the elevator up to her apartment. “It really blows my mind how nice they are.”
She stared at the floor indicator. “I love them, too. I feel so bad about your mom and stepdad, though. I never would’ve thought something like that would ruin your relationship.”
“He’s my mom’s husband,” I said flatly. “Not my stepdad.” The elevator doors opened, and we stepped out. “It’s okay, though. I was never as close with her as you are with your parents. Did you ever think about moving back, now that it’s just you here?”
She let me into her apartment, a regretful expression on her face. “Not really. It’d be great, since the rent’s a bit much to handle on my own, but I’m thirty now. I wouldn’t feel right living at home. I can still afford it, and it’s closer to work. Plus, what if I ever did start dating again?” 
I laughed uncomfortably. “Right.”
The apartment was a nice one-bedroom with a view of the city. Nothing extravagant, but it was homey and comfortable. Poppy had decorative throw pillows on the couch and a paper towel roll holder – adult things that made it clear it was definitely an adult’s residence. My place back in San Fran could’ve passed for a student’s.
I wondered how many of the personal touches were Poppy’s, and how many were her ex’s. What had Kerry taken with her when she left – other than the shards of Poppy’s broken heart? I shook my head at my own cheesiness. I needed to get over my useless jealousy and stop obsessing over the fact that Poppy had a love life that didn’t include me.
“How’d your parents take it when you came out, anyway?” I asked, sitting down on the couch. 
Although Poppy had tried to give me her bed, I’d insisted on bunking down here during my stay. A pillow and folded blanket waited by my feet. I was already a little tired, so I expected I’d need  them soon.
“They were fine with it,” she said, taking a seat on the floor beside me. “Confused, if anything. They thought maybe I’d want to marry a man and cheat on him, and I had to explain I still only wanted to be with one person.”
“That’s not too bad.” A little ignorance was better than flat-out hatefulness. “They didn’t have any issues when you were in a serious relationship with a woman?”
“Only to the extent that they weren’t sure how they’d ever get grandchildren.” She hugged her knees to her chest. “Once I said we’d talked about finding a sperm donor or adopting, they were fine.”
Pain shot through my heart. “You two were that serious?”
“We lived together.” Poppy’s face showed she was hurting, too. “I thought we were going to get married, Leah.” She paused. “But now that she’s gone, I sometimes wonder…”
She trailed off, staying silent long enough that I had to prompt her for more. “You wonder if you’re better off alone?”
“I guess so.” She toyed with a strand of hair. “It’s not that I don’t miss her, because I do, but… it’s like missing a friend, you know? I miss our conversations and having her here when I get home. I miss cuddling and sex and all that – even though we weren’t having much of that anyway – but I don’t feel the way you’re supposed to after a break-up.” 
“What way is that?”
“What I mean is, I’m confused about what love is. I’m not heartbroken.”
She looked at her knees, her expression so sad and pathetic that I wanted nothing more than to get down on the floor and wrap my arms around her. I wanted to show her what love was – real love, the kind that came from both affection and passion. I wanted to light the kind of flame that would burn for a thousand years without ever going out.
With my heart in my throat, I couldn’t find words to say. 
She glanced at me, and to my horror, her eyes were full of tears. “I’m being stupid, aren’t I? It’s been months since that break-up, and I’m still all emo about it. I should just dye my hair black and start dressing in all black while I’m at it.”
I ignored how she’d insulted the way I’d presented myself in high school. “You’re not being emo, Poppy. You’re asking one of life’s greatest questions. It’s no wonder there are no easy answers.”
“What is love?” she said quietly to herself. “I might as well ask the meaning of life while I’m at it.”
“Don’t strain your mind too much,” I said. 
She jumped onto the couch to poke me in the ribs, and after I pushed her hand away, I threw my arm around her. Now I was holding her tight the way I’d wanted to, but it was platonic, only platonic.
“I know I love you because of how you make me feel,” I said. “I always want to be around you. I love talking to you, even when you’re in a different state. When you’re gone, I miss you. I can’t get enough of you.” 
She gave me a soft smile. “I feel that way about you, too. Always did, except now I also have so much respect and admiration for you, too. I love how amazing you’ve turned out to be.”
I squeezed her closer, my heart beating faster. She loved me as a friend – nothing more than that.
“Too bad we don’t want to rip each other’s clothes off, huh?” she asked.
Now my heart pounded. I’d lied to her indirectly so many times, but not when she was asking me straight-out. Would I be a bad person if I lied to her face? Or was there any chance that telling the truth could actually get me what I wanted?
“Leah?” she asked, pulling back to look into my eyes. “You don’t – you’re not…?”
I bit my lip, still wordless. All the years of trying to stop myself from being in love with her… the way I’d removed myself from her life when I couldn’t stop… these last few months of falling for her all over again… all of it was coming to a head.
I couldn’t say yes. And I couldn’t say no.
“Oh, Leah, I – I’m sorry.” She inched away from me, her face filled with pity. “I never had any idea. I never would’ve thought I’d be good enough for you.”
She was more than good enough – but I stayed quiet, my hands twisting together in my lap.
“But I mean, it’d never work, right?” she asked plaintively.
“Not if you don’t feel that way about me.” I turned away from her, lying against the couch arm and covering my face. No, it wouldn’t work if she only saw me like a sister, if she didn’t want to rip off my clothes.
It was fair. We’d known each other since birth, and we’d spent almost every day of our childhoods together. If I closed my eyes, I could still picture her at eight, pigtailed and dressed in all pink. Or at twelve, when her cheeks got less chubby and she sprouted up like a beanstalk.
And yet I’d never been immune to her. She’d always been gorgeous and confident and carefree, and it was no surprise that she’d been the center of everyone’s attention. I knew there was no reason for her to stay friends with me, never mind best friends. I was always aware that I was an asteroid rotating around a star, that I was lucky to even be in her orbit.
Now that twelve years had gone by, the familiarity that might’ve muffled my attraction to her was gone. I didn’t know every detail of her like I once had – there was a years-long missing gap – but that only enticed me more. I wanted to know every single thing she’d done when we’d been apart – wanted every last detail.
“I… I just don’t know,” she breathed. “I think I’d better go to bed.”
 



Eleven – Poppy
 
I lay in bed, my thoughts spinning more with every beat of my heart. Just a few feet away, Leah was lying on the couch. Leah, my best friend since birth, the one who got me like no one else – and who apparently was harboring a crush on me.
How long had she wanted me? How bad was the infatuation? I wished I had the details, but then again, they might only make it worse. I didn’t even know if she wanted to fool around or if she was in love with me – although from the look on her face, I was inclined to think the latter.
How could I have missed her feelings for me? It was true that I hadn’t known she was gay – but now, these past few months, she’d never said or done anything to make me think she liked me, either.
Or had she? The memory of Mary and Lloyd saying I’d “enticed” her came back to me, and their suggestions about why she would’ve flown back here just to visit me. They must’ve noticed something I’d been to oblivious to see.
And I couldn’t have been more oblivious back in the day. I’d said we should get married, for heaven’s sake! It must’ve pained her so badly to hear that. I’d made it seem like the only way I’d ever want her was if I had absolutely no other options.
It’d felt like a fun, silly thing to say at the time. I’d been so unaware of my own sexuality, I couldn’t have seen it any other way.
Now that I knew I was attracted to women, was it still so ridiculous? She was beautiful, no doubt about it. Even with her dyed hair in high school, she’d been stunning. I loved spending time with her, and I never got tired of her company.
I definitely loved Leah. But… did I want to rip her clothes off? If that was the difference between friendly love and romantic love, that was the question I needed to answer – and honestly, I’d never asked it before.
Rolling over, I pressed my face into the pillow. Could I even picture what it’d be like to get intimate with my childhood best friend? I started off by imagining us kissing. Her face drawing closer to mine, her eyes fluttering shut, her lips pressing gently against mine…
God, this felt weird. But did I like the mental image?
Yes. No. I didn’t know.
Pulling the pillow over my head, I let sleep tug me into oblivion.
 
*
 
I woke to the sound of my beeping alarm. Yawning, I tried to remember why it was on. It wasn’t a work day, was it? No, I’d set it so I’d wake up in time to take Leah to the airport.
Leah. Our conversation from last night flashed through my head, leaving me breathless. I got up, then sat back down on my bed. How was I supposed to face her now? What was I supposed to do?
Forcing myself up again, I took a quick shower, then brushed my teeth and got dressed with a lump in my throat. I knew Leah was out there, waiting. My apartment was small enough that she’d be able to hear my every move, and while normally I would’ve greeted a guest first thing in the morning, today I delayed seeing her until the very last minute.
“Hey,” she said when I finally emerged from my room. 
She was still in the sweatpants and T-shirt she’d slept in, her hair in a messy ponytail. Her backpack and SpotBot’s case lay at her feet, and she sat forward on the couch with an expression of such complete open vulnerability that my heart panged to look at her.
“I’m done with the bathroom,” I said softly. “You can go ahead.”
She nodded slowly, looking more miserable than ever, and disappeared into the other room. I slumped onto the couch. My stomach was rumbling, but I didn’t have the energy to find something to eat. I hated knowing that I was causing such a wonderful person pain. But how could I force feelings that simply weren’t there? That was why I’d been dumped last time.
When Leah emerged a few minutes later, I was still where she’d left me. My eyes met hers, and their heartfelt softness made me weak. She looked completely different today – maybe because I was seeing her in a whole new way.
“What time is it?” she asked, speaking casually, as if nothing outside of the usual had happened last night. “Should we head to the airport?”
I glanced at the clock. “I guess so, yeah.”
My heart was heavy as we climbed into my car. The radio was tuned to a station I normally liked, but today I wasn’t in the mood for upbeat pop music. I turned it off with a jab, and since I had no idea what to say, we spent the next half-hour in silence.
At last I pulled into the parking lot at the airport. Since it was a small airport, I was able to park easily in the departures area. I turned off the ignition and then faced Leah. I started to say something, but the look in her eyes silenced me before I could make a sound.
Those beautiful dark eyes were filled with sorrow, and as I stared into them, the reality of the situation began to hit me. My best friend in the world had feelings for me, and she was hurting because she didn’t think I returned them. 
If I let her go right now, I might never see her again. I couldn’t ask her to keep being my friend when her feelings were that deep. It would’ve been selfish.
But I did love her. I really did. My gaze swept from her deep brown eyes to her full, plush lips. I glanced downward at the lush curves that hadn’t been there when she was a teen. A quarter-inch of cleavage peeked out of her top, and her jeans hugged her thighs just right.
I bit my lip. If I didn’t already know her, I would’ve wanted to rip off her clothes. She was so attractive, and a such wonderful person. I could see why women went for her. A stir went through my core, and I sucked in a breath. I could see why I might go for her.
As if noticing the change in my mood, she stared at me hard. “Poppy?” she asked softly.
My heart raced. Was I going to ruin our friendship if I leaned in and kissed her? Or were we already past that point?
I had to think this through before I did anything. I couldn’t let a momentary attraction get in the way of a solid friendship. But my head was buzzing, my thoughts in a whirl, and the excited, hopeful look in Leah’s eyes was too tempting to deny.
I undid my seatbelt and leaned in, gazing straight at her. Mirroring my actions, she looked back at me. Her lips parted slightly, her pink tongue darting out to moisten them. She was nervous, just like me. 
For the first time, I noticed the tiny mole above her lip. All these years, and I’d never realized it was there. What else did I not know about her? What else might I discover?
My eyes fluttered shut, then open. I was leaning across the gearshift now, and she hadn’t met me halfway yet, but she was only a few inches away. I reached out – this was wrong, this was wrong – and put my hand on the back of her neck.
I used no pressure, and still she leaned in to me. My eyes closed again, and her eyelashes grazed my cheek, and then her lips were on mine and my head was spinning, spinning, fireworks exploding behind my eyelids and my world flipping upside-down.
“Wow,” I breathed when we finally let go.
She nodded slowly, her expression inscrutable. “Wow.”
“That was…” I had no words to describe it. Incredible? Overwhelming? Completely and utterly unexpected? Giving up, I said instead, “I don’t want you to leave.”
“I don’t really want to go.”
Things had just started to change between us, and now she was going to get on a plane and leave immediately? Even if it was my fault for waiting until the last possible moment to kiss her, I couldn’t help but be pissed off. “Go in there and change your flight,” I said. “Spend another night with me. Or two, or three.”
She laughed shyly. “I’m supposed to be back at work tomorrow. I have an interview with CNN in San Fran, too.”
I let out a sigh. I’d almost forgotten she had a job and commitments, an entire life, a four-hour plane ride away. “Then maybe I should come visit you sometime,” I said. “Sooner rather than later.”
Another nod. Another uncharacteristically shy smile. “I’d like that,” she said.
 



Twelve – Leah
 
“Tell me more about what’s going to happen when SpotBot goes into production,” Harry Trotter said. “How many are you planning to make, and how much are they going to cost?”
Poppy’s lips pressing against mine… Poppy’s scent in my nostrils… “I’m sorry?” I said.
He gave me a hard look. This show wasn’t live, luckily, but I’d been spacing out every two minutes and wasting his time. The audience fidgeted in their seats, clearly losing interest in what I had to say.
I’d been a fan of Harry’s for years, watching his late-night show whenever I got the chance. I should’ve been over the moon at the fact that I was actually meeting him. Instead, all I could think about was Poppy.
He repeated his question and I sat up straighter, vowing to really listen this time. “That all depends on how he’s received,” I answered. “We’ll do an initial run of fifty models and see how fast they sell. Since they’ll cost over a hundred thousand dollars each, they’re not exactly an impulse buy.”
Harry nodded, seeming relieved to get a real answer. “And they’ll mostly be used by federal agencies?”
Poppy’s smooth skin… Poppy’s warm breath… “Um… sorry?”
His lips tightened, and he repeated himself again.
“Federal agencies, state agencies, international governments.” I nodded. “SpotBot has all kinds of potential uses.”
“Sounds like a great dog.” Harry smiled at me, but his eyes were hard. “Could we see a demo?”
I jumped up eagerly. At least for this part I could go on autopilot. It seemed like no matter what I did, people loved seeing SpotBot work. He was new and unique enough that just watching him move fascinated almost anybody.
When the cameras stopped rolling, I apologized to Harry. “I’ve had some things going on in my life, and I haven’t been completely present today. I feel terrible about that. I’m a huge fan of your show, and I was so excited to do this interview.”
His expression softened. “That’s okay. You still did great.”
I’d probably given him the impression that I’d had a death in the family, not that my lifelong crush had finally kissed me. Oh, well – he’d never know the difference, would he?
I headed home, checking my phone for texts from Poppy as soon as I stepped on the BART. We’d been talking almost like normal since I’d left Grass Cove. Our texts had been flying a little faster, but we hadn’t talked about the kiss we’d shared or what it meant for our relationship – even though that was the one and only question on my mind.
She’d sent me about ten messages in a row, and I drank them in all at once, wanting to read and absorb everything as fast as I possibly could. After looking over them once, I read them again, savoring every word, picturing everything she said in as much detail as possible.
OMG, you won’t believe what one of my students did!
I had them playing basketball for phys ed, and they were picking teams.
For some reason I made the most quiet, shy girl captain of one team.
So she tries picking people and they go “eww” and say they don’t want to be on her team.
It was just a nightmare. I was like, should I choose a different captain? Would that make things better or worse for her?
And THEN the most popular boy in the class raises his hand and starts waving it around, begging her to pick him.
So the other kids are all looking at him funny, and she’s going red and cringing, not knowing if this is some trick to make fun of her more.
But she picks him, and he makes this huge deal about getting to be on her team. Jumping and cheering because yay, he gets to be with Frances.
For a minute I’m wondering if he’s going over-the-top to mock her, or if he’s really just being nice.
Then another boy starts waving his hand because he wants to be on that boy’s team, and then all the girls want to be with the popular boys.
I pulled that boy aside after class to thank him for putting himself out there. It was the nicest thing any of my kids have ever done! 
Holding onto the train’s pole, I smiled to myself. The story reminded me of so many times that Poppy had stood up for me when we were kids. I wondered if she saw the parallel herself, or if she was too humble for that. Her empathy had always been such a core part of her personality that she might not even be aware of it. 
Sliding my thumb across the screen, I wrote back to her. You realize you’re turning into your dad, telling me anecdotes from your work?
I could practically hear the laughter in her voice when she responded a second later. Oh, please. My anecdotes are way better than my dad’s.
 
*
 
Two weeks after our last visit, and I was beyond ready to see Poppy again. “It feels like the whole thing was just a dream,” I told Neeta on one of our walks around the neighborhood. “She hasn’t mentioned it, and I’m scared to – so did it even really happen?”
“I’m pretty sure it did, considering how you texted me freaking out the moment it happened,” she said dryly. “Unless you convinced yourself of your delusion that quickly.”
“I know it happened,” I said with a sigh. “I just don’t know what happens next.” I pulled my spring jacket tighter around my chest. The weather was cool-ish, and clouds were covering the sun.
“I thought you two decided she’d come visit you here.” Neeta paused to peek into the window of an antique store.
I waited patiently for her to check out the goods inside. “I thought we did, too, but why wouldn’t she have mentioned it since?”
“Have you mentioned it?”
“Well, no, but…”
She dragged her eyes away from the dusty display. “And you’re the one who’s inviting her here?”
Could she be waiting for me to invite her? Could it really be that simple? “I thought she’d invite herself,” I said in a small voice.
“What do you think would happen if you invited her?” she asked. “She’d say no? Freak out? What?”
“Actually, I think the scariest option is that she’d say yes.” I imagined Poppy coming to town and seeing the way I lived my life. Staying at my apartment, eating my food. Maybe kissing me again… maybe even doing more than that.
“I didn’t know you were a fucking chicken.” Neeta opened the store’s door, gesturing at me with her head to go inside.
“I’m not a chicken!” I walked in, immediately coughing at the dust in the air. “She’s an elementary school teacher. She probably can’t even afford to come.”
“And you’re a robotics engineer.” Neeta picked up a pin-up art print from the 1960s. “If you want her to come here that bad, offer to pay for her. I know you can afford it.”
“You make too much sense,” I grumbled. “Having you as a friend must be karma for something I did wrong in a past life.”
“You love me, and you know it.” She fingered an ancient collection of Shakespeare’s plays. “I might actually buy this, so why don’t you go outside and call her right now?”
 



Thirteen – Poppy
 
A month after our last visit, I was about to step on a plane for my first time in San Francisco. I’d been overwhelmed when Leah had offered to pay for my trip. Even if the money was nothing to her, which seemed to be the case, the gesture meant the world to me.
As much as I’d wanted to see her again right away, we’d chosen to wait a couple more weeks for me to come. I’d taken the afternoon off work so we could have an extra evening together, and she’d been working overtime so she wouldn’t have to worry about SpotBot at all for the weekend.
Now I stood in line at the departure gate, clinging to the bag I’d packed. I hadn’t been on a plane in ages, since my senior-year girls’ trip to Cancun. I wasn’t a fan of flying. In fact, I didn’t even own a passport anymore.
I nodded to the flight attendant as I stepped onto the plane. As soon as I found my seat, I threw on my headphones and closed my eyes. Hopefully I could nap through this flight.
Of course, it wasn’t that easy. Four hours of gripping the seat handles later, I opened my eyes again.
“Afraid of flying?” the kindly-looking older woman next to me asked. “It’ll get better.”
“I hope you’re right.” I stood up and slung my duffel bag over my shoulder.
“You don’t have to travel often, do you?”
“No, but I might.” 
How would I handle the distance if anything more were to happen between me and Leah? I could deal with a few hours of white-knuckling once, but would she come visit me too? How long could we maintain an interstate relationship?
I was getting way ahead of myself. She and I had barely kissed – even if we did know each other inside and out, and that single brief kiss had implied a whole lot of possibilities. I didn’t know for sure if she was interested in a relationship, considering she’d never had one before. I wasn’t even sure what I wanted, myself.
As I found a taxi, I replayed our last few interactions for the millionth time. Her semi-confession about her feelings for me, and my immediate reaction that it could never work. The pain in her eyes in the morning, and the new light I’d suddenly begun to see her in. The difficulty of saying goodbye, the temptation to lean in and kiss her… the sparks that’d leapt and soared between us the instant her lips met mine…
I’d definitely enjoyed the kiss – more than enjoyed, I’d been blown away – but was that enough? Did that mean we had the passion Kerry and I had lacked? I wanted to say yes, but maybe it’d just been so exciting because it was our first kiss. Maybe my latent attraction to her had built up over the years to make it amazing, but once we had a second and third kiss, the thrill would be gone – and then I’d lose my best friend.
The taxi pulled up to the address she’d given me, and I called her as soon as I got out.
“Poppy? Are you at the airport?” she asked.
“Actually, I’m right outside your place.”
“What? I was going to pick you up. You told me you’d be here at seven. I was going to rent a car specially.”
“Leah,” I said firmly, looking up at her building. “I’m right outside. Are you going to let me in?”
I heard the dial tone, and I smiled to myself as I waited for her to come downstairs. I’d actually given her the wrong arrival time on purpose, not wanting to put her out more when she’d already paid for my flight. 
Now it occurred to me that we wouldn’t have any time outside her apartment before we’d be alone. If we wanted to pick up right where we’d left off, we could, and the thought sent a shiver down my spine. 
Yeah, there was some chemistry there. I just had to figure out what to do with it.
I heard Leah’s footsteps in the hall before I saw her through the glass door. My heart skipped a beat, and I laughed at myself for having such a cliché reaction, then realized I was having that reaction to my best friend. Before I could really process that thought, she’d opened the door and was sweeping me into her arms.
“I missed you,” she said, holding me tightly. Her hair was in my face, her scent in my nose, and the combination sent a flutter through my core. “It feels like it’s been a million years.”
“I know, right?” I pulled back slightly and looked at her, noticing every detail of her face. Her round cheeks, her pert nose, the brown wisps at her hairline. She looked like the new Leah I was falling for, not like the old one I’d never looked at that way.
This would’ve been the ideal moment to kiss her again. Just lay one on her without overthinking it and get it over with. We only had so much time this weekend, and I didn’t want to waste any time getting comfortable with each other.
But before I could act, she was taking my duffel bag and walking to the elevator, and the moment was gone. Had she not wanted to kiss me, or had she not felt the attraction between us? I’d been drawn to her like a magnet, but maybe she hadn’t felt the same.
It was better this way, I told myself. I wanted to be sure of my feelings for her before anything more happened. Our friendship might be able to survive one kiss, if we decided we were better off as friends. I didn’t know if it could survive anything more than that, especially if she’d had feelings for me for a while.
Once we were upstairs, she made me some tea and asked about my flight. She even remembered my issues with flying – I shouldn’t have been surprised, given how thoughtful she always was. 
I fidgeted on her couch, looking around her apartment. It was on the smaller side and minimally decorated, but otherwise a nice place. I knew rent was crazy in this city, so it was pretty impressive that she had her own place at all. I assumed she didn’t have time for interior design.
“What’ve you been up to today?” I asked, watching my teabag slowly change the water’s color.
“Not a lot,” she said. “Coding, delegating, and getting ready for your visit.”
When I looked at her, she was smiling at me, and a wave of heat rushed over me. It would’ve been the perfect time to ask if she wanted to talk about that kiss… but before I could work up the nerve to open my mouth, she was speaking again.
“I’ve planned out a lot for this weekend,” she said. “Some tourist stuff, since it’s your first time here. We’ll go out tomorrow night with a couple of my friends, get you hanging out with some genuine San Fran locals. There are a few new restaurants that’ve been getting a lot of hype. And I have a radio interview on Sunday that I can’t reschedule, but I figured it could be interesting for you to come watch.”
I’d kind of thought we’d spend the weekend relaxing and hanging out – okay, part of me had hoped we’d spend the whole time in bed – but if this was what she wanted, that was fine. “Who’s your interview with?” I asked.
“Late Night Talk Time.”
My jaw dropped. “No way! You know I’m a huge fan? I listen to that every night – it helps me fall asleep. What’s Ken Lawrence like?” 
“I haven’t met him yet,” she laughed.
“But you’re going to! You’re an actual celebrity now, you know. That’s huge!”
“It’s not a big deal.”
“You only say that because you’re on TV all the time, anyway.” I clutched my mug, wondering why such a successful woman wanted to spend any time with me at all.
“Maybe so, but my best interview yet was the Career Day at your school.” She stood up abruptly, brushing my shoulder with her hand as she walked by me. “C’mon, I’ll show you your room.”
 
*
 
San Francisco turned out to be a lively, beautiful city, even if my mind was revolving more around Leah than the tree-lined streets. We walked for a few hours, stopping here and there to get food or sit in a park. The tourist sites she’d promised to take me to were closed by now, but she said we’d get up early so she could take me first thing in the morning.
Our conversation flowed like it had when we were teens. We weren’t talking every moment – there were a few comfortable silences – but it felt like I’d been reconnected with the other half of myself, like speaking out loud was only expressing the thoughts we’d already shared.
And if that was true, she must’ve been thinking about our kiss, too. About how it’d felt, and even more about what it meant. She must’ve known it was the only thing on my mind – and yet for those hours, neither of us mentioned it.
I had to just do it, I told myself as we wandered through narrow streets in the Pacific Height district. I had to gather my courage and bite the bullet.
Leah, are we going to talk about our relationship?
Leah, I know you didn’t fly me out here just to play tour guide.
Leah, am I really going to sleep in the guest bedroom tonight?
I was on the verge of blurting something out when we stopped at a red light. Then she turned to me, shot me a dazzling smile, and started talking about something else entirely.
Did she know what I’d been about to say? Had she cut me off intentionally? I didn’t see why she would’ve – but then, I didn’t understand much of anything about what we were doing here tonight.
Not wanting to make her uncomfortable, I decided to go with the flow. She’d have to bring the issue up eventually, so I might as well just let her do it. For now, I’d try to enjoy the views of the Golden Gate Bridge and Fisherman’s Wharf… as best as I could.
For my part, I snuck glances at her every now and then, taking in the lines and angles of her face – and the curves of her body. I’d always known my best friend was an attractive girl, but now that I’d actually brushed my lips against hers, she looked a thousand times sexier.
At least throw her a flirtatious comment, I told myself as we turned our steps back toward her place in the evening. See if she flirts back – or doesn’t. It doesn’t have to be some huge conversation.
But all my courage had abandoned me, and I couldn’t seem to get the words out.
Maybe I could’ve flirted back if she had – but she wasn’t, and I didn’t know why.
Had I misunderstood the part where she had a crush on me? Or had she simply lost interest?
 



Fourteen – Leah
 
“So, I guess you don’t want another cup of tea.” I hovered by the door of the den, unsure of what to do with myself. It was only ten, and we’d run out of things to do outside. Should we watch a movie or something? Go to bed?
Poppy laughed and shook her head. “I’m still so full from dinner. That place was amazing.” Sitting on the couch, she spread her hands over her belly.
I’d taken her to a Nicaraguan place, a cuisine she’d never tried before. “I know, right? I go there all the time.”
“Want to go back tomorrow?”
“Maybe on your next visit. There are too many other places I want to take you to.” Realizing what I’d said, I went quiet. Her next visit? She’d barely arrived for her first one, and I didn’t want to assume anything about what she was doing here.
Even though she’d kissed me last time, I didn’t know how she felt. Clearly she still liked me as a friend… so was this a friendly visit? Did she think the kiss had been a mistake? Maybe she’d done it on a whim and already forgotten about it. I doubted that last one, but with the way she was acting, it could’ve been a possibility.
I wished she’d break the ice on the topic. She knew how I felt, whereas I had no idea what was going through her head. She may not have known the length of time I’d been in love with her, or the depth of my feelings, but she was perfectly aware that I liked her. And I couldn’t say the same.
“So there’s going to be a next visit?” she asked, a smile playing at the edges of her lips.
I leaned against the doorframe, trying to look casual. “I mean, there could be. If you want to. It’s up to you.”
“Of course I want to. Who wouldn’t want to hang out and play tourist in San Francisco?”
My heart thudded, and I faked a laugh. “I should have you come when I’m out of town for work. While you enjoy the city, you can water my plants.”
She tilted her head, looking at me curiously. “Why would I come when you wouldn’t be here, Leah?”
“Well…”
“Were you fishing for compliments? Do you want to hear me say I’m here for you, not for the city?”
I lowered my head. “You made it sound like you were here for the city,” I muttered.
“I said I was here to hang out, Leah. With you.” She came over to me, standing just a little too close. “I’d hang out in Nofuckingwhere, Alaska, as long as it was with you.”
“I…” I sucked in a breath, pushed back my hair. “I’ve never been to Alaska.”
“Bad example, then. I’d hang out with you in rural North Dakota, okay?” Grabbing my hand, she repeated herself. “As long as it was with you.”
She was holding my hand, but she was doing it platonically – right? She meant she wanted to spend time with me as a friend.
Or did she? My mind was short-circuiting, because there had been that kiss. The one I’d barely stopped thinking about since it’d happened. But this was Poppy, the girl I’d loved as long as I could remember, and she couldn’t possibly feel the same way. 
Things that great didn’t happen to girls like me. I’d had good luck in my life – my friends, my career. That was enough, I couldn’t ask for anything more. I wouldn’t ask – that would be too greedy, too much.
Her hand was still on mine, small and soft and warm, and my face heated as I stared down at our interlinked fingers. The warmth swelled through my chest, my core, heating me from the inside. I’d held hands with a lot of women in my life, but they weren’t Poppy, so it wasn’t at all the same.
“Why did you fly me here, Leah?” she asked. “Would you do that for all your friends?”
My breath caught in my throat. “Why did you come out here?” I asked, throwing her question back at her. “Would you do that for all your friends?”
The corners of her eyes tensed, and her brow furrowed ever-so-slightly. “You’re really not going to make this easy for me, are you?”
“To make what easy?” I whispered.
I knew I was being intentionally difficult, but I couldn’t help it. I needed to hear her say it – that she liked me, that she wanted me. The kiss and the hand-holding weren’t enough for me to believe it. 
“Fuck, Leah. I just – ” Shaking her head, she stopped herself and kissed me instead.
The world flipped on its axis, and a wave of dizziness rolled through me. Her lips, her touch, her scent – just for one moment, I wasn’t going to think about what it all meant. 
One of us stepped closer – I couldn’t tell who – and then she was in my arms, her small body pressed right up against mine. This was just as earth-shattering as the kiss in the car, but more so, because now I could touch her shoulders and her hips, feel her chest rising and falling – her breath ragged like mine. Her breasts pushing against me, and her arms wrapped tightly around my back. 
Eventually I thought I should pull away and ask her what we were doing here – but then she sucked my lower lip between hers, running her tongue along it and making me moan. I tried again, but she had her hands on my hips, sliding just under the hemline of my shirt so it was skin against skin. Again, and this time she was the one to break away – but only so she could kiss her way down my neck and nibble my collarbone.
Seeing I wasn’t going to be able to drag myself away, I surrendered to the feeling – the shock, the contentment, the desire swelling in my core. I went with it as she traced her hands upwards, cupping my breasts, then brought them down to stroke my ass. 
Part of me was in denial this was even happening. The rest just wanted to stay quiet, knowing anything I said or did had the potential to ruin it.
But when she went to pull off my top, I couldn’t stay quiet anymore. “Poppy, does this mean you like me?”
She stopped short and stared at me. I waited for her to answer, but all she did was stare.
“Poppy?”
“Leah.” She gestured at herself, then at me. “Do you see us? Are you even serious?”
I took a step away, putting one hand on my forehead. “I just… I don’t…”
She sank onto the couch again, grabbing my hand to bring me with her. We sat a few inches apart, not touching, but close enough that I could still feel her body heat. “You want to talk?” she asked gently.
“I think that might be a good idea.” I collapsed into the sofa, facing forward rather than toward her. 
Tension built in my body, not desire but anxiety. Why was I pausing when what I’d always wanted most was within arm’s reach? I knew the answer – I’d be more hurt if I slept with her and she didn’t want a relationship, than if I didn’t sleep with her at all. It was strange to think about passing up on the opportunity to be with her, but I knew I’d never get past it – and I’d lose her friendship – if she were to break my heart.
“You told me I was like a sister to you,” I said, still not looking at her. “You said you didn’t want to rip my clothes off.”
“Well, I think that part’s been disproven.” She gave a nervous laugh. “And I seem to remember saying I didn’t know.”
“You did kiss me, but… what is this?” I turned to her, not bothering to conceal the vulnerability on my face. “Do you like me, Poppy, or is this just for fun?”
She opened her mouth, then stopped herself and shook her head. “I was about to be sarcastic again, because I don’t know how you can doubt what I feel about you, but – ”
“I know you love me as a friend.” A memory tugged at me, and I frowned. “I don’t know if you feel passionate toward me.”
She blinked slowly. “Didn’t we just find out?”
I had to admit she had me there. I’d never felt anything like that, and even if she’d only felt a fraction of what I had, that should’ve been more than enough.
“So you… you want to hook up,” I said, testing her.
“Yes.”
My face fell, my heart smashing into shards. She wanted to fool around, because I was the good-time girl who was always up for that. Wasn’t that just karma, really? That the one girl I wanted for more than sex only wanted me for that?
“Wait, did you mean to only hook up?” she quickly asked. “Because I was talking about right now. I want to hook up tonight, and spend the day on a date tomorrow, and talk all the time when we can’t be together, and come to visit each other as much as humanly possible.”
“You… do?”
She sighed at me, her expression a mix of affection and frustration and – and desire. “Yes, Leah,” she said. “I definitely do.”
I leaned toward her again, my heart pounding as my face approached hers. All of this was too good to be true, and yet as far as I could tell, it was completely real. Her lips grazed against mine, softly at first, and then more aggressively. Did I need to pinch myself, or could I trust that the pleasurable sensations flooding my body meant I wasn’t in a dream?
Her scent floated to me, airy and feminine and perfectly her. I kissed her harder, my tongue slipping into her mouth, and when she went to lift my shirt again, I had no thoughts of stopping her.
Once the fabric was over my head, I was only in a bra, and Poppy hissed softly as she ran her hands over the cups. “Goddamn, Leah, this… you…”
I met her eyes. Had I really left her speechless? “What?”
“You’re just so damn beautiful, and I have no idea how I didn’t see it earlier.”
I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. If she’d seen it earlier, we could’ve been together years ago. We might’ve never lost touch. Or was that true? Because I was the one who’d drifted away from her, thinking I’d always be in love with her and she’d never want to be with me.
At least I’d been right about the first part.
“We’re together now,” I said, grabbing the bottom of her own shirt. “And I have no plans to ever – ever – let you go.”
She put her arms up, allowing me to pull off her top, and when I threw it to the side, I saw tears in her eyes.
“Poppy, are you… crying?”
“I’m okay,” she said with a sniffle. “I just never thought I’d feel this way about someone after my ex. Hearing you say that… seeing your passion…”
“Do you mean you feel passion toward me?”
“God, Leah, do you really have to ask?” She kissed me again, sending thrills through my core. I knew what I felt, but I didn’t want to assume anything about her.
We pressed together, skin against skin, and I lost myself in the sweetness of her lips. When we finally broke apart, both panting, I looked deep into her half-lidded eyes. “Let’s go to my room.”
She jumped up and ran, grabbing my hand to drag me along with her. We both giggled as we fell onto the bed. I climbed on top of her, unclasping her bra as I pressed my lips to her neck, and then nothing seemed funny anymore. The tears in her eyes were gone, too, and in their place was a dark, yearning desire. 
I traced my fingernails down her arm, then along her breasts. Her body was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen, glistening and gorgeous in the dim light. Her nipples hardened under my touch, and when I reached between her legs, she was incredibly, gloriously wet.
“Wait, Leah, I can’t let you do this.” The way she spoke was between a breath and a moan. “You’ve wanted me for longer. I should be the one to please you first.”
“Not a chance,” I said, already working her jeans off. “This is the moment I’ve been dreaming about for years.”
Apparently that was enough for her, because she gave up and allowed me to spread her legs. I lay between them, admiring the beauty of her center. Inhaling deeply, I savored her scent. With the tip of a fingernail, I teased along her mound and her inner thighs.
She sucked in a sharp breath. “Leah, please…”
As much as I wanted to tease her, I couldn’t torture myself anymore. I was dying to finally taste her, and I couldn’t make myself wait a second longer. I dipped in, tracing my tongue up each of her folds and then drinking from the honey pot between. When she was squirming and panting, her hands clinging helplessly to my shoulders, I set my tongue to her little bud.
Her body bucked, and she let out a moan. “Oh God, Leah.”
I’d waited so long to hear her moan my name. Gripping her hips, I set to work, determined to make her say it again – and again. She cried out, shuddering under me with each stroke of my tongue. 
When her cries turned more urgent, I knew she was close. “Oh fuck, Leah, please, please…” I doubled my efforts, licking her harder, sliding a finger inside. She pushed herself up onto her forearms and I met her eyes. Her face contorted in ecstasy, and she screamed out in release.
I’d almost forgotten my own arousal, too eager to bring her to climax, and now I became aware of a throbbing deep in my core. Going down on her had turned me on more than maybe anything in my life, ever – and now it was going to be my turn for the same treatment.
She pulled herself up, looking completely worn-out and entirely satisfied. She clung to me for another long kiss, and the way her tongue moved against mine made me wonder how it’d feel down below. 
There was no way this was going to live up to the extremely high expectations I’d put on it, and I tried to belatedly lower them. No coupling in the history of humanity could’ve lived up to all these years of dreaming and fantasizing. 
She nudged me to lie down on the mattress, and I obediently parted my legs. She placed her hands on my thighs, her eyes making obscene promises I could only hope she was going to keep. My heart thundered in my chest. “Poppy, I’m ready.”
She gave me a slow nod, and then she dove between my legs. The instant she made contact, my body jerked and seized. My back arched, my eyes squeezed shut, and without even meaning to, I let out a groan. If I’d thought I’d felt fireworks when we kissed, I’d been wrong. These were fireworks, and I never wanted them to stop.
Her tongue flicked on my nub, doing miraculous things to my entire body. I held on tight, barely able to breathe through the extreme pleasure. I’d been so, so wrong about this not being as good as the build-up. It was better than I could’ve ever dreamed.
And as my orgasm washed over me, I knew I wanted this every day for the rest of my life.
 



Fifteen – Poppy
 
“These are my friends Hanna and Jasmine,” Leah said, her arm linked through mine as we stood at a crowded bar. “And this is my girlfriend, Poppy.”
Both girls’ eyes widened at the statement. Even Neeta, who’d joined us a few minutes earlier, looked shocked. “You two really…?”
Leah nodded, looking adorably proud. “We made it official this morning.”
“Then I don’t think I want to know what went on last night,” Neeta laughed.
The bartender finally looked over at us, and we ordered quickly. I reached for my purse, and Leah stopped me with a shake of her head. “I got you.”
A flood of warmth went through me. Yes, she did. She finally did.
We’d spent most of the day in bed together, skipping the tourist activities she’d planned and ordering in rather than going to restaurants. I’d been quite willing to stay instead of going out with her friends, too, but she said it’d be healthy to get out of the apartment. Plus by the evening, we’d both had so many orgasms, it was hard to imagine having any more – at least for a few hours.
Being with her at her place had felt perfectly comfortable and effortless, like becoming lovers was simply the natural evolution of our deep friendship. I’d discovered that I not only wanted to rip off her clothes, but that I also loved what happened after they were off. My worries about passion were gone, at least for the moment. I refused to think about whether our desire for each other would dry up a year or two down the line.
For the moment, I was happy – blissfully so. I had a girlfriend again, and this time felt right. My parents would be over the moon when I told them. They’d always said Leah was their second daughter, and now she really would be.
I’d hated to even leave the safe, warm bubble we’d created for ourselves at Leah’s apartment. I’d done it for her sake, but I was already halfway ready to head back to her place and get my hands – and mouth – on her again.
Once we had our drinks in hand – beer for me and Neeta, white wine for Leah and her other friends – she elbowed me in the ribs. “Just don’t take any more shots.”
Now warmth heated my cheeks. I’d almost forgotten how badly I’d embarrassed myself at my birthday party – not just with her, but with Neeta.
Luckily Neeta hadn’t heard the comment, and I wasn’t about to share it. As we moved to stand in a quieter part of the bar, I wondered why I was so completely not jealous of her relationship with Leah. It helped that they’d only been friends for a lot longer than they’d dated, even though both of them had been single. Still, I knew they’d been intimate, and the thought didn’t bother me at all.
Once we’d gotten comfortable in our new spot, Leah put her arm around me. Smiling at her, I readjusted it – she’d made it impossible for my head to reach my drink. She saw her mistake and laughed.
“So what’s the deal?” one of the girls, either Hanna or Jasmine, asked.
“Other than me now being a fifth wheel?” Neeta asked with a roll of her eyes.
“You know what I mean,” the first girl said. “Last Hanna and I heard, we were going to be hanging out with Leah’s old friend who was coming to town. Now all of a sudden, they’re girlfriends?”
“Friends do start dating from time to time,” Hanna said. “It happened to us, after all.”
They gazed lovingly into each other’s eyes. “It usually takes a bit longer, though,” Jasmine said. “Unless this has been going on longer than we realize.”
“Only about thirty years,” I jumped in. “Leah and I have known each other pretty much since birth. We grew up together, and I guess there were always some feelings there – even if I didn’t realize it until recently.”
They both stared at me as if shocked, and I wondered if what I’d said was that unusual. I hadn’t meant to imply Leah and I had literally been crushing on each other when we were in diapers, but – 
“You’re that girl?” Hanna asked.
“What girl?” 
“The girl,” Jasmine said. “The one Leah’s been mooning over ever since we met her.”
I glanced at Leah, who’d just taken her arm off me. Her hands were now covering her face, and she looked like she was ready to run straight out of the building.
“Were you mooning over me?” I asked, trying to sound playful when I was actually dead serious.
“Oh, she was,” Neeta said. “The phrase ‘the one that got away’ was used.”
“Tears were shed,” Hanna added.
Leah took a big swig of her wine, her face bright red. “Guys, could we give it a rest?”
“But we just got onto the topic,” Jasmine said. “Poppy, did you not know Leah was holding an Olympic-sized torch for you?”
“Come on,” Leah groaned. “Tell us about your trip to the Netherlands, you two. Neeta, how’s that girl you were talking to on Tinder?”
“You’re not going to change the subject that easily,” Neeta laughed.
I squeezed Leah’s hand. “And that’s just fine with me.”
 
*
 
The rest of the weekend flew by. Leah tried again to reschedule her interview with Late Night Talk Time, but they weren’t able to do it at the last minute. I went along with her to the radio studio and even got to meet Ken Lawrence. He looked older than he sounded, but his eyes and his smile were kind.
“It’s s-s-so nice to meet you,” I stuttered out. “I…” I blanked on what else I’d wanted to say.
“Her name is Poppy, and she’s a huge fan,” Leah filled in for me.
They went into another room, and I watched them chat through the window. Each had huge headphones on and a wireless microphone in front of them. I couldn’t hear what they were saying from outside the room, so I simply admired Leah from afar. She was animated, gesturing wildly as she talked about SpotBot. When her eyes met mine, my heart went weak.
Once again, I had to admit how lucky I was to have found her – found her again, rather. If I hadn’t called her that day when I’d seen her on TV, she never would’ve reached out to me, and I understood why. She’d had no reason to think I’d ever be interested in her, seeing as I wouldn’t have thought so myself.
I still couldn’t wrap my mind around the depth of her feelings for me. Once we were alone last night, I’d confronted her about whether her friends’ teasing was accurate. She’d said yes.
Even though I’d known she’d had some feelings for me for a while, I was intimidated to hear she’d been in love with me since we were teens. It was a lot of pressure to live up to. But I thought I could return those feelings. I already adored her more than anyone else on the planet.
Her interview went a little longer than expected, so that I was fidgeting and looking at the clock on my phone, wondering if I needed to call an Uber to the airport. She exited the soundproof room just as I was about to do it.
“Sorry about that!” she said, giving me a hurried hug. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright. “We should get going.”
In the rental car, she updated me on how the interview had gone. In a day or two, I’d be able to listen to the edited version on-air. All too soon, we were at the airport, and even though it was going to take a little longer, she parked the car and came inside.
We held hands in the check-in line, not speaking as we slowly got closer to the counter. My heart wrenched as she stepped back, and I struggled to smile at the counter attendant when I handed him my passport. I didn’t want to leave – or at the very least, I wanted Leah to come with me.
There were still almost two hours before my flight, and since it was a domestic one, I wasn’t worried about being late. Still, Leah said she wasn’t going to stick around. 
“I don’t want to take any chance of you missing your flight at the last minute because the security line ends up being too long,” she said. “And besides, saying goodbye is going to be hard enough without drawing it out.” She brushed something from her eye – a tear?
“It’s not like I’m never going to see you again,” I said, wrapping my arms around her waist. “We’ll have another visit soon.”
“Like when?” She held me close, running her fingers through my hair.
“Whenever you want,” I said. “You’re the busy one, not me. Any weekend or holiday you want is yours.”
“How about all of them?” she asked with a sniffle.
 
*
 
The next weekend, I found myself at a bar with Amanda and Julie, two of my high school friends. I moved restlessly in my chair, wishing I could be in San Francisco with Leah again, or that she could be here with me.
“What’s up with you?” Amanda asked, wrinkling her nose at the way I’d shredded my napkin.
“Nothing,” I said. “Just thinking.”
She took a sip of her beer. “About…?”
“I might as well tell you guys,” I said. “You remember Leah, right? You saw her at my birthday.”
“Uh, yeah,” Julie said. “We remember her.” They traded a glance, rolling their eyes.
“Well…” This wasn’t going to go over well, but all I could do was plunge ahead. “We actually started dating.”
Julie blinked, while Amanda sucked in a gasp. “What?”
“Yeah. We kissed last time she was here – ”
“And you didn’t tell us?” Amanda asked.
“I haven’t seen you since then, and plus, I didn’t know if it was going to go anywhere.”
“Poppy…” Julie hesitated, frowning. “You know I never understood why you two were friends, but clearly you do have some kind of connection.”
That was putting it mildly. “But…?”
“But she lives so far away,” she said. “How are you expecting this to work?”
That was a concern of mine, too. “It can work.”
“Like how?” Amanda asked.
“We’ll visit each other, and…” I bit my lip. I hadn’t gotten much further than that, but surely the visits would be enough for now.
“Long distance sucks ass,” Julie said flatly. “I tried that with my ex I met while I was traveling, remember? We were dating for six months, and because we hardly saw each other in person, there was nothing to stop him from cheating on me the whole time.”
“Leah would never cheat,” I said.
“But what about deepening your relationship?” Amanda asked with concern. “How much can you really get to know each other when you’re not there in person?”
“Luckily, we already know each other.”
“You’ve barely spent any time together lately,” she said softly. “You know who she used to be, but do you really know her now?”
Julie interrupted before I could reply. “The only way long distance works is if you know it’ll eventually become short distance. Do you think she’d move here, or would you be willing to move there?”
“I don’t know.” Panic rose within me. “Do you guys really think this is a bad idea?”
They both pursed their lips, neither one seeming to want to answer. “Sorry, Poppy,” Amanda said. “We’re just thinking about what’s best for you.”
Me being with Leah was what was best for me. If they couldn’t see that, that was their own problem.
She and I would find a way to stay together. We both wanted it badly enough to make it happen.
Even if I didn’t quite know how it was going to work.
 



Sixteen – Leah
 
“I miss you so much,” I said to Poppy’s image on my phone.
“I miss you more.” She pouted.
“I miss you like crazy.” I shut my office door and sat down in the computer chair. “I miss you more than anything.”
“I miss you more than life. I miss you more than the universe.”
“I miss you like the deserts miss the rain.”
“Okay there, Sting.” 
We both laughed, and that broke some of our sadness. It’d been almost two weeks since our last visit, which had been our second time seeing each other as a couple. She’d come here again, since there was more to do here than in Grass Cove, and we’d spent the whole weekend loved-up in my apartment.
It’d been one of the best weekends of my life. I still couldn’t believe I was with her. Ever since we’d gotten together, my workaholic lifestyle had taken a hit. I didn’t want to stay at the office until midnight anymore. I barely wanted to work at all. 
I’d already started trying to figure out how to coordinate my vacation time so I could take a trip with her during the summer. Spending a week with her at some all-inclusive in the Caribbean sounded like heaven on earth.
“How are you doing?” I asked. “How were your kids today?”
“They were all right,” she said. “Just as cute and hyper as usual. I’m already counting down until the end of June.”
“Me, too.” 
In some ways, her summer off felt like an oasis in the desert. We hadn’t talked about how much time she might potentially be able to spend here, but I was sure it’d be more than a weekend here and there. If I had my way, she’d just move in with me for those two months – and if that test run went well, she could quit her job and find one in San Francisco.
I knew she loved Grass Cove. Her old friends and her parents were there, and the town was familiar to her. But she loved me, too, and she could adjust to everything else.
“I’m going to hang out with the old high school crowd this weekend,” she said. “Amanda and Julie.”
Ugh, I didn’t know why she still spent time with them. Couldn’t she see they were terrible people? They’d been so rude to me back in the day, turning up their noses at me and whispering behind my back, all because I dressed differently than them and had more niche interests.
I hadn’t spoken to them in years, it was true, but nothing Poppy had said had made me think they’d changed at all. They’d completely ignored me at her birthday party, and she’d hemmed and hawed and avoided the subject when I’d asked what they thought of us dating now.
“Why don’t you come here instead?” I asked belligerently. “You’d have more fun with me than with them.”
“I definitely would, but it’s a little late for that.” She reached out as if she could pat my hand through the screen, then drew back. “You know I’ll be thinking of you the whole time.”
“This just fucking sucks, though.” And the distance was even worse when she was with them. I wanted to mention my hopes for the summer, but kept quiet for now. We’d only spent two weekends together as a couple – I didn’t want to scare her off.
She gave me a sympathetic look. “I’ll visit you again soon, and then you’ll visit me.”
“Could you at least mention me to those high school mean girls, though? Talk me up a bit, tell them how crazy you are about me?”
“I can do that.”
I took a sip of tea, wishing I could be there to show off my success in person. I wasn’t flashy in the least, but I had half a mind to show up in a rented Rolls Royce dripping in Tiffany diamonds next time I was in town. “Tell me they’re all washed-up hussies who popped out eight kids by twenty-five and never moved out of town.”
Looking exasperated, she rolled her eyes. “That, I can’t do. They’re doing pretty well for themselves, actually.” She paused. “Not as well as you, but – ”  
“That’s all I needed to hear.” I gloated. “I’m going to stick with my mental image of them, so thanks.”
“You’ve seen them. You’re just bitter.” She sighed. “Anyway, how’s Spotty doing?” 
“You mean SpotBot?”
“He’s called Spotty for short.”
I glared at her image. “No, he’s not.” 
“He is now.” 
“I created him, and I say he doesn’t have a nickname.”
“Too late, because I already nicknamed him.” She covered her mouth with her hand as if that’d hide her giggle.
I narrowed my eyes at her. Spotty, my ass. “SpotBot is doing well,” I said. “I spent most of the day talking with officials from different state agencies who are interested in buying a model.”
“Isn’t it going to be weird when there are fifty of him and they’re all over the place?”
“No, not really. There’ll just be more of him to love.”
Poppy rolled her eyes. “But he’s like your pet. Doesn’t it feel like you’re cloning your pet?”
“It didn’t until you just said that,” I laughed. “I think it’ll be fine, since all the ‘clones’ will be in different locations.”
“But won’t it be weird to see fifty of him in one place at the manufacturing plant?”
“I’ll get over it,” I said. “I think any weirdness is going to be overshadowed by how much great work he’s going to do.”
I smiled to myself, embarrassed to be proud of my own accomplishment. There were so many things SpotBot would be able to help with. I couldn’t wait to get him out there and actually doing things, rather than just testing him over and over and performing demonstrations.
“The one thing I’m worried about is fifty times the repair requests,” I said. “As much as we’ve debugged him, I’m sure there are going to be problems with his code.”
“You’ve been working on that robot night and day for how many years again?” she asked, shaking her head. “You’re going to be just fine.”
“I guess I’m just a single-minded person,” I said. “I get a little obsessed with something, and I dedicate myself to it.”
“Like me?” she asked, half-teasing, half-shy.
“Like you.”
 
*
 
Another day, another Skype call. As much as I wanted to see her in person again, I couldn’t pick up everything and fly to Grass Cove. Even for her, the trip was hardly worth it unless she took at least the Friday afternoon off work – especially given her fear of flying. And at this point in her career, she didn’t think “being madly in love” was enough of a reason to use up her sick days.
“What are you up to this weekend?” I asked, sitting at my kitchen table with my chin in my hand. 
I’d set up my phone on a stand across from me, so that it almost felt like I was talking to Poppy over a casual breakfast. Since it was a Saturday, we’d probably end up talking for hours.
“I’m going to see my parents.” The screen showed her sitting upright in bed. “My mom isn’t doing too well.”
My heart skipped a beat. “What happened to her?”
“She’s okay,” she said carefully. “She just, well, she had a minor stroke the other day.”
“Oh, no.” I didn’t even know what to say. Poor Theresa. And poor Gary. Not to mention poor Poppy, who was biting her lip as if fighting back tears. “What about you? Are you okay?”
“I’ll be fine,” she said. “It just came as a shock. It happened out of nowhere. I was at work like any other day, and then the principal’s office was paging me. Next thing I knew I was in the hospital holding my mom’s hand, and she was so pale. One side of her face wasn’t working, and she was slurring her words.”
“Oh my God.” I couldn’t believe she hadn’t told me immediately. 
“She’s going to be all right,” Poppy said. “She got checked out right away, and the doctors said it’s relatively common. She only had to spend one night in the hospital, and she’s doing great with her rehab exercises.”
I sucked in one ragged breath after another. Poppy shouldn’t have had to deal with all of this alone.
“I’ll fly out there,” I said, making a rapid decision. “I’ll be on the first flight.”
“No, Leah, I already booked mine to come see you in a couple weeks. My mom’s okay. I’ll be at work, so I won’t be able to spend time with you. You won’t be able to do anything, and you can’t just ditch your job like that.”
I slumped in my chair. She was right.
And yet, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I should’ve been there for her.
 



Seventeen – Poppy
 
“Why aren’t you going to be here this afternoon, Ms. Barnes?” Adele asked, waving her hand in the air as if she ever waited for me to call on her.
I leaned on my desk. I’d hoped that word wouldn’t get out about me taking the afternoon off and the substitute teacher would be able to slip into my place without any fuss, but word had apparently gotten around. Somehow, to my constant perplexity, these fourth-graders were more tapped into the school grapevine than I could ever hope to be.
“I’m going to be out of town,” I said, hoping Adele would leave it at that. 
The kids liked having substitute teachers because they thought they could get away with doing less work, but they also worried I was sick or that something was wrong. Last time I’d taken a day off for a doctor’s visit, they’d interrogated me for what felt like hours about whether I was “really, truly” going to be okay.
“Where are you going?” Adele asked, bright-eyed.
I sighed. The same curiosity that made her my star student was also exasperating when she turned it toward my personal life. “I’ll be visiting a friend in San Francisco,” I said.
“You have friends?” a boy in the second row asked.
Before I could finish rolling my eyes, Adele had whipped around to correct him. “Of course Ms. Barnes has friends. We already saw one of her friends. She showed us the robot, remember?” Her eyes lit up, and she turned back to me. “Oh! Didn’t the robot lady live in San Francisco? Is she who you’re going to visit?”
“Mind your own business” was at the tip of my tongue, but I kept my mouth shut and simply smiled instead. I picked up James and the Giant Peach, the book we’d been reading, and waved it silently at the class.
Adele paid no attention to my nonverbal cue. “Are you going to play with robots?” She looked thrilled at the mere possibility. 
“Ms. Barnes,” a quieter girl in the same row whispered, “is that lady your special friend?”
My cheeks heated, and I decided to ditch the subtlety. “Books open,” I called out. “Page 149. Derek, you’re reading first.”
 
*
 
A month to the day after the last time I’d seen Leah, she was finally, finally back in my arms. “I missed you so bad it hurt,” I said into her gorgeous, perfectly-scented hair. “Let’s never go this long without seeing each other again, okay?”
“Sounds good to me.” 
She gave me a long kiss filled with all the passion I could’ve ever hoped for. I kissed her back, hard, not caring if the entire airport saw. I was in love, and that was nothing to be ashamed of. I pushed Amanda and Julie’s doubts out of my mind. This was working right now, and it was going to keep working.
Leah took my hand and led me toward the exit. “The plane ride wasn’t too bad, was it?”
It’d been far from pleasant, but… “Seeing you is worth it.” I’d actually taken an allergy pill to knock me out for the duration of the flight, and it’d helped a little. Now I was still drowsy, though, and I only had so much time to spend with her.
I wouldn’t have told her this, but I felt a little pressure to make the visit worth it for her, too. She’d paid for everything, like last time, and I also knew she would’ve been working if I hadn’t been here. She seemed to work around sixty hours a week, if not more.
“You didn’t have to rent a car to pick me up,” I told her as she pulled her keys out of her purse in the parking lot. “I’d be perfectly capable of taking the BART.”
The lights on a Jetta flashed, and she opened the door for me. “I wanted to,” she said. “Besides, I’ll be shuttling you all over town so we can do all that tourist stuff we talked about.”
“Oh, we’re finally going to do that? Not just hide out at your place?”
“That could be another option.” She pecked me on the lips, then turned the key in the ignition. “How’s your mom?”
That was the first thing she asked me every time we talked. Mom had basically gone back to normal about a week after her stroke, and so far it looked like she was going to stay that way. “She’s good,” I said. “No changes since you asked me the same thing yesterday.”
“Well, I have to check.”
“She’s talking about doing some substitute teaching soon,” I said. “I told her just not to do it at my school.”
Leah laughed, and some of the pressure on my heart eased. Truth be told, Mom had given me a major scare. I’d always known in theory that my parents were mortal, but it was different when you actually saw them in the hospital, struggling to form sentences.
“I’ll tell her you said hi,” I said.
As Leah drove, I took the opportunity to drink the sight of her in. She was in the same blazer she’d worn in the fall – last time I’d seen her, it’d been cold enough for a winter jacket. Her hair was down, and it seemed to be a tiny bit longer. She wore light make-up that looked like it’d recently been touched up, and I warmed inside at the thought that she’d done that for me.
I could hardly wait to get my hands on her, and I wondered how I’d ever doubted the passion between us. It’d laid dormant for so long, but now I could feel a burning in my core whenever I was around her. If anything, I felt more passionate because it’d taken us so long to get together. I’d known her inside and out before anything had ever happened between us, and I’d fallen for her soul long before her body.
Even if she’d fallen for both, years ago. It still felt strange to know how long she’d had a crush on me and how strong her feelings had been. I kept having flashbacks of things she’d said and done when we were teens, and it pained me to know how oblivious I’d been. 
Once we were back at her place, we were barely in the door before our clothes began to come off. The garments fell in a scattered trail on the way to her bedroom, and we had nothing on by the time we reached the bed.
Fingers and tongues collided with skin and flesh. With her wetness on my hands and in my mouth, her musky scent hung thick in the air. Arousal pulsed through my core until we’d satisfied each other over… and over… and over.
“Holy shit,” I sighed when it was over. “That was insane.”
“It always is with you.” She lay on her side, tracing a finger down my arm. “I still can’t believe I have you.”
My heart twisted, and not in a good way. Fuck, it made me feel guilty when she said things like that. She’d tormented herself over me for so long, and I hadn’t even known. Meanwhile, as soon as I’d realized what was in front of me, she’d handed herself to me on a platter. It hardly seemed fair.
Even when I’d found out she was into me, I hadn’t even jumped at the amazing opportunity. I’d had to think about it and debate with myself, open my eyes to the fact that I was actually in love with her. I still felt terrible about the pain I’d caused her that first night.
Instead of ordering in, I cooked dinner for her. I didn’t say anything about my reasons, but I hoped this could be one small step toward making up for what I’d done. I’d never be able to take away the pain, but I still planned to adore and cherish her every day for the rest of my life.
“This is delicious,” she said, slurping potato soup from her spoon. 
She looked so cute with a drop of soup on the corner of her mouth. I had the sudden urge to kiss it off, so I went ahead and did it. She kissed me back, humming with happiness.
I stroked her cheek, letting her hair brush against the backs of my fingers. I was happy, too – but something felt off. My happiness wasn’t as genuine or pure as hers, and I felt fucking terrible about it.
 
*
 
That night, I struggled to fall asleep. The allergy medication had knocked me out on the plane. I’d been so tired afterward, barely keeping my eyes open while I hung out with Leah. Now I lay awake, replaying parts of the day in my mind.
The morning had been fine, even if the kids had been annoyingly nosy. The flight had been bearable, even if I’d still bitten my nails through the part that I was awake. Being back in Leah’s arms was incredible… even if I couldn’t shake my guilt over not getting here sooner.
What was the future of this relationship, anyway? Where would we be six months from now? A year? I could spend more time with her over the summer, when I wouldn’t be working, but what’d happen after that?
I couldn’t do the long-distance thing forever. My high school friends had a point – it didn’t work long-term, only a temporary stopgap measure. It was hard enough not seeing Leah every day now, and we’d only been together for a little while. I needed a partner who could be a stable fixture in my life, not someone who’d always be just far enough out of reach to make my heart ache.
Leah hadn’t mentioned anything about either of us moving, but it had to be on her mind as much as mine. As deeply as she felt for me, this kind of relationship wouldn’t be enough for her long-term, either.
My job was in Grass Cove. My friends… my family. My parents weren’t going to live forever, and I wanted to be with them. What if one of them got seriously sick, or even… died? My throat choked up, and a tear dripped onto the pillow. I’d spent my whole life in Wyoming, and as much as I wanted to be with Leah, I wanted her there – not the other way around. I didn’t want to move.
And neither did Leah. She had SpotBot and PupTech, Neeta and Hanna and Jasmine. She’d forged a life for herself here, and she wouldn’t want to leave it. She’d already experienced life in Grass Cove, and it hadn’t worked for her. How could I even consider dragging her back to that?
I rolled from one side to the other, pausing to admire her sleeping form. She was so beautiful, so perfect, and I wanted nothing more than to be with her forever. But how was that going to be possible?
She gave a soft snore, and my heart broke. She was too adorable for words. And more than that, she was too good for me. Even if we loved each other, was that enough? Couldn’t two people in love just not be right for each other?
If the situation was different, or if the timing had been different, things could’ve worked out. But right now, lying there wide awake and staring at the ceiling, I couldn’t see a future for us. I just couldn’t.
And what was the point of the present, if we weren’t going to have a future?
 



Eighteen – Leah
 
The weekend was over way too fast. I’d waited what felt like a million years to see Poppy again, and once she’d finally gotten here, it felt like the whole time lasted only a few minutes.
I’d tried to savor every moment with her, and for the most part, I had. The sex had been spectacular, and the time we’d spent together outside of the bedroom was just as good. I could’ve talked to Poppy all day every day without getting bored, even with our clothes on, so it was heavenly to get to do that with our clothes off.
Something had been off, though. Just a tiny bit. Someone who didn’t know Poppy as well as I did wouldn’t have noticed anything. Even to me, the slight decrease in her bubbliness hadn’t been obvious. It’d taken her a millisecond longer to laugh after I made a joke, and her voice was infinitesimally softer than usual. She’d been a little withdrawn, and that wasn’t like her in the least.
Now we were at the airport, and I tried to wrap my mind around the fact that I didn’t know when I’d see her again. I planned to fly out to Grass Cove as soon as I could, but that wasn’t saying much. Work kept me so busy, I’d barely managed to take this full weekend off. Finding the time to travel anytime soon was going to be tough.
It hardly seemed fair. I’d been in love with her for so long, and now that I finally had her, I never got to see her. Being with her was better than even my wildest dreams… and I only ever got enough of her to make me crave her more. These weekends together were nothing more than a tease, not nearly enough to satisfy me.
I clung to her hand as we stepped forward in the check-in line. I was going to miss her terribly, and I hoped she knew that. My bed didn’t feel right without her in it. My apartment was desolately quiet without her there.
“You have to let go,” she said softly. “I need to check in.”
My stomach twisted, but I stepped off to the side. I watched her as she spoke to the ticket agent, memorizing every detail of her face. She still looked sad, and although that could’ve been from having to leave me, I suspected there was more to it than that.
She came back to me, and as she squeezed both of my hands in hers, I saw her swallow. 
“You have your allergy medication?” I asked. “I don’t want you to have a hard time sleeping on the plane.”
“I have it.”
“And your snacks? Do you want to get more? We still have a little time.”
“No, I don’t need any more. In fact, I should probably just go.” Her eyes filled, and her voice came out in a whisper. “I’ll miss you,” she said. “I-I’ll miss you so much. Take care of yourself, Leah. I love you.”
As usual, I couldn’t help but tear up when I saw her crying. Sometimes I thought I experienced her feelings more than even my own. “Why do you sound like that?” I asked, trying and failing to stop the swell of emotion. “Like you’re saying goodbye forever?”
“Because I don’t know when I’m going to see you again.”
“No.” I stared at her hard, finding deception behind her eyes. She was lying to make me feel better, but why? “You’ve never been like this before. What’s going on, Poppy? Tell me the truth.”
Her lip wobbled, and a tear spilled down her cheek. I grabbed a tissue from my purse, knowing she’d hate for all the people surrounding us to see her crying. She took it but didn’t use it, her eyes reddening as another tear fell.
“What are we doing, Leah?” she asked hoarsely. “I mean, how can we go on like this?”
“Like what?” I asked dumbly, although I already knew.
“This distance. Having one weekend together every month, or every couple of months. What kind of relationship is that?”
“A good one. One that’s working for the moment, and that’ll only get better when we’re able to spend more time together.” I bit my lip. I should’ve told her about my ideas for the summer ages ago. Hopefully it wasn’t too late. “I want you to move in with me for the summer, okay? We’ll be together every day. We can even travel together if I can get the time off. Go to Paris or Rome…”
“But what about after that?” she asked. “What happens next year, when I’m working – in Grass Cove – and you’re still here?”
Putting my arm around her, I guided her over to a bench. She was sobbing now, and I wiped her tears myself. “We can cross that bridge when we come to it, sweetie. We don’t have to worry about things that haven’t even happened yet.”
“You talk like it’s some far-fetched idea,” she choked out. “I am going to be working in Grass Cove. And you’ll be working here. My mom had a stroke – what if she has another? I feel guilty enough for leaving her for one weekend. How could I leave her for longer?”
I didn’t have a good response to that. If she hadn’t already booked her tickets when her mom had the stroke, I would’ve visited her instead.
“We each have lives in our different cities,” she went on, “so do you have a solution? Because I sure don’t.”
My heart ached. It sounded like she’d already given up on this – on us. After all the time I’d spent longing for her, I couldn’t lose her so soon. “I’ll do whatever it takes to make this work,” I said in a low voice. “I love you, Poppy. I’m willing to work for this. To sacrifice.”
“But why should you have to?” She squeezed my hands, which felt nice at first, and then it was so tight that it hurt. “There are plenty of women here that you could date. Ones you wouldn’t have to sacrifice for.”
“I don’t want those women.” My voice cracked. “I want you, Poppy. All these years, I never felt like this about anyone else. You’re not replaceable. No one else could even compare. Fuck, Poppy, it’s only ever been you.”
“You never gave those girls a chance,” she said, wiping frantically at her eyes. “You were stuck on me, and you didn’t open your heart to see if one of them could’ve been just as good.”
“I didn’t need to!” I was getting angry now. How could she think she was anything but special, precious, unique? “I was waiting for you without even knowing I was doing it. Somewhere deep down, I knew I only wanted to be with you.”
“But how?”
“We’ll make it work. We – ”
“Stop being vague and tell me something specific. How?”
I dropped my gaze. I had no answer for that.
She was quiet for a moment, letting my silence sink in. “If we know it’s not going to work, we should pull the plug right now,” she finally said. “We should rip off the Band-Aid, and it’ll hurt less.”
“What? No.”
“Yes.” She nodded tearfully. “Better to do it now than months down the line.” 
“We can spend the summer together – ”
“We’d only be in that much deeper! We’re not too invested now, so it’ll be easier.”
“Not invested?” I choked out a bitter laugh. “I’ve been invested since the day I was born! Maybe this whole idea is new for you, but it’s not for me. I’m not giving up on us that easily. I won’t.”
“Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Leah.” She stood up, slinging her backpack over her shoulder.
I shot up. “Poppy, wait. Don’t.”
Holding out her hands, she kept me at arm’s length. “I’m going to pull the plug right now. I’m breaking up with you.”
“No, you can’t. I don’t agree with it.”
“It only takes one person to break up.” She took a step back, and then another. “You don’t have to agree.”
“No, Poppy, no, don’t do this.” I sobbed, conscious that people were staring. “You can’t leave, honey, please. You know how I feel about break-ups. If you end this now, it’s final.”
“I’m sorry, Leah. I hope you’ll understand someday, this was for your own good.”
She was gone – or maybe that was just my eyes blurring.
I collapsed to a heap on the floor.
 



Nineteen – Poppy
 
Instead of making me pass out, the allergy pill just made me sad and sleepy. I cried through the whole first hour of the flight – not soft, unnoticeable tears but full-body, wracking sobs. I turned to the window, hoping not to disturb the older man next to me. He looked down his nose at me and inched to the edge of his seat.
I pressed my soaking tissue to my cheeks, wishing I’d had the forethought to buy a packet, or better yet, a box. The tissue wasn’t doing anything anymore. In fact, it was beginning to crumble under my fingers.
Surely I’d feel better soon. I’d known this break-up was going to hurt, but I also knew it was necessary. I’d ripped off the Band-Aid, and now the healing could begin. 
By the end of the flight, my sobs had quieted, and I just whimpered to myself every few seconds as the occasional tear slid down my cheeks. I tried to smile as everyone stood up to disembark the plane, but there was no chance of passing myself off as happy. I avoided the flight attendants’ eyes as they said goodbye, and hung back in the arrivals hall so my seatmate could get far ahead of me.
Things had to get better. This was only temporary. The split with Kerry had been easy – I’d been hurt, but not emotional like this. In a few days, maybe a week or two, I’d be back to my normal self.
I had to be.
 
*
 
On Monday morning, I stared into the mirror. My eyes were red, and the tip of my nose was even redder. I reached for my foundation – I didn’t use it often, since my skin was pretty good. I kept it around for special occasions, and apparently this was one.
I dabbed the liquid across my nose and under my eyes, then blended it as well as I could. The redness still showed through. Frowning, I put on more. When it still didn’t work, I tried concealer instead. No luck, and now all the make-up I’d heaped on was flaking off in clumps.
I let out a sigh, and as I stared into my own eyes in the reflection, I sniffled. God, this was worse than the morning after I’d seen Mom in the hospital. I’d been upset then, and now I was just… broken.
Getting a night’s sleep hadn’t helped. In fact, I couldn’t call it that when I’d barely managed to sleep a wink. I’d constantly replayed the scene at the airport in my mind, and when I managed to make that stop for a minute, I replayed parts of our relationship instead. Even bits and pieces of our childhood had come back to me, moments I hadn’t thought of in years that suddenly felt monumentally meaningful.
I hated that our relationship was over when it’d barely gotten started. Even worse was losing our friendship, which had survived a twelve-year intermission. There was no going back to being friends at this point, not after we’d fallen so hard and so fast for each other. It might’ve been possible with someone I hadn’t been so passionate about, but not her.
Ironic, wasn’t it? The very thing I’d lacked in my last relationship was the same thing I was lamenting now. I’d thought my passion for Leah had given us a better chance at making it for the long term, and now I wished I could turn off my feelings for her.
I blinked, and a tear fell. Dammit. Was I going to be able to control my emotions enough to get through the day? I could just picture the kids demanding to know why I was sad. Maybe I could get away with showing some movies or having them work in small groups. I remembered Mary had done something similar once when she was brutally hung over.
After wiping away the tear, I picked up my lipstick. I was going to have to at least look presentable. I could figure out how to alter my lesson plan later. Leah was going to laugh at me when I told her about how I’d been too distraught to even function.
No, wait. Leah wasn’t going to say anything, because I wasn’t going to tell her about this. I wasn’t going to tell her anything. Never going to talk to her again. To see her… to kiss her… to hold her…
Leah was no longer a part of my life. I was sure I’d made the right choice, but it still hurt. It really fucking hurt.
As I stared at myself, my face crumpled, and I reached a decision. I grabbed my phone and dialed the school secretary. “Hi, Barbara? This is Poppy Barnes. I’m so sorry for the last-minute notice, but I’m not feeling well today. Would you be able to find a substitute?”
She said it was no problem, and we hung up. I felt a little guilty, but I hadn’t really lied. I wasn’t feeling well at all. A mental health day was in order.
Stepping out of the bathroom, I picked up my purse. I wasn’t presentable enough for work, but I looked perfectly acceptable for stocking up on ice cream at the corner store.
 



Twenty – Leah
 
“I just can’t believe she’d do this to me.” I sniffled and wiped away a tear. “After how long we’ve known each other, she let a little distance get in the way?”
Neeta patted my back reassuringly. “I know, Leah. I mean, you’ve already said the same thing in about a hundred different ways, tonight alone.”
“I’m sorry.” I’d come over to her place for a nice cheerful hangout, and for the seventh time in seven days, I’d ended up disintegrating into a puddle of tears. “I don’t mean to be a downer. S-she always used to call me a downer…”
“Shh. It’s okay.” More gentle pats. “Do you want another beer? Or another cup of ice cream?”
I blinked up at her through blurry eyes. “You have more ice cream?”
“I had a feeling you might need it, so I stocked up.” She disappeared into the other room, leaving me to wipe my eyes with my already-soaked sleeves.
When was I going to stop breaking down like this? Even after a week, the wound felt as fresh and raw as it had on Sunday. I was barely getting through my days at work, and my boss had commented on my poor performance. Luckily it was wildly out of character for me, so he hadn’t been too concerned about it.
Neeta came back, bearing not just ice cream but also drinks and tissues. I gladly accepted the tissues first, and she set the rest on the side table. Sitting next to me, she leaned her chin in her hand. “You can cry as much as you want, you know. I can’t even begin to imagine how you’re feeling right now.”
“I shouldn’t be this upset,” I sniffled. “Poppy was right. We didn’t have a future.”
“That’s not true. You two would’ve figured something out.”
“Then she just didn’t want to.” My heart broke a little more with every beat. “I like the first option better.”
“Okay, you’re right. It’s going to be all right.” 
She took a sip of her own beer – I figured an alcoholic haze would make it easier for her to deal with me. This couldn’t be fun for her, and I felt terrible that she had to see me like this – but I was being a little selfish, because being alone would’ve been even worse.
“I don’t know if it is going to be all right,” I said. “I spent my whole life dying to be with her, and now – now…” I hid my face in my hands, fresh tears falling.
“I know you were crazy about her for a long time, but that’s not all you’ve done with your life.”
“Yes, it is.” I sounded like a petulant child.
“Come on.” She squeezed my shoulder. “PupTech. SpotBot. Your entire career. Your work is going to save people’s lives. Even after you’re dead and gone, SpotBot will live on, saving people.”
I snorted. “Even after the apocalypse, he’ll still be sniffing around the wreckage of humanity, looking for survivors.”
She rolled her eyes at my sarcasm. “You know what I mean. You’ve made a difference in the world. You weren’t sitting around with your thumb up your ass, waiting for Poppy to give you a chance.” 
“More like crying because I knew she never would.” 
I remembered how it’d felt to leave for college, knowing I wouldn’t see her every day anymore. Even then, I’d had a vague plan to slowly fade out of her life. I’d been aware of my feelings for her since maybe junior year, and since I was certain they’d never be reciprocated, I was sure fading out would be for the best.
It’d hurt, consciously taking longer to reply to her emails, not picking up the phone when I saw it was her. I’d struggled with it sometimes, telling myself nothing had to change, that we could just be friends, but I always knew it wasn’t true. I wanted all of her, or none at all.
So I’d come out and started dating, finding out with surprise that women found me desirable. For a while, I’d thought I might be able to fall for one of the many girls I went out with. They were generally nice, beautiful, sexy… But in the back of my mind, I was comparing them to Poppy, and they never measured up.
I considered settling down and getting more serious with someone, even if I wasn’t madly in love, but in the end, I preferred to be alone than with the wrong person. I’d figured I’d keep dating casually for years. Maybe the rest of my life.
“I spent fifteen years in love with her,” I said quietly. “I’m not counting the first fifteen, even though my love was building the whole time. I was too young to recognize what it was. But the past fifteen years…”
“I know, Leah, I know.”
I hoped I wasn’t hurting her feelings. She was one of the people I just hadn’t felt that strongly about. As a friend, yes, but no more than that. Either way, the words wouldn’t seem to stop spilling out of me now that they’d started.
“Then I finally had her, and it was everything I’d ever wanted and more.” My tears were drying as a soft warmth went through me at the memory. “It was so good, I should’ve known it couldn’t last. I thought it was too good to be true, and I was right.”
“Leah, I hate to see you like this.” Neeta’s voice was way too sympathetic for my taste. “Have you ever thought maybe you were just enjoying being in a relationship for the first time? Maybe another girl could make you happy – not as happy, but close.”
“No,” I snapped. “No other girl could. That’s not how it works when you found the one, okay? I know there’s no one else for me but Poppy. There’s no point in trying.”
“Then what’s your plan?” she asked. “Because I feel bad for you, and I’ll try to make you feel better as much as I can, but all I see you doing right now is wallowing. You say you’d never get back with an ex, and you refuse to even consider being with anyone else. Are you really planning to be alone for the rest of your life?”
She had a point, even if I refused to admit it. Maybe I’d be able to date again one day. Maybe it’d even be easier. I wouldn’t have Poppy at the back of my mind anymore since I’d already know things with her wouldn’t have worked out. But right now the pain was still too recent, too fresh, to even begin to think about anyone else. 
Turning away from her, I reached for my ice cream. “Just let me wallow,” I mumbled. “That’s all I’m asking you to do.”
She patted my back again, and the note of irritation in her voice turned to gentleness again. “Then that’s what I’ll do.”
 



Twenty-One – Poppy
 
“Have a good night,” I called to my kids. “Remember to finish reading James and the Giant Peach tonight, because we’ll be talking about the ending tomorrow – spoiler alert!”
I kept my game face on until the last kid was out of the door. Then I sank onto my chair, laying my head on my desk. I took a deep breath, my throat choking up as my eyes filled. 
It’d been like this ever since I came back to work on Tuesday. I could put on an act while my kids were in the room, their hyper energy bolstering me up, but as soon as I was alone, I collapsed into the same depression.
I wanted to talk to Leah. I wanted to text her all day and Skype with her at night. I wanted to wait breathlessly for our next visit and let ecstasy take over me when I finally got to see her. My life didn’t feel right without her in it.
I’d been okay without her before. I’d be okay again. It was just going to take a little time.
“How long are you going to be like this?” Mary’s voice interrupted my thoughts.
“Huh?” I turned my head so I could see her. I probably should’ve sat up, but I couldn’t quite find the willpower.
She walked over and crouched next to me, her face at eye level with mine. “You’re a mess.”
I wasn’t going to argue with that. I was just happy if I could keep the kids from figuring that out. “I just had a break-up. I think I’m allowed a little time to sulk.”
“You broke up on Sunday, meaning it’s been almost a week. Not to mention it’s Friday, and you’re off for the weekend. You’d usually be racing out of here on your way to some party.”
“I’m allowed more than a week,” I grumbled. 
And I did have plans tonight – with my parents. Since I’d realized they were mortal, I wanted to spend as much time with them as I could. I savored every moment with them – and a side benefit was that I didn’t have to be alone right now.
They’d been devastated to hear I’d broken up with Leah, and I had a strong feeling they thought I should get back with her. Luckily they had the good sense to stay out of my love life. If they were the type to interfere, they would’ve lectured me about it more than Mary was currently doing.
“It takes you a week to get over, what, a two- or three-month relationship? No, it shouldn’t take that long.” She paused. “Unless this girl was the one, or something.”
I sat up straight. “What are you trying to say?”
“Nothing. Nothing.” She looked around innocently. “Just that you’re pretty upset about this, considering you were the one who broke up with Leah.”
I didn’t want to imagine how she had to be feeling right now. She probably had it even worse than me, and that’d be pretty damn bad. “I can still be upset even if I initiated the break-up. It sucks, but it’s the only way. It’s better for both of us to have broken things off early. I just need a little time to heal.”
“The only way? Really?” She shook her head. “You can’t think of one single way you guys could’ve managed to stay together?”
“No.”
She rolled her eyes. “Then you didn’t try very hard, which means you didn’t actually care about her too much, which means you need to stop wallowing in self-pity.”
“Self-pity!” I sputtered. “You need to check yourself. You’re making some pretty huge leaps of logic.”
“Am I? Or do you not want to hear the truth?” She stepped back, crossing her arms. “You’re crazy about Leah. I could see it from the first time I met her. You barely paid attention to anyone else at your birthday party, and you were burning with jealousy when you thought her friend was her girlfriend.”
“So I liked her. So what? I did date her, and now it’s over.”
She shook her head. “I’ve never seen you as happy as you were with her. Never. Even with the long distance, you were constantly talking about things she’d said or showing me pictures she’d sent you. You never shut up about the things you did together or how amazing she was.”
“I’m glad me being happy qualifies as ‘never shutting up,’” I grumbled.
“You know what I mean,” she said gently. “You were in love with her. You still are. You didn’t seem half this sad when you broke up with Kerry.”
She had me there, and I’d admit that was a little strange. “That relationship had run its course,” I said, trying to explain it to myself as well as her. “This one had barely gotten started. We only really spent three weekends together as a couple, and the third doesn’t count because I was thinking the whole time about how I had to break up with her.”
“Then why not let it run its course?”
“Because that’d only be worse!” I was sure I was right, even if no one else seemed to understand this. “If we got in deeper, it’d only be harder when it ended.”
“Like it was harder when you and Kerry split up?”
I bit my lip. She did have a point there. “I’m on my healing journey,” I said softly. “I’ll be back to my usual self in a little while. Just give me some time.”
“You wouldn’t have to heal if you got back with her.”
“She wouldn’t take me back,” I said automatically.
“Ah.” Mary’s eyes lit up as if I’d said something of vital importance. “That’s the real issue, isn’t it?”
“What? No. Of course not.” 
I didn’t want to get back with Leah. Our relationship would eventually end, and then I’d have to go through this pain all over again. I was already feeling a little better about things – even if I still teared up every time I was alone. 
“If I were to tell you she’d take you back, no questions asked, what would you do?”
I glared at her. “Tell me you’re not thinking of getting involved in this. It’s between me and her, not you.”
“It’s a hypothetical question, Poppy. Would you want her back?”
“Of course I’d want her, but…” I hesitated. The thought of going back to how we’d been was so tempting. We’d had so little time together. Wouldn’t it be amazing to enjoy some more time with her for its own sake? And wasn’t possible that we could somehow figure out a way to stay together?
“That’s what I thought.” She lifted an eyebrow as if she’d made a major point. “You still want to be with her. Your relationship didn’t run its course. You had an easier break-up when your relationship did run its course, so why are you doing this to yourself, again?”
“I…” I blinked. “It’s better this way.”
“Is it? Is it really?”
Before I could respond, she’d left the classroom – and despite my best efforts, I found myself thinking about what she’d said.
 
*
 
I lay in bed awake, which was quickly becoming my usual habit. I’d gotten less sleep this week than in any other in the past, with the possible exception of exam week in college. Even Late Night Talk Time didn’t put me to sleep. Ken Lawrence’s calm, deep voice only irritated me.
This time, rather than being sad about the ending of my relationship, I was tossing and turning over the idea of undoing that ending. Mary’s arguments had planted a seed in my mind, and it was slowly taking root.
Why shouldn’t I at least talk to Leah? I was utterly miserable right now, and talking to her couldn’t make things any worse. Even if she told me she hated me, or that she’d already moved on, it’d give me closure.
I doubted she’d say any of those things, though. Our split had been so one-sided. Wouldn’t it be fair to at least hear what she had to say? I was sure she’d been thinking about me a lot. Maybe she’d come up with an idea about how we could stay together.
I rolled out of bed and put on the kettle. If I was to be completely honest, I had an idea of my own. I could quit my job, pack my stuff, and move to San Francisco. It was the only way that made sense.
I loved my life here. My family, my friends, my job… But I’d grown up and left the nest – my parents would understand if I couldn’t see them all the time anymore. My friends could keep in touch. And I could always find a new job in California, maybe even a better one.
My heart beat harder as I poured boiling water over a teabag. I’d resisted the thought before because I knew that picking up my life and moving across the country would be hard. I hadn’t thought it’d be worth it.
But I was beginning to realize that Leah was worth it. What we had was worth it.
I wasn’t going to find a relationship like this with anyone else. Mary was right – I’d never been so happy. I was constantly smiling when she was around, and when she wasn’t, I was laughing over her emails and texts. She was good to me. Good for me.
I’d dated plenty of people in my life, and I’d never had a connection like what I had with Leah. She’d been there since day one, literally, and she’d known how great we could be together long before I had. Our connection was special, and I’d trampled all over it and threw it in the trash.
I should’ve been willing to move anywhere for that woman. I shouldn’t even have given it a second thought. My parents were my parents, and while they were incredibly important to me, even they didn’t want me to put my life on hold for their sake. It said something that they’d encouraged me to date Leah.
Clutching my tea between both hands, I froze. I’d been so terrible to Leah when I hadn’t realized she was into me, and now I was doing the same thing again. I’d neglected her so terribly, and then I’d treated her like she was nothing.
How could I get back with her, knowing I’d probably hurt her again and again? How could I even ask her for that, considering the type of person I was?
Leah needed someone better. Someone who’d recognize her value and never forget it. Who’d put her first without even thinking about it.
I couldn’t reach out to Leah, as much as I wanted to. She was good for me.
But clearly, I was no good for her.
 



Twenty-Two – Leah
 
“Let me see those pictures again.” I reached for Neeta’s phone, which had the Tinder app open. “There’s no way she was four feet tall.”
“I swear to God,” she said, putting her feet up on the couch. “That’s why I was so surprised!”
“But how could you not notice the whole time you were sitting at the bar with her?”
“I could tell she was short, but not that short!”
“So, no second date?”
“I mean, we had a good conversation, but I’d never stop feeling like I was out with a ten-year-old.”
I laughed softly. I still hadn’t managed to completely get my sense of humor back, but two weeks after the break-up, I could at least chuckle a little. Even if the wound hurt like hell, it was beginning to scar over.
These late-night hang-outs at Neeta’s place were less depressing than they’d been at first. We discussed other topics besides Poppy, and I wasn’t in tears the whole time. Still, the slightest thing could send me over the edge.
“What about you?” Neeta asked. “Are you thinking about getting back out there yet?”
I gulped. The thought alone made me uncomfortable, and I didn’t particularly want to discuss it. “I’m not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be.”
“It could be good for you.”
“No, I don’t think so.” My heart squeezed. “The love of my life broke up with me. I’m not going to be up for casual dating for a while. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair to whoever I met up with. They’d go home and laugh to their friends about that weirdo who was so hung up on her ex.”
“Fair enough.” She picked up her beer and ran a finger through the condensation, making no move to take a sip. “Have you thought about reaching out to Poppy?”
“No. She asked me for no contact, so that’s what I’m doing.” I didn’t want to bother her or invade her space – plus it’d be like the break-up all over again if she told me to leave her alone.
“No contact forever, though?” She finally took a quick sip. “If she’s really the love of your life, don’t you think it’s worth giving it another try?”
“That’s not a decision for me to make.” My heart was breaking a little more with every second. “Could we talk about something else, please? Are you chatting with any other girls on Tinder?”
“Yeah, one or two.” 
I spaced out as she told me about them, barely seeing the pictures she showed me on her phone. 
“Leah, are you still thinking about Poppy?”
That got through to me, and I coughed in guilty shame. “Um… yes.”
She grabbed my phone, which was sitting on the coffee table. “Call her.”
“No. No way.”
“Do it. Call her.”
I glared at her. “I already said no. What’s wrong with you?”
“What’s wrong is that I’m sick of sitting here and watching you make the biggest mistake of your life!” She sounded more vehement than I’d expected. “I thought no one could be as great as you’d built her up to be. I thought you’d realize that and get over her. But you didn’t.”
“I’ve made progress.”
“Sure, suppressing your emotions.” She glared at me. “You think I don’t notice you’re still constantly on the verge of tears? That’s not normal, Leah. You’re still in love with her, and I have a feeling you might always be.”
“What am I supposed to do? She broke up with me.”
“So fight for her!” She stood up, squeezing her fists. “You had what all of us search for – true love. And she loved you back, you know she did! She might’ve broken it off, but you’ll never know if she might reconsider if you never fucking try.”
“She made her choice…”
“And you didn’t try to talk her out of it. You own your company! You don’t think you could move your center of operations to Grass Cove if you really wanted to? You couldn’t even open a branch there?”
I’d thought about that, too, but… “She broke up with me,” I said again, weakly.
She picked up the phone and held it out to me. “Call her. Go back to your place if you want. Just stop being stupid and call her.”
 
*
 
I went back to my place, annoyed with Neeta’s pushiness – and with the fact that she was right.
I had given up too easily. I’d been so shocked and hurt by Poppy breaking up with me that I’d just let her go without even trying to fight for her. Even if her decision had seemed final at the time, I had no idea if she’d thought about things or reconsidered. She was well aware of my no-getting-back-together stance, so there was a good chance she wouldn’t reach out to me even if she wanted to.
But didn’t one of us have to? I paced around my apartment, shaking my head at myself. I’d thought she was the only one for me… that we were soul mates. If I really believed that, weren’t we actually fated to get back together?
I was getting silly now. I didn’t believe in things like fate or soul mates. I was a scientist, for God’s sake, an engineer. And yet when it came to Poppy, all of my logic and reason went out the window.
I grabbed my phone. Before I could stop myself, I’d dialed a number.
Not hers. I was going to respect her wishes for no contact… and maybe I also wasn’t ready to hear her voice.
The number I called was Ken Lawrence’s, the host of Late Night Talk Time. He picked up, sounding sleepy. I kicked myself for not realizing how late it was. He was an older guy, and he’d probably been in bed.
“I’m so sorry to bother you,” I said. “This is Leah Perry from PupTech. I had an interview with you a few months ago.”
“You’re not bothering me. I gave you my personal cell number for a reason.” He stifled a yawn. “How can I help you?”
“Well, I was hoping I might be able to come back for another interview. Not about SpotBot this time.”
“Oh? What’s going on?” He sounded intrigued, as if he’d just sat up to grab a pen and start jotting notes.
“I need to get my girlfriend back. I mean, my ex-girlfriend. The one you met when I came in. She’s a huge fan of yours, and I thought – ”
“Say no more.”
 
*
 
The next morning, I took a seat in the sound booth where I’d first been interviewed months ago. My heartbeat picked up as I slid on the headphones. I only had one shot at this, so I had to make this good.
Ken was being more than generous by allowing me a few minutes on his show. This was a hugely popular show with hundreds of thousands of listeners. It got booked weeks in advance, if not months, and he was cutting another interview short to let me speak.
I knew Poppy liked to wind down her nights listening to him. She’d be utterly shocked when she tuned in and heard me talking about her. Realizing I was holding my breath, I let out a long exhale. This was going to go fine. What could possibly go wrong?
Making eye contact with me, Ken tapped his microphone. “Now, we’re going to take a short break from our regularly-scheduled program. A guest I had a few months ago is back to visit, but she’s here to talk about something else entirely. Leah Perry from PupTech has an issue with her personal life, and she’s hoping the right person’s going to hear it. Go ahead, Leah.”
I took a deep breath. “I came here to talk about the best friend I’ve ever had – the one I was briefly lucky enough to call my girlfriend, Poppy Barnes.”
“So it’s over? What happened?” Ken prompted.
“She broke up with me.” I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Her mom got sick, and I think that made her feel like she had to choose between us. I didn’t make it clear how much I value her. I didn’t realize myself that I’d do anything to stay with her. Even if that meant moving across the country.”
“But how could you move when you run a business right here in San Francisco?”
“I could sell it.” My throat was tight, but I knew the words were true. “I could have someone else take over while I stay on in a consulting role. I could even start a new company, build a new robot. I could be anywhere in the country, even Grass Cove.”
“That’s your hometown, right? You weren’t happy to get the eff out of Dodge?”
“Oh, I was.” I chuckled. “But I’ve realized I could be happy there with the right person. And there’s only one right person for me.”
Ken hit a button on his control panel, and a chorus of “awws” came through my headphones.
“Poppy, if you’re listening, I don’t want you to feel pressured or uncomfortable. I told you I wouldn’t contact you, and I’m sticking to that. But you said you would’ve been with me if you could see a future for us, so I’m telling you now that we could have one. The ball’s in your court.”
Ken nodded. “That’s about all the time we have for you, Leah. In fact, we’ve already gone overtime. Is there anything else you’d like to say to Poppy?”
I leaned closer to the mic. “I love you,” I whispered. “You’re my soul mate.”
“A beautiful love story,” Ken said. “We’ll be crossing our fingers for updates from Leah and Poppy.” He hit a button, then took off his headphones. “I really do wish you the best. Let me know how it goes for you two, would you? Even if we don’t put you on the air again, I’m personally invested now.”
“You sure are.” I tried to smile. “Thanks so much for letting me do this.”
My legs were shaky as I walked out of the building. 
I’d done all I could now. All there was left to do was to wait.
 



Twenty-Three – Poppy
 
“Poppy, are you listening to Late Night Talk Time right now?”
I frowned. Mary never called me this late, and definitely not to ask whether I was listening to a particular radio show. “No, I haven’t been listening to it lately.” It reminds me too much of Leah, I decided not to add.
“You have to turn it on.”
“I’m already in bed.”
“Turn it on! Now!”
Reluctantly, I rolled out of bed and pressed the “on” button for my ancient boom box. I was ready to instantly turn it off again – I figured whatever Mary was listening to couldn’t be more interesting than sleep. But my finger froze in the air, and I stayed there, mute, as I took in the sound of a familiar voice.
Hearing Leah was such a shock that I took a minute to process the fact that it was her. I didn’t even try to figure out what she was talking about – until I heard my own name. She’d gone on the air specifically to talk about me. To… to win me back?
My heart pounded so hard I could barely hear her speak, and yet I still managed to understand she was saying she wanted to be with me, and that she’d move to Grass Cove to be with me. She said I was her soul mate.
All too soon, the interview was over. “Mary? Are you still there?” I squeaked into the phone.
“Yes.” She sounded as dreamy-eyed as I felt. “I taped that whole interview for you, by the way. I figure you can play it at your wedding.”
I swallowed, trying to figure out what to say.
“You are going to get back with her, Poppy? Please tell me you are. I don’t see how you couldn’t after hearing that.”
“I think… I think I have to.”
“Okay, I’m going to get off the phone so you can call her!”
Right now? “Don’t you think I should – ”
The line went dead.
I paced around my bedroom, my thoughts whirling too fast for me to make sense of them. I knew I needed to get in touch with Leah, but when? How? I had half a mind to book a ticket to San Francisco for the morning – never mind that it was a weeknight and I’d have to take the day off work. Now that I knew Leah still wanted to be with me, I wanted to be with her in person as soon as humanly possible.
But wait. She’d been on the radio a few minutes ago. She had to be wondering how I felt and whether I’d get in touch, not to mention if I’d heard the interview at all. I could just picture her waiting to hear from me, not knowing what I was thinking. 
As much as I would’ve rather shown up and surprised her, I couldn’t leave her hanging. I wasn’t going to hurt her like that. Not this time.
I’d deleted her number from my phone. Luckily I knew it by heart. I pressed the numbers with trembling fingers, then sank down onto my bed while it rang once.
“Poppy?” Her voice was filled with fear and anxiety and the slightest tinge of hope.
“Hey,” I said softly. All my sleepiness was gone – I was more alert than ever. “I heard you on the radio, and I didn’t want to make you wait a second longer for my answer. I love you, and I want to be with you, however it’s possible. I don’t care about the distance. We’ll find a way to make it work.”
“God, I’m so happy to hear that,” she breathed. “All day I’ve been torturing myself wondering how you were going to respond.” 
“What do you mean, all day? You were just on the radio now.”
“We taped that this morning. Remember how my last interview with them was in the morning? You were there.”
Oh… that was true. “I guess I’m not thinking straight,” I laughed. “When can I see you? I can’t wait to hold you again.”
“Well… I hope this isn’t too forward, but I’m at the coffee shop down the block. I could be there in five minutes.”
“You – you – ”
“I knew it. I shouldn’t have. I wanted to be in town just in case you wanted to get back together. Don’t worry, I got a hotel room, it’s not like I was counting on sleeping at your place. I overstepped, I should’ve stayed home and waited for you to call.”
“No, Leah, stop talking.” She went quiet, and I sucked in a breath. “I just couldn’t believe you’re in town. Of course I want to see you. I’m dying to, actually. ASAP.”
“Okay,” she said shyly. “So… I should come over?”
“I have a better idea.” I grinned. “Where’s that hotel room?”
 
*
 
Half an hour later, I’d showered and thrown on a casual yet flattering dress. I’d agonized over my reflection in the mirror, unable to decide which eyeshadow to wear. What kind of make-up was recommended for reuniting with your soul mate?
In the end, I’d decided I’d rather get there sooner, even if it meant not looking perfect. I was pretty sure Leah wouldn’t mind.
Now I stood in the lobby of the nicest hotel in town. Leah hadn’t skimped on herself, even though she hadn’t been sure if she was going to stay here. I’d never been inside before, and I looked around with The walls were held up by silver and gold pillars, and the security guard wore a full three-piece suit. I immediately felt underdressed.
But it didn’t matter anymore, because there was Leah, looking breathtakingly gorgeous as she came straight toward me with a huge smile on her face. For a second, I was so stunned by her beauty that I forgot to move. Then I raced toward her, grinning as hard as her as she swept me off my feet and spun me around.
“You came,” she said. “You’re here.”
“Of course I did.” I squeezed her close, still awed at the fact that she’d come all the way here without even knowing if I’d want to see her. I’d known I wanted to get back with her, but she’d had no way to know that.
“I’m so happy to see you.” A tear fell down her cheek, quickly followed by another. “I just – I can’t even begin to tell you how happy I am.”
Seeing her tear up was making me emotional, too. I sniffled, trying not to start crying. “We have to stop breaking down in tears every time we see each other. It’s a real problem in this relationship.”
“At least these are happy tears.” She wiped her eyes. “Do you want to, um…”
“Go upstairs? Yes, I think that’d be a good idea.”
 
*
 
The room was just as impressive-looking as the lobby, with high ceilings and leather furniture – not that I took much time to look round, because my lips were on Leah’s as soon as the door swung closed behind us.
God, I’d missed this so much. Her shape, her softness, her scent. I ran my hands over every part of her I could reach, savoring the smoothness of her skin and the sound of her breaths as she gasped for me.
I wanted to say something meaningful to let her know how meaningful the moment was, but “I missed you” didn’t come close to capturing my feelings. I chose to stay quiet instead, sucking her lower lip and then nibbling at her neck.
Her gasps turned into moans, and she licked her lips as I cupped her breast. “Fuck, I can’t even describe how much I missed you,” she whispered.
“You honestly read my mind.” 
I put my hand down her top, feeling her nipple harden against my palm. A shot of heat went through my core, and I freed my hand so I could pull off her shirt and bra. She moved to do the same to me, but I blocked her. I’d let her pleasure me when I was through with her.
Backing her onto the bed, I sucked a nipple into my mouth. She moaned and gasped at once, clutching at my shoulders as if to say she wanted more. I gave it to her, licking and nibbling until she was writhing beneath me. I could just imagine how wet she had to be right now, when her face was so flushed, her eyes so desperate.
Eventually I dragged my nails down her stomach, enjoying the feel of her soft belly, and under the hemline of her jeans. Slowly, I brought my fingers around to the front and worked her button open, and she raised her hips enough for me to tug the jeans down. Underneath, I found fully-soaked panties, enough of her juices gushing through that they got on my fingertips when I touched her down there.
“No more teasing,” she begged, wild-eyed. “Fuck me now.”
Biting my lip, I nodded. I’d drawn this out for long enough.
Sliding off her panties, I found a comfortable spot between her legs. I intended to be down here for a while. I inhaled deeply, refamiliarizing myself with the scent I’d missed so much. Then, gripping her hips, I leaned in and brushed my tongue against her spot.
She rewarded me with an immediate shiver, and I smiled to myself as I dipped in again. Being here felt so right, like this was the place I was supposed to spend my entire life, and I wondered how I’d ever convinced myself I shouldn’t be here. Us, not have a future? Not likely. There was no future for me without this woman, and I was never going to make that mistake again.
“Fuck, Poppy, you feel so good.” She laced her fingers through my hair, holding me close to her. “Don’t stop, but I want you inside me, baby. Please.”
Without taking my tongue off her, I nodded. Slowly, I slid a finger into her, and a shock went through my system at the feel of her wet heat. God, I loved this so much. Loved her so much. I’d stay down here for hours if she’d let me.
Her body bucked, her hips jolting off the bed to meet each thrust of my finger. I slipped another in next to it, knowing this was just how she liked it. As I licked her harder, her walls contracted around my fingers, and I knew her climax wasn’t far off.
“Come for me,” I breathed, pausing to look up into her eyes. “I want to see you come.”
“Mmm…”
Knowing I was the only thing holding her back, I set my tongue to her bud again. Her body seized up, her wetness tightening around my fingers. She moaned, long and loud, as if she was riding the peak of ecstasy. 
When her shudders stopped, I was back on her immediately, one hand on her breast as the other massaged her g-spot.
“No, no,” she gasped out, propping herself onto her elbows. “It’s your turn.”
“We’ll get to me later,” I said. “We have all night.”
Giving up, she sank back down to the mattress. “And after that, we have the rest of our lives.”
 



Twenty-Four – Leah
 
I’d only booked a one-way ticket, so I stayed with Poppy a couple of days longer, working remotely from her apartment. I wasn’t ready to go back yet, and she certainly had no complaints, even if my employees did.
I’d hoped we could talk through our future and hash out our plans now that we knew we wanted to stay together long-term. Instead, we spent most of our time together in bed, savoring every part of each other.
Sometimes I wondered if I should bring up the discussion that was looming over our heads, but then she’d kiss my collarbone or grab my ass, and I got way too distracted. I got so turned on every time she even touched me, and sex with her was like a small glimpse of heaven.
The discussion wasn’t that big of a deal, I told myself. I was willing to move here. It wouldn’t be so bad. As long as I was with her, I’d be happy.
Besides, we had plenty of time to think about things. There’d be the whole summer – although I wasn’t sure when she’d have to quit her job if she wasn’t going to come back the next year. Not that I expected her to quit her job. I didn’t even wish she would. Make her give up the work she loved to be with me? No, it wouldn’t be right.
On our last day together, she drove me to the airport. A bittersweet jolt of nostalgia went through me as I remembered our first kiss in this very parking lot. I gave her an extra-long kiss before we got out of the car, and her taste lingered on my lips as we walked hand-in-hand to the entrance.
“Thank you so much for coming,” she said, gazing into my eyes as we stood in line. “You know it means the world to me every time you do.”
I frowned. “Are you making an innuendo?”
She slapped me lightly on the shoulder. “I mean coming to Grass Cove. I… I know you hate it here.”
“Well, it’s not that bad. I’m going to have to get used to it if I resign from PupTech and move out here.”
“You’re still thinking about doing that?” she asked, wide-eyed.
“Of course. I told you on that radio show, I’ll do whatever I have to in order to be with you. I’m not going to give you up.”
“What if you didn’t have to?”
I stared at her so hard I didn’t even notice the line moving in front of me, and the man behind us cleared his throat to remind us to move forward. Still, I didn’t take my eyes off Poppy. “What are you talking about?”
“It makes more sense for me to move to San Francisco. I already started looking for a job there.”
“Really?” This was more than I could’ve hoped for. “But – your life is here. Your friends, your family…”
“I can make a new life with you,” she said softly. “My friends are just friends. You’re my soul mate. And my family will understand that I need to leave the nest eventually. Mom’s completely back to normal, and Dad has no health problems. Considering I’ll be leaving to be with their second daughter, they’ll probably visit about twice a month.”
“But…” I’d already started getting used to the idea of moving on from PupTech. I’d been daydreaming about what kind of new venture I could start. Now that my first one had gone so well, I’d be sure to get as much funding as I could want. “Is this what you want? I’m ready to move back here.”
We were almost at the front of the line now. “Let’s spend the summer together and see how we feel after.” She planted a kiss on my cheek, then squeezed my shoulder before I went up to the desk.
My skin tingled at the brief contact. Far from having no way to stay together, we actually seemed to have too many options. The only problem now was deciding which to take.
 
*
 
The question was on both of our minds for the next few months. I began to feel out how my employees would feel about me moving to a consulting role, and Poppy sent job applications to schools in San Francisco.
She sublet her apartment to a nice couple, also teachers, who wanted to spend their summer relaxing in a small, rustic town. As soon as school let out, she flew to me, loaded down with two suitcases and a backpack.
“Jeez, you brought everything but the kitchen sink,” I said, taking both suitcases from her.
“I wanted to be prepared.”
She didn’t say the rest, but I could see it in her eyes – she’d brought as much as she could in one trip, because she didn’t intend to bring any of it back.
The next few weeks went by in a blur. I worked as hard as usual, and when I was done every day, Poppy was there waiting. She was the partner I’d always longed for, but never thought I could have – warm and loving, supportive and caring. She fit so perfectly with me that I wondered how I’d ever functioned without her.
At the end of July, I took a week off, and the two of us packed our bags. This time, rather than flying to see each other, we’d be going somewhere together.
“Are you nervous?” she asked, tossing clothes haphazardly into her duffel bag. “They say travel can make or break a relationship.”
“I think we’re a little beyond that point.”
And I was right… mostly. Our flight to Miami went fine – she took allergy medication to knock herself out again – and we had no problem navigating from the airport to the hotel, with the language barrier. I glued myself to the cab window, marveling at the streets lined with palm trees, while she dozed at my side.
We did have some disagreements over how to spend our time. She wanted to lie on the beach all day with brief interludes to visit the botanical gardens, while I was fascinated by trekking through Little Havana and all of the different museums.
With discussion and compromise, we got through the week without any serious fights. By the time we came home, any doubts in my mind were gone. I was confident that our relationship was officially “made.” I could see myself in a serious relationship with this woman, living together and even raising kids with her. 
I hated to go back to work, but I hadn’t quit yet. I tried to get my tasks done as efficiently as possible, and I worked from home when I had the chance. Ideas for other projects kept bubbling up in my mind, one building on top of another, and I started to realize it would’ve been time for me to leave PupTech even if Poppy hadn’t been in the picture.
When I came home one day, she’d placed a bottle of champagne in the middle of the living room coffee table. She made no comment as I stopped to look at it, yet she was fighting back a smile when I asked, “What’s this about?”
“I got a job,” she said with a grin. “I had an interview, and they hired me on the spot. I didn’t want to tell you in case nothing came of it, but…”
“Poppy! That’s amazing!” I picked her up and spun her around. “Does this mean…”
She nodded. “I’m going to stay.”
 



Twenty-Five – Poppy
 
“Good morning,” I said, standing in front of the desk. “My name is Ms. Barnes, and I’ll be your teacher this year.”
A roomful of unfamiliar faces stared back at me unblinkingly. I didn’t know any of these kids by sight, hadn’t taught their siblings before, and didn’t have an “in” with the teachers’ grapevine, so I had no idea what any of them would be like. 
They were eighth-graders, and they seemed like a whole different species from the fourth-graders I was used to. They were adolescents rather than teenagers, some just starting puberty while others were in the full throes of it, and I was tasked with getting them ready for high school.
This job would pose challenges unlike any I’d come up against so far, and as terrified as I may have been, I couldn’t have been more excited.
“I plan to get to know all of you very well,” I said, “so I’ll give you the chance to start. Do you have any questions for me?”
A blonde girl in the front raised her hand. “Are we going to play an instrument this year?”
Before I could answer, the guy beside her rolled his eyes. “She meant questions about herself, duh.”
I was already getting a sense of these two’s personalities – and a possible budding romance between them. I might need to switch up the seating chart. “Any questions are fine,” I said. “We may be learning the recorder this year, but I’ll update you when I know for sure. Anyone else?”
“Where are you from, and why did you move here?” a sullen-looking girl in the back row asked without raising her hand.
I met her eyes. Just from that question, I could guess a few things about her, too – that she was curious, perceptive, probably artistic, and perhaps had a problem with authority. 
“I’m from a small town in Wyoming,” I said. “I was born and raised there, and I moved to San Francisco for love.” My cheeks heated as I finished the sentence.
Luckily none of the students pushed for more information about my relationship. Still, Leah was on my mind as I asked the students to go around and introduce themselves. I barely caught any of their names, and they groaned when I asked them to make nametags.
In addition to learning about the kids I’d be teaching, I also had to relearn everything I’d be teaching them. I’d gotten used to the fourth-grade curriculum over the past few years, and now I was starting from zero all over again.
I spent my lunch break hunched over a science textbook, trying to remember the difference between velocity and average speed. Science had never been my strong suit, and this was about a thousand times more complicated than what I was used to. I rubbed my temples. I was going to need another cup of coffee.
An older teacher slid into the chair opposite me, giving me a kind smile. We’d met briefly when the principal had introduced me to all the staff one after the other so fast I hadn’t retained a single one of their names. 
“It’s always tough when you have to teach a new grade,” she said sympathetically. “Happens to the best of us. I’ve got years’ worth of eighth-grade lesson plans, so let me know if I can help you with anything.”
“I’ll definitely take you up on that.” I smiled at her. “This is hard enough without an ally in my corner.”
“We’re all pretty friendly here,” she said. “If you need help, ask any of us! We all want what’s best for the students.”
A few other teachers sitting at a nearby table overheard her and nodded. “We were all new once, so we know what it’s like, and we always support each other,” one said.
“You look relieved,” the first teacher said. “Had you been thinking you might’ve made a huge mistake by coming here?”
I laughed. “Not at all. No matter how hard it might be, I know I’m right where I belong.”
 



Twenty-Six – Leah
 
In mid-October, Poppy had officially been living with me for a month and a half. If we counted the summer when she’d been an unofficial resident, that went up to three and a half months.
So far, things were going well. She’d only gotten positive feedback at her new job. She’d bonded with a few of her fellow teachers, and she was making real connections with the students. Some had told her they’d begun to enjoy reading for the first time, and others were finally starting to understand their math work.
She missed her family and friends from Grass Cove, but she was keeping in touch. We Skyped with her parents every weekend, and they said they’d come out to see us at Christmas. Even Mary and Lloyd had promised to visit sometime this year. They were going strong, and were talking about moving in together, too.
Poppy rarely spoke to her high school friends, the ones who’d been mean to me back in the day. She said they hadn’t been that close anymore, and with the distance, it was natural for them to fade away. If you asked me, they were also ashamed for how they’d acted now that we were dating, and embarrassed that she liked me more than them. Either way, she didn’t seem bothered by their absence.
As for me, I’d left PupTech a few weeks ago, promoting Paul to take my spot. While we were still in touch nearly daily, I also had plenty of time for my new venture, a robot that would extract precious metals from mines so that human miners wouldn’t have to expose themselves to dangerous conditions. Starting over had reinvigorated my passion for robotic engineering. SpotBot had been a great project, but I’d liked the programming and development much more than the media circus.
Poppy had unpacked most of her stuff long ago, but there was one small box that still sat on the top shelf of our closet. When I’d asked what was in it, she told me it was personal and shooed me away.
Sometimes when she was out, I had the urge to snoop. Was it love poems from one of her exes? A dead great-aunt’s ashes? It wasn’t my business, and I had to respect her privacy even if I hated having any secrets between us. So I restrained myself from opening the box – until the day she brought it out.
“It’s time,” she said, setting it on the kitchen table in front of me.
“Time for what?”
She picked up a sharp knife, a slight tremble in her hands. Without responding, without even looking at me, she sliced the sealed box open. Only then did she look me in the eye. “Time to go over our contract.”
It took me a moment to figure out what she was talking about. “Our…”
She unfolded the box flaps and pushed it toward me. For a moment I thought the box was empty, and then I noticed the single sheet of paper at the bottom. I pulled it out, and immediately covered my eyes. “You didn’t honestly keep this.”
“Of course I did.” She squeezed my knee. “Read it.”
“I know what it says.”
“Read it anyway, Leah. Humor me.”
Reluctantly opening my eyes, I held the paper up. “Today, October 15, 2006, we the undersigned declare that if we’re both still single at the age of thirty, we will marry each other. Signed, Poppy Barnes and Leah Perry.”
She nodded, and she didn’t look embarrassed of our teenage foolishness, like I was. There was something else in her eyes, something I couldn’t quite identify, but that made a jolt of anticipation go through my heart.
She still hadn’t said anything, so I gave a weak laugh. “I guess we missed our chance at this. We’re already thirty.”
“Actually, no.” She pointed at the page. “It says ‘at the age of thirty,’ not ‘by the age of thirty.’ Our birthday isn’t for another two weeks.”
“Wait, you’re not saying…” I blinked at her. “You don’t want to plan a wedding by the end of the month, do you? That’d be impossible.”
“Would it?” She gazed at me softly. “We have a contract that says otherwise.”
A nervous laugh bubbled out of me. “You can’t be serious.”
 “Are you backing out of our deal?”
She was clearly joking – even if it was a very strange joke. “I thought you released me from this when I came to your birthday party. Remember?”
“We never put that in writing, so the contract is still valid, as far as I can see.”
“Poppy!” I scooted my chair away, shaking my head. “God knows I want to marry you one day, but…”
There was no way she’d hold me to a deal we’d made as teens. She had to know how insane that’d be. We’d only been joking around at the time, even if we’d ended up together, and there was no reason to rush into anything just because of a silly contract.
“But what?” She grabbed my hands. “We haven’t been dating long enough? Because we’ve known each other all our lives, and I think we know each other pretty damn well. We both say we’re meant to be together, so why not make it official?”
She had a point there. “What about having a nice wedding?” I asked. “There’s no way we can even have a nice elopement if we try to plan it in two weeks.”
“Good thing I’ve already done some planning.” She grinned. “We can get our marriage license now and have a bigger ceremony later.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing – and yet I could picture the two of us in simple white dresses at the courthouse, rings on our fingers to solidify what we both already knew. Later, we’d have the huge party – maybe in a few months, maybe a year from now. We didn’t have to wait that long to make it official. Sometime in the next two weeks, we could stand up and say the vows.
“But… but…” I stuttered.
“Sounds like you’re out of objections.”
“But I’d be too happy.” That was the only other thing I could come up with. “Everything would be too perfect. I might actually spontaneously combust.”
She leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose. “I’m willing to take that risk.”
I stared at her. She was everything I’d wanted all my life, and being with her for real was so much better than I’d ever hoped. If we were going to spend the rest of our lives together anyway, was there really any reason to wait?
“Okay,” I said softly. “If I burst into a ball of flames when we sign that marriage contract…”
“Then I’ll just combust along with you.”
Her lips met mine, and I sighed into her embrace. 
Our forever together was only beginning.
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Shatter Me


 
Lora is a kind-hearted, mature, capable young woman - in the eyes of everyone but her girlfriend. She puts up with verbal abuse, but when Chantel gets physical, she knows it's time to leave. Gathering her courage, she escapes to a women's shelter. With her new kitten at her side, she hopes to make a fresh start.
Sydney is shocked to see Lora walk into the shelter. As her former professor, she knows how smart and capable Lora is. She vows to help the younger woman in any way she can. When she begins to mentor Lora, they connect over feminist issues and trashy movies - and Sydney finds herself falling for Lora's sad eyes and broken smile.
Will Lora break free of her abusive ex and forge a new path with Sydney? Or will she go back to the woman who's already shattered her once?
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