
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Whiskey at Midnight
 
    
 
   by
 
    
 
   A.E. Kessler 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For Zoey and Kris


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
                 It’s after the third papercut that Emma Nielsen slams her notes closed and gives up on her work for the night. There’s still another two weeks before her senior year starts and the impulse to go through her old notes, to decide which can be safely tossed out, never to be thought about again, had been stupid. It’s early, at least early enough to go out and have a little fun. Her bedroom is messy. Paper and clothes litter the floor. She picks up her phone and steps over the clothes to cross to her dresser. There’s only one person in her contact list that she thinks to call and she smiles a little too much when she finds the name: Camille Hayes. As expected, Cam agrees to go out, laughs and says that she probably would have called Emma within the hour with the same idea. That settles it. Emma will dress up in her cutest outfit, pull at her hair until it looks acceptable, and turn this awful night into something worth remembering.
 
                 Cam is already sitting at the bar when Emma walks in. It’s a bit of a dive, but it’s become one of Emma’s favorite places to go. The chairs that surround the bar look like they were bought decades ago, with chunks missing on the legs, but they’re comfortable enough. The floor is a dark wood that always looks a little dirty. Satellite radio plays on nights when there isn’t live entertainment. Pictures, not framed, line the walls above and around the bar.
 
                 Emma tries not to stare at Cam. It’s always a losing battle. Cam barely exercises but has toned arms. She must know it, too. During the summer, Cam wears tanktops and short sleeves and she refuses to stop wearing them until she’s shivering so much her teeth chatter. Only then does she switch to long sleeve shirts that are so tight Emma can see the muscles of her arms move beneath the fabric. Emma doesn’t have such great arms, but she’s been complimented on her butt before.
 
                 They’re complete opposites. That’s probably what brought them together in the first place. Emma is pale and covered by freckles while Cam has dark skin. Emma’s hair is blonde and won’t decide between wavy and straight. Cam’s hair is the blackest she’s ever seen, impossibly straight, and the most beautiful too. Worse, Cam’s got it all figured out. She works in insurance which is one of those professions Emma assumes people just know about things, what they want in life and how to get it. It’s all so much more adult than Emma falling into a teaching degree. Nevermind that Cam’s only had her job a month.
 
                 Cam’s nursing a pink cocktail that comes with a cherry. She smiles at Emma and laughs when Emma clambers into the seat next to her. “What a day,” Cam says. “That bitch, Ariel, brought everyone coffee except me. She claimed it wasn’t on purpose. She told me it was just an oversight, that she had counted wrong. But then I overheard her telling Mark that she didn’t see the point since I always bring coffee to work in the morning for myself.”
 
                 “And don’t you?”
 
                 Cam squints at Emma for a moment and clears her throat. “Yes, but that’s not the point. The point is that she didn’t bring me coffee because she’s a bitch.”
 
                 Emma nods in agreement. This is not as bad as the usual complaints from Cam. She likes to talk about every detail of her day. She dissects every minute until she convinces herself that she’s been right all along. Sometimes the conclusion is that everyone else in the world is an asshole or that the day was doomed from the start. Emma agrees with whatever conclusion Cam comes to. It’s useless to disagree. 
 
                 It’s the most ridiculous thing, but Emma stops paying attention after a few minutes. She cares what Cam has to say, more than anything else that’s the problem. Because Cam gets passionate when she talks. Her eyes open a little wider, her hand brushes against the bar top, or she’ll slap at her knee. After awhile, that’s all Emma notices. Or maybe all she can concentrate on is that their knees are touching and it feels like a kiss.
 
                 Emma drinks tequila sunrises like she doesn’t have to wake up before noon the next day. By her third drink, Cam has stopped talking. A comfortable silence has descended upon them and Emma touches Cam’s knee like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Emma hates the roughness of blue jeans on her hands, but rubs at the knee beneath her fingers anyway.
 
                 She’s not really supposed to be doing this. They’re only friends. It’s not unusual to hug a friend upon seeing them, but caressing a friend’s leg is not normal. Just when Emma loses the little bit of confidence it took to reach out, Cam’s hand falls from the bar to touch Emma’s hand, squeezes it and smiles. The gasp that comes out of Emma should be embarrassing, but there’s a hand on hers and a fresh drink in front of her.
 
                 No one notices their little moment. Most of the people sitting around them are either lost in their own conversations or watching the guy up front with his acoustic guitar. If he could play anything suitable, Emma might ask Cam to dance with her, even if people might stare. Instead he plays songs about heartbreak and rejection with a forlorn look on his face. 
 
                 “Cam, do you want to come back out tomorrow?” Emma focuses on the knee she’s touching. “Maybe like a date?”
 
                 Cam looks startled. Her hand leaves Emma’s for a brief moment and she bites her lip. But then she opens her mouth. “Okay,” she says. And that’s the only response needed. Nevermind that Cam identifies as straight. Nevermind that Cam has known Emma has had a thing for her for over a year. Nevermind that this will technically be their fourth attempt at planning a date. There’s something about Cam’s hand on Emma’s that erases all of the wishy washy behavior of the previous times. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 It’s karaoke the next night, which Emma had forgotten about. Her legs shake at the bar while she orders a drink the same way that the guy standing up front is shaking while he sings a ballad. She’s worn a skirt and a blouse with a daisy on it. It’s the fifth outfit she tried on before realizing that she didn’t have time to change into another. The bartender is the girl with pigtails who always smiles at Emma. She has plump lips and almond-shaped eyes. She tells Emma that her skirt is cute and if nothing else good comes of the night, at least there’s that.
 
                 The tables around the bar are still being used so early on in the night. Cam is sitting at one, another brightly colored cocktail sitting in front of her. Cam smiles at her and waves. Emma waves back but doesn’t smile. There’s a very good reason for it. Cam isn’t alone at the small table. Whether Cam purposefully invited other people or ran into them and couldn’t find a reason to say they couldn’t join her doesn’t matter. The night is ruined and Emma hasn’t even begun to drink.
 
                 Emma sits next to Cam, who ignores the questioning look Emma tries to shoot her way. On the other side of the table, Steve Riggs is trying to explain to Cam why basketball is better than baseball. “You can actually watch basketball without getting bored,” he says. “There’s too much waiting around to enjoy baseball on TV. And I’m saying that as a baseball fan.” He clutches at the back of his shaved head as if he can pluck his argument from back there and give it to Cam, safely held in his massive hands. Next to him is Wren Mathis, the weird girl. Wren is looking at Emma like it’s not impolite or even creepy to just stare at someone.
 
                 The sad thing is, Emma has spent more time with Wren than Steve but knows Steve better. Steve is a loudmouth. It’s impossible not to get to know him if he’s around. Upon meeting him, Emma found out that he didn’t have any sisters and was damn glad he didn’t. He said this like a person normally says “nice to meet you” while shaking hands. On the other hand, Emma’s had at least two or three classes with Wren over the years, even worked on a few projects with the girl, and doesn’t know if she has any siblings or what her major is. Where Steve volunteers everything, every mundane detail, Wren volunteers nothing of herself to anyone.
 
                 Emma likes Wren for getting Steve to go with her outside for a cigarette. Steve only smokes when he’s hammered, as far as Emma knows, and he’s not there yet, but he seems to listen to Wren easily enough. It gives her a little bit of time with Cam.
 
                 “So…” Emma says.
 
                 “They were already here,” Cam says. “And whatever, right? It’ll be a fun night anyway.”
 
                 Maybe if Emma could stop pouting it might be. She reaches out to grab onto Cam’s hand. “I just really wish we could have had our date.”
 
                 “About that--”
 
                 Emma groans.
 
                 “No, it’s not that I don’t want to do it. You know what I mean? ‘Cause I don’t know myself. I like you. I’ve been thinking about it non-stop. There are so many reasons not to do this. What about our friendship? What about our careers? I just don’t want to complicate things. Let’s see where things go, okay?”
 
                 Emma doesn’t get a chance to reply. Steve and Wren return with a round of shots, courtesy of Steve he announces. Emma is still holding onto Cam’s hand but pulls back as if it burns when she sees Wren watching with a slight smile on her face. Steve doesn’t notice anything other than the fact that Emma has not picked up her shot yet. 
 
                 “Emma, get your shot. Otherwise I’ll be forced to label you a party pooper,” Steve says. 
 
                 It’s a murky orange color. Emma picks it up dutifully and watches Cam’s face as her own cheeks flush at the dirty cheers Steve says. 
              “...and the panties drop,” Steve finishes.
 
                 The shot barely goes down.
 
                 Emma is not being social enough. She knows this. Her hand is constantly on her drink, feeling the glass beneath her fingers. Her thigh touches Cam’s under the table from how closely they sit next to one another. The crowd has listened to three soft ballads in a row and the resulting atmosphere has left everyone but Steve lethargic. Even Wren’s normally alert eyes appear a little droopy. 
 
                 “So this guy comes in with his family,” Steve begins. “The kids are monsters, I won’t lie. But I wasn’t waiting on them at first. It was Chase. She isn’t the type to flirt with customers. Isn’t that right, Wren?” He elbows the silent Wren for confirmation, but she rolls her eyes and raises her eyebrows for him to continue, which he does. “Anyway, the wife starts to think that Chase is making eyes with her man, right in front of her and the kids. Boom. World War Three. She’s hissing at Chase and then at a manager, right in front of her family. Totally making a scene. They got free coupons to come back in and me as their server. No chance of the male server flirting with her husband, right? But I’d heard all about it at this point. I kept leaning over all close when the husband was speaking and winking at him. She was fuming mad by the time they were done, but didn’t say anything.” 
 
                 It’s always foreign when Steve talks about work, which is a lot of the time. Emma has grown used to Cam talking about work and this leads Emma to think about air conditioning in offices and bosses with gray hair. Steve and Wren work at a family-friendly burger restaurant where they have to wear matching uniforms and be nice to even the most annoying teenager that crosses their paths. Hell, they have to sing a song if someone says it’s their birthday. Despite Emma’s own experience in the service industry, working part-time at a craft shop, work to her is how Cam describes it. Work is not burns from hot plates and shattered glass on a wooden floor. And so Emma stares at Steve when he tells his stories with a dazed expression, as if he’s not talking about matters of this world. 
 
                 Steve is somewhat proud of his job. He talks about new hires like they are idiots if they make a mistake and he sees it. There’s no arrogance in his voice though, just pride. He can take on the biggest parties they get, he tells them. 
 
                 Wren doesn’t talk about work. Emma has never been to the restaurant they work at, despite loving hamburgers and greasy fries. The advertisements always show smiling families and children with missing teeth. Emma knows she’ll get enough of kids when she starts teaching, doesn’t see the point of going to a restaurant full of them. Usually Emma forgets Wren works with Steve until he asks her to fill in details of a story. It’s easy to do. Wren doesn’t talk a lot and she looks like a strong wind could break her in two. How she manages to serve tables with those two things holding her back is beyond Emma.
 
                 Wren might be the weird girl who stares at Emma a little too much for Emma’s liking, but she is reliable. She pulls Steve outside for another cigarette and it is obvious that this time he’s drunk enough to smoke one himself, if he didn’t before. 
 
                 Cam watches them walk away and grabs hold of Emma’s hand under the table. An older woman is standing up at the front, holding the microphone so tightly her knuckles are white. She’s singing a love song as if she’s alone in her shower, safely away from any audience. It might be the song, but it’s probably the hand that squeezes her own that causes Emma to smile again.
 
                 “You okay?” Cam asks her.
 
                 Emma could say no, that she wants her fucking date finally, or at least some alone time. The smile on her face doesn’t go away. “Yeah,” she says. Emma leans over and kisses Cam on the cheek. It’s friendly enough that it doesn’t cause Cam to back away or look around like someone might have seen. 
 
                 “You look beautiful tonight,” Cam says. She reaches up with her free hand and tucks a strand of hair behind Emma’s ear. “I am sorry we’re not alone, after all.”
 
                 “We could leave,” Emma says a little too urgently. 
 
                 Cam chuckles. “Relax. We have all the time in the world to figure all of this out.”
 
                 And there it is, right out in the open. The biggest problem between the two of them. Emma had grown up on a steady diet of fairy tales with pictures of girls who looked just like her. Her parents became a little alarmed as Emma passed her tenth birthday, still telling them that she was waiting to marry a prince with all of the conviction of a child. Keeping the color pink around, keeping a romanticized view of love around, both of those things were acceptable. Emma believed in dashing princes and heroic knights finding true love in little girls destined to become princesses.
 
                 It was a girl in gym class who did it. Rosie, everyone called her. They’d been in the same grade and were in the same class. Halfway through the school year, Emma started to notice the way Rosie’s legs moved as she ran. Even then, it didn’t seem like a problem. It was almost a year later when Emma was listening to some friends talk about boys in their grade that it hit Emma that she was looking at the wrong people. Princes come with facial hair or stubble that they shave away. They have Adam’s apples and muscles that show how strong they are. Strong enough to whisk a girl off her feet, literally. They’re not supposed to have soft, delicate hands like Rosie or long eyelashes made to look even longer with mascara.
 
                 Emma felt her world end at the realization that it wasn’t boys who made her knees go weak. She cried every night. She prayed in her bed, tucked under the covers, and on her knees on her floor, and at church, back when her family still went. She prayed to go back to normal, to want to go looking for a prince. The only other thing that she was certain of was that her parents could not know. She told them about school over dinner, moaned when they told her it was time to clean her room. She began collecting posters from magazines of boys her friends had crushes on.
 
                 Another year passed before Emma was forced to admit to herself that it wasn’t going away, these feelings for girls. Rosie had moved away to a tropical climate and Emma had just found more girls to notice. Admitting it must have been the final straw, because one day she woke up and the sun was shining. She didn’t take down the posters or tell her parents anything, that would come later. Her parents had said she could do anything she put her mind to, and she decided to create a world where two princesses could be together in their own fairy tale. 
 
                 She built her world back up again one brick at a time.
 
                 Therein lies the problem. Emma has become herself, something she had thought she’d done in high school. First with coming out to her parents, then her friends. She went to college and found that she hadn’t been quite right. There was still room to grow. Now, as a senior, she’s out to everyone she knows. She’s ready to be with someone she loves. Only she loves a straight girl who kisses her and then says that they were both wasted the next day. Cam wants to do what Emma has done, to figure things out, but all Emma knows is that she’s spent a lifetime on all of that already.
 
                 “I really want to give this a go,” Emma says. Wren and Steve aren’t back yet, but it’s only a matter of time. She hates time.
 
                 “We will,” Cam says and squeezes Emma’s hand.
 
                 By the time Steve and Wren return, Emma has gotten new drinks for Cam and herself. Their moment has passed and Emma’s head doesn’t feel dizzy. Steve is grinning like an idiot. If he was a dog, his tongue would hang from his mouth in sloppy bliss. The number of people signing up to sing has lessened and the DJ is playing popular songs between singers.
 
                 “I like this song,” Steve says. “Come dance with me,” he says to Wren. 
 
                 “I don’t feel like it,” says Wren.
 
                 “You then?” he asks Cam.
 
                 Cam has already let go of Emma’s hand and grabs onto Steve’s to be pulled out of her chair. Emma doesn’t get up. She watches as they go right into the middle of the other bar guests milling about. Steve laughs as he spins Cam around and then pulls her close to him. The people around them are clapping and smiling. Some others start to dance.
 
                 “I’m going to get a drink,” Emma says. “Do you want one?”
 
                 Wren shrugs.
 
                 Emma doesn’t go to the bartender with pigtails. She’s busy talking to another customer, so she tries to get the attention of the woman that always wears her hair in a ponytail. Most of the guests are away from the bar, closer to the DJ. She clears her throat, but it doesn’t work. She really should learn their names. She comes here often enough. Just when she’s feeling frustration at not being able to get the bartender’s attention, she looks to see what has her so enthralled. It’s the pigtail girl’s ass.
 
                 “Oh my God,” says Emma. She covers her smile with a hand. 
 
                 This catches the bartender’s attention. She coughs before asking Emma what she wants. Emma has an almost full drink at the table. She shouldn’t get another yet. She probably shouldn’t have any more period. Her cheeks are flushed. Her wallet is already more empty than she would normally like. Then again, there are always shots.
 
                 Wren raises an eyebrow when Emma sets a shot down in front of her but doesn’t say anything. Steve and Cam are still dancing a little too closely. Emma huffs and raises her glass, clinks it to Wren’s, and feels the liquid go down her throat. 
 
                 Steve and Cam dance so long that Wren gets up and tells Emma to follow her. They stop at the bar and Wren buys Emma a shot this time. Whiskey. Of course, Wren likes whiskey. It’s the bartender with the ponytail who pours the shots and she doesn’t look Emma in the eye.
 
                 “Come on,” Wren says when they’ve taken the shots. “I need a cigarette.”
 
                 “I don’t smoke,” Emma says, but follows anyway.
 
                 It’s only when Emma steps into the warm night air and giggles that reality hits her. She’s drunk. Wren walks another ten feet from the entrance and lights a cigarette. She inhales like it’s the best thing in the world. Emma wrinkles her nose. She’s never liked cigarettes. They smell weird and the scent clings to anyone who smokes. Wren, though, just looks right with a cigarette in her hand.
 
                 “Is she breaking your heart again?” Wren says as she exhales. The words tumble out of her mouth.
 
                 Wren is not someone Emma has ever confided in. Nothing more than “I really hate this fucking project.” Surely she has never mentioned her feelings about Cam. They’re barely friends.
 
                 “What?” Emma asks.
 
                 Wren rolls her eyes and takes another drag of her cigarette. “You’re going to play dumb?”
 
                 Emma can go inside. She can sit at the table and sober up while she watches Steve dance with Cam. She can sit at the bar instead and see what happens between the two bartenders. Anything, really, would probably be better than standing outside with Wren watching her every move.
 
                 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” says Emma.
 
                 Wren strides forward the few feet that separate them. She’s holding the cigarette in her right hand. Her hair has fallen into her face a bit and she reaches her left hand up to push it out of her face. She cocks her head to the side and studies Emma for a moment. “You’re both idiots,” she says finally. Then, without warning, she pitches forward and kisses Emma. It’s over quickly and she studies Emma again. “Don’t forget to pay your tab,” she says as she walks past Emma back into the bar, her cigarette tossed into a nearby ashtray. 
 
                 Emma stands outside for another minute. More people come outside to smoke and they might stare at her, but she doesn’t look at them. Her fists are clenched together and her eyebrows are furrowed in confusion.
 
                 “What the fuck,” she mutters.
 
                 She pays her tab and leaves without saying goodbye.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next time Emma sees everyone again, they’re at the same bar and Emma has had a terrible day. Her perfect record at the craft shop has been tarnished by a verbal warning for being late. Not that a verbal warning would go on her official record, but they love her at work. Standing next to Ed, wearing mismatched socks and only being able to shrug her shoulders when he asked what happened was particularly disappointing. Worse was the look in his eye. Emma hates letting people down.
 
                 This is probably why she’s in no mood for Cam’s hot and cold behavior. Cam’s warm greeting, hugging her a little too long, and holding her hand under the table until Wren and Steve return to the table, followed by promptly ignoring her existence has Emma on edge. It’s juvenile. It’s all Emma has.
 
                 Steve keeps grabbing onto Wren’s wrist above the table and Wren lets him. It’s a safe place to look since Emma can’t look at Cam without her eyes wanting to water. She also can’t bring herself to look at Wren across the table. Whatever game Wren is playing, staring at her, as usual, with a smirk on her lips, Emma doesn’t want to play.
 
                 Emma gets up from her seat, a little abruptly, and begins to walk away from the table.
 
                 “Where are you going?” Cam asks.
 
                 “Bathroom.”
 
                 She means to go to the bathroom, just as she has said, but first to the bar. The bartender with pigtails has switched to two braids on each side of her head. It fits her better. She’s free, so Emma orders a shot from her. It’s only when she turns away to pour the shot, a wicked grin on her lips, that Emma becomes confused again. Wren likes whiskey, not Emma. Why did she order it?
 
                 Emma takes the shot anyway. It’s alcohol. She pays while she’s there, just because.
 
                 The bathroom is located at the end of a hallway. Picture frames line the wall along the way. In them are photographs of smiling people, cheeks dimpled, with the decay of age making the pictures look ancient. It almost seems quiet and secluded. The bathrooms don’t have stalls. Two sit side by side, one for men and one for women. No one really pays attention to which door they go into. A person can go in there and lock themselves away. Exactly the kind of thing Emma needs. Inside it is a little too small. There’s only a toilet, sink, mirror, and trash can. But it doesn’t smell and it’s clean.
 
                 Emma looks in the mirror and grimaces. There are dark circles under her eyes. Her blonde hair hangs limply around her shoulders. She hasn’t dressed up. She’s wearing a gray t-shirt that she picked out of her clean laundry bin and a pair of jeans. Her hands grip the sink. The taste of the whiskey won’t go away. It’s just another thing to annoy her.
 
                 It becomes obvious that it’s time to stop hiding the longer she stays. Someone will start to wonder. Someone with a full bladder will begin to knock. If she needs it, she can stop at the bar again on her way back to the table. She lets out a shaky breath and unlocks the door.
 
                 Wren is standing in the hallway, leaning against the wall opposite the bathroom, when Emma opens the door. She’s chewing gum and looking utterly bored. “Hey,” she says.
 
                 “Hey.”
 
                 “Are you going to hide all night?” Wren asks. She pulls at a strand of her brown hair. 
 
                 “I remember when you used to never talk,” Emma says, her tone bitter sounding.
 
                 “I remember when you used to talk,” Wren fires back.
 
                 Emma shrugs and starts to walk past Wren. There’s no one else in the hallway and there are butterflies in Emma’s stomach. Wren is right. Emma used to talk to Steve and Cam while Wren sat there silently. It’s been a new development, this sullen quietness.
 
                 Wren grabs Emma’s wrist and stops her. Her touch isn’t surprising. Whatever her actions have meant lately, it’s not out of character now to grab onto Emma. It’s the strength behind it that causes Emma to pause. Those arms that are like twigs actually have more strength in them than Emma could have ever guessed. 
 
                 “Just have some fun,” Wren says when Emma turns around to look at her fully. “You still know how to do that, right?”
 
                 Emma nods and clears her throat. 
 
                 “Good,” Wren says. Wren leans forward, onto her toes, instead of moving to stand in front of Emma, and kisses her. It’s longer this time but still chaste. When she pulls back, there’s a satisfied smile on her face. She drops Emma’s hand and walks away.
 
                 That should be the end of it. Emma walks back through the hallway, past all of the picture frames and closer to the area covered in pictures, without frames, tacked to the wooden walls. She has to walk by the bar to get to the other section where Steve and Cam will be. But that would be too easy. Wren is standing by the bar, leaning against it, with two shots of whiskey next to her. 
 
                 The bartender with the braids is standing there watching Emma approach. That same grin is on her lips. She likes her job a little too much, Emma thinks.
 
                 Emma takes the shot with Wren. Unlike Steve, Wren doesn’t toast to anything. Emma sets down the glass on the bar top. She’s taken the shot with her eyes closed and when she opens them, Wren is looking at her.
 
                 “Thanks,” Emma says.
 
                 “That’s more like it,” Wren mumbles. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam starts telling Emma to come out to the bar an hour or so before Wren and Steve are supposed to arrive. Of course, Emma does it. With Cam’s busy schedule and the beginning of fall classes for Emma, it’s some of the only time Emma has alone with her. During that hour, Cam dances with her when good music is playing, even when they’re the only ones paying attention to the music so early in the night, and kisses her sometimes. Cam doesn’t talk about what’s happening or what might happen in the future. If Emma tries to bring it up, Cam silences her with a kiss. It might be enough for now.
 
   Emma tries not to let the hurt she feels cross her face when Steve and Wren arrive and Cam backs away from her. She also tries to ignore the fact that she’s not really sleeping much anymore. Her eyes always have dark circles under them when she wakes up. She applies makeup to try to conceal them and it works for the most part. She’s sluggish at work and Ed just looks at her with a worried expression on his face. He doesn’t ask her what’s wrong, which is good because she’s not sure what she would say if he did. Her classes have barely begun. It’s not the extra homework.
 
   On the nights they go out, Emma comes home frustrated. Of all the things she thought about when it came to her and Cam, Cam being a tease never entered her mind. It’s partially the fault of her body. It heats up with just the softest touch of Cam’s hand on her side. And if that wasn’t enough, Wren is still looking at her with those knowing fucking eyes. At least Steve is as normal as ever. Or mostly normal. Even he has started trying to pull Emma out of her funk. He asks her how work is going or tries to get her to dance with him. She always declines. He shrugs and says things like, “Suit yourself, sweetheart.”
 
   Emma gets tipsy every night they go out. Her bank account would hate her more if the bar didn’t have such nice specials and if she wasn’t only eating sandwiches and chicken broth. She feels not completely present as she goes about her daily life, following her schedule as best she can, feeling like she’s not in control of much of anything. The sandwiches and broth are bland, but the thought of other food makes her stomach queasy. She begins to lose weight, a pound at a time, but doesn’t change.
 
   Wren corners her at the bar one night. She orders two shots of whiskey, of course, and stares at Emma until Emma picks up the shot meant for her and thanks her. Wren’s been leaving her alone for the past week, until now.
 
   “Have fun,” Wren says. She smiles after, not her usual smirk. It seems genuine.
 
   So Emma orders another round while Steve and Cam are busy talking at the table. It’s not whiskey this time, but Wren doesn’t seem to mind. Wren’s wearing her usual layer of eyeliner that’s a little too much. Her wrists are covered in bracelets. No one does that anymore, no one but Wren.
 
   The two bartenders are secretly trying to check each other out. When the girl with braids passes by the one with the ponytail, she touches the small of her back. The girl with the ponytail smiles and Emma smiles, too. It’s the sweetest thing she’s seen in weeks. She jumps when she feels a hand on the small of her back. It’s Wren.
 
   “We should get back to the table,” Wren whispers in her ear. 
 
   By closing time, Emma is something like happy. She’s smiling and laughing. She tells Steve that he’s an idiot, which is so close to a normal interaction between them that he laughs with her. Wren nudges her shin under the table and gives her an approving look. Everything would be great if Emma could ignore the way Cam’s bare arms are flexing on the table.
 
   She can’t drive home. Emma considered this possibility at the beginning of the night and hadn’t driven her car to the bar. Cam is driving but lives in the opposite direction. Steve left without saying goodbye to anyone. 
 
   “I’m getting a cab,” Wren says and holds up her phone. “Already called and they’re on the way.” She glances at Emma but directs her comments to Cam. “I can make sure Emma gets home safely.”
 
   Cam nods and gives Emma a one-armed hug. Cam misses the smirk on Wren’s face.
 
   Wren’s hand is on Emma’s thigh as soon as the cab door shuts. It’s warm against Emma’s bare thigh. That’s probably why Emma was able to finally be herself, in some small way, again. She’d shaved and worn a skirt. The look on Wren’s face is so appreciative that Emma blushes.
 
   “Come home?” Wren asks her. It comes out a little more like a statement. As if this is where the two of them have been headed for weeks. And maybe they have. Wren had told her to have fun. Emma’s panties have been damp since she first got to the bar and Cam kissed her. She nods her head and gasps when Wren kisses her on the cheek.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Wren kisses Emma against the closed front door of Wren’s apartment and strips her down when they reach the bedroom. Emma probably would have slept with her, it would have been fun, but Wren pushes the covers down on the bed and tells Emma to go to sleep. “We can do it some other time,” Wren says. 
 
                 Right before she passes out, Emma tries to ignore the pang of disappointment that hits her.
 
                 The second time Emma goes home with Wren, they’re both far too drunk. The night started with shots, alone, at a bar that Emma had never been to before because she couldn’t bear to run into Cam or Steve or even to see the flirty glances between the two girl bartenders at her usual watering hole. It was just her luck that Wren showed up and sidled over to her, two shots in hand, and gave her one silently. They both knew why Emma was there, trying to forget the name Camille altogether, and so they drank until the lights turned on above them and they shuffled out to the sidewalk to look for a cab.
 
                 Emma’s head rests on the back of the seat in the cab until Wren pulls her close and sets her head on Wren’s shoulder. It’s only when Wren pays the driver and pulls her out that Emma realizes she’s not at home, that Wren had given a different address to the driver. They trudge up the stairs together and when Wren lets go of Emma to put her key in the lock Emma feels suddenly sober.
 
                 The living room is sparse with only a brown rug, couch, coffee table, and old TV. The only sign of anyone having been in the room recently is the overflowing ashtray on the wooden coffee table. 
 
                 “Where’s your roommate?” asks Emma.
 
                 Wren lets out a breath that sounds almost like a chuckle and shrugs. “She’s not coming home. Don’t worry about it.”
 
                 Emma has grown so much since her beginnings as a so-called princess in training. She switched from the idea of a heroic prince finding her to a heroic princess. Then she evolved to thinking about marriage and kids. She might even get a dog. It’s been years since she first heard the word lesbian used as an insult, years since the thought of being one drove her to desperation, years since she stopped flinching when she heard the term. Still, she dreams of falling in love and everything being perfect.
 
                 All of this is why Emma can’t quite believe herself when she’s kissing Wren’s neck in Wren’s darkened bedroom. Sex is meant to be special, something to share with someone you love. Even if she doesn’t prescribe to the notion of saving yourself for marriage, sex for Emma is not supposed to be biting and licking at the neck of a girl she barely considers a friend, a girl who is hissing loudly when Emma pulls at her hair. 
 
                 Wren’s head falls back against the bedroom door with a loud thump, because they haven’t even made it further inside, and Emma loses her train of thought and just acts.
 
                 She pulls Wren closer to the bed and then releases her to take her own clothes off. Since they haven’t spoken, not really, the only thing Emma has to go on that Wren is fine with what is happening is that Wren is taking her clothes off even faster than Emma. It’s an easy task, disrobing faster. Wren is only wearing boots and tights and a dress. Underwear is apparently optional for Wren.
 
                 It’s sloppy, all of it. Their kisses are all teeth and tongues. Emma pushes a thigh between Wren’s. She feels a coating of wetness on her leg and has to bite her lip to keep from moaning. Emma kisses one of Wren’s nipples, turns it into a soft bite, and wonders why she’s never noticed Wren’s tits before. 
 
                 Emma pushes Wren onto the bed and the way Wren’s hair falls down onto her shoulders in wavy layers is one of the most beautiful things Emma has ever seen. Wren tangles her fingers into Emma’s hair and begins to push downward until Emma relents and moves down, past Wren’s belly button, to settle down between Wren’s legs. 
 
                 “Are you sure?” Emma asks.
 
                 Wren rolls her eyes and lets out a frustrated sigh. One of her own hands glides down her body until she’s touching her own clit. Her tongue snakes out between her lips for a brief moment before it retreats inside and she bites her lip. 
 
                 “Okay, I get the hint,” says Emma.
 
                 Wren is sweeter tasting than expected. She smokes so many cigarettes and drinks so much that if Emma had ever thought to wonder how Wren might taste she would have assumed an ashy bitterness. Wren’s hips move toward Emma’s mouth, thrust upward, and it’s all Emma can do to keep grounded. She claws at Wren’s hip, anything to make what they’re doing be the opposite of making love. She bites the inside of Wren’s thigh and enters her cunt with two fingers. 
 
                 Wren sighs happily and within minutes begins to jerk, her eyes shut tight.
 
                 Later, when Wren has fucked her two times in a row and left bite marks all over her chest, Emma waits until the world feels normal again. She can smell the evidence of Wren’s smoking habit when she breathes. She crawls out from under the covers. Without looking at Wren, she mumbles, “Time to get dressed and go.” Her clothes are scattered around the room, making her stay longer than she’d like. Wren doesn’t dress, just lights a cigarette and watches Emma until she stubs the butt into an ashtray by her bed and rolls over, away from Emma.
 
                 Emma turns back at the bedroom door, purse in hand. “Maybe we shouldn’t do that again.” She almost thinks Wren has fallen asleep because she doesn’t respond at first. She pulls the door open to leave.
 
                 “Right, okay,” Wren says from under the covers.
 
                 The guilt the next day keeps Emma locked away in her apartment. By nightfall, she’s done all of her laundry, all of her homework, and all of her dishes. Despite her ongoing appetite issues, she walks to a nearby grocery store and buys fresh produce that she makes into a stew. She even manages a bath with candles and bubbles, the kind of thing she used to see her mother doing after a hard day, but it doesn’t really help. Her cheeks feel full of lead and her heart feels nonexistent, a phantom inside of her. She and Cam aren’t together, as Cam has helpfully pointed out, but it still feels like cheating.
 
                 She doesn’t try to contact Cam. Cam doesn’t try to reach her either, though there’s probably a suitable reason, like work. Emma goes on about her business, attending classes and going to work. The silence between Emma and Cam ends when Cam is sufficiently bored and wants to head to a karaoke bar. Emma dutifully gets ready, puts on makeup and jewelry, and gets there twenty minutes before Cam.
 
                 The bar is one that Emma isn’t familiar with. It is dark and the floor is sticky. The bartender has a glistening shaved head and looks her up and down while asking for ID. He stares at Emma while he pours her beer, as if she is some kind of criminal. Karaoke has been going on for an hour, according to a sign on the wall. The man standing up front singing, on a small wooden stage, is already wasted. He sways while he sings a song from the 1960s to his blushing wife. His bushy white eyebrows conceal his eyes. 
 
                 Emma walks past the stage, past the tables already occupied. She’s the youngest person in the bar. Men in suits with baby faces and wedding bands that they twirl on their fingers, still getting used to the added weight, sit next to aging cowboys and professional women with stern faces. She finds a table far away from the action, under a light that has gone out, leaving her in relative darkness. 
 
                 Cam arrives like a whirlwind. Her hair is disheveled, her eyes twinkling. She can’t seem to catch her breath and her greeting to Emma is breathy and quick. “Let me go get my drink,” she says and goes back the way she came in, dodging around tables full of clapping people. 
 
                 “So, about my day…” Cam says when she returns, a lager in her hand. Emma listens.
 
                 It doesn’t take long for Cam to want shots. First she brings two red shots to the table. It tastes strong and Emma grimaces. Then she brings two that are bright blue and Emma is reminded of berries. When Cam’s eyes stop opening all the way, she leans toward Emma and kisses her. She misses Emma’s mouth by a centimeter and pulls back to do it all over again. The bar is crowded enough that no one will notice them in their secluded spot, exactly how Cam likes it. Cam’s kisses are hurried but soft, and a little hesitant. They are almost perfect.
 
                 When Cam pulls away to go get more drinks, her brown eyes are darker than normal, almost a little cold. Emma smiles at her anyway, a little too eagerly. “I’ll get the next round,” Emma says. 
 
                 Upon Cam’s return, the alcohol seems to hit all at once. Her eyelids flutter closed and she places a hand on Emma’s thigh. “If you were a man, this would be so much easier,” she mutters. It’s not the first time she’s said as much to Emma, and Emma doesn’t answer her. Instead, Emma kisses her on the cheek. “If there was ever a girl I could be with, it’d be you, though,” Cam says. 
 
                 Half a drink later, Cam has her hand up Emma’s shirt and is fondling her breast. She doesn’t look around to see if anyone is watching. Emma does, out of habit. Everyone else is seated in front of them, and none of them look backward, toward the two girls who haven’t clapped for a single singer. Emma can hear the way Cam’s breathing quickens against her neck. It’s not the fairy tale romance Emma has hoped for, but it’s Cam and she’ll take it.
 
                 It’s when a drunk girl is up front singing one of the latest pop crazes, her skirt pulled up so that it almost shows her panties, that Cam’s eyes soften and Emma thinks she sees love in them. Cam kisses Emma’s neck. “You smell good,” Cam says against Emma’s skin. After a year of their little dance, it seems as if Cam is seeing Emma for the first time. So when Cam kisses her again, Emma lets her hand snake under Cam’s shirt to feel bare skin. 
 
                 Cam’s lips pause immediately. She clears her throat and stands up. “I need to get home,” she says. “I have work tomorrow.” She scratches one of her elbows and looks at the side of Emma’s head instead of making eye contact. “I hate my boss, but I need the job so I can’t be late.” She leans down, bending at the waist, and gives Emma a quick peck on the lips and wanders over to the bar, through the people still enthralled with karaoke, to pay her tab.
 
                 Emma looks away, doesn’t watch her walk out the front door. She stares at the girl who has just finished singing, who hasn’t pulled her skirt down yet. A man is standing next to her, his tie hanging around his shoulders, clapping and hooting. The bar is suddenly stuffy and too crowded. Emma doesn’t notice the tears that spring to her eyes. A few fall down her cheeks as she finishes her drink. She pays her tab and heads out into the warm night. She shivers anyway. She starts walking, just follows the street lamps in front of her until she sees a street sign and realizes she’s only two blocks from Wren’s apartment.
 
                 Emma pulls out her cell phone and thumbs through to the name Wren Mathis. She hits the green button and waits. Wren doesn’t answer for three rings and when she does her voice is muffled.
 
                 “Wren?”
 
                 “Emma? What’s up?” Wren suddenly sounds awake. Over the line, Emma hears the sound of a lighter. 
 
                 “I’m near your house.”
 
                 Wren exhales loudly, clicks her tongue. “Okay, come on over.”
 
                 Wren is already standing in the doorway when Emma gets to her apartment. She’s wearing only underwear and a black tanktop. Her hair is messy and falls down around her shoulders. She moves over to let Emma in and then closes the door.
 
                 “Your roommate?” Emma asks.
 
                 “Gone.”
 
                 Wren grabs hold of Emma’s hand and leads her to the bedroom. She shuts the door behind them. There’s a small lamp lighting the room on Wren’s desk and a candle lit next to it. The window is open on the other side of the room. Emma almost opens her mouth to say she’s not sure what she’s doing here, but Wren kisses her and the words die down inside. Wren pulls at Emma’s hair while they kiss so that Emma’s scalp begins to burn.
 
                 Wren bites Emma’s lip and all Emma knows in that moment is that Wren is the opposite of Cam, not her. Wren is hard and all skull and bones. Cam is sloppy but soft, the girl you might bring home to the family if she’s sober. Wren is precision. Wren is something to hide. It makes the tears start to come back, but then Wren is pulling Emma’s clothes off. Her mouth on one of Emma’s nipples and her fingers on the other chase the tears away so that the moan coming from Emma’s lips is the only thing that remains. 
 
                 Wren likes to finger her. Sometimes she pumps two or three fingers inside, or circles around her clit, sometimes adds her thigh for extra pressure. It leaves her lips free to kiss and bite all over Emma. Through it all, Emma tries to hold on. She grabs hold of anything she can get her hands on. Sometimes it’s a pillow, sometimes Wren’s hair, sometimes she just touches the wall above her head. When she orgasms, it’s the only thing left in the world she can feel.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Emma isn’t the only person Wren is fucking. It’s been no secret that Wren has been fucking Steve Riggs for the last several months. His clutching at her wrist some nights when they’re all out is obvious enough, Emma thinks. When Emma mentions him, the big oaf, Wren just smirks. “It’s about having fun,” she tells Emma. Wren never mentions Steve herself.
 
                 Emma is out with Cam one night when they run into Wren and Steve. Emma pauses, not sure whether she wants to go over and say hello, not sure she can do it without being awkward. As much as she can’t stop going to Wren’s apartment, she knows what they’re doing is wrong. But Cam spots tiny Wren and Steve with his shaved head and walks over to them since the place is packed and there are two empty seats at their table. Right before she and Emma get there, Cam turns and looks at her, warning all over her face. After all this time, Emma knows exactly what she means. The look says to be cool. Don’t get handsy.
 
                 Emma’s never been on a farm, but Steve looks like he grew up on one, especially on this night. He’s wearing a plaid shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His hands are huge and his skin never tans, just turns pink. He laughs loudly upon seeing them. Emma ducks her head in greeting. He’s twice as big as Wren and talks enough to make up for her silence. When he touches Wren on the arm, Emma flinches. Cam doesn’t notice.
 
                 There’s no karaoke tonight. It’s just a bored looking DJ who plays music a little too loudly. Drunk people are already dancing and knocking into the tables which have helpfully been pushed toward the walls. There’s never enough room for drunk people in these kinds of bars. 
 
                 Within minutes, they’re all doing their own thing. Wren gets up without a word to go off somewhere. Cam plucks her phone out of her purse and checks it. “I have to go make a call,” she says. Steve grins at Emma like he’s just had the best idea in the world and puts an arm around her.
 
                 “Shot?” he asks.
 
                 Steve whispers what kind of shot he wants and smiles gleefully. Whatever he picked is downright disgusting and immediately after Emma tells him that she needs to use the restroom, anything to get away in case he gets another bright idea. 
 
                 Wren is already standing by the bathroom door. She applies some eyeliner using the mirror outside the restrooms and sticks the small pencil into her front pocket when she’s finished. Emma stops a few feet away. Wren doesn’t make it easier for her, just turns and stares at her with that blank expression she has mastered.
 
                 “Does he know?” Emma asks.
 
                 Wren doesn’t react. It’s as if she has no idea who Emma is talking about. When Emma lets out a frustrated sigh, Wren shrugs. “Why would he?” she says.
 
                 She saunters past Emma, back down the hallway. Wren is already sitting at the table when Emma returns, the last to find their way back to the table. She fixes Emma with that blank stare again.
 
                 Cam has been ignoring Emma most of the night. She talks to Steve or says something to Wren that only gets a smile in response. If Cam hadn’t occasionally touched Emma’s knee under the table, Emma might think she’d become invisible. Steve never notices, but Emma catches Wren looking at her when it happens. Emma looks guiltily away. 
 
                 “I’m going out for a cigarette,” Wren announces.
 
                 Cam doesn’t smoke, doesn’t acknowledge that Wren has spoken. She’s too busy talking to Steve about sexual assault on college campuses, citing statistics off the top of her head. Steve, for once, looks unsure as to whether he’s allowed to make a joke. 
 
                 Emma gets up and follows Wren.
 
                 Wren is standing in a dark area where a light has gone out, away from all the other smokers. Emma almost misses her when she walks outside, but spots her smoking and pulling at her long necklace. Wren exhales a cloud of smoke as Emma approaches. Wren’s wearing a long black tanktop that could almost be a dress. Even in the dim light, the hollow of her collarbone is obvious. Wren watches Emma and takes another drag of her cigarette. Emma doesn’t smoke, but she takes the cigarette from Wren anyway and brings it to her lips. She doesn’t cough. She doesn’t even hate the burning in her lungs. Emma gives the cigarette back.
 
                 They’re probably comical standing next to each other, Emma thinks. Emma wears a skirt, tights, and a bright yellow shirt. Her entire appearance screams good girl. Wren’s jeans have holes in them. Her shoes look like they’re one step from falling apart. If Wren wasn’t looking at Emma so steadily, she might look like she’s falling apart as much as her clothes are. 
 
                 That’s what does it. Emma lurches forward and kisses Wren. It’s so quick that Wren falls back into the brick building behind her, but she wraps the arm not holding the cigarette around Emma and pulls her closer. Wren flicks her tongue into Emma’s mouth and for once Emma doesn’t care that just that one move causes her panties to become soaked.
 
                 Emma pushes them around the corner of the building, still keeping Wren up against the bricks. She runs her hands under Wren’s tanktop and feels every rib on her way to Wren’s tits. She groans when her hands don’t feel a bra under the shirt. Emma bites Wren’s lip hard enough to make Wren moan. She pulls Wren’s hips toward her and unbuttons Wren’s jeans. Sex in an alley, in public, even though no one is going to see them where they are, is not Emma’s style. It’s certainly not the kind of thing she’d ever think of herself wanting to do. But when she sticks her hand into Wren’s pants and feels wetness, she doesn’t care, just lets her fingers keep touching and kisses Wren more.
 
                 She backs up a step, keeping her hand in Wren’s pants, to watch Wren’s face in the darkened alley. Nervous laughter bubbles up in her chest. Wren looks at her for a moment, grinds her hips down onto Emma’s fingers, and pulls her close again to kiss. Wren’s lips are confident moving against Emma’s and she wraps one leg around Emma for a better angle.
 
                 Wren cums hard. She bites her lip to keep from making too much noise. Emma eases her hand out of Wren’s pants once Wren begins to recover, but then Wren grabs the hand in question and licks the fingers. She smirks as Emma gasps. She releases Emma’s hand and buttons her jeans again. “Ah,” she says. She grabs her lighter and relights the cigarette she’s been holding. Wren winks. “Nothing better than a cigarette after an orgasm.”
 
                 Emma has a dazed expression on her face. It turns into pure confusion when Wren pulls her close to kiss her again. “I better go in. Before they wonder. Get cleaned up and all that,” Emma says absently, holding up the hand Wren has just licked.
 
                 The floor of the bathroom is wet. The mirror is streaked and a pair of lips have kissed one corner of it. Emma washes her hands and quickly leaves the room, almost bumping into a random person on her way out. 
 
                 Cam and Steve are still talking when she returns. Cam looks at her when she sits down but asks no questions. Cam doesn’t seem to notice how long it’s been. Wren slides back into her own seat soon after and drinks from her warm beer. She makes a face at it when she tastes it. She doesn’t smirk at Emma or do anything to remind Emma of what they’ve just done. Emma blushes, kind of wishes she would, and spends her time looking between Wren and Cam. 
 
                 Emma doesn’t go home with Wren that night. Cam kisses her on the cheek as Steve and Wren are walking ahead of them in the parking lot. The kiss is fleeting and so quick that Emma isn’t sure Cam actually makes contact with her skin. 
 
                 “I’ve had a good time,” Cam says. 
 
                 Emma goes home alone and dreams of Wren and Cam laughing at her.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Emma thinks of social justice while she stocks at work. Stocking the shelves is one of the more boring tasks she has to do. Ed has stopped looking at her with that half-confused expression on his face, at least. By the time she’s moved from fabrics to ceramic figurines, her mind has wandered from the plight of women around the world, one of Cam’s favorite topics, to blue eyes and long tanktops and jeans with holes in them. She’s still thinking of them when she feels a tap on her shoulder and drops what she’s holding, a little boy with angel wings, which breaks on the floor.
 
                 “Shit,” Emma mutters. She flinches upon saying it and looks to see who has tapped her on the shoulder. It’s Cam, which means she won’t be fired. There’s no one else in the aisle to have overheard. But it also means Cam has interrupted her thoughts of Wren. Emma has never felt more like a piece of shit than right now.
 
                 Cam is wearing khakis and a dress shirt and the most nervous smile Emma has ever seen. She clears her throat and pushes her dark hair out of her face. “Hey, I know you’re working but I was passing by and thought…” She messes with her hair again and frowns. 
 
                 “Thought what?” Emma asks.
 
                 Cam smiles brightly. “What about another shot at a date?”
 
                 Emma watches her warily for a moment, but the smile doesn’t waver. Cam, in this moment, oozes confidence. Emma returns the smile. The boy with angel wings be damned. Wren be damned. She nods her head. “Perfect.”
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                 There’s a lot that Wren should say that she doesn’t. It’s been since her freshman year of high school that she told her mother that she loved her, even longer since she’s told her father. Or maybe she should mention to Steve that she’s fucking Emma. He probably already knows, but it’s the right thing to do. She hasn’t even told Emma that she likes spending time with her, even though Emma is mostly moping around these days. But really, she probably won’t say any of it.
 
                 There are too many beer cans in the apartment. Steve had made it sound like a good idea last night, to have an impromptu drinking session at Wren’s since her roommate wasn’t there. He invited some of their co-workers and Wren sat there quietly in her own home, watching people she rarely speaks to acting as if they owned the place. But now it’s morning and everyone else is gone. 
 
                 Wren shuffles around the living room in her underwear with a trash bag and picks up every beer can. She almost forgets to dump the ashtray. She hides it behind the couch after. Next up is air freshener to make the living room smell like she doesn’t just drink and smoke in there.
 
                 She hangs up the giant picture of Jesus that Trudy’s parents had gifted them when they moved in. It goes right above the couch. Perfect placement to rip it back off again when they leave. She can slip it back behind the couch when she pulls the ashtray out.
 
                 The kitchen doesn’t look so bad. The tea kettle is always sitting at the back of the stove. The coffee pot could use a wash, but Trudy’s parents won’t notice so she ignores it. There are only a few beer cans to be thrown away in there. If Trudy’s parents ever stayed long enough to look into the fridge, she might have to clean it out too. They never do anyway.
 
                 Wren drinks a glass of water before heading to her bathroom for a shower. She hasn’t fucked Emma in the shower yet, a nice idea for later. Emma might be ignoring her. She hasn’t text her in a few days, but Wren hasn’t put forth the effort to contact Emma either. If she is ignoring Wren, there’s only one reason why. The initial freak-out period is over. The time that Emma would be trying to classify what they’re doing, not wanting to admit she’s fucking a girl just to do it. There might be a round two of that sort of confusion, but not now. No, if Emma is avoiding her it’s something to do with Cam. Wren rolls her eyes.
 
                 The water in the shower is almost too hot. It pelts her and leaves her skin an angry pink color. If she closes her eyes hard enough, she can imagine her eye makeup swirling down the drain, a blob of black on the white flooring. She won’t be able to put on much makeup, if any at all.
 
                 The one appropriate outfit she has to wear is a white dress shirt and black slacks. She throws them on and smokes a cigarette in her bedroom. It’s not the best idea. Even though Trudy’s parents never go into her bedroom, they might still smell it. They’re not her parents, she shouldn’t care. Still, she sprays herself with a body spray that reminds her of the beach and hopes it masks the stench.
 
                 True to form, Trudy arrives thirty minutes before her parents. Her hair is pulled back into a messy ponytail and her eyes are a little wide. She looks around the apartment with a smile on her face. “Good job,” she says and hands Wren a twenty dollar bill. She rushes toward her bedroom. “Gotta get changed,” she mumbles.
 
                 Unlike Wren, Trudy actually wears a dress when her parents come to visit. She also owns more than one appropriate dress. The one she wears today is a muted yellow color that comes to just below her knees. Trudy sits on the couch and tugs at a few strands of her hair. It’d be funny to fuck Trudy right now. Not that they ever have. But Trudy looks so pure in her little church dress. Her parents would probably each have a heart attack if they walked in on that. 
 
                 “One day they have to be late, right?” Trudy asks. “They have to prove they’re human at some point.”
 
                 Wren shrugs.
 
                 When Mr. and Mrs. Buckton arrive, they kiss Trudy and ask all the usual questions. If she is eating right, if she needs any money. Trudy doesn’t have a job. As far as the Bucktons are concerned, Trudy goes to classes and sits at home studying. They don’t know about Trevor, the nice Christian boy who has led Trudy astray. It makes Wren smile until her teeth show. 
 
   Mrs. Buckton hugs Wren after. “You’re looking great,” she says. “And do we get to see any of your latest pictures?” They never have a chance to see them. It’s never in the schedule.
 
   Mr. Buckton rubs at his bulging stomach. “The car is idling, dear,” he says. 
 
   Mrs. Buckton clears her throat, licks her red lips. “Well then, I guess we should all be heading out.”
 
   Wren sits in the backseat with Trudy, who ignores her staring, on the way to the church. A Baptist. Wren shares an apartment with a goddamn Baptist. It’s almost too funny.
 
   Wren keeps a blank look on her face while the preacher rants. It’s strange how everyone in the congregation has such serious expressions on their faces that it morphs into a group of people who look mostly bored. They’ve all heard the warnings before. It’s just repeated words now. Mrs. Buckton is a vocal follower. She nods her head at the right moments and says “amen” under her breath. Trudy looks like she might be struck by lightning at any moment. It’s a beautiful church, that much is certain. It’s sparsely decorated and open. Wren wouldn’t mind taking a few pictures there sometime.
 
   They have lunch at a nearby deli. Wren never finishes her food when they go out to eat. Mrs. Buckton always gives her worried looks and asks if she wants anything else to eat. It’s almost charming. 
 
   “The sermon was lovely, as always,” Wren says, mostly to get the concerned look off of Mrs. Buckton’s face. The Bucktons smile at her, showing too many crowded teeth.
 
   Back at the apartment, Wren gets out her camera to take a picture of the proud Bucktons and Trudy. They stand in front of the couch so that Jesus is looking down on them. They’re going to love the picture just as much as hearing that Trudy has all A’s so far, a few weeks into the semester, which might be a lie. Mrs. Buckton hugs Wren when she’s done and Mr. Buckton slaps her on the shoulder when Wren agrees to go to church with them again the next month.
 
   The apartment is a little too silent when the Bucktons leave. Mr. Buckton has a commanding air about him that fills the room and Mrs. Buckton’s nervous excitement, bustling about and hugging everyone, is always a bit much. Trudy sits on the couch and takes a deep breath, like she’s managed to fool them once again, which she has. Trudy is thin like her mother. She even has her mother’s slightly auburn hair. The main trait, physically, Trudy shares with Mr. Buckton is his piggish nose. It’s alarming on him, kind of cute on Trudy.
 
   Trudy doesn’t normally talk much between the time her parents leave and the time Trudy thinks it’s safe for her to leave. It’s not like they have a lot to talk about anyway. Trudy is only around once a month and her parents pay all of her bills so that Wren doesn’t even have to contact Trudy to remind her to pay. It’s a nice little set up they have. Cleaning the apartment and going to church once a month isn’t so bad in exchange for only paying half the rent and being able to walk around naked whenever she wants. 
 
   “I’m getting sick of them,” Trudy says, one hand draped over her eyes.
 
   Wren didn’t come from a particularly religious household. She never had to go to church or pretend she wasn’t interested in boys. She was basically allowed to do whatever she wanted. Truth is, she’d probably hate to have the Bucktons as her parents.
 
   “I’m sure they’re not that bad,” says Wren.
 
   “Yeah, but here you are doing whatever you want. Probably sleeping with all kinds of boys, no offense. You’re not even taking a full course load this semester, right? And here I am having to hide the fact that I live with a nice guy who has promised to marry me as soon as college is over. It’s crap. I wish they’d go live in Europe or something.”
 
   Trudy huffs and sinks further into the couch. Trudy must know that Wren takes the Jesus picture down as soon as Trudy is gone, but Wren leaves it up for now anyway. Trudy will be gone soon enough. Wren does pull out the ashtray though and runs into her bedroom long enough to grab a cigarette.
 
   Wren closes her bedroom door behind her, but Trudy must get a quick peek from on the couch. “Was that a bra? Doesn’t look like one of yours…”
 
   “It’s a friend’s. She must have left it the other day.”
 
   This appeases Trudy. Emma had left it behind the last time she was over in her hurry to leave. Wren hadn’t thought dropping it on a bar table in front of Cam was such a good idea. Then again, the look on Emma’s face might be worth it for a few seconds. Wren pictures the bra on her floor. Lacy and pink. It’s a B cup. Obviously not Wren’s. She’d never wear pink lace and she’s barely an A cup.
 
   “I don’t know how you smoke,” Trudy says, her hand over her nose. 
 
   “Wanna try?” Wren asks, holding the cigarette out toward Trudy across the room.
 
   “No.” Trudy shakes her head, disgust all over her face. She sits up and looks at her phone. “Well, I best be on my way. They’re long gone by now.” She shuffles toward her bedroom and changes back into her previous outfit. “See you next month.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren has missed four texts and two calls from Steve throughout the day. Nothing from Emma. The last text says that he’ll be at the bar if she wants to come out. He doesn’t even say the name anymore. She dresses again, in clothes she actually likes, a long tanktop and jeans, does her makeup, and heads out.
 
   She walks there. There are side streets that she can take without having to hit any dangerous areas. She passes by an older man walking a dog on her way. The dog barks and the man tries to hush him. Wren doesn’t pass anyone else.
 
   Taylor, the bartender with the ponytail, hands her a shot of tequila when she walks up to the bar. Taylor’s nails are painted a dark purple color, almost black. She turns away from Wren and begins to wash some glasses by hand. Bent at the waist, her head staring down at the sink, Taylor works quickly and efficiently. 
 
   Wren looks down at the glass in front of her. So that’s the kind of night Steve wants. He’s sitting a few chairs down from her, already drunk. His cheeks are a deep pink and he’s arm wrestling a man Wren has never seen before. Reese is pulling at one of her braids behind the bar and laughing at Steve and the man. She has the best view of the two men and is probably supposed to make sure neither one cheats, but is instead just hurling insults at them both. The man’s arm slams into the top of the bar and Steve lifts his arms in victory.
 
   He stands up, moves closer to Wren, and plants a sloppy kiss on her cheek. “Victory shots,” he announces. Wren hasn’t taken her first shot, so she waits for Steve to order another for himself before taking it. She checks her phone, but she’s missed nothing.
 
   “I want to smoke,” she says after. 
 
   Steve follows her outside, his arms still flexing and a grin on his face. He steals a cigarette from her and lights it up. The days when he used to swear he wasn’t a smoker, only liked to have one when he was really drunk, are over. Even when he’s sober, he steals one from Wren at least once when they see each other. He squints at her through the smoke.
 
   “How long have you been fucking little Emma?” he asks.
 
   Wren shrugs. “Not long.”
 
   Steve grins stupidly, takes another drag off his cigarette. “This is going to be excellent.”
 
   “You can’t tell anyone,” Wren says. As much as Wren doesn’t care who knows, she likes fucking Emma and that will go away if people find out. Emma is too caring, too scared of hurting people to ever want the information to get out. 
 
   “Alright, alright. Even I know telling Cam would be bad. Still, it’s going to come out at some point. Emma can’t keep a secret to save her life,” he says. His look turns serious for a moment.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be too drunk to talk about this kind of thing?” asks Wren.
 
   “Fine, fine. So, did you see me whip that guy’s ass? King of the world, right here.”
 
   And there it is again. Normal Steve on a normal night. Boisterous and lovable. Seemingly without a care in the world, just out for a good time.
 
   Wren takes Steve to his house at the end of the night. Past experience says that he’ll pass out at some point and be impossible to move. Better to have it happen at his own house. Wren doesn’t do sleepovers at her own place, especially not with Steve. Plus, it’s better for him to wake up in the morning with his car at home than at the bar. It’s not too far to walk back to her own apartment from Steve’s.
 
   Junk mail litters the living room floor. It smells like man. All sweat and beer and stale junk food. If she stepped closer to one of the bathrooms, she’d smell shaving cream and cologne. The silence pervading everything says that his roommates are still out.
 
   Steve grins at her and says, “You know what I like about you? You’re so small. I can just toss you over my shoulder.” Wren doesn’t have time to react, she’s already picked up, looking down at the floor, being carried to his bedroom.
 
   Steve’s energy promptly leaves him when they reach his bedroom. Old movie posters line the walls, his desktop computer has gone to sleep in his absence. He sets Wren down roughly onto the mattress. “What d’ya think?” he asks. 
 
   So she pulls her jeans and underwear off and he pulls his shorts and shoes off. He tumbles onto the bed with a laugh while Wren gets up to close the bedroom door. Something’s already got him going. Maybe watching Reese and Taylor put on a show at the bar, the way they both stare at one another and then blush. Steve has always liked Reese’s ass. 
 
   Wren climbs on top of him, lets him hold onto her hips and rides him. The poster above the bed is from a 1990s action flick, violent and macho. Wren stares at the man on the poster, all muscles and a glare that she’s almost jealous of. Her eyes flick down for a moment. Steve’s eyes are closed, a blissful smile on his face. Soon after, his eyes crinkle together and he says “fuck.” He stretches the vowel sound out, turning it into a long, drawn out word that sounds almost like a prayer. 
 
   Steve’s always the same after, always wants to sleep if he’s at home. Wren kisses him on the forehead and leaves, finds the key hidden outside and locks the door. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren doesn’t hear from Emma for a few more days. It doesn’t bother her. It can’t. It means something right is happening for Emma. It’s not like they’ve been close friends.
 
   Steve mentions to Wren one Friday afternoon that he wants to hang out. She ignores him despite the itch to go out, and spends the daylight hours sitting around her apartment. She gets out her textbooks like she’s going to study, but just ends up putting them away again without opening them. She picks up her remote control to turn the little television on in her bedroom, but drops it back on the floor before hitting a single button. 
 
   After a few hours, when the sky is starting to turn a brilliant orange, she dresses and heads out, reminds herself to go to a bar that Steve doesn’t normally go to. It’s an Italian restaurant that she winds up at, mostly so she remembers to eat something. The decorations on the wall are loud and cover so much space that it’s hard to see the white paint beneath. The floor is green carpet. It smells of cheese and oil. Wren sits at a small table alone, facing the back of the restaurant so she can watch the other diners. It’s a habit.
 
   She slowly eats some bread and meatballs, ignores the fact that she drinks three glasses of house wine in less than an hour. The bread is soft and warm on the inside, hard as a brick on the outside. She’s in the middle of chewing a bite of bread when she spots Cam and Emma. They’re sitting together in a corner booth, almost at the very back of the restaurant, drinking water and eating pasta. Emma is facing Wren, eyes focused on Cam and whatever she is saying.
 
   Wren almost stands up to go over and say hi. It’s what a friend would do. But friendship is a weird thing and Wren asks for the check instead, leaves before finishing her wine and food. She looks back inside once she’s on the sidewalk out front. Through a display case of bread, she sees that Emma is still looking at Cam. Emma’s bra strap is hanging on her shoulder. It’s the red one. The one she always wears when Cam is stringing her along again. Wren lights a cigarette and begins walking until she finds a bar she wants to drink in.
 
   It’s four in the morning when Wren wakes up to someone knocking on her door. She’s been home for hours, having called it an early night for reasons she couldn’t quite figure out. She’s pulled her tanktop off while sleeping and pads to the front door in only her underwear. She opens the door to find Emma standing there, bouncing from foot to foot. Emma’s still wearing the same skirt and dress shirt she wore at the restaurant. Emma’s gold necklace glistens in the light from the apartment. Wren opens the door wider to let Emma inside and grabs a towel when the first words out of Emma’s mouth are that she needs a shower. 
 
   Wren doesn’t pull a shirt on even though Emma keeps looking down at her chest. She lights a cigarette and sits down on the toilet while Emma nervously strips and gets into the shower. The resulting hiss from the too hot water causes Wren to smirk. Emma doesn’t speak while she’s in the shower. It’s probably improper to watch, but Wren has never put up anything over the shower except for a clear liner and she can’t look away from the hair that darkens as it gets wetter. When Emma starts to wash herself with Wren’s loofah, starting with her shoulders, Wren finally looks away and focuses on her cigarette.
 
   Emma leaves a puddle on the bathroom floor where she steps out of the shower. Her skin is just as pink as the rims of her eyes. It’s only then, when Emma is standing there, blinking in the harsh light of the bathroom, and beginning to shiver, that Wren gets up to find some clothes for her. 
 
   Dried off and dressed in an oversized t-shirt, Wren guides Emma into the bed and hushes Emma when she starts to protest. Wren picks up the remote control and turns on the TV. It’s a late night infomercial airing, but it’ll do. Wren smokes another cigarette while Emma stares at the screen. It’s not until the salesman has mentioned the extras for ordering immediately that Emma clears her throat to speak.
 
   “We went on a date. Me and Cam.”
 
   “I know,” says Wren.
 
   Emma turns to Wren, panicked. Her eyes begin to water. “How do you know? We didn’t tell anyone.”
 
   Wren looks toward her nightstand, picks up a seemingly random glass from the three sitting there, and drinks from it. “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   Emma nods and looks back toward the television. “She freaked out on me. It was going so well and then she just freaked out at the end. Said it was a horrible idea. It wasn’t even like I pushed her. She was the one who asked me out. I don’t get it.”
 
   “Hm,” Wren says. She stubs out her cigarette and lights another. 
 
   Emma sighs. “I don’t know why I’m here. Or why I’m telling you this.” She pulls at the neck of her t-shirt like it’s choking her. “I guess you’re the only person who knows. Who else could know? Steve? But even he doesn’t know as much as you.” She looks away from the television, toward the wall where a picture of a bridge is framed on the wall. She pushes the covers back, away from her, and sits up. “I shouldn’t even be here. I should go.”
 
   Wren stretches out a hand, grabs onto Emma’s wrist. “Don’t. Just stay. We’ll sleep.”
 
   Emma falls asleep first, resting on her side, facing Wren. Her hair covers half of her face like a curtain. Emma sleeps like the dead. Her mouth hangs open. She doesn’t stir when Wren gets out of bed to open her bedroom window or when Wren returns and sits a little closer, smoking cigarette after cigarette, barely watching whatever infomercial comes on. Wren puts out her last cigarette of the night, turns away from Emma, and falls into an uneasy sleep.
 
   Emma is gone when Wren wakes up in the morning. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren goes out to take pictures soon after waking up. She walks along the busy streets of downtown, the sidewalk cracked beneath her feet. Everyone is trying to enjoy the hot weather before autumn officially begins, sweating in the glaring light of the sun. Patios are full with women in cute tanktops and dogs hidden under tables, water bowls kept full nearby. She keeps her camera strapped around her neck and takes pictures of the different buildings and landmarks she passes. Some of them she has photographed before, in different seasons, others are new. She steadily makes her way toward greener areas, away from the steel architecture of the center of downtown, where people hike and give her dirty looks when she lights a cigarette. She smokes anyway.
 
   Her phone rings as she snaps a shot of a weeping willow tree. She tugs her phone out of her back pocket and answers in a distracted voice.
 
   “I want to hang out,” Steve says without preamble. It’s late afternoon and the sun is so harsh that Wren has to shield her eyes as she looks around. “I had a shit shift. The worst in awhile. No money out there today. So where are you at? We’ll hang out and I’ll forget that this day started with work.”
 
   She tells him to head for the park that’s her final destination, gives him directions to a particular bench that she likes. It’s relatively remote, especially later in the day. 
 
   It’s obvious that he’s not familiar with the park because when he shows up, he’s huffing and complaining about having to walk a hundred miles to hang out with her. 
 
   “It’ll be pretty when the sun begins to set,” she says from her spot on the bench.
 
   “Yeah, well, it better be the most beautiful fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” he says. He wipes the sweat from his forehead with his arm and collapses onto the bench next to her. “What’s that for? Saving the Earth?” He points toward the little baggy she’s been carrying. There are cigarette butts inside. He uses it all the same when he inevitably begins to steal from her pack.
 
   The horizon turns a peach color as the clouds slowly move across the sky. “Yeah, it’s pretty okay looking,” Steve says. 
 
   The path becomes more deserted and he reaches into the backpack he’s carried, pulls out a beer for each of them. He’s about to get chatty. He always does when he drinks.
 
   “Guess who I talked to this morning? Before the shit day at work. Had breakfast and all that,” he says. 
 
   “Mm?”
 
   “Cammie. Woke me up early so that I had to crawl out of bed. She took the day off work, I guess.” He raises his eyebrows, trying to draw Wren in.
 
   Wren lights a cigarette, tries to look disinterested. “Sounds like fun,” she says.
 
   “Yeah, she had a nightmare date last night. She’s sitting there sulking over pancakes about this guy. First date and he got all sentimental and wanted to declare his undying love.” Steve belches and laughs, turns a little more serious when Wren doesn’t smile. “I know I’m so far on the opposite side of the spectrum that it’s not funny, but I told her she should go on a date with me instead.” He looks at Wren out of the corner of his eye and laughs when she rolls her eyes. “I’m not half bad, you know. She hit me when I said it. I probably have a bruise on my arm.” He stares out toward the pond in front of them. “She’s a nice girl.”
 
   Wren hasn’t fallen over herself for more details, not that she ever has, so he loses interest. He changes the subject to work and talks about how he hates little kids that come in, hates having to sing them a song on their birthday. 
 
   “Wrong restaurant to work at then,” says Wren.
 
   He doesn’t stop talking until it’s mostly dark out and he has four empty beer cans sitting next to his feet. Then, with a cheeky grin on his face, he looks at the bushes behind them and winks at Wren. “You wanna?”
 
   It’s the most normal thing that has happened all day and Wren readily agrees.
 
   In the relative privacy of the bushes, now that most people have left the park, Wren pulls him out of his pants and touches him until he grows hard. Cock is easy. Easier than anything else at least. And Steve is so damn grateful every time that it’s easy to take him into her mouth, all of him, and pleasure him. It’s not passionate, not like the way she rips the clothes off of Emma, but it’s nice. His eyes shut tight and his hands massage her scalp while she sucks him off. She doesn’t even bother trying to listen out for anyone who might walk by. Let them. She swallows when he cums and he pulls her up to kiss her.
 
   “Thank you, beautiful,” he says. “Now let’s get out of here.”
 
    
 
    
 
   After a few less than thrilling shifts at work, Wren goes out for karaoke. Cam is sitting at a table alone. Cam looks around as if she’s expecting someone and jumps when she sees Wren. She recovers and waves at Wren. 
 
   Wren buys Cam a shot because she’s pretty sure that’s what friends do. If they’re not friends, then Cam and Steve are and that’s close enough. They both make a face while the alcohol burns on its way down. It’s a mystery shot, Reese’s shot, and she looks gleeful as she watches them. 
 
   A song comes on that Wren hasn’t heard before. Or if she has, she doesn’t remember it. The female singer has a soprano voice that drifts in and out. Cam grins. “I love this song,” she tells Wren.
 
   “Well, we should dance then,” Wren says. 
 
   Cam stands in front of Wren, and pushes her ass into her, while Wren rests her arms around Cam’s front. It’d be sensual if Wren didn’t notice how tight the muscles in Cam’s back and arms are, like she might bolt at any moment. Then again, Cam would probably only bolt if she knew she was dancing with someone who sleeps with women. Or a woman.
 
   It’s Wren who notices Emma arriving. She’s still dancing with Cam, who must have her eyes closed, because she doesn’t react at all. Emma’s eyes grow wide at the sight. She heads straight to the bar, a hurt look on her face. She’s not wearing the red bra from what Wren can see, but she might be wearing another lucky bra underneath her shirt. 
 
   Wren releases Cam to go after Emma, but Cam just pulls Wren’s arms tighter around her. When the song is over, Cam heads to the bathroom. Her face is a little flushed.
 
   Wren wrenches her phone from her back pocket and thumbs through her contacts until she finds Steve’s name. She sends a message for him to get to the bar as soon as possible. He’s been working but should be finished. And that’s Steve, after all. Always ready for situations like this. 
 
   That done, Wren goes over to where Emma is, standing awkwardly against the bar with two empty shot glasses behind her and a cocktail clutched in her hands. Taylor stands on the other side of the bar, behind Emma, with her eyebrows raised, her ponytail laying forward on her shoulder. Emma’s face is red, her eyes wide. 
 
   “Hi,” Wren says. “Do you want a cigarette?”
 
   Emma barely looks at her, just nods and follows Wren out the door. She doesn’t take the cigarette that Wren offers her. She does, however, steal Wren’s for a drag here and there. Her breathing is ragged.
 
   “It was just a dance,” Wren says finally. “Nothing else.”
 
   Emma nods again. She still doesn’t look Wren in the eye.
 
   Wren has seen someone acting like Emma before. It was back in high school when her mother walked into her bedroom without knocking and found Wren with her boyfriend’s cock in her mouth. It’s the same shocked expression, the same inability to really look at Wren, the same problem with keeping her breathing under control. It’s the first time Wren has felt bad in some time.
 
   “Do you want me to leave?” asks Wren.
 
   Emma looks down at her feet and shakes her head no.
 
   Wren wants to say something like maybe she should. She’s wearing her same old tattered jeans and a long blue tanktop and Emma is wearing a cute yellow skirt. If anyone needs to stay and enjoy themselves, it’s the one who is dressed so nicely.
 
   “Do you want me to stay at the bar? Away?” Wren tries again.
 
   But then Steve arrives, still wearing his work uniform, and doesn’t notice the moment. He grabs Emma and spins her around. “You look gorgeous,” he tells her. And she does, she really does. “Everyone needs a shot. I’ll get on that,” he says and goes inside. Emma walks in after him, not looking back at Wren.
 
   Wren smokes another cigarette. There are other people outside smoking, people she could talk to for a few minutes. People who could distract her from the awkwardness she’s about to walk into. She doesn’t. 
 
   Steve has taken her shot for taking so long, yells this over his shoulder while he drags Emma into the other room where Cam is already dancing, unaware of anything out of the ordinary. 
 
   “I couldn’t keep him from it,” Reese says with a smile. “Here.” She sets down a bright pink shot. 
 
   “Seriously?” asks Wren.
 
   Reese shrugs, her shoulders bobbing up almost to her ears. “It’s what they took.”
 
   Wren sits at the bar for awhile. She taps her heel against the sturdy wooden leg of her chair. She can hear Steve laughing and singing along to the songs being sung, but she keeps her back to the group. She sips at a beer as slowly as she can. It’s the least she can do considering the circumstances.
 
   “Like my new bar tool?” It’s Taylor standing in front of Wren now, holding it out like a prized toy. It’s ridiculously pink.
 
   “Where’d you get it?” Wren asks. Not that she really cares. Not that Taylor seems to mind that she doesn’t care.
 
   “I got it for her,” Reese says. “Doesn’t it match her personality?”
 
   Ah, one of those gifts, Wren thinks. But Taylor looks pleased as she stashes it in her back pocket.
 
   Reese occupies Wren’s time mostly, talking about new shots she’s been devising. “Try the latest. It’s free,” she promises. Reese won’t say what’s in it, but it tastes like chocolate and some kind of berry. Taylor hovers nearby and smiles when Wren nods her head at Reese in approval.
 
   Wren can’t stay away from everyone all night. It’d be too obvious to Steve and Emma. She finishes her beer and gets another before steeling herself and heading into the other room. A girl is singing a song in Spanish and Cam is singing right along with her, her hand raised in the air. Emma gives Wren a sheepish smile then looks away. Steve throws his arm around Wren and makes her sway to the music.
 
   Thirty minutes later, Wren has finished her beer and escapes to the bathroom. It’s private and perfect. She wets her cheeks with a damp paper towel, just enough to cool her skin. Steve has been so close to her that his heat has made her hot. Worse, her mind won’t stop racing. Emma’s bare legs remind her of Emma in the shower. Emma tucking her blonde hair behind her ear makes her think of the night in the alley. The thoughts don’t make her wet, don’t make her want to have sex. That’s the troubling part. Fucking someone is easy. It’s the other stuff that’s so hard.
 
   In the mirror, Wren sees that her makeup has begun to smear and run. She looks away, down at her hands. Who likes what they see in the mirror really? There’s a knock on the door and she starts to tell the person on the other side that she’s almost done, but goes over and opens the door instead. She can’t hide away forever.
 
   Emma is standing there and she pushes her way inside. She locks the door behind her. She bites her lip and plays with her fingers. Wren hasn’t seen her do that since the night she and Steve had obviously interrupted something between Emma and Cam. Not a date. It hadn’t been a date, but something leading to one, maybe. When Emma looks back up at Wren there’s a strange look on her face. Wren moves into a corner of the bathroom until her back hits the wall.
 
   “Look--” Wren says.
 
   Emma moves forward, closing the distance, and kisses Wren so hard that Wren hits the wall all over again. Her hands go under Wren’s shirt and she squeezes at Wren’s side painfully. A bite on Wren’s lip causes Wren to moan and then a thigh is pushed between Wren’s legs.
 
   “I don’t know why you did that,” Emma says against Wren’s lips. She doesn’t give Wren a chance to reply, just kisses her again. It’s almost like fighting. Emma attacking because a good offense is useful. Wren is losing. Wren grabs onto Emma’s hips and tries to hold on. “I haven’t done anything wrong,” Emma says while she nips at Wren’s neck, but it sounds more like she’s trying to convince herself.
 
   Wren feels trembling lips against her neck and grabs Emma to switch their positions. Emma leans her head back against the wall and pulls Wren closer so that their bodies are flush.
 
   “What do you want?” Wren asks. She kisses Emma’s cheek to make the question sound less harsh.
 
   Emma’s face crumples into confusion. It’s the first time Wren has asked her anything of the sort. Emma’s eyes search around the room, as if the answer will be there somewhere. Maybe on the wall, behind the mirror. Maybe behind the toilet. She closes her eyes for a moment then looks at Wren. “I want you.”
 
   Wren waits a bit, watches Emma like there’s a “but” that needs to be added. All she can feel is Emma’s skirt beneath her fingertips. Emma doesn’t say anything else after all, just breaks eye contact and stares at the floor with a blush on her cheeks, like she’s admitted something embarrassing into the still air. It’s kind of adorable. 
 
   So Wren kisses her, hard, because there’s no one else to do that for Emma. She pushes her hands under Emma’s bra and pulls at her nipples until Emma’s cries turn into moans and every swipe of Wren’s tongue in Emma’s mouth causes a whimper to come out.
 
   And, really, that’s what Wren likes about Emma. She’s not afraid to make noise, can’t control it probably. Emma’s never fucked in a bathroom, though she doesn’t say it. It’s just so obvious. God knows what is on the bathroom floor, though it’s not wet, but Wren kneels down anyway and pushes Emma’s skirt up, slides her panties out of the way, and leans her head up for her first taste. Emma is always wet by the time Wren touches her cunt. Emma’s hands fall to her sides and she raises them enough to rest on Wren’s head when Wren dips her tongue into her cunt again.
 
   Emma lets out breathy moans, bites her lip after. Wren licks at her clit, smiles at the amount of wetness coating her face, and massages the backs of Emma’s thighs. Finally, when it won’t take much longer, Wren takes two fingers and enters Emma. They slide in and out easily as she keeps pressure on Emma’s clit with her tongue. It’s not long after that Emma’s legs begin to shake and she bites her lip as she cums, noise still escaping from her mouth.
 
   When Emma can stand on her own, when her eyes open and she looks present, Wren steps away from her to wash her hands and face. She grins at Emma through the reflection of the mirror. Emma looks stunned.
 
   “I know I didn’t, but I think I could use a cigarette anyway,” says Wren.
 
   Emma nods dumbly.
 
   It’s too easy to make Emma speechless tonight. Wren kisses her on her blushing cheek and heads toward the door, only stops when she hears Emma say “thank you” quietly. Emma is smiling softly at her when she turns around, no longer looking quite so confused. Wren shrugs and leaves the bathroom, going out into the bar area.
 
   After all, what are friends for?
 
   There’s a line for the bathroom.
 
    
 
    
 
   Giving is a tricky thing. You give someone a necklace and they might expect a matching bracelet next time. Or you give them a gift that they don’t really like. They smile so hard it looks like a grimace and thank you a little too much. The realization at that moment is that you don’t really know them after all, otherwise you wouldn’t have given such a shitty gift. 
 
   That’s why Wren doesn’t do gifts. She doesn’t ask for them and she only gives them when she absolutely must. It makes life easier that way. It’s why Wren can never really be with someone like Emma. Forget Emma’s love for Cam that will always cripple her, Emma needs someone who gives her little gifts and takes her out all the time. Emma needs a woman who is like a man.
 
   Wren doesn’t talk about Emma to Steve. He points out customers who look somewhat like Emma, usually just a blonde girl in a skirt, but that stops after a few days, when he hasn’t gotten the reaction that he wants. Even though Wren tries, she can’t ignore the fact that Steve has her looking around more and there do seem to be too many girls who remind her of Emma. They may pull their hair up into a ponytail, unlike Emma, or their hips may be too small to be Emma, but Wren is still reminded of her when she sees them. In response, Wren changes her availability at work to three days a week. She only works for drinking money anyway.
 
   “Now what am I gonna do?” Steve asks her. He pouts a little. “Everyone else there is boring. Chase is alright, but she keeps to herself. Dave thinks he’s too funny. I need you there.”
 
   “You’ll survive,” says Wren. He will, but that’s not the point. “The old ladies from the church will probably ask for you now that I won’t be there on Mondays.”
 
   “Well, at least there’s that. They fucking love me, you know.”
 
   Emma is going hot and cold, much like the behavior of Cam toward Emma. She tries to act normal around Wren when they’re out, which means mostly ignoring her. They always seem to meet up outside or at the bar. Emma seems so damn desperate when they get a moment alone that Wren thinks maybe Emma would be better off alone with her melancholy, but Wren doesn’t back off. She takes what she can get. Even if fucking Emma might bite her in the ass.
 
   Cam is back to holding Emma’s hand under the table. Even Steve notices it. He has made a point to try and notice more things. 
 
   Over a pint, after work, Steve watches Wren intently. “It’s nice watching and knowing what’s going on. It’s the one thing that must be nice about being you. You always know about things.”
 
   Wren doesn’t say anything in response.
 
   “You know,” he continues, “it’s a little fucked up the way little Emma holds Cam’s hand like the world might end any moment and then comes back from smoking with you with swollen lips.”
 
   Wren raises an eyebrow and takes a sip of her beer, but again stays quiet.
 
   If Wren is riding the waves that Emma makes, Emma is walking the tightrope of Cam’s creation. Cam might be over the declaration of love, but she certainly hasn’t accepted it. Otherwise Emma wouldn’t wind up back at Wren’s apartment.
 
   Wren doesn’t just give people things, but she will give Emma her body for a little while. It’s what a friend would do.
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   It’s still months before Emma has to face a classroom of children. Just one last semester of classes and then what she considers her trial run, her semester of student teaching. Emma’s hand falls from it’s position, covering her eyes, and Wren’s body comes into view. Every bit of her anxiety spews forth, directed right at Wren. “What if I’m no good? What will I do then? What if the kids hate me? What if… oh God, there are just too many horrible possibilities.”
 
   “Hm,” Wren says. Nothing else. No words of comfort, no wisdom. Still, Emma feels her shoulders relax and the panic leave her body slowly. 
 
   The window is open again, and Wren crosses to stand by it and smoke. Her gaze never leaves the pane of glass as she smokes. When it’s down to the filter, she saunters over to her side of the bed and stubs it out in the ashtray. “Do you want to go out?” Wren asks.
 
   Emma promises herself that she won’t talk about student teaching while they’re out, even if it does start to bother her again. She throws on her clothes and waits as Wren re-applies her makeup. Wren doesn’t go out without makeup, Emma’s learned. 
 
   The bar is not particularly busy when they arrive. Emma doesn’t see anyone that she knows. She stares at the pictures above her head while Wren orders them both a beer. A woman with brown hair and reindeer antlers stands in one of the pictures, her nose covered with a glowing bulb. In another picture, the bartender with the ponytail is smiling sweetly at the camera, holding a pint up. 
 
   Wren clears her throat, still holding onto both beers, and leans her head to the side, toward the other room. She begins walking and wades through the few people already there, until she comes to a table in the corner of the room. It’s secluded enough and anyone who walks into the room will be seen by Wren and Emma, probably before they can spot the two girls. 
 
   Only when she sits does Wren slide Emma’s beer over to Emma. Though it might seem strange, Emma sits next to Wren at the table, rather than across from her. They sit so closely, their legs touch under the table. 
 
   “Do you know their names?” Emma asks. She inclines her head to the left, where they would be able to see the bar if not for the wall dividing the two rooms. It’s one of the few areas of the bar that is split, as only a half wall divides the two rooms. “I feel bad, but I never asked them and it’d be awkward now.”
 
   “The one with the ponytail is Taylor and the one with the braids is Reese,” Wren says. 
 
   It’s surprising that Wren knows their names. Truthfully, Emma hadn’t expected an answer, just another person who was in the same boat as her, to make her feel better for not knowing. It’s not like Wren goes out of her way to meet new people. But then, Emma has spent the last year or two considering Wren the weird girl and nothing else. Emma reaches down and grabs hold of Wren’s hand. It’s small, but fits nicely with hers. Wren looks at her from the corner of her eye but doesn’t take her hand away.
 
   Cam arrives with Steve. They’re laughing when they walk through the door. Even though the door is close to the bar, Emma has a clear view of it. Too late, Emma thinks about her hand being in Wren’s, but Wren has seen the two strolling in and has pulled her hand away from Emma’s. The two of them disappear for almost a full minute, but then they walk into the room, laughing, and Steve spots Emma and Wren. Steve carries a beer in one hand, Cam has a mixed drink. Cam’s eyes narrow when she sees Emma sitting close to Wren, but she had to have missed them holding hands and she says nothing when she reaches them.
 
   Wren vacates her seat, presumably for Cam to take her place. Steve remains standing and gives Wren a hug. “Shot?” Wren asks him. That’s all it takes for Steve to follow her back toward the bar.
 
   Cam is cold next to Emma. The laughter she shared with Steve has died out. She drinks and scratches at her bare arm. “You’re not going to be weird, are you?” Cam asks. 
 
   It’s the same question she asks almost every time she is alone with Emma now. As if Emma’s answer might change. It’s all because of that damn date. It had been going so well, too. Emma had even worn matching underwear. If only she hadn’t opened her mouth when Cam invited her home. 
 
   “No,” Emma says.
 
   “Okay then.”
 
   Steve is the one who pulls Emma in when she tries to stand against a wall and just observe them all. Their table has been long forgotten. They stand closer to the speakers, still in the same room, but where they can see the bar now. The song is some horrible club tune from two decades ago but everyone is dancing anyway, either swaying or bouncing around like Steve. Steve grabs Emma’s arms and pulls her close, bouncing until Emma is forced to do the same. He laughs and looks down at her. For the first time, Emma sees that Steve has the ability to make a person feel like they’re the only other person in the room. Maybe that’s why Wren hangs out with him or why she fucks him. Emma is smiling and giggling by the end of the song.
 
   He lets her go, bows so low that his arm touches his toes, and then pulls Cam in for a dance. The song is slow and a guy with a mohawk nearby yells the lyrics at the top of his lungs. 
 
   Emma looks around, free from dancing, and can’t find Wren. She wanders toward the bar, but still she doesn’t see Wren. That leaves outside as the most likely place for Wren to be. A few people are out there smoking and none of them look like Wren. On a whim, Emma rounds the corner toward the alley. Of course, Wren is standing in that spot, hidden away. The very spot where they fucked. Emma blushes and something like nostalgia hits her. 
 
   “You missed me dancing with Steve,” Emma says when she stops in front of Wren.
 
   Wren smiles, really smiles, and takes a drag off her cigarette. “I bet that was something.”
 
   Around the corner, Emma can hear the smokers going back inside. Someone kicks a patio chair on the way back in. Someone laughs. Once they’re all inside, the only sound left is Wren’s infrequent exhaling and her toe tapping against the pavement. She’s wearing tights and a skirt. All dark colors, all Wren.
 
   “It’s always going to be hard, isn’t it?” Emma asks.
 
   Wren raises an eyebrow at the sudden question and throws her cigarette butt on the ground. “Sure. Ready?” She passes by Emma, her shoulders slumped down, but then turns and grabs Emma’s hand. She squeezes it once then lets it go and heads inside.
 
   Steve and Cam are still laughing together when Emma returns. Steve twirls Cam around. Emma has missed them getting close somehow. Sure, they’re friends and have been for years, but Cam has never mentioned confiding in him and even when she’s mentioned hanging out with Steve it hasn’t sounded like it’s a common thing. 
 
   When it’s time to go, it’s apparent that Cam rode with Steve and plans to leave the same way. Of course, Emma thinks, they did arrive at the same time. It’s not a romantic connection. It can’t be. Steve fucks Wren and if Wren is his type there’s no way that Cam is. But then, Emma is fucking Wren and loves Cam. So maybe he would. Emma watches it all in confusion.
 
   “Her car broke down,” Wren supplies while Emma watches Steve and Cam leave.
 
   “I just didn’t realize they were close. Like at all.”
 
   “Mm,” says Wren.
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren’s new favorite thing is fucking in the shower. At Wren’s apartment, the shower is big enough for the both of them. It would never work at Emma’s. Wren takes her from behind, holds her close, and lets her fingers dip into Emma’s cunt until Emma’s legs shake and her breaths come out in gasps. It’s a great position for both of them. Sometimes Emma can’t help the tears that run down her face and the shower water beating down on them masks the tears so that even she can ignore them. Wren doesn’t ask much, and the tears are one subject that she never asks about, ever, just lets Emma have her moment. Other times, Wren is down on her knees and can’t see the tears anyway.
 
   After, when they’re in bed and all Emma wants to do is curl up and forget everything in the world, Wren smokes cigarettes and plays with Emma’s blonde hair. It’s so fucking domestic that Emma almost laughs the first time it happens. But truthfully, she likes it, can’t help the easy grin that settles on her face. She makes sure not to say anything that might make Wren stop doing it.
 
   “Sometimes I feel like I’m the last to know everything,” Emma says, her eyes closed. Fingers sift through her damp hair. The smell of smoke hits her nose. The television is on with the volume muted. 
 
   “How does that feel?” Wren asks. Her fingers never leave Emma’s hair. 
 
   “Weird.”
 
   Holding hands with Cam and then fucking Wren starts to feel normal. Cam’s hands are warm beneath the table and her nails send tingles down Emma’s spine when she traces Emma’s palm. At the end of the night, Emma leaves scratch marks all over Wren, whose hands are cool and hard. 
 
   Then, Cam throws a curveball. She invites Mark from work to karaoke. He is tall, though not as tall as Steve. His hair curls at the ends and his smile looks practiced. 
 
   “Mark, Emma. Emma, Mark,” Cam says. Her tone is bored, but as Emma shakes his hand and opens her mouth, Cam flinches.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” says Emma. 
 
   “A pleasure,” Mark replies, his shoulders squared back and his hands coming to rest at his sides. 
 
   “I don’t remember you mentioning him before,” Emma whispers into Cam’s ear later, when Steve is talking to Mark and Wren has gone off somewhere. Cam just rolls her eyes and steps toward the boys to join their conversation. Again, Emma is left with the feeling that she has missed something.
 
   Mark speaks confidently and looks at every person in the group equally. A born speaker, that’s what Emma’s mother would call him. But quickly, it is evident that he speaks mostly of work and Cam. Emma’s attention wanes. She nods her head, as if she is listening to him, like Steve and Cam are, but her eyes turn to Wren.
 
   Wren looks unimpressed by Mark, by the man singing karaoke, even by the drink in her hand. It’s a light beer, and the bottle appears larger than normal with Wren’s slight fingers wrapped around it. 
 
   “How about a shot? Everyone here takes shots, right?” Mark asks. His eyes scan the group, waiting for confirmation. 
 
   “I’ll help you carry them,” Emma offers. Wren shoots her a look, as if trying to figure out Emma’s motivation. Cam looks pleased.
 
   Mark pays with cash, counting each bill carefully, and then adds a few more for a tip. He calls Reese “sweetheart.” Reese smiles like she hears it all the time. Emma grits her teeth even though he doesn’t sound particularly flirty when he says it.
 
   “Camille has mentioned you a few times at work. She says you two are close. And you’re a teacher?” 
 
   Emma’s jaw tightens and she forces a smile. “Almost.”
 
   “It’s a hard job. I wouldn’t do it, that’s for sure.” 
 
   Mark glances back at the group of friends. Steve is making Cam laugh and she has a hand covering her mouth. A new song has started playing, classic rock, and Emma immediately looks toward Wren upon hearing it. Wren is staring back at her, a ghost of a smile on her lips as she bobs her head to the music.
 
   “She’s a special lady,” Mark says.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Camille. She’s a special lady.”
 
   Wren’s smile slowly fades and Emma can hear the shots being placed down on the bar behind them. “Oh, right. She is.”
 
   Cam stands close by Mark as they all prepare to take their shots. Both of them are in their work clothes, a little too dressed up for the bar. To Emma’s left is Wren. Mark has no words he wants to say, just raises his glass and tosses his head back. It’s house tequila. Wren and Steve drink as if they haven’t had water in days, as if it is the best thing that has ever touched their lips. Emma and Cam grimace, barely able to get it all down in one go. Emma doesn’t watch to see how Mark drinks. 
 
   “Right. Thanks, Mark. Now, to dance,” Steve says, setting the shot glass down on an empty table. He easily finds a drunk girl to dance with him. Their movements are jerky and ridiculous, but something to watch other than the way Mark looks at Cam. Mark is confident and lets Cam’s name fall from his lips too often. When Wren goes out for a cigarette, Emma follows. No one seems to notice their leaving.
 
   “He calls her Camille,” Emma seethes. “Fucking Camille.”
 
   Wren frowns. “That’s her name, Emma.”
 
   “But that’s not what we call her. She’s Cam.”
 
   Wren flicks the ashes from her cigarette onto the ground. She pulls a ponytail holder off her wrist and pulls her hair back. The cigarette bobs between her lips. Her hair still falls past her shoulders with it up. “So, she goes by Cam with us and by Camille at work.”
 
   “But this isn’t work!” Emma kicks at the brick wall.
 
   Wren shrugs. “You can still call her Cam.”
 
   “It’s not that. Nevermind. You just don’t get it,” says Emma.
 
   It’s not fair to take it out on Wren, but it’s easy. That’s the problem. Everything is so easy to take out on Wren. Her shoulders slump sometimes, in quiet moments that Emma almost misses, but then they’re back again and so is the bored expression that Wren wears most of the time. 
 
   Emma shuts herself up and paces in front of Wren until Wren tosses her cigarette into an ashtray and they go back inside.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam and Mark waltz into the bar two nights later while Emma and Wren are sitting and talking with Reese. Again, the two are dressed in their work clothes, unless Mark always dresses like he’s about to go into the office. Cam’s face is unworried and utterly beautiful. Emma squeezes her hand into a fist and jumps at the brief touch on her leg. Wren eyes are on her and then drop to the clenched fist, but Emma isn’t sure what Wren is trying to say. 
 
   “I think I love this place. I couldn’t stay away,” Mark tells them with a cheesy grin. He pulls out the chair next to Emma for Cam and then sits on Cam’s other side. 
 
   Steve hasn’t come out and Wren hasn’t mentioned if he plans to join them or not. With them all sitting in a row, Emma knows not to touch Cam. Even the smallest brush of her fingers against Cam’s khakis would be taken badly. 
 
   From Mark’s endless rambling, Emma learns that he holds a position higher than Cam. He’s not her direct boss, and so there is nothing wrong with them getting close. “Camille had to remind me three times that it was my turn to bring in some kind of breakfast,” he says.
 
   “Almost four times. You surprised me when you finally remembered,” Cam replies. 
 
   Reese is the only bartender working and she keeps herself busy behind the bar, only approaching the group when someone needs a new drink. Her braids are a few inches shorter than before, the ends jagged and uneven. She looks up, right at Wren, and smiles in an amused way when she looks back down, her hands deep in soapy water. 
 
   “I think it’s time for a smoke,” Wren says, her voice husky in Emma’s ear. 
 
   “I’ll come,” says Emma, already moving to get out of her chair. “We’ll be back,” she says to Cam and Mark. 
 
   The sky is full of stars and no clouds. An ashtray sits on a patio table near the front door, full of cigarette butts. Wordlessly, Emma picks it up and dumps the contents into a nearby trash can. “No one can clean up after themselves anymore,” Emma says.
 
   Wren holds her pack out to Emma, her own cigarette already placed between her lips, unlit. Her eyeliner and eyeshadow make her eyes appear larger than normal, almost unnerving in the dark. 
 
   “No thanks. Well, maybe. Yeah, fuck it. No!” Emma says. “No, thank you.” 
 
   Wren pulls her hand back and tucks the pack away. In one swift motion she lights the cigarette between her lips. Her hair is down, tumbling toward her shoulders in waves. Emma can never get her hair to do that. 
 
   “I think I hate Mark,” Emma says, her voice low. Cam never follows them outside, but Emma won’t risk it anyway.
 
   “Why?” Wren crouches with her back against the wall. They rarely stand out front anymore, preferring the privacy of the alley. There’s no need with the few people in the bar, and no one is outside but them. “Because he’s making a move on Cam?”
 
   “He’s not,” Emma says immediately. “Why would someone so committed to their career get involved with someone they work with? Cam’s not that dumb.”
 
   Wren shrugs and lets smoke drift out of her nostrils, as if she’s some kind of bored dragon. “People like that have to meet other singles somewhere. If you only care about work, you can only meet people there.” She flicks the ashes from her cigarette and traces a circle on the concrete with a finger. “I’m not saying anything to hurt you. Take a look inside. You’ll see.”
 
   Through a small window, Mark and Cam can be seen, still sitting at the bar, facing one another. Cam’s face is visible from outside and her smile is so genuine her entire face lights up. Mark bends closer to her for a moment, to say something, and Cam laughs. Her hand comes down to rest on his left wrist. His right hand covers her hand instantly. Emma looks away.
 
   “Still doesn’t mean anything will come of it,” Emma says.
 
   “Sure,” says Wren, still tracing symbols on the concrete and smoking her cigarette. She doesn’t look up when Emma passes her to go back inside. 
 
   Two nights later, Wren convinces Emma that they should go out again. It’s still early enough in the semester that Emma is not so worried about saving up for the spring, saving up so that she doesn’t have to work full-time at the craft shop as well as focusing on student teaching. She is easily swayed to go with Wren, who promises with a wicked grin that she will buy the first round. 
 
   They sit at the bar, and this time Wren tells Emma that Steve is not coming out. “He has to close,” Wren explains. Both Reese and Taylor are working. They clumsily dance around each other behind the bar at first. Reese stands on the tips of her toes to reach a bottle of liquor and Taylor leans over to help, almost causing Reese to drop the bottle altogether. Soon enough, they find their groove and don’t run into one another or get in the other’s way.
 
   “What a dull night,” Emma remarks. She’s finished her first drink while Wren still sips at her own. 
 
   “We can always go back to my place and have some fun.”
 
   “Later,” says Emma, a blush creeping across her cheeks.
 
   Just when Emma might finally take Wren up on her offer to go back to Wren’s apartment, the front door of the bar opens and Cam and Mark walk in. Cam wears a dark green dress with thin straps and heels that give her two inches. It’s not a work outfit. It’s one of Cam’s date outfits. Emma knows the dress well, having seen it worn a few times over the years. Mark still wears his usual slacks and dress shirt, too nice for the bar, but he never looks embarrassed by it. 
 
   Cam sits near Wren and Emma, with an empty seat between them. Close enough to talk to the two girls, far enough away to send a message. But then Mark takes the empty seat for himself and shakes Emma’s hand as he sits. “Fancy seeing you two here,” he says, jovially. “We tried out this new restaurant downtown.”
 
   “Oh, we don’t have to bother them about the food,” Cam says. “Emma prefers more traditional foods.”
 
   “Ah, shame,” Mark says. 
 
   Emma corners Cam at the bathroom as soon as Cam leaves her seat. Whether it looks strange to Mark, to leave so suddenly after Cam has gotten up, Emma doesn’t care. She wants a quick conversation, to check in, because Cam’s dressed up and looks happier than she has in months and that makes Emma feel on edge.
 
   “Camille,” Emma says, testing the name out on her tongue. It doesn’t taste right. “Is this going further? With you and Mark, I mean.”
 
   The certain look on Cam’s face falls for a moment. They’re alone in the hallway, alone for the first time in what feels like forever. “Maybe,” Cam admits. “He’s a nice guy.”
 
   “What about us?”
 
   Cam winces and glances down the long hallway, toward the bar. No one can hear them. Still, Cam looks uncomfortable. She sets her jaw. “There is no us, Emma.”
 
   “But you’ve known my feelings,” Emma whines. “That hasn’t stopped you from holding my hand or kissing me when you want to. You knew that would make me think there was a chance.” She looks down at her toes, unable to keep up eye contact. “You trapped me with this idea of one day. You haven’t even had the decency to give me a head’s up.” Emma roughly pushes her hair back, away from her face, and bites her lip. “You didn’t release me.”
 
   Cam looks like she might bolt, but at the last words out of Emma’s mouth she laughs. “Release you? Did you get that out of a book? Sorry, that was mean.” She shrugs, her arms bending at the elbows and her palms raised to the ceiling. “I didn’t really know where things were going with Mark. It’s been a bit of a surprise. A pleasant surprise, of course.” She huffs, letting out a frustrated breath. “Why are you surprised? I’ve never given you promises. All I can do is try. And that’s what I’ve been doing. Mark is easy and nice. He doesn’t take every word that I say like I’m writing it down in stone. I need that right now, something easy and simple.”
 
   “But Cam…”
 
   Cam’s eyes grow hard, her patience gone. “You trapped yourself, Emma. Not me.” She leaves then, doesn’t even look back to watch the aftermath.
 
   Emma cries. Choking sobs escape her throat and she barely has the presence of mind to escape into the safety of the bathroom. She hasn’t worn a lot of makeup. Lines of mascara won’t form under her eyes. Only the red rims of her eyes will betray her when she leaves the confining walls of the room. Someone knocks, harshly, but Emma ignores it. Eventually, they go to another bathroom. Emma can hear the toilet flushing next door. 
 
   Though Emma had entertained the thought of going home with Wren earlier in the night, when it is time to leave, Emma pleads to be dropped off at her own apartment. Wren has driven and she obeys in silence. The radio is tuned to a classic rock station and the volume is low enough to talk, though Wren doesn’t start any conversation. Buildings pass by quickly, and every light is green on the way. 
 
   When Wren finally pulls up outside of Emma’s apartment, she brakes softly and unlocks the door for Emma. “Don’t worry about it,” she tells Emma. “The guys never last.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam dances with Mark in the darkened bar, right near the speakers. He can’t dance, not well, but he tries anyway. Mostly, he sways back and forth with his hands on Cam’s waist. When he leaves her for a trip to the bar, to bring her a fresh drink, she kisses him chastely on the lips. 
 
   Emma listens to Mark’s work tales. Even he has some trouble making insurance sound interesting and instead tells her about some of the places he’s traveled to, supposedly for business. With Mark around, Cam doesn’t complain about work anymore. She doesn’t complain much at all. Emma smiles when she is standing with them, smiles so hard that her cheeks hurt. 
 
   When Cam and Mark go back to dancing together, Emma leans back against the wall and watches the world around her. Other couples dance, though no one does so very well. Standing alone, holding her drink with two hands, Emma feels like an imposter. It doesn’t help that Wren is always staring at her.
 
   Wren looks like she’s lost some weight. The ring that she wears on her right ring finger with the onyx stone is more noticeable than normal against her slender fingers. There’s a certain symmetry to Wren losing weight when Emma has finally gained some of her own back. If only Wren was at a weight where her body could stand to lose it.
 
   While Emma leans, alone, Wren sidles up to her. A smirk crosses Wren’s face when she looks toward Cam and Mark. “So, Steve won’t be coming for the next few karaoke nights.” She glances at Emma and her eyes grow curious. “It’s not a death sentence. No need to look so serious.” 
 
   “It’ll be weird,” says Emma. “Like the group is splintering.”
 
   Wren takes a sip of her gin and tonic. “It’s about making money, not leaving the group.” 
 
   It’s a new theme among Emma’s ramblings, she knows. In Wren’s bed, she asks Wren if Cam is leaving them, if things can ever go back to normal. Wren smokes and shrugs her shoulders, never giving Emma any kind of answer. With Steve gone for the next few weeks, Emma is forced to stand with Wren more.
 
   She and Wren dance sometimes, with Steve gone and no one else to entertain them. It had been Wren’s idea at first, said in a mocking tone so that the suggestion could be considered a joke if Emma didn’t agree to it. Usually it is some kind of silly dance, nothing like the kind of dancing Emma had walked in on that one time, when Wren was holding Cam. Wren has found a way to dance to just about any kind of music without looking like a complete idiot. It’s impressive. 
 
   They’re not dancing together on this particular night. It’s too early for it. Emma normally drinks one or two drinks before joining Wren in the wide space considered the dance floor. They’re not even standing near one another. As Emma scans the room, she sees Cam has a wary look on her face. Confused, Emma takes a sip of her drink and tries to figure out the reason behind Cam’s look. Mark is at the bar, probably getting the two of them something fruity. Emma glances back at Cam, hoping for some kind of hint, but sees nothing. Emma can’t figure it out, this look, until she scans the room again and finds Wren. Wren who is just staring back at Emma. That’s what Cam saw, Emma thinks. Wren staring at Emma. There’s no emotion on Wren’s face, just the same mask of blankness that no one has quite worked out.
 
   “You need to be more discreet,” Emma tells Wren when they go outside to smoke.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Watching me all the time,” Emma explains.
 
   They’re standing by the front door again. The music is loud enough to hear from their spot. It’s a classic rock song with loud guitars. Wren taps her foot along with the music. The laugh that comes from Wren sounds like a bark. “There’s nothing different going on. Nothing for people to question.”
 
   Emma huffs, ignores Wren’s words, whatever they mean. “I just don’t want--”
 
   “Okay,” Wren says. She takes a deep drag off of her cigarette then hands it to Emma. “I think you need some of this.”
 
   Wren is somewhat true to her word, as far as Emma can see. The blatant staring is replaced by glances when Emma isn’t supposed to be looking. Wren always lets her eyes flit away quickly when she is caught. It’s enough for the moment.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma’s phone is on the bed, the last text message still open. It’s an invitation to dinner from Cam, just the two of them. For two hours, Emma gets ready. She tries to find the perfect outfit and then tries to tame her hair. Despite everything, she pulls out her favorite red bra to wear. It’s dumb to put it on. This won’t be that kind of dinner. She settles on a dress she hasn’t worn in months and waits to find out where she’s supposed to meet Cam. 
 
   Her heart drops at the next text message. They’re to meet at the same Italian restaurant as before. 
 
   It’d be easier if Cam didn’t look so beautiful when Emma gets there. Cam wears a brown top that is striking against the dark green of the booth she sits in. It’s not the same booth as their first date, Emma realizes. Cam’s hair falls to just below her chin. She’s wearing a light red shade of lipstick. Damn her, Emma thinks.
 
   Emma’s always been clumsy in uncomfortable situations. She knocked over the urn that held her grandfather’s ashes when her grandmother made a bigoted remark about lesbians. The ashes didn’t spill out, but it was still the worst possible thing Emma could do and her grandmother wouldn’t stop talking about it for months. It’s the same now, like Emma’s body is not fully in her control and she is on the verge of ruining something precious just by being there. She has to drink half a glass of wine, carefully bringing it to her lips so as not to spill any, before she can ask how things are with Mark.
 
   “Good. But he’s not…” Cam shakes her head, closes her mouth.
 
   Emma shoves pasta into her mouth, drinks some wine when she’s done chewing. Anything to keep from asking Cam what she really wanted to say. She’s eating something different this time around. She couldn’t order the same thing as the last time they were here. Cam knows her too well, knows that it would mean something.
 
   She’s saved by the arrival of the server. He bends slightly at the waist when he speaks. “And how is the food, ladies?” 
 
   The food is kind of bland and tastes like it’s been microwaved, but Emma grins up at him. “It’s the best I’ve had all month,” she says. 
 
   The server looks down at her, his eyes squinting, his expression saying that he’s not buying it. “I’m glad,” he says and wanders off.
 
   Cam stabs at a bit of mushroom on her plate and bites into it, a sound of appreciation follows quickly after. “The boss has been driving me crazy,” she says, seemingly done with the previous conversation. “Do this, do that. No thank you, no recognition at all. That’ll change soon. He’ll see that I’m useful. It’s nice having a friend in Mark at the office. He laughs along with me when Ariel is being particularly stupid.”
 
   “Is that the bitch?” asks Emma.
 
   “Yes, little Miss Coffee. She did it again recently. Did I tell you? Comes in all happy, carrying the tray of coffees, and then apologizes profusely when she hands them all out and I’m the only one without a coffee. Fuck her.” Cam takes another bite of mushroom. “I think someone said something to her. The next morning she brought me in a coffee. I didn’t drink it though. I’m not stupid. She might have poisoned it or something.”
 
   “Poison?” Emma says, uncertainly. “I don’t think she would poison you.”
 
   “Maybe not poison, but she might have spit in it. I don’t trust her either way.”
 
   Emma understands finally that Cam hasn’t changed, not really. She just doesn’t want to complain in front of Mark. 
 
   They pay separately and head outside, where the sidewalk is thick with people walking around. A young girl cackles gleefully on her father’s shoulders. A man with a large stomach grumbles that he doesn’t want to wait for a table to the woman standing next to him.
 
   “We can be friends, right? Without any weirdness?” Cam asks.
 
   No. No, they probably can’t. 
 
   “Yeah, of course,” Emma says.
 
   That night, Emma doesn’t try to get in touch with Wren. She sits in bed and pulls the pink covers up to her chin. She thinks of all the reasons she ever loved Cam. She shivers under the covers despite the warm temperature in her apartment. The first thought that pops into her mind is Cam’s confidence. It’s fitting. It was the first thing Emma had ever noticed about her. 
 
   They were in a dumb morning class, back when Emma thought it was a good idea to take as many classes early in the morning as possible. Emma drank too much coffee then and wore pajamas to class like a lot of the other girls did. She needed the coffee to not fall asleep while her professors droned on and on. Most of her classmates were the same way, drinking and yawning. Not Cam. Cam argued with the professor, indirectly called him arrogant, flared her nostrils when he refused to see that he was wrong. That’s what made Emma want to talk to her.
 
   Even though Emma had originally agreed with the professor, and it still took awhile to fully understand Cam’s point, she was intrigued. No one else in the class was. They looked at Cam through their greasy hair and sighed. Some of them barely glanced at Cam, boredom written all over their faces. But Cam got the professor off track, and the students kind of liked that. Wren wouldn’t have cared either way if she had been in the class, Emma was sure of it.
 
   Cam wore a thumb ring all of her junior year even though it had gone out of style ages ago. The fact that she was so out of touch, and probably wouldn’t care if she did know, had been endearing. Besides, it was the thumb ring that reminded Emma of the lesbians in high school. Girls she had never really talked to because they intimidated her, even if they did have at least one thing in common. Maybe that’s what started it all. Maybe that’s what started the feelings. Like a thumb ring could point out who might be gay. Cam lost it at the end of the school year and grumbled about it for a week.
 
   If the daily arguments with professors wasn’t enough to clue her in, Emma got to see how passionate Cam was when they became proper friends. It looked more like Emma followed Cam around like a puppy dog, which wouldn’t be completely off the mark. Cam talked about getting into missionary work after college. But everything around them was based on religion and Cam wanted to help people, not sell a God to people who just needed a decent meal or two.
 
   Next came Cam’s dream of getting into the medical field. Nurse or doctor, it didn’t really matter. She was so convincing about it all. She spoke with fervor about helping people, especially low income families. It made Emma’s falling into teaching seem civilian in comparison. But then Cam had ended up in insurance somehow. She had shrugged her shoulders and said that she could volunteer on the weekends. She refused to discuss it at any length. 
 
   It was the first time Emma felt bad for Cam for something that wasn’t a boy not returning a phone call. On those occasions, Emma had only gone through the motions of comforting Cam. They were going to end up together. Then, Cam would never have to worry about someone not replying again. With Cam’s refusal to talk about her career change, Emma didn’t have to worry about learning how to really try to console Cam.
 
   Emma turns over onto her side and closes her eyes. There has to be more.
 
   There was the time Emma’s family had given her a lukewarm response about her going into teaching. Cam told her they could just fuck right off. Her family was only worried about her. Teaching didn’t come with big paychecks or a lot of respect, not anymore. Cam didn’t tell her to write her family off completely. Emma was too much of a good daughter for that sort of talk to work. But it was Cam who cuddled with her on the couch and told her that it was going to be a great career because Emma herself was great.
 
   Emma falls asleep that night with a grin on her face.
 
   She wakes up feeling like shit.
 
                 Over coffee, she reminds herself aloud that she has a friend that has done all of those things, has all of those qualities. She’s happy, once again, that she doesn’t have to share her apartment. She doesn’t have to worry about who drank the last of the milk or someone overhearing her little mini-breakdowns that seem so frequent these days.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The reminder of what Cam really is to Emma is hammered into her head soon after. She’s at Wren’s, curled up on the bed, recovering from another round of fucking. She has a friend in Cam and she has someone she can sleep with in Wren. That’s more than some people could ever dream of having. It’s too bad she’s too selfish to remember that sometimes, she thinks.
 
                 Wren’s patient through all of it. She kisses Emma in clandestine corners, away from Cam’s eyes. She doesn’t flinch when Emma realizes that they’re in public and practically runs away. She always answers the door when Emma shows up unexpectedly. Wren might be the weird girl, but she also might be a little too good for Emma.
 
                 Wren touches her arm with one finger, glides it down until she reaches Emma’s wrist. “We should go on a date,” she says. “Nothing fancy. I know you don’t want to be public. Just something to make you feel better.”
 
                 It’s the nicest thing anyone’s done for Emma in some time. “Okay,” she says. 
 
                 Wren looks so unlike herself when Emma agrees, like she’s been holding her breath in. She smiles down at Emma, a genuine smile, the kind that has been happening more and more often. Emma leans over and tilts her head up, kissing Wren and wiping the smile away.
 
                 On the day of the date, Emma has just enough time to change out of her work uniform before Wren picks her up. The clock in the break room had moved so slowly during Emma’s break. Even Ed seemed to notice that something was happening later in the evening that kept Emma’s mind from thinking about sequins and weaving baskets. Ed’s the kind of guy who lives for work, actually loves his job even though most people would see it as some kind of sentence to death by boredom. He takes the job seriously and barks at new employees who don’t care one bit about much of anything. But he took Emma’s mood in stride, giving her one slacking off day, and even smiled at her when it was time to go, like he was really happy for her.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Wren’s car is ridiculously small and an electric blue color. It has to be a gift. There’s no way Wren would ever pick it out for herself. Behind the wheel, she looks so carefree, like she might actually be the kind of person who takes a long drive on her day off just to enjoy the view.
 
                 She drives for thirty minutes until they are far away from anywhere their friends would think to go. It’s like an affair, something that single women in the 1950s probably did when they lived in small communities. It feels dirty and perfect. And that makes Emma feel a little better for wearing her lucky bra underneath her pink shirt. 
 
                 Wren grabs onto Emma’s hand while she turns left at their destination. It’s early for dinner and the parking lot is still mostly empty. The brightly colored sign of the restaurant towers above them. “It’s a habit,” Wren says. “I go to restaurants when they’re not busy usually.”
 
                 Emma was never asked where she might want to eat. Wren picked the restaurant out herself. It’s not Italian and that’s all that matters to Emma. She’s had enough pasta to last her all year. And even though Wren doesn’t know where the disastrous date happened, because Emma is sure she never told her, it feels like Wren chose sushi on purpose, just for Emma.
 
                 Wren acts like this date is no big deal. It’d be more convincing if she hadn’t obviously put some effort into styling her hair and wearing something other than tattered jeans or tights with holes in them. Wren’s black boots are covered in little marks, but not close to falling apart like some of her others. She wears plain black slacks and a white dress shirt. But other than her attire, Wren acts like nothing else is unusual.
 
                 The restaurant is small and they are directed by the tiny girl standing near the door to pick whichever table they want. Wren barely looks at the menu while Emma studies it for minutes, glancing up only to say that she wants a water. 
 
                 “Do you want me to order?” Wren asks, finally.
 
                 “God, I thought you’d never ask.”
 
                 Wren doesn’t ask about Cam, doesn’t bring up anything that could possibly lead to her. 
 
   Under the red lamps nearby, shining their light all over the restaurant, Emma begins to relax. She’s good at keeping a conversation going, even with someone like Wren, someone who seems fine with silence. She mentions the project they had to do together for an English class. It had been hellish. Wren spoke to Emma only when absolutely necessary and acted like she hadn’t even read the assigned book. Emma had told Cam all about it. How maddening Wren was as a partner. How Emma couldn’t even tell if Wren was getting any work done. But Wren had pulled it off somehow. She’d done her share plus a little more. So Emma just figured that Wren was a strange kind of girl, but not so bad, after all.
 
                 Wren grins at that. “I actually liked that book,” Wren admits.
 
                 “I sure couldn’t tell that at the time,” Emma says. “I liked the book too. But I hated the professor so much I ended up throwing the book out once the semester was over. Just because of the association.”
 
                 “That doesn’t make you sound impulsive and crazy at all.”
 
                 Maybe Wren isn’t the best conversationalist but Emma finds herself laughing and having a good time. They come up with nicknames for professors they’ve long forgotten the names of, nicknames like Frogbreath and The Straightback. 
 
                 Emma laughs even more when Wren stabs herself in the lip with a chopstick. Wren is always so in control, even when she looks like she might fall apart or blow away in the wind, or even when she’s having an orgasm, that it’s a reminder that she is human. 
 
                 In a rare moment of sharing, Wren swallows some eel and says, “I like classic rock best.” She doesn’t mention any favorite bands. Apparently Wren is above choosing things.
 
                 Emma touches Wren’s foot underneath the table and lets her own foot rest there, right next to Wren’s. It’s childish enough to make Emma giggle. But then Wren is kind of smiling at it, too, and it makes Emma pause.
 
                 Emma has never fallen in love with sushi like a lot of her other friends and classmates. Some of them, she knows, have sushi every week. They find the best places around town that have good deals and commit them to memory so that they could have sushi almost every day, if they really wanted it. It’s just fish and rice and too much avocado for Emma. Wren eats it like it’s the last thing she’ll ever taste, like Emma imagines all those other people do who have figured out that sushi is the best thing on Earth. After watching Wren, and the way her eyes slide closed upon tasting a piece, it starts to taste better. Maybe Emma could come to love it like everyone else.
 
                 Wren invites Emma back to her apartment after. She’d fought to pay for dinner at the table, until Emma had finally relented and allowed it. “I have some wine we can get into,” says Wren. Emma doesn’t have anything to do the next day, not until work in the evening. And really, they both knew the invitation was coming at some point during dinner.
 
                 Emma doesn’t ask about Wren’s roommate. It only took the first ten times of the mysterious roommate not being there for Emma to stop asking. Wherever the girl lived, it must not be at the apartment with Wren.
 
                 The drive back to Wren’s apartment is mostly quiet. The volume on the radio is still low enough that it can barely be heard. Staring out the windows, at all of the buildings they pass, Emma is hit with a sudden thought. Had they really had an entire meal without any reference to fucking? 
 
                 Wren leads the way up the stairs to her apartment. She turns her head around, as if she’s unsure Emma is really going to be behind her. Her fingers are clumsy as she pushes her key into the lock. When the door is opened, she stands aside for Emma to go in first. Emma barely makes it into the apartment before she stops in her tracks. A fresh bouquet of lilies is on the coffee table, right next to the clean ashtray. Wren’s never seemed the flower type, probably only likes the outdoors because that’s where she’s supposed to smoke. 
 
                 Behind her, Emma can feel Wren’s breath on her neck. “Do you like them?” asks Wren. It all falls into place, why exactly these flowers are sitting in a room that has probably never seen flowers before. 
 
                 The only thing Emma can think to do is to turn around and give Wren a chaste kiss on the lips. Wren is trying and it might be Emma’s new favorite thing in the world. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 The first time Cam really kisses Mark in front of Emma, more than those fluttery pecks on the lips that they like so much, they’ve been dancing to all the terrible music in the bar. Emma can do nothing but watch, fuming. Steve had been there, earlier in the night, but left suddenly, citing a need for sleep before work in the morning. For once, Emma wishes he was there. Cam closes her eyes when she kisses Mark and runs her fingers along the back of his neck. When they part, they’re both smiling. For the first time in three days, Emma feels her heart break.
 
                 Wren walks up to her then and stares for a moment. She takes Emma’s mostly finished drink and downs it. She hands Emma a brand new one. It’s fucked up, this kind of enabling behavior from Wren. Emma feels even worse.
 
                 Wren watches her, no one is paying attention to them so Emma doesn’t say anything, and dances next to Emma. She never gets close enough to touch Emma. 
 
                 Emma gulps down her drink, a terrible idea, and walks over to an abandoned table to set the empty glass down. It’s the alcohol and the fact that she can’t feel her face that makes her grab for Wren and dance with her. It has to be.
 
                 Emma has watched Wren dance before. Everyone has. Wren dances like she’s not even in the bar anymore. Sometimes she keeps her eyes open, sometimes she slides them closed. She has a magnetic effect when she dances. Everyone wants to be near her, just to try and feel whatever it is that she does. And that’s why Emma knows that people will watch them now, because Wren is someone to watch. Emma closes her eyes so that she doesn’t see anyone else, not even Mark and Cam. It’s just her and Wren and the way Wren lazily places her hands on Emma’s back. Emma feels like she might slip away at any moment.
 
                 The song changes and Wren moves in closer. She smells like cigarettes and whiskey and something else that Emma can’t place. Then, Emma feels Wren’s lips upon hers. Emma’s eyes fly open, darting around the room, but no one has seen the quick kiss and Emma closes her eyes again, letting Wren get by with it this once.
 
                 Emma’s had enough to drink that she’s barely moving her hips, but she can feel Wren gliding against her, holding her steady, just being there in her space. When she opens her eyes again, another song has come and gone and she doesn’t see Cam or Mark. She looks at Wren after, almost misses the hurt look on Wren’s face. 
 
                 “I’m going out for a cigarette,” Wren says, a little roughly.
 
                 Emma orders another drink at the bar and then follows her out.
 
                 Another thing that has to be just because of the alcohol, Emma takes a whole cigarette from Wren and smokes it. It fits the night so well that she enjoys every second of it. She finishes and Wren is still standing there, looking around at the black, cloudless sky.
 
                 Wren’s shoulders are a little hunched. She’s small in her long tanktop. Emma probably wouldn’t be able to tell in the dark where Wren’s tits are if it wasn’t for the long beaded necklace that Wren wears. The beads are really a dark brown, Emma has examined them in better lighting, but they look black outside. It’s the most wounded Emma has ever seen Wren, if that’s what it is. It’s so hard to tell. And there shouldn’t be a reason for it. They’re just having some fun. It’s Wren who says that line all the time. They’ve gone on one date, that’s it. 
 
                 Emma’s not even convincing herself anymore.
 
                 “We don’t have to be a secret,” Emma says. It’s the first thing she’s said or done that might not be because of the alcohol.
 
                 “Okay.”
 
                 Wren finally stops looking at the sky and puts her cigarette in the ashtray. It’s burnt out some time ago. She smiles at Emma, but it’s not completely genuine.
 
                 Emma takes Wren’s hand on the way back inside, drops it when they reach the bar and Mark and Cam are standing there. Mark is talking about work. Cam is completely enthralled. Mark wears his usual pair of khakis and a dress shirt. But then Wren has whispered something in her ear and she’s missed it.
 
                 “What?” asks Emma. 
 
                 “We don’t have to rush anything,” Wren says. She scoots past Emma and orders another drink from Reese, who grins when “whiskey” tumbles out of Wren’s mouth. Wren doesn’t even look at Emma when she has her drink and heads toward the speakers, swaying to the music.
 
                 The only reason Emma feels like a piece of shit is the alcohol.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Emma is playing with Wren’s hair days later after they shower. Even with wet hair, Emma can see the subtle natural highlights in Wren’s hair. They still haven’t done anything in front of their friends. Nothing that they haven’t done before at least. It’s become increasingly obvious to Emma that Wren is waiting on Emma to take the plunge. The world probably won’t end if Emma kisses Wren out in the open where anyone can see. But it might.
 
                 With Emma’s fingers in her hair and her head in Emma’s lap, Wren hums in contentment. “I’m not sleeping with Steve anymore,” she says. Just like that. Like it’s so easy for her to drop someone, like she’s decided she doesn’t like one particular brand of soda and has switched to another. 
 
   Honestly, Emma had forgotten about Steve and Wren. She frowns at the reminder. Wren had been hanging out with her more during karaoke rather than standing next to Steve. And maybe that’s why Steve was suddenly working on karaoke nights, though that seems to be over now.
 
   With Wren’s sudden announcement, images of Wren with Steve pop into Emma’s mind. Wren on a bed, doggystyle, with Steve pulling at her hair. Steve’s cock in Wren’s mouth. Did they ever use Wren’s shower like she and Wren do?
 
   Wren twists around to look at Emma. With her makeup gone, she looks young and even smaller. She has an expectant look on her face.
 
   “Oh,” Emma manages to say.
 
   On nights when Emma comes to Wren’s straight from work, Wren offers to rub her feet. It’s part of their weird domestic thing they have going on. If Wren didn’t always use it as a prelude to fucking, it might seem sweeter. 
 
   Those are the times, when Wren is concentrating on Emma’s feet and nothing else, that Emma almost says something sweet, something you might say in a normal relationship. But then Wren leans forward and kisses the inside of Emma’s thigh and Emma is instantly aroused and the words die on her tongue. They’re not normal. None of what they do is what someone could call love.
 
   They always fuck harder on karaoke night after they see Cam and Mark. On those nights, Wren lets Emma do whatever she wants to her. In the harsh light of day, Emma winces at the bruises and bitemarks she’s left all over Wren’s body. Wren hisses whenever Emma is attacking her body, but she never puts up a fight or tells Emma to stop. Sometimes Emma realizes what she’s doing halfway through. Her hands begin to shake and she kisses Wren’s collarbone tenderly. There’s always bruises there.
 
   It’s during those times that Wren lets out a shaky breath. “I won’t break. You can go as hard as you want,” she tells Emma. That always works. After Wren says that, Emma pounds into her cunt with three fingers, the magic number that keeps Wren’s eyes closed so that she can’t watch Emma deteriorate in front of her.
 
   When Emma is finally able to hold Wren’s hand in front of everyone, it feels like some kind of victory. Steve raises his eyebrows when he sees their joined hands and shoots Emma a look that reminds her of murder. There’s nothing she can say. She’s gained what he has lost. She’d probably hate him if the situation was reversed. But then he winks at her. It’s the closest Steve is going to come to saying he’s happy for them. Mark doesn’t bat an eye. His non-reaction is so telling that Emma bites her lip. All he knows her as is Cam’s friend, Cam’s lesbian friend. And, of course, Wren would be holding a lesbian’s hand. Wren probably fucks anything that moves. Cam just watches. It’s worse than if she was happy or angry at the sight of them. 
 
   The two of them go outside to smoke. Emma doesn’t have one of her own. She hasn’t had enough to drink. Mark’s still on her mind. He’s got stubble on his chin now. Emma’s never kissed someone with stubble. Family members, on the cheek, don’t count. She’s never run her fingers through the hair on a man’s chest. She can’t see the draw.
 
   “Are you gay?” Emma asks. She should have asked before they fucked the first time.
 
   Wren shrugs. “I’m not the kind of person who worries one way or the other.” It’s exactly the kind of answer Emma expects from Wren.
 
   Cam watches them like a hawk all night. Emma knows because she can’t help watching Cam herself. 
 
   Emma kisses Wren on the cheek. “I’m going to the bathroom,” she tells Wren. 
 
   She’s not really surprised when Cam is standing in the hallway when she exits the bathroom.
 
   “Gotten over it then?” Cam asks. That thing, that look in the eye that Emma has been looking for over the last two years is finally there. There’s no doubt about it now. But Cam’s jaw is also set and her shoulders are tense.
 
   Knowing someone for over three years means they deserve some kind of honesty. Emma shrugs her shoulders, a habit she’s picked up from Wren, and says, “Does it matter?”
 
   Cam rolls her eyes at that and turns to leave. Just saying it felt dirty. Emma turns right around and heads back into the bathroom. She washes her hands, scowls at them when they shake under the water. It’s only when Wren comes in looking for her that she notices she’s left the door unlocked and that her hands have turned pink from washing them so much.
 
   Emma is using Wren. Fucking her so that she doesn’t have to think about Cam all the time. Letting all of the bad feelings leak out of her body to take up residence on Wren’s as bite marks and scratches and bruises that fade to an ugly yellow. It’s a harsh revelation, but there’s no other way to explain what is happening. The only reason Emma doesn’t loathe herself for it is that seeing Wren smile makes her happy. If she still feels something like happiness, it can’t all be that bad.
 
   Steve reminds her of this while standing at the bar. Wren is off dancing, had kissed Emma when Emma offered to go get her another drink. Steve doesn’t even bring up their relationship, if you could even call it that. Emma doesn’t. He looks toward Wren and says, “She looks peaceful.” At the time, Emma takes it as him saying she’s doing something right, even if everything else is so fucked up. But later that night, when Wren is between her legs, Emma closes her eyes and sees Wren swaying on the dance floor. She isn’t so sure Steve wasn’t just talking about Wren dancing.
 
   It starts to feel normal. The bruises that Wren hides sometimes, wears nonchalantly others. The taste of herself in her own mouth when she kisses Wren after Wren’s gone down on her. Emma even forgets to look at Cam sometimes when they’re all out. Wren doesn’t say all the words Emma needs to hear, but Wren lets her go on about her fears, like her semester of student teaching, and listens when Emma complains about the craft people who come in at work.
 
   It’s only sometimes that Emma feels Cam’s lips on hers when it’s actually Wren kissing her. But Wren kisses her softly so rarely that Emma easily forgets those moments of weakness.
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark and Wren go to get drinks for everyone one night and it’s the most absurd thing Emma has seen in weeks. Wren has neglected to cover her bruises at all. There aren’t many. One is noticeable on her chest, right by that long necklace, and another is on her right shoulder where Emma held her down.
 
   Emma waits next to Cam and focuses her attention on Steve. He’s dancing like an idiot nearby. She and Cam are so the opposite of the girlfriends waiting on their doting boyfriends that Emma wants to pull her own hair out. She stares so hard at Steve, who really needs to shave his head again, that Cam has to clear her throat a second time to get Emma’s attention.
 
   “What are you doing?” Cam asks.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t use people, Emma. What are you doing?”
 
   It’s the worst thing Cam can say, given the situation. Cam, her friend who hasn’t noticed much of anything about Emma in the last few months, who didn’t notice her losing weight and then returning to a normal weight. Cam, her friend who now only sees how she’s using someone. Cam saying it puts it all out in the open. Every bruise, every night Emma showed up unannounced. Emma can’t stop the tears that spring forth, but she refuses to let them fall. 
 
   Mark and Wren return with their drinks before Emma can say anything to Cam. Wren touches Emma’s hand as she hands Emma’s beer over. It makes everything worse. For all her faults, Wren is a pretty decent person. She doesn’t need Emma to be doing this to her. She doesn’t deserve it. No one deserves it, really.
 
   When her beer is empty, Emma says, “I have a headache, so I’m going to head out.” It might not end up being such a lie, the way she feels. Cam and Mark wave goodbye. Steve hugs her tightly. 
 
   Wren just raises an eyebrow. “I’ll wait outside with you,” she says. It’s another one of those things that Wren does that is the right thing to do, but it comes off as wrong to Emma.
 
   Outside, Emma tells her to stay there at the bar because she can’t remember if Wren has proposed going home as well or just walking her out. “My home is close, I’ll walk it,” she says. Wren doesn’t say anything to dissuade Emma, which is kind of the best part about Wren most of the time. She leans in and kisses Emma’s cheek.
 
   Walking around late at night is probably one of the dumbest things Emma could do. She smiles sadly. It’s exactly the kind of thing she would do now. She doesn’t see anyone on the walk home. It’s creepier that way.
 
   Emma falls apart in the shower. The water is too hot, almost scalding, like the first time she showered at Wren’s. Emma feels herself deflating. She sinks to the bottom of the shower and cries. She never understood people who said they hated themselves. She thinks she gets it now.
 
   She’s shaking by the end of the shower. The water has turned lukewarm. She’s stopped crying at some point. Now she just shakes and gasps. She barely dries off with a towel, finds that it’s too rough against her skin. She can’t pull herself together enough to find clothes to put on. Instead she pulls a robe on and ties the sash. 
 
   There’s a tentative knock at her door. It’s too late for a salesman and most of her friends don’t know where she lives other than Cam. It’s always helped, knowing that no one can bother her when she’s at home. She’s just angry enough at being interrupted that she flings the door open, doesn’t even consider not answering it. 
 
   It’s Wren. She flinches when Emma wrenches the door open and the look on Emma’s face doesn’t seem to help matters. Wren’s eyes aren’t as alert as they normally are. She seems to shrink in front of Emma, as if she expects Emma to lash out, or slap her, or slam the door in her face. Emma pulls Wren into the apartment. Nevermind that Emma doesn’t remember ever telling Wren where she lives. Which building, sure, but not which apartment.
 
   Wren stands awkwardly inside and doesn’t make eye contact with Emma. Wren never looks awkward. Wren always looks quietly confident or bored.
 
   “What happened?” Emma asks. It seems silly to ask even as she does it. But it can’t be much later than when she left the bar and Wren wasn’t drunk then.
 
   Wren raises her eyebrows. It’s the first thing she’s done since arriving that is actually like her. “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to ask you?”
 
   Emma won’t tell her, couldn’t even if she wanted to. So she shrugs and says, “I had a headache.” She doesn’t even know what she looks like, if her face has puffed up to twice its normal size due to all the crying. But Wren doesn’t call her on it.
 
   “Alright,” Wren says in a hollow voice. She turns back toward the door. “I should probably be going then.” She seems a lot less drunk. Emma might let her go if Wren wasn’t dumb enough to walk to her apartment from Emma’s rather than call a cab. 
 
   Emma sighs, grabs onto Wren’s wrist and leads her toward the bedroom. “You might as well spend the night,” she says. She drops Wren’s arm and crosses toward the dresser, the same one she’s had since high school, and feels a little sick when she turns around with clothes in hand. Wren is standing by the bed, naked, and all Emma can see is the map of bruises she has left on Wren’s thin body. There are more than Emma remembered underneath Wren’s tanktop. That’s exactly what she needed, a physical reminder of how selfish she’s been.
 
   Wren looks at Emma curiously then down at her own body. Her jaw tightens and she bends down toward her jeans and pulls a cigarette out of the pack she’s kept in her back pocket. Even though no one smokes in Emma’s apartment, she lights up. Emma doesn’t tell her she can’t smoke. Emma just stands there, holding the clothes, and feeling useless while Wren sits on the edge of the bed.
 
   “We can just go to sleep,” Emma says, like it fixes whatever has transpired between them. Wren doesn’t put on the clothes Emma has laid out for her. She walks across the room, toward the window, and opens it to finish smoking. She flicks the butt outside when she’s done. Again, Wren ignores the clothes walking back to the bed and slides under the covers on the side Emma doesn’t sleep on.
 
   Emma’s always been the type to hold onto things that make it seem like everything is fine. When her first girlfriend broke up with her, Emma still wore the t-shirt her girlfriend had given her as a Christmas present. She meant for it to come across as a sign that she wasn’t heartbroken, like wearing the shirt was a sign for everyone to see and understand. When that hasn’t worked, Emma has turned to wishes. When her parents first started arguing, when she was little, she would wish on every shooting star that she saw, even spent her birthday wishes on them working things out. They did and even though Emma sneers at people who are overly superstitious, she’s not sure that all the wishing didn’t work. But she doesn’t have a shooting star and it’s not her birthday. She doesn’t even have a dumb shirt to wear to send a message. All she has is a naked girl in her bed and all they’re really good at is fucking.
 
   That’s what she tells herself when she crosses the invisible barrier between them and kisses Wren roughly. It’s their kind of normal when Wren starts to kiss back and Emma’s tongue slips into Wren’s mouth. Wren tastes like chemicals and fruit. She must have had a few shots with Steve before coming over. 
 
   Thoughts of Steve leads to thoughts of Wren and Steve together. Emma can’t help it that she bites Wren’s lip then, hard enough to draw blood. Wren gasps but doesn’t object. She never does. She just pulls Emma closer to her until Emma is above her.
 
   Emma pulls on Wren’s shoulders until Wren sits up in the bed. It’s a powerful feeling, sitting on Wren’s lap. Wren, who looks like she shouldn’t be able to take Emma’s weight. Emma rakes her nails down Wren’s back until Wren begins to shake. She tries to ignore the fact that Wren isn’t really playing along this time. Instead of holding onto Emma desperately, she’s caressing Emma’s back, like they do things that way. So Emma bites Wren’s shoulder, but Wren still continues to fucking caress her. Emma pushes Wren down onto her back again, grabs Wren’s wrists and pushes them above Wren’s head. 
 
   “Don’t move them,” says Emma.
 
   Wren nods and grabs hold of the headboard. She licks at the spot of blood that has pooled on her lip, then bites the spot after another moment.
 
   It’s something between love and hate that grabs hold of Emma. She pinches one of Wren’s nipples while kissing the other. The combination of gentle kissing and harsh treatment of her other nipple causes Wren to buck her hips up. For the first time since Cam spoke to Emma that night, it feels like something is going right. She kisses all over Wren’s body, sweet kisses, while she holds Wren down with a bruising grip. Or else she lets her fingers dance down the length of Wren’s body while she nips other spots. If Wren wants sweet, this is what she gets.
 
   “Emma,” Wren says with her head lifted off the pillow.
 
   But whatever Wren has to say can’t be as good as what Emma is currently doing. Emma leans up and kisses Wren’s lips, effectively stopping her from speaking. Emma can taste the blood from Wren’s lip. When they stop kissing, Wren falls back onto the pillow with a small smile on her face.
 
   Emma prefers to fuck Wren with her fingers. It’s easier to watch that way. It also leaves her mouth free to do whatever she wants, kissing Wren or biting smooth skin. Wren must have noticed this too because she gasps in surprise when Emma first licks her clit. She relaxes and spreads her legs a little wider for Emma. She’s still holding onto the headboard and that makes Emma smile. Making Wren cum is the best she’s felt all night and she tries to do it again but Wren lets go of the headboard and pulls her back up, toward the head of the bed. Wren kisses her until there’s nothing of Wren left on her mouth but her lips. 
 
   “I liked that,” Wren says and flips them over. Emma lets her stay there for the moment, lets Wren kiss her again, but grabs onto her wrist when Wren starts to touch Emma’s cunt. Emma is so wet she can’t quite believe she’s actually going to stop Wren, but she does. 
 
   Emma kisses her again, tasting iron, when Wren looks confused. “Tonight was about you,” she says. It almost sounds like the truth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   There’s a special level in Hell for people who order half sweet and half unsweet tea. It’s not even about the tea. It’s the principle of it all. Another annoying kind of customer are the ones who ask to sit next to a window in the middle of the afternoon and then complain when there’s a glare on the television. Wren has the privilege of waiting on a table that consists of both kinds of customers and a fussy child who has already thrown his cup on the floor twice.
 
   The way the hostess looked at her when she dropped off the high chair, her eyes peeking up at Wren, makes this particular table seem like a punishment. It’s not like the girl was looking at her with an apologetic smile on her face. No, it was more like a leer. Fuck her.
 
   One burger, medium rare, with everything on it. One burger, well done, only lettuce and ketchup. One child’s macaroni and cheese. The end is in sight after that. One check to make sure the food is acceptable. It’s not. One check to make sure the remade burger is better. It’ll do. One trip to refill their drinks. One trip to a manager to apply their coupon. It’s out of date but Dave does it anyway when Wren gives him a pleading look. The happy table is gone after that, leaving behind a mess and no tip.
 
   Wren can’t complain. A regular left her a good tip earlier in the day and the nightmare table didn’t complain about her to a manager. Not that Dave would have cared about their complaints. 
 
   They’re the last table of the day. Then she can shower the smell of fries out of her hair. 
 
   It’s not karaoke night. She won’t have to deal with anyone if she chooses to stay in. She’ll go out anyway.
 
   She sits on the curb outside of work and smokes a cigarette. It’s not allowed when she has her uniform on but she rips the shirt off as soon as she’s clocked out. She looks like the world’s biggest muffmuncher in her baggy black slacks and white tanktop. It makes her smile. The sun hasn’t set yet. She closes her eyes and lets the beams fall across her face.
 
   “Alright then?” It’s Steve. He flops down next to her and steals a cigarette. He’s finally taken the time to shave his head again. Good thing, too, he was starting to not look like himself. “What do you say to some pool tonight?”
 
   “I don’t play pool.”
 
   “Too good for it? Then what are you planning on doing?” Steve nudges her in the side and she almost falls over.
 
   “Probably go see Reese and Taylor,” she says.
 
   Over the last few weeks the glances between Reese and Taylor have turned into casual flirting. The way Taylor’s cheeks flush when Reese says something about getting wet behind the bar is better than any TV show Wren has ever seen. Besides, the two bartenders are nice enough and Wren usually gets at least one free drink. It’s always a good idea to have a regular bar to frequent.
 
   “Yeah? You gonna see Emma then?”
 
   Wren shrugs. There’s a wet spot on her knee where she spilled ketchup on her pants and had to wash it off. She pokes at it.
 
   “So that’s still going on.” Steve shakes his head. “You’re either a lot dumber than me or a lot braver. Getting involved with someone who’s in love with someone else. That’s some tricky stuff.”
 
   “Fuck off,” Wren says and lights another cigarette.
 
   Steve grins. He touches his chest and mocks being hurt. “Oh, come on.”
 
   There’s silence for a few moments. Steve takes another cigarette from the pack at Wren’s feet. It might be a whiskey night if Wren’s bank account is looking good.
 
   “Is she the reason you called us off?” Steve asks. He’d guessed as much when Wren told him she was done. The topic hadn’t really come up since.
 
   “It was becoming familiar. Not as much fun,” Wren says.
 
   Steve grins like he’s caught onto something. He snaps his fingers. “She is. I don’t care. Sleep with girls all you want. But you’re an idiot for doing it with her, whatever this thing is. I’ve seen you with her. You care. You actually care. And she’s going to break your heart.” He doesn’t say it with relish. He looks at her thoughtfully and shakes his head.
 
   “Fuck off.” She grabs the pack at her feet and starts walking to her car.
 
   “See you later, alligator,” he calls out.
 
   Wren slams her car door closed. Steve doesn’t know what he’s talking about. She relaxes when she cranks the car and music blares out of the speakers. It’s not much, but it’s enough to get the day back on the right track.
 
   It’s music and her pictures that get her through the days. Another visit with Trudy and the Bucktons has come and gone. She’s passed with flying colors once again. Trudy only asks if her friend has stayed over once before leaving, saying that she’ll see Wren again the next month over her shoulder. Trudy is another person who can go fuck herself.
 
   Wren has a message from her father on her voicemail. He asks how classes are going in a distracted voice. Before ending the message, he asks if she needs more money, his voice less distracted, a little more fearful. He doesn’t say he loves her before hanging up.
 
   It’d be that easy to get more money each month. Between her job and the money he throws at her, she has enough. There’s no need to push her luck. She mostly spends her money on cigarettes and alcohol anyway. 
 
   She’s been applying heavy eye makeup for so long that she fails when she tries to put on a light amount. It doesn’t matter. She looks better with too much. It’s what people expect from her. Just like they expect tight jeans and tanktops when it’s warm out. There is no ever changing wardrobe for Wren Mathis. Getting ready is always easy.
 
   Emma hasn’t text her all day. They have no plans together. Wren doesn’t bother to tell her where she’s going. It’s not like Wren isn’t used to drinking alone. She checks her phone again before heading out. Nothing.
 
   There’s no live music at the bar. Taylor is singing along to the radio while she cleans some glasses. Reese is sitting at the bar in regular clothes, nursing a drink in front of her. She stares upward at one of the speakers like it has betrayed her for playing such awful music.
 
   “You’re not working?” Wren asks, sliding into a chair next to Reese.
 
   Reese’s hair isn’t pulled into braids for once. It cascades down her back in wavy layers. It’s too bad the braids have become her staple hairstyle. She laughs and Wren is hit with the smell of liquor. “We can’t both work all the time.”
 
   It makes sense. Wren has only seen the two of them bartending. Occasionally a guest bartender might be there, but that only happens a few times a year. 
 
   “Why doesn’t the owner hire more bartenders?” Wren asks.
 
   Reese shrugs her shoulders with an exaggerated smile on her face. “Beats me,” she says. Then, in a lower voice, directed at Taylor, she says, “But it won’t always be that way.”
 
   Taylor laughs and nods her head vigorously, pleased with Reese’s words. Neither of them explain themselves.
 
   “Okay,” Wren says. She is about to order a drink when Taylor pulls her hands out of the soapy water and wipes them off. She still hasn’t had a chance to speak before Taylor sets down a whiskey in front of her. Wren smiles. Whiskey night it is.
 
   Reese drinks more than Wren does on a bad night. Unlike Wren on her bad nights, Reese is pleasant. She talks about traveling, if she had the time. Reese’s cheeks flush as she speaks. It’s probably from the drinking, possibly from having a good time. She fills the silence and doesn’t complain that Wren isn’t talking much. Her face is open and animated. She bites her lip or smiles wide. Everything that she does, every emotion that plays across her face, makes Wren look at her lips. No wonder Taylor stares all the time.
 
   But Reese isn’t Wren’s type. Whatever Wren’s type is.
 
   After every drink Taylor sets down in front of Reese, Reese reminds the bartender that she’s supposed to get her home. It sounds innocent coming from Reese’s mouth. Taylor blushes anyway.
 
   Wren hasn’t checked her phone since arriving at the bar. She still doesn’t when she slides off the chair and says she’s going out to smoke. There’s no one else out there. It’s not a night that brings many people out, especially to such a small bar. Wren stretches as the first bit of nicotine hits her system. Her side aches with the movement and her eyes open at the sensation. It must be from the last time she fucked Emma.
 
   Her glass is resting on the patio table next to her. She swivels around to grab it and take a sip. When she does, she sees Emma walking along the sidewalk, toward the bar. She stops mid-motion and doesn’t pick up the glass. Emma is wearing jeans and a shirt with a frog on it. A goddamn cartoon frog. No one under the age of twelve should ever wear it, but it’s kind of adorable in a nerdy way.
 
   “I thought you might be here,” Emma says. “I tried texting you.”
 
   Wren starts to reach for her phone in her pocket but then stills. If it’s important, Emma will tell her now that she’s here. If it’s not, it doesn’t matter. But Emma just stands there, doesn’t tell her anything at all.
 
   Some people are easy to figure out. Once you know what they want from you or expect of you, you can act accordingly. It’s hard to disappoint someone when you do exactly what they’ve come to expect of you. Emma, though, can be a little tricky at times.
 
   Wren pitches forward and gives Emma a kiss on the lips. It’s brief and as she ends it she sucks on Emma’s bottom lip. When she pulls back, Emma is licking her lip.
 
   “Whiskey night?” Emma asks.
 
   “Yeah. Reese is in there drinking.”
 
   “Fun. Let’s go then.”
 
   Whatever Emma was hoping for or expecting, Wren feels like she’s gotten it right. Sometimes all of the interactions between her and Emma feel like passing a test.
 
   Emma is always a little freer when it’s not karaoke night. There’s no Cam to worry about, for once. They sit by Reese and drink, sometimes talking to Reese, other times just letting Reese talk to Taylor. 
 
   “So, a woman comes in today wanting to buy supplies for a project. Normal enough, right? She wants to create a scrapbook for her son’s senior year in college. She’s buying glitter and rainbow letters to paste in there. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that he probably wouldn’t like it. She seemed so excited,” Emma says.
 
   The fact that Emma has her hand on Wren’s knee is Wren’s excuse for not noticing the camera in Reese’s hand until the flash goes off. 
 
   There are pictures tacked onto the walls all around the bar. Pictures of bar guests in various degrees somewhere between stone cold sober and wasted. Wren has never seen a picture meant for the wall taken in person. The thought that all of those pictures were taken when Reese is drunk makes Wren feel a little happy. They’ll look silly, if it does go up on the wall. Wren doesn’t have to see the picture or look in a mirror to know that Emma will look like a girly girl in it and Wren will look like an ink smudge with a human face.
 
   Emma’s mouth is hung open, frozen in place by shock and panic. Her hand squeezes Wren’s knee painfully.
 
   Right. Cam. Cam and Emma’s worrying about her feelings. 
 
   “If it goes up, it’ll look like two friends. Besides, Cam knows about us,” says Wren. She takes another sip of her whiskey and turns toward Reese. The drunk bartender tells a story about an awful bridal shower she had to attend years before. Wren doesn’t miss the look of guilt that flashes across Emma’s face.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma tries to make up for something. She buys Wren a candle from work that smells like a pine tree. She looks so anxious when she hands it over to Wren that the only sensible action is to go ahead and light it on the coffee table in Wren’s living room. Watching the flickering flame, Emma smiles like she’s done something right.
 
   Emma takes on the job of drying Wren’s hair after they shower. Emma sits on the edge of the bed, usually in a borrowed robe, and softly sifts through Wren’s hair with a towel. Wren always sits on the floor, on top of a towel, nude. 
 
   All of this with Emma is the closest to a traditional sleepover that Wren has ever done. It makes Emma happy, or at least she looks peaceful after, so even though Wren doesn’t give a shit about wet hair she doesn’t say anything to Emma.
 
   With September comes nice cool weather that Wren loves. She’d rather stand outside at the bar than stay in for karaoke, but she stays in anyway. She smokes a lot more though.
 
   Cam wears large hoop earrings that swing when she walks. Mark is as attentive as ever, offering to get Cam a new drink when hers is almost finished. He can’t dance, not really, but he does it anyway. It’s the happiest Wren has seen Cam since the announcement that she got a big girl job.
 
   Wren stands at the bar, waiting for Taylor to pour another vodka and cranberry for her and a beer for Emma. Mark waltzes up to get another drink for himself. Cam has decided to sober up for the night and is drinking water slowly. He leans in toward Wren and without preamble begins to tell her about his plans for Christmas. 
 
   “I want to take her on vacation. Maybe Connecticut. I haven’t decided that part yet. Natural trees, not that artificial crap, some roses in the room. Just sweep her off her feet,” he says. He stands over Wren like a giant while she holds the fresh drinks in her hands. Her palms grow cold and wet from the condensation.
 
   “It’s going to be perfect,” he says. He grabs his drink and walks back toward Cam.
 
   Wren doesn’t celebrate Christmas. She hasn’t even thought about it. It’s still so far away. Emma hasn’t mentioned the holiday either. Emma is probably the type to go crazy for it. She probably has a ridiculous Santa sweater for the occasion. All of this means Wren will have to celebrate. She’ll have to buy Emma a gift and drink eggnog. She won’t buy decorations. That would take it too far.
 
   Outside, with a cigarette between her lips and Emma by her side, she tells Emma about Mark’s romantic plans for Cam. A mistake that she realizes at once. She places a hand on Emma’s elbow, squeezes once. She has never had such a loose lipped moment. She wants to punch herself in the face.
 
   Emma takes the reminder of how happy Mark and Cam are about as well as can be expected. She kisses Wren’s neck while they dance and pushes her hands under Wren’s shirt to touch bare skin. 
 
   On nights that Wren drives them to the bar, they rarely make it to Wren’s apartment before Emma asks her to pull over. Then, she’s tugging on Wren’s arm until they both go into the backseat, much too small for what Emma has in mind. Emma attacks Wren’s body with kisses and a bruising grip that holds her in place. It’s faster now, now that Emma knows exactly what works for Wren.
 
   Emma’s breath smells like pineapples. Her kisses are needy. When she whispers in Wren’s ear, it’s to tell her what she wants to do to Wren later on. More than once, it seems like Wren has broken Emma. Emma who used to never be able to say tits without blushing. Or maybe it was Cam who broke her.
 
   Wren puts Emma to bed one night when Emma has had way too much to drink. Emma had fallen asleep in the cab, her head tipping from side to side. Despite the deadweight of Emma, it was easy enough to pull her into Wren’s apartment. It’s nothing like having to haul Steve around. Wren kisses Emma’s sweaty forehead, pushes the hair back out of her face. Wren leaves only long enough to pour a glass of water to leave on Emma’s side of the bed. 
 
   It’s becoming a little too cool to sleep naked, but Wren does it anyway. In that moment right before falling asleep, when the only thing she can feel is the mattress beneath her and the cover above her, Wren feels weightless.
 
   “You’re a good girlfriend,” Emma whispers.
 
   Wren’s eyes open again. Emma’s somewhere between being awake and asleep. Her breathing is shallow and steady. And then Emma opens her eyes and smiles at Wren. It’s a sleepy smile, unguarded. Emma falls asleep not long after. Little snores come from her side of the bed. Wren stays up for some time. She smokes a few cigarettes and stares at the ceiling. It’s the first time Emma has called Wren her girlfriend.
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren plans another date. They’ve gone out countless times since the sushi date, nights that Wren will never be able to forget, but Emma is a traditional kind of girl who needs to be asked out every so often. Getting drunk in bars, no matter how fun, just won’t do it in the long run.
 
   Emma loves surprises. It’s not a particularly earth-shattering revelation. Emma was probably the little girl who grew up hoping each year that she might receive a pony as a birthday gift. Because Emma is that ridiculous, even now, hopes for things that most people have given up on. 
 
   Wren will never have to buy her a pony. That dream has probably vanished to be replaced by something else. But on a rainy day, when something is wrong and apologies don’t work anymore, a day petting and riding horses would probably get whoever Emma is with out of the dog house. 
 
   It’s this love of surprises that works in Wren’s favor. All she has to do is tell Emma not to make other plans for such and such afternoon and Emma is like jelly in Wren’s hands. She wants to know what she should wear because wearing the wrong outfit could potentially ruin whatever Wren is planning. Emma thanks Wren in bed, over and over, even though she still isn’t sure what they’re going to be doing. It’s almost a little sad, in the end, when all Wren has planned is a picnic and Emma has been going out of her mind for days, wondering what they’re going to do.
 
   And there’s a reason that people always talk about picnics like they’re such a romantic idea. Sitting outside, holding hands, sharing grapes or apple slices. Leaving the whole world behind and only looking into the eyes of another person. People have always romanticized nature, ignored the pesky bug bites and stench of sweaty people. That’s why Wren decides on it. It’s just hokey enough that Emma will have been wanting to go on one for years.
 
   Wren gets it spectacularly wrong, which means it’s exactly the kind of picnic someone like her would enjoy. Not someone like Emma. She doesn’t make food to bring. She doesn’t bring any cups. So when they’re sitting in the park on a blanket, they have to pass the bottle of wine back and forth. 
 
   Wren rummages around in her backpack until she pulls out a pack of crackers and cheese. It’s not quite right, but Emma smiles and goes along with it. 
 
   “No one has ever taken me on a picnic before,” Emma says, shyly. And that was kind of the point after all.
 
   When they’ve almost had all of the wine, Emma hiccups and giggles. “How did you get the idea to do this?”
 
   “I don’t know,” says Wren. “It just happened.”
 
   “Well, thank you.” Emma moves a little closer and takes Wren’s hand into her own. 
 
   The picnic is also the moment that marks the beginning of the end for Wren. A bouquet of flowers that sits on a coffee table until the petals begin to fall off is one thing. A gesture that is so small it might be written off as meaningless. But plans and surprises are like gifts. They say sentimental things like: I’m thinking of you. Or, I want you to be happy. That’s all a little too much, too soon.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma is beautiful when she’s happy. She can’t quite control the smile that erupts on her face. She tosses her hair back and the sun’s rays catch it just right. It’s one of those things that Wren has never been able to catch in a photograph. She’s never taken one of Emma because it would be useless to even try. And that’s what it really comes down to for Wren. Happiness is a lot like hope and she’s never been much for hope or trying.
 
   Emma starts holding Wren’s hand a lot more. It’s no longer the desperate pulling that usually means they need to find a secluded spot right that fucking second. It’s calm and just for the sake of touching. Their hands fit together a little too well. Emma rubs her thumb across Wren’s hand when she holds it, absently, like it’s the most natural thing in the world. She finds a classic rock song that she actually kind of likes, that is about relationships but not sex, and sings it at karaoke for Wren. Wren’s never liked the song, usually changes the radio station if it comes on. But it doesn’t mention the dreaded L word and Emma is pretty cute up at the front, attempting to dance while she sings.
 
   It just so happens that Emma sings the damn song on a night that Cam has graced them all with her presence. She hadn’t come to every night of karaoke that month. She doesn’t look happy about it, but she also doesn’t shoot daggers at Wren. By the bridge of the song, she’s preoccupied by Mark anyway. The look on Steve’s face during it all is like everything might not be fucked up after all, like maybe everything is going according to some plan.
 
   It’s also the night that Wren drags Emma to the bar for a shot and happens to look up above her head. And there it is, freshly tacked on the wall, the picture of her and Emma. Wren’s eyebrows furrow at the sight of it, and a scowl threatens to show, but then she smiles. Emma looks so natural in the picture, in that goddamn stupid shirt, and Wren looks a little too invested in whatever Emma is saying. Wren has no plans of pointing it out to Emma. The freaked out expression on her face when it was taken is enough to stop up any instinctive reaction to point it out. But then Wren has stared at it too long and Emma looks up to see what has Wren’s attention.
 
   “I love it,” Emma says. 
 
   “Yeah, it’s pretty great,” is all Wren can think to say. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where’s lover girl?” Steve giggles, actually fucking giggles. He’s been so subdued about it all lately that Wren doesn’t even smack him for it.
 
   “At work,” Wren says, then frowns. When did she start knowing Emma’s schedule? She’ll hear all about it later. Whether there were any interesting customers, if Ed was in a good mood or not. It’s not so bad, but there are only so many times Wren can cover the fact that she still can’t tell the difference between charms and pendants.
 
   It’s another slow lunch for Steve and Wren. So slow that Steve has devised a game to see how many straws he can throw at the hostess without her noticing. Wren doesn’t play. It’s the same hostess who keeps seating her with particularly horrible guests. It’d be more forgivable, less obvious, if the girl didn’t skip Steve to seat Wren or give Wren those little hateful looks whenever she walks by. She doesn’t even know the girl’s name.
 
   “So what are you two doing for Halloween?” Steve doesn’t giggle this time.
 
   Wren rolls her eyes. Steve is the only man Wren has ever known who tries to wear as little clothing as possible for Halloween. The time will come when he runs out of ideas and just runs around in a thong. He’s not unattractive, but Wren has promised herself that when it happens, she will be far away. 
 
   She and Emma don’t have plans. At least, nothing has been agreed upon yet. But even if they had, Wren wouldn’t tell Steve. Better to run into him later in the night than to have to deal with him from the start.
 
   Even though Emma wasn’t around to hear Steve talking about Halloween, it’s as if she has somehow telepathically picked up on it. She bounces when they go to a store and the cheap costumes are out. She considers the ramifications of various outfits. Dressing up as a cow might be funny for one picture, but the possibility of a drunk guy calling her a literal cow in an attempt to be funny is too high. Superheroes are popular, which means there are a lot to choose from but also means she’ll inevitably run into someone else dressed as the same character.
 
   It’s all a bit foreign to Wren. The years she has dressed up she threw something together last minute. She has never tried to win a costume contest, never thought about doing the holiday justice, as Emma puts it. Halloween is a night to get drunk and maybe watch a scary movie. Emma, however, is shocked when Wren says so.
 
   “No, no. Halloween is a full-on experience. First, pumpkin flavored coffee. You have to have that. And the air needs to be a little cool and crisp so you can walk outside and smell it. Let it fill your lungs. At least one scary movie must be watched, but early on in the day. Substitute an older movie if you can’t handle the thrills. A Halloween episode of your favorite show can work in a pinch. Then, outfit time. Get into your costume, apply makeup, take a few pictures. All of that while you listen to appropriate music. Go out for awhile, laugh at people who have utterly failed. Finish the night with some pumpkin cupcakes, maybe apple cider. And each year, you have to get a different token to celebrate,” says Emma. She barely stops to breathe.
 
   “Token?” asks Wren.
 
   “It can be something small like a ring with a spider on it. Or maybe a little figurine of a black cat. But you have to get something,” Emma explains.
 
   “I’ve never heard of that.”
 
   “Nielsen tradition.”
 
   Wren doesn’t buy a token because she’s not a Nielsen. She also doesn’t join Emma for Emma’s beginning of Halloween festivities. Instead, Wren works a lunch shift. The restaurant is dead all afternoon. Most people apparently don’t go out to eat lunch on Halloween. Wren kind of expected it and spends her time out back smoking and responding to Emma’s increasingly frequent text messages while she watches a horror movie alone. A new fact: Emma is easily scared.
 
   Emma’s not the only person who goes nuts for Halloween. The bar is decked out in hanging spider webs and black streamers. Cartoonish pictures of black cats hang on the bathroom doors. Taylor and Reese are dressed as gangsters. Reese keeps pulling on her suspenders between pouring drinks. In a fit of frustration, Taylor takes off the hat she’s been wearing and tosses it into a room that must be the office. There’s a third bartender there tonight. A tall man with dark skin dressed as a superhero runs around the bar, taking drink orders and passing them onto the two girl bartenders.
 
   Wren hasn’t bought a costume. It seems a little silly to buy something you can only wear once. She’s pulled a plaid skirt and white dress shirt from her closet. Even with just the skirt and shirt on, Wren had stared at herself in the mirror with a disapproving look. It’s not a real costume, but she wanted to take it off immediately. Tis the season, though. So Wren had put her hair into braided pigtails, like Reese, and called it good enough.
 
   It shouldn’t have been good enough for Emma, who walks in one drink later wearing a pink and white bodice and fairy wings that bounce when she steps. She smiles when she sees Wren and bites her lip. It’s clear from the look on her face that she shares a fantasy with a good percentage of the population. That’s going to make it all easier.
 
   Emma fidgets when they go out to smoke and Wren automatically goes to her spot in the alley. The cat calls of the random drunk people standing by the front door die out as soon as they are out of sight. Emma clenches Wren’s wrist between her fingers, looks up and down the alley. When she looks up at Wren, she looks embarrassed. Of course, the movie still has her nervous. Wren pulls her wrist away and drapes her arm over Emma’s shoulder. Another thing that Wren has managed to do right based on Emma’s grin.
 
   It’s not much, but Wren pulls Reese to the side when there’s a spare moment and tells her that she’ll be paying for Emma all night. It’s the sort of thing she could do, but never say. To tell Emma about it, to voice it, would be too weird. The fourth time Emma says Halloween is her favorite holiday, after downing a bright orange shot, Wren starts to like the night herself.
 
   Cam arrives on Mark’s arm. She’s dressed as a cat, with some makeup on her face and cat ears while she wears a black leotard. Mark’s a dog. An honest to God dog with ears and everything. Wren can’t keep the sneer off her face and leaves to order another drink. Emma doesn’t notice Wren’s reaction or disappearance, which is good because she’s hugging Cam like there hasn’t been any weirdness between them.
 
   Wren finds Steve on the other side of the bar. His hand is draped over a girl’s shoulder. She looks vaguely familiar. Her eyebrows are plucked into a thin line, her black hair pulled back tightly. Steve wears a white tanktop with suspenders and one of those plastic red hats firemen give out to elementary school students. His cheeks are already pink. The sight of him is so familiar, so normal, that Wren breaks out into a grin and hustles over to give him a hug. Steve won’t remember it in the morning, not with the amount of shots lined up on the bar in front of him, and that makes her hugging him less strange.
 
   “Wren!” Steve calls out and pulls her into his arms. She spills a few drops of her vodka and feels her feet lift off the ground an inch or two.
 
   The girl standing next to Steve gives Wren a withering look. And that’s how Wren recognizes her. That look that is part hate and part smelling something bad. It’s the hostess from work. Tanya? Vicki? Wren’s never gotten her name before, so she just nods at the girl. 
 
   Wren’s back on the floor and out of Steve’s arms before the girl relaxes. It’s so ridiculous that Wren actually laughs at it. “I’ll see you later,” she tells Steve and wanders away. She doesn’t have time for scowls from girls.
 
   Emma and Cam dance to some horribly poppy song about Halloween. Their hips gyrate, their arms raise, each of them still holding a drink. Mark stands off to the side watching, enjoying it all. It’s not intimate, the way they dance. It’s not even particularly skillful. And yet, Wren can’t keep still long enough to watch them and pivots around to go back to the bar.
 
   Things have calmed considerably. Most people are either outside or dancing like Emma and Cam. A few people sit at the bar, nursing their drinks. Only the guest bartender is behind the bar. He almost looks bored. Wren doesn’t know him, so she chugs her drink and leaves the glass on the bar top. Then, she heads toward the bathroom. She ignores the man who reaches out and touches the hem of her skirt.
 
   Wren doesn’t think twice when the doorknob turns in her hand. She walks into the unlocked room like normal. She supposes Emma must be right, that Halloween is anything but a normal day, because Wren walks in to find the bathroom already occupied by Reese and Taylor. 
 
   Reese has Taylor backed against one of the walls, kissing her heatedly. Taylor’s hands rest on Reese’s ass. 
 
   All their glances and comments had to bubble over one day. Anyone with eyes could see it was inevitable. 
 
   Wren tries to look away, but only manages to notice that Reese’s hand is down Taylor’s pants. “Ahem,” she says.
 
   She has to clear her throat one more time before the two bartenders hear her and break away. Reese carefully pulls her hand out of Taylor’s pants and washes her hands, never looking in Wren’s direction.
 
   “Hey,” Wren says, breaking the awkward silence. It’d be easy to ask the only question Wren has. Why not the office? But she doesn’t. Taylor’s cheeks have turned a shade of red that Wren has only seen on Emma before. Wren smiles, but Taylor just looks dazed and embarrassed.
 
   “You won’t…?” Reese asks. She shoots Taylor a look meant to make her feel better.
 
   “I won’t tell,” says Wren.
 
   “Okay, good. Shot of whiskey will be waiting for you when you come to the bar,” Reese says and winks. She takes Taylor’s hand and leads her out of the bathroom, back into the throng of people dressed as anything and everything. One of the gangster hats is left behind on the floor.
 
   Had Emma caught the two bartenders at it, she’d never be able to look at them without imagining what she saw. That would be uncomfortable for everyone. Had it been Cam, she would get self-righteous and talk about professionalism until her face turned blue. Better that it was Wren. She smirks in the mirror. It was about time.
 
   Just like Reese said, there’s a shot for her at the bar when she returns. Taylor’s embarrassment has faded. She looks at Wren with a happy smile. The guest bartender is back to wandering around and taking drink orders for Reese and Taylor. 
 
   Right as Wren puts the empty shot glass back on the bar, she feels a hand on the small of her back.
 
   “Did I tell you yet how much I like your costume?” Emma asks quietly.
 
   Wren doesn’t stop the laughter that bubbles up and out of her. Maybe Halloween is a little normal, after all, despite the bathroom scene. She turns to face Emma and kisses her, pulls her as close to her as she can. “No, I don’t believe you have.”
 
   They’re right underneath the picture of them. Wren doesn’t have to look up to be able to imagine it in her head. Emma looks better with glitter on her cheeks and fairy wings on her back instead of wearing a silly shirt that should be burned, but she always looks beautiful.
 
   They dance after that. Some normal songs play between holiday favorites. For once, it doesn’t seem so awkward dancing next to Cam and Mark. Cam even smiles at Wren from time to time. Mark looks at her and winks. Wren thinks that he’s wanting to share a moment with her after his announcement from before, about wanting to take Cam away for Christmas. She twirls Emma around so that Mark can’t see her face anymore.
 
   Wren puts her forehead against Emma’s. She can smell alcohol on Emma’s breath. She’ll wake up with glitter all in her hair and on her face, but she kisses Emma anyway. The rest of the bar doesn’t fade away, that’s not the kind of thing Wren looks for in a kiss, but she does forget about Mark and his stupid winking until a guy dressed as a cop bumps into them and Emma accidentally bites Wren’s bottom lip. Pain shoots through Wren. It feels worse than the time in Wren’s bed when Emma bit her until she bled. She can taste the blood coming out now, and she can’t stop the moan that comes out.
 
   “Smoke,” Wren says, roughly.
 
   There are too many people outside to afford them much privacy, even in the alley where most people stay away. Wren licks the spot on her lip, feels the sting. Goosebumps appear on her flesh. It’s cooler outside, more like autumn finally. The moon is high in the sky and lights the alley. Wren barely manages to light her cigarette before Emma is kissing her. Nails glide across her back, underneath her shirt. 
 
   Emma kisses along Wren’s neck. Wren lifts the cigarette back up to her lips. The filter turns a pink color where it’s touched Wren’s lip. Wren can’t stop staring at it. It’s barely noticeable due to the darkness, but it’s all Wren can see.
 
   Emma pushes her hand up Wren’s skirt and touches over Wren’s panties. Wren moans, allows herself that one moment, before pulling Emma’s hand away. Emma looks at her, hurt, and Wren kisses her until she can pull back and the look is gone. “Too many people,” Wren says.
 
   Emma doesn’t seem to understand at first. She steps back and stares at Wren, as if trying to comprehend the words. 
 
   “Too many people,” Wren says again. 
 
   Realization dawns on Emma’s face. She looks down at Wren’s lips, kisses her one more time. “We should go back inside then.”
 
   It’s not such a bad idea, after all. Reese and Taylor are singing along to the music while they work behind the bar. They’re both a little more happy, a little more open tonight. Reese is glowing, as if Halloween is as important to her as it is to Emma. Maybe it is. Maybe Wren is the only person who hasn’t fallen completely into the holiday craze. 
 
   Steve winks at Wren and jumps around to the music. He finishes off his beer and kisses the hostess. For the first time since the girl saw Wren, she looks happy.
 
   Emma’s hand rests on the small of Wren’s back. Cam and Mark are dancing by Steve. Wren has no intention of dancing. “You should go dance with Cam again,” she tells Emma. Cam seems a little friendlier and maybe it’ll be good for Emma, instead of the way Cam normally does her head in. The way the two dance and laugh, all friendly with no tension, it feels like it was the right choice.
 
   By the end of the night, Reese is yawning uncontrollably and Taylor has mostly taken over. The guest bartender was sent home around one. Reese hums a tune under her breath and smiles at Taylor whenever she comes near. Cam has sobered up and hugs both Emma and Wren on her way out with Mark. She hugs Wren a little too long. Warning bells go off in Wren’s head, but Wren isn’t sure what it means or if she cares.
 
   Emma is easy to corral into the cab that waits for them outside. Without speaking about it, the assumption is that she’s coming home with Wren. When Wren gives her address to the driver, Emma doesn’t argue and follows Wren up the steps to her apartment on light feet.
 
   As soon as the front door closes behind them, Emma kisses Wren. The spot on Wren’s lip throbs.
 
   “It was a good night, wasn’t it?” Emma asks.
 
   “Mhmm,” Wren says.
 
   Wren guides them to her bedroom and rips her shirt off, tossing it onto the floor. Next, she takes her bra and skirt off. She eases off her shoes and hooks her fingers into her panties to let them fall onto the floor as well. She straightens and sees Emma standing in the middle of the room, watching her. She hasn’t even attempted to take any of her clothes off.
 
   “I’m really happy with you,” Emma says, cutting through the silence.
 
   She looks like she wants to say more. It’s all a little too much, a little too real. Wren’s never been good with words, saying them or hearing them. And even though Emma has seemed perfectly happy at times, she’s also had those nights when she cries in Wren’s shower or can’t look Wren in the eye when they’re fucking. The words don’t sound right, taking it all into consideration. And it’s not the kind of relationship Emma wants. It’s been so little time, there’s no way Emma isn’t still in love with Cam somewhere inside and that makes all the words she wants to say even more dangerous.
 
   So Wren does what she does best. She crosses the distance between them and kisses Emma so nothing else can come out of her mouth. She begins to take Emma’s clothes off, starting with the fairy wings. By the time Wren is finished undressing her, Emma is trembling in her arms. The only thing on Emma’s face is wanting.
 
   Wren’s not as gentle as she should be. She doesn’t bite to leave bruises, not the way Emma does, but she takes control and doesn’t yield at all. Beneath her on the bed, Emma’s lips are swollen from their kissing. Wren presses her thigh up against Emma and her name is whispered through those swollen lips. So she kisses her, to keep the name from slipping out again.
 
   No matter what Wren does, it’s not enough. She kisses Emma’s lips, her jaw, down to her neck, then nips at a shoulder. Her hands trace all along Emma’s body, down from her arms to her thighs and back up again. She lets her nails skim along the soft flesh of Emma’s stomach and around to her sides. But it’s still not working. There’s not enough of Wren to stop whatever is forming on Emma’s lips, in Emma’s mind. She kisses her roughly every time her mouth opens, until Wren’s lip bleeds all over again. She’s too scared to use her fingers to fuck Emma, and using her mouth is out of the question.
 
   She grinds herself into Emma for long minutes, changing the pressure and timing based on Emma’s moans. So focused on her task, Wren gets no pleasure from it and watches Emma like a hawk. But no other words form on her lips.
 
   When Emma cums, it’s short and sweet. She lets out a long breath and smiles. She pulls Wren to her and brushes her fingers through Wren’s long hair. All of the energy saps out of Wren, and being too tired to stop anything else, she lets Emma kiss her on the forehead, fearful of what might come next.
 
   Wren’s on her back after that, staring up into Emma’s eyes. From there, the look on Emma’s face isn’t so startling. It might even be something that Wren could get used to. The thought is quickly gone as Emma kisses her harshly. The spot on her lip stings all over again. There’s a balance to it all, like maybe things don’t have to change so much just because some words have been said. When Emma stops for a moment, straddling Wren and staring down at her, her fingers still pulling gently at Wren’s nipples, there’s an expectant look on her face. 
 
   It’s another one of those moments that seem to happen too often, when Wren has to find the right thing to say or do, otherwise everything might break or fall apart.
 
   A confession, Wren thinks. That must be what Emma is waiting for. Words that Wren doesn’t say, maybe couldn’t say even if she tried. Wren closes her eyes, trying to think.
 
   “You can tie me up,” she says, finally. “There are scarves in the drawer next to the bed.”
 
   It’s not a declaration of love or a confessed need to be with Emma. It’s probably not the sort of thing Emma was expecting. But it’s something.
 
   Emma’s eyes narrow for a brief moment, but then she smiles. She moves off of Wren to retrieve the scarves and kisses her while she ties each wrist to the headboard. They’ve never fucked like this. For all the bruises that have marked Wren’s body, they’ve never used anything but their bodies to get off.
 
   Maybe it isn’t the best idea. Emma’s eyes glint as she looks down at Wren’s naked body. It can’t be the nudity that affects Wren. Emma has seen every angle of her body, has probably touched every inch of it. This is what Wren does. She offers her body rather than words. But lying on the bed at the mercy of Emma is the most vulnerable she’s felt in awhile. 
 
   Emma, it turns out, is a fan of the scarves. She runs her fingers along Wren’s sides and leans forward to nip at Wren’s lip. Wren tastes iron all over again. Wren pushes up into Emma, hisses at the pain in her lip. She’s wet, unbelievably so, but Emma doesn’t seem ready to touch her yet.
 
   Emma scratches Wren’s chest, the nails digging in and leaving red trails on her white skin. She bites at a soft spot just beneath Wren’s collarbone. There will be marks all along Wren’s chest in the morning. Hesitant ones that barely show up the next day and then the more forceful ones that will make Wren wet all over again when her shirt rubs against them. Emma pulls at one of her nipples again, grazes the other with her teeth until Wren is pulling on the scarves. The headboard creaks but she can’t get free.
 
   Emma runs her fingers along the marks that are already forming, down the middle of Wren, leaving goosebumps everywhere she touches. All Emma has to do is touch Wren’s clit for a second for Wren’s eyes to snap shut.
 
   “Open them,” Emma says. “I want to see you.”
 
   Emma stops touching Wren completely. Confused, Wren opens her eyes then remembers what Emma said. Emma’s looking at her with that expression again, like she might say something else. Just the look has Wren biting her lip, right on that damn spot, until the blood is flowing more freely than before and the thought of it all is making her wetter. Emma’s face softens even more. She looks almost hesitant.
 
   “You can’t break me,” Wren says. She closes her eyes after that, no matter what Emma wants. 
 
   With her eyes closed, and pounding in her ear drums, Wren doesn’t have any idea when Emma might decide to touch her again. Emma is still straddling her and one hand rests on Wren’s stomach, holding her down. As if she could move. And so it’s a complete surprise when Emma forces three fingers into Wren’s cunt with no warning.
 
   A strangled gasp leaves Wren. Her toes curl. She licks at her bleeding lip since Emma isn’t kissing her. She keeps her eyes shut tight the whole time and feels the way Emma works her fingers in and out. Both of them are breathing hard.
 
   “Like this?” Emma asks.
 
   “Yeah,” Wren manages to say. Between the swift movements of Emma’s fingers, relentless inside, and the way Emma has worked the rest of Wren’s body so well, it doesn’t take long for Wren’s orgasm to envelope her. Her back arches off the bed and she pulls at the headboard. It’s a great orgasm, and Wren almost opens her mouth to say so, but when she opens her eyes Emma is looking at her and Emma’s face makes her pause.
 
   Wren doesn’t get a chance to say anything, after all. Emma keeps her tied up for a little longer, fucks her with her mouth because Wren is sensitive inside from Emma’s fingers. After another orgasm, Wren clears her throat. “No more,” she says. “Too sensitive.” Only then does Emma kiss her on the lips, ignoring the blood, and untie her, placing a wet kiss on each wrist.
 
    
 
    
 
   “You didn’t do Halloween right,” Wren says. The morning light brightens the room. Wren’s body is sore. It feels magnificent. “We didn’t have any apple cider.”
 
   Emma is cuddled up next to Wren in the bed, tracing circles on Wren’s stomach with a finger. She pokes Wren at the comment. “We’ll just have to get Christmas right.”
 
   Something in Wren drops at that.
 
   Wren’s cell phone rings. It’s the ringtone she set for her father. He’d told her he’d call sometime that week, that it was important she actually pick up for once. There’s nothing she can send Emma off to do, and she can’t ignore the call.
 
   Wren rises from the bed, grabs the phone and her cigarettes and heads to the bedroom window. She’s left it a little open so she can smoke. She lights a cigarette before answering the phone.
 
   Emma watches from her spot on the bed. Her eyes are still a little droopy, her grin a little lazy. She turns her head so that her right ear can try and pick up the conversation on the other side of the room. Wren’s father has a deep voice and he speaks quietly over the phone. The only thing Emma has to go on are Wren’s infrequent responses which range from “mhmm” to “okay.”
 
   “So I’ll expect to see you on your Christmas break then,” Wren’s father says. There’s warning in his voice, a tone that he rarely uses for Wren.
 
   “Okay,” Wren says and hangs up before he can say goodbye. He won’t like it, but he won’t call back. Wren finishes her cigarette by the window, stares outside at the birds chirping and the cyclists riding by. She stubs the cigarette out in the ashtray by the bed. She tosses her phone back toward the window, shrugs when it lands on the floor with a clatter.
 
   “So what was--” Emma says, but then Wren’s lips are on hers, needy and insistent. Wren climbs on top of Emma and straddles her. A moan slips through Emma’s mouth and the morning has been saved. Wren smiles into the kiss while she rakes her nails over Emma’s chest. Fucking Emma is easy, it’s all the other stuff that gives her problems.
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   Maybe life isn’t quite what Emma imagined all those summers ago when she laid on her floor in a princess costume, tracing patterns in the beige carpet. Her fingers shake more now, whether they’re inside Wren or holding onto a drink. Sometimes Emma’s whole body won’t seem to cooperate. She sits with her advisor and her leg bounces up and down uncontrollably. And yet nothing is wrong now, not really. Cam is being friendly, Wren is being Wren. Her classes aren’t going badly. No, life isn’t what she expected, but it’s not so terrible.
 
   Emma waits for Wren in the parking lot of the burger joint. The sun is bright in her eyes and she’s forgotten to bring sunglasses since it’s finally chilly out. Wren’s instructions had been precise. Waiting in the parking lot was fine, but don’t go inside. So Emma sits on the hood of her car and waits.
 
   Wren walks out soon after, wearing street clothes and holding a bag that must contain her uniform. Her makeup looks like it’s just been applied. She’s given up on a tanktop, it’s too cold, but she still wears short sleeves. 
 
   Emma looks away for a moment, to keep her eyes from watering due to the sunlight. She’s missed the camera in Wren’s hand, only realizes a photo has been taken when she hears a clicking sound.
 
   “You bitch,” Emma laughs.
 
   “Come on then. Want to take me home?”
 
   Wren looks comfortable in Emma’s car. She slides the window down and lets the wind blow her hair around her face. She closes her eyes for a moment, a blissful smile on her face, and when she opens them she stares right at Emma. It’s another moment that Emma wants to file away in her mind.
 
   They stay up until five in the morning despite Emma having to be at work at the craft shop before noon the next day. They don’t drink much, just enough to keep a small buzz. Candles are lit around Wren’s room and they lay in bed in their underwear. The television is on and they stare at it blankly. Every so often, one of them leans over and teases the other for a few minutes. Kisses that are hungry or a hand that slides down one of their bodies. Then, they fall back against their own pillow and act like the other isn’t becoming frustrated.
 
   Wren keeps lighting and blowing out a candle on her side of the bed. The movements are calm and deliberate. She’s just lit the candle again and Emma leans over to kiss her during a commercial. It catches Wren off guard, despite their previous touches and kisses, and she yanks the hand holding the candle away. Hot wax falls onto Wren’s torso. Wren hisses through her teeth. Her eyes close and her chest rises and falls more quickly. 
 
   Emma pulls back, shocked. “You…” she whispers.
 
   Wren looks at her with the closest imitation of her blank expression she can muster. Her eyelids are half-closed and the hand holding the candle is shaking slightly. It’s a little scary, all of it, but Emma reaches over and takes the candle from Wren.
 
   “Do you want me to?” Emma asks.
 
   It’s a stupid question. Wren doesn’t really ask for things. She takes or goes without. Emma has caught onto this before, but she asks anyway.
 
   Wren has this look on her face like she’s not completely there anymore, like she’s off in some other world that might or might not include Emma. Her tongue snakes out to lick at her lip, the spot that scabbed over after Halloween. It’s all healed up now. Emma almost misses the minute nod that Wren gives her, she’s so focused on those lips. Wren puts her hands over her head, to hold onto the headboard, like she’s waiting for Emma to get out the scarves and tie her up. They haven’t done that again. Neither of them has talked about it.
 
   They never talk about anything a normal couple would. Emma might tell Wren that she enjoys fucking her, or that she likes spending time with Wren. Everything she says is true, but Wren looks a little uncomfortable at some of it, smirks when Emma talks about them having sex because Emma can’t stop the resulting blush. All of it is why it feels like they’re still just fucking with random moments thrown in that make them seem like a couple, moments that sometimes confuse Emma. Having Wren laid out beside her, watching the rise and fall of Wren’s chest, that’s natural. That’s them.
 
   It might be a big deal that Wren has shown interest in Emma doing something else to her, besides tying her up, but it’s still about fucking, still something safe. The thought is comforting and frustrating all at once.
 
   Emma stares at the candle. It’s a brilliant red color. The flame flickers. Emma’s hand is trembling above Wren. Emma has held Wren down before, bitten her, but never anything like this. Emma concentrates on her hand but it continues to shake.
 
   “Nevermind,” Wren says and sits up to light a cigarette.
 
   The voice and the movement cause Emma to start and a fresh bit of wax falls onto Wren’s thigh. Wren lets out a breathy sigh and takes the candle back from Emma. It looks so small on the nightstand.
 
   Emma glances at Wren, who is taking deep drags off the cigarette. Wren shrugs at Emma, doesn’t say anything.
 
   Emma spends the night, falls asleep with an arm around Wren. She wakes up by Wren repeatedly poking her in the arm. “You still have time to get home and change,” Wren says.
 
   But then Emma has the brilliant idea to take a shower and pulls Wren in behind her. The shower has been a source of weakness for Wren. Emma’s barely gotten her hair wet when Wren kisses her and pushes her back against the tiles.
 
   “I’m going to be late,” Emma warns.
 
   “Do you want me to stop?” Wren’s fingers slide along Emma’s hips, move lower until she’s almost touching Emma’s cunt.
 
   “No,” Emma whispers.
 
   “Good,” Wren says. She nips at Emma’s shoulder. Her fingers drift back up, past Emma’s ribs to rest on Emma’s tits. “You feel nice,” she breathes.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ed’s face is a deep red when he finds Emma. She’s put on the extra uniform she keeps in her car, brushed her hair out of her face, but the look on her face is guilty. Emma’s supposed to be the golden child of the store, always there early with a smile on her face. Ed rubs at his chin while he looks down at her. 
 
   “You’re my example. You’re the person I rave about during training,” Ed says. He shakes his head sadly. “Now look at you. Dropping merchandise, coming in late. Give me something to work with, Emma. Anything at all. Because I can’t keep coming up with excuses for you.”
 
   The red in Ed’s face is fading away, turning to sadness and worry. His eyes are pleading, like he really is trying to get her out of this. But saying she’s thirty minutes late because she was too busy getting fucked in the shower is out of the question. It might give Ed a brain aneurysm.
 
   “What do you mean coming up with excuses?” she asks instead.
 
   “The complaint,” Ed says, his eyes squinting at her.
 
   “Oh, right,” Emma says. Somewhere deep in the back of her mind she recalls a customer complaining about her in the last month. Supposedly Emma had walked away, never turned around when the woman called after her, trying to get her attention. Emma can’t quite remember. There are any number of explanations. Emma might have been hungover or still in a state of afterglow. Ed hadn’t asked, just told the customer Emma was hard of hearing.
 
   It’s an official warning for being so late, a write-up in the book. Ed’s face softens under the dim lightbulb of the office. “There’s nothing else I can do for you,” he says. “Don’t mess up like this again.”
 
   That’s what hurts the most, the descent into mediocrity that gives Emma none of the perks she’s always had. The descent that must have started a long time ago.
 
   Emma works her ass off all day. Whether she stocks or helps at the register, she’s as friendly as possible. She moves as quickly as she can, asks everyone she sees if they need any assistance. When she leaves at the end of her shift, Ed smiles at her, though it’s not as friendly as it used to be.
 
   “I can’t be late again,” Emma tells Wren later that night. They’re at the bar again and Emma has to lean in so that Wren can hear her. Wren smells a little like grease and a lot like cinnamon. She always does when she’s only had time to change after work. It takes her at least one drink before she smiles, as if she’s finally forgotten that she didn’t have the time to shower. 
 
   “Okay,” says Wren, though she doesn’t lean in so that Emma can hear her.
 
   Emma yawns often enough that she stops trying to hide it. Her jaw pops and her eyes water. Wren seems unaffected. She doesn’t yawn or even have dark circles under her eyes. It’s as if Wren never gets tired.
 
   It’s not karaoke night. A man sits on a stool and plucks at the strings of his guitar, creates a loop so he can layer chords and notes. Every musician who plays at the bar does this now. Some even attempt to beatbox. Not this guy. His goatee quivers as he sings. His voice is high and he keeps his eyes closed while singing.
 
   It’s just Reese bartending. She moves around the bar like she’s dancing. Her eyes crinkle when she smiles at her bar guests. “You need two shots,” Reese announces and twirls around to make them.
 
   Wren purses her lips, smiles when Reese sets two glasses down in front of them. Whatever the shot is, and Reese never likes to say what it is, there’s a hint of citrus in it. Emma’s phone buzzes on the bar top as she takes the shot. She ignores her phone.
 
   “Smoke?” Wren asks.
 
   “Sure,” Emma responds.
 
   Emma pulls her jacket closer to her when they step outside. The nights have been growing cooler steadily. Anyone who has stepped outside any of the previous three nights would know this. It makes Wren’s choice to wear a short-sleeved v-neck seem all the more ridiculous.
 
   Wren lights her cigarette and takes a deep drag off of it. Her eyebrows are no longer furrowed; all of the annoyance of not being able to shower has evaporated from her face, leaving only the blank stare that is customary.
 
   “I’m sorry you were late,” Wren says as she looks down at the sidewalk. Wren’s shoulders shiver a fraction, the only indication that she feels the chill in the air.
 
   “Why aren’t you wearing a jacket?” Emma asks. She steps closer and puts her arms around Wren, runs her hands up and down Wren’s cold bare arms.
 
   Wren smirks and lets out a small laugh. “Someone wanted to get to the bar as soon as possible,” Wren reminds her.
 
   It’s true. Emma had bothered Wren over text until she showed up. Emma’s never been the kind of girl to have fun at the bar alone. She’s stayed in many nights because no one responded to her calls or texts. Nights that Wren was probably out on her own, having fun in that solitary way that Wren can.
 
   Wren is slight in Emma’s arms. She always is, but there are times when Emma notices it more. Those are the times that Emma bites her lip, feels her heart hammer in her chest. Wren would brush it off if Emma voiced any sort of protective thoughts about her. Wren’s kept herself alive so far. She can look after herself. But that’s not really the point at all. So Emma stays quiet, hugs Wren a little closer to her and breathes deeply. Emma closes her eyes and rests there.
 
   Emma’s not good at staying quiet for long. “I don’t think I’ve done that badly at work,” she says, her voice muffled against Wren’s shoulder. Wren moves in her arms. First, she flicks her cigarette away and then grabs another from her back pocket and lights it. She takes care not to dislodge Emma, but Emma pulls back anyway.
 
   “You’re always late,” says Wren.
 
   “I am not! Only today. And everyone is late every so often. It’s a part of life. Yeah, there was the complaint from the customer, but that’s it. I’m not a bad employee, right?” Emma takes the cigarette from Wren for a moment, inhales.
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve never seen you at work. But you are always late.”
 
   “But I’m not. I said I wasn’t.”
 
   “You’re always at least five minutes late. I timed it. You’re not a speed demon and you leave my apartment too late.” Wren cooly takes another drag, her eyes challenging. But Emma doesn’t pay that much attention to the time and assumes Wren is right. Wren takes the cigarette back, plucks it from Emma’s fingers.
 
   “Fine. I’ll just have to have fewer sleepovers at your place,” Emma says with a grin.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma reads the text message over and over again. The words are simple. Loaded, possibly, but simple. Cam wants to hang out, just the two of them, like old times. There is no hello or how are things. Direct and to the point. It’s exactly Cam’s style.
 
   Emma mentions it to Wren. She hasn’t sent a reply to Cam yet. She pulls at the sheets below her fingertips as she sits on Wren’s bed and tells Wren in an unsure voice. Wren has never put expectations on Emma. Wren doesn’t even say Emma is her girlfriend. Wren’s the type of girl who wouldn’t care if Emma never mentioned it, what with her fly by the seat of her pants lifestyle and the way she hops from person to person. Wren has no need for the standard rules of dating. Still, Emma tells her and can’t quite meet her eyes as she does so.
 
   “Okay,” Wren says. She’s drinking a cocktail, some drink recipe that Reese gave her. She wouldn’t make one for Emma until Emma left the kitchen.
 
   “You’re fine with it?” Emma asks. She looks up then. Wren’s wearing a white tanktop and panties, her knees up almost to her chin. Wren absently runs a fingertip along the sides of the glass she holds.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   That’s the problem, in so little words. Emma feeling guilty and having to ask, considering not asking because of the guilt, and Wren’s seeing nothing at all wrong with it. Why would it be strange for Emma to hang out with one of her closest friends? Besides the fact that Emma has been hopelessly head over heels for Cam for years and Wren knows it. It’s another reminder that they’re not in anything like a real relationship.
 
   Emma chooses to meet Cam at a coffee shop. Going to a bar risks it being loud and unsuitable for talking. Eating dinner only serves to remind Emma of their disastrous date. Coffee is the mark of a mature meeting, two adults getting together to discuss very important things. There’s not much to talk about, that Emma knows of, other than their lives, which don’t seem all that important after all. The two teenage girls sitting at the table next to them, both wearing their hair up in identical ponytails and slurping out of their straws while they pussyfoot around the elephant in the room--they both like the same boy--ruins any notion that coffee automatically means maturity.
 
   Though Emma has been wearing a jacket for a few weeks, Cam is still holding onto her short sleeves with a death grip. Tiny goosebumps stay on her arms for ten minutes after arriving. Cam has come straight from work. Her blue shirt doesn’t scream insurance. And insurance is the first thing Cam talks about. Between gulps of coffee, she informs Emma that work is going so well she wouldn’t be surprised if she’s up for a promotion within the year. 
 
   With some trepidation, Emma brings up Mark. Cam smiles, waves her hand in front of her as if swatting the name away from her. “Same as usual there. Good. We’ve both been swamped with work, but that means neither of us can get too lonely,” she says.
 
   As if Emma has ever known Cam to get lonely.
 
   “I miss you,” Cam says. She says the words with her head down, staring at the cup of coffee in her hands. Emma has always considered Cam’s fingers thin, graceful looking even. But Emma has also gotten to know Wren’s fingers and they are more slight than Cam’s.
 
   “I miss you too,” says Emma. The words come out easily. They don’t feel like a betrayal. Of course Emma is allowed to miss Cam. They’re friends.
 
   “How did things get so weird?” Cam’s hands fall from around the cup onto the wooden table. 
 
   Emma tugs on a strand of hair to keep from answering. For once, she does have all the answers. Because Cam strung her along again. Because Emma ruined it all by mentioning her love for Cam. Because Emma started fucking the weird girl. Because Cam started dating a guy. There had been boyfriends before. Guys who stayed around for a month or so. Guys who claimed to like the fact that they wouldn’t be number one in Cam’s life. Emma had been there when it all ended, every single time, holding out pints of ice cream for Cam, who hardly ever cried. And maybe it’s wrong to call Wren the weird girl after everything they’ve done together. Emma does like spending time with Wren, likes that Wren will let her ramble on and on. But that’s how it all started. Emma fucking the weird girl.
 
   “I don’t think you want to get into all of that now,” Emma says. It’s not a warning like it would be if Cam said it. It’s a statement of fact.
 
   Cam takes a sip of her coffee. It’s growing cold. “No, you’re probably right. You know, you’re the one person I’ve kept around. From the beginning of college to now. You and Steve. I guess I just realized I don’t want to lose that.”
 
   “Maybe things will be better now that I’m not chasing after you,” Emma mutters. The way Cam flinches at her words is impossible to miss. It feels powerful to say it.
 
   It’s Cam’s idea, a week later, to go shopping together. Emma doesn’t tell Wren about it since it’s not a big deal, as Wren has made clear. When they hit the stores, Cam rolls her eyes. It’s mid-November and Christmas decorations have already made their way out.
 
   “Some places roll them out the first of November,” Cam says. “It’s so stupid.”
 
   It gives them a purpose to shop besides looking for things for themselves. They look at watches for Mark. Rows upon rows of them that range from practical to obscenely complicated. Emma could have sworn watches were out of style. People can look at the time on their cell phones. There’s no need to get a tan line of a watch on your wrist anymore. Still, Cam looks at each one. She talks to the woman working the area, asking about certain models.
 
   The woman looks like she’s been selling watches for decades. Laugh lines crease the sides of her face. Her fingers are constantly moving, even when her arms rest by her sides. It’s as if her fingers are always working a watch. It’s creepy.
 
   “I need more time to think about it,” Cam says. “I’ll come back later.”
 
   The woman, Betty the name tag reads, nods her head sagely. “I’ll be here waiting.”
 
   Away from the watches, Cam asks, “What do you want to look at for Wren?”
 
   The question is startling. Emma hasn’t thought about buying Wren anything. Here Cam has come to the conclusion that Emma will be buying her something. And why wouldn’t Cam think that? They’re some kind of together, her and Wren. It’s what people do when they’re together.
 
   “I don’t know,” says Emma. She looks around the store. Floral dresses, pillows, strange electronics that seem to serve only one purpose. What does Wren like?
 
   “She wears lots of bracelets,” Cam says. “Hard to miss that, the way they snake up her arm. You could get her another. She’d probably like that.”
 
   Emma almost says no, but it’s petty. Just because Cam has noticed something about Wren that would make a pretty decent gift idea doesn’t mean Emma isn’t a good whatever she is to Wren. And looking at bracelets is a great place to start.
 
   Cam takes charge, wandering around the jewelry section, holding up possibilities. Cam holds up one bracelet that has large black beads. “Don’t get this one. She already has it. Or something like it.”
 
   Emma bites her lip. She might have gone for that one, if she’d seen it. The thought that Cam knows anything about Wren at all is frustrating. A bracelet is nothing, not really, but that doesn’t stop the annoyance.
 
   “What we really need,” Cam continues, “is Steve. He knows what Wren likes better than anyone. I’d call him to meet us down here but he’s probably holed up with that hostess from work.”
 
   Emma nods as if she knows exactly what Cam is talking about. How many years has she known all of them? Too many to realize she knows none of them at all. Her mood takes a nosedive. She makes it another twenty minutes before she’s gritting her teeth. “I don’t feel so well. I’m going to head home,” she says.
 
   “See you at karaoke,” Cam calls after her, confused.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma tapes a note to the mirror in her bathroom that says “pay attention” in big bold letters. It’d be embarrassing if anyone saw it, but no one comes to her home. She goes to Wren’s or meets Cam out and about. Every morning when she brushes her teeth, she stares at the sign and tries to come up with new things she has learned.
 
   There are times when Steve is talking to Cam and she starts to giggle before he’s even finished speaking. Emma has never noticed it before, the way they have a kind of shorthand between them. Or the way Cam sometimes completes Steve’s sentences. Cam will be explaining some injustice in the world, maybe something about American prisons, and answer the question Steve seems to want to ask before he can interrupt her. It’s not rushed or said with an edge of frustration in her voice. They just know each other.
 
   Wren drinks her coffee black unless it’s a special occasion. Then, she puts a little bit of sugar in it. A special occasion is sometimes going out to a coffee shop with Emma or like the time that Emma snuck out of Wren’s apartment--one of the few times Emma has woken up without Wren already being awake herself--and came back with donuts. Sometimes, rarely, Wren says “fuck it” and adds the sugar, but they are days when Emma wakes up in Wren’s bed and Wren is already smiling.
 
   Emma spends more time thinking about Ed at work. Ed has a tan line where his wedding band should be. The fingers of his right hand graze the spot where the ring was. He nods to everyone when they come in to start their shift, but he always says “hello” to Emma. Seeing that makes Emma feel guilty. The feeling grows and becomes something that feels like it’ll never go away when she wonders how many Eds have been in her life. People who smiled at her or invited her out for coffee that she brushed off. People who never meant anything to her at all.
 
   Wren becomes more uncomfortable when Emma and she are alone and Emma says something about being happy with Wren. It’s hard to tell at first because Wren acts as flippant about it as she does anything else. She might make a remark about holding hands in a field of roses when Emma says, out of the blue, that going to get sushi with Wren is still something she thinks about. Other times she stares at Emma when Emma says something like that, or focuses on the cigarette between her fingers. It takes a week for Emma to notice the way Wren’s brows furrow or how she licks at a spot on her bottom lip when Emma says those kinds of things. The comments, meant to be nice and pleasant, feel dangerous and out of order after. Emma goes back to how they talked at the very beginning. All fucking and drinking with no feelings at all.
 
    
 
    
 
   There’s a girl one night at karaoke who sits at the bar and looks around at everyone. Her hair is as dark as Cam’s, her skin olive like Reese’s. Emma didn’t notice her at first. Steve was already trying to grab her attention, pulling her into him to dance. Steve smells of cologne and the girl who came with him gives Emma a sour look. It’s when Emma is looking for Wren, who is standing at the bar talking to Reese, that Emma finally sees the girl. She’s dressed in dark jeans and a black long sleeve shirt that is pushed up to her elbows, showing a tattoo that snakes around her lower arm. The girl looks Wren over, squinting almost, and then does the same to Reese.
 
   “What’s up?” Emma asks Wren, placing a hand on her back.
 
   “Reese is trying to convince me to take a shot,” Wren says.
 
   Reese looks giddy. She tugs absently at one of her braids. Her eyes skirt over to the girl with the tattoo then back to Wren. “Shots are always a good idea.”
 
   “They are,” Taylor says as she walks behind Reese toward the other side of the bar.
 
   The muscles in Wren’s back are tense beneath Emma’s hand. Wren has shed her coat somewhere in the bar, leaving her in a shirt that is torn in places, showing a lot of skin while the pieces still together swallow her up. She lifts a leg up to rub it against the back of the other. She’s wearing Emma’s favorite skirt of hers with tights that should have been thrown away at some point, they have so many holes in them.
 
   “Do it,” Emma says.
 
   Wren turns to her, finally, and raises an eyebrow. “Okay,” she says.
 
   The shot is a light blue color and Wren knocks it back without even really looking at it. She licks her lips after, nods to Reese in approval. 
 
   “Want one?” Reese asks Emma.
 
   “No, no. Not yet anyway.”
 
   Wren retreats from the bar, toward Steve, and is easily pulled into his space for a dance. The girl he’s come with, who Emma should really learn the name of, is nowhere to be seen. 
 
   The girl at the bar smiles at Emma. It’s unnerving the way she looks and doesn’t blink, the way she stares at the bottom of Emma’s skirt. 
 
   “Can I have another gin and tonic?” Emma asks Taylor. Once it’s poured, she hurries away to Cam. A grin is on Cam’s face while she watches Steve and Wren.
 
   “They’re both insane,” Cam says, laughing.
 
   Steve is twirling Wren around, his mouth open in a silent laugh. Wren’s lips form a straight line. Her eyes are neither happy nor angry. Selfless, she looks selfless. As if she is letting Steve toss her around just for his amusement. How many times has she had that look on her face that Emma has missed? Steve sets Wren down and whispers something in her ear that makes her grin.
 
   Cam elbows Emma in the gut and looks pointedly toward the bar. The girl with the black hair is walking over toward Emma, her glass empty on the bar. Her lips are fuller than Wren’s and Cam’s. Her hips are curvier than them, too.
 
   “Want to dance?” A stud in her tongue becomes visible when she speaks. Although Emma hasn’t responded, she reaches out for Emma’s wrist and pulls her away from Cam.
 
   Cam, snickering, snags Emma’s drink from her hand. She makes a whooping noise as Emma is pulled away.
 
   Emma is a few inches shorter than the girl. She’s shorter than everyone, really. The song is an old comedy song, meant to make everyone laugh. Steve, just a short distance away, is down on one knee pretending to sing to Wren. Wren glances around, looking between Steve and Emma, her hips rocking back and forth to the beat. But then the new girl is tugging at Emma’s wrist again and Emma is forced to look at her.
 
   “What’s your name?” Emma asks.
 
   The girl continues dancing, her arms moving side to side. She barely looks at Emma. Her eyes slide closed and Emma starts to repeat the question. “You can call me Kate,” she says. 
 
   Kate’s a good dancer. She doesn’t draw everyone’s attention like Wren, but then Wren draws attention not because she’s a fantastic dancer but because she’s Wren. She’s not as boisterous as Steve either. Kate is better than Emma too, who is barely moving along to the music.
 
   “Don’t you want to know my name?” Emma asks.
 
   The music fades away and in its place a country song begins to play. A young man stands up front and taps his foot along with the music. The hand holding the mic is shaking. He begins to sing, his eyes shut tightly. He sounds like a professional.
 
   Kate shrugs her shoulders. “Thanks for the dance.” She leans forward and kisses Emma on the lips. Not hard, not demanding, but not sweet either. It’s one of the strangest kisses Emma has ever received. She keeps her eyes open throughout. Kate opens her eyes and smiles. She heads back to her spot at the bar without a backward glance.
 
   Cam casts amused glances Emma’s way. Like a deer caught in headlights is probably how she looks. She hasn’t moved at all and people meander past her, either to the bar or to come closer to watch the man singing. Wren brushes past her, barely touches her hip, and says, “Nice dance.” 
 
   “Well, that was something,” Cam says, coming to stand next to Emma. She hands over Emma’s drink, a smirk firmly in place. “By the way, she’s still looking at you.”
 
   Cam’s right. Kate is staring. She doesn’t look a bit self-conscious about it either. Emma blushes and turns away, sees Wren grabbing a drink and heading outside. Right, it probably is time for a cigarette. Emma dips her head down and follows Wren out.
 
   Wren’s putting her pack of cigarettes back into her jacket pocket when Emma joins her. The jacket seems to have mysteriously appeared out of nowhere, because Wren wasn’t wearing it inside with Steve. 
 
   “Did you mind that?” Emma asks and motions for a cigarette.
 
   Wren hands Emma her own cigarette and reaches into her pocket for another to light. Her lips purse together until the new cigarette is lit. “Mind what?”
 
   Emma rolls her eyes. Wren isn’t stupid. She knows exactly what Emma is talking about. “The girl and me. Dancing. Then she kissed me.”
 
   Wren shifts onto the heels of her feet until her back rests on the brick wall behind her. She plucks at the hem of her skirt, takes another drag of her cigarette. She looks at Emma with a bored expression on her face. “Why would I? We’re just fucking. You’ve said it yourself.”
 
   Wren’s voice isn’t accusing. It’s a bland statement of fact, but Emma’s cheeks begin to burn anyway. She had said that. And Wren had kissed her in return. Emma runs her fingers through her hair. “I was just checking,” she says.
 
   Another bar guest sloppily walks out for a cigarette. His face is red and sweaty, his eyes unfocused. He reaches into his back pocket and his face morphs into confusion. He pats around but finds nothing. “Fuck,” he mumbles and makes his way back inside.
 
   “Come here,” Wren says and moves around the corner into the alley. A cloud of smoke follows her around as she exhales. Emma is good at following, has had lots of practice between Wren and Cam. “Didn’t want to grab his attention,” Wren explains. “He’ll be back out soon.”
 
   Emma smokes too much now that she’s around Wren all the time. It’s not every day that it happens, it’s not even every other day. Usually she only borrows Wren’s cigarette rather than smoking a new one from Wren’s pack. But there is no denying that she has smoked more from the beginning of the semester until now than the entire year of high school that she tried to become a smoker.
 
   “I should really stop smoking your cigarettes,” Emma mutters. Honestly, it’s the smallest step in becoming more like herself again. A better step would be to pay attention in class or become the best employee again. Maybe choose between actually trying with Wren or stopping what they’re doing rather than this back and forth in the middle bullshit. It makes her head hurt.
 
   The cigarette in Emma’s hand is plucked out and thrown onto the ground. Lips cover the spot where the cigarette had last touched her mouth. Hands wrap around her torso and hold her tight as she falls back against the brick wall. There’s a memory associated with it all. The other night in the alley, the night she still dreams about. A moan escapes her lips, topples out into the cool night air. 
 
   An errant thought after dancing with Kate inside, about feeling attractive and wanted, is extinguished. Cam never looked at her like she was something beautiful on display, but Wren has treated her that way, is treating her that way. When Wren reaches up and touches Emma’s chest, her cigarette dropped on the ground some time before, the unspoken thought makes Emma blush. Just thinking it had been a kind of betrayal to the weird girl who has shown her kindness in her own way.
 
   Pay attention, Emma reminds herself.
 
   They don’t fuck. The drunk man from before has found his way back outside and it’s not worth it to draw his attention by making any noise. Wren has proven her point. It doesn’t matter who Emma dances with, she can make Emma feel things that others can’t. They both take a shot when they go back inside.
 
   The other people sitting around the bar could be anyone for all Emma sees of them. All Emma sees is Wren and the way she taps a finger thoughtfully against her lips, a look of concentration on her features. Wren doesn’t say what she’s thinking and Emma doesn’t ask. A few chairs down, Kate is sneaking glances at Emma and Wren. Kate smiles at Emma and Emma doesn’t return it.
 
   At the end of the night, Cam says, “I need to come out more often without Mark. How many times have I missed girls coming onto you, Emma, while I was talking to Mark?” 
 
   Steve laughs heartily at that. Emma rolls her eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
   Everything of importance is always said when Wren and Emma have just finished fucking. When their heartbeats are still calming down and the taste of Emma is still on Wren’s tongue. It’s Emma’s devotion to her new personal mantra that makes her see this, when her fingers still feel warm from being inside Wren and she’s comfortable enough in the moment to bring up the subject of Christmas.
 
   “So, what about Christmas?” Emma asks and wipes her fingers on Wren’s bedding. “Do you celebrate? Visit family? Do gifts? Do you want to spend it together?” The last question is rushed and quiet, easy to ignore.
 
   Wren’s lips are still wet but she sets a cigarette between them anyway. “I have to go visit my family this year,” she says.
 
   “Oh, I see.” The small flutter in Emma’s chest is unexpected. She rolls over onto her side, away from Wren. “I’m going to take a nap.”
 
   Just before Emma falls asleep, the light in the room is turned off and a hand brushes through her hair. The touch is so light, it could be imagined.
 
   Emma’s days become routine. Fuck Wren, go to work or classes, see Cam for a bit. Rinse and repeat. It keeps expectations low and Emma has always enjoyed the structure of routine. She leaves Wren’s bed where there are bite marks and no promises to see Cam, who seems to want every innocuous phrase to be taken as a vow. It’s strange and exciting all at once. Emma’s heart beats a little faster every time she’s with one or the other.
 
   It keeps her busy, doesn’t let up for the second she needs to wonder if what she’s doing is acceptable. Gone are the thoughts that she’s using Wren, that maybe she’s not over Cam at all. The questions that buzzed around when Wren did something downright domestic or sweet have vanished. Half because Emma doesn’t think about it and half because Wren isn’t really doing them anymore.
 
   Cam tells Emma that they really need to get their Christmas shopping done. She picks a Saturday afternoon when Emma isn’t working and says that they won’t be going home until they’ve both bought gifts for their significant others. Emma bristles at the non-invite, but goes along anyway. It’s the same shops, the same merchandise, but new deals. Cam walks briskly between aisles, holds up scarves and sweaters that are particularly ugly to make Emma smile.
 
   In those fleeting moments when Cam has made Emma a priority, she has always been able to make Emma happy. Sometimes she would sing in the car in a deep voice that would make Emma giggle. There was the time Emma failed an important test and Cam showed up with microwave popcorn and the dumbest comedy she could think of for a girl’s night in. It’s the moments in the middle, when work or other people are in the way, that are hell.
 
   “You should get Wren this,” Cam says and holds up a bright yellow blouse. Emma can see it now: Wren carefully unwrapping the gift and holding the blouse up as if it might burst into flames at any moment.
 
   They wind up in the jewelry section again with the same woman working, Betty, as if she’s been waiting for them to return. Betty watches Cam, asks her if she’d like to look at certain watches again. But Cam is already holding onto a bottle of cologne in a death grip. “Less meaning behind it,” she tells Emma.
 
   Emma’s drawn to the bracelets again. She picks up the one Wren already has with the black beads for inspiration, but it makes the decision that much harder. Emma’s mantra hasn’t included the adornments on Wren’s arms. The only time Emma ever notices them is when they brush against her body, along her stomach, when Wren is touching her.
 
   “What about this?” Cam holds up a silver bracelet. It’s small with a strange looking circle engraved in the middle of it, a snake eating itself, it looks like.
 
   It’s weird and it makes Emma uncomfortable just looking at it. It’s perfect for Wren, the weird girl. Emma takes it from Cam, holds it delicately in her hands. At the register, she looks at the gift wrapping options. “That one,” Emma points out. It’s a cartoonish Santa roll that is sure to make Wren roll her eyes.
 
   As the days grow colder, so does Wren. There are exams to think of, even though Wren is only taking a few classes this semester. She walks around with a camera strapped around her neck. She doesn’t take any pictures of Emma. The camera looks like an expensive fashion accessory. Calling Wren cold isn’t completely accurate. She is just as she was a few months ago. She doesn’t ask Emma about work, but then Emma doesn’t really wait for her to ask. As soon as she gets to Wren’s apartment, she talks about her day and Wren listens.
 
   It’s nice, letting someone know the details of her life. All of the ramblings that occur to Emma when she’s stocking or sitting in a particularly boring class. It’s only when she’s meeting Cam for coffee and listens to Cam talk about her day, beginning with her car having trouble starting, that the parallel between her talking to Wren and Cam talking to her becomes obvious. When did she start needing to talk about her day? Sometime between Wren fucking her senseless and Cam rejecting her for the fifth or sixth time.
 
   Emma drops off Wren at the airport, after exams and before Christmas time proper. Wren had told Emma that she didn’t need a ride, that she could just take a cab. But then their fucking the night before felt like a goodbye, the way Wren went down on her like all those times in the shower, when Emma was crying her eyes out. And there was the way Wren didn’t look Emma in the eyes before she kissed her. So Emma insisted, in the end, that she would drive Wren, force Wren to say goodbye.
 
   Emma turns to Wren after parking. Wherever Wren’s family lives, because she hasn’t told Emma, must be in a warmer climate since Wren is wearing a tanktop underneath her jacket. Wren carries only two small, ragged bags that have seen better days.
 
   “I’ll text you, while you’re gone,” Emma says, her hands still on the steering wheel. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Wren sits in the passenger seat, her seatbelt off, and her hands holding onto the straps of her bags. Her grip on the straps is strong enough for her knuckles to go white. She has no idea how to do any of this, Emma thinks.
 
   “I got you something,” Emma says. She twists around to pull the gift out from the backseat. She’d hidden it under a coat. 
 
   As expected, Wren rolls her eyes when she’s handed the gift, quirks her lips up at the sight of the Santa wrapping paper. She opens it carefully, pulling at each flap of paper until it’s completely unwrapped, the paper intact. She stares down at the box for a moment before pulling it open and holding the bracelet up to inspect it. She traces a finger across the engraving, her face hidden by her hair falling forward.
 
   “Thank you,” Wren mumbles and puts the bracelet on her right wrist. Despite the number of bracelets already hanging from her wrist, the new one stands out. Wordlessly, Wren places the wrapping paper on the center console, along with the box, and reaches into one of her bags to pull out a gift. She hands it to Emma unceremoniously.
 
   The gift is hard, but not a box, and wrapped in shiny blue paper. Emma rips into the paper, like she always has, and throws it into the backseat when it’s in shreds. She’s left holding a picture frame. Inside is a picture of Emma, sitting on the hood of her car, from the day she picked up Wren from work. The sun makes her hair look almost golden. Emma isn’t vain, has never thought that she’s a beauty queen, but she looks so beautiful in the picture that she can’t seem to look away.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispers.
 
   Wren clears her throat and that’s what makes Emma look away from the picture. The expression on Wren’s face makes Emma think she’s missing something, some hidden message, but just as quickly the look is gone and Wren has closed the distance between them to kiss her. The kiss is long, needy, and desperate. Everything that Wren has not been lately.
 
   “I’ll see you later,” Wren says as she pulls away, her hand already on the door handle.
 
   “Yeah, see you.”
 
   Wren pauses when she’s got her bags out of the car. Her arm rests on the door, ready to shut it behind her. “Hey,” she says. “Have fun.” She walks away without looking back.
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days before Christmas, Cam calls up Emma and says that Mark suddenly has to be out of town and they should spend the holiday together. It’s better than sitting at home alone, or hoping for Reese and Taylor to be working. Emma buys a ham and cookie dough, picks up some wine at the last second. She has an extra stick-on bow from someone’s birthday earlier in the year and attaches it to the wine bottle.
 
   Cam arrives carrying an overnight bag. “I hope I’m not being too forward,” she jokes. 
 
   They drink wine throughout the day, nibble on crackers and cheese. Cam tells Emma stories from her childhood while Emma cooks. “I’m only good for salads,” Cam explains. “And wine refills.”
 
   Spending a holiday with someone turns out to be a great way to bond. Cam is afraid of sharks, has been since she was a young girl. No one in her family is sure where the fear came from. Emma admits that she faked a fear of clowns to fit in during high school. Cam finds this so ridiculous that she laughs until tears spill out and her hand touches Emma’s arm.
 
   After dinner, they get good and drunk, as Emma’s family would say. Emma slips away long enough to call her family to wish them a Merry Christmas and to text Wren, who doesn’t text back. Cam doesn’t take the time to get in touch with her family. She says they celebrate Christmas Eve and she’d gotten the calls taken care of then.
 
   Since they’re inside, away from the cold weather, Cam changes into a tanktop and a pair of shorts. Emma’s pajama pants have squirrels on them and her shirt smells of Wren somehow. With so much wine in them, Emma can only focus on Cam’s bare arms, the way they flex when she moves to pick up her wine glass from the coffee table. For once, it’s nice to have someone over at Emma’s apartment.
 
   “I think I should come clean,” Cam says as she pours another glass of wine for them both. “Mark didn’t go out of town.” She pushes her hair back and the movement causes Emma to look at her arm again, where a bracelet with black beads is on her wrist.
 
   “So…” Emma says.
 
   Cam gulps and her eyes fill with tears. “We broke up.”
 
   It’s probably the wine that makes Emma’s head spin. It’s probably also why it feels like she’s having trouble breathing. “What? Why?” Emma asks, accusation in her tone.
 
   The tears are falling faster now and Cam looks around the room as if it will speak for her. A sob breaks forth and her shoulders shake. When she finally makes eye contact with Emma again, she shrugs. “I couldn’t dedicate myself to him,” she says.
 
   This is so much worse than those nights long ago when Emma brought ice cream to Cam because a guy didn’t call back. Ice cream and bad TV won’t help this, can’t solve any of it. Cam looks small on the couch. She’s never looked small. She’s never looked so damn helpless.
 
   “Please,” Cam whispers.
 
   Emma doesn’t let her finish. She kisses Cam tentatively. Tears fall between their lips. Cam’s mouth opens to sob again and Emma deepens the kiss. Cam tastes of wine and salty tears and the ham from dinner. Cam pulls Emma to her, her hands clutching Emma’s shirt tightly. Through it all, until the tears stop, Emma kisses her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The woman who picks up Wren is a stranger. She has strawberry blonde hair and a small upturned nose like Wren’s. Her lips are full and a deep red. “I’m Ellie! So excited to meet you,” she says. Of course, Roy Mathis would send his new assistant to pick up Wren from the airport. The girl talks incessantly in the car about how Wren is going to love the sunshine, how the weather is supposed to be beautiful all week. And Wren could use some sun by the looks of it. Wren twirls her new bracelet around her wrist and ignores Ellie.
 
   The Mathis home looks the same as ever. Bright yellow flowers circle around the front of the house. Roy’s stupid sports car is parked in the driveway. The sedan her mother drives and refuses to trade in is parked next to it. The gnome that Wren broke on her way to college lays in the same spot by a bush.
 
   The house is quiet until Ellie walks in. “Did you miss the flowers out front?” she asks. As if Wren cares about what her mother cares about. On cue, Roy Mathis walks downstairs and thanks Ellie for picking up Wren. Ellie blushes, actually fucking blushes. She can’t be much older than Wren.
 
   “How was the plane?” Roy asks.
 
   “Fine,” Wren says. “I’m going to go unpack.”
 
   Her room is unchanged. The sheets on the bed are a dark blue, probably washed just before she arrived. The candle she lit the last time she visited, during her freshman year, is still sitting on the nightstand. The only thing different is the stack of books on her desk. Books of poems by desperate housewives of the 1950s and 1960s that her mother has collected and a scrapbook filled with pictures of flowers. Wren leaves them alone.
 
   She takes off her jacket, throws it onto the floor next to her bags. She has no messages on her phone. She puts her phone back into her pocket and leaves the room, closing the door behind her. The hallway is lined with pictures of various Mathis family members. Grandpa Mathis in his military uniform, back when he was young. Wren’s mother on her wedding day. Wren’s school pictures. Roy before he had money, when he had to settle for a ten dollar haircut. Wren follows the trail of pictures down the hall to her parent’s bedroom.
 
   It’s two in the afternoon, but Wren’s mother is still in bed, huddled under a pile of blankets. The curtains are down to keep the sun out. A picture of Wren sits on the nightstand on her mother’s side of the bed.
 
   “Mom?” Wren calls.
 
   “Wren?” Her mother’s voice is muffled beneath all the covers. A small head pops out. “What? I didn’t know you were coming. Come here and sit.”
 
   Her mother sits up in the bed. Her eyes have bags under them and her brown hair hangs limply. Wren tries not to show the revulsion she feels as she sits on Roy’s side of the bed.
 
   “Your flowers look nice,” says Wren.
 
   “Thank you, sweetie.” Her mother smiles, transforms for a moment into a younger version of herself. “But tell me, what have you been up to? How’s Steve?”
 
   Wren kicks her shoes off and leans back against the pillows. The ceiling fan spins lazily. “Steve is Steve. I think he’s dating someone.”
 
   “And are you?”
 
   Wren’s eyes drop down to the bracelet. On the plane, she’d taken some of the others off, placed them in one of her bags for safe-keeping. “No. Sort of. It’s kind of fucked up.”
 
   “Some of the best relationships are,” her mother says, sighing.
 
   “We’re not--yeah, I guess so.”
 
   It’s hard to look at her mother, so small on the oversized bed. It’s like looking at an alternate universe version of herself. Wren older and having fallen on tough times. It’s worse than a body marred with scars. After all these years, her mother’s cheeks have become sunken in. It’s the price for having Wren and being married to Roy Mathis.
 
   There was a time when everyone in the house looked good. Wren raced around, her knees skinned. Days when makeup was still a foreign concept and smiles were freely given to all. Her mother’s lips were permanently stuck in a grin. Roy hadn’t developed a paunch, didn’t spend loads of money on hair products and tanning oils. His hair was full still instead of slicked back as it is now to hide the balding patch that most would never notice. When Wren closes her eyes, she can see it all.
 
   “Lily! Lily! Come down here!”
 
   Roy has mastered the art of interruption. His voice slices through the air, through the quiet moment between mother and daughter. Wren’s mother sighs and struggles with the covers until she is out and standing by the bed. She wears a pair of khakis and a brown blouse. At least she’s dressed for the day.
 
   “Better go see what he wants,” Wren says. She follows her mother down the stairs, running a finger down the dusty bannister as she goes. 
 
   Ellie is gone. Her presence will only be missed by one Mathis. Roy stares at Wren when she lights a cigarette in the house, but then her mother is doing the same, despite having quit years ago, and all of the challenge in his face evaporates. They sit in the kitchen. Wren with her foot tapping against the wooden chair, Roy with his hand hovering over his phone on the table, and Lily with one hand holding up her chin, her elbow pressed against the oak table.
 
   “The Mathis family together again,” Roy says. “Merry Christmas, Lily. I hope you like your surprise.”
 
   Wren rolls her eyes.
 
   Lily, partially hidden by the cloud of smoke in front of her, says, “Of course, Roy. Couldn’t have a better Christmas present.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren doesn’t offer to help her mother tend to her flowers. She sits on the porch and smokes cigarette after cigarette while her mother kneels in the dirt. The sun beats down on Lily’s face and back. Wren watches. There’s not much else to do. She didn’t even pack her camera. Her mother expresses some disapproval upon hearing that Wren hasn’t brought any pictures to show off.
 
   “How am I supposed to know how your pictures are going if you don’t show me?” she asks, wiping her brow with her arm.
 
   “It’s just a hobby,” Wren replies.
 
   She’s rewarded with a frown for that.
 
   Emma texts her sometimes. She says she’s been working her ass off at work trying to impress Ed again. It seems to be working. Ed even gave her a thumbs up after one shift. She tells Wren it’s nice to have a break from school, even though it just reminds her that her semester of student teaching is about to start. The anxiety Emma feels is apparent through the messages. Wren responds in short bursts. One and two word replies when she has her phone on her. Emma never complains about the mostly one-sided correspondence.
 
   Wren’s mother starts wearing bright colors on Wren’s third day at home. Rather than a moth confined in the large rooms of the house, Lily is like a butterfly flitting from the sunny kitchen with its bowl of fake fruit to the living room, covered in plants and paintings that feature streams. Roy watches the proceedings with an approving look. A man like Roy can’t help but look smarmy when he likes something. This is how Wren explains to herself the reason she keeps doing little things to annoy him. Things like leaving the television on in the living room all night, letting her fork fall onto her dinner plate with a clatter when she’s finished eating. Never enough for a confrontation. It’s high school all over again.
 
   Lily goes over each page of her scrapbook with Wren. Daisies are her mother’s favorite. Lily’s hands shake as they turn each page. This is what life is like without Wren. Wrinkles and long mornings in bed and flowers.
 
   On the third night, Wren keeps pouring drinks until Lily gets drunk. Roy is gone, having claimed to have an important meeting despite the holiday season. Wren’s mother takes the excuse easily, so used to his meetings.
 
   “What’s it like? For you?” Lily asks. She stirs her straw around her cocktail, takes another greedy gulp. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Love,” Lily says.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Wren says. Her mother hasn’t finished the latest drink, but Wren tops it off anyway to distract her. 
 
   “Alcohol can’t get you out of everything, Wren. Tell me what it’s like for you.”
 
   “I’m not in love. It’s not like that at all.”
 
   Lily pulls the pack of cigarettes closer and takes one out, lights it. “When you think no one is watching, you stare at that bracelet like you love and hate it all at once. You touch it like it might burn you, like it’s a handcuff. But sometimes you smile at it. If you’ve ever done that with another gift, I’m a dead woman sitting here talking to you. So what’s it like?”
 
   Wren lights a cigarette for herself, stares down at the table. “We’re not in a relationship. It’s not going to last.”
 
   Lily coughs, rubs at an eye. “Yeah, yeah. You don’t do relationships and yet you’re in love. Stop avoiding it. I imagine you’re not the sunshine and daisies type. Are you tortured by love? Scared of it?”
 
   “I don’t love her. I just care. And soon she’ll leave me for the girl she loves. That’s it,” Wren says.
 
   “Her? Well, there’s a curveball.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma sends fewer messages. Wren still checks her phone once or twice a day. Sometimes at the breakfast table, when she’s drinking black coffee and coaxing her mother to eat a bagel, she scowls at her phone. Sometimes it’s late at night when she’s the only one still awake and the covers on the bed feel like they’re strangling her. There are pictures of Emma on her phone. She looks at them when she’s in bed and Emma hasn’t messaged her. Emma laughing at a joke, Emma taking a shot, Emma lying in Wren’s bed. Wren places her phone firmly onto the nightstand, wills herself not to pick it up again. She does.
 
   Wren walks into town to pick up a gift for her parents. She’s dressed in her usual attire: a tanktop, a skirt, old tights. Her boots are close to falling apart. No one dresses like her here. The old ladies who walk around the mall for exercise stare at her like she might bite them. Wren doesn’t react.
 
   The stores in the mall are full of knick-knacks that look like they might break at any moment. She picks up a little bird’s nest, complete with fake bird and eggs. People actually buy this crap, she thinks. By the end of the afternoon, she has sweat running down her chest and arms. She carries a plain yellow tie for Roy and windchimes for Lily. If the chiming annoys Roy, even better.
 
   Wren is wrapping the gifts when her phone buzzes. The message might as well say: I feel guilty. Emma is going to spend Christmas with Cam. Wren finishes wrapping the gifts, leaves her phone upstairs, and goes down into the kitchen. There’s still some vodka left over from the other night.
 
   Roy sits at the kitchen table, his phone resting in front of him. It’s hard to leave it where anyone could pick it up when there are things you want to keep secret inside. He probably got Ellie a nice Christmas present.
 
   Wren goes about making her drink and sighs when Roy motions for her to sit with him. It was bound to happen at some point. It always does.
 
   “Your mother is doing so well right now,” Roy says.
 
   “I wonder why.”
 
   Roy shoots her a humorless smile. “You remember our little deal.”
 
   “Don’t tell Mom about your assistants, get money.” Wren takes a sip of her drink and lights a cigarette. It’s pure coincidence that she blows toward his face, of course.
 
   “I heard you have more incentive now,” he says, looking at the bracelet.
 
   Wren doesn’t answer. She tries not to look at the bracelet and gulps down most of her drink, willing it to start working soon.
 
   “You don’t have to worry about all that anymore. I’ll still send the money,” Roy says and looks down at his perfectly manicured nails. He has bags under his eyes. The fake tan he keeps all year long isn’t as grotesque anymore, like he’s trying to look more human. He plucks at one of his shirt sleeves, a movement that he would consider showing weakness.
 
   The table looks freshly polished. The cabinets that go around the room have decorative plates on top. Plates with nature scenes on them that Lily has collected over the years. Fragile Lily who is probably upstairs in bed, reading or asleep.
 
   “You want out now, but you don’t want to be the one to light the match,” Wren says.
 
   Roy smiles. His eyes still look worried. “I think we have a new understanding.” He gets up, grabs his phone, and starts for the stairs. “There’s more vodka in the cabinet by the sink.”
 
   Wren has two more drinks before going back to her bedroom. Everything feels fuzzy. She rips the pictures that have been tacked onto her bedroom walls down. Some of them are of friends from high school, people who never really knew her, people who she hasn’t spoken to since graduation. Others are pictures from around town, pictures that Wren took when she first got a personal camera. There’s the playground swings, one of them drooping more than the other from overuse. There’s the front of the high school, the parking lot empty. She leaves them all on the floor. The only picture she leaves on the wall is of her and her mother, back when Wren was twelve and her mother was writing poems of her own. They’re both happy. Their smiles are wide, their eyes almost closed from the bright sun.
 
   Wren strips down until she’s nude and crawls into the bed, leaving her phone on the nightstand. She could send a message to Emma. She’d answer either immediately or as soon as she wakes up. There’s nothing to say though. And that’s always the problem.
 
   Before sleep overtakes her, Wren pulls the bracelet off her wrist, reels backward from the force of it all, and shoves it down into the bottom of one of her bags.
 
    
 
    
 
   They celebrate Christmas like the family they once were. Lily makes coffee early in the morning, keeps it hot so that when Wren finally trudges downstairs she can enjoy it. They don’t have stockings, haven’t done that since Wren was a little girl who still got excited about coloring books and chocolate bars. But there are cookies with icing on them, shaped like snowmen and reindeer. Wren eats them for breakfast with her coffee. She has to go back upstairs to get the gifts for her parents.
 
   For the second time since Wren got home, Lily apologizes for not putting up a tree. “We don’t normally put one up anymore and I didn’t know you were coming.” Wren kisses her on the cheek in response.
 
   There has been time to buy a tree. Time to buy it and decorate it over eggnog, but Wren never brought it up. Christmas trees smell funny anyway and her mother would have insisted on a real one.
 
   There’s something deeply strange about wearing a tanktop and shorts on Christmas, but the weather is warm enough to warrant it. Wren’s mother wears a pastel shirt and capris and Roy wears a Hawaiian shirt so that Wren fits in after all. Though Lily’s eyes keep drifting down to Wren’s wrist, she doesn’t ask about the missing bracelet.
 
   Wren’s mother tears up when she opens up her gift. She wipes at her eyes, bringing more attention to it, and holds them up for Roy to inspect. “Oh, I know exactly where I’ll put them. Thank you, Wren.” And then Wren is getting kissed on the cheek and some of the tears fall there.
 
   “Oh, look, a tie,” Roy says. He raises his eyebrows at Wren.
 
   “It’s so pretty!” Lily exclaims. “That’s so nice of you, sweetheart.”
 
   Roy hands Wren an envelope. “Consider this a bonus,” he says quietly. It’s one of the more normal interactions that day and it makes Wren genuinely laugh.
 
   Her mother gives her an anthology of English poetry. The spine is already cracked. “I’m glad I got behind and didn’t send it off to your apartment,” says Lily.
 
   Wren drinks another cup of coffee while Roy hands each of them an orange. This part makes Wren roll her eyes. The orange, Roy says every Christmas, is meant to remind them all of the small things in life that are good. It’s always felt disgusting, eating an orange in such an extravagant house. Before Wren understood that Roy had hired someone to build the house just before they moved in, she imagined ghosts who lived there for hundreds of years. Ghosts who mocked them for eating a goddamn orange while Roy’s freshly washed sports car sits in the driveway.
 
   Lily insists on singing Christmas carols, just like when Wren was ten years old and thought she had a good singing voice. Roy sings in a deep voice, his mouth opening wide with each syllable. Wren’s mother has a high voice, the kind of voice that might lead a small church choir. It’s not great, but it works well enough. Wren makes it through three songs before she excuses herself to the bathroom and sneaks upstairs to her phone.
 
   She sends a quick message to Emma, wishing her a Merry Christmas. She places the phone back on the bed, above the covers, and goes back downstairs. She doesn’t expect a response anytime soon, not while Cam is there.
 
   On her last day at home, Wren helps her mother outside. She kneels next to Lily and pulls at weeds until her fingers are sore and dirt is caked under her nails. The windchimes are up and the slight breeze causes them to emit high, short notes. Lily smiles whenever the wind blows a little harder. Roy pulls up as they are finishing. Wren’s mother wipes her hands on her old pants and Wren grabs a dirty rag for the same purpose. Roy gives Wren the same nod he’s given her the last few days. A nod that says, come on, you can do it, just end it already.
 
   Wren rearranges her clothes that night. She takes each article of clothing out and puts them back in. When she comes across the bracelet, she holds it for a moment. It’s light, much lighter than it felt on her wrist at the kitchen table. She puts it back in the bag, on top of some clothes.
 
   Ellie’s supposed to take Wren to the airport late in the morning. The Mathis family drink coffee together. Lily eats a bagel without any coaxing from Wren but then turns around and tells Wren that she should eat one herself. Wren eats a few bites and then sets the bagel down. 
 
   “I can’t eat anymore,” she says. “It’ll make my stomach feel weird on the plane.”
 
   Roy watches Wren intently the entire time. 
 
   Ellie arrives thirty minutes before they have to leave for the airport. She’s chipper, asking how everyone’s holiday was, complimenting the flowers outside, probably for the umpteenth time.
 
   “Don’t you have a camera somewhere?” Wren asks Roy.
 
   “In my office.”
 
   “Can you get it? Wouldn’t it be nice to have a family photo before I leave again? I’m sure Ellie won’t mind taking it for us.” Wren smiles sweetly.
 
   Everything is silent in the kitchen for a moment. Ellie breaks the silence, gushing that she would absolutely love to help out. Roy is slow to respond, but rises from his seat to go get the camera.
 
   When Lily smiles her upper gums show. Her cheekbones seem severe when she does it. She hasn’t smiled like that in some time, but Wren mimics it in front of the camera and places her arm protectively around her mother. Roy stands behind them.
 
   “This looks terrific,” Ellie says. “I’m going to get a few more, just in case.”
 
   On the third picture, Lily squeezes Wren’s torso.
 
   “I’m trying not to get teary,” Lily says.
 
   Outside, Wren holds onto her two bags on the front porch, shifting weight from foot to foot. Lily hasn’t looked so healthy in years. She wipes her tears away hastily and pulls Wren into a tight hug.
 
   “Don’t wait so long to come back,” she whispers into Wren’s ear. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   “I can’t bear to actually watch you leave,” Lily says and goes back inside. 
 
   It leaves Roy in front of Wren and Ellie behind her, waiting against her little red sedan. In the past, Roy has said quick goodbyes. Sometimes because he has to run off to work, sometimes because he’s just no good at saying goodbye. But now, in front of Wren, he looks as scared as she’s ever seen him. His eyes begin to water. He doesn’t let any tears fall. His lip quivers.
 
   “Looks like you’re staying,” Wren says. “I’ll see you around.”
 
   Ellie is chatty in the car. When Wren doesn’t answer her questions in more than one or two words, Ellie begins telling Wren about her Christmas. She had the great fortune of spending Christmas afternoon by the pool, and if that’s not the greatest thing ever, Ellie doesn’t know what is. Wren tunes her out for the most part. Her phone sits in her pocket with no messages.
 
   The coward is stuck. He’ll never get the nerve to leave himself. Wren smiles.
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren doesn’t get a chance to call a cab when she lands. Emma is waiting outside on the sidewalk. Her shoulders are hunched and her hair falls into her eyes. Before Emma can spot her, Wren sets one of her bags down and searches it until she finds the bracelet and a jacket. She throws both on and picks the bag up again, right as Emma sees her. Emma doesn’t smile.
 
   “Hey,” Wren says. She doesn’t move toward Emma. The body language says it all. There are no alarm bells, no anger, just cool resignation. Wren adjusts her bags. “Where are you parked?”
 
   Things are too quiet in the car at first. Emma drives with her hands positioned at ten and two, her knuckles white from her grip. They’re almost to Wren’s when Emma speaks. “I fucked up.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   They don’t speak again until they’re at Wren’s and Emma asks to come upstairs. They go into the apartment, through the living room, straight to Wren’s bedroom. Wren doesn’t unpack. She tosses the bags near the closet for later. Wren walks around the room, inspects the walls and floor. Nothing has moved. It’s the recovery period, adjusting back to real life.
 
   Emma stands inside the bedroom with her arms crossed over her chest. Her facial expression is similar to Roy’s before Wren left. Wren likes Emma a lot more than Roy, so she sits on the bed and pats the spot next to her. Emma sits like she’s expecting a needle to be hidden there, just sharp enough to prick her.
 
   “I didn’t fuck her,” Emma whispers. “She was crying and upset and I don’t know, I kissed her.”
 
   “Okay,” says Wren.
 
   They sit in silence again. Wren doesn’t mind. She’s spent a good portion of her life in the kind of quiet that would drive most people mad. Maybe that’s what finally got to her mother.
 
   Wren looks at all the pictures on the wall. At some point between high school and college she stopped taking so many pictures of people and started concentrating on nature and buildings. Those things tend to outlast people, so maybe it wasn’t such a strange move, after all.
 
   Emma’s hands shake and she brings them together to try to hide it. Wren has seen Emma act like this before, back when Cam would hold Emma’s hand underneath the table, back when their date ended in disaster. The betrayal Emma thought she carried out against Cam when she started sleeping with Wren looks like nothing in hindsight. Because the Emma next to Wren now looks more broken and scared than any Emma she’s ever seen before.
 
   “What do you want now?” Wren asks.
 
   It’s impossible to ask the question without thinking back to the bathroom at the bar. There will be more times that Wren has to ask Emma the same question. It’s the nature of what they’re doing. Because Emma will tell every little detail of her day, if she stubbed her toe or mispronounced a word, but she won’t tell Wren the answer of this question until Wren asks. Maybe one day the bathroom won’t be the first thing Wren thinks of because there will be too many places to think about, places that she’s asked this question.
 
   Emma looks around, trying to find the answer somewhere on the wall or in Wren’s hair. Emma takes a long time to answer, minutes at least, long enough for Wren to smoke half a cigarette, which means Emma and Cam have talked and whatever Cam said has made the question harder to answer. Wren scratches at the skin beneath the bracelet.
 
   “I’m with you,” Emma finally says.
 
   “But what do you want?” Wren says.
 
   Emma flinches, searches the room again. When she makes eye contact with Wren, her eyes fill up with tears.
 
   It shouldn’t really be like this, Wren knows. Wren shouldn’t be the one to demand hard answers. She should be fucking Emma right now, taking what she can get until it’s too late. Because Emma might have gotten Wren a Christmas present, but it takes more than that and Cam will always be around.
 
   “You,” Emma whispers, her voice strained.
 
   It doesn’t matter that she can’t say the full sentence anymore, that it feels more like a defeat than a victory. Wren stubs her cigarette out and kisses Emma even though the tears flow harder. Emma doesn’t cry quietly, not like all of those times in the shower that Wren ignored. 
 
   Despite it all, Emma moans when Wren licks a nipple or nibbles at her throat. She grabs onto Wren’s hand when Wren is taking too long and guides it to her cunt. Wren can take a hint. It’s one of the few things she’s good at. So she fucks Emma with quick, harsh strokes that cause Emma to hiss between sobs. Minutes after Emma’s back arches off the bed, she whispers “thank you” into the air. Wren doesn’t respond.
 
    
 
    
 
   Nothing is normal after. Cam wears a bracelet that looks exactly like one that Wren has. Cam’s also coming out more, without Mark. She never mentions him. He must have said something about college campuses being perfectly safe for young women. After the third night of going out and seeing Cam, Wren takes off her bracelet with the black beads and puts it into a drawer to be forgotten.
 
   Cam and Emma dance, as friends, Emma says. Wren spends time with Taylor. Reese has always been more talkative, more willing to tell Wren something of herself. Taylor compliments Wren on her new bracelet, holds onto Wren’s hand while she looks at it. When she asks where Wren got it and Wren says Emma’s name, she doesn’t give Wren a meaningful look or say that it was so nice of Emma. She just says cool and goes about her business. That cements in Wren’s mind that Taylor is the perfect person to spend time with at the bar now.
 
   Taylor still blushes when Reese says a flirty comment and tries to look at Reese’s ass when Reese is bending over, but the nervousness she used to show before is gone. She’s no longer afraid to get caught and that makes Wren smile.
 
   They spend New Year’s at the bar. Wren ignores the extra bartender for the night, the same guy from Halloween, and only orders from Reese or Taylor. Steve wears large glasses that light up and a cheap headband with fuzzy balls sticking up on each side. The hostess is there. Victoria is her name, Wren finally remembers.
 
   “Shots at midnight,” Steve keeps reminding Wren.
 
   “Don’t you have someone to kiss then?” Wren asks.
 
   Steve shrugs. “I’ll find a way to do both. Smoke?” 
 
   Cam and Emma are deep in conversation. Emma is probably expressing distress about student teaching again. They don’t notice when Steve and Wren slip away. Victoria is in the bathroom.
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Steve asks as soon as his cigarette, borrowed from Wren, is lit. 
 
   “What?”
 
   Steve shakes his head, causing the fuzz balls to move side to side violently. He exhales slowly. “Paradise is troubled. You’re hanging out with Taylor all the time here. Emma is like a kitten and Cam is a bowl of milk. What the fuck? Is Cam tugging her around again or what?”
 
   Wren pulls her jacket closer around herself. She watches as a guy outside lifts up his date and twirls her around. Miraculously, though they wobble, he doesn’t drop her. Steve snaps his fingers to get her attention again. “They kissed on Christmas,” Wren says.
 
   “God, it’s like pulling teeth. And?”
 
   “And that’s it. They kissed. They’re friends again. Emma comes home with me. It’s the same as it’s always been.” Wren glares at Steve.
 
   “Yeah, well, it wasn’t that way for a little while,” says Steve.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Wren mutters. “You ready to go back inside?”
 
   Steve hasn’t smoked all of his cigarette, but puts it out anyway. “Yeah, if you’re not going to be a mopey cunt.”
 
   That makes Wren smile. She punches him in the arm and follows him back inside. Victoria doesn’t give her a look that says she’d stab Wren if she had a knife handy. In fact, she smiles at Wren. So, Wren buys her a shot, in case it will keep the good mood going.
 
   Truthfully, Victoria and Steve make a striking couple, even if Steve would hate them being called a couple. Victoria is shorter than Wren and barely comes to Steve’s chest, but she is burly and looks like she could keep up with Steve. She isn’t beautiful, not like Emma, but she would be Wren’s first choice of all the girls she knows if Wren needed help in a fight. For Wren, that’s a compliment.
 
   The drunker Steve gets, the more he wants to dance. He switches from dancing with Victoria to grabbing Wren and spinning her around until she dances with him. It’s almost like it was months ago, when Wren didn’t worry about Emma so much and she made sure Steve got home safely most nights. 
 
   Victoria grabs onto Wren’s hand and twirls her around. Steve claps at that.
 
   The bar is decorated, probably by Reese. Black and silver streamers hang high above everyone’s heads, so high that no one can touch them. Reese and Taylor both wear plastic top hats, but like Halloween the hats don’t last long. It’s apparent, looking around, that Halloween is more important than New Year’s, that the few decorations are up just for the customers.
 
   Emma invades Wren’s space to hand her a fresh drink and dance with her. Her free hand runs down Wren’s back. She smiles at Wren, not the carefree one that she gives in Wren’s bed, but one that seems to ask if everything will be okay in the end. Wren kisses her chastely.
 
   “Are you having fun?” Emma asks.
 
   “Yeah. Are you?”
 
   “I am now,” Emma says, and motions for Wren to spin her around. “I set my picture up next to my bed. It’d be better if it was one of both of us.”
 
   “Mm,” says Wren.
 
   Behind Emma, Steve is dancing with Victoria and makes a silly face at Wren. He holds Victoria closer, only leans back to take a shot. After, he passes Emma and Wren on his way closer to the speakers, dragging Victoria behind him.
 
   “Is Riggs falling in love?” Emma asks.
 
   “Hm?” 
 
   “With that Victoria girl,” Emma explains.
 
   Wren watches the way Steve dances with Victoria. “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   They join Cam at the bar soon after. A man wearing a sports jersey sits next to Cam and talks to her. She keeps looking to Emma but doesn’t say anything. Emma nods at the glances, understanding whatever Cam is trying to say without words, and puts an arm around Cam. Wren can’t see Emma’s face. Emma’s been sitting between her and Cam. The man quickly loses interest and leaves for the group of people watching Steve make a fool of himself.
 
   Emma doesn’t move her arm after he’s gone. It’s not a particularly romantic gesture, the way she has her arm around Cam’s shoulders. Wren slides off of her seat and goes to the bathroom. Even though the bar is busier than normal, she doesn’t have to wait in line. A poster is taped to the door, advertising karaoke. 
 
   The bathroom is clean. It’s surprising considering it’s busy enough that Reese and Taylor don’t have a chance to leave the bar. The music sounds muffled in the room.
 
   Wren’s not sure how long she sits there. Either no one else has a full bladder or they just go on into another bathroom when the door is locked. She’s put on her normal amount of makeup and under the bright light it makes her look exhausted. She tries to flatten her hair, but it bounces back into waves. 
 
   “Wren?” Emma’s voice is recognizable but quiet on the other side of the door.
 
   Wren opens it and smirks. “Almost midnight?”
 
   “Yeah, you coming?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Steve has an arm around Victoria’s shoulders. Her entire body looks like it’s trying to stay upright from the added weight. Cam has a shot in front of her, the same color as the one that Steve is holding. There isn’t a shot for Wren or Emma. Reese looks at the clock, turns around and quickly pours something into two glasses for Wren and Emma. Whiskey.
 
   “Enjoy,” Reese smiles.
 
   The music cuts out right in the middle of a song. Everyone in the bar moves to stand either by friends or by their dates. Emma is staring at Wren, trying to get her attention with just her eyes. Wren watches Reese and Taylor behind the bar. As everyone begins to count down, Reese and Taylor shove the last of the shots they’ve been making in front of guests and move to stand near each other. The guest bartender keeps on pouring beers.
 
   As the crowd finishes counting, the place erupts into cheers. Steve kisses Victoria quickly and takes a shot with Cam. Reese and Taylor lean into one another to share a moment. Emma pulls on Wren’s neck until their lips are touching. She slips her tongue into Wren’s mouth. When they break apart, she says something that sounds too much like “I love you.” Wren picks up her whiskey, raises it to Reese and Taylor, and waits for Emma to pick up her own. 
 
   “To a new year,” Wren says and drinks all of it at once.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma talks about her time spent with Cam and Wren lets her. Cam has read a new book that Emma should. There’s a new diner opening up that Cam wants to try and wouldn’t it be nice if everyone went together? Steve could even bring Victoria if he wanted. If she’s not talking about going out, Emma rants about student teaching. How waking up so early is going to be the death of her, how watching in the back is utterly boring. The students barely turned around to look at her after the first day. She’s spotted at least two male students drawing a penis or boobs on scrap paper.
 
   Wren stays quiet mostly. It’s amazing how different the interactions are between the three girls in the group. Cam knows little about Emma because she asks only a few questions about Emma and Wren knows so much because she asks Emma nothing at all. Emma just has to fill the silence in some way.
 
   Wren goes to classes like the good little student she’s never been. She reads all of the assigned reading. Sometimes Emma drones on in the background while Wren reads about long dead white men. When it becomes too boring, Emma pulls Wren’s textbook away and kisses her until Wren takes charge. When Emma is on top, her chest heaving, she sometimes looks toward the candle next to the bed. She never reaches for it and Wren never asks her to get it. Like many things in life, Emma isn’t ready for it. Wren has rarely been the pushy type.
 
   Emma still prefers to fuck Wren with her fingers. She pulls on Wren’s nipples and kisses her until Wren’s lips swell. On the occasion that she does go down on Wren, it’s like an apology. She compliments Wren, the words said right up against Wren’s flesh, until Wren grabs her head and holds her steady. Shut up, the motion says, stop talking. 
 
   Emma’s words begin to mean less and less. The only time Wren can shut her up completely is when she’s fucking Emma. A bite mark on Emma’s shoulder or a move to touch her clit can stop any words that threaten to spill out.
 
   Wren works late one night. She’s covering for Steve. He offers her a six-pack or a carton of cigarettes, but Wren waves him off. 
 
   It’d been a misunderstanding between him and Victoria. She thought they had a date planned, he thought it was just idle talk between the two of them. So Wren closes the restaurant, sweeps the floor in a hurried fashion, and tells Emma that she won’t be coming out after all. It’s not like they were going to do anything but drink together anyway.
 
   Dave is happy enough that it’s Wren closing instead of Steve. They sneak away for cigarettes together and talk about asshole customers. Water cooler talk for people like them. The customers don’t even bother Wren. Not really. In a way, she’s missed the smell of burgers since her schedule has gone down to three days a week.
 
   Dave sheds his button-up shirt on the way to his car. He doesn’t shiver in the cold, out there in the parking lot in only a white t-shirt. Wren hasn’t brought a change of clothes for once. Since he leaves first, she sits in her car and smokes an entire cigarette while music blares from her car speakers. There’s still time to go home and shower, put on more makeup, and make it out to the bar. But there’s also that book Lily gave her that is sitting in one of her bags, right by her closet. It won’t interest her, not in the way Lily probably pored over it.
 
   The only message Wren has missed is from Steve, thanking her again. He owes her a million, he says. She won’t hold him up to it. She never does. She lights another cigarette and heads home, speeding through side streets. She leaves her driver side window down and cold air blows across her face. She turns the heat on full blast. 
 
   She does shower, if only because it’s the first thing she normally does. She goes through the motions mechanically. First shampooing and conditioning her hair, then slathering body wash all over herself. Wren lets her hair air dry and puts on oversized pants and a tanktop. She holds the book from her mother in her hands but doesn’t open it. She smokes and stares at the cover for what feels like hours.
 
   Her trance is broken by her phone ringing. Usually she lets it ring until it goes to voicemail. If it’s important, the other person will text or call again. Most things aren’t all that important. It’s after two in the morning and the name Emma is on the screen.
 
   “Hey,” Wren says into the phone. Her voice is rough from all the cigarettes. She takes a drink of water.
 
   “Wren! I’m outside. I took a cab over and I don’t have enough money to pay. Can you, you know?”
 
   Wren’s already off the bed and looking for her wallet. It’s freezing outside, but she goes down in her pajamas anyway. The driver looks unamused, as if his night will become infinitely better as soon as Wren takes Emma off his hands. Emma sits in the back seat, her hands in her lap, her hair a tangled mess. A street lamp lights the back seat a little and Wren can see that Emma’s cheeks are flushed. She’s biting her lip. Drunk. No, not drunk. Emma is wasted. Wren adds another fifteen dollars to the total and hands the money to the driver. The frown on his face becomes a little less severe.
 
   Emma is hard to get up the stairs to Wren’s apartment. She actively tries to help, which makes Wren’s job harder. “I can walk myself!” Emma spits out. She trips and hits her head against the wall. After that, it’s easier to corral her into the apartment. She flops down on Wren’s bed and grabs hold of the book.
 
   “Oh, what’s this?” asks Emma.
 
   “A book.” Wren pries it from Emma’s fingers, smiles at the confused expression on Emma’s face. “I read sometimes.” She sets the book safely on the floor next to her side of the bed.
 
   Emma rambles on about the bar. Taylor was particularly friendly. Reese kept making Emma take shots. Wren exits the room and gets a glass of water for Emma and Emma talks the entire time. She’s so happy that it’s Friday, because she doesn’t think she could wake up early enough for school in the morning. She says all of this with her eyes closed, Wren’s covers clutched in her hands.
 
   “You need to sleep,” says Wren.
 
   “I can’t. Not yet. There’s a thing and I can’t sleep.”
 
   “Well, try. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
 
   Wren sits on the edge of the bed and smokes, ignores the soreness in her throat. If there’s a time to cut back, it’s not when a frustrated and intoxicated Emma is lying next to her. And why is it always Wren’s job to take care of Emma? Wren’s only gone to Emma’s once while drunk and that was to check on Emma and make sure everything was fine. They don’t go to Emma’s at all.
 
   “Can you help me shower?” Emma asks.
 
   “You need to sleep.”
 
   “Please?”
 
   Wren has to undress Emma. She’s too unsteady to do it herself. She smiles uneasily as Wren carefully takes off her shirt and then her pants. Emma attempts to reach behind herself and undo the clasp on her bra, but even that is beyond her abilities at the moment. That’s when it becomes obvious that Emma won’t be able to wash herself, not well anyway. Wren instructs Emma to sit on the toilet while she takes her own clothes off.
 
   Under the spray of water, Emma sputters. Wren doesn’t attempt to wash Emma’s hair, just focuses on cleaning her body. The longer they’re in the shower, the more Emma’s eyes become less cloudy and more focused. She watches as Wren spreads the body wash along her arms, carefully rinses them before kneeling to wash Emma’s legs.
 
   Emma looks up at the ceiling then. Her face is all concentration, like she’s trying to memorize every centimeter. The water beats down on Wren’s face so that she has to look down again, back at her task. Even with the sweet smell of the body wash, Wren can smell something else. Emma’s scent. But they used to fuck in the shower. Maybe that’s all it is. Her body is used to getting pleasure in Wren’s shower and it’s simply reacting automatically.
 
   Wren runs her hands up Emma’s legs, trying to ignore the way her own body reacts to Emma’s scent. As she brushes her fingertips along Emma’s inner thighs, she feels wetness. Wren looks up again, even though it causes water to fall into her eyes. Emma won’t look down. Wren runs her fingers up higher until she touches Emma’s cunt. She knows Emma’s body. After so many months, it’s impossible not to know it well. And Emma doesn’t get this wet, so wet that her thighs become slick, unless she’s just been fucked.
 
   Wren swallows and calmly completes her task of washing Emma. Each time she feels Emma’s wetness, she has to stop the impulse to do something stupid, like fuck her. When Emma was on the bed, when Wren was trying to be a good friend and get her cold water, it hadn’t only been Reese and Taylor that Emma talked about. Of course not. Cam, Cam, Cam. Emma and Cam drinking, taking shots, making out in the bathroom. Fucking in Cam’s car. Laughing at Wren waiting at home. Like Lily.
 
   Emma cries the entire time Wren towels off both of their bodies. She spends minutes on Emma, gently running the towel across her body. She doesn’t go near Emma’s cunt again. She dries herself hastily, so rough that her skin feels sensitive after. She keeps a vacant expression on her face while she combs the knots out of Emma’s damp hair. Through it all, Emma weeps.
 
   “This wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” Emma says after Wren tucks her into bed. “She was supposed to forget about me. Or just be friends. And I was going to be with you. We don’t love each other, but it’s nice, isn’t it? And now she’s ruined it all.”
 
   “Emma, we all make choices. You did tonight.”
 
   “I didn’t choose her. I wouldn’t. So much has happened since we started.” Emma rubs her face. The tears continue to fall. A yawn sneaks out. “I’ve fucked it all up again, but I didn’t choose her.”
 
   Wren doesn’t say anything and all of the fight seems to have left Emma’s body. She looks broken and fragile as she drifts into sleep, her body curled toward Wren. 
 
   The night had felt off from the start. Closing at work after so long without doing it. Thinking of her mother when she normally doesn’t. Answering the phone. Wren drinks more of her water and smokes one last cigarette. Her throat will feel raw in the morning, but it doesn’t matter.
 
   “You will,” she whispers to Emma’s sleeping form as she turns off the light and pulls the covers over herself.
 
    
 
    
 
   Steve sits on the curb outside Wren’s apartment complex. He puts a bottle concealed by a bag up to his lips. Despite the harsh wind, he wears a light jacket. His knuckles are red. Wren walks up carrying her backpack and smoking a cigarette.
 
   “Hello, gorgeous,” Steve slurs.
 
   “Coming up?” Wren asks as she walks by him. 
 
   This visit has been inevitable. Wren hasn’t waited for him after work. She’s finished her side work as quickly as possible and left without saying goodbye. She’s gone out only on karaoke nights for two weeks in a row, citing a growing mountain of school work to get done. Emma has been guarding her on the nights that she does go out. She doesn’t let Wren out of her sight, much to Steve’s annoyance. Emma keeps a protective arm around Wren. Cam looks at Wren with something like smugness on her face. Emma follows Wren home every one of those nights and fucks Wren until she orgasms at least once. Yeah, Wren thinks, Steve was going to turn up sooner or later.
 
   Steve falls onto the couch and offers the bottle to Wren. “I was planning on sharing the whole thing with you, but then I got bored so most of it’s gone.”
 
   It’s cheap vodka. Steve must think this problem can be solved quickly. Wren smirks and takes the bottle from Steve. She doesn’t bother with walking into the kitchen for glasses or something to mix it with. It’s a straight from the bottle kind of day. She’s had Steve’s penis in her mouth, she can drink after him.
 
   “So, what’s happened?” Steve asks.
 
   “What makes you think something’s happened?”
 
   “Shit.” Steve groans. “That bad, huh? I would have brought something better if I’d known. Shit, shit.” He feels inside the pocket of his jacket and laughs. “Ah, here we go. I’m not completely useless to you, after all.” He produces a joint and hands it to Wren, bowing.
 
   “It’s not a big deal,” Wren says, but lights it anyway.
 
   “That’s bullshit. I know you, Wren. You can go around and fool everyone else with that aloof, high and mighty shit, but I see right through. And since Emma’s been sinking her little possessive claws into you every chance she gets, don’t tell me it has nothing to do with her,” Steve says.
 
   “Wow,” Wren replies, unfazed, and passes the joint to him.
 
   “Stop prolonging the moment, sweetheart.”
 
   Wren shrugs. “Emma and Cam fucked the night I closed for you.”
 
   Steve closes his eyes. “That’s a lot of information in one sentence.”
 
   “You would have asked when.”
 
   Steve nods and takes the bottle back from Wren, as if the news is harder for him than anyone else. And he is hurting, there’s no doubt about that. His heart hurts because Wren is being fucked over, has been from the start. Only Wren always knew how it would end.
 
   “Cam didn’t tell me,” Steve admits. “She seemed a little conflicted about something the other day, but it wasn’t that bad, so I didn’t ask. Fuck, I’m sorry, Wren.”
 
   “Don’t get all emotional on me now, Steve. We always knew the score,” Wren says and takes the bottle of vodka back. There’s only enough for two more swigs and Wren takes them both.
 
   “You’re still fucking her?” Steve asks, disgust in his voice.
 
   “Something like that. For now.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me? What? For now? You realize that the longer you let this go on the more likely it is for drama to occur, right? And I love you, Wren, but fuck that. Steve doesn’t do drama. Alright? So, fix it.”
 
   Wren shrugs again. She doesn’t lay into him about how it’s not really her mess to fix. Everyone who knows them can probably see that Emma is too confused to fix it herself. Loving Cam is so comfortable that she can’t set that particular torch down. Whatever Emma feels for Wren, because Wren will never let her voice it, just complicates the easy equation that has been Emma’s mantra for years: Emma plus Cam equals true love.
 
   Wren takes the joint again. True love doesn’t exist in this world. Never has, never will.
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren throws away the book her mother gave her. She doesn’t attempt to read it, just tosses it in the garbage can one morning while she’s drinking her black coffee. She pulls off the bracelet, but isn’t able to toss it. Not yet. Instead she finds the old box she’s kept under her bed for years, moving it from place to place, and sets it in there.
 
   The box has all kinds of things in it. A picture of Steve chugging a beer. A picture of Lily reading, unaware of Wren’s presence. The copy of the book that Wren had to read for the group project she did with Emma. An old pill Wren forgot to take.
 
   Wren waits for Steve after work. She still doesn’t go out, but sharing a cigarette in the parking lot is enough for Steve to feel assured that Wren isn’t broken. Victoria joins some days and Steve goes back and forth between bumming from Wren and Victoria even though Victoria smokes menthols and Wren doesn’t. 
 
   Wren changes her schedule again. It’s only up to four days, with the ability to work all day on the weekends, and Dave gives her shit for it for a few minutes. It’s not so bad since Victoria is still out of her hating Wren phase and that means she’s not punishing Wren with shitty tables. 
 
   Emma pouts in Wren’s bed when Wren breaks the news, says with her student teaching and still having to work most evenings they’ll rarely see each other. Wren lies right through her teeth and tells Emma she needs the money and Emma’s complaints immediately die out. Money is one thing Emma understands.
 
   Steve keeps asking Wren if she’s fixed it, though it’s apparent to everyone involved that nothing has changed. Emma looks at Wren like she can end the world at the touch of a button and Cam looks at her like every word out of her mouth might as well be “I’m going to win” or “fuck you.” Through it all, Emma looks uncomfortable, Wren refuses to show any emotion at all, and Steve puts forth some effort to make it seem like a normal night, like things aren’t ready to implode.
 
   The day is different when Wren wakes up. The sun is shining a little brighter and her bedroom window isn’t freezing when she touches the glass. Calm. That is how everything feels. Wren doesn’t go to class because of it. She’s seen the signs. Today is going to be a big day, might as well enjoy it.
 
   She starts drinking before noon. Not in the desperate way of her teen years, as she watched Lily start to shrink away from the family. She drinks like Steve would on a boat with a limited supply of alcohol, making each sip count and enjoying the sunlight. It’s karaoke night and she can’t drink so much that she’s wasted before she gets there.
 
   Wren walks to the bar. There’s no way that she’ll be able to drive at the end of the night, that is already certain. It takes some convincing for Emma to meet her there. Emma likes to go to Wren’s straight after school, to shower and change and tell Wren about her day. Emma’s almost to the point where she’ll get to help out in the classroom, do more than just watch, and Emma’s growing more jittery by the day.
 
   “Whiskey night,” Wren tells Reese when she arrives. Her cheeks are pink from the temperature outside and her fingers are cold even though she walked with them in her pockets. Emma might be inside, but Wren doesn’t look around yet.
 
   “God, I wish I was you tonight,” Reese says as she hands Wren her drink.
 
   Wren smirks. “Maybe not,” she says, but Reese is already gone. 
 
   Wren watches as Reese whispers something in Taylor’s ear that makes Taylor smile. For once, Wren doesn’t want to watch them. She doesn’t want to see how the months have changed them from co-workers and friends to whatever they are now, because Wren has never asked for actual details. She turns abruptly and heads into the other room.
 
   Cam and Emma are already standing around, holding drinks and talking to one another. Whatever it is that they’re talking about, Emma stops when she sees Wren. She heads over and grabs onto Wren’s hand, pulls her over to where she’d just been standing. Cam’s wearing that damn bracelet. Good, why not. Wren’s is gone. Wren has all of her others still. And then Steve’s walking up to them, his hands lifted high in the air, a bottle of beer in one hand.
 
   “Time to party!” Steve says.
 
   “Where’s Victoria?” asks Wren.
 
   “Vicki needed an early night in,” Steve says. He pulls Wren to him and starts dancing. The song is a folk one and everyone else in the bar looks a little confused. It’s not easy to dance to and it’s such an unusual choice that most stand in place, gawking at the DJ.
 
   “Come on, get into it,” Steve says. By the middle of the song, he gives up, pats Wren on the back. “Not every song is meant to be a dance hit.”
 
   Emma’s eyes follow Wren around, whether Wren is standing next to her or if she goes to the bar for another drink. She looks undecided about God knows what. But then that’s not quite right, because the only thing Emma is ever truly undecided about is her love life. So Wren takes shots with Steve and Emma looks at her with concerned eyes.
 
   “So what’d you do today?” asks Emma when they go outside to smoke. Emma bums one from Wren even though she hasn’t had nearly enough alcohol. 
 
   “Nothing really. Just relaxed.”
 
   Steve comes out then and bums a cigarette from Wren. Emma shoots looks toward Steve meant to make him feel uncomfortable, to get him to leave, but he just ruffles her hair and wonders aloud when Victoria is going to try to get buddy buddy with Wren, maybe paint each others nail or something. Wren rolls her eyes and Steve laughs.
 
   Emma’s so intent on trying to get Wren alone that she asks to smoke another cigarette when Steve stubs his out and makes to go inside. It’s so obvious, like everything that Emma does.
 
   “Come on inside,” Wren says. “If we really need to talk, we can go to one of the bathrooms. Like old times.” She winks. It’s meant to embarrass Emma, make her blush and say nevermind, but she agrees to it. 
 
   Wren sighs as she follows Emma toward the back of the bar. It’s all going to happen before she expected it to, and there isn’t time to stop at the bar and get another drink.
 
   As soon as Wren locks the door behind them, she kisses Emma. She pushes her hands underneath Emma’s shirt and runs her hands up and down her sides. Emma wants to talk, but Wren has gotten good at shutting her up. Wren has never been shy about fighting dirty. She kisses along Emma’s throat, pulls her hair to the back of her neck to keep it out of the way. Whatever Emma has wanted to say dies the moment that Wren pushes her thigh between Emma’s legs.
 
   “Let’s just have fun,” Wren says.
 
   The only response she gets is a brief nod of Emma’s head, but it’s enough. Wren unbuttons Emma’s jeans and pulls them down to her knees. She feels Emma through Emma’s panties. Wren nips at Emma’s earlobe, does the same to her neck and shoulder, right over the fabric of her shirt. And then she moves Emma’s panties to the side to slip her fingers into Emma’s cunt. 
 
   Wren’s made her mark on Emma. Left her with scratch marks down her back some nights, taught her what Wren likes done to her body, shown Emma things that she likes that Emma would have never tried before. Emma couldn’t think about sex before Wren without blushing and now she’s the kind of girl to fuck in a bathroom and ask for more.
 
   Wren holds her up against the wall and watches as Emma’s eyes close. She doesn’t know how Emma and Cam fucked, never wanted to ask for details. If it was in the car or one of their apartments. If Emma came.
 
   Wren uses her palm to put pressure on Emma’s clit, adds a third finger. She works her fingers in and out until Emma’s head thuds back into the wall. 
 
   Emma likes to kiss while she’s being fucked. Sometimes, when Wren is kissing her shoulder or using her mouth on one of Emma’s tits, Emma gets frustrated and pulls on Wren’s head until she kisses Emma again. But tonight, when Wren can feel Emma is getting close to orgasm, she watches, refuses to kiss her at all. Emma’s mouth is open, trying to keep her breathing somewhat under control. When she orgasms, Emma’s eyes are open, staring at Wren with a mixture of pleasure and confusion.
 
   Emma pulls Wren to her, hugs her, and tries to switch their positions. Wren, however, walks calmly over to the sink and washes her hands. But then Emma is behind her, right up against her back, trying to pull on Wren’s hips and get her back toward the wall.
 
   “I’m not doing this anymore,” Wren says, looking at herself in the mirror. “Figure it all out, Emma.” She wipes her lips on a paper towel to get rid of Emma’s lip gloss, kisses Emma on the cheek and heads for the still locked bathroom door. “I’ll see you around.”
 
   Despite the alcohol and the feeling of inevitability all day, the world doesn’t end after all.
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   Someone is knocking on the bathroom door. Someone is intruding upon the moment that Emma’s life has been thrown into upheaval. The door is unlocked from when Wren left. How easy it had all seemed to Wren, too. Saying it’s over, just like that. Like she was changing what she wanted to drink.
 
   There are small mercies in life. Whoever it is on the other side of the door is still knocking instead of barging in. And if they did walk in, they’d see Emma sitting next to the toilet with her chin resting on her knees. She’s not sobbing. That would require fully comprehending the last thirty minutes. What a roller coaster it had been. Only Wren would fuck someone and then leave them devastated. It’s selfish. A trait that Emma has never associated with Wren. A fresh tear trails down her face.
 
   One night, when they were at Wren’s apartment and had had too much to drink, Wren had become more talkative than usual. She said that it was dangerous to trust people. If you trust someone, they hold power over you. Love was just a different word for trust. Emma had laughed at her, pulled her into a hug and kissed her. She argued Wren’s point. The whole purpose of putting your trust in someone else was to choose someone who wouldn’t wield that kind of power in a bad way. Sitting on the floor of a bathroom, Wren had a point.
 
   She’s used Wren. She’s admitted it. But Wren has become a constant. Cam gets busy with work or disappears into a relationship. Wren is steady and Emma always knows what she’s getting from her. Until tonight.
 
   The person knocks again. Any anger inside Emma boils over and is directed toward the knocker. “Fuck off! Someone’s in here.”
 
   Unfortunately, the person doesn’t go away. They stop knocking and turn the door knob. Emma buries her head in her knees, as if she’ll become invisible.
 
   “Hey,” the person says. Cam. Cam has come in search of Emma. She still doesn’t look up. It’s embarrassing. Emma can hear the lock turning and then Cam walks closer and sits down on the toilet. Cam lets the silence between them stretch on a little longer. If there are any tears left in Emma, she stops them. She won’t cry anymore, not for an emotionally unavailable young girl, not in front of Cam.
 
   “Steve and Wren are taking shots at the bar. Steve looks downright gleeful and Wren looks as sad as I’ve ever seen her.” Cam touches the top of Emma’s head. “And here you are hiding.”
 
   Emma raises her head. Cam’s full attention is on her. It’s such a rare thing that Emma kind of hates Wren in the moment. Of course Wren has invaded Emma’s life to the point that even her interactions with Cam are tainted by Wren.
 
   “Wren broke up with me,” Emma whispers. Her voice doesn’t sound like her own. It’s bitter and full of hatred.
 
   “I thought you weren’t really in a relationship. Your words.”
 
   “I lied,” Emma seethes. “It was like a relationship. And now it’s over because I couldn’t make her believe that I was over you.”
 
   Cam nods and grabs hold of one of Emma’s hands. Her thumb caresses the back of it. “It sounds like we need to get the fuck out of here. If I know Steve, you won’t want to be here much longer anyway.”
 
   Lucky for Emma, Cam hadn’t driven her car to the bar and can still legally drive. They stop by the bar long enough for Emma to take a shot and for Cam to pay their tabs. Emma makes sure not to look toward Wren and Steve. 
 
   Cam’s never been behind the wheel of Emma’s car, not that Emma can remember. Whether Cam drives carefully in Emma’s car or not, Emma doesn’t pay attention. She only speaks once during the car ride to ask Cam to pick up a pack of cigarettes on the way to Emma’s.
 
   Cam sniffs at that, but obediently does as requested. She also buys a lighter for Emma. It’s a bright pink one with unicorns. Cam has never come outside when Steve and Wren wanted to smoke, has never seen Emma steal a few drags from Wren. This is probably why Cam stares at Emma when she lights one as soon as they walk into Emma’s apartment. Emma’s not prepared. She has to rummage around in her kitchen until she finds a bowl she doesn’t give a shit about to ash in.
 
   Cam’s the one who goes to find something to drink. But Emma has been spending so little time at home that there’s nothing alcoholic in the apartment. Just as well, it’s nearly midnight and Emma has to be awake in six hours.
 
   Fuck Wren for doing all of this on a school night.
 
   There’s no time to talk. They both have work in the morning and Emma wouldn’t even know where to start. Instead they stare at the wall while Emma smokes. 
 
   After months of indecision and procrastination, curtains now cover the windows in her living room. They’re white and fragile looking. Sheer, like the ones Emma grew up with. Coming home and putting them up had been one of those adult moments, when Emma can forget that she doesn’t actually have any idea what she’s doing. The curtains look depressing in the middle of the night, but in the mornings they’re breathtaking.
 
   Cam clears her throat and says something about Emma needing some sleep. So Emma puts out the cigarette and wanders toward her bedroom with unsteady feet. She doesn’t change out of her clothes or even strip down, just gets under the covers and smiles when Cam leans down and kisses her on the forehead. Her alarm is already set. It’s one little thing she won’t have to worry about. 
 
   She doesn’t hear Cam leave.
 
   Emma wakes up with a puffy face and a sore throat. Her bedroom feels foreign. The pink covers on her bed look ghastly in their bright shade. The papers scattered on the floor mean nothing anymore. They could be essays that Emma has no recollection of or even grocery lists. A poster of a kitten has fallen down off the wall, the tape still stuck to each corner.
 
   She showers quickly, ignoring her hair. She can pull it up into a ponytail and no one will notice that it’s gone unwashed. This leaves her a few extra minutes to drink her coffee in the living room and smoke a cigarette. 
 
   People have always told Emma that the best cigarette of the day is the first one, right after waking up, when you’re still groggy and drinking coffee like it’s magical. That might be true for some people, but it’s dreary to Emma. Even the curtains look lonely this morning. And Emma’s not really a smoker. She throws the rest of the pack of cigarettes away, drops the bowl into the trash after them.
 
   For once, Emma’s glad that she doesn’t have to do anything but observe when she gets to the middle school. She wears one of her so-called big girl outfits but frowns when she goes to the bathroom and sees herself in the mirror. Makeup. She’s forgotten to put on makeup. This must be why divorced women look so haggard the first few months of separation. Not only is sleep not as easy to come by, but you forget the little things and end up showing the cracks in your life on your face. Not that Emma and Wren were together long. Not that their relationship was anything like a marriage.
 
   The first part of the day is spent on a story that Emma hasn’t read. She meant to, but she forgot. It doesn’t matter anyway. As long as she watches what happens in the classroom, she’ll get by. Tony will try to make a joke and end up pissing off the teacher. He’ll complain about not going out for recess. Everything goes on as normal, like the world hasn’t ended. Mrs. Everett tells Emma that when she first began teaching, there was a certain amount of respect given to teachers. Now, parents will come up with any excuse to prove their darlings aren’t monsters. Emma nods, still unsure if Mrs. Everett is trying to scare her or has just become cynical.
 
   Emma only has to work for a few hours at the craft shop. By the end of her shift, she’s yawning so hard that her jaw pops. She’s not bubbly or overly helpful. The very things she’s been for the past month.
 
   Ed stops her when it’s almost time to leave. “What’s wrong?” he asks. 
 
   It’s the best thing she’s heard all day. Ed’s concerned look means she really is in his good graces again, back in the good worker category. Still, there’s only so much she can mope before his concern gives way to annoyance again. 
 
   She hangs her head a little. “Just a really rough day. It won’t become a problem,” she mumbles. 
 
   He puts his hand on her shoulder and squeezes. It’s amazing how the smallest form of human contact can set a person off, and Emma is no different. Tears threaten to fall again and she mutters a quick goodbye. She won’t become that kind of person, crying everywhere, especially since she’s done it to herself.
 
   She’s almost to Wren’s apartment when she stops at a stoplight and looks at the street sign. Auto-pilot is dangerous when it takes you to the one place you’re most definitely not welcome. Though Wren wasn’t angry when she spoke to Emma, more resigned, she’s sure she’s not on the list of people Wren wants to see. She’s not sure she wants to see Wren herself. She does, but she doesn’t, and that starts a headache behind her eyes.
 
   She turns away from Wren’s apartment and heads toward her own. Her mother cleaned a lot when she was having problems with Emma’s father. The house had never been spotless before that point. It doesn’t seem like such a bad idea, especially now that there’s the smell of cigarettes in her apartment. There’s still no alcohol. Emma couldn’t bring herself to spend more time in public. She drinks water instead while she sets about cleaning. She sneezes when she dusts the ceiling fans. Great long lines of dust fall onto the floor. Every surface Emma sees, she runs a rag over until they shine. All of the dishes she’s ignored are put into the dishwasher.
 
   Emma saves her bedroom for last. It takes three bags to hold all of the papers that she’s let take over the room. The kitten poster is placed back on the wall with new tape. At some point the headache goes away and Emma begins to smile. She hums while she hangs clothes up in her closet. For the first time in months, the dirty clothes all make it into the laundry bin and all her clean clothes make it into their respective spaces.
 
   The nightstand is the last thing to wipe off and tidy. The lampshade is straightened out. All of the books she’s read and left on the nightstand or on the floor by the bed go back onto her bookshelf. A stray eyeliner pencil is put back into the bathroom. The picture frame that Wren gave her for Christmas still sits on the nightstand. Emma dusts it off. It can stay, for now, since it’s a picture of Emma.
 
   She flips the frame over to clean the back of it. There is something strange about it, like it’s not just the back of a picture frame. Something has been added somewhere. Emma doesn’t focus on it long and puts it back and forgets about it.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam recommends spending Valentine’s Day together since they’re both hopelessly single. The bar is out. The possibility of Wren and Steve being there is too high. Emma still goes with Cam for some karaoke nights and Wren is always there acting like nothing is wrong, nothing has happened. 
 
   Cam is supportive. She keeps Emma as entertained as she can when they go out, buys her at least one shot each time and nods sympathetically when Emma can’t bring it upon herself to go because Wren might be there.
 
   It’s not fair the way Wren can go on with her life. She’s reverted back to her old ways, mostly talking to Steve or sitting at the bar and talking to the bartenders. Maybe that’s what’s most unfair, the way Reese and Taylor do the bare minimum for Emma now. They dutifully set her drinks in front of her and thank her when she tips them, but there is no small talk. She is just a customer to them now and that stings.
 
   Steve is not the actor that Wren is, though Emma assumes that Wren isn’t acting like anything but herself. He talks to Cam and dances, but it takes him a few drinks before he can look at Emma. When he says something to Emma, his motions are jerky and awkward. Asking Emma if she wants another drink causes his arm to flex unnaturally when he points at the bar. And Wren sits there, not really talking, and looking at Emma like she can see through her.
 
   The bar is out for Valentine’s Day, Cam and Emma conclude. 
 
   “Come to my apartment. I’ll buy chocolate and wine and we’ll watch chick flicks. I’ll even find one with lesbians in it for you,” Cam tells Emma.
 
   Emma wears sweatpants and a t-shirt on Valentine’s Day because that’s the only thing that doesn’t feel weird on her skin. The decision seems foolish as soon as Cam opens her front door and she’s wearing a low cut blouse and jeans. At least Cam isn’t wearing shoes. And, of course, since they’re not going outside, Cam’s blouse has short sleeves.
 
   Cam’s apartment screams put together. Red candles are lit on the coffee table and two wine glasses are already set out as well. The couch is black leather. A large painting of the beach hangs above the couch. It’s much nicer looking than the blank spot with the nail above Wren’s comfortable but ugly couch. The carpet in Cam’s apartment is so white Emma worries that she’ll spill her wine and cause a horrible stain.
 
   “So we’ve got wine, cheese, chocolate. Anything else you think we might need?” Cam asks, ushering Emma toward the couch.
 
   “No,” Emma says. The couch feels like it’s swallowing Emma up, wrapping her in a comfortable embrace that she’ll never want to leave. She closes her eyes and enjoys the sensation.
 
   Cam has to poke Emma’s shoulder to get her attention. It causes Emma to blush. It’s been a growing problem, feeling like she’s underwater all the time and people having to repeat questions or touch her to bring her back to the present. There’s only so many times Emma can go through that embarrassment before she worries that she might be going mad. It’d be so silly, to go mad now. Wren used the excuse of mental illness to take a lighter load one semester. To go crazy because Wren broke things off would be ridiculous.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” Emma asks and picks up one of the glasses of wine. It’s red. Cam’s favorite. Emma has never been good with wine. She drinks it, she likes it, but that’s it. Cam probably knows which wines go best with which foods. It’s the kind of thing Emma would never think to learn.
 
   “I said, to us. Fuck everyone else. It’s just you and me. Like it should be.” Cam raises her glass. A loud noise startles Emma as they’re clinking their glasses together. She manages not to spill her wine. It’s only the opening song of the movie Cam has started.
 
   They end up not really watching the movie. Minutes of silence are spent with them staring at the TV until one of them says something, never about the film. Emma pops squares of cheese in her mouth and they separate the chocolate. Light chocolate for Emma, dark for Cam.
 
   The random bursts of conversation are the reason why Emma isn’t surprised when Cam clears her throat toward the middle of the movie and speaks. “I never thought you and Wren would last, you know.”
 
   Emma had never thought about forever with Wren. How could she? Wren is never tamed. Wren is nice, not loving. And Emma has been the one who’s known all along that it’s Cam she’s supposed to end up with. Cam who is applying lip gloss to her lips and it’s so distracting that Emma has to wait a moment to reply. “Why?” she asks.
 
   Cam gives her a look that says Emma has asked a stupid question. She takes another sip of her wine, pours more in each of their glasses. “Because it wasn’t love, for one. You were both in it for the sex. That’s not your style. You could never stay in a relationship that was based on that. Companionship, maybe. But Wren isn’t good at that either. So the quicker you get over her, the better. I mean, she’s not really worth all the sad feelings, right?”
 
   All things that Emma has thought at one point or another. All things that are probably true. It’s different when someone else says them. Wrong. Emma bristles, but stops herself from saying anything. Wren might be all of those things, but she also gave Emma more than she’s ever given anyone else. Wren never said it, but Emma would bet on it. Wren got her a fucking Christmas present, after all. She listened to Emma’s ramblings without complaining and let Emma fuck her however Emma wanted. Wren might be walking around like nothing happened, but it obviously had. And that was something no one could take from Emma.
 
   Another reason to bite back the words: it’s Cam. Cam wasn’t there in the bedroom with her and Wren. She was barely at the bar during those months. She has no idea what things were like between her and Wren, only what Wren is like around most people. And besides, Cam is here now, trying to make Emma feel better, and Wren isn’t. That has to count for something.
 
   “I guess you’re right,” Emma mumbles, because Cam won’t drop it until Emma agrees in some small way.
 
   “I mean, you didn’t love her, right?” Cam says it with some uncertainty in her voice. It’s rare to hear Cam sounding unsure. It’s unnatural. Emma doesn’t like it.
 
   “Right,” Emma says quickly. Whatever strong feeling she has for Wren, and there is some sort of strong feeling involved for her to feel so bad, it can’t be love. You don’t use someone you love. And love lasts forever. An intense bond between two people that can’t be broken by anything. No, she and Wren don’t fit Emma’s definition of love. And even though Emma reads as much as she can, and even spent one summer looking up random words in a dictionary, she has no term for what the feelings she has for Wren are.
 
   That settles it for Cam. The world is black and white. If it’s not love, then Emma can get over Wren without permanent damage. And if Wren loved Emma in her own fucked up kind of way, she wouldn’t have walked away, taking the choice that Emma couldn’t make away. She would have waited. Cam doesn’t say what the choice was. They both know and saying it aloud is too much for two friends spending Valentine’s Day together.
 
   Cam kisses Emma on the cheek at the end of the night. It’s friendly. Emma doesn’t stay up all night wondering what it might mean, doesn’t even think about the fact that Cam looked down at her feet when she said goodbye to Emma. In fact, Emma falls asleep faster than she has in days. The pink covers still bother her and her last coherent thought is to buy new ones soon.
 
   She dreams of a leather couch and eyes that never look straight at her.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ever since Emma has made a conscious effort to look more closely at the people around her, she has been able to read Cam better. When Cam is nervous, she runs her tongue along her lower lip. Anger makes Cam bite down hard until her jaw must ache. When the two of them hang out, sometimes for coffee, sometimes at karaoke, a lot of the time at Emma’s apartment, Cam runs her palms up and down her jeans like she’s wiping sweat off. Cam stares at Emma’s lips when Emma speaks. All of the signs say that Cam is interested yet again, but Emma doesn’t do anything about it.
 
   In the dark, underneath her new red covers, Emma reminds herself to stay strong. She won’t fall into Cam’s web. If Cam wants something to happen, she’ll have to make the first move. Rejection would be too much for Emma. Her skin always feels raw and her brain is only starting to return back to it’s normal, not underwater, state. She can’t risk making it worse again.
 
   The first move comes too fast. They’re sitting at a busy coffee shop halfway between their apartments. Every other table is full. Some customers are tapping away at their keyboards and others are laughing loudly with their friends. Cam talks about work while Emma drinks her coffee and lets her mind drift to the classroom. Emma imagines giving snotty Tony detention. A foot brushes along Emma’s calf. In the past, Emma would blush or stutter or spit out whatever she was drinking. She’s changed since then, thanks to Wren. Instead Emma keeps her face blank and continues to drink her coffee, nodding occasionally at whatever Cam is saying.
 
   All of the time Emma wasted by chasing after Cam feels like more of a waste when it becomes obvious that Cam wants Emma more for not reacting. Cam slides her foot along Emma’s leg with more pressure. By the time they’ve both finished their coffees, Cam’s foot is constantly touching Emma’s leg under the table and a look of frustration won’t leave Cam’s face. It feels like a victory.
 
   Cam does little things like touching the small of Emma’s back when Emma walks through a door. She always hugs Emma or kisses her on the cheek when they’re greeting each other or saying goodbye. 
 
   She pulls Emma in close to dance when a slow song plays at karaoke. It’s strange at first, dancing to a slow song with Cam when Emma is so used to Wren’s small body moving against her own. The first few times, Emma looks around guiltily. Steve dances with Vicki, laughing like he always does. Sometimes Wren is sitting at the bar, facing away from Emma and Cam. Sometimes Steve is forcing her to dance with him. Once, Emma catches her standing off to the side and watching her and Cam dance. They make eye contact for a moment, neither of them seeming to want to break it, until Wren’s shoulders hunch a bit and she turns to go outside and smoke.
 
   There are nights when Emma wakes up, her chest heaving and her thoughts confused. She never remembers what she’s been dreaming, only knows that she doesn’t like it. She doesn’t tell Cam about it and when Cam asks how she’s been sleeping, because there are bags under her eyes, Emma shrugs and says nothing is different. She starts bringing coffee with her in the mornings and by the time the students are starting to wake up, the coffee is gone.
 
   Emma’s finally able to start helping out in the classroom. She speaks to Mrs. Everett about lesson plans and grading papers. Mrs. Everett picks at her long nails and smooths the hem of her skirt. She’s old, probably a few years from retiring even if she got into teaching late. Some days it seems inevitable that Mrs. Everett will teach until she dies mid-lesson. When Emma asks about finding time to get everything done, Mrs. Everett laughs. “The easiest way is to say goodbye to your social life,” she says.
 
   Emma’s resolve to not show any reaction when Cam does little flirty things drives Cam up a wall. She sighs when Emma doesn’t respond and starts kissing Emma on the lips when they say goodnight to one another. Never at the bar, though. Emma wouldn’t allow it and Cam doesn’t try. Emma is still wounded enough that her defenses are down, and it’s pretty nice to have Cam’s attention, so Cam’s intentions, which are growing more clear every day, start to feel inevitable. Emma doesn’t feel as excited about it as she thought she would.
 
   The way Wren treats everything, as if it doesn’t matter one way or the other, how something that she wants can be tainted so quickly that she tries not to want at all, is how Emma starts to feel about Cam. There’s been years of build-up, of them trying to get things going and then Cam getting scared, that Emma thinks Wren might be smart after all. Because there’s no way Cam can live up to Emma’s expectations. Another thing that’s not fair.
 
   Cam invites Emma out for dinner and it takes a whole glass of wine for Emma to recognize the booth they’re in. It’s the same one as their date. She hadn’t thought of it when Cam specifically asked for the booth. But Emma is so used to straightforward actions, the way that Wren is about everything, that her heart doesn’t swell at the knowledge of what Cam has done. 
 
   Emma orders the same pasta that she had on their date and rolls her eyes because Cam is going to take it as a sign, assuming Cam remembers what Emma ordered, which she probably does if she remembers what booth they were in. Really, Emma just wants to fucking eat the pasta without all of the meaningful bullshit associated with it. Wren has broken her down well and good, Emma thinks.
 
   “Mark says I look really happy now,” Cam says while she eats. It’s bait. Emma is supposed to ask how he’s doing or why Cam looks so happy so that Cam can continue on with whatever she wants to say to her. Emma takes another bite of her pasta. “And I guess I am,” Cam continues anyway. “He asked about you.”
 
   “Why?” Emma asks despite herself.
 
   Cam swallows and looks at Emma like she’s trying to figure out how she wants to word what she wants to say. She shrugs, shakes her head. “Because you’re the reason I couldn’t commit to him fully and he knows it.”
 
   It’s a lot to put on another person all at once, though Emma had guessed as much when Cam announced their break up. Words can be dangerous, Emma thinks. No wonder Wren was so careful about them. Emma shakes her head. She’s got to stop comparing Cam and Wren, has to stop thinking of Wren at all. She can’t continue doing it if Cam is going to get what she wants, which appears to be Emma.
 
   They spend the rest of their dinner talking about subjects that don’t mean much to either of them. Emma mentions her students toward the end of the meal and Cam goes on a tirade about how children have changed so much since they were kids. Emma can’t disagree. She’s heard at least three students whispering about sex and two more talking about drugs. Emma assumed that she had been unusually sheltered as a kid.
 
   Cam drives Emma home and invites herself up. Her jacket is off and across the back of the couch as soon as she walks in, leaving her arms bare. At the beginning of the school year, Emma wouldn’t have been able to look away from Cam’s arms if her hair had been on fire and maybe Emma has changed since then, but not by much, because she’s staring at the arms now.
 
   “Come here,” Cam says and hooks her fingers into Emma’s belt loops to pull her closer. Cam kisses her softly. She’s not demanding, just keeps kissing until Emma responds. She slides her hands up Emma until they tangle in Emma’s hair. All of the planning that Emma has done in the past and she’s not even wearing her lucky underwear. The thought is quickly forgotten when Cam asks if they can go into Emma’s bedroom.
 
   Cam is thorough, as if mentally keeping track of a check list. Her hands shake when she undresses Emma and she doesn’t touch Emma at all until Emma vocally says that it’s okay. The passion that Emma loves about Cam when Cam is ranting about injustice is nowhere to be seen. Instead Cam is unsteady, unsure how to balance herself on her arms and still be everywhere at once. Finally, Emma forces Cam onto her back and positions herself on top. The relief on Cam’s face is obvious.
 
   And really, Emma should have been on top from the start. Cam’s never been with a woman, excluding the time Emma tries not to think about, has probably never even thought about the mechanics of being with a woman in detail. It’s hard to call Emma experienced when it comes to sex. She spent her nights with her first girlfriend fumbling in the dark until they laughed and gave up, so sure that they had all the time in the world to figure it out. Her second girlfriend was much smoother and it’s her that Emma thinks of, trying to remember what she liked. Because what worked for Wren is bound to not work for Cam. Wren is all hard angles and bite marks and bruises. Cam isn’t fragile by any stretch of the imagination, but Emma is sure that Cam prefers a soft caress over a bite on her thigh.
 
   Emma’s not as fluid in her motions as she normally might be. Despite everything, this is still wish fulfillment of a kind for Emma and she tries to get everything in at once, as if Cam might change her mind at any moment. And, really, experience says that she might.
 
   Even though Emma wants to be able to kiss Cam throughout, with the thought that it might be the last time, she kisses down Cam’s body, paying attention to each rib and hip bone. Cam’s stomach is flat in the way Emma wishes her own stomach was. Her dark nipples are all Emma sees when she looks up Cam’s body, and she touches them with her palms. Emma kisses lower until she is face to face with Cam’s center. She places a kiss on each inner thigh and smiles when Cam lets out a low moan.
 
   Cam tastes kind of sweet, which is a lot sweeter than Emma would have expected. It’s nice and after the first tentative lick, she closes her eyes and just enjoys pleasuring Cam. She hums as Cam begins to massage her scalp and gasps when she feels how wet she’s getting by focusing on Cam.
 
   “God, you’re good,” Cam mumbles.
 
   It’s different from any other time for Emma. As it should be, she thinks. Because finally, after all this time, Emma is actually making love to someone rather than just fucking. 
 
   She keeps pleasuring Cam with her lips and tongue until Cam orgasms, her legs flexing the whole time. Emma kisses her way back up Cam’s body and laughs at the slightly disgusted look on Cam’s face when Cam looks at Emma’s lips. Emma grabs the covers and wipes her mouth on them, laughs again at the look on Cam’s face and leans down to kiss her. Cam doesn’t respond at first as she tries to determine if Emma is doing something particularly gross. She must decide it’s okay because then she’s kissing Emma and it’s an almost perfect moment.
 
   Cam’s hand snakes down between them, stops before she’s actually touching Emma. A look of indecision crosses her face and Emma kisses her all over again.
 
   “You don’t have to,” Emma says. “Not yet.” She laughs again at the look of relief on Cam’s face. The lack of release doesn’t bother Emma for once. How could it when she’s just made love to the girl she’s pined over for years?
 
   Cam spoons her and they fall asleep together. Emma wakes up once, her breathing uneven, and sees that Cam is on the edge of the bed but still asleep. 
 
   Emma wakes up alone with the covers thrown off of her body. There’s no thought that Cam might be in the kitchen or out on an errand. She’s not there and she won’t be coming back while Emma is in bed. It doesn’t hurt.
 
    
 
    
 
   Things become routine much quicker than Emma would have expected. She takes on a larger role in the classroom and then runs off to work at the craft shop. She doesn’t have to fake being helpful anymore. They don’t do employee of the month there, but if they did, Emma might be a contender for it. Ed smiles at her like he used to, back before Emma started fucking up so much. Then there’s coffee or dinner with Cam, who holds her hand above the table.
 
   “I still don’t think I’m gay,” Cam says. “But I like being with you.”
 
   And just like that, Emma is in a relationship again. It takes weeks for Cam to feel truly comfortable enough to touch Emma in bed. She does so with halting movements, as if she might hurt Emma. It’s such a big step for Cam that Emma doesn’t care that Cam can’t get her off. All things in time, Emma thinks.
 
   Cam holds her a little too closely when they’re out for karaoke and Wren looks at them. Wren doesn’t even look like she minds, like it was as inevitable to her that Cam and Emma would get together as it became for Emma.
 
   “I have a work event coming up,” Cam tells her. “I have got to find a new dress for it.” She doesn’t invite Emma along. Cam’s eyes dart around when she talks about it, never looking at Emma, and Emma kisses her because there’s only so much she can ask Cam for in the beginning. And anyway, that damn picture of Emma is still sitting by her bed and Cam doesn’t ask about it even though it’s obvious that Wren must have taken it.
 
   At some point between when Cam finally touches Emma and when Emma is able to orgasm from it, Cam kisses her on the lips at karaoke. 
 
   Steve dances with Emma again. Victoria is off to get another drink and Wren is sitting at the bar. Steve’s shaved his head again and his breath smells of beer. He twirls Emma around and lifts her up off the ground.
 
   “I guess things are getting back to normal,” Emma says and immediately regrets it. Steve lets her fall back onto her feet, holds her steady so she doesn’t fall and heads toward the bar. He doesn’t say a word to her.
 
   Cam wraps her arms around Emma from behind and Emma leans into the touch. “I think I fucked that up,” Emma says.
 
   Cam kisses her on the cheek. “It’ll get better,” she says.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma seethes at home the night Cam has to go to her stupid work event. The odds of Wren being at the bar are too high for Emma to want to go out. She cleans until her fingers are pink and the smell of bleach burns her nose. And really, it’s silly. Emma was the one to tell Cam that it was perfectly fine to not invite her. But then, that was before Cam accidentally let slip that she was the only person that she knew of who wasn’t bringing a plus one. And that’s what stings the most.
 
   Emma stomps around her apartment so much that the picture by the bed falls onto the floor. Even though she’s cleaned and tidied already and that makes the fallen picture stick out like a sore thumb, she leaves it there. Fuck Wren. Her girlfriend is a coward and she wants a drink. She’s going to the bar.
 
   It’s a Saturday night, one of the only nights that Emma can stay out late without feeling like a zombie the next day. It also happens to be a freakishly warm day for the month and people are drinking outside the bar. Giant clouds of smoke hover above the heads of the people on the patio. For a moment, Emma almost wants to bum a cigarette from one of them.
 
   The door of the bar is opened so hard that the hinges seem likely to break. Emma steps to the right, away from the door, even though she’s easily ten feet from the entrance. The person who opened the door comes into view, stomping outside. It’s Steve. His face is beet red and his eyes are wide in anger. He’s muttering something under his breath, but Emma can’t quite make it out and she has no plans of attempting contact. He’s never like this. He’s always cool and laughing. Victoria follows him out, a confused look on her face.
 
   Emma stays put until Steve has gotten into Victoria’s car and Victoria casually drives out of the parking lot, like her passenger doesn’t look like he’s ready to kick someone’s ass.
 
   The inside of the bar is busy and Emma finds a vacant bar chair and sits in it. It’s away from where she normally sits and she doesn’t like it at all. The woman to her left is older and speaks to a young man about someone who is sick. The man on Emma’s right has long gray hair that falls below his ears. He nurses his beer and doesn’t make eye contact with anyone.
 
   “Hey,” Taylor says. She pops a piece of candy into her mouth. “Want one?”
 
   “No,” Emma says. “Just a beer for me.”
 
   After bringing Emma’s drink, Taylor turns away and busies herself with dishes. This is why Emma has never liked going to bars alone. There’s nothing good on TV and sitting alone grows boring quickly. Emma watches a group in the center of the bar. They’re dressed in work out clothes, men and women, and take shots like it’s a sport. One of the men in the group has a tattoo of a dragon that covers most of his upper arm. He looks at Emma as he sets down an empty shot glass and she looks away. She might get bored, but this group doesn’t seem like the type Emma would want to join.
 
   Looking away is a mistake. Next to the group, easy to miss before, sits Wren. And she’s looking right at Emma. Wren’s hair is messed up, pushed out of her face and damp looking. A bruise is forming on the right side of her face and a cut on her lip is still bleeding. She takes a shot that’s been sitting in front of her, keeping eye contact with Emma the entire time.
 
   As much as she’d like to, Emma can’t stop staring. Her heart aches and she can’t seem to move. No matter how angry she’s been with Wren since the break up, she can’t stand to see Wren like this. Wren looks smaller than ever before, the way her shoulders hunch when someone in the group next to her yells, the blank expression on her face. When Wren moves the shot glass closer to Reese so that Reese can take it away, Emma sees that Wren’s knuckles are raw.
 
   Wren sighs. Emma can’t hear it, but she knows how Wren’s face looks when she does, how Wren’s entire torso moves. Wren moves her head to indicate outside and Emma grabs her beer and slides off the chair to follow Wren out the door. 
 
   Wren leans back until her shoulders touch the brick wall and can’t stop the flinch of pain that she feels. She hands Emma a cigarette, doesn’t ask if Emma wants one, just assumes. Emma lights it, because why the fuck not. She’s been in a mood for hours and seeing Wren like this is turning the anger to sadness.
 
   Steve’s fury suddenly makes sense. Though he might have known Cam first, Wren is his best friend and he’d hate to see her all bruised and battered. God help whoever did this to Wren if Steve finds them. Emma’s never seen him mad, never seen him get into a fight, but he holds himself like someone who would fight like he has nothing to lose.
 
   “How have you been?” Wren asks after they’ve smoked half their cigarettes in silence.
 
   It’s ridiculous, her asking Emma such a question given her appearance and Emma can’t stop the laughter that bubbles up in her chest. Wren smiles in return and her lip starts bleeding more. Wren sneaks her tongue out and licks at her bottom lip, like she’s going to lick the blood away, but she stays away from that side of her mouth. She bites the spot she’s just licked and ashes on the ground.
 
   “Been better,” Emma says. “You?”
 
   A flicker of emotion flashes across Wren’s face before it turns blank again. Emma knows her well enough to know that it’s important to hold onto those brief moments when the mask falls. But the emotion is doubt and Emma has no idea what to do with that information.
 
   “Yeah,” Wren says and closes her eyes.
 
   They finish their cigarettes in silence. Wren doesn’t offer any explanation for her face and Emma doesn’t ask. For all the times Wren let Emma be, it’s the least Emma can do. There are still people hanging out on the patio, loudly talking and drinking, but they ignore Emma and Wren.
 
   Wren tosses her cigarette into an ashtray, smirks when Emma walks the two feet to place hers in the tray.
 
   When they go inside, they’ll go back to their respective seats, back to basically ignoring each other. Emma will listen to the older woman talk about hospitals and try not to look at Wren’s face. Wren will take shot after shot and sit by the boisterous group even though it causes her some form of anxiety. It all sounds terrible.
 
   “Do you want to come to my place?” Emma asks before Wren can reach the door. “I have alcohol. And it’s probably quieter than it is here.”
 
   Wren pauses, looks at Emma like she’s trying to solve some kind of puzzle. The longer the silence goes on, Emma starts to think she shouldn’t have said anything. After all, they’ve never really been friends. If anyone should be inviting Wren back to their place, it should be Steve.
 
   “Okay,” Wren says. “Let me pay my tab.”
 
   As soon as Wren turns away from Emma, Emma can’t stop the smile that forms on her face. Why can’t they be friends? And somewhere deep inside, Emma does miss spending time with Wren. 
 
   It’s a good thing Emma finally got around to restocking her liquor because when they arrive at her apartment, Wren grabs a bottle of orange vodka and drinks straight from it. They sit on the couch, leaving a whole cushion between their bodies. As many nights as Emma has spent making Cam feel better, she’s never done the same for Wren. What works for Cam probably wouldn’t for Wren. They’re too different. 
 
   “You should see the other guy,” Wren says finally.
 
   Emma smiles. “I bet.”
 
   Wren doesn’t ask about Cam, but then Emma doesn’t expect her to. Wren doesn’t talk about anything that might bring up the few months they were together either. She listens patiently while Emma tells her about working with fifth graders, laughs when Emma says something that’s supposed to be funny. It’s almost like those nights before, right after Wren took her out for sushi and Emma started telling her about her days more. The only difference is fucking isn’t going to happen.
 
   When Wren starts yawning every few minutes, Emma tells her that she’s getting tired herself. She brings out an extra pillow and blanket and tells Wren that she can fall asleep on the couch. The cut on Wren’s lip has finally stopped bleeding and the bruise across her face has gotten worse. The swelling on her cheek has grown and Emma chastises herself for not offering ice earlier. Wren waves her off, says that she doesn’t need ice or anything. She’ll be fine on the couch.
 
   Emma wakes up once during the night and has to go out into the living room to check, to see if Wren actually stayed. She turns on a light in her bedroom and leaves the door open so that she can see into the living room. She plans to walk to the doorway, to get one good look. Wren looks peaceful on the couch, as peaceful as a person can with a face as fucked as Wren’s is. She has one arm held protectively over her ribs and Emma rolls her eyes. Of course there’s more damage than Emma could see.
 
   That should be the end of it, but Emma creeps into the room until she’s standing over Wren and leans down to kiss her on the forehead. The skin beneath her lips is warm. When she pulls away, Wren’s eyes are open and looking at her.
 
   “I should get back to bed,” Emma whispers, but doesn’t move. Wren doesn’t either, just lays there looking up at Emma with that fucking blank face. And really, Emma’s never known when to stop for her own good and this night isn’t any different. She dips her head again, slowly, to give Wren time to react. Wren doesn’t move though and Emma kisses her softly on her lips, mindful of the cut on her lip.
 
   Wren’s eyes are closed when Emma pulls away. She opens them, but any emotion she is feeling is hidden.
 
   “Now I should really get back to bed,” Emma says, a little louder this time, and turns before she can do another stupid thing. She leaves the door open but turns the light off. It takes longer to fall asleep this time and she can hear Wren shifting around on the couch.
 
   When Emma wakes, the blanket is folded on the couch and Wren is long gone. A small piece of paper lays on the coffee table with the word “thanks” written on it in small, sloppy letters. Emma doesn’t feel any regret.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma is being childish and she knows it. Cam has brought over flowers and refrained from talking about the stupid work event. By all accounts, Cam is probably doing everything right but Emma can’t stop the little remarks that pop out of her mouth. She says things like how she went out shopping and bought a nice dress that she’ll probably never have the chance to wear. Or how it’s too bad Emma couldn’t see Mark since he always seemed to like her. If Cam wants it to never happen again, she wouldn’t do what she does next, which is sigh and say that she has an idea to make it better.
 
   “How?” Emma asks.
 
   “I’ve got a cousin getting married and I can bring a plus one to the wedding,” Cam explains. She kisses Emma on the nose. “Would you like to be my plus one?”
 
   The only thing Emma can do is kiss Cam and tell her that she’d love to. She doesn’t tell Cam about Wren’s face or that she let Wren spend the night. Somehow Emma doesn’t think Cam will understand. 
 
   After all of her bitching, Emma is forced to go out and actually buy a new dress for the wedding. She feels guilty the entire time she’s trying them on and ends up buying a random one that is blue and falls to just below her knees.
 
   Three weeks later, they’re driving the four hours to where Cam’s cousin lives. They wear sweatpants and share a bag of chips. It’s Cam’s idea to go up a day early and spend the night in a hotel. Emma’s saved up enough money in the last couple of months so that she can take a weekend off without worrying about not getting bills paid. She’ll still have to be careful over the next week, but those are thoughts that leave her mind as soon as they’re on the highway. 
 
   “It’s a shotgun wedding,” Cam says, as if it matters to Emma one way or the other.
 
   Cam drives so quickly that the trees that line the road fly by in a blur. Eventually, Emma has to turn away as the blurred trees cause her to become dizzy. Motorcycles race past them and Cam mutters under her breath about them. Emma doesn’t mind the bikers, kind of likes how free they look. 
 
   The farther they go, the more the buildings they pass look run down. A gas station with two pumps has a battered sign advertising chicken sandwiches for two dollars. Locals mill about the front of it, talking about God knows what. Another small building a few miles down the road has boarded up windows that have been graffitied.
 
   The exit that they take is small and they’re the only car that pulls off at it. There is a stop sign at the top of the ramp and Cam has to check the directions she’s printed out to determine which way she’s supposed to go. Other members of Cam’s family are staying at a hotel closer to where the wedding will take place, but by the time Cam tried to get a room it was booked up. Cam drives them to a motel instead.
 
   The parking lot is mostly empty. Cam leaves two spaces between her car and another one that is so rusty it looks like it might not run at all. There are lights all around the lot and Emma feels a little safer for it even though it’s late afternoon and the sun is bright in the sky.
 
   “You can hang out here. I’m going to pop around to the office and get the key,” Cam says and pecks Emma on the cheek. Emma’s pleased. It’s almost kind of chivalrous.
 
   The room is small and only has one bed, exactly like Emma expected. Cam stands just inside the room, holding her overnight bag and dress. “Even though the lot looks deserted, all of the rooms with two beds are taken,” Cam explains. 
 
   It’s a reminder that Cam would worry about appearances, would try to get a room with two beds so the people in the office wouldn’t think anything. And maybe that’s why Cam went to the office alone, not because she was trying to be nice. 
 
   Emma huffs and goes into the bathroom to shower. It’s small. The walk space leads straight to the shower. With some maneuvering two people could fit in there if they’re not afraid to bump elbows. 
 
   She turns on the shower and waits for the water to warm. She’s finally stopped getting wet in the shower. It’s been long enough since those bathing sessions with Wren. She shampoos her hair angrily. She’s not supposed to think about Wren, not like that anyway. Especially not with Cam on the other side of the door. The frustration slowly melts away as Emma washes herself. She imagines the suds circling the drain are all of the hurt and anger over the last few months leaving her body. She comes out of the bathroom feeling shiny and new.
 
   Emma’s barely looked at the room, only having noticed the one bed before going into the bathroom. Now she sees that it is about as generic as it can be. A small desk and chair sit in a corner with a small green lamp. A telephone and phone book sit on the desk. A black TV is positioned against the wall opposite the bed.
 
   Cam is lying on the bed, her eyes closed and her arm draped over her face. She’s wearing only her panties and a tanktop. They’d stopped for fast food an hour before and there’s no reason to go out again. Cam’s family hasn’t indicated that they plan on getting together the night before the wedding and based on the glimpse of the town they’ve seen, there’s no use trying to find a bar. It’d be too depressing.
 
   Emma puts on her pajamas, a purple t-shirt and matching shorts. The back of the shirt grows damp from her wet hair. She crawls onto the bed next to Cam.
 
   “You seem a little less morose,” Cam says without looking.
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “You didn’t almost bounce me off the bed by plopping down on it like a spoiled brat.” Cam laughs. Emma doesn’t say anything. Maybe she has been a little bratty. “You know I’m really trying to make you happy. I’ve got a lot of time to make up for and that can seem a little daunting.”
 
   “Just have fun,” Emma says and cringes. But Cam doesn’t get the reference and Emma is safe.
 
   Neither of them want to watch TV, citing how depressing it would be to sit in a random motel and watch crappy programming. Emma’s forgotten to pack a book and neither of them had the forethought to bring along any beer. Cam switches so that her left arm is covering her eyes and brings her right one down toward the mattress, next to Emma’s thigh. When Cam’s hand moves the few centimeters to touch Emma’s thigh, Emma mentally pats herself on the back for shaving the night before.
 
   Cam’s not so scared to touch Emma anymore. Emma’s thought months ago that Cam was a tease turns out to be more true than she originally thought. Cam likes to run her hands up and down Emma’s body, never quite touching where Emma wants her to until Emma doesn’t think she can take it anymore. Cam’s touches are light. When she grazes Emma’s inner thigh with her teeth, Emma can’t stop her hips from bucking.
 
   When they make love, Emma feels like she might be going crazy. Sometimes she thinks she feels lips on hers, hard and demanding, but they’re not there and Cam would never kiss her like that. Or Cam’s fingers are inside her and she can’t quite feel them because she’s used to fingers that are so rough they refuse to be ignored. She still gets wet and climaxes, but it’s different and Emma doesn’t understand it all.
 
   “Where are you?” Cam asks, her face above Emma’s. She holds herself up with one hand and keeps the other under Emma’s shirt.
 
   “Here,” Emma says and sits up to take her shirt off. Cam always looks at Emma’s breasts when Emma takes her shirt off. Sometimes there is wanting in the look, sometimes she blushes. Emma loves it all. Just like Emma loves watching Cam’s arms flex when she’s holding herself above Emma.
 
   Cam pulls her own shirt off and tugs at Emma’s shorts until Emma lifts her hips up to help. Cam touches her again, her hands cup Emma’s breasts, and the phantom fingers are back. They pull on the nipple that Cam isn’t touching and teeth bite into Emma’s shoulder so hard Emma has to close her eyes. Emma moans and she can feel Cam smile against her neck. Emma’s panties are soaked and it’s like breathing for the first time when Cam finally pulls them off of her.
 
   Cam always places a kiss on Emma’s inner thighs before she goes down on her. First the left thigh, then the right. Cam keeps her eyes closed while she does it, just like she keeps her eyes closed when Emma returns the favor. Emma’s never thought much about it, but is thankful for it now. With Cam’s eyes closed and her mouth pleasuring Emma, Emma is free to tug at her own nipples and bite her lip until she tastes blood. She imagines that it’s someone else biting her bottom lip, though she’s not sure who it is. She only knows that there is someone out there who is doing things to her that she hasn’t felt in what feels like forever. It’s the best orgasm she’s had with Cam.
 
   The lips that kiss her after, when she has her eyes closed and her body is still recovering, are soft and dry. Cam always wipes her mouth before kissing Emma. Cam holds her until Emma’s eyes open again. She kisses Emma’s shoulder.
 
   “I do love being with you,” Cam says. “I’m sorry it took me so long to see it.”
 
   They are the words Emma has waited for years to hear, years of pain and being put to the side. Years of watching Cam with other people. And maybe things aren’t perfect. Maybe it’s not supposed to be. Maybe Emma’s had it wrong all along and this is as good as it gets. That’s good enough for her, if so.
 
   Emma rolls over onto Cam and kisses her. Not the soft kind of kiss that Cam prefers, but a passionate one. Cam goes rigid for a moment, trying to comprehend the kiss, but then she kisses Emma back.
 
   “Thank you,” Emma says against Cam’s lips.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Shots and then more shots. At some point, Steve gets Wren home. He has to carry her to her bedroom and leaves the bathroom trash can next to her bed. He forgets to set a glass of water next to the bed. When Wren wakes up in the morning, the sun is too bright and her head is pounding. Steve’s sent a few text messages to check up on her, but she ignores them.
 
   It’s supposed to be easy. It’s supposed to be like all the other times. Things get stale and Wren leaves. But even with a raging headache and a dry mouth, Wren can’t kid herself. She’s lost herself along the way, an unforgivable thing. The worst part is that it’s not over, not by a long shot. It’ll never be over.
 
   There are two classes to get to, but Wren doesn’t go. One is a psychology class, the other a religion class that she doesn’t pay attention in. She’s been attending most of her classes for the semester. Skipping doesn’t even feel good, just inevitable. Instead she walks to the store and buys a carton of cigarettes and two bottles of liquor, one whiskey and one vodka. At the last second, she stops at the supermarket on her way home and gets two bottles of white wine.
 
   She skips class the next day too. She drinks and smokes, showers when everything is blurry. It takes her half a minute to be able to grab the shampoo bottle without it falling to the floor. 
 
   The only time Wren leaves her apartment is to go to work or to buy more alcohol and cigarettes. Steve picks her up outside her apartment when it’s time for work. It’s not arranged, not that Wren can remember, but he waits until she tumbles out and gives her gum in the car. 
 
   Wren’s had practice with hiding her drinking. Years of high school that she got home in the early morning, sucking on breath mints and forcing herself to walk as normally as possible. No one notices anything at work. She’s always been so quiet anyway that her refusal to join in gossip is normal.
 
   “You know you can’t do this forever,” Steve says one night when he’s driving her back home. But it’s only been a few days and he drops the subject when Wren ignores him. 
 
   He calls her cell over and over the night of karaoke, until she can’t stand the sound of her phone ringing and she answers it rather than turning the volume off. She’s had four glasses of wine and an entire pack of cigarettes. She answers, a grumpy greeting spewing from her mouth. Steve laughs.
 
   “It’s karaoke night,” he says.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And you can’t hide without people thinking something is up.”
 
   If Wren had been thinking clearly, she’d have already thought the same thing. But she’s not. Her thoughts are mostly incoherent with moments of memories intermixed. An afternoon with Emma in the shower. The time Emma looked at her like she was crazy for liking wax on her skin. The stupid sushi date that means nothing now. Every time it happens, Wren drinks more, hoping to forget.
 
   “Okay,” Wren says. “Let me get dressed.”
 
   Victoria isn’t with Steve when he arrives. He’s cleaned the inside of his car. Gone are all of the fast food bags and plastic cups. Wren doesn’t even have her seat belt on before Steve is asking for a cigarette. It’s a good thing she has two packs for the night.
 
   Steve offers to sing a song as they pull into a parking spot. “Whatever song you want,” he says. Steve doesn’t have a good singing voice. He doesn’t even have a decent singing voice. He’s the guy who can clear a room, everyone with frowns on their faces and hands covering their ears. 
 
   “No,” Wren says. “I’d rather keep my ear drums intact.”
 
   Steve laughs and tosses his cigarette butt out the window. “Good to hear you talking normally. You ready?”
 
   For a moment, Wren lets herself feel weak, shows a fraction of what she’s feeling on the outside. She looks to the front door of the bar, anxiety written on her face. But then the barrier is up again, her jaw set and her eyes looking as bored as ever. “Ready.”
 
   It’s not so bad, after all. The crooners are out in full force, all attempting to be the next Sinatra, and Steve is particularly amusing as he dances along to the music. Reese and Taylor keep Wren going with a full drink at all times. It’s a whiskey night, of course, with random shots that Reese makes in between. Taylor even gets in on it, setting down shots that are varying colors, asking Wren which ones are better. 
 
   Emma stands firmly next to Cam all night. Her wounded eyes meet Wren’s every so often and it takes everything in Wren not to turn away. She won’t give Emma that kind of satisfaction. Though Emma looks anything but satisfied most of the night. Cam’s eyes are full of warning when she looks at Wren. Of course. Because Wren is the cold-hearted bitch who hurt little Emma’s feelings. Wren rolls her eyes.
 
   Steve spends most of his time texting with a stupid grin on his face. He never looks up to Wren while they smoke outside, his eyes glued to the tiny screen. He might have had good intentions when telling Victoria that it would be better if she didn’t come out, friendship emergency he probably called it, but it’s so stupid that he should have just brought her along anyway. Wren sighs and smokes another cigarette. It’s not like Steve will notice.
 
   “You know what you need,” Steve says abruptly. “A lap dance.”
 
   “That’s stupid,” Wren says dismissively.
 
   Inside, Steve forces Wren to dance with him, tells her that it’ll make her feel better. 
 
   “It probably won’t,” she says.
 
   “Well, it’ll at least make things seem normal,” he counters. Normalcy is all Steve cares about. It’d be more frustrating if his version of normal was a white picket fence and two and a half kids. Instead he wants things to seem like they’ve always been. Wren not really giving a fuck about anything and him being able to crack a joke here and there.
 
   Wren doesn’t know when Cam and Emma leave, or if they even leave before she and Steve do. He is shielding her, mostly, when they’re inside. Talking so much that she’s forced to watch his lips to follow the one-sided conversation. Or else she’s sitting at the bar and Reese is describing her perfect home: a little cottage in the middle of some woods. Fairy tale thinking, Wren calls it.
 
   A few weeks later, she has a few days off and sobers up enough to drive to work and request a week off. She shouldn’t get it. They hardly ever let someone have that much time off unless it’s for something big. Steve sends her a text message saying that she got it all off, which means he’s probably agreed to work a few of what should be her shifts. It’s the last sober thought she has that day before it’s all sips of wine and glass after glass of vodka. At some point she adds some beer cans to the mix. Since she doesn’t pay attention to days, she showers when she thinks of it, which turns into three showers a day.
 
   Her bedroom becomes so littered with dirty clothes that have barely been worn that Wren moves into the living room. She sleeps for a few minutes at a time on the couch and gives up on wearing more than her underwear and a shirt. With how quickly she’s going through the alcohol, she ends up buying two hundred dollars worth of beer and wine and one more bottle of vodka, a big stockpile that she hopes will last awhile. The ashtray starts to overflow onto the coffee table. Wren doesn’t do anything about it, lets more butts fall out.
 
   Somewhere in the mess on the floor, Wren loses her phone. It’s just as well. In a moment of weakness one night she almost sends a message to Emma. If she’d managed to send it, it would have been random letters that made no sense. It would have been embarrassing. Besides, Wren kind of likes being unavailable, completely secluded from the world. There’s no one else in Wren’s little world. No one else matters. Just Wren. Even her thoughts don’t bother her anymore. They’re like a friend whispering comforting words in her ear.
 
   Wren sleeps most of an afternoon and wakes up hopelessly sober. She reaches for the wine bottle closest to her, picks it up and then puts it down without drinking from it. She struggles to her feet and stretches. Her stomach grumbles. Nothing sounds appetizing, but she can’t remember the last time she ate. It might have been a day ago, maybe longer. It’s one of the few problems in her life she can easily fix, so she makes a sandwich.
 
   The shower is a mess. Body wash and shampoo bottles have fallen onto the floor, her loofah hangs from the shower head. A dirty towel is still on the floor. Just seeing it all, the way her makeup has been sitting unused on the bathroom counter, makes Wren want to prove something. She can’t go on living as a recluse. She’ll have to enter the world of the living at some point and the victory of going out to karaoke has faded from her mind.
 
   She showers for the first time since all the badness happened without dropping anything. The water is hot enough to feel like it’s burning her skin, but she doesn’t adjust it. After, she puts on her makeup with a shaking hand. It’s enough. She’s been inside so long or out while warm from the alcohol that she doesn’t know the temperature anymore. It’s a small hurdle, easy to ignore. She slips a long black shirt on that could almost be a dress and puts on some leggings that have holes down the sides. Her bracelets go back onto her wrists and she takes her time lacing up her boots. The jacket she grabs is almost an afterthought. She looks something like herself in the mirror.
 
   Her wallet, keys and cigarettes all fit into the pockets of her jacket. She doesn’t bother to get her phone. It’s probably dead anyway. The only thing left is to figure out where to go. The usual bar is out of the question. Even if Emma isn’t there, it’s just too soon. Karaoke has been hard enough. There are too many memories of a girl with blonde hair and innocence that you can practically smell at the bar.
 
   That’s how Wren ends up wandering around downtown. She’s taken so long to get ready that it’s already growing dark. She smokes as she walks. The restaurants that she passes with patios look dead from the outside. Few people want to sit in the cooler temperatures. It doesn’t bother Wren. The breeze feels good on her face.
 
   She almost turns around to go back home. The numerous college dive bars will hold nothing interesting for her, so she doesn’t think to try them. One bar that she passes advertises karaoke and she doesn’t give it a second look. Then she starts to pass a small unassuming building that has a sign out front that catches her attention. It’s called Victor’s and she’s never heard of it. The open front door only shows a set of stairs. A basement bar with a sign that has chains on it. She puts out her cigarette and begins to descend down the stairs. 
 
   It’s small, much smaller than Reese and Taylor’s place. There are a few stools scattered around, but most are seated against the walls. Five tiny circular tables are arranged near the walls, but most of the people there ignore them, spending their time standing around, sipping their drinks. The beers are all bottled and liquor drinks come in little plastic cups.
 
   The bartender is a young man who wears a black mesh tanktop and has bleached blonde hair. The music that plays is full of synthesizers and the voice singing is deep and monotonous. The people there are all ages, from men with long white beards to people who look Wren’s age.
 
   Wren walks through the crowd once she’s gotten a drink from the bartender. She won’t drink a lot, doesn’t need to after all she’s had lately, and mostly she wants to stay sober because she’s in a new place. 
 
   That’s when she sees a face that she recognizes. Standing against one of the walls, right next to a poster advertising a band that will play at Victor’s next week, is a girl with black hair and curves, full lips and a tattooed arm on display. The girl who danced with Emma that one night. Wren smirks and heads over.
 
   “Hey,” Wren says when she’s reached the girl’s side. She looks a few years older than Wren, maybe twenty-four or twenty-five.
 
   The girl looks Wren up and down before recognition sets in. “Hey yourself. I danced with your girl awhile back, didn’t I?”
 
   Wren swears to herself that she doesn’t take a sip of her drink because the girl mentions Emma. It’s just because she’s thirsty. “She’s not my girl,” Wren says.
 
   “Could have fooled me.”
 
   “She’s not my girl.”
 
   The song changes then. It’s a little faster but the voice is still the same deep, morose one. A few people nearby sway to it.
 
   “I’m Wren,” she says and holds out her hand.
 
   The girl moves her drink to her left hand and shakes Wren’s. Her hand is cold and damp but firm. “Kate,” she says.
 
   Kate doesn’t smoke, but follows Wren back upstairs after a few minutes. The bar has become stuffy from so many bodies and the breeze feels amazing against Wren’s face. It’s good to have something to focus on, because neither woman is good at keeping up a conversation. They lapse into silence every few sentences, flirty little sentences that mean nothing to either of them.
 
   Wren’s halfway through her cigarette when Kate leans in and kisses her. She barely registers the kiss before Kate is biting her lower lip, much harder than Wren expects. Kate’s hand pushes up Wren’s jacket and grabs onto Wren’s side, right by her ribs. Kate pulls away abruptly and they both smile.
 
   “You want to come to my place?” Wren asks, tossing the half-finished cigarette onto the cracked sidewalk. For once, Wren is glad she paid when she got her drink because there’s no way she wants to go back inside.
 
   “Okay,” Kate says.
 
    
 
    
 
   Kate is unlike anyone Wren has ever brought home. She doesn’t accept Wren’s offer for a drink and kisses Wren before Wren can pour a drink for herself. She doesn’t blink at the mess that is Wren’s apartment, as if she’s used to trashed homes. 
 
   There’s no need for anymore hospitality, what with Kate not wanting a drink, so Wren walks backward toward her bedroom, one hand pulling Kate along. It’s a miracle that Wren doesn’t trip and fall with all of the random belongings on the floor. A tiny voice in the back of Wren’s mind tells her to be careful.
 
   “What’s your safeword?” Kate asks.
 
   Wren tells the voice to fuck off.
 
   Wren’s only been with one girl seriously. An evening spent pawing a girl in the back of a car or by a pool when they were both drunk don’t really count. It can’t be that different, Wren thinks, but it is. 
 
   Kate instructs her to take her clothes off and get on the bed. “Just say pumpkin if you need me to stop.”
 
   Then Wren is on her stomach and Kate is tying her hands up. Wren’s face is flush against the mattress, her teeth rubbing against the covers from where she’s smiling. And it’s a good thing she isn’t drunk, after all. Those afternoons and nights spent in a drunken stupor haven’t been about losing herself, just letting go. They can’t compare to this, because Wren is finally able to truly let go and let her mind shut down. 
 
   Kate won’t let Wren touch her, just makes her stay on the bed. She doesn’t ask Wren what she likes, doesn’t ask her anything at all. She covers Wren’s body with her own and kisses Wren’s shoulders until Wren squirms beneath her. 
 
   With her hands still tied behind her, Wren can touch Kate. When she does, Kate slaps her ass until Wren whimpers. Wren’s turned away from the nightstand, toward the spot that Emma used to occupy, and she closes her eyes so that she can just feel.
 
   That’s when the hot wax is poured over her back and Wren gasps in surprise. It’s better than the time Emma accidentally caused the wax to fall on Wren. A finger traces patterns through the wax on Wren’s back before more is poured onto the backs of her thighs and then down her ass cheeks. Every spot the wax touches tingles and Wren can’t stop the way her ass leans up into the air, toward the candle. The anticipation for the next time is almost too much.
 
   Kate teases her cunt with light strokes. Kate lets her fingertips touch Wren’s inner thigh and Wren can feel a coating of wetness against her skin. She won’t beg. That would be too much to give a stranger. Even if Kate is giving her a wonderful night, Wren won’t give Kate that.
 
   Her hips are jerked up so that Wren’s ass is completely up in the air, her knees pushing against the mattress. Most of her weight is held by her face on the bed. It’s the most helpless Wren has ever been. It’s not a surprise when Kate pours more wax down Wren’s crack, but Wren can’t stop the gasp that comes out. She knows she doesn’t imagine the chuckle that comes from Kate.
 
   Thank God Emma didn’t go home with Kate. Emma could never handle this.
 
   The belt is a surprise. The first time it comes down, it makes a loud cracking sound. Wren cries out in pain and her right ass cheek feels as if it’s on fire. Within seconds it turns into a dull burning and then a pleasurable soreness. No one has ever used a belt on Wren before. She’d never allow it. The afterburn is like her hot showers, beads of water that burn as they cascade down her body, only more concentrated. Another blow follows, then another. The backs of her thighs sting and she squirms, hoping for it to end and keep going all at once. Wren grits her teeth, tries not to cry out again. She does every single time.
 
   A thin layer of sweat develops all over Wren’s body. She bites her lip, almost makes herself bleed when Kate asks her about her ass and prods it with a fingertip. Before she can get used to the new sensation, Kate flips Wren over onto her back and kisses her. Her arms are useless beneath her and her body trembles.
 
   Kate pours more wax on Wren’s front, starting with her tits and then down to her stomach. If it’s possible, it feels even better than when it was poured on her back. Wren’s eyes close at the tingling sensation. She feels Kate’s body climbing further up onto the bed.
 
   “I’m going to ride your face,” Kate says and pauses.
 
   Wren almost laughs. Kate’s hesitation is obvious enough in the moment, saying what she’s about to do is her way of asking if it’s okay. Wren nods. 
 
   Kate undresses quickly and moves back up on the bed. 
 
   With knees on each side of her head, Wren slips her tongue out for her first taste. Kate is completely shaved. Wren is so far gone that she can’t quite place how Kate tastes. All she knows is that she likes it. She licks at Kate with quick strokes, flattening out her tongue as much as she can. Kate doesn’t moan or make any kind of sound for Wren, but she doesn’t get off of Wren’s face until her legs are shaking and she mumbles something that sounds like “fucking hell.”
 
   Wren’s face is wet as Kate moves back down the bed. She licks her lips and closes her eyes for a second. It’s just long enough to miss the belt being picked up again and the crack it makes against her side. 
 
   Kate’s face is all concentration as she raises the belt again, this time hitting the other side, right near Wren’s hip. Kate looks disappointed by Wren’s response and she flips Wren back over onto her stomach.
 
   “I’m going to do this side again,” Kate mutters. 
 
   It hurts worse than before, but the ache after is that much sweeter.
 
   “You’re going to have some nice bruises tomorrow,” says Kate. She only stops occasionally to touch Wren’s cunt, but never long enough to bring Wren any sort of release. Then it’s the belt again, on one side then the other, sometimes on her thighs and sometimes on her ass.
 
   As much as Wren tries not to cry out, she continually does. Next, she tells herself that she won’t cry from the pain, that she won’t tell Kate to stop. That little bit of resolve is broken when Wren can’t stop the tears anymore. She sobs into the mattress, her body shaking after every impact. This is what it’s like, Wren thinks. Horrifically fantastic. Kate takes her to the brink where Wren doesn’t think she can take it anymore and then past that so that even the tears stop coming. It’s just Wren and a sort of euphoria.
 
   Kate hums and tosses the belt back on the floor. The sound of it being discarded is enough to almost make Wren’s tears start again. Wren is flipped onto her back and Kate is finally really fucking Wren, good and hard, three fingers pumping in and out in a fast but steady rhythm. Kate places her other hand on Wren’s shoulder, holds herself up that way, until Wren is sure that she’s going to have a bruise there in the morning, too.
 
   Wren has to close her eyes as she begins to climax. Her mouth opens and her entire body seizes up. Kate doesn’t stop fucking her until Wren’s body is limp on the bed and Wren’s eyes open lazily. Her body aches in a way that makes Wren smile. 
 
   Kate licks the three fingers that have been inside Wren and then kisses her. The kiss is full of gratitude from both of them.
 
   “I should get going,” Kate says, after lying next to Wren for a few minutes. She traces a line down Wren’s side, chuckles when Wren’s leg quivers. “Next time, don’t go to a fetish bar to let your demons out.” She unties Wren and leaves. The front door slams behind her.
 
   Wren stays in bed for some time, not moving. The candle has gone out at some point. The backs of her thighs feel raw against the covers. She’s too awake to try to sleep, so she takes a lukewarm shower to get all of the wax off. After, she throws on a pair of panties and a tanktop. There’s nothing else to do and she moves to the living room to drink. It’s a vodka kind of night. Only the first glass has ice in it. She can’t be bothered to get up to get more.
 
   Something tugs at the back of her mind, like she’s forgetting something. She doesn’t have work to worry about and her body is so lethargic that it’s hard to care. She lights a cigarette and drinks until she passes out on the couch. A perfect ending to a good day.
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren’s eyes are still closed and her body is somewhere between sleep and being awake when the front door slams. There is a gasp and then yelling. Wren turns over to bury her face into the couch cushions. The yelling continues, but whoever it is makes no move to force Wren up. They are content to scream their displeasure whether Wren reacts or not.
 
   Wren hears a knock at the door. Something on the floor is kicked across the room as the other person in the apartment goes to open the door. Wren’s eyes feel as if they are glued shut. Her body aches. She’s awake, but barely. Sleep threatens to overtake her again.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Mommy. I had no idea it was going to look like this,” a voice says.
 
   A woman gasps as footsteps draw closer. Wren’s eyes fly open. Trudy and the Bucktons. Is it already time for the visit? Wren hasn’t done anything to clean, has actually made the apartment look worse than it ever has. She chuckles but the sound is muffled by the couch.
 
   “Oh my Lord,” Mrs. Buckton murmurs. “Are those bruises on her legs?”
 
   “Maybe someone broke in,” Trudy says, grasping at straws.
 
   Mr. Buckton is silent. Wren can imagine the uncomfortable look on his face. A half-naked girl lying on a couch is sure to send his prudishness into overdrive. It’s improper. She doesn’t turn to look at his face. The couch is too comfortable.
 
   “Okay,” Mrs. Buckton says. “We’ll sort this out.” More footsteps as someone moves into the kitchen and opens the refrigerator. It’s closed again and then cupboards are rummaged through. “Honey,” Mrs. Buckton calls from the kitchen. “Will you take Trudy down to the market for some real food? There’s nothing here. Barely a crumb. I’ll take care of… this.”
 
   Wren smirks. She has become a situation, a problem to solve. Years later, she might find it all even more amusing, but for now she tries to drift back into a peaceful slumber. That’s interrupted by the front door slamming closed again. Maybe she could fall asleep after, once her heart stops beating so quickly from the unexpected sound of the door, but the evidence suggests she’s alone in the apartment with Mrs. Buckton and there’s no way to fall asleep again with that information at the front of her mind.
 
   “Wren, sweetie. Let’s get you up. God, you’re skin and bones.”
 
   Mrs. Buckton’s hand is cold and skeletal against Wren’s shoulder. Despite knowing that she would have to speak to the woman above her eventually, Wren is startled by the hand. She jumps and twists around until she’s looking up at Mrs. Buckton.
 
   Maybe she’s never really paid much attention to Mrs. Buckton. The nervous energy Mrs. Buckton can’t help but have is nowhere to be seen this morning. Her brown eyes are full of concern, but calm. She smiles encouragingly at Wren. Her teeth are white and crowded.
 
   “Come on,” Mrs. Buckton says. Her tone is motherly. “I’m going to start a shower for you.”
 
   Wren remembers showering after Kate left the night before, but follows behind Mrs. Buckton anyway. Wren pads through the apartment sloppily, as if there’s still alcohol in her system, which there might be.
 
   Mrs. Buckton finds a clean towel, somehow, in the mess that is Wren’s bathroom. She hums as she starts the water and doesn’t blink when Wren undresses right in front of her. Her expression turns to sadness though and she averts her eyes from Wren’s body.
 
   “I’m going to get some of this cleaned up, dear,” Mrs. Buckton says and leaves the room.
 
   Wren doesn’t wash. She sits on the floor of the shower and lets the water fall over her body. It’s not as hot as it normally is, but it’s fine. Wren pokes at the bruises on her legs, smiles at the soreness. She doesn’t come out of her bedroom until she’s dressed again. A t-shirt and yoga pants cover most of the bruises. She doesn’t bother with her hair and within minutes her shirt is soaked where her hair touches it. 
 
   Mrs. Buckton has been busy cleaning. She hums in the kitchen. Two trash bags sit next to the front door. The ashtray is empty, and all of the garbage that has accumulated in the living room is gone. If it wasn’t too late, Wren might reach behind the sofa and put the Jesus painting on the wall. It’s useless now.
 
   The only cup in the living room is clean and full of water and ice. Wren sits back on the couch and drinks from it slowly. Her tongue starts to feel normal again in her mouth. Awake, finally, and with her bruises covered, the reality of the situation sinks in and Wren blushes. She barely knows these people and now they have seen everything.
 
   There goes the extra pocket change she gets from Trudy once a month.
 
   Mr. Buckton and Trudy have taken their time returning, but they can’t stay away forever. They make lots of noise outside the front door before opening it and creeping inside, perhaps worried about what they might see. Mrs. Buckton instructs Trudy to come into the kitchen with her, to put away the groceries they’ve just purchased.
 
   Mr. Buckton sits next to Wren on the couch. He doesn’t say anything or look at her. His hand rests on his stomach as he stares at the blank TV screen.
 
   Mrs. Buckton hisses at Trudy in the kitchen. Her attempts to whisper fail and Wren can hear everything said.
 
   “What do you mean you didn’t know the apartment had gotten so bad?”
 
   There’s a long pause. Trudy’s attempt to put all of the blame on Wren has left her open to questions that she can’t answer truthfully unless she wants her parents to know exactly where she’s been living. Trudy is not the kind of girl who can think on her feet.
 
   “I just meant I haven’t been here this past week,” Trudy explains. “I’ve been staying with a friend.” There’s guilt in her voice. Mrs. Buckton lets out a frustrated groan, because of course staying with a friend translates to staying with a boy.
 
   “Trudy, you can’t honestly expect me to believe that this has happened in a week. When’s the last time you were here?” Mrs. Buckton seethes.
 
   If Wren was in the room she might try to shake her head at Trudy, try to tell her what to say telepathically. There’s no way that Trudy won’t screw this up. Trudy lies by omission and that is all. She hasn’t had the practice that Wren has had.
 
   “Okay, okay. So it’s been awhile,” Trudy says, defensively.
 
   Wren rolls her eyes and sighs. Even from the living room, the atmosphere change in the kitchen is obvious. If Mrs. Buckton didn’t seem the type to worry about appearances, she’d probably let out all of her anger and frustration right now. But that would be improper.
 
   “Fix lunch,” Mrs. Buckton says in a tight voice. “We’ll talk later.”
 
   Lunch is large deli sandwiches for the Bucktons and a small sandwich for Wren with chicken broth. No one asks Wren what she’d like to eat, or even if she’s hungry at all. Mrs. Buckton eats in the kitchen, taking bites between loading up the dishwasher. Trudy sits on the floor, the coffee table between her and the couch, and stares at Wren as she eats. Trudy’s face is full of loathing. If Mr. Buckton notices the scowl on Trudy’s face, he doesn’t do or say anything to acknowledge it. He’s too busy picking up the pickles and onions that fall into his lap.
 
   In the end, Mrs. Buckton presses a piece of paper into Wren’s hand with her home and cell numbers written on it. She gives Wren a squeeze when she hugs her, tells her to call day or night if she needs anything. She won’t, but it’s a nice sentiment.
 
   Trudy is not so lucky. The Bucktons tell her in a warning tone that they will be coming every Sunday from now on to take her to church and that they’ll install software on their computer so that they can video chat with her, to ensure that she is in the apartment. It’d be easy enough to schedule their nightly videos early in the evening. They’d probably still believe Trudy if she told them that she goes to sleep early. Then she could sneak off to Trevor’s. It’s hard to take the good girl out of Trudy, though, and that means that she will be at home all the time, terrified of defying her parents the same way again.
 
   As soon as the Bucktons are gone, Wren goes into her bedroom and shuts the door. Trudy’s still too annoyed to want to talk. She’ll sulk for at least a day, but at some point in the future she’s going to want to sit down with Wren and find out what happened. What the bruises are from, how she could consume so much alcohol. Why she would ruin such a good arrangement. And that will be almost worse than waking up to the Bucktons.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s not so bad after that. The bruises stay for days. Each time Wren bumps her leg on the edge of her bed, she’s forced to think about her night with Kate. Trudy’s done her best to stay out of the way, hasn’t tried to ask Wren about any of it, and so Wren doesn’t have to think about the Bucktons. 
 
   The Jesus painting is back up, permanently, and Trevor starts to show up after a few days. He’s tall and lanky with a hooked nose and eyes that light up whenever Trudy is in the room. Once, when Wren is heading out to go to the bar, she hears them studying the Bible together in Trudy’s bedroom.
 
   Victoria is out with Steve again. He takes turns dancing with her or Wren. When he spins Wren, a goofy smile on his face, she can feel Emma’s eyes on her, like it’s actually burning her skin. She almost always takes a shot after it happens, and it seems to happen constantly. Reese sometimes raises her eyebrow at Wren, like maybe Wren should take it easy. Taylor has no such qualms, seems to find it entertaining how much Wren can drink without falling on the floor.
 
   Every time Wren and Emma make eye contact, a steely resolve comes over Wren. There have never been tears, not over Emma. Wren tries to keep up the eye contact as long as possible, despite the wounded look Emma gives her.
 
   “If this doesn’t get better soon, I’m out of here,” Steve says. “I already said I don’t do drama.”
 
   The next time they’re all out, they sit at a table and Wren acts like she used  to. Cam and Emma are so close they might as well be glued together. Victoria and Steve talk about work, try to get Wren to join in or agree with what they say. Steve says things like, “Ain’t that right, Vicki?”
 
   Wren slips away to get another drink at the bar. Taylor grins at her. “We’ve been talking,” she says. “We think you should come out for our big birthday bash.”
 
   “It’s months away still,” Reese says. “We just start planning it early.”
 
   “You can come as long as you can manage not to be a mopey bitch,” Reese says with a wink. 
 
   Wren smiles when she sits back down at the table. 
 
   After that, Steve stops making little comments about things getting back to normal. He dances with Emma. 
 
   Emma’s becoming less cowardly, kisses Cam when Wren is in the same area of the bar. Wren doesn’t watch them. She doesn’t run away either. And that’s a small victory at the end of the day.
 
   Wren goes back to work and no one says anything at all about her absence. Victoria, or Vicki as she’s supposed to start calling her, tries to become even more friendly with Wren. She makes little jokes that would probably make Steve chuckle and says things like she can’t wait for another karaoke night. 
 
   Despite some of the more horrible customers, it’s nice to be back. Wren even goes to some of her classes again.
 
   The only person who might see that not everything is right is Trudy, who stares at the large amount of empty glass bottles that Wren racks up. Her righteous indignation about it all hasn’t won out though, not since Wren could so easily tell the Bucktons about Trevor’s growing presence in the apartment, so she says nothing.
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren gets a Saturday off and decides that’s a good enough reason to go out downtown. Besides, there’s only so many times she can say no to joining Bible study in the living room without coming across as rude. 
 
   Steve’s working all day and will only want to go to the normal bar after work. Wren doesn’t ask Vicki what she’s doing. Wren showers and leaves the apartment with her camera. She walks around downtown. She takes a picture of the sign in front of Victor’s, just because. She’ll never go there again, not if she has any choice in the matter.
 
   It’s been too long since Wren has gone out to take pictures. There hasn’t been the time, too many people wanting her attention. She walks steadily until she reaches the park Steve met her in just a few months before. Fewer people are around now that the season has changed. A couple of people walk briskly around, stare at her as they pass. Her light jacket affords her little warmth and she can’t help the slight chattering of her teeth when the wind blows. When the action of taking pictures is no longer comforting, she walks around a little longer before finding the exit again. 
 
   She shouldn’t drink, shouldn’t head straight to a store to buy a bottle of liquor. So much of what Wren does now she shouldn’t. She buys a bottle of vodka and heads back to the park. There’s nowhere else to go. Far off the path that the joggers take is a field that some people like to use for sports. She sits against a tree and watches a group of young men toss a football around. They’re horrible at it and breathe heavily from the effort of running around. Not that she could do much better.
 
   The camera rests against her chest and she doesn’t lift it to take any pictures. It’s late afternoon, bordering on dinnertime for most people. The more she drinks, the more she’s unable to stop the flow of thoughts in her mind. How Emma’s cheek used to feel against her palm, how things hadn’t really gone according to plan. There’s still time, there’s always still time. She takes another swig of the vodka.
 
   There hasn’t been a phone call or a text message for her all day. No one wondering what she’s doing or if she wants to do anything. Steve’s at work, Trudy is with Trevor. Is there anyone else? Not anymore, not right now. 
 
   She drinks faster. Another guy is tackled to the ground, amid excited shouts. Wren picks up her phone and her brain isn’t working fast enough to make her stop. She’s on the name, only has to press one more button to hear the phone try to call Emma. She sets it back down at the last second, kicks her heel into the hard dirt beneath her.
 
   She hasn’t eaten all day, a bad habit, and is forced to put away the bottle before she’s finished with it. It’s comforting, anyway, just knowing that it’s still there, waiting. Sitting there, watching the amateur athletes, the part of her that feels like it’s gone, the growing absence somewhere inside that she can’t make go away, takes over. It’s as if her head spins and she’s no longer in control of anything. Lips covered in pink gloss, a worn book, a forgotten pill. These are all that exist in a dying world. If this is what it’s like to go crazy, Wren has only skimmed the surface before.
 
   Maybe love exists. Maybe Wren has been wrong all along. The concept that foolish people cling onto, people like Emma, that doesn’t exist. It never did. Wren hurts and her body doesn’t match the pain. If Emma was there, going through Wren’s mind, she’d say that none of it is fair. Wren smirks. Life isn’t fair. Love exists, but life isn’t fair.
 
   Wren can’t sit still. Football is boring. Left to her own devices, the day is a reminder of how Wren has fallen into a trap and can’t do anything to get out. She leaves the park, crosses the street carelessly, ignores the sound of a car horn nearby. She holds the bag carrying the bottle in one hand, smiles at the feeling of it bouncing against her leg.
 
   She walks slowly through the streets until the world isn’t quite so blurry. She stomps up the stairs to her apartment. Trudy’s not there, for once. A note is on the coffee table. It says that Trudy’s out to dinner, don’t tell the Bucktons. As if Wren is the type to call someone’s parents to tattle. As if the Bucktons have told Trudy that she can never leave the apartment for food.
 
   Wren finishes the last of the alcohol while she changes clothes and deposits her camera back on her desk. It might not be the smartest decision to go back out, but Wren doesn’t care. It’s a lucky outfit that she wears, or so she considered it a few months ago. It’s a white shirt that Emma seemed to like, or at least stared at Wren’s chest almost constantly when she wore it, with some boots and a black skirt. A classic for Wren. It’s warm enough to go without a jacket now that the wind has calmed down.
 
   She finds a club that doesn’t immediately make her want to slit her wrists and smiles up at the guy standing out front, his arms crossed over his chest. He doesn’t ask for ID, barely even glances at her as she goes inside.
 
   A younger crowd dances in a roped off area and the bartenders make drinks in a jerky fashion, moving behind the various bars. It’s exactly the kind of place Wren tries to stay away from usually.
 
   If the alcohol from earlier has worn off, Wren does her best to get her buzz back. She stands by groups who order shots, takes one if they hand her one, then disappears. On the dance floor, men try to sidle up to her and dance. Some she lets, others she purses her lips at and walks away from. One man, already sweaty from dancing, puts his arms around her shoulders, smiles like he knows her. She gives him a moment before shrugging his arms off and turning toward someone else. 
 
   The someone else happens to be a girl, happens to be a blonde. Wren has never particularly been into blonde people, much less blonde girls, but she’s drunk again and the girl seems to be inebriated as well, with her dress strap falling off her shoulder.
 
   Wren dances close to the girl, face to face, puts one arm around her. The music is loud, pounding in Wren’s head, and none of it feels quite right. Not the girl, not the club, definitely not the music. It takes a moment for Wren to comprehend the touch that is pushing her back, away from the girl. It’s not the girl, though she is putting some distance between herself and Wren, and there are so many people around that Wren can’t see who it is that has pushed her.
 
   And then that sweaty fucker is on Wren again, smiling at her like she wasn’t just trying to dance with someone else who was most certainly not him. She kind of hates him, kind of hates everything in the world at that moment. His eyebrows are bushy, his nose beak-like. Everything about him is wrong.
 
   Wren’s never gotten particularly angry at someone, not to the point of violence. Even Roy has only made her feel a certain seething anger that is more like contempt than anything that might produce violence. Wren hasn’t felt much like herself lately, that is obvious to anyone who has seen her, and so she’s not all that surprised when she pulls away and punches him right in his drunk mouth.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s apparent that Wren has made a mistake when the first punch hits her in the face. The club becomes blurry around her, a mixture of the alcohol and the ringing in her ears. A girl nearby screams. It’s horrible, all of it. Wren lashes out, kicks and punches until she connects with something. Her ribs hurt after falling down onto her knees and being kicked in the midsection. She tastes blood.
 
   The guy is about her height, a little shorter than the average male, and he stands over her like he’s won. Blood pours from his nose. She stands back up and launches at him again. His fist connects with her face, hitting her cheek and eye. Later, much later, when Wren is in bed and replaying the whole thing, it’ll just be her falling down and getting back up, unable to admit defeat.
 
   They’re kicked out, the both of them, and go their separate ways. He is followed by his group of friends, mostly girls, who give Wren dirty looks for ruining their night out. Wren walks alone, stumbling from the pain and drunkenness. It’s still early, early enough to go somewhere else to drink. Wren’s phone is in her bra. She calls Steve.
 
   “Are you off yet? Come to the bar,” she says as soon as he’s picked up. She doesn’t wait for an answer. He’ll show up or he won’t.
 
   Wren walks until she passes a cab and flags it down. It’s much better than walking. Her knuckles look awful and she picks at the loose skin there. Wren lets her head lean back into the seat of the cab. The driver is quiet and travels steadily toward the bar. His face appears in the rearview mirror at times, eyes on Wren’s face. When he pulls into the parking lot, Wren pays him without speaking, ignores the card that he tries to give her until he insists repeatedly.
 
   Wren goes straight back to the bathroom to see the damage. Her picking at her knuckles has caused them to start bleeding again. Her lip is swelling. A whole side of her face looks like it’s been pummeled. She wets a paper towel and dabs at her lip. It’ll all be fine, nothing to worry about. She smirks. Her body matches how she feels on the inside again.
 
   The bar is busy. Perfect for Wren. She’s able to get a drink and vanish into the crowd if she wishes. No one really notices her, no one but Reese and Taylor. It’s a little awkward, sitting next to strangers with Reese gawking at her.
 
   “You’re not going to bleed on the bar, are you?” Taylor asks in a peeved voice.
 
   Wren takes a sip of the drink that is placed in front of her. Whiskey again. “No,” Wren says. “I think that’s all done.”
 
   “You look like shit,” Reese says.
 
   It’s true, absolutely true. Wren laughs until the pain in her lip makes her stop.
 
   There’s still two seats next to her that are empty. A quick glance around the rest of the bar makes Wren sigh pleasantly. Emma isn’t there. Neither is Cam. It’s been one thing, all this time, making everyone think everything is fine. And it is, kind of. But not tonight. Not when Wren has been so weak. She can’t see Emma.
 
   She’s on her second drink when Steve finally shows up. He slaps her on the back and sits down before he notices her wincing and the state of her face. Victoria gasps.
 
   “What’s this?” Steve asks. His hands ball into fists on the bar.
 
   Taylor and Reese look toward Steve, but they say nothing. Taylor busies herself with cleaning dishes and Reese prints out someone’s receipt at the computer. Wren kind of likes it, that they’re staying away for the moment. She wasn’t thinking when she called Steve, not really, and now he’s going to blow up.
 
   “Who did this?” he asks, his voice loud.
 
   Reese shoots a warning look over at Steve. He ignores it. 
 
   “Steve, it’s fine. Just sit and drink. Have some fun,” says Wren.
 
   “You want me to sit here like nothing is wrong, like your face isn’t broken? What the fuck, Wren? Who did this? I’ll kill him.” Steve’s eyes are wide, full of rage and energy that is dying to be let loose. He pounds his fist on top of the bar.
 
   “Steve,” Taylor says.
 
   “Some guy at a club,” Wren says. “I started it.”
 
   Taylor glares at Steve, and a little at Wren too. 
 
   Steve sighs. “I’m going, I’m going,” he says. “Wren, call me when you’re not trying to get yourself killed over a stupid fucking girl.”
 
   Wren flinches at the words. She doesn’t look at him, focuses on the whiskey in front of her.
 
   He continues to shout on his way out of the bar, speaking to Victoria. He says things like how Wren is worse off than he thought, how he can’t believe it. How he really will kill the guy if he comes across him. Victoria follows him out, doesn’t look at Wren on the way.
 
   To Wren’s surprise, very few customers look at her when Steve is gone. Everyone seems to want to get back to their normal Saturday night.
 
   Reese sets a shot down in front of Wren, an eyebrow arched as she does so. Taylor looks annoyed as she finishes washing dishes, looks occasionally at Wren for causing it all.
 
   “Sorry,” Wren mutters.
 
   The group next to Wren cheers. Some of them sit at the bar, the others fan out behind their chairs. The guy sitting next to Wren is loud and boisterous. He talks with his hands, almost hits Wren in the face by accident. She can’t stop herself from flinching, even though she tries.
 
   It might be the worst day Wren has had in awhile. Thoughts of love, angering Steve, being a complete idiot. But that would be too easy, because the next thing Wren knows, Emma is waltzing into the bar. It really is the worst day.
 
   Emma’s easy to read. She’s uncomfortable and sits a little straighter in her seat than normal. She taps her fingers along the top of the bar, frustrated with something. She looks at the group next to Wren, which should be Wren’s cue to look away, but she doesn’t. And then Emma is looking right at Wren, shock on her face, and all Wren wants to do is kiss her and tell her not to worry. Wren takes her shot instead, keeping the eye contact with Emma.
 
   Wren sighs. Emma looks kind of sick, kind of sad, like her heart is breaking. As much as Wren doesn’t really want to see Emma, doesn’t want to talk to her, it makes something in Wren’s chest clench to see the look on Emma’s face. That might mostly be a lie, because the only person Wren has really wanted to see all day is Emma. She motions for Emma to follow her outside and slips off the chair she’s in, dodges the man’s hands next to her again.
 
   Wren gives Emma a cigarette outside. She looks like she needs one as much as Wren does. “How have you been?” Wren asks, because the silence is a little too much, even for her. 
 
   Despite everything, Emma’s laughter still makes Wren happy and she smiles at the way everything else falls from Emma’s face when she laughs. Her lip begins to bleed from it, Wren can tell, and she licks at the other side. A habit she’s had for months.
 
   “Been better,” Emma says. “You?”
 
   It’s not the right response. Not yet. Emma is supposed to try to sound neutral, but be unable to hide her happiness. But like the night Wren had to walk away, Emma is making things happen too soon. Love isn’t what Emma imagined, and she had to get to that point, but not now. Maybe Wren isn’t on top of things like she thought.
 
   “Yeah,” Wren says and closes her eyes.
 
   Wren could pull Emma to her right now. She could kiss her and Emma would respond in just the right way. Until the guilt set in. There’s always time, Wren reminds herself.
 
   They finish their cigarettes and head back toward the bar. That’s supposed to be it. A weird interaction that Emma will try to dissect for days after, think about at the worst possible times. Then Emma flips the script and invites Wren to her apartment.
 
   When things were still good, Emma had grabbed onto Wren’s wrist in Wren’s bed. Emma kissed Wren’s hand and told her, with eyes pleading, that it was okay to want things, that the world wouldn’t end if Wren did. Wren hadn’t said anything in response. It’s not that easy to start wanting things and Emma had never brought it up again.
 
   For some reason, Emma wants Wren to go back to her apartment, wants to spend time with Wren despite what Wren has done, which must seem like a horrible thing. Unlike Steve, Emma seems content with not hearing what Wren did, which is good because Emma is the one person Wren never wants to tell. Want. What does Wren want?
 
   “Okay,” Wren says. “Let me pay my tab.”
 
   Taylor can’t hide the satisfied look on her face when Wren pays. Less trouble for Taylor if she leaves, Wren thinks.
 
    
 
    
 
   There’s vodka at Emma’s apartment. Even though Wren feels sober now, she shouldn’t drink any. She has a little anyway, straight from the bottle. The distance between them on the couch is too much and the silence makes it seem like an even bigger space.
 
   “You should see the other guy,” Wren says finally. She can’t remember what he looks like, other than the bleeding nose, but it seems like the thing to say.
 
   It works. Emma smiles. “I bet,” she says.
 
   They talk for awhile. Or Emma talks, rather. Then she asks Wren if she wants to sleep on the couch since it’s so late. Wren’s body is becoming more sore and the thought of heading back to her apartment makes her yawn. It doesn’t take much convincing for Wren to agree and Emma brings her a blanket and a pillow.
 
   Wren can’t sleep. She wakes up every few minutes with the need to readjust. The side of her face feels like it’s pounding. Maybe the ice Emma wanted to give her might have been a good idea, but it’s too late now. Wren places an arm over her side to see if it’ll help. A floorboard creaks and Wren closes her eyes quickly.
 
   Emma’s in the room, unable to stay away, and keeping her face blank is hard for once. Emma comes closer, right up to the side of the couch, and then there are lips kissing Wren’s forehead. Faking sleep is impossible then, and Wren opens her eyes to look at Emma. It’s hard for Wren to not show surprise. That look, the one that always made Wren want to run away, is on Emma’s face. It’s part fear now, but it doesn’t make Wren want to run.
 
   “I should get back to bed,” Emma whispers. She doesn’t move and neither does Wren. Emma’s not done, she’s never quite done, and Wren has to remind herself to breathe. Emma dips her head again, more slowly this time, and kisses Wren on the lips.
 
   Wren’s supposed to feel guilt, supposed to stop it. Emma has never been able to stop herself and she’s with Cam now, the one person Emma knows she loves. But Wren doesn’t stop, just closes her eyes and feels it all. The pain in her lip is almost too much. Emma doesn’t look nearly as guilty as she probably should when Wren opens her eyes.
 
   “Now I should really get back to bed,” Emma says, louder this time, and turns to walk back to her bedroom.
 
   Wren can’t sleep after either. There’s no comfortable position and the bedroom door is open, inviting her to slip into the bed next to Emma. She manages a few hours of interrupted sleep before she gives up and gets off the couch. She does slip into Emma’s bedroom, but to find a notepad rather than to join Emma. 
 
   Emma is sleeping peacefully. She wouldn’t know if Wren were to cross the room and kiss her, but Wren doesn’t do it. She finds a pen and writes the word “thanks” on a sheet, leaves it on the coffee table and quietly leaves the apartment.
 
    
 
    
 
   Steve shows up a day later without any alcohol. Trudy has already had her blow up, yelling at Wren that she can’t live with someone who is so incredibly fucked up. Wren had better sort it out now, Trudy said, or they’ll have to figure something else out. Trudy couldn’t look Wren in the face the entire time she spoke.
 
   Trudy is locked away in her bedroom and ignores the knocking at the door so that Wren is forced to answer it. She’s in her pajamas and smirks at Steve. One of her eyes can barely open and Steve can’t look away from it.
 
   “You going to invite me in?” Steve asks, softly.
 
   Wren doesn’t answer, just moves to sit on the couch and leaves the door open for him. She offers a cigarette before he can ask.
 
   “I kind of lost it. At the bar. Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” says Wren.
 
   “Is anything ever going to go back to normal? I really liked how things were before. Going out and having fun, not having to worry about anything. It’s so fucked up now.” Steve wipes a hand across his forehead. “Do you have anything to drink?” He stares at the cigarette in his hand.
 
   “Yeah. Hold on.” 
 
   There’s a lot of alcohol to choose from. It’s the one thing Wren makes sure to keep in the apartment. Trudy has kept the pantry stocked with food, easy things to eat that Mrs. Buckton has probably instructed her to buy. Wren picks out a bottle of gin for them to drink.
 
   “I knew it’d end badly. I told you. Remember?” Steve asks. “But I still didn’t expect it to go this badly. And I know why it has. You can’t hide it anymore. Not from me.” He takes a sip from his glass, puts out the cigarette and grabs another. “I didn’t know you loved her. Not until the bar. Why didn’t you run, Wren?” He whispers the last part so that Wren can barely hear it.
 
   “From what?”
 
   “From her. From the fist punching you. From everything.” Steve shrugs. His face is troubled as he stares at the coffee table.
 
   “Sometimes you can’t run,” Wren mutters.
 
   There’s nothing left to do but drink and sit together. Steve admits, after a period of silence, that he and Victoria are having issues. Irreconcilable differences based on the fact that she wants some kind of normal relationship and Steve doesn’t have the drive for that kind of thing. Wren shrugs at the news. She might get blamed for it, end up getting shitty tables again, but she’s past caring.
 
   When Steve leaves, he hugs Wren. She immediately goes back into her bedroom and pulls out the bracelet Emma gave her for Christmas. She doesn’t put it on. She handles it like it might bite her at any moment. She places it on her nightstand and falls backward onto the bed, ignoring the pain in her ribs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Cam reminds Emma of people’s names on the car ride over. The bride is Angela, the groom is Michael. Never call him Mike. They get lost three times before they find the farm. Emma’s never heard of anyone getting married on a farm, but the people who own the land are apparently family friends and Cam doesn’t find it strange at all.
 
   They’re both overdressed. Most of the people there mill about in khakis or similar attire. “Of fucking course,” Cam mutters under her breath. 
 
   A man walks by them as they’re stepping out of Cam’s car. He wears a red sweatervest and nods at Cam. They don’t speak though, and Emma doesn’t wave or nod.
 
   Everything is strange. There’s no rhyme or reason where people park, or where they stand. Some have grouped together in little circles in the middle of the field being used for parking, others stand around what will become the altar. There’s only fifty people around, at the moment, and Emma trains her eyes on the ground with her arms crossed over her chest. Cam doesn’t talk to anyone but Emma.
 
   “We can leave as soon as the vows are said,” Cam says. “We won’t be missed.”
 
   “Don’t you want to visit with your family?”
 
   Cam shrugs, kicks at the ground beneath her feet. It doesn’t surprise Emma. It’s not like Cam has ever talked about her family much. Emma does know that Cam’s the only one in her family to go for an office type of job. Cam’s mother and father have spent their years going from company to company, sometimes saving up enough to try their hand at opening a business. Cam spent a few of her middle school years hanging around the gas station that her parents ran for a time. 
 
   Everyone else there seems so close. They slap each other on the back or hug, some even kiss on the cheek. They all look so happy with smile lines that mark their faces permanently. Cam doesn’t have any of that, not even the sparkle that some of them can’t keep out of their eyes.
 
   All of it makes Emma uncomfortable. Emma’s not as close to her family as she used to be, but Cam is standing around like she’s being held at gunpoint. If Cam can feel that way about her family, there’s no telling how she might feel about other people.
 
   A young man about their age walks up holding two beer cans and hands them to Cam and Emma. He wears a green polo shirt and khakis and a smile that automatically makes Emma happy.
 
   “Camille!” he says jovially. “Who’s your friend?”
 
   “I’m Emma,” Emma says and shakes his hand. Cam just holds onto the can of beer she’s been handed, but Emma opens hers and takes a few swallows to loosen up.
 
   “Kenny,” he says. “So did you convince Camille to come? I didn’t think she’d show.”
 
   “No,” says Emma. She looks questioningly at Cam.
 
   But then there are more people arriving and Kenny excuses himself to go over and greet them. He grabs hold of the new arrivals in big bear hugs, not unlike Steve.
 
   “Brother of the bride,” Cam explains.
 
   “Oh, I see.”
 
   They’re quiet again after that. Emma sips at her drink and tries to ignore the curious glances of various family members. It doesn’t seem to bother Cam at all.
 
   Cam didn’t give Emma the look before getting out of the car, the look that says to watch her hands, and so Emma reaches down and grabs hold of Cam’s hand. It’s icy cold.
 
   “What are you doing?” Cam asks.
 
   “Holding your hand. Is that okay?”
 
   Cam looks around, taking in the faces of her family members who are standing nearby, glancing at the far off fields. Her eyes are hard when she looks back at Emma, but she has no real reason at the moment not to hold Emma’s hand.
 
   “I guess,” says Cam.
 
   It’s still awkward. Cam doesn’t seem to want to talk and the older family members ignore her just as much as she ignores them. An older gentleman with a white beard nods at her as he walks by, but he doesn’t ask how she’s been. Even Kenny seems to be done with them. At least the other people around them are joking and laughing so it’s not all silence. Some are grabbing finger foods from a table that is loaded down with plates and bowls. No one seems to care if there’s a certain time they’re supposed to eat.
 
   Emma is still looking around, taking in all of the different kinds of people. Some of the newer arrivals are much older, with canes and wheelchairs, all dressed in their Sunday best. The children who tag along behind, calling out the names of grandparents, are dressed in blue jeans and sneakers. Emma is so focused on them that her hand being dropped makes her jump. She turns to ask Cam what the hell is going on, but Cam is staring at a car that has just pulled up.
 
   Emma doesn’t recognize the people in the car, but she wouldn’t. Cam doesn’t keep pictures up in her apartment. Cam’s jaw is set, her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
   The driver is a woman who looks young but as she steps out into the sunlight her stern features make her look fifty. Her hair is pulled back into a tight bun. She smiles at one of the passengers, a man, and looks infinitely younger. 
 
   The man is large, both tall and overweight. He has a beard that reminds Emma of a professor. He grunts as he finds his footing to step out of the car. Cam’s parents, Emma thinks. She can’t stop staring. 
 
   The woman, Cam’s mother, is all skin and bones. She looks elegant. Maybe Cam has features that might appear rather stern, but nothing like her mother. And the smile that lights up her mother’s face is so bright that Cam could never be able to emulate it.
 
   “Are you sure you weren’t adopted?” Emma whispers.
 
   Cam scowls at her for a moment before looking back toward her parents.
 
   “Sorry,” Emma mutters.
 
   In the backseat is another passenger that Emma first overlooked. A girl steps out of the car behind her parents. She has Cam’s father’s wide nose and Cam’s mother’s high arched brows.
 
   “You have a sister?” Emma asks. She searches through the cobwebs in her mind. No, Cam has never mentioned having any siblings. Emma glares at Cam. How much has Cam not told her? A family wedding might not be the place to bring it up. Emma is irritated and drinks some more of her beer.
 
   “Are you going to keep asking questions?” Cam asks out of the side of her mouth.
 
   Emma huffs, but doesn’t ask anymore questions. She finishes her drink and looks around for a cooler. There’s one near Kenny and his friends, or family members, Emma isn’t sure which. Since Kenny is the only person who has directly spoken to her, she heads to that cooler and gets another beer. It’s only eleven in the morning, but she doesn’t care. Neither do some of the other guests and that makes Emma feel better about it all.
 
   By the time Emma returns, Cam’s parents are hugging Cam warmly. Mr. Hayes is wiping at an eye like he might be tearing up and Mrs. Hayes is rubbing Cam’s back. Cam is like a plastic toy, not quite able to put her arms around her parents, her back rigid. Her sister isn’t hugging Cam. She’s walked over to be with Kenny.
 
   “How’s work going, sweetie?” Mr. Hayes asks.
 
   “Same as always,” Cam says, her mouth barely opening to get the words out.
 
   “I’m so glad you came. I’ve tried calling you. Have you changed your number?” Mrs. Hayes asks, patting Cam’s cheek.
 
   “No, just been busy,” says Cam.
 
   “That’s our Camille.” Mr. Hayes laughs.
 
   In that moment, with both of Cam’s parents smiling lovingly at their daughter and Cam looking like their touches burn her, Emma likes Cam’s parents. She’s still standing a few feet away and realizes she probably looks creepy right as Mr. Hayes looks over and asks Cam who her friend is.
 
   It’s a mistake to get her hopes up, to think that anything but what happens might have been a possibility. Cam quickly announces Emma’s name and reiterates that she’s just Cam’s friend. After the hotel it shouldn’t feel so bad. If Cam can’t handle a stranger thinking they’re together in a small town, there’s no way Cam will tell her family. Emma grits her teeth and shakes Cam’s parent’s hands, blushes when Cam’s mother pulls her into a hug.
 
   The rest of the wedding is awkward, more awkward than before. The groom messes up his vows and everyone snickers. Cam’s knee touches Emma’s as they sit on folding chairs, but that’s it. Cam smiles at Emma at times, like everything will be okay as soon as they leave the wedding. But Emma is still fuming and by the time they get out of there, with Cam’s parents wanting to hug both of them and Cam’s sister ignoring them both, Emma just wants to go home.
 
    
 
    
 
   There are questions that Emma wants to ask on the car ride back home. Things like who the fuck Cam really is, or how she can simply not care about her family, especially with how much they obviously care. 
 
   They stop at a gas station and Cam leans over to kiss Emma. It does nothing to ease the bad mood Emma is in.
 
   “Is it always going to be like this?” Emma asks. It’s an unfair question, one that she might be embarrassed to even think in her head if she wasn’t in such a terrible mental place.
 
   Cam sighs. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Am I going to be your friend to everyone in the world until you get bored and run off to live your life elsewhere? Because I don’t think I want to be around for that.”
 
   “That’s not fair,” Cam hisses. “You’ve had years to get used to the whole gay thing. And I’m not even gay. Do you want to explain that to my family? Because I don’t. So what’s the point? You have me. Isn’t that what you wanted?”
 
   It’d be so easy to say that maybe Emma has been wrong about what she wanted, that maybe Cam isn’t enough, but she’s not that angry.
 
   “I get it. I do. But, Camille, I’m not going to stick around if it stays like this. People will find out eventually, so sort it out. You know? I just can’t do this forever. It makes me feel dirty.”
 
   Cam opens the car door, sets one foot out. “This makes you feel dirty? After fucking Wren for months?” She steps outside and slams the car door. Her jaw is clenched when she gets back in a few minutes later.
 
   Emma fakes being asleep for the rest of the ride. Cam doesn’t kiss her when she drops Emma off and Emma doesn’t mind. Not at all.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam shows up two days later with red roses that she clutches in her fist. She won’t say sorry, not when she thinks she’s being rather reasonable, but the flowers are supposed to smooth things over.
 
   Emma’s holding her phone when she answers the door. She quickly puts it into her back pocket, hopes that Cam doesn’t see the guilty look on her face. Cam does and arches an eyebrow for a moment but then smiles. Because of course Emma is feeling guilty about how she spoke to Cam and was about to text her to say so.
 
   If only that was the case.
 
   Emma tries not to smile when her phone vibrates. A new message from Wren.
 
   Emma didn’t expect a response from Wren the first time she sent a message to her. She asked about Wren’s face. It had been clear the night that Emma saw Wren that Wren didn’t want to talk about it. But Wren did respond, even sent a picture to show the damage. Emma flinched, how could she not, but was still enthralled by the colors.
 
   Cam knows nothing about any of it. That Wren did something to get her face all fucked to hell, that Emma saw her and invited her over, that Emma has messaged her since.
 
   “I think we need to talk about all of this,” says Cam. “Otherwise it’ll never work.”
 
   She sits on Emma’s couch, looking completely at home, right where Wren’s head had been. Emma hasn’t smoked since that night at the bar, hasn’t even wanted one because she’s not a smoker, not really, but with Cam wanting to talk about feelings, it’s all she can think about. There are no cigarettes in the apartment. Emma tossed them out the day after Cam brought her home, after the break up. 
 
   Emma’s not unfeeling. She has the opposite problem. For months she’s been either not talking to Cam about feelings because Cam would flip out or been shut down by Wren for starting to say something. After all that, there’s no telling where to begin. 
 
   “I don’t know how to do this anymore,” says Emma, sitting down next to Cam.
 
   The flowers sit on the coffee table. Emma hasn’t gone to get a vase yet.
 
   Cam removes her shoes and places her feet on the coffee table, right next to the roses. She’s so comfortable, so at ease with everything. “What do you mean?” she asks.
 
   “Talking about feelings. Communication. Where do you even start? Because everyone I’ve tried to talk to about that kind of thing has shut me up.”
 
   Cam sighs as if she hasn’t been one of those people. As if she didn’t run away when Emma said too much on their date. “Well, you want me to be all open, marching at the front of the gay pride parade and I’m not ready for that. Does that sound like a good start?”
 
   “That’s not it at all. I just want to feel like I’m as important as fucking Mark was. We’ve done this dance for so long that being the friend to the people who matter to you hurts. And I can’t do that. I won’t do that.” Emma doesn’t look at Cam as she speaks. Her voice might crack if she did. “I’ve loved you forever it feels like. I guess I just thought that things would be easier once you finally jumped.”
 
   Cam moves again so that her feet are resting in Emma’s lap, trying to form some kind of physical connection between the two of them. “Sometimes I think we’re kidding ourselves,” she admits. “You’ve always wanted that true love thing that people talk about and you don’t even see me for who I really am. That’s partially my fault, I’m not denying it. I thought for a long time that I only had feelings for you because you were so into me. It’s just really nice, you know? Having a really rough day but knowing that there is someone in the world who still loves you no matter what you’ve done. Like you hung the moon.”
 
   Emma chokes at the words, tries to stop the sob that threatens to come out. Her mother once spoke about turning points in life, but she was talking about events like graduating from high school or getting a big first job. She didn’t mention turning points in relationships. How everything could feel like it was folding in on a person and there was no way to reverse time by five minutes. “Jesus,” Emma breathes out. “That’s how it’s been all along, hasn’t it? I’m such an idiot.”
 
   “Emma, I do love you.”
 
   “In your own way. But not the way that I want. It’d never be enough, would it?” asks Emma.
 
   “I could make you happy,” says Cam. She takes her feet off of Emma’s lap and toys with the wrapping covering the rose stems. “I might even grow to love you the way you want, but not soon enough.”
 
   “How long have you known all of this?”
 
   “Sometimes it feels like forever. Sometimes it feels like I’m just realizing it,” Cam whispers.
 
   The floor isn’t cooperating. It’s not opening up into a hole to swallow Emma up. It might be stupid, it probably is, but Emma feels cheated. To have what she has wanted for so long and then hearing that she really doesn’t, hasn’t all along. To see that it wasn’t even really what she wanted. People aren’t concepts, aren’t things to collect, to change into what you want. Emma bites her lip and brushes away the few tears that spill out.
 
   “We shouldn’t do this,” Emma says with all the conviction she can muster.
 
   “Emma, I love you,” Cam says.
 
   “I don’t… I can’t.”
 
   Cam leaves soon after, hugging Emma at the door as they both cry. She says she’ll see Emma later, probably at karaoke or something. It’s so stupid sounding that Emma laughs and kisses Cam on the cheek. She promises herself never to do it again.
 
    
 
    
 
   It almost feels natural when Emma invites Wren over on karaoke night. Emma tells herself it’s because she’s too tired for karaoke and she wonders how Wren’s face is healing. It’s definitely not because she doesn’t want to see Cam, who might not even show up anyway. There’s no denying that it’s a little strange though. She and Wren still aren’t quite friends and they spent most of their time together at Wren’s apartment.
 
   New beginnings mean trying things differently, Emma reasons.
 
   Emma changes into her pajamas because there’s no way Wren is actually going to respond to her invitation. And if she were to respond, she’s bound to say no. 
 
   Emma puts on a bad reality TV show and settles onto the couch. She jumps when her phone chirps. It’s Wren saying she’s on her way. Emma fights the urge to change into something else.
 
   Wren’s lip isn’t so swollen anymore. She doesn’t flinch when she sits down on the couch. One side of her face is yellow, the middle of it still a blue color. She chews gum and stares at the dying roses on the coffee table. Emma never picked them up again, never tried to put them in a vase.
 
   “From my breakup with Cam,” Emma explains.
 
   “Mm,” Wren says and turns her attention to the TV. She wears one of those tanktops she loves and shorts. It’s been getting warmer, but still not warm enough for that kind of outfit. Emma smiles at it.
 
   “Your face looks better,” Emma says during a commercial break.
 
   Wren’s torso shakes, like she’s holding in laughter, but she barely smiles. She pulls her cigarettes and an ashtray out of the small bag she’s carried in with her and lights up. “Your shirt looks the same,” she says.
 
   Emma looks down at her shirt. It’s an old one she’s had forever with a frog on it. Unsure if it’s a dig at her or something else, Emma smiles uncertainly and turns back to the TV.
 
   “Where’s Steve?” Emma asks when the silence goes on too long again.
 
   “Probably karaoke.”
 
   “Will he be mad?”
 
   Wren gives Emma an amused look and lights another cigarette. “For not going to karaoke?”
 
   “Or for being here,” says Emma.
 
   Uncertainty flickers across Wren’s face for a brief moment. Emma latches onto it, like she always does. It’s nice how little things like that, knowing to watch out for those glimpses into Wren’s mind, never really go away. 
 
   “Steve could never stay mad at me,” Wren says.
 
   The rest of the night is spent with Emma trying to come up with things to ask, anything to have some kind of conversation, and Wren answering in brief responses. It’s so normal that Emma feels on edge, which confuses her more. They don’t bring up Cam anymore, not that Wren ever would. The kiss from the night Wren stayed on the couch isn’t brought up either and when Wren leaves, later than Emma would have stayed up if she’d been home alone, they don’t hug or kiss. 
 
   Emma falls asleep with a smile on her face.
 
   Wren texts her sometimes without Emma starting the conversation. Even though it’s usually something like how Wren had an amusing guest at work or how Wren’s roommate is driving her crazy, it’s more than Wren has ever volunteered on her own and Emma treasures every moment of it. They’re not together, haven’t done anything that would make it seem like that’s where they’re headed, but it feels like Wren is trying, really trying. That makes Cam’s absence, expected as it is, easier.
 
   Just like that, Wren is hanging around Emma at karaoke again. They dance and Wren even laughs at times. She buys Emma shots and they grimace if it’s a particularly nasty one. Life isn’t so terrible alone. It’s not so bad having Wren around to make it all normal again.
 
   Steve gives Emma looks sometimes, when Wren is off getting them more drinks and Steve isn’t dancing, that remind Emma of when she and Wren first got together. They’re part threatening, part confusion. Emma can guess what it means. Don’t yank someone around, don’t be Cam. It’s just ridiculous enough, considering Wren was the one to end it before, that Emma sets her jaw and ignores him completely when he does it.
 
   It’s time to clean again and Emma gets a glass of wine ready to help her through it. She’s kept her apartment relatively tidy, but there’s a little spot of blood on her couch where Wren must have bled onto it and she hasn’t taken care of it. She’s not even sure if it’ll come out and she doesn’t care all that much anyway.
 
   She doesn’t have stacks upon stacks of papers to throw away this time. Even her books haven’t gotten out of control. There are only two on the floor by her bed and she puts them away in seconds. She dusts her nightstand, picks up the lamp to make sure to get underneath it, and picks up the picture frame that Wren gave her. She dusts it off and sees, again, how the back doesn’t look quite right. She’s in a good mood, so much of one that she’s been humming as she moves around the apartment. She turns on the lamp to look more closely and sees that Wren’s untidy handwriting is on the back in pencil, so small that it’s hard to notice at first.
 
   She puts the frame right under the lamp so that she can read it. Scrawled on the back are the words: what’s underneath is most important. Exactly the kind of thing Wren might write down but never utter, because Wren doesn’t say anything like that, doesn’t say words that might be taken as some kind of declaration.
 
   And that’s why Wren had stared at Emma when she first gave the Christmas present, because there actually was something else to get, something that Wren wouldn’t bring attention to on her own. It doesn’t matter so much now that they’re not together, but Emma’s had all of her glass of wine and so she pulls at the frame until it opens and grabs the first thing she sees. It’s another picture, the one that Reese had taken at the bar.
 
   How long it’s been missing from its place at the bar, Emma doesn’t know. Obviously since around Christmas. But as much as she’s gone to the bar since, sporadically, she hasn’t looked for it. She hasn’t even thought about it. Her cheeks flush.
 
   “It doesn’t matter now,” Emma says aloud.
 
   They’re not together. Wren didn’t fight, just gave her away to Cam like it wasn’t some kind of sick move. Besides, Wren seemed fine after she called it off. And that was the worst part of it all.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma doesn’t tell Wren that she found the other half of her Christmas present. It would only make things awkward right when they’re becoming friends. 
 
   The next time they’re at karaoke, Emma tells Wren about stupid Tony and his latest prank that backfired spectacularly. He’s been suspended for three days because of it. Wren giggles, something that Emma didn’t think Wren was capable of. Steve notices it too. He looks between the two of them and sighs. And right then, with Wren looking so happy and carefree and Steve’s face full of worry, Emma wishes Vicki was there to distract Steve. But she hasn’t been around in awhile.
 
   When Wren gets up to get more drinks for the three of them, Steve scoots over so that he’s sitting next to Emma. His cologne is heavier than normal and Emma covers her nose briefly before getting used to the smell.
 
   “So you guys are going to start this all up again, huh?” Steve asks, his eyes scanning around the room.
 
   “We’re just friends,” Emma says, defensively.
 
   “Because Wren does friends so well,” says Steve. “Look, I don’t care if she’s happy with it. But don’t you dare break her heart again.”
 
   “What?” Emma croaks out the word. She clears her throat. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Steve rolls his eyes. “Jesus, you two.”
 
   But then Wren comes back and Steve moves to his original seat. Discussion over. Wren glares at him like she knows he’s said something he shouldn’t have and is quiet for the rest of the night. No giggles, no conversation.
 
   It wouldn’t be so bothersome if it’d been months ago, back when Wren didn’t really talk to anyone. But on her good days, as Emma is calling them now, Wren is actually something of a decent conversationalist. She still doesn’t talk a lot. She can tell a story that would take Emma ten minutes to tell in less than two. It’s something that Emma has never seen, and she likes it.
 
   Emma’s never been good at keeping things inside. If she had, she’d have kept herself out of a lot of trouble over the years. That’s why the next time she invites Wren over, and it’s always her inviting Wren over now, she asks what Wren did during that time they didn’t see each other so much. She can’t bring herself to say the words when she was with Cam.
 
   Wren looks at her for a moment, narrows her eyes a little. “Not now,” Wren says finally. It’s more than Emma expects or deserves. It’s not a flat out no. Emma lets the moment pass, happy that she might know one day.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam invites Emma out for coffee. It’s their first real interaction since the breakup and it’s hard to admit it, that it was yet another breakup in so few months. Breakups have never felt like such a failure to Emma. In the past, it meant that Emma could move on to the next person, to the person she would find and be with forever. She’s fucked two relationships up in less than a year and somehow they both feel like her fault.
 
   Cam’s hair has been cut. When they were together, it had reached to the middle of her neck, but now it’s back to her chin. That look has always made Cam look more professional, like the ladder climber that she is. She sits straight up with the kind of posture that demands respect, something that Emma has never mastered. Cam’s also dressed in her business attire which makes Emma feel small in her jeans and t-shirt.
 
   “I’m glad you came,” Cam says, her tone formal.
 
   “I didn’t think there was a good reason not to,” says Emma. It sounds like something Wren might say. She sits across from Cam and sips at her coffee. It burns her tongue.
 
   “I wanted to see you one last time,” Cam says and takes a sip of her coffee, as if she’s pausing for effect.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m transferring. Two weeks from now. Mark moved to Chicago at a branch there and I’m going now, too,” Cam explains.
 
   “But isn’t that the kind of thing that takes time to happen?” Emma sputters.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So when did you ask for it?” asks Emma. Her phone buzzes on the table but she ignores it. Her coffee rests next to her phone, now forgotten.
 
   For the first time since Emma arrived, Cam looks a little unsure of herself. It’s as if she didn’t expect the question to be asked. “Right after the wedding,” she mumbles.
 
   The wedding might have been the beginning of the end, but it certainly wasn’t the end. Before, Emma might have blown up, blamed herself for it all. Instead of answering with anger, because how dare Cam, she shrugs and laughs. “That’s pretty bad, Cam. Even for you.”
 
   “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” says Cam. “You’re taking it better than expected.”
 
   “What if we had worked it out? What then?” It’s a fleeting thought, one that Emma is kind of surprised by.
 
   This time Cam doesn’t look uncertain at all, like she expected this one. “We never would have,” she says.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma doesn’t see Cam again even though Cam doesn’t leave for two more weeks. Emma may have never really known Cam at all, what with the way she looked at Cam through those rose-tinted glasses, but she knows Cam enough to know how the move will go. Cam will do well at the new branch, will probably get back together with Mark. Life will be nice enough that Cam might even settle down with Mark somewhat, as long as it doesn’t mean it messes with work. That part has always been known to Emma, that work came first for Cam. Always.
 
   Wren keeps her face blank when Emma tells her the news, but within moments a smile appears, just for a second. “Good riddance,” she says. She doesn’t look at Emma when she says it, and it comes out of her so easily that she must have known before even saying it that Emma wouldn’t be offended. 
 
   They sit on Emma’s couch in their pajamas, drinking coffee. “Steve saw Cam one last time,” Wren says. Her voice is steady though still rough from sleep. “Cam apparently seemed radiant, like a new beginning will really fix everything.”
 
   “Are we friends?” Emma asks abruptly.
 
   Wren takes her time thinking, scratches at her nose and drinks some more of her coffee. She’s been around Emma’s apartment so much that Emma has had to tell her to limit the amount of cigarettes she smokes inside since it’s not really allowed at all. Wren’s hand hovers over the pack on the coffee table before she changes her mind about smoking. “Yeah, I guess we are,” says Wren.
 
   “And friends tell each other things,” Emma continues.
 
   It’s almost like those times after they’d fucked, when Emma would say things that she would otherwise never feel comfortable saying or asking. Only now Wren sleeps on the couch, citing an annoying roommate. 
 
   Wren looks the same waking up as she does after she’s just been fucked. The wavy hair, the raccoon eyes from her makeup. Emma shakes her head to clear her thoughts. 
 
   Wren smirks and shrugs. “Yeah, I guess they do.”
 
   “They tell the truth,” Emma says. She holds onto her cup of coffee with trembling fingers. 
 
   Wren sighs and turns so that she’s facing Emma. “What is it, Emma?”
 
   “Did I really break your heart?” Emma’s heart beats rapidly in her chest. Her fingers seem to lose feeling. As soon as the words are out, she’s not sure she really wants to know the answer. Too late, always too late.
 
   Wren decides to smoke a cigarette after all. She picks out a cigarette from the pack and lights it, takes a heavy drag and lets out a ring of smoke. She looks Emma up and down. “Does it matter?”
 
   “Yes, it fucking matters, Wren. I need to know.”
 
   Wren ashes into the tray she’s brought over and drinks from her coffee cup. Unlike Cam, it doesn’t seem like an intentional pause meant to prolong the moment. It’s like Wren is actually unsure what to say. “Why? Would it have changed your choice?”
 
   Emma has been holding her breath, doesn’t realize it until it all leaves her body in one rush. She’s kind of peeved with the way Wren can just sit on Emma’s couch and say things in such a bored tone, so practiced and neutral. “What choice? You broke up with me. You ended it. You practically threw me and Cam together.”
 
   Wren waves her hand in front of herself dismissively. “You needed to know for sure that things couldn’t work with her. You needed to see that just because love wasn’t what you imagined, it was still there. That just because it wasn’t rainbows didn’t mean it was less than. But you still had a choice. There’s always a choice.”
 
   “I didn’t take you for a master of manipulation.”
 
   “I never said I was a good person,” Wren says softly.
 
   Emma puts her coffee cup down and touches a spot above her right eye that has begun to pound. Things never go Emma’s way and this whole conversation is further proof of that. “How do you know I wouldn’t have chosen you if you’d fought for me?”
 
   Wren smiles at her in a pitying way. “Do you really expect me to believe that no matter who you were with you wouldn’t have run into Cam’s arms the moment she wanted you? Let’s spare each other the bullshit, okay? It’s not anything against you. It’s just how you are. Or were.”
 
   “You’re talking a lot,” says Emma.
 
   “Yeah, well, apparently there’s a lot to talk about right now,” Wren says. She puts her cigarette into the tray and immediately lights another. Emma doesn’t stop her.
 
   “Maybe I needed you to fight for me.”
 
   “Maybe,” Wren agrees. “I never said I knew everything.”
 
   They settle into silence again. Wren smokes and drinks her coffee. Emma continues prodding at the spot on her forehead. The pounding is growing in intensity. A small spark of rage ignites inside Emma. She has work in a few hours though, doesn’t have the time to worry about it. 
 
   Before Wren leaves, wearing her clothes from the previous night, holding onto the bag that she’s stuffed her pajamas into, she stops at the door and looks at Emma. She opens her mouth, as if there is still something left to say, but then closes it and bites her lip.
 
   “How do you feel about it all now?” Emma asks. Another question that might bite her in the ass, but she doesn’t care at the moment.
 
   Wren looks down at the floor. There’s a bit of dust down there where Emma needs to sweep. Their feet look like an odd pairing with Wren in her boots and Emma still barefoot. “Not good,” Wren admits. “Like I’ve--just not good.”
 
   The two have plans to hang out after Emma’s shift, but she goes home and doesn’t try to call Wren. The rage is finally bubbling over and it’s with some satisfaction Emma notes that Wren doesn’t try to contact her either.
 
   A pawn is all Emma has been. Manipulated into going after Cam over and over again, manipulated by Wren. She throws the ashtray that Wren has brought over into the trash can.
 
   Emma’s never done destructive well. She’s never been in a fight, doesn’t have the bank account to get drunk every day. She doesn’t even have the energy to destroy the things in her apartment. So she sulks around, stomps throughout the apartment until her downstairs neighbor comes up to find out what the fuck is going on. It’s too much to describe to a relative stranger. How Emma is such an idiot that she thought love was like in the movies, how she chased after someone for years despite the knowledge somewhere deep down that it probably wouldn’t work. How she goes around destroying people, makes them literally run away from her or hide like Wren is now. How she doesn’t deserve half the things that have happened to her in the last year and the other half she brought on herself. She looks down at the doorway and mumbles an apology instead, says that it won’t happen again.
 
   She calls her mother in the end. Even though she hasn’t talked to her in months, despite repeated attempts from her parents, her mother answers with a cheery voice like no time has gone by at all. The tone of her mother’s voice sends another stab of pain into Emma’s chest, reminds her of how selfish she is. 
 
   “Mom, I fucked up,” Emma whispers into the phone.
 
   “Language, Emma!”
 
   Despite the fact that Emma is an adult, has been doing her best to make it on her own, she’s still her mother’s little girl. She’s not supposed to be the type of girl to curse. She’s not supposed to fuck a girl she didn’t love. Emma laughs.
 
   She tells her mother everything. All the gory details of how Emma has fucked up and been fucked over and everything inbetween. She says things like, “Wren and I were kind of together, romantically” instead of “we fucked each other all the time and occasionally went on something like dates.” Her mother already knows Cam. She’s heard for years who Cam has been with, how Emma knew that they’d end up together. It was just a matter of time.
 
   She doesn’t laugh at Emma, even though now Emma feels so foolish about it all. Instead she asks about Wren. What is she majoring in? Emma doesn’t know. How long has she been into photography? Emma has no answer. Emma does know that Wren will take someone on a picnic because they might like it, that she’ll listen to Emma ramble on, even if it might be boring. That even though Wren doesn’t seem the type, she might buy some flowers to put in her apartment when someone is coming over. 
 
   “That sounds like love,” Emma’s mother says.
 
   “But that’s all in the past,” Emma says. “We’re just friends. And she manipulated me.”
 
   “Emma, you’re kids. You’re figuring everything out. Everyone is bound to make mistakes at that age.”
 
   It’s all too simple. The situation can’t be resolved by some quick fix. Emma tells her mother as much, says that it feels like there’s something else in the room when Wren is around, like there’s an insurmountable mountain between them. Only now the thing between them isn’t a person like before.
 
   Eventually, when Emma has run out of steam and the only thing left is a tired feeling that takes hold of her body so that there are no more words, her mother clears her throat. “Oh, Emma. We didn’t prepare you for the world at all.”
 
   Maybe Emma’s been thinking the same thing for awhile, during all of this mess, but she’s never meant to tell her mother anything that would make her come to the same conclusion. Parents do the best they can and the guilt is back all at once. “No, Mom, not at all,” Emma says. 
 
   “Think about everything,” her mother says. 
 
   Emma gets off the phone as fast as she can, promises to call back in a few days, promises to think about the situation more rationally.
 
    
 
    
 
   Time moves slowly and quickly all at once. Cam has been gone forever and yet they were just together, kissing in a motel bed. Emma picks up her phone at times and almost calls Cam, but there’s nothing left to say between them. Emma has been a stupid little girl when it comes to Cam and Cam has been, well, Cam.
 
   Things with Wren are so new, so different from before, that Emma tries not to see her too much. Emma sees her enough to keep things going but not enough to confuse her brain. It all comes down to trust and Emma isn’t sure that she can trust herself anymore, not when it comes to how she reacts to people.
 
   Emma works as much as her body will let her. Student teaching has her feeling like her body will never recover, waking up so early and then having to go to the craft shop after. She works after school four nights a week, and then one more shift on the weekends. It’s all because she can’t make ends meet otherwise. She might make it on four shifts at the craft shop, but the extra gives her a little spending money, a few bucks to throw into savings. Becoming a teacher, she’ll need all the savings she can scrap together.
 
   Maybe it’s Emma’s new preoccupation with money, but she can’t help but notice how Wren spends hers. How Wren works the bare minimum and never blinks at buying shots for Emma. There are also all of the nights that Wren drinks whiskey. The good stuff, too.
 
   On one of Emma’s nights off, she invites Wren over for drinks and movies, though they ignore the television screen. The alcohol is cheap, but it’s what Emma can afford. Wren convinces her to walk outside with her to smoke a cigarette rather than inside Emma’s apartment. 
 
   “How do you afford it all?” Emma asks, smoking a cigarette that Wren hands her.
 
   “Afford what?”
 
   “All your habits,” Emma replies.
 
   Wren shifts her weight from one foot to the other and takes another drag off her cigarette. She’s still acting cooly toward Emma, but that hasn’t stopped her from seeing Emma. “I work,” she says.
 
   “And your bills?” Emma asks, rolling her eyes. It’s not unlike pulling teeth sometimes when she wants to know something about Wren.
 
   “Dear old daddy,” Wren says bitterly.
 
   Emma leaves it at that. Wren’s tone is final, like she won’t answer anything more and Emma’s not sure she deserves many answers anymore. They go back inside and drink some more, like the good friends they’re not.
 
   Karaoke is the one night that Emma expects to be different. Cam might have stopped going as much for a time, when she was with Mark, but there was still a good portion when she was a weekly fixture. Every time, it feels strange that Cam’s absence isn’t more troublesome. Emma never thinks she sees her, or wishes that she was there. That knowledge is enough to make Emma almost feel bad.
 
   Almost.
 
   Emma comes alone now, either driving or walking. She has to wake up early, so she rarely has a chance to get drunk. After an hour or two, she has to head home and get into bed, prepare for another day with fifth graders. Except for this particular night. A day off from school is exactly what she needs and she takes a cab, determined to last until the bar closes. She can’t really afford it, but she’s taken the day off from the craft store as well.
 
   She must have mentioned it to Wren at some point, because as soon as Emma arrives, her hair curled for the occasion, Wren orders a shot for Emma.
 
   “It’s going to be a night to forget,” says Wren. The smile on her face is easy and bright, unusual, even since Wren has been more talkative, that Emma pauses for a moment before taking the shot.
 
   There are things to ask, like why Wren looks so happy now or why she’s being more talkative, but Emma doesn’t ask them. There’s only so many questions she can get by with asking.
 
   “To stupid holidays that get you out of school,” Wren says, placing her shot glass back on the bar. 
 
   A sign on the front door warns that there will be no karaoke. A DJ is there instead, playing music so loudly that Emma can feel the bar vibrating beneath her arm. It’s strange not hearing the warbling notes of small town superstars and guys who have lost bets, but the music is upbeat and Emma taps her foot to it.
 
   “Is Steve coming?” Emma asks.
 
   “Probably,” says Wren. She looks toward the door as if he might enter at any moment and then plucks the cherry out of her mixed drink to eat. “Why?”
 
   “Just wondering.”
 
   “Well, stop wondering. It’s the one night you don’t have to think about anything. Order a drink.” Wren picks up her own drink like she’s about to walk away from the bar, but just moves to stand right behind Emma. “Put it on my tab,” she says into Emma’s ear.
 
   Wren sniffs at what Emma orders, a beer. Emma follows as Wren meanders around the bar until she finds a secluded table and sits.
 
   “Wren, I think we still have some more things to talk about,” Emma says. 
 
   Wren doesn’t roll her eyes, a small comfort in the moment. But she does gulp down all of her drink and tells Emma to hold that thought while she gets another.
 
   “Alright,” Wren says, when she returns. There’s no fruit in her glass this time. “Cran vodka,” she says when Emma doesn’t stop looking at the fresh drink.
 
   “I don’t know where to start,” Emma admits. She looks sheepishly at the table. “Or even if I deserve any of this.”
 
   Wren leans in so that Emma can hear her over the music. “You fell in love with two girls,” Wren says bluntly. “One of them only wanted to talk about herself, the other didn’t talk much at all. You convinced yourself that one of them was marriage potential and other was only good for a fuck. Then you learned that you’d been an idiot about all of it and one of them ran off. Now you’re left with the one who you thought was all sorts of fucked up and want to be friends but you’re one of the few lesbians that isn’t good at being friends with someone you’ve fucked.” She takes a sip of her vodka and smiles. “Sorry. Steve should be here soon so I thought I’d throw it all out there.”
 
   Emma nods dumbly. “But I didn’t--”
 
   “Please,” Wren says, her voice pained. “Let’s cut the bullshit. We both know that you did and I wouldn’t let you say it.”
 
   “Okay,” Emma agrees. “Have I mentioned lately that I liked you better when you talked less?”
 
   Wren laughs, her shoulders bouncing up and down. “You might have mentioned it a few months ago.”
 
   Emma drinks quicker then. There are still hours until the bar closes. The music is going strong but she won’t get the urge to dance until she has more.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Wren says, after they’ve sat in silence for minutes. “For my part. It wasn’t really fair to you, but none of it was, I guess. Now drink up. I want a cigarette.”
 
   Steve is a whirlwind when he arrives. He complains about the lack of karaoke but moves his arms to the music as he sits. “I’ve got a girl’s number,” he announces, and wiggles his eyebrows at Wren. “Chase’s,” he says when neither girl asks for more information. “From work.”
 
   “Steve, you’re an idiot,” Wren says. “What happened to no drama?”
 
   “There won’t be any drama,” says Steve. He drinks half of his beer in one long gulp. “Vicki and I parted on friendly terms. She’ll understand that a person has to move on. What? What’s that look for?” He directs the last bit at Wren who has rolled her eyes and gazes at him with an incredulous look.
 
   “Nothing, Steve. Do what you want,” Wren says.
 
   “That’s more like it,” he says. “Shots? Anyone?”
 
   Steve’s the one who pulls Emma up, laughing, to dance. Wren grins at them and stays at the table, watches how Steve dips Emma dramatically and pulls her back up. His hands cover most of Emma’s back when he rests them there. He spins her around, holding onto her hand to keep her from falling over. People are watching. Some have looks of bewilderment, others recognize Steve and clap.
 
   “Emma, you’re a star,” he says when the song is over. He leads her back to the table just as Wren is standing, saying that she wants a cigarette. Steve bows. “I’d join, but this song is killer. There’s got to be a girl in here who will dance with me.”
 
   Emma walks carefully through the bar, makes a mental note to get a water when they return. There’s at least another hour and a half until the bar closes and Emma won’t make it at this rate. Outside, she stifles a yawn.
 
   There’s a group huddled together outside drinking. Only a few of them smoke. Wren doesn’t look at them as she passes. She continues on until she rounds the corner into the alley. 
 
   Emma follows, like she always does. The drink has gone to her head. 
 
   Wren leans against the brick wall and lights a cigarette. All Emma can see, as if she’s not really there at all, is the two of them, months ago, leaning into each other and fucking.
 
   Emma holds her hand out for a cigarette. “I’m not a smoker,” she says, defensively.
 
   Wren shrugs and hands one over.
 
   “Why do you still talk to me?” Emma asks, leaning her head against the building. She can feel Wren’s body heat next to her.
 
   Wren makes a clicking sound with her mouth, flicks her lighter and watches the flame for a moment. “Why wouldn’t I?” She runs a hand through her hair. “You ask a lot of questions.”
 
   Emma rolls her head around until she’s looking at Wren. She watches as Wren casually pulls at her long necklace. Wren’s wearing one of those short dresses she seems to like. “Do you love me?” Emma asks.
 
   Wren’s eyes are suspicious when she looks at Emma. The heel of one of her boots hits the wall behind her. “Have fun, Emma. That’s what this night is supposed to be about.” Wren turns to go inside, not waiting for Emma. 
 
   Taylor laughs when Emma asks for some water. It’s melodic sounding, but it makes Emma grind her teeth together all the same. She orders another cranberry and vodka for Wren. She drinks it herself.
 
   At the end of the night, Emma can’t stop laughing in the cab. Wren stares at her like she’s grown two heads and that just sets her off all over again. The seatbelt feels restrictive, but Wren stops Emma’s hands from pulling at it. 
 
   On the sidewalk, in front of Wren’s apartment, Wren reminds Emma to be quiet. “My roommate is asleep,” she says.
 
   A small lamp is on in Wren’s living room. A picture of Jesus hangs on the wall. The ashtray that used to be on the coffee table is gone. Wren grabs hold of Emma’s hand and leads her toward Wren’s bedroom, as if Emma can’t remember where it is after all this time. Her hand is cold on Emma’s.
 
   “Sit,” Wren instructs and Emma obediently plops onto the bed.
 
   Wren leaves long enough to get them both some water. When she returns, Emma has pulled off all her clothes and snuggled up under the covers. Emma yawns and rubs at her eyes.
 
   “My hair is going to look awful tomorrow,” Emma mumbles.
 
   “Good thing you don’t have anything to do then.”
 
   Wren pulls her own clothes off and leaves them on the floor. She rummages through her dresser until she finds the shirt she’s been looking for. Emma watches all of it. She’s seen Wren naked so many times that it feels natural to watch, even if it’s probably inappropriate now. Emma closes her eyes for a moment as Wren puts the shirt on and opens them when the bed dips beside her. 
 
   Wren doesn’t look tired at all. She lights a cigarette. Her legs are bent and she rests her chin on her knees. Her face is grim, her look miles away.
 
   Emma rolls over and puts an arm over Wren’s feet since she can’t touch her anywhere else and still be comfortable. Wren’s feet are as cold as her hands. “I found the picture,” Emma says. “Underneath. Too late, I know. But I found it.” She yawns. “So when I asked tonight, I know that you did. At some point.”
 
   Wren doesn’t say anything. She lets one hand drop and squeezes the arm that is placed over her feet. Emma falls asleep minutes later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Loud footsteps mark Trudy’s journey from her bedroom into the kitchen. Wren opens her eyes at the sound. Emma is still asleep next to her, the covers pushed off of her torso and feet. Trudy isn’t quiet while she goes about making her usual breakfast of coffee and toast. Wren’s bedroom door is closed. Trudy probably has no idea that someone else is in the apartment.
 
   Wren crosses to the window and sits in the chair there. Trudy had moved the kitchen chair back into the kitchen. Wren bought a cheap lounge chair to replace it. The sun is shining brightly into the room and Wren watches the street below. A woman walks by, pushing a baby carriage in front of her. There’s not a cloud in sight.
 
   When her cigarette is finished, Wren puts the butt into the ashtray next to her bed. She showers quietly, even though the odds of waking up Emma seem slim. Tiny snores drift into the bathroom and make Wren smile. She throws on clothes and goes out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her.
 
   Trudy sits at the kitchen table. A napkin is on the table in front of her, covered with crumbs and jam. She reads a gossip magazine between sips of coffee. “Late night?” she asks when Wren enters the room.
 
   “Yeah, something like that,” Wren says. She pulls out the bread and goes about making toast. There’s a tray somewhere, she remembers seeing it when she first moved in, and she looks in three different cupboards before she finds it. She puts the toast, a butter knife, butter and jam on it. Then she pours two mugs of coffee. She stares at one of them until she remembers how Emma takes her coffee.
 
   “Is someone here?” Trudy asks, gazing at the tray.
 
   “Yes, Trudy,” Wren replies. Her voice is still gravelly. She drinks some of her coffee, makes a face, and goes to put a little sugar in it. 
 
   “A boy?” asks Trudy.
 
   “No, Trudy. A girl.”
 
   Wren leaves before Trudy can ask more questions. She balances the tray on one arm and opens up her bedroom door with the other. Trudy never speaks to Wren before Wren has had her coffee. It’s a testament to how curious Trudy is that she has asked Wren anything this morning.
 
   Emma’s hair practically glows in the sunlight that falls through the window and onto the bed. Wren sets the tray down on the floor. There’s no room on either of the nightstands. She crawls back onto the bed and touches Emma’s hair, stroking it back away from her face.
 
   “Emma,” Wren calls. “Emma, it’s time to get up.”
 
   Emma’s eyes open slowly before she blinks rapidly. She reaches her arms above her head and stretches. She looks at Wren and smiles. “Good morning.” She stifles a yawn.
 
   “I brought toast and coffee,” Wren says, putting the tray onto the bed between them.
 
   Emma drinks the last of her water before attempting the toast. She spreads a light layer of jam on it before nibbling the edges. “Look at you,” she says, still groggy. “Playing the perfect host.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it seemed like the thing to do,” Wren says. She eats her own toast and smokes a cigarette after while she drinks her coffee. They don’t speak for awhile.
 
   Trudy hasn’t gone back into her bedroom, unless she tiptoed. Wren can guess why. Wren’s bedroom shares a wall with the kitchen. Trudy wouldn’t think of trying to listen as spying, more like just trying to keep up with what’s going on in the apartment. Wren rolls her eyes.
 
   “Hurry up. We can stop by your apartment for clothes and then go out,” says Wren.
 
   “Go out?” Emma asks, her mouth full of toast.
 
   “To a park or something. Anything.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Wren carries a bag with her to Emma’s apartment. Emma noticed Wren’s wet hair and insisted that she get a shower as well. Alone, Wren sits in Emma’s living room, pressing buttons on the remote until she gives up on trying to find something on the television. Wren stands up, moves across the room, and pulls her camera out of her bag. She takes a picture of the couch.
 
   “I’ll be out soon,” Emma calls out. Wren can hear shuffling and cursing behind Emma’s bedroom door. Emma appears, thirty minutes later, wearing shorts and a t-shirt. They smile at each other awkwardly.
 
   “There’s a park that I like. We can go there,” Wren says.
 
   As they pause at Emma’s front door for Emma to lock it, Emma turns to Wren. “What are we even doing?” she asks.
 
   Wren moves her bag from one shoulder to the other. The hesitant look she’s had on her face since Emma stepped out of her bedroom is still there. “I don’t really know. Let’s find out.”
 
   Wren scowls at the stupidity of it all on the way to the park. Emma’s bound to think of the picnic, even though it’s not the same place, and start talking about feelings. And that’s why Wren should have stayed away from the start. She lights a cigarette. “We’re almost there,” she tells Emma.
 
   It’s the same park Wren took pictures of during her first semester of college. She hadn’t met Steve yet. She hated her room in the dorm and would walk around campus until even that grew boring. Then she found the park. Ducks hang around the pond. Some chase people. They’ve never chased Wren. The pictures she took, all bad compared to what she can do now, she gave to Lily.
 
   Emma huffs behind her, unused to walking the distances that Wren does weekly. “We better be close,” Emma says. “I don’t think I can go much farther.”
 
   “We are. And it’s worth it,” Wren promises.
 
   A minute later, Wren stops at a bench. There’s nothing but bushes and trees behind it. In front is the large pond. Across the pond is the clearing that some people use for sports. Wren sits down and pulls a bottle from her bag. “Don’t get too excited,” she says, as Emma plops down next to her. “It’s just wine.”
 
   “Did you bring any water too?” Emma asks.
 
   Wren smirks and reaches into her bag for another bottle. Emma drinks from it greedily.
 
   “It’s beautiful around here,” says Emma. She places the water bottle down on the ground in front of them. “Who knows how I’m going to get back though. My legs are going to be sore.”
 
   Wren passes the wine bottle to Emma, who takes a sip before passing it back. “We’ll just walk to the entrance and call a cab or something.”
 
   Wren hasn’t checked the weather. She’s never been the type to do so. They luck out with a sunny day and breezes that keep them from baking in the sun. It may not be the same spot as their picnic, but there’s no denying that it is similar enough.
 
   “What’s your major?” asks Emma. “Out of the blue, but I don’t know what it is.”
 
   “Psychology.”
 
   They continue passing the wine back and forth until the awkwardness between them starts to fade. Emma lets her posture slump into a more comfortable position. Emma’s cheery, humming to herself and plucking at blades of grass that she picks up at her feet.
 
   “I want things to be different this time,” Emma says. “I mean, as friends. You let me in a little bit and I’ll try not to be such a selfish bitch.”
 
   The sun and wine have gone to Wren’s head. That’s the only explanation for her response. She says, “Okay.”
 
   Emma smiles like she’s won some grand prize.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma doesn’t have a lot of time to see Wren. The school year is drawing to a close. Emma has meetings upon meetings and work at the craft shop. Wren studies more than she ever has, learning all of the things that she missed during her little breakdown. Honestly, it’s the only appropriate term for it. 
 
   In those moments when they can both get away from responsibility, they meet up and talk. Even though it’s for short amounts of time, usually thirty minutes to an hour, Wren’s throat feels as if it’s closing up. It feels raw for hours after so that Wren has to drink water. It’s all because she’s trying, trying to keep whatever friendship she can salvage going. So Wren tells Emma about her family, about how Roy is such a fucking stereotype that Wren can’t quite believe he exists in the real world. She tells Emma how her mother is like a flying insect with a broken wing, fragile and strong all at once. Emma listens to it all, never interrupts unless they’ve lost track of time and both need to leave.
 
   “I could tell you about the first time I met Steve,” Wren says. “First, I saw him when I put in my application. It was late afternoon. Not a single table in the restaurant. He walked out from the kitchen with two straws in his mouth. He was making noises like he was a walrus. Then, on my first training shift, he walked up to me with that big, stupid grin of his. He told me to settle in, that it was going to be a wild ride. It has been.”
 
   Emma laughs, rubs at her eye. “Sounds about right.”
 
   For the first time in what feels like forever, everything seems to be going right for Wren. Trevor doesn’t come over as much because he and Trudy have convinced themselves that time apart to study and take exams is good for them both. There’s only so many hours a person can study though and Trudy takes to talking to Wren during study breaks.
 
   Day or night, Trudy wears pajamas. She wears little shorts or thin pants and cute t-shirts that Emma would love. She makes tea and offers some to Wren, saying that it’s better during stressful times than coffee. While the water heats up, she folds herself up on a kitchen chair and asks to see Wren’s latest pictures.
 
   “I haven’t taken many new ones,” Wren says. She stands just inside the kitchen, hoping to pour a glass of water for herself before disappearing back into her bedroom. But there’s an overly interested look on Trudy’s face and Wren sits down on the other side of the table.
 
   “Where have you been going the last few weeks?” Trudy dabs at the table, picking up crumbs from her toast that morning.
 
   “To my friend’s apartment.”
 
   The water finally begins to boil and Trudy pours it into a mug. She takes a sip and grimaces at her now burnt tongue. She’s not done with Wren, not yet. She sits back down and blows to make her tea cool down faster.
 
   “Is she the one who bruised you all up? ‘Cause that was messed up. Like really messed up.” Trudy doesn’t look at Wren as she says it. She stares down at her tea and then picks at her nails.
 
   “No,” Wren says and smirks. “And how did you figure that it was a girl?”
 
   Trudy shrugs. She looks amused. “Aren’t you on the dyke train now? So, if it’s not the one who beat the crap out of you--”
 
   “She didn’t beat the crap out of me.”
 
   “If it’s not the one who beat the crap out of you, is it the one who left her bra that one time?” Trudy giggles and takes a tentative sip of her tea.
 
   It’s the new talking to Emma thing, letting someone know things about her, that does it. It has to be. “Yeah,” Wren says. “Her name is Emma.”
 
   Trudy blushes, like she didn’t quite expect an answer at all from Wren. There’s a glint in her eye. “Are you two together?” she asks. It reminds Wren of those old teenage movies with girly sleepovers where the girls paint each other’s nails. She lowers her eyes from Wren, uncomfortable with the prospect as much as she is interested. 
 
   It’s the tone of Trudy’s voice, kind of sing-song with a nervous excitement, not unlike Mrs. Buckton, that does it. Wren stares straight at Trudy. “We are.” 
 
   The resulting squirm on the other side of the table looks to be partly giddy and partly grossed out. “I guess it might be good for you,” Trudy mumbles. “I need to get back to studying.”
 
   It’s a mistake. Trudy has a loud mouth and there’s only so many times Wren can go to Emma’s before she’ll have to invite Emma over and inevitably Trudy will talk to Emma. Emma hearing from Trudy that Wren said they were together would complicate matters. But there is something fun about messing with Trudy.
 
   Wren goes back into her bedroom, forgetting the cup of water. She checks her cell phone. Emma’s busy all day and her phone habits are unpredictable. Sometimes busy means she won’t contact Wren at all, sometimes it means she’ll text Wren every single chance she gets. There’s no text from Emma, but there is one from Cam. Wren falls down onto her bed, bouncing up once with the force of it, before opening the message.
 
   Wren has never been a violent person. She punched the guy in the club, started all of that. She may not be gentle in bed, but that’s it. Carefully chosen words have always worked for her. She twists in the bed and punches her pillow. Cam, the running coward, wants to know how Emma is doing, figures that Emma would be hanging out with Wren again and so Wren would know. Over text, it’s hard to tell if she’s just being honest, that she really does think that Wren is the most logical person to ask, or if there’s a hint of sarcasm or malice in it.
 
   Wren wasn’t an impulsive child growing up. Roy might bring it out every so often when he really gets on Wren’s nerves, but with other people Wren has always weighed her options before acting. A teacher in grade school who annoyed Wren was easily taken care of by Wren doing everything that she asked, every fucking little thing, until the teacher gave up and told Wren to do whatever she wanted. But for the second time in one day, Wren acts impulsively. She responds with a reassurance that Emma is as good as she has ever been, that they’ve been having a blast. They have, but there’s no denying that Emma still gets a little sad look on her face if Cam’s name is brought up, even if she also says that things have worked out fine, just as they should have.
 
   Wren tosses her phone on the other side of the bed as soon as she sends it. Cam probably won’t respond, but if she does Wren won’t hear her phone buzzing. Exactly how she wants her afternoon to go. Impulsive and kind of stupid, all of it.
 
   Wren’s mother told her that there is usually one person in the world that they are weak about. It might be a person’s spouse or a child, maybe even a friend. Her mother was out in her garden, when she was just getting into it as a hobby, and Wren was poking a finger into the dirt in her boredom. The words made her pause, her finger an inch into the soil. Though she didn’t say it aloud, Wren swore internally to not be like that. Lily was weak when it came to family. Anything for Wren. A blind spot for Roy. That wouldn’t do for Wren.
 
   The barrier that Wren put up didn’t come as a surprise to anyone. She’d already been quiet for most of her childhood. There was little change at home. And her friends, they had other things to worry about. Steve had been an exception. He adapted to being friends with Wren, understanding that there was little that she would share with him. It was good enough for him, he could fill the silence with words of his own.
 
   Wren closes her eyes and pokes her fingers into her eyelids until it aches. Her mother was right. It’s useless to try and stop it. Wren is weak when it comes to Emma. She can’t bring herself to say no to Emma or stay away for long. The rage that Wren expects doesn’t come, just pure resignation. Her phone buzzes and she slaps at it, annoyed that she can hear it after all. But it’s Emma saying that she’s been told she’s done an impeccable job this semester and Wren smiles.
 
    
 
    
 
   The day of Wren’s last exam, she comes home to find Steve sitting on her sidewalk. He wears women’s white sunglasses and a goofy grin on his face. His arms are pink from sitting in the sun. “Get dressed. I’m taking you out,” he says.
 
   He’s wearing old jeans and a t-shirt with a lizard on it. He’s had it as long as Wren has known him. So when he follows her upstairs and sits on the couch, staring at the painting of Jesus above him awkwardly, Wren dresses in similar clothes. 
 
   She pulls on the jeans that Emma always liked, dark and full of holes, perfect for the weather. She can’t decide between all of her shirts. Half of them are laying on the closet floor. She grabs a white tanktop and pulls it over her head.
 
   Steve would holler for her to hurry up if he knew that she was putting on makeup. It doesn’t take long for Wren, but he would say it’s the principle of it all. Wren can hear Trudy’s bedroom door open while she applies her eyeliner and then the tell-tale sounds of Trudy beginning a conversation. She wants to know Steve’s name, how he knows Wren. Underneath it all, Trudy is hoping that Wren is with Steve, just because it would make Wren somewhat normal. Wren laughs quietly.
 
   It’s only taken her ten minutes since they got into her apartment to get ready, but as soon as Wren steps out of her bedroom, Trudy turns to look at her and Steve has a desperate look on his face. His face says, how dare you leave me here with her and get me the fuck out. It’s funny all over again because Trudy will just be happy to have met someone new and the only reason Steve is uncomfortable is because he’s heard how religious Trudy is. He’ll have been struggling to find the right words, worried that he’ll deeply offend Trudy.
 
   “We’re going out,” Wren announces to Trudy. Trudy looks so hurt for a moment that Wren almost invites her along. Instead, she says, “We won’t be out long.” It’s a lie and everyone knows it, but Trudy goes along with it anyway and tells them to have a good time.
 
   “She’s going to think we’re alcoholics,” Steve says in his car. “Going out when it’s still daylight. On a weekday, too.”
 
   “She already thinks I’m an alcoholic,” says Wren.
 
   Steve drives like he’s both never been behind the wheel before and has been driving so long that he doesn’t have to pay attention. He accelerates much too quickly and brakes at the last second. When he cuts someone off, he puts his hand in the air like he’s waving at them for letting him in. He laughs when people honk angrily. It’s only when he passes the usual street to turn on to get to the bar that Wren realizes he’s putting on a show, driving around like a maniac to get a reaction out of her. Somewhere in Steve’s mind, this is some kind of fun. 
 
   Wren laughs and lights a cigarette, leans over the center console to stuff the lit cigarette between his lips. Then she lights another for herself.
 
   Her hand had been holding onto the door for dear life, but now she relaxes and smokes. She closes her eyes as the wind blows into the car and whips her hair around. Another hard brake and Steve giggles, says “shit.” Wren opens her eyes and rubs at the back of her head where it hit her headrest. A tiny station wagon is in front of them, a mere two inches separates it from Steve’s car. 
 
   “That was a little close,” Steve says. The light turns green and Steve is off again, swerving into another lane to pass the station wagon. “Oh, one more thing for you,” he says and fiddles around with the radio until distorted guitars blare out from the speakers. Wren smiles. Steve really has thought of everything.
 
   The sun hits its peak as they ride around. Steve shouts along to the music. He’s so loud that people in other cars turn to look when they stop at lights. The faces in the nearby cars range from amused to horrified. Steve waves to some of them before speeding off.
 
   They ride like that for over half an hour before Steve loops back around toward Wren’s apartment. He passes by the apartment complex and keeps going until he reaches the entrance of the local park. He jerks into a parking spot and raises his arms. “Ta-da! Most beautiful fucking sunset. Just for you, Wren.”
 
   The music ends mid-song as Steve turns the car off. The silence is jarring. Even though it is now after work hours, the parking lot is relatively empty. Steve reaches for a bag in the backseat and grins. “Well, come on. Gotta hike to that damn bench for your present.”
 
   Wren’s only given Steve alcohol before. They’ve never exchanged cards or presents. She gets out of the car and warily begins to follow him. Though he’s only gone to the bench once, he leads the way, never having to ask for directions.
 
   By the time they reach the bench, his mood has only gotten better. He gestures for Wren to sit down and begins rummaging through the bag. First, he pulls out a bottle of wine. “A classy drink to celebrate with,” he says. Next, he mimics the sound of a drum roll and pulls out a carton of Wren’s brand of cigarettes.
 
   “They won’t last long, but fuck it,” says Steve, handing them over to Wren with an exaggerated bow.
 
   Wren laughs and claps her hands together. “Thank you, Steve. I mean it,” she says.
 
   “Alright, gorgeous,” Steve says and sits down next to her. He pulls out a wine opener and uncorks the bottle. “Ladies first.”
 
   No one passes them as they drink from the bottle. Even though they’re supposed to watch the sunset, they end up ignoring it mostly. Steve talks about work, like how Vicki hasn’t been talking to him for some unknown reason. That leads him to talking about the daytime bartender Chase. Wren has to suppress the urge to connect the dots for Steve. How Victoria is jealous and Steve’s being an idiot about it all.
 
   Chase is nice enough. She never complains about having to be at work. That’s an automatic plus in Wren’s book. She also keeps to herself a lot, like Wren.
 
   “By the way, I invited a few extra people out tonight,” Steve says. “Hope you don’t mind.”
 
   Wren’s eyes narrow and she drinks some more of the wine. “Like who?”
 
   “Why so suspicious?” Steve asks, laughing.
 
   “Because I don’t have a lot of friends.”
 
   “Yeah, little Miss Anti-social. I invited Chase and Emma. That alright?” He doesn’t seem particularly worried and he squints up at the sun.
 
   “Yeah, alright,” Wren replies.
 
   Though Wren has spent the better part of the last five years distancing herself from almost everyone, telling Steve when it’s mentioned that she doesn’t need anyone, she smiles at the thought of Steve inviting people out. Even if it is just the girl he fancies and the girl she fancies. Wren blushes. No, the girl she is friends with.
 
   Steve is committed to waiting until the sun has officially set before they can leave. They smoke all of Wren’s old pack and Steve laughs. “At least we’ve got the carton to get through the night.”
 
   When the last rays of the sun fall below the line of trees in front of them, Steve scratches at his head and stands up. “Well, I think that about does it. Ready to go get fucked up?”
 
   He bends over to put the carton and wine bottle back into the bag, zips it up with a heavy hand. He rises again, the bag hanging from his shoulder.
 
   Wren leans up onto her tiptoes and kisses him on the cheek. “Thank you, Steve. For everything.”
 
   “Don’t go getting all emotional on me now, gorgeous,” he says and pats her on the back.
 
   The walk back to the car is quiet. Steve breathes heavier the farther they walk. Wren follows behind, smoking a cigarette. It’s just as well, she can’t keep the mildly embarrassing grin off of her face.
 
   The parking lot is empty when they return, save for Steve’s beat up car. Steve tosses the bag into the backseat, not worried about the wine bottle breaking now that it is empty. He shuts the door with a slam that makes Wren’s shoulders jump. She jumps again when the car is cranked and music blares out of the speakers.
 
   Steve laughs and says something, but the music is so loud that Wren can’t quite catch it. She looks out the window, at the darkening sky and the park moving away from them, and sighs.
 
   The first stop for Wren is the restroom. She briskly walks through the bar, ignores everyone she passes, until she’s down the hallway and right at the bathroom door. The door is opening as she reaches it and at the last second, before colliding, Wren puts her arms up to steady the person who has just left the little bathroom.
 
   It’s Chase. She’s taller than Wren and so Wren’s hands grasp onto Chase’s forearms. Chase moves her arms up to readjust her glasses and Wren lets her arms drop.
 
   “You guys made it. Good. It was starting to get boring here all alone,” Chase says and smiles.
 
   “Yeah, Steve’s probably at the bar,” says Wren.
 
   “Perfect,” Chase replies. She starts to walk past Wren then stops and looks over her shoulder. “Oh, congrats on your exams. I’ll buy you a shot when you’re back out.”
 
   Wren takes her time in the bathroom. She hasn’t brought her makeup with her, but she still pokes around her eyes, smudging her eyeliner more. Wren smirks. Chase isn’t dressed up, but she certainly looks nicer than Wren. Chase’s outfit consists of a black t-shirt with some slogan on it that sounds nerdy and a button-up shirt over it, unbuttoned. Even her jeans, a dark blue color, put Wren’s to shame.
 
   Victoria obviously knew that Wren and Steve had a history. Maybe she was under some mistaken idea that Wren and Steve were more than just friends who slept together. But what does Chase know or think?
 
   Wren steps out of the bathroom and slowly makes her way back to the bar. Steve has an arm loosely slung over Chase’s shoulder and a dumb grin on his face. True to her word, Chase has a shot ready for Wren. It’s purple and tastes something like berry on Wren’s tongue.
 
   It’s only Taylor working behind the bar. Though she and Reese work well together, she walks with more ease by herself. “We’re going to get you trashed,” Taylor says with glee.
 
   There’s only a few other guests at the bar. Most are businessmen in suits, talking quietly amongst themselves. It’s a little late for happy hour, but it might be normal at the bar. Wren rarely comes out this early.
 
   She sits in one of the empty chairs at the bar and feels along the edge of the seat until her fingers graze a rough spot, as if someone has bitten a chunk out of it. She smiles. The music on the radio is boring, a mixture of alternative rock that is inoffensive to anyone’s standards. Wren taps her foot on the chair leg.
 
   “The DJ gets here around nine,” Taylor says. “What kind of night is it going to be?”
 
   “Vodka,” Wren says.
 
   “I got a new friend,” Steve says. “He used to be a magician and he taught me a little magic trick in exchange for a six pack.” He wiggles his fingers in the air. “I’m going to pull my thumb apart.” He performs the trick and cackles, rubs at his eyes like the laughter is making him cry.
 
   “Everyone knows that trick,” Chase says. “See?” She does her own version of it, without all of the finger wiggling.
 
   “That fucker,” Steve says and laughs again.
 
   Emma shows up thirty minutes later with a sheepish grin. She’s not wearing the shirt with the cartoon frog on it and for some reason that makes Wren frown. Instead Emma wears one of her usual outfits for when she’s trying to look nice. It’s a light colored blouse and a flowy skirt.
 
   She hugs Wren and Wren is transported to Emma’s bedroom, where it smells like a meadow and Emma lays on her stomach on the bed, grading papers and drinking a cocktail. Wren sits beside her and paints her nails. Wren blinks when Emma ends the embrace.
 
   “Are we doing shots yet?” Emma asks. Then, more quietly, so that only Wren can hear, she says, “I’m on a tight budget, so make it count.”
 
   Wren doesn’t take another shot, not yet, not so early in the evening. She orders a cocktail for Emma and stares until the argument that Emma wants to make, that Wren shouldn’t buy her anything on Wren’s special day, evaporates into the air. 
 
   “You always get what you want,” Emma says, accepting the drink that Taylor makes her.
 
   “Not always,” Wren says. “Come on, I want a cigarette.”
 
   No one walks by as Wren smokes. The two lean against the building. Cars drive by on the adjacent road. The parking lot has never looked so dead since they’ve been going to the bar. Emma flicks her thumb over her fingers, a nervous gesture that Wren has never seen her do before. 
 
   “So are we going out when you graduate?” Wren asks.
 
   “I suppose that would be the thing to do,” Emma says. “I haven’t really thought about it.”
 
   “Liar,” Wren says and smiles at her. “You know exactly where you want to go, what time, and who will come. You’re already thinking about what you want to wear, even though you’ll toss that outfit aside and pick something else when you’re getting ready.”
 
   Emma turns so that one shoulder is leaning on the building and she’s facing Wren. “Okay, maybe I have,” she admits. “My parents are coming up for it. It’ll be nice to see them. I guess you and Steve will be my entourage for the after party.”
 
   “And if Steve’s tires aren’t slashed, I would guess that he’ll be bringing Chase along,” Wren says.
 
   Steve appears then, holding two shot glasses. Chase follows behind, an amused look on her face. “Come on, drink ‘em up!”
 
   Emma raises her eyebrows at Steve, lets her lips curl up at the strong smell coming from the shots. She sips at her own drink.
 
   Wren sets her mixed drink down, takes one shot and then the other, gags and hangs her head down toward the ground until she recovers.
 
   Steve laughs hysterically. He bends over at the waist, claps and stomps his foot. “You took them in the wrong order,” he says. “Oh, that was good.”
 
   Emma places a hand on Wren’s shoulder, squeezes it for a moment and then lets go. Although Wren has stopped gagging, she stays bent over.
 
   Steve takes the glasses from Wren’s hands and goes back inside, mumbling something to Chase that neither Wren nor Emma can hear. 
 
   “God, what is he like on your birthday?” Emma asks.
 
   Wren picks her cocktail up off the ground and stands upright again. “You don’t want to know,” she says. She pulls out another cigarette, offers one to Emma. Emma takes it.
 
   “Ugh, fucker,” Wren says, between drags.
 
   A car backs up into a parking space nearby then, covered in bumper stickers. The driver is a guy in his thirties and he wears baggy jeans. He begins to pull equipment out of the trunk, whistling as he works. 
 
   “The DJ is here super early,” Wren says. “Maybe he’ll start the music early too.” She twists the ends of her hair around her finger, looks at it, then lets it drop. “Are you going to dance with me?”
 
   Emma smiles at that and takes another drag off her cigarette. “If Steve lets me,” she says.
 
   Wren chugs the last half of her drink all at once. “Don’t worry about him,” she says. “Do what you want tonight. I am.”
 
   They go inside after to sit at the bar again. Steve has just begun a story, one that Wren has heard before. She smirks.
 
   “So, it’s prom, right? Me and my buddies find this little harmless snake. Wouldn’t hurt a fly…”
 
   Wren orders a cranberry and vodka for herself, but doesn’t immediately begin to drink it. She crosses her legs, smiles when her leg touches Emma’s. “So, Ms. Nielsen,” she says. “How is teaching? Everything you hoped for?”
 
   “Well, it’s certainly not as inspirational as they make it seem in the movies. But I also haven’t been threatened by a student yet. So, not bad? Be glad you’re not getting into it. Not many whiskey nights on a teacher’s salary.”
 
   “Boring. Come on, give me something interesting that has happened this semester,” says Wren.
 
   Emma taps a finger against her lips for a moment. “There’s a girl that kind of reminds me of you sometimes. Not the talkative you now. The old you. In the morning, she comes in and just sits at her desk, doesn’t say a word. But somehow she’s got this group of three boys who fall all over themselves to do her bidding. If she’s writing and her pencil tip breaks off, one of them jumps up to offer a new pencil or to go sharpen hers. I’m always having to remind them that they need to ask first. It’s not even like they do it because they like her, there’s something more to it. We’ve tried telling her that she can’t order other students around, but we never really see her talking so it’s hard to say what’s going on.”
 
   “I’ve never made people do my bidding,” Wren replies.
 
   “But you could. If you wanted,” Emma says. “It wouldn’t be hard.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Somewhere between Wren’s second and third cocktail, Emma’s hand touches Wren’s knee and doesn’t move away after. Emma’s thumb rubs little circles along Wren’s jeans and Wren doesn’t stop her. Wren has had enough that the world feels like it’s upright, like nothing could ever go wrong ever again. Her lips stay in a little smile as she looks from Steve, telling yet another story to Chase, to Emma, who looks a little scared and a little happy all at once.
 
   The DJ brings in a bag of fast food and sits nearby, stuffing french fries into his mouth between sips of beer. His equipment is all set up and just waiting for him to begin. Despite it being creepy, Wren stares, as if that will make him eat faster. When he looks up at her, she looks away, down at the hand on her knee.
 
   “What was it like fucking Cam?” Wren asks.
 
   Emma coughs and blinks rapidly. Her brows furrow and her nostrils flare. The angry expression dissipates when she looks at Wren again. As her face softens, she smiles sadly and pats Wren’s knee. “Why do you want to know?” Emma asks. She looks around Wren to make sure Steve and Chase are still preoccupied. “I wouldn’t take Cam as your type.”
 
   “I just want to know what it was like for you, being with someone you felt so much for,” Wren says. Her eyes remain fixed on Emma’s, even when she reaches forward to pick up her drink and take a sip.
 
   Emma looks skeptical for a moment and gazes at Wren like she’s not sure she should say what she’s about to say. She bites her lip. “Probably the same as you felt when you were fucking me,” Emma says. “I’ll be right back.” She squeezes Wren’s knee and gets up to head toward the bathroom.
 
   Wren watches her go then turns to face the bar. Taylor is grinning at her. “Oh, fuck off,” Wren says, but then laughs.
 
   “Reese might be up here later,” Taylor says. “She might take some more pics for you. If you ask nicely.”
 
   The music starts soon after. Steve pretends to know the songs, bounces up and down in his seat like he can’t contain his excitement. Chase looks utterly charmed. Just as Wren is starting to wonder what’s taking so long, Emma sidles up behind her.
 
   “Why aren’t you drinking?” Emma asks.
 
   “Gotta last all night, don’t I?”
 
   Emma sways behind Wren to the beat of the music. 
 
   “Do you want your seat?” Wren asks, gestures to the unoccupied seat next to her. 
 
   “I’ll sit down later,” Emma says.
 
   The damn warning bell is back. The one that says look out, danger. As if Wren is sitting on the edge of a cliff, moving her legs back and forth, just waiting for a small gust of wind to knock her over into whatever is far below. But it’s a good day, has been since Wren woke up, somehow certain that she would pass her last exam. She ignores the little warning in her mind, takes another sip of her vodka. When Emma brushes her hand along Wren’s shoulder, Wren reaches up and grabs hold of it.
 
   Emma is close enough that Wren can hear her quiet gasp. She doesn’t take her hand back though, lets Wren hold onto it. They stay like that for another moment before Steve stands up and Emma has to move to let him out.
 
   “Alright, gorgeous,” he announces. He pulls Wren to her feet. “It’s time to dance.”
 
   Wren doesn’t protest, not verbally at least, but she doesn’t make Steve’s job of hauling her closer to the speakers easy. She walks stiffly and much too slowly for Steve’s brisk strides. When he stops walking, the little bit of resolve she has melts away as Steve twirls her around and begins to laugh. 
 
   He doesn’t smell so strongly of cologne tonight. His head, freshly buzzed, dips closer to her as his hands circle her small frame and rest at the small of her back. “Having fun?” he asks.
 
   “Yes,” Wren says. And then, “It’s going to be a good night.”
 
   “You bet your ass it is,” Steve says and pulls her into a hug. “I think Chase is having fun, too. If tonight goes well, I bet I could get her out on a date.”
 
   “You already could,” says Wren.
 
   Steve smiles brightly, practically beams at her. “And this, ladies and gentlemen, is why it’s good to have little Wren around. She likes me, huh?”
 
   “Everyone likes you, Steve. But yes, she likes you especially. She even laughed at your stupid prom story. Not one of those fake laughs either.” Wren stretches her arms out a little and then lets them rest along Steve’s neck. It’s smooth like he shaved that morning.
 
   “Prom story gets them every single time,” he says.
 
   Emma appears as the song finishes. “Can I cut in?” she asks. 
 
   Steve bows, staring at Wren the entire time, and leaves to go back to the bar. 
 
   Emma has a tentative look on her face, like even she knows for once that something is going to happen. She doesn’t run away, figuratively or literally. She puts her arms around Wren and lets Wren take the lead.
 
   All of the times that Emma was a little awful come bubbling to the surface. Snatching her hand away from Wren’s when Cam was around, looking at Cam like a puppy dog when Wren was standing right there. Or how she was never going to be able to choose, thought that she didn’t have a choice when Wren was the one to finally do something about their predicament. It had all been kind of tedious, kind of melodramatic. It had been shit.
 
   But Emma was nice, too. Her excitement on the way to the picnic had been contagious, so that Wren’s heart beat a little faster as they got closer to the spot. 
 
   Neither of them are on the short list of world’s greatest humans. They’re both a little too selfish for that, Wren thinks. Emma’s here now, with Wren, and Cam has fucked off for the last time.
 
   Wren’s been waiting for months for this. Doubt has come creeping in during her most vulnerable hours, but somehow the certainty that they would both be standing when the dust settled kept coming back. Wren thinks of this as she closes her eyes and leans in to kiss Emma. Just like the first time, when Emma looked so shocked after, Emma doesn’t react at first. Her lips respond, finally, like instincts take over. 
 
   “I’ve been waiting forever to do that again,” Wren says.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Wren has this way of making the world die around her without doing much at all. A simple kiss or letting her fingers brush against Emma’s hand can make it happen. In her youth, Emma heard people say that when they kissed their spouse it felt like the world melted away. When they said it, it sounded like a sweet moment, like it lasted only a second and then things went back to normal, only a little better. But when Wren kisses Emma this time, it is like the sun has come so close that everything around Emma is destroyed, melted down into a liquid goo that will never return to normal. As if nothing but Emma and Wren will exist in an apocalyptic world when Emma opens her eyes.
 
   The music is still going and Emma nods her head in assent when Wren motions that it’s time for a cigarette. Steve doesn’t notice them walk by on their way out. He’s wrapped up in the new girl, Chase.
 
   Emma’s feet follow Wren out the door, around the corner into their alley. Automatically, Emma takes the cigarette that Wren offers her. The moment is surreal. Emma, smoking, having to admit to herself that she does kind of like smoking, if only when Wren is around. She’s a smoker. Sometimes. And there Wren is, not speaking but looking pleased with herself. Emma is pretty pleased with Wren too, because Wren has finally wanted to do something that matters to her, done it, and verbally let Emma know. Maybe she got it a little out of order, but that doesn’t matter.
 
   Emma is wanted in some way by the girl who doesn’t want. Emma slyly reaches around to pinch herself on the arm. It’s real.
 
   “I’m drunk,” Wren announces. She stares at Emma until the silence goes on for a few seconds and then lets her gaze fall to her feet.
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” Emma says and blows smoke away from Wren. “You don’t have to soften it. It’s okay.”
 
   Wren’s shoulders hunch forward and she sighs. “Okay.”
 
   The music can still be heard outside, though barely. More obvious is the sound coming from near the door that can only be Steve speaking loudly. He sounds childlike. Quick syllables and short sentences interrupted by cackling laughter, only deepened. The door opens. Emma knows because his voice is more clear all of a sudden, talking about the healing properties of Wren’s cigarettes if he can only fucking find her.
 
   Footsteps grow closer to the alley until his head peeks around the corner. “Ah-ha!” he yells.
 
   Chase brings up the rear, her arms crossed in front of her. Even though Chase is still too far away, a few yards at least, and the darkness means she can’t see Emma’s face, Emma shoots her a sympathetic look. Steve can be a handful and no one can truly realize that until they have his undivided attention.
 
   “Wren, beautiful, give me a cigarette,” Steve says. He wipes his hand across his forehead and grins when she hands him one. “You’re a lifesaver. Chase has been showing me some new dance moves. Wanna see them?”
 
   Wren laughs in that way that sounds half-genuine and half-condescending. It’s the one that makes Emma’s palms sweat when it’s directed at her, the one that makes her smirk when it’s not. Steve never notices when it’s directed at him. “Maybe later,” Wren tells him.
 
   “Suit yourself,” Steve says. He turns around in the alley, looks it up and down. His face clearly says that he’s unimpressed. “Why are you two standing out here in the dark?”
 
   “It’s our spot,” says Wren.
 
   The two stare at each other a moment, having some kind of silent conversation that could mean absolutely anything. Steve looks down toward the asphalt and shrugs his shoulders. “Well, I’ll leave you two to it. I prefer lights and not hanging out in the darkness.”
 
   He turns around and begins heading back toward the front of the bar, smoking his cigarette along the way. 
 
   Chase trails after him. “See you guys inside,” Chase says. Friendly. Emma has never seen Steve spend time with someone so damn friendly. Emma smiles.
 
   “What’s got you smiling?” Wren asks.
 
   “I think I like Chase. At least so far.”
 
   “Well, she doesn’t hate me. That’s a start,” Wren says. She drops her cigarette and crushes it beneath her heel. “I think I’m losing my buzz.”
 
   “Do you want to go back inside?”
 
   “Not yet,” Wren says. She leans forward to grab hold of Emma’s hand and then relaxes back against the hard brick. 
 
   The grip on Emma’s hand is loose, but feels steady, as if it tethers Emma to the world. “What was that look between you and Steve?” she asks.
 
   The look of doubt that tinges Wren’s features so rarely makes another appearance. She licks her lips and darts her eyes around before looking at Emma’s lips. “The truth, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Steve thinks we’re going to get back together and isn’t so excited by the idea,” Wren says. The words leave her mouth in one breath, rushed and uneven. As soon as she says them, her mouth forms a line and her eyes look as certain as the first time she’d kissed Emma, right by the bathroom.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   When asking the question, the possibilities had seemed endless. Abstract answers circled around Emma’s head. Something about Chase, or work, or maybe how much Wren had been drinking all day. There’s no way Wren hadn’t been drinking for most of the day after her last exam, after all. But again, Emma has been blindsided by something that should have been obvious. She tightens her grip on Wren’s hand, frustrated.
 
   “And what do you think about it?” asks Emma.
 
   Emma’s heart beats unevenly. Blood rushes through her veins and it’s hard to breathe. Standing in front of Wren now, who hasn’t let a single emotion flicker across her face, makes Emma’s palms sweat and her stomach flip more than the first day of student teaching a few months ago. 
 
   And why not? A room full of kids who still pick their noses while they decide who they want to go steady with is just the beginning of her career, and she has never been as career driven as someone like Cam. No, the students are nothing in this moment, while Wren holds everything on her shoulders, her lips slowly parting now to let out the answer that has the power to crush Emma all over again.
 
   “That’s always been the plan, I thought,” says Wren.
 
   It doesn’t really make it easier to breathe. Emma gulps air in, thankful that her lungs work in some small way, and then lets it out all at once. Her thumb brushes against Wren’s hand and she smiles, tries to ignore the little pinpricks she feels in her eyes. 
 
   They’ve been little shits, the both of them. They deserve each other, for better or worse.
 
   Emma pitches forward, unsteadily, and kisses Wren. It feels more impulsive than the kiss on her couch, when she should have gone back to bed instead of letting her body do whatever it wanted. Wren’s lips tremble against her own and their linked hands are broken apart by Wren moving her slender arms up and around Emma’s shoulders.
 
    
 
    
 
   There are things to talk about, important things, like how serious they are going to be this time. Even though Wren can make Emma’s toes curl and she’d like to disappear into Wren’s bedroom forever, Emma can’t handle just having fun anymore.
 
   Wren convinces Steve that Emma will take her home, hugs him so tightly that his face turns red, and waves to Taylor like they are best friends.
 
   So Emma pushes Wren’s compliant body into her passenger seat and walks around to the driver’s side to take Wren home. Wren clutches a carton of cigarettes to her chest like it is precious cargo.
 
   Emma’s inability to spend a lot of money on alcohol has worked out wonderfully. As they paid, Wren told her in no uncertain terms that she did not want to get into a fucking cab. She was done with all of that business, she said. She was so adamant about it that Emma laughed and promised she could drive.
 
   As soon as Emma reverses out of her parking space and begins heading toward Wren’s apartment, Wren’s hand is on her thigh, brushing up and down in a rhythmic way that causes Emma to bite her lip after two blocks. This is why none of those things they need to talk about will come up. Because Wren is playing her body like an instrument she’s mastered, which she has, and Emma has poor self-control. Wren knows all of this. 
 
   “Take me to your place,” Wren says as they pull up outside of Wren’s apartment. “I don’t want to go home tonight.”
 
   Emma turns to Wren to say something important, like how Wren has had a lot to drink and maybe she should go home and sleep it off, but Wren leans over and kisses her, not caring that Emma has barely braked fully.
 
   “I’m not wasted,” Wren says. “Take me to your place.”
 
   Outside, after Steve had stolen his last cigarette of the night, Wren complained that her buzz was leaving her. They’d stayed at the bar for another hour at least and Wren had only one more drink, a single. She put her arm around Steve and went along with his joking, laughing and smiling like his antics were the funniest thing she’d ever heard. 
 
   Emma is about to disagree with Wren, tell her she shouldn’t come home with her, because of her drunk demeanor in the bar, even if she hadn’t had much more to drink. But then Wren is giving Emma the same look she’d given Emma in the bar, when she had her arm around Steve, like she was playing along with him and then showing Emma something, something that only Emma was supposed to see.
 
   “You were faking it,” Emma says, uncertain.
 
   “Bingo,” says Wren. “It’s a failure if I don’t get wasted. We’d have never gotten away. Take me to your place.”
 
   The reasons to make Wren go upstairs to her bed seem less important now that Wren isn’t purposefully slurring her words and then winking at Emma. An exaggeration, but not too far from the truth.
 
   “Sneaky. I almost think we should wait on this,” Emma says. Her eyes lower to Wren’s hand on her leg. Stupid. Impulsive. Another complication in life right before graduation.
 
   “Have fun,” Wren persists.
 
   The words have the same effect so many months later. The last shred of resistance leaves Emma’s body as Wren says the words and moves her hand against Emma’s leg again. Another complication, but that will come later.
 
   “Okay,” says Emma. “We’ll go back to my place.”
 
   She drives through the deserted streets, taking side roads to her apartment. Lit by the moonlight, a satisfied smile appears on Wren’s face. They don’t speak the rest of the way. There’s no point in chit-chat, no need to ask inconsequential things like how well Wren thinks she did on her exams. So late in the night, with Wren’s intentions perfectly clear, everything is inconsequential.
 
   Emma brakes too hard when she parks and slams her car door much too loudly. She winces at the sound and Wren laughs.
 
   “Have somewhere to be in a hurry?” Wren asks in a breathy voice.
 
   Emma does, in a way, but their quick trysts are in the past. The need that propelled Emma to tear away at Wren’s clothes in the beginning has faded away, leaving the comfortable certainty that Wren will still be there with Emma in thirty minutes, an hour, maybe longer. She doesn’t have to kiss Wren to trap her.
 
   Wren doesn’t look around in the living room. She doesn’t shift her weight from foot to foot. It’s Emma who stands there awkwardly, looking at Wren and then looking away again. “I’m not really sure what to do now,” Emma says, half-joking. 
 
   “It depends on what you want,” Wren says. She deliberately picks at a spot on her chin, waiting for Emma to do or say something. Emma pulls at a strand of hair. Of course, Wren isn’t going to make this as easy as it could be.
 
   “I want things to be normal,” Emma says, quietly. The one lamp she has left on is on the other side of the room. They both stand in the part of the room that is barely lit from it.
 
   Wren laughs and though Emma doesn’t look at her, there is no way Wren doesn’t roll her eyes. “Things are never normal,” says Wren. She grabs hold of Emma’s hand and begins leading her to her own bedroom. “Come on.”
 
   The lessons that Emma has learned, the ways to get Wren’s body going, how her breathing speeds up with just one light brush of Emma’s thumb over a nipple, come back as soon as Wren’s mouth is on Emma’s. 
 
   Emma reaches behind to turn on her lamp and it illuminates the room. The room is still tidy. A stack of books sit on the desk, a planner rests next to it. The picture frame, now showing the picture of Wren and Emma, stares at them from its spot on the nightstand.
 
   Wren doesn’t see any of this. Her eyes are focused on Emma. Emma’s lips, eyes, down to her shoulders and back up again. Wren’s bracelets fall down toward her elbow as she smooths a strand of hair out of Emma’s face.
 
   Emma sits on the bed, as much to have a moment to breathe away from Wren as to speed up the process. The red covers seem unnaturally bright until Wren sits down next to Emma. All thoughts of the covers are erased when Wren moves to hover over Emma. Then they’re both vertical as Wren kisses Emma again.
 
   They shed their clothes with only the soundtrack of their breathing to go by. A giggle interrupts them for a moment as Wren notices Emma’s panties. They’re pink with a unicorn, the opposite of sexy. They are a laundry day pair that Emma only wears occasionally. As soon as Emma tosses them over the side of the bed, Wren’s giggling ceases.
 
   “Talk to me,” Wren says as she kisses her way up and down Emma’s torso. The kisses are light, barely there, just enough to frustrate Emma.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   It’s hard to think with Wren on top of her. Emma licks her lips to give herself time to think of something to say.
 
   “Do you really think this is a good idea?” Emma asks. Wren’s answer is a nip at Emma’s inner thigh. “I mean, more than just us wanting to do this. I guess I’m lost. There’s no guidebook for this kind of thing, right? Act impulsively, hope for the best. I’m not good at that.”
 
   Wren’s movements pause. “Didn’t you start this when you kissed me on the forehead? Didn’t need a guidebook then, did you?”
 
   Even though Wren wants her to talk, Emma’s jaw clamps closed at the response. She hadn’t, at the time, she had just acted. She’d also chastised herself for doing something so stupidly impulsive. These thoughts are chased away as Wren dips her tongue into Emma for her first taste of the night. Like clockwork, Wren eases back to compliment Emma and a smile forms on Emma’s face.
 
   As easily as Wren gets back into pleasuring Emma, Emma begins talking. She tells Wren how confusing she’d found her when they first met. “You were such a strange girl. Who doesn’t talk during a group project?” Emma sighs. “I should have noticed how beautiful you were then.” The words leave her in a rush. Wren’s undivided attention feels like a reward for saying it. 
 
   “You’d think I’d know you by now,” Emma continues. She halts as Wren pays more attention to her clit. “But you still surprise me sometimes. Like the fight. You don’t seem the type.”
 
   Later, when they are wrapped around each other and beads of sweat still fall down their foreheads, Wren sighs in contentment. “I’m not the fighting type,” she says. It takes a moment for Emma to realize what Wren is talking about.
 
   “Then what happened?” Emma clenches her fist, the fist that is not by Wren, until her nails dig into the flesh of her palm. It’s too easy to ask these questions in the afterglow, when there seem to be no boundaries.
 
   Wren sits up and leans over the side of the bed until she finds her cigarettes and a lighter. She doesn’t offer one to Emma. She slides off the edge of the bed and crosses over to the window, opens it up and lights her cigarette. There’s no chair, not like there is in Wren’s room, and so Wren stands there, smoking and twisting one of her wrists back and forth so that her bracelets move about.
 
   “I was fucked up. Really fucked up. And I missed you,” says Wren.
 
   Despite the fact that they have seen each other naked so many times, Emma pulls her covers up over her body, right up to her chin. With the help of her lamp, she can almost make out all of Wren’s ribs across the room. “So you got into a fight,” she says.
 
   “Sounds silly, doesn’t it?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma wakes when the sun hits her right in the fucking eyes. She turns over, away from the window, toward the middle of the bed. Wren’s not there. Emma’s arm moves across the surface of the bed until her fingers touch the edge. Before she can get angry or begin to cry, Wren slips back into the bedroom wearing one of Emma’s oversized shirts.
 
   “I went out to smoke,” Wren says, seeing Emma’s open eyes. “Coffee is brewing.”
 
   Emma laughs. She’s such an idiot.
 
   Wren’s hand is almost in reach and Emma stretches just enough to grab onto it and pull Wren onto the bed next to her. She snuggles up to Wren and squeezes the tiny body in her arms. Wren’s eyes bulge in a fearful way, like she’s never done the playful cuddling thing before. Emma squeezes her again, wraps her legs around Wren, daring her to try to get away.
 
   “I slept with Kate,” Wren says, her eyes on the ceiling.
 
   Emma’s alert then. She pushes up, her elbow on the bed and her face on her hand, to look at Wren. “Jesus, Wren. Confessions are more of a lunchtime thing, at least. Who’s Kate?”
 
   Wren shrugs. “That girl that danced with you. With the tattoo.”
 
   Emma closes her eyes for a moment, tries to think back. A lot has happened over the school year. A person could easily slip through the cracks. “Sorry, I don’t remember. But thanks for telling me.”
 
   Wren’s shoulders relax against the mattress. A few minutes later, she starts to get up. “I’ll be right back,” she promises. She returns with two cups of coffee.
 
   “Are we?” Emma asks, unable to finish the sentence. She blows on her coffee and takes a sip, burns her tongue.
 
   “Together? In love?” Wren says the last bit in a sing-song voice that sounds a little too mocking to Emma’s ears. “I don’t know,” says Wren in a more serious voice. “I’d like to be. Here’s me trying to do all of this right. Finally.” She exhales. “Fuck it. Yes. We are.”
 
   Emma can’t stop the pleased look that overtakes her face. She absently touches her right eyebrow and bites her lip. “You don’t have to go all in all at once, you know. You don’t have to say everything. I know it’s not your style. I’m sure there’s some kind of middle ground, a balance. Say just enough so that I know what’s going on but not so much that you drive yourself crazy.”
 
   “Okay,” Wren says. Simple, to the point. She rubs at her throat, like it hurts faintly. “You can say what you need to say. I won’t stop you. Fair is fair.”
 
   Emma leans forward and kisses Wren on the tip of her nose. Wren’s eye makeup has been ruined over the last few hours, leaving giant smudges that look amusing. It probably matches Emma’s bedhead perfectly.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ed stomps up and down the aisles. No one has done anything wrong. Emma knows this because she’s been huddling with all of the other workers when she can, whispering to see if they’ve done something. No mistakes, no complaints. An annoyed person with no reason is a person to stay away from and Emma does her best to stay out of Ed’s sight. She’s not on a register, so she goes from section to section, helping people when she can, always moving so that she’s never spotted by Ed. It becomes something like a game she used to play when she got her first computer. Dodge the enemy, extra points for items picked up. Her parents were forced to take away the game after a few months when her grades dropped.
 
   An older woman walking with a cane stops Emma. Her glasses, too big for her face, are attached to a string that loops around her neck. Someone’s grandmother, she has to be. She asks about a fake bird’s nest, if it ever goes on sale, because she doesn’t need it right now, but it might be nice for a project down the road. And don’t the little bird eggs look darling? The woman is a talker, and ten minutes later she hobbles away, a smile on her face, but it’s too late for Emma. Ed has spotted her and is walking down the aisle toward her.
 
   “Just the person I wanted to see,” Ed says. His face isn’t red anymore, not like it was when Emma first arrived and made a mental note to stay far away. The little bit of hair that is longer on the back of Ed’s head is dishevelled, like he’s been pulling on it or ruffling it throughout the day. The tan line from his wedding ring is starting to fade, might be gone by the end of summer if he puts his mind to it.
 
   “What can I do for you?” Emma asks. She stops herself from smiling. He wouldn’t appreciate it, even if she’s only smiling because it’s one of his key phrases, always asks it in an exaggerated manner to the single women who come in.
 
   “Come with me,” he says and turns around to walk back down the aisle. He turns right at the end, goes past the three cash registers and out the front door. He walks quickly, with purpose, and Emma is forced to follow at a similar pace. Her coworkers look at her with pity. One has a look of dread on her face. None want to be Emma. All assume that she is the reason that Ed has been in a horrible mood. She must have done something wrong.
 
   Outside, where his name tag that says manager means nothing, Ed’s shoulders relax. He doesn’t smile, but the vein in the middle of his forehead doesn’t protrude as much. He strolls until he comes to a bench two stores down and sits there, waits until Emma collapses onto the bench next to him.
 
   “It’s happening,” he says. He doesn’t look at Emma. He stares straight ahead at the parking lot. A woman out there is arguing with her five year old, pleading with him to get the fuck into the car.
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   Ed laughs bitterly, like Emma has heard Wren laugh. Ed has been worried and happy and calm since Emma has known him. She’s been there long enough to have known him while he was going through his divorce and never noticed any sort of bad mood from it. Ed has never sounded bitter about anything.
 
   “The nightmare,” he says. He touches the tan line on his ring finger. “When everything starts to fall apart.”
 
   The part of Emma that isn’t so worried about the future, that doesn’t care about making money and playing nice rises up. It’s the part of her that doesn’t care about her survival. “Maybe you can stop talking like the end of the world is coming and speak plainly?”
 
   Not the smartest thing to say to the man who has control over whether she works at the store anymore, or how many hours she gets, especially since he’s been fuming mad all day. But Ed smiles, one of those genuine ones that lights up his face. A smile that makes Emma wonder how his wife could walk away.
 
   “The owner died. He was as old as time. Natural causes. But you know what happens next. Store gets sold, probably to some corporation. Everyone gets to worry about their jobs. Will they be replaced? Or are they safe?” Ed shrugs.
 
   “Still, not the most normal response to hearing someone has died,” Emma says. “Everything will work out in the end.”
 
   Ed’s smile is ghastly this time and full of pity. “Emma, you’ve got teaching to look forward to and a long line of minimum wage jobs ahead of you to supplement your income. I’ve been here for years. Forgive me if I take the news a little more harshly.” He stands and wipes the back of his pants. 
 
   “But you don’t know anything for certain.”
 
   He shrugs. “I’d be the first to go. If it happens.”
 
   Emma nods. 
 
   “Anyway, just thought you should know. The others are talkers. You can’t trust them with anything. But I can trust you, right?” Ed asks.
 
   Trust can add weight to a person’s shoulders, cripple them. Emma blinks. “Yeah, you can trust me, Ed. I won’t say anything. Try not to let it get you too down.”
 
   Ed goes back inside first. Over his shoulder he tells Emma that she can go ahead and take her break. She sits on the bench and plays with her phone, sends messages to Wren since that’s something she’s allowed to do again. She doesn’t eat even though her stomach grumbles.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma’s hands shake as she applies her lip gloss. Her mother is in her room, sitting on the bed, talking about the drive up that morning. “All of the crazy drivers were out,” she says. “It’s a miracle we got here safe and sound.”
 
   Her father is in the living room, sitting on the couch, reading a book that he’s brought with him. It’s a detective novel, the kind he’s been reading for as long as Emma can remember.
 
   Graduation day. The day meant for parents more than the students. Undoubtedly, there will be some classmates of Emma’s who are excited to put on their robes, to smile and pose for pictures. Emma wants to get it over with, this ceremony that her mother will end up talking about for years to come.
 
   That’s just the nervousness talking.
 
   There’s a long pause in Emma’s bedroom that Emma notices too late. Her mother’s chattering has been like a droning buzz, dependable and constant. She tells stories, things that she’s heard around Emma’s hometown that Emma doesn’t really care about, but hums in response anyway.
 
   “Who is this?” her mother asks. She appears at the doorway of the bathroom, holding up the picture of Emma and Wren.
 
   The picture has been in Emma’s room for so long that Emma barely notices it most days. She may look at it and smile, but it is like a door in the apartment, always there. Had she looked at it that morning, she might have wondered if she should hide it. This thing between her and Wren is so new again, so fragile, that her mother’s knowledge of it could spoil it all. Too late.
 
   “That’s Wren,” Emma says, putting her makeup away. “Remember? I told you about her.”
 
   Her mother smiles, rubs at the frame with the pad of her thumb. “Well, she’s beautiful. Things are on again, then?”
 
   Pride swells up inside Emma. Not for graduating, not for making it through college, but for the tone in her mother’s voice. Emma has done something right by getting back with the girl Emma’s mother thinks is beautiful. It doesn’t matter that Emma’s an adult now, she still perks up at the thought of making her parents happy. Some things don’t change with age. “Yes,” Emma says.
 
   “Good. Do we get to meet her today?”
 
   Emma’s eyes widen. She hasn’t thought any of it through. Wren knows Emma’s parents will be in town. It’s Emma who hasn’t connected the dots until now. How by not inviting Wren over to meet her parents, it might seem like she doesn’t want them to know about Wren, like Wren is a secret. Even though Wren isn’t like most girls, probably hasn’t really thought about any of this, Emma looks at her mother with a panicked expression.
 
   “Well, ask her then,” her mother says and goes back through Emma’s bedroom and then into the living room to sit with her father. There are hushed whispers then that Emma can’t make out. She doesn’t care.
 
   With trembling fingers she sends the message. Too late, really. The plan has been for Emma to meet up with Wren and Steve after she has dinner with her parents. They’ll go to the bar and drink. It’s getting too close to the time they have to leave for the ceremony. Wren would never make it to the apartment in time. Wren will have to come to dinner if she wants to meet Emma’s parents.
 
   Wren’s reply makes Emma smile and relax. Perfect. Wren can’t for some reason that she doesn’t say. If it’s really important to Emma, she will find a way to get to dinner. No pressure.
 
   Emma tells her that it’s fine. They can meet later, when things aren’t so hectic. When things aren’t just starting up again.
 
   She flips the light in her bathroom off, takes one last look in the mirror, and heads out into the living room. Finally ready. Her father used to make jokes about how long it took Emma to get ready. She would reply every single time that it wouldn’t take as long if she hadn’t inherited wavy hair from his side of the family.
 
   He doesn’t say anything about her taking forever when she walks out. He looks at her and takes his reading glasses off. “You look beautiful,” he says, voice full of wonder.
 
   The Nielsens look like a picture, Emma thinks. Her father wears a white dress shirt and a dark green tie she recalls buying him one Father’s Day. His hair has been cut recently, probably for this very day, so short that it actually looks like it might be straight if he were to grow it out. The hair by his temples has begun to turn gray. His slacks are black, like his shoes. Her mother has one hand on his knee. It’s a pose that Emma has seen them in more times than she can count. Her mother’s dress is black and long. It reaches down to her ankles. Dark green areas of it almost match her father’s tie. Her mother’s once bright blue eyes are a stormy gray now and her hair is dyed a blonde color just a few shades darker than Emma’s own. A camera sits next to her father on the couch. Yes, they’ll all want pictures today.
 
   “Wren can’t make it today,” Emma says. “She says sorry, but she hopes to meet you two soon.” A little lie, but Wren wouldn’t mind.
 
   “That’s okay, honey,” her mother says. Then, “I guess we should be heading off.”
 
   In the car, Emma can feel her phone buzz inside of her small purse. Wren has this idea about not answering her phone. If it’s important, Wren says, people will try again. Emma steals this idea for the day and ignores the buzzing. It doesn’t buzz again.
 
    
 
    
 
   Her mother cries during the ceremony. By the time everything is over and Emma can get a classmate to take a picture of all three of them together, her mother’s eyes are puffy. “Oh, there’s no point in pictures now. They’ll look awful. I’m so sorry, Emma,” her mother apologizes. Over and over she tells Emma that she’s sorry.
 
   Emma smiles and kisses her on the cheek. “Mom, there are years of pictures ahead of us. We’ll just take one and be done with it.”
 
   They end up at that little Italian restaurant that Cam took Emma to twice. The nice places have been booked for weeks, maybe longer. Most people are looking for a nice steak on graduation day instead of pasta and thus the restaurant isn’t full.
 
   Their server is a tall boy who looks no older than eighteen. He tries to convince Emma’s mother to get a more expensive glass of wine.
 
   “I wouldn’t notice the difference anyway,” her mother says and orders the cheaper glass.
 
   Emma’s father orders eggplant parmesan as if it is an exotic dish. His voice is unsure as he first orders it, as if things will be ruined if he doesn’t like it. He repeats the order in a boastful tone. Eggplant parmesan, to him, is infinitely more adventurous compared to her mother’s spaghetti and meatballs. 
 
   No wonder Emma never understood people’s fascination with sushi, Emma thinks. She comes from a family who would scratch their heads at the word veal on a menu and then look around in horror upon realizing that people actually ate the stuff.
 
   Emma orders pizza. It seems to be the safest option since she’ll be going to the bar later.
 
   Emma’s mother drinks her wine too quickly. The first glass is already gone before their food arrives. She hardly ever drinks, saves it for special occasions, and her cheeks are already turning pink.
 
   When the food arrives, Emma plucks a pepperoni off of her pizza and chews on it, burning her tongue just enough to be annoyed with herself. Though the Nielsens believe in religion, they only go to church sporadically these days and don’t pray before eating. 
 
   Her father looks at his plate like it might bite him, but he dutifully begins to cut his eggplant into tiny pieces.
 
   “Emma has a girlfriend,” her mother announces, sipping at a brand new glass of wine.
 
   “That’s great, honey,” says her father. His tone is proud but unsurprised.
 
   Emma eats another pepperoni. When the server stops by to make sure the food is acceptable, Emma orders a glass of white wine. Whatever is coming next can be dulled by the alcohol.
 
   “But Emma’s been a little confused by love lately,” her mother says, holding a fork with a meatball on the end. “I think we should discuss this. Get it all out there. Maybe it will help.”
 
   Emma’s cheeks burn. She stuffs as much pizza into her mouth as she can and chokes. Embarrassing, all of it. Inwardly, she’s frustrated at herself. She should have known this was coming. There are no secrets among the Nielsens. Not while sober, not while tipsy.
 
   “What seems to be the problem?” her father asks. He drops his fork onto his plate and folds his hands above it. The picture of helpfulness.
 
   “Eat your eggplant, dear,” her mother says. She laughs at the dark look he gives her. “Emma views love much like I did in high school. Perfect. Easy to fall into. She doesn’t realize that it takes work, even in a good relationship. Like people are puzzle pieces and magically fit together.” She hiccups.
 
   “Oh my God,” Emma mutters under her breath. She takes a long sip of her wine and ducks her head, staring down at her pizza. At least Wren hadn’t come.
 
   Her father tentatively takes a bite of his eggplant and grimaces. “It’s great,” he says. “Really great. I’d order it all over again.”
 
   “That’s what you get for trying new things,” her mother laughs.
 
   “About the important stuff, I think we can help out there,” he says. “I think you’re both kind of right.” A sip of water. Another bite of eggplant. “This stuff is kind of greasy. First off, love isn’t as easy as some people make it out to be and it’s not as hard as others say it is. So, you find a girl.” He pauses, gestures at Emma. “The falling part is easy. The chase, the excitement. For a lot of people, that’s all the love they want and then they leave. They can’t handle the rest.”
 
   “Oh my God, Dad.”
 
   “But since people are involved, things get tricky. People ruin everything. Haha, joke. So you find someone that it’s easy to be with at first, but you still have to work on the upkeep. Imagine that people are like cars,” he continues.
 
   “I don’t think cars are a good example,” her mother interrupts.
 
   “No, hear me out. You find a nice car. It looks good, it runs well. But you still have to fill it with gas. You still have to change the oil. That’s all a relationship is. You find someone who fits you well, who you can work with, and then you check in on one another, make sure everything is going well. Real love is working through anything nasty that comes along. Maybe it’s something from the outside, maybe it’s something within the relationship. Communication is the key. You talk about stuff and you can get through anything. That’s how me and your mom have stayed together all these years.” He pops another piece of eggplant into his mouth.
 
   “I know, Dad.”
 
   “Oh. Why are we talking about this then?” he asks.
 
   “We just wanted to make sure Emma was in a good place,” her mother says.
 
   “Well, Emma, are you in a good place?” Her father takes a sip of water, swishes it around before swallowing.
 
   “I think I am,” Emma says, confidently.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma’s parents drop her off at her apartment. The car idles as they say their tearful goodbyes. Her mother had managed to drink three glasses of wine before they left the restaurant. She’d been chatty in the car and Emma, in a re-enactment of her childhood, hunched down in the backseat as if that could hide her from her mother’s attention.
 
   “Be careful tonight,” her father reminds her.
 
   The first point of business for Emma is to change clothes. As nice as she may have looked on her big day, she doesn’t want to wear the same outfit tonight. She needs something comfortable that also looks good. She throws her purse on her bed and rummages through her closet. Everything is useless to her. Too bad the law says that she has to wear clothes out in public.
 
   Huffing, she settles for another dress. It’s a dark blue color and it comes down to her knees before flaring out. Cute, but not cutesy. She puts on a comfortable pair of shoes that match and begins the process of fixing her makeup. Everything is a process now.
 
   Her phone rings as she’s finishing in the bathroom. Stumbling into her bedroom, she grabs her phone out of her purse before it switches over to voicemail.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Emma, I’m outside.”
 
   Emma takes the phone away from her ear, checks the screen. “Steve?” she asks.
 
   “That’s me. Here to pick you up. Wren said it might be a good idea. Did she not tell you?” There’s whispering on the line, someone talking to Steve.
 
   The buzz earlier. Emma still hadn’t checked it. “I’m sure she tried to. I’ll be right down.” She ends the call and upends her purse so that its contents fall out onto the bed. The essentials, that’s all she needs. A smaller bag is on the floor and she puts her phone, wallet, and keys into it. Perfect. Small enough that she can easily forget about it, resting across her torso, New York-style, but big enough to hold everything.
 
   Emma has never been in Steve’s car. It’s cleaner than she expects. There are no wrappers on the floor or holes in the seats. The outside of it doesn’t shine, and it’s not a new car, but it’s still much better looking than Emma would have imagined. Steve just doesn’t seem the car type. He reads more like the type who would keep a boat in pristine condition than a boring old car.
 
   “Where’s Wren?” Emma asks as she gets in.
 
   Chase has vacated the front passenger seat and is in the back, sideways, with her legs across the seat. Chase doesn’t wear a seatbelt.
 
   “Beats me. She told me to pick you up and meet her at the bar,” says Steve. He leans over the center console to hug Emma. “Congratulations, Emma girl. Ready to party?”
 
   He begins driving before Emma can respond. He drives exactly as she might have imagined, if she’d ever given it the thought. He casually rests his hands on the wheel, never gripping it fully. He sings, if it can be called that, to a song on the radio. He doesn’t speed, but he accelerates quickly.
 
   Even though Steve isn’t an exceptionally bad driver, Emma is happy to see the bar come into view. It’s starting to get dark outside. A group of smokers stand out front. She doesn’t know them. Wren’s car isn’t in the parking lot. Emma twists her neck around to look in every direction that she can, but still doesn’t spot the car.
 
   Steve takes the lead, practically bouncing toward the bar. He has Chase’s hand in his and pulls her along behind him. Emma brings up the rear, grinning at Steve’s antics. Steve pauses when he opens the door, but Emma can’t see inside and he quickly recovers. He waves at whoever is in there and makes his way inside with Chase hot on his heels. Emma has to grab onto the door to keep it open and that’s when she sees what made Steve pause. She almost wants to congratulate him for only stopping a moment.
 
   Wren is there already, standing at the bar with a drink in front of her. She holds onto one of her wrists tightly, not smiling, staring at Emma. Five feet to Wren’s left, away from the bar, is Cam.
 
   It’s too much like a movie. Wren, gazing at Emma with a look that is almost challenging. And then there’s Cam, looking unsure of herself. 
 
   Cam’s shirt is wrinkled from the long car drive. She might have looked online to see when Emma was supposed to graduate then made a good guess as to where Emma would end up.
 
   The old Emma would stand there, pulled in two different directions all at once, not wanting to hurt either person. An infinite loop of her going back and forth, apologizing to one and then going back to the other.
 
   Cam bites her lip.
 
   Emma waves, once, at Cam and then strides over to Wren and hugs her. Kissing is not an option, not right this second. That would be too dramatic, too much like trying to send a message. And maybe Emma is thinking about it more than she should, but she’s never been able to switch her mind off in moments like these and kisses with Wren are supposed to be just for them now. It can’t work any other way.
 
   Wren’s body is rigid against Emma’s for a moment before she relaxes and lets out a breath. Of course, this was a test to see if Emma is actually cured. She’s passed. At the same time, Wren’s days of manipulation are supposedly over. She wouldn’t have called Cam and set this up. It just happened.
 
   “Go on,” Wren says, smiling a little. “Go say hi and I’ll get you a drink.”
 
   Steve’s already standing by Cam. He introduces her to Chase, asks how work is going. He sees Emma approaching and touches Cam’s arm. He motions for Chase to follow him back to the bar.
 
   “Congratulations,” Cam says. “I thought you might end up here. Thought I’d take a chance. You’re glowing.”
 
   Emma looks down for a moment, notes that the beaded bracelet Cam once wore is gone. “Am I? I’m probably just blushing. My parents were a little much at dinner.”
 
   Cam knows what she means. She’s heard all of the embarrassing stories. Emma’s mother telling Emma’s grade school teacher about Emma’s constant urge to paint unicorns and how she’s worried it might be some kind of disorder. Or Emma’s father’s attempts to hint about the birds and the bees. It’s embarrassing enough for a father to tell his daughter about it, even more embarrassing when he decides to do it when she’s having a sleepover.
 
   Cam laughs. “I kind of wish I had been there to witness it first hand.”
 
   The stilted conversation makes Emma grind her teeth. They may never go back to normal, not with Cam living so far away now, but it can’t be like this. It can’t be like high school classmates at a reunion, trying to talk about that one semester they sat at the same lunch table.
 
   Cam mentions Mark and the way her eyes glisten tells that they’re back together more than her words do. Relief floods through Emma.
 
   “I’m happy for you,” Emma says. “Being with Mark. He really liked you when I saw him. I’m with Wren again.” She gestures over her shoulder where Wren is probably still standing, discreetly watching. Emma smiles thinking about it. Wren wouldn’t watch to be nosy or because she’s jealous. Wren always seems to know when there’s something to worry about and that worry evaporated the moment Emma put her arms around her at the bar. No, Wren would only be watching to make sure Emma is okay.
 
   “I thought that might happen,” says Cam.
 
   “What? But you seemed so sure she wasn’t good for me.”
 
   Cam reaches back and rubs at a spot on the back of her neck. She looks down. “Be that as it may, one look says she’d jump through hoops for you. It’s a strange pairing, but somehow it looks like it works. And I would have said anything at that moment to seem like the best option for you.”
 
   Butterflies flutter in Emma’s stomach. Cam has no idea how much Wren would do for Emma, hasn’t been there when it’s just her and Wren, but it’s still nice to hear.
 
   “Well, I better get to my drink before Steve notices I don’t have one yet,” Emma says. “Are you going to stay awhile?”
 
   “For a little while.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma has done something right finally. She’s graduated like a good little girl, cast aside all the little insecurities that have plagued her. She may be something of a loner, having only a few friends, but that is something she doesn’t worry about, surrounded as she is by smiling faces at the bar.
 
   Reese makes a few mystery shots throughout the night. Her eyes are intense as Emma knocks them back. She laughs if Emma grimaces, looks proud if Emma smiles and nods. “That one is a keeper,” Emma says after taking one of them.
 
   It’s a DJ night. Emma never recognizes the songs anymore. They blend together and surround her. She has to yell to communicate inside the bar. Steve pulls her to an open area to dance a few times. He doesn’t make any comments about her and Wren, doesn’t seem worried about it anymore.
 
   As they dance, Chase watches them from the bar. She looks happy and carefree. So different from Victoria, Emma thinks. 
 
   Emma watches as Cam and Wren walk outside, presumably so Wren can smoke. Strange, but not unsettling.
 
   Emma closes her eyes, feels Steve’s arms tighten around her. It’s a new song or an extremely long one. 
 
   “I had this table recently,” he says. “Group of four celebrating one of them giving up vegetarianism. I joked that maybe a hamburger wasn’t the best place to start and I was right. The guy eats his burger and then runs from the table to the bathroom. Lost all of his lunch and probably won’t want more meat anytime soon.”
 
   It’s exactly the kind of story Steve would love to tell. It still amuses him and he laughs, but there’s also some sympathy in his voice.
 
   “Whatever happened to Victoria?” Emma asks when Steve’s laughter finally dies away. Her eyes are open now and Steve pauses to think for a moment.
 
   “Just didn’t work, I guess. She was fun, but the type to start a bar brawl and then want to run off and get married. Don’t know what she’s doing now. She left the restaurant for greener pastures.”
 
   Or because she was having to watch Steve flirt with Chase. Emma shrugs. None of it really matters, especially not tonight.
 
   “Since we’re on that kind of topic,” Steve says. “You’re not going to fuck off again, right? You’re going to do it all the right way?” His breath smells of beer. His eyes have become glassy, his smile lazy.
 
   In the moment, Emma feels a rush of love for Steve. How he wants everyone to get along at the end of the day. She nods. “We’re both trying to get it right.”
 
   His arms tighten again and he lifts her up into the air. A small shriek erupts from her mouth before it turns to laughter. He spins her once and sets her down again. “That a girl,” he says. “Let’s get you another drink.”
 
   Wren is back by then. She leans against the bar and watches Emma and Steve approach. Cam is talking to Chase. Cam’s arms gesture frantically and Chase nods sagely. For once, Emma can’t automatically guess what Cam might be talking about. Without Cam around all the time, she has no idea what Cam’s cause of the week is. 
 
   “Shot?” Wren asks, holding one up for Emma to take.
 
   It’s a mystery shot and Emma knows not to ask what’s in it. She would only get a smirk from Reese if she asked. If Wren knows what it is, she won’t say either. It’s another good one. A little fruity. She sets the glass down on the bar. Wren casually puts her arm around Emma so that it rests on the small of her back, leans forward and kisses her.
 
   They go out to smoke not long after. Steve is busy keeping Chase and Cam entertained. Wren and Emma go into the alley. Again, Emma admits to herself she’s becoming a full blown smoker. It’s the perfect time to ask what Wren and Cam were talking about outside while Emma was dancing with Steve. Emma looks down for a moment and even with the small amount of light in the alley, she can see that Wren is wearing the bracelet Emma got her for Christmas.
 
   Wren looks at Emma like she knows Emma is thinking about saying something and she’s just waiting patiently for Emma to say it. The same look Emma has been given for months now. There are so many things Emma could say or ask. She could ask what happened earlier, tell Wren about the awkward dinner with her parents. The parent bit isn’t at the top of the list in her head. She’s rarely spoken of her parents to Wren. In the beginning, Wren was a distraction and not much more. The dinner would not be a good way to broach that subject.
 
   Wren picks at a piece of something on Emma’s shoulder and then smooths her hand over the spot. She’s so cool about everything.
 
   Emma looks away. There are few cars on the roads now. A minute can pass before a car can be heard driving by on the other side of the building.
 
   All of the drinks have caused a sense of relaxation and invincibility in Emma. She’s no daredevil. There’s no worry that she might go wandering out in the street or try to climb up the side of the building. She finds that she doesn’t care about much of anything in a pleasant sort of way. Maybe the alley has brought on the mood. It has always been a calming spot, a safe spot.
 
   Emma takes another drag off her cigarette and then tosses it onto the ground. “I want to do something a little crazy,” she says and steps closer to Wren. She’s right in front of Wren now, with Wren’s back against the building. Wren smells of cinnamon and alcohol and cigarettes. Emma places her hands on Wren’s hips, gives them a little squeeze.
 
   “How crazy can it be if we’ve already done it before?” Wren asks, slightly bored. She tosses her own cigarette on the ground and Emma makes a mental note to remember to pick them up before going back inside.
 
   Emma kisses along Wren’s neck, smirks at the little noises that Wren makes. This is what will make the night memorable: a walk down memory lane, a fuck.
 
   Emma’s thigh moves Wren’s legs apart. “You have to be quiet,” Emma reminds her.
 
   “We’ve done this,” Wren says, but she bites her lip anyway, trying to keep the sounds inside of her.
 
   Emma snakes her hands under Wren’s shirt, another of the many tanktops that Wren owns. Wren wears a skirt as well, which will come in handy. Maybe Wren didn’t exactly plan for Emma to jump her in the alley, but she’s not wearing a bra and that makes everything easier for Emma. She palms Wren’s tits, pulls at the nipples until Wren hisses.
 
   Wren has soaked her panties and it’s one of the sexiest things Emma has ever felt. She bites one of Wren’s earlobes and shoves Wren’s panties aside, starts to fuck Wren with her fingers. The need between them is no longer desperate in a dirty way, full of shame and excitement. Wren bites Emma’s shoulder. It’s just blissful now and Emma doesn’t feel any disappointment.
 
   Wren’s body shudders as she orgasms. Emma has to hold her steady. When Wren finally looks up again, taking her head off of Emma’s shoulder, Emma sees that Wren has bitten her lip so hard that there’s a tiny drop of blood there. Without thinking, Emma kisses it away.
 
    
 
    
 
   They hold hands in the bar, letting go only when Steve wants to dance or they’re taking a shot. Wren’s face has a glow about it that is unmistakable. Steve winks at Wren. She smacks him on the arm. Chase doesn’t say anything at all about it.
 
   Cam slips closer to Emma and hugs her. “I have to head out,” she says. “I have a long drive ahead of me.” She’s been sipping on water for two hours and only had one drink before that. “I’m sorry,” she whispers into Emma’s ear. She doesn’t say what she’s sorry about. Maybe it’s for everything. “We need to keep in touch.”
 
   Cam turns and hugs Wren. Their embrace is short and awkward, like neither of them have ever hugged another person before. 
 
   No such awkwardness is present when Cam hugs Steve. He lifts her up, just an inch or two, and squeezes her. Cam looks indignant at first but then laughs.
 
   And then Cam is gone all over again.
 
   Chase buys Emma her last shot. She smirks as she hands it to Emma, which puts Emma on her guard. The look says the shot will be gross. A way to fuck with Emma a little bit. But the shot tastes like some kind of citrus fruit that Emma can’t place and it’s not gross at all. 
 
   “Congrats again,” Chase says. “It’s about time to go home though.” 
 
   Steve nods beside her and has an arm wrapped around her shoulders. Chase doesn’t hug Emma or Wren, just waves and begins to walk out after paying her tab.
 
   She ends up waiting for Steve by the exit. Steve can’t say a simple goodnight. He has to hug both Wren and Emma. He high-fives Reese and waves at Taylor. He has a cigarette stuck behind his ear and a goofy grin on his face. “It’s been a successful night,” he says. “See you ladies later.”
 
   During Steve’s long goodbye, Wren has apparently paid Emma’s tab. Emma thinks Wren has done this before, but she scowls at her all the same before a giggle escapes.
 
   “Your chariot awaits,” Wren says. Her tone is playful.
 
   Emma follows Wren outside where a yellow taxi is waiting out front. Emma slides in first and Wren gives the driver Emma’s address.
 
   “You know, we’ll have to go to your place again at some point,” Emma says.
 
   “I know. I just don’t know if Trudy is ready for two lady lovers in the apartment at one time.”
 
   “She can get over that,” says Emma. She searches for Wren’s hand across the seat and grabs onto it when she finds it.
 
   “It’s not that,” Wren says, but she doesn’t elaborate.
 
   The long day hits Emma all at once when she unlocks her apartment door and stumbles inside. Her feet hurt from the heels she’d worn earlier. Standing all night at the bar probably wasn’t the best decision. Emma yawns into the darkness until she finds a light switch and flips it on. Her father has accidentally left his book on the coffee table. She’ll have to mail it to him.
 
   In her bedroom, Emma starts to tell Wren that she’ll find Wren something to sleep in, but Wren undresses right next to the bed and gets under the covers nude. Emma shrugs and pulls her own clothes off and lets them fall to the floor. She curls up next to Wren on the bed and wraps an arm around Wren’s midsection. Wren’s breathing is steady and begins to lull Emma to sleep.
 
   “Did you have a good day?” Wren whispers.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Emma’s eyes close and she focuses on the soft skin beneath her arm and face. Wren is small, but cuddled up like this she feels strong, like she could protect Emma from anything. Emma feels Wren’s hand coming to rest on Emma’s arm.
 
   “I love you,” Emma whispers a few minutes later. Wren hasn’t moved since her hand was placed on Emma’s arm and Emma is unsure if she’s even awake. There is a sharp intake of breath from the body half beneath her. “You don’t have to say it back,” she says hastily.
 
   “Okay,” Wren says after a moment.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Emma doesn’t mention Cam. Not during their evenings together or on their lazy mornings. Now that the school year is over, they have more time to spend together. Going to the park becomes one of Emma’s favorite activities, partially because it’s free. Wren doesn’t mind. She even brings her camera sometimes.
 
   The trees are always nice to get pictures of, right when the lighting is perfect, Wren tells Emma. Sometimes she takes pictures of Emma. Emma’s blonde hair on a blanket, Emma trying to feed bread crumbs to birds, Emma laying on the ground with her eyes closed and a smile on her face.
 
   Wren doesn’t always show Emma these pictures, but when she does Emma blushes and looks kind of proud. As she should, Wren thinks. Emma has always been cute, beautiful even, but now her face has a certain glow that doesn’t go away. Her eyes have changed, too. They’re more open, brighter, more aware of her surroundings. It is as if Emma has spent most of her life in a coma and has finally awoken.
 
   They’re spending another afternoon at the park when Wren’s neck hair stands on end. She looks around. There’s nothing out of the ordinary. A few joggers keeping to the path, birds picking at something close to the edge of the pond. And Emma sitting on the grass next to Wren with her legs in front of her, attempting to get a little sun. Emma is looking at Wren, her bottom lip between her teeth. A look of concentration is on her face.
 
   Oh, Wren thinks, that’s where it’s coming from.
 
   Wren cooly lights a cigarette and raises an eyebrow, waiting. Emma smiles and sticks her tongue out a little. Whatever Emma is plotting, she apparently has no intention of telling Wren.
 
   “Suit yourself,” Wren says and blows a smoke ring.
 
   A group of friends take over a nearby clearing and begin throwing a frisbee. One guy dives over and over for the thing, getting grass stains all over his clothes.
 
   “I could see Steve playing like that,” says Emma.
 
   Wren smirks, ashes on the ground. “As long as there’s alcohol involved.”
 
   Wren doesn’t frown at the mention of Steve, doesn’t let on that the name makes her pause. She only sees him at work now. He walks by the bar at work as much as possible, telling Chase stupid little jokes. He takes smoke breaks with Wren, sometimes even sits out front after their shift for one or two cigarettes. But in the last three weeks, he hasn’t gone to the bar, hasn’t told Wren where he’s been going instead. The honeymoon period. He’ll be back eventually.
 
   “We should go on a road trip,” Wren says. A fly lands on her cheek for a moment before flying away.
 
   “What?” Emma says immediately.
 
   “This summer. Take a few days and go wherever.”
 
   Emma shakes her head and bites her lip. “I can’t afford that. I need to get saving again.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Wren says.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma invites Wren over to her apartment on one of those rare days when they’re both off of work. It’s a Sunday and Wren leaves her own apartment while Trudy is gone, repenting for her sins at church. Wren brings a bag full of clothes and other necessities. Emma hasn’t said anything about spending the night, but Wren wants to be prepared.
 
   Trudy has gotten everything out of Wren that she can. How Wren is back with Emma, how it was Emma’s bra that one time, promising that it really was another girl that bruised Wren’s body. Trudy now looks at Wren with a certain amount of distrust, unsure of what Wren might pull next to upend their lives. There’s only so much of Trudy that Wren can take before she snaps.
 
   Emma greets Wren outside of her apartment and opens up the door to let Wren inside. Her demeanor is nervous. “Nice tanktop,” she says. It’s one that Wren has worn a thousand times around Emma. Then, in a formal tone, Emma says, “I’m so excited that you’ve come over.”
 
   The door to Emma’s bedroom is closed. The living room has a candle lit on the coffee table. Two coffee cups sit on either side of the candle along with a box of donuts. Too early to start drinking, Wren assumes.
 
   Emma sits on the couch and pats the spot next to her. She grabs a notepad off of the floor and sets it on her lap.
 
   “Is this some kind of intervention?” Wren asks warily. She sits gingerly next to Emma and takes a sip of her coffee. There’s sugar in it.
 
   Emma picks up a donut, pulls it apart into pieces and eats it slowly. Her tongue flickers out to lick at the corner of her mouth. “Not an intervention,” she says. “Another getting to know you day. Indulge me a little.”
 
   Wren sets her coffee cup back on the table. “Don’t we know each other?”
 
   “In some ways. There’s always more to learn. I want to make this work. Start some line of communication. I don’t want it to be like it was before.” Emma looks down, pops another piece of donut into her mouth. “Okay?”
 
   “I’ll try,” Wren promises. She laughs when Emma’s head pops back up and she beams at Wren.
 
   After thirty minutes, with Emma starting at the beginning, wanting to know about Wren’s childhood, Wren gives in and lights a cigarette. Wren tells Emma about Roy’s stupid cars, the stupid orange on Christmas, her mother’s stupid belief in love. How Wren holds the power to keep her family together or rip them apart. The words come out stilted and in half-sentences and fragments that make Wren roll her eyes at herself. She says it all in a monotone, leaves emotions out of it. Her life laid bare for a girl who probably still has her childhood teddy bear somewhere in her bedroom.
 
   It gets easier as Emma becomes more shocked. Her eyes widen as Wren recalls the late nights in high school, when she would get fucked out of her head and then scurry back home until she realized that no one would ever notice her gone. 
 
   Emma misses her mouth once, lets a bit of donut fall onto her shirt and it takes her thirty seconds before she notices and plucks it up and puts it into her mouth. Another time, Emma chokes and has to have a sip of her coffee. It becomes storytelling then and not the emotional journey that Emma really wants. A compromise between the two. Emma gets what she wants, the knowledge, without Wren feeling like she’s on a daytime talk show, waiting for Roy to come out and hug her.
 
   “I spent the summer before college in Europe,” Wren tells Emma. “I spent as little money as possible. Ate cheaply, only bought one souvenir for my mom. It was some book on forgotten English poets. I slept on people’s couches, people who wanted to be friends. As soon as I left their homes, I lost their phone numbers. Roy had given me a shit ton of money to go over there and I’d barely spent any of it. So, the last week I went around giving away the money. I gave some to beggars on the street, bought shots for people in bars. Anything to get rid of the rest of my Europe fund. The funny thing is, Roy told me to spend as much as I wanted over there. But he watched how I spent the money, how I didn’t spend much for most of the time and then went crazy to get rid of it all right at the end. Disrespectful and spoiled behavior, he called it. He didn’t speak to me for two weeks when I got home. The only thing he said was goodbye in those two weeks, right as I was leaving to come here. My mom forced him to say that much.” Wren smirks at the memory, takes a sip of her coffee.
 
   “Spoiled rich girl,” Emma says.
 
   Wren can only agree. She had been a spoiled rich girl, maybe still is.
 
   Wren doesn’t ask about Emma’s childhood or any of the kinds of questions that Emma has been asking her. Those sorts of questions either don’t really matter or Wren has heard enough from Emma’s chattering to have some kind of idea of what Emma was like. A doll kind of girl, a storyteller in her room. The kind of girl who dreamt of unicorns. That’s who Wren is sitting next to, that’s who Wren has somehow fallen for. She lights another cigarette.
 
   Emma keeps promising that it will all be worth it, like there’s something more than just a growing understanding of Wren planned for the day. She orders pizza late in the afternoon, when they can’t ignore their growling stomachs and the donuts are all gone. She blushes. “I’ve had a craving for pizza the last couple of weeks,” Emma tells Wren.
 
   “We’re something,” Emma says while they eat the pizza. Then, “I almost forgot!” She sets her plate down onto the coffee table and runs into the kitchen, comes back with two bottles of beer. She twists the caps off and hands one to Wren.
 
   “Something fucked up,” says Wren and clinks their bottles together.
 
   Emma opens her mouth to argue, furrows her brows, and then lets her mouth fall into an O shape. She takes a sip of her beer, plucks a pepperoni off of her pizza. “Yeah, I guess so,” she says finally.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with it,” Wren says and smiles. They continue eating and drinking their beer.
 
    
 
    
 
   The mood in the room changes when Emma cleans up their leftovers. The few slices left are placed in the refrigerator, the empty beer bottles are put into the recycling bin. The candle on the coffee table has gone out, though Wren can’t say when exactly.
 
   “Be right back,” Emma says and disappears into her bedroom, shutting the door behind her. 
 
   That little warning bell in Wren’s head that she always ignores goes off. She smirks. 
 
   The bedroom door opens again and Emma pokes her head out. She has a sheepish grin on her face. “You can come on in now.”
 
   The lamp on Emma’s desk is on and a candle sits on the nightstand, lit. Emma’s version of a romantic evening. Emma stands beside the bedroom door wearing a short silk robe, pink, that looks brand new.
 
   “I told you it’d be worth it,” says Emma.
 
   If Emma owned a decent stereo system, she’d probably play some kind of music on it. She doesn’t, so the room is silent. Without being told anything, Wren strips down and sits, nude, on the edge of the bed. She smirks as Emma unties and then re-ties the sash on her robe, all nervous fingers and jitters.
 
   “I want to give you a massage,” Emma says. 
 
   Wren moves onto her stomach and rests her head on a pillow. “You don’t have to give me a massage in exchange for talking,” she says through the fabric of the pillow cover. It’s almost like a bribe.
 
   “I want to though,” says Emma.
 
   Emma crawls up onto the bed and sits on Wren’s ass, her knees on either side of Wren’s body. Her fingers tremble as she caresses the length of Wren’s spine, once, twice, then a third time. She pushes her fingers into the muscles of Wren’s back, leans forward to kiss the tender skin after.
 
   Wren’s gone to spas before, back in high school. Roy’s assistant at the time was obsessed with them and would nag Roy to give Wren spa coupons. It had ended when Roy moved on to the next assistant, someone who didn’t tell Roy to give Wren anything. Just as well, she’d never been completely comfortable among the clientele. They were women with either too much makeup or none at all, with spray-on tans and dogs with names that made Wren roll her eyes. But this, this isn’t so bad.
 
   The candle has made the whole room smell of lavender. Emma’s hands are too soft to get out any kinks in Wren’s back. She touches Wren like she’s scared she might hurt her. Wren doesn’t have any kinks in her back, has never carried stress there, so it’s just a pleasant sensation.
 
   Minutes later, when Wren is thinking about getting Emma to stop because she keeps shifting around, Emma speaks up again. “I want to do something else for you. Something that you wanted to do before.”
 
   Wren’s eyes widen immediately. The shifting around, the nervousness, the candle. The “you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours” feeling surrounding the entire day. She bites her lip and waits. It’s always the waiting that gets her.
 
   Emma’s weight is just enough to hold Wren down, to feel like she has nowhere to go. Wren holds her hands underneath the pillow, waits with bated breath. She closes her eyes.
 
   It takes Emma so long to work up the nerve to pick up the candle that Wren starts to tell her to forget it, she doesn’t have to do it, but then the first bit of wax falls onto the curve of Wren’s spine and she hisses through her teeth.
 
   Emma gasps. It’s a short barely audible one that makes Wren smirk. A tremorous finger carefully touches the wax and spreads it around. “Oh,” says Emma.
 
   “It feels good,” Wren says, and lets out a shaky breath. “Do you want to try it?”
 
   Emma pours a little more wax onto Wren’s back, closer to her shoulders this time. She gasps all over again at the sound that comes from Wren. “No,” she says. And then, “Not yet, anyway.”
 
   The tone Emma has, half-excitement and half-morbid curiosity, causes Wren to laugh. It’s cut off right in the middle by another wave of wax. The legs on either side of Wren’s body are shaking now and Emma leans over to set the candle back on the nightstand for a moment. 
 
   Emma is trying so hard, has completely left her comfort zone behind and can’t quite wrap her head around any of it. Wren takes pity on her. “We can stop for the night,” Wren says.
 
   “I don’t mind,” says Emma. “I’ll do it some more. It’s just new.”
 
   Wren moves underneath her, trying her best not to let anything touch the covers but failing miserably, until Emma is forced to get off of Wren.
 
   Emma’s eyes are wide and dart around the room. She gazes at Wren for a moment. She blushes and looks away again.
 
   “How about you join me in the shower,” Wren says.
 
   Emma doesn’t need anymore convincing than that. Her shoulders relax and she smiles, proud and relieved. A reminder that they’ve both gone a little out of their way for the other on this Sunday.
 
   The water isn’t so hot that Emma winces this time. Wren doesn’t bother washing her hair. She lets the stream get her hair wet as Emma washes Wren’s back for her. Emma approaches this task like some kind of duty, something that she will be graded on. Wren rolls her eyes, turns back around to face Emma when Emma pats her lower back as if to say “all done here.”
 
   It’s a combination of the wax and that slinky little robe that now lays forgotten on the bathroom floor that puts Wren in such a good mood. She lets her hands roam across the slippery surface of Emma’s back, down to the curve of her ass. She kisses along Emma’s neck, over to her shoulder and back again. Just like in the bedroom, Emma lets out an “oh” sound, like she somehow wasn’t expecting this to happen.
 
   Emma runs her fingers across Wren’s back like it might hurt Wren.
 
   “You won’t hurt me,” Wren says, getting water into her mouth. She dips her head and kisses and licks at Emma’s nipples, getting even more water into her mouth.
 
   Emma’s shower isn’t as roomy as Wren’s, but Wren manages to get down onto her knees anyway. She nips at Emma’s thighs before letting her tongue slide into Emma. 
 
   Emma doesn’t cry this time, doesn’t lift her head toward the ceiling in an attempt to mask silent tears that run down her face. She lets her hands massage at Wren’s scalp, moans into the stream of water that hits her on the chest.
 
   It’s in that moment, weeks after their reconciliation, that Wren realizes how much she’s missed this, the fucking. The way Emma still blushes right after climax or the way Emma bites Wren’s shoulder and then kisses it like an apology, like Wren doesn’t love every minute of it. Or the way Emma fucks her with two fingers, sometimes three, until Wren can’t think about anything except for Emma. Even if it’s a little fucked up that Wren loves the fucking more than anything else, it’s what brought them together in the first place, and she does love all the rest of it, too.
 
   Wren keeps one hand wrapped around Emma’s thigh and uses the other to tease herself. Maybe the shower has some kind of psychological effect on Wren now, but she thinks the last time she was so wet was another time in the shower. The thought flows out of her mind quickly, replaced by Emma gripping her head harder as she cums. Wren flicks her tongue out one last time, smirks at the jerking of Emma’s hips, and then licks her lips. She eases her own fingers out of her cunt and stands up again, kisses Emma hungrily.
 
   “Bed,” Wren says.
 
   Emma doesn’t give Wren any time to dry off. She pulls the towel out of Wren’s hands and points at the bed. It’s silly, the look of concentration on Emma’s face, that Wren laughs but then bites her lip to suppress it and walks across the bedroom to get on the bed.
 
   Some of the rubber bracelets on Wren’s wrists stick to her arms from the moisture and Wren plucks them away from the skin so that they fall back down. So intent on this, Wren misses the movement of Emma until Emma’s face is inches from Wren’s. She kisses Wren.
 
   They’ve barely had anything to drink, just a few beers each, but in some sort of weird delay, Wren suddenly feels a little drunk. Her face flushes and the room takes on a spinning quality. She closes her eyes.
 
   “Do you still love her?” Wren asks. Her eyes remain closed and she feels Emma stop, her hand on Wren’s knee.
 
   “No,” Emma says, her voice confident. “I love you.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Trudy reminds Wren the next Friday that her parents are coming up that Sunday and since Wren hasn’t made a church appearance in some time, it might be nice to come along. Trudy still talks to her parents a few times a day and Wren can hear her laughing in her bedroom when she talks to them. The blow-up seems to have helped their relationship.
 
   Wren has dreams where Mrs. Buckton is standing over her, her face permanently stuck into a worried expression. Pots of water boil in the kitchen and Mrs. Buckton asks Wren what she wants to eat, tells her that she could afford to put on a few pounds. Then, Mr. Buckton enters the room, scratching at his belly, carrying a Bible that he gives to Wren. He tells her that she might find some answers in it. Wren holds the Bible with shaking hands. She thanks him for it and places it on the coffee table. Trudy never makes an appearance and Wren is given all of the overbearing love that has turned Trudy into the girl she is today.
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” Wren says. She offers Trudy some tea, which Trudy accepts.
 
   “They’re always asking about you. If you’re eating. If you’re hurt.”
 
   Wren shoots a look at Trudy but Trudy doesn’t falter. She stares at Wren in a challenging way. “And have you told them that I’m fine?”
 
   “Mostly,” Trudy says. “It’s not like I see you to be able to tell one way or the other. God knows what you get up to when you’re not here, which is most of the time.”
 
   Wren rummages through a cupboard until she finds two mugs and sets them on the counter, waiting for the water to boil. She turns to look at Trudy again and leans back against the counter. “I’m usually at work or Emma’s.”
 
   “Your girlfriend,” says Trudy.
 
   “My girlfriend.” Wren says it like she’s tasting the word, nods a fraction of a centimeter. She approves.
 
   “So why don’t you come over here,” Trudy says and sits in one of the kitchen chairs. She pulls a magazine that’s been sitting on the kitchen table closer and flips through the pages. The movements are casual, but the magazine pages are already bent from where Trudy has read them and her eyes scan the words a little too quickly for her to actually be reading them.
 
   “To spare you, I guess,” Wren says and pours the steaming water into the mugs. She places both mugs on the table and sits opposite Trudy.
 
   Trudy rolls her eyes and closes the magazine forcefully. “I already know you’re living in sin. What do I care if you do it here or somewhere else? Besides, my parents want to meet her.”
 
   “What? You told them about her?”
 
   “Yes, the little that I do know.” She fidgets with her mug, blows on the tea. “They might not like the whole, you know, gay thing, but they like you well enough. It’s not like you’re their daughter. They want to meet her and make sure she’s good for you.”
 
   “Make sure she doesn’t look like the type to hit me with a belt in bed?” Wren asks. “Sorry. That’s not really fair. I’ll ask her if she wants to come this Sunday. How does that sound?”
 
   Trudy practically beams and lets out an excited squeal. “Perfect! I already told them she was coming.”
 
   “Jesus,” Wren says and takes a sip of her tea.
 
   “Language,” Trudy says as she stands up and bounces off to her room, leaving the magazine and cup of tea behind.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma has to say she doesn’t mind five times before Wren gives up on telling her that she doesn’t have to come along, that Trudy is just being her normal crazy self. Emma kisses her, traces a finger along Wren’s jaw. “I really don’t mind. Truly.”
 
   “Maybe you should wear one of your school outfits. You’d probably make a good first impression if you talked about becoming a teacher,” Wren says. She lights a cigarette. “It doesn’t really matter. It’s not like the Bucktons are going to be in my life forever. Who cares what they think.”
 
   Emma gives Wren a smile like she doesn’t quite believe her and goes into her closet, comes out with an appropriate outfit that she holds up to herself.
 
   Emma spends Saturday night at Wren’s apartment. Even though Emma doesn’t work around food or anything else that would make her smell bad, Emma showers as soon as she comes over from her shift.
 
   Wren sits on the toilet seat while Emma washes her hair and hums to herself.
 
   “I must have gotten into the habit of showering after work because of you,” Emma says. “Especially with all of the complaining you do if you don’t get the chance.”
 
   Wren slides her heel across the tile floor and smiles.
 
   Once Emma steps out and begins to dry herself off, Wren can hear whispering in the living room that can only be Trudy and Trevor. Wren smirks and gets a little tremor of excitement that races up her spine and causes her shoulders to jump up an inch. 
 
   Trudy had been in her bedroom when Emma arrived and Wren had ushered her into the bedroom to give her a kiss. The shower came after. Trudy must be beside herself, waiting for Emma to make an appearance outside the bedroom.
 
   It’s not like Trudy hasn’t seen Emma. But even Wren knows people enough to know that seeing Emma now, as Wren’s girlfriend, will be made into a big deal.
 
   “What’s that look for?” Emma asks, drying her hair with the towel. A few drops of water slither down her naked body. Wren looks away.
 
   “Trudy’s out there waiting for you,” she says and laughs.
 
   Emma looks confused and shakes her head, like this is something that only Wren will find funny. 
 
   Trevor has his arm around Trudy when they step out of the bedroom. Emma is still touching the ends of her hair, like her hands will dry the last bit of wetness. 
 
   Trevor’s hair is cut short. It’s tidy in a way that looks like he probably goes to get it trimmed every other week and never has a hair out of place. His eyes are large, almost too large for his face. When he smiles, his cheeks dimple in. Exactly the look of the guy a girl’s parents would automatically trust, except for the Bucktons.
 
   “Wren!” Trevor calls out. “It’s so good to see you again. And this is?”
 
   He knows exactly who it is. Wren plays along. “This is Emma,” she says. She watches as Emma crosses the room, toward the couch, and shakes hands with Trevor and then Trudy.
 
   “Your girlfriend,” Trudy says.
 
   “My girlfriend.”
 
   Emma beams at them. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Are you coming tomorrow morning, Trevor?”
 
   From her vantage point by her bedroom door, Wren can see the cross look on Trudy’s face and the way Trevor looks down, his face sullen.
 
   “No, Trevor can’t come for reasons beyond his control,” Trudy says. A bullshit response that means the Bucktons would have a heart attack. Wren smiles sympathetically at her.
 
   “Shame,” Emma says and turns to look at Wren, ready to retreat back into Wren’s bedroom.
 
   “Well, we were just going to grab some waters and then head back into the bedroom,” says Wren.
 
   Trevor nods sagely. Trudy gives Wren a pointed look, like she knows they’re up to something. Wren leaves them all in the living room to go get two glasses of water. 
 
   “Ready?” she asks.
 
   “Uh-huh,” Emma says and follows Wren back into the bedroom. Emma lets out a deep breath as soon as the door is shut behind them. “That was kind of unsettling and I don’t know why,” she whispers.
 
   Wren grabs the remote from off the floor and turns on the television for background noise. She hasn’t watched it in so long, she’s forgotten that it’s still on the last channel Emma put it on. It’s a reality show with a lot of yelling and crying.
 
   “It’s the calmness of Trevor,” Wren says and hands Emma one of the glasses. “He’s so cool that you worry something is wrong.” She lights a cigarette, sets her glass down on the nightstand and moves to open the bedroom window. She takes her pants off, citing the suffocating warmth, and idly touches her calves as she smokes.
 
   “You know, you should quit,” Emma says and laughs at the glare Wren shoots at her. “Just testing it out. Doesn’t really work so well.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Trudy has a change of heart sometime between when she speaks to Emma, when she kisses Trevor goodnight, and when she wakes up. Her banging around in the kitchen, looking for something that evades her, wakes Wren up but not Emma. Wren sleepily pulls on a pair of shorts and pads out of her bedroom, shutting the door behind her.
 
   Trudy wears a bathrobe. It’s one of the overly long terry cloth types, nothing like the silky one that Emma now owns. Her hair is messy from sleep and her eyes are red. She bangs another cupboard door closed, crosses her arms and waits for the coffee to finish being made.
 
   “What the fuck?” Wren asks from the doorway. “What’s got you so wound up?”
 
   Trudy moves her neck just enough to look at Wren. Her nostrils flare at the sight. She looks Wren up and down, as if inspecting her to see if anything is out of place. “I’m having second thoughts,” Trudy says.
 
   “And that makes you stomp around like an elephant?” Wren rolls her eyes, crosses her own arms. “And second thoughts about what exactly? Today? You were the one who set it all up.”
 
   Some of the anxious energy escapes through Trudy’s shoulders. Her eyes still look defiant, her mouth presses into a straight line. She looks at Wren like Mrs. Buckton looks at Trudy. “Be that as it may,” Trudy says, “I’m not so sure about it this morning. Faced with all of it, I’m not sure my parents can handle actually seeing lesbians.”
 
   Wren laughs and then does her best impression of sympathy at Trudy’s hard look. “It’s not like we’re going to be making out in the church, right?”
 
   Trudy pours a cup of coffee, sets another mug out like it’s a peace offering. Wren moves over to the counter once Trudy sits at the kitchen table and pours some coffee into her mug, no sugar. “Maybe you could be best friends,” Trudy says, helplessly.
 
   “I don’t think that’s an option. You said you already told them I’m dating an Emma,” Wren says. She sits opposite Trudy, flips through the same magazine as the other day. Wren’s fashion is apparently not in this season.
 
   “I don’t want to disappoint them again,” Trudy says. “It’s weird. It’s not like I have any control over you. And they’re being brilliant about it all.” Trudy looks down at her coffee and stares at it like it might give her some answer.
 
   Wren sighs and shrugs her shoulders. “It’ll be fine, Trudy. They’re not going to be disappointed in you because I’m fucking a girl.” Trudy blushes and glares at Wren. “Sorry, dating a girl. They’re smart enough to know that what I do has nothing to do with you.” Wren blows on her coffee and takes a sip. It’s still too warm but not so bad that it burns her tongue. “Trudy, maybe you’d be happier if we didn’t live together next year. Find someone who is a little less wild, a little more your style. You’d be able to enjoy yourself more instead of worrying that the apartment will be trashed before your parents arrive for church.”
 
   The corners of Trudy’s lips tug up into a smile and her eyes stop looking so worried. “Maybe,” she says.
 
   “Definitely,” Wren says and laughs at Trudy’s ever growing smile.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Mrs. Buckton does inspect Wren when she arrives. She touches the crucifix that hangs around her neck with nervous fingers and lets her eyes roam over Wren and then Emma. Both are dressed in the most appropriate clothes they own. Conservative cuts that cover them and make them look utterly sexless. Mrs. Buckton lets go of the necklace as if she’s going to twirl her finger around to signal to Wren to pivot on her heels so she can really make sure everything is fine, but she resists the urge and smiles at Mr. Buckton, who looks rather embarrassed by it all.
 
   “And your pictures, Wren?” Mrs. Buckton asks.
 
   “Going well,” says Wren.
 
   Mr. Buckton clears his throat. “The car is idling down in the parking lot,” he says. “We should be on our way so we’re not late.”
 
   Emma, being perfect in these situations, nods her head. “Good idea.”
 
   All the way to the Buckton’s car, Trudy has a spring in her step. Her parents take it for excitement to go to church. Wren sits in the middle of the back seat, creating a barrier between Emma and Trudy. Despite Wren mentioning as they got dressed that they should probably keep the public displays of affection to an absolute minimum, Emma grabs onto Wren’s hand and squeezes it hard.
 
   On the hard wooden pew, the Bucktons sit closer to the middle, followed by Wren, and finally Emma right next to the aisle. Mrs. Buckton murmurs throughout the service as she always does and Mr. Buckton’s eyes water exactly once when the preacher says that those who don’t obey are sentenced to Hell. For the first time in Wren’s memory, Trudy doesn’t duck her head while the sermon is preached. She stares straight ahead, confidently. Though she doesn’t nod like her mother, Wren can see the resemblance between them more than ever.
 
   Across the aisle, Trevor sits as close as he can without drawing attention to himself. He never looks at them, though Emma looks over a few times. Wren can’t remember if Emma grew up in a religious household or if maybe the Nielsens are the type to only go to church for special occasions, but Emma looks at home in the pew, like she’s been going every Sunday for all of her life.
 
   Lunch is at the usual deli. Mr. Buckton gets a roast beef sandwich, Mrs. Buckton eats a cobb salad. “I’m delighted to meet you finally, Emma. It’s nice to know Wren has some kind of social life,” Mrs. Buckton says. It doesn’t feel like a dig at Wren.
 
   Emma finishes swallowing a bite of her club sandwich. “I’ve heard so much about the both of you. I’m glad I could finally meet you.” It’s not exactly true. Wren has only told Emma about the old arrangement between her and Trudy and that the Bucktons came across Wren in a very compromising situation once.
 
   Trudy, knowing that Wren wouldn’t have actually spoken about her parents all that much, gives Wren an amused glance. 
 
   Mrs. Buckton looks delighted.
 
   Right as they’re about to leave the deli, along with all of the other diners who are wearing suits and ties and dresses with pearl necklaces, Trudy clears her throat. “I have an announcement to make. Wren and I have decided to find new roommates.” She tears her napkin into tiny shreds. “Just to see what it’s like to live with someone else,” she adds.
 
   Mr. Buckton is unable to conceal the look of relief on his face, like maybe Wren was the reason Trudy wasn’t at home for all of those months. Mrs. Buckton looks stricken, caught between worry that Wren will deteriorate without the calming influence of Trudy in the apartment and concern that maybe Wren was helpful in her own way to get Trudy back to being the good girl she used to be.
 
   “But you’ve been such good roommates,” Mrs. Buckton says, fingering her necklace again. “Did you have a fight?”
 
   Wren says nothing. She can feel Emma’s fingers digging into her thigh, asking what the fuck is going on since Emma can’t say it aloud.
 
   It’s Trudy who speaks up, which is fine by Wren since she was the one to make the goddamn announcement. “No,” she says. “We didn’t have a fight or anything like that. We made a good little home together but it’s time to part ways.” It sounds like a rehearsed line. Maybe Trudy has been practicing in her mirror, hoping that Wren would bring it up first so she wouldn’t have to do it and feel like the bad guy.
 
   “You’re not thinking about moving in with a boy, are you?” Mrs. Buckton asks, her voice raising an octave.
 
   “No!” Trudy looks guiltily away. She had, at least for a moment. Wren smirks.
 
   Mrs. Buckton takes her napkin and dabs at the corner of her eyes. “Well, I guess we should get you girls home,” she says.
 
   In the living room, Mrs. Buckton gives Emma a hug and then Wren. She holds onto Wren tightly. “You still have my number, right?” she whispers into Wren’s ear. “Call me any time, day or night, if you need anything. It doesn’t matter if you and Trudy aren’t roommates anymore.”
 
   Though Wren hadn’t planned it, when Mrs. Buckton releases her she tells them to wait for a moment and goes into her bedroom. On her desk, amid a pile of pictures, is the one she took of the Bucktons and Trudy in front of the Jesus painting. She snatches it up and brings it into the living room. She presents it to Mrs. Buckton who bursts into tears.
 
   Mr. Buckton doesn’t do emotional farewells. Even though there are two more months on the lease, everyone seems to know that Wren won’t be around anymore, or at least won’t be joining them on Sundays. He clears his throat and shakes Wren’s hand. “You’ve been a good friend to Trudy,” he says.
 
   They leave after hugging Trudy. Mrs. Buckton continues to wipe at her eyes as the front door closes behind them.
 
   Trudy collapses on the couch, reminiscent of all of those days when she did the same while waiting for the right time to leave the apartment again. “That went well,” she says. And then, “what?”
 
   Trudy’s gaze is focused on Emma, who appears to be gritting her teeth together. Emma smiles sweetly. “Do you want to go on a walk, Wren?”
 
   Trudy slides across the couch and mumbles that she has something to do in her bedroom and leaves them in peace.
 
   Emma begins walking ahead of Wren as soon as they’re out of the apartment, past the parking lot, and down the street. The park is out of the question then. Emma prefers to drive there and then walk around. She walks until she finds a bench on the corner of a street and sits. Wren is not far behind and sits rigidly next to her.
 
   “So, what was that?” Emma asks, all of the frustration gone instantly, replaced by mild confusion.
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t get a chance to mention it. I told Trudy we should find other roommates this morning. I didn’t know she’d bring it up at lunch.” Wren reaches into her pants pocket and pulls out her cigarettes and a lighter. “I like to be prepared,” she says.
 
   “So what are you going to do?” No judgment, just a question.
 
   “I could pay Trudy off, put my things in storage and drive around for the summer. That might be fun,” Wren says after thinking a moment. Emma glances up at her again, disapproval dripping from her features. “Or not. I guess running around whenever I want doesn’t work so well in a relationship.”
 
   “Why get a storage unit?”
 
   Wren shrugs. “I guess now that the option to leave is there, I kind of want to be out sooner rather than later. If that makes sense.”
 
   Emma nods, though she still looks confused. She bites her lip. “If you want to get out…”
 
   Wren takes another drag off of her cigarette and waits. She ashes onto the ground, watches people that walk down the street. “Well, spit it out,” she says finally.
 
   “If you want to get out,” Emma tries again, “you could move your things into my apartment. There should be enough space.”
 
   Emma looks down at the cracked pavement around her feet. Weeds have surfaced between the cracks. A driver, right in front of them, yells at a cyclist who turns right on red. Emma watches this and then another woman as she walks by, anything that isn’t Wren’s face.
 
   “So we can play the good little married couple? Cook for each other and all that?” Wren’s tone isn’t angry or condescending, just curious. She watches Emma, who still doesn’t look at her, and sees the way Emma flinches. “Sorry, I’m trying to wrap my head around it. Very lesbian.”
 
   “You say sorry a lot now,” Emma says, matter of factly.
 
   “Yeah, that happens when you start talking without thinking,” says Wren. She raises a hand and brushes a finger along her forehead. She drops the hand and slowly moves it closer to Emma until she can hold onto Emma’s hand. “It’d be kind of crazy to do. I’m not the move in and get married right out of college type.”
 
   Emma laughs and shakes her head. “I know who you are, Wren. I know that you put flowers in your apartment for me once. And there was that picnic. You have your moments. I know what I’m getting myself into. And it’s practical. I’m not going to want to go out all that much during my first year of teaching. I’ll be tired and cranky and you’ll grow to hate being around me at the bar because I’m going to be thinking about being in bed.”
 
   Wren nods and drops her cigarette on the ground, crushes it under her heel. Then, she picks it back up to throw away later. “Fuck it,” she says. “Two conditions though. When is your lease up?”
 
   “Two months. I was planning on renewing it.”
 
   “When it’s up, we get a two bedroom place. We can have our own space and not feel like we’re suffocating. Well, so I won’t feel like I’m suffocating. Second thing, you have to take a week off this summer for a road trip. I’ll take care of it.” Wren grins. “But fuck it, yeah, why not?”
 
   Emma kisses Wren like it’s the most romantic thing that’s ever been said to her and Wren almost falls backward on the bench from the force of it.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma sits on Wren’s bed and reads a book that she’s found hidden away in Wren’s closet. It’s a book that has to be from Lily, there’s no way Wren would have ever purchased it herself, and Wren is unsure how it’s managed to survive so long in her room without being tossed out.
 
   Boxes line one end of the wall. It’s not that Wren has a lot to pack, or at least she hadn’t thought of it that way, but there are more pictures to pack than she originally thought. The other side of the bedroom has a pile of garbage bags full of belongings that Wren sees no reason in keeping anymore.
 
   Wren gets face down on the floor and peers under her bed. Another book stares at her from the darkness as well as the box she’s kept there forever. She doesn’t look at the book, just tosses it toward the garbage bags. She opens the box from her spot on the floor, takes out each item one by one and turns them over in her hands. The bracelet Emma gave her glistens on her wrist in the sunlight from the window. She carefully places the items back in the box and sets it to the side along the trash wall. She doesn’t need it anymore.
 
   “How much longer are you going to take?” Emma asks and yawns.
 
   Trudy is locked away in her bedroom. Wren can still hear muffled sounds. She’s probably talking to Trevor on the phone. She’d been alarmed when Wren voiced her decision to leave early and only seemed a little relieved when Wren said she’d still be paying her share of bills until the lease was up. “I’m going to miss you,” Trudy had admitted. They’d hugged, awkwardly, before Wren came up with an excuse to go into her bedroom and shut the door.
 
   Emma was the one to come up with the idea to only take Wren’s necessities over to Emma’s to start. A small bag carried Wren’s makeup and toothbrush, another larger one carried her favorite outfits and a few work uniforms.
 
   When they have a few hours, they go to Wren’s apartment and Wren slowly packs up her life. To make it all less stressful, Emma reasons. They won’t finish today, but Wren is determined to get enough packed so that if she never returns, just leaves boxes and bags behind to be taken care of by other people, she won’t miss anything.
 
   “I’ll be done soon,” she promises.
 
   Thirty minutes later, Emma lets the book she’s been reading fall from her grasp and land on the bed. “Please take a break and spend some time with me,” she pleads. “This place grows more depressing by the second.”
 
   Wren doesn’t have any words to counter Emma. It is starting to look a little depressing. Though Wren has never been into decorating or worrying about her bedroom reflecting her personality, it’s impossible to stay in a place for long without it picking up some aspects of a person’s personality, like the pictures of the park that Wren taped to the walls. The pictures are all down now, along with most other personal touches. It’s becoming a bland, blank room.
 
   Instead of trying to talk, because her throat still feels like it’s closing up if she speaks too much at once, Wren crawls up onto the bed and hovers above Emma, dips down to kiss Emma’s lips, asking the silent question if what Wren has in mind is an acceptable activity to pass the time.
 
   Emma relaxes into the kiss, leans back until her head touches the one pillow that’s been left on the bed and pulls Wren down onto her. Her fingers trail down Wren’s sides and pull Wren’s shirt up when she reaches the hem of it. Though Emma is the type to enjoy a little teasing, a little romantic flourish, Wren straddles Emma’s hips and replaces Emma’s hands with her own, roughly pulls her own shirt off and then her bra. She flings them across the bed, toward the side of the room reserved for trash.
 
   Emma sits up to take her own shirt off. She’s still struggling with the clasp at the back of her bra when Wren starts kissing her again, nipping at her lower lip.
 
   Wren bends her torso to kiss along Emma’s collarbone, then her right shoulder. Her hands come up to feel Emma’s tits as soon as Emma has the bra out of the way. She smiles against Emma’s skin and Emma lets out a breathy moan. 
 
   They’ve just started, but Wren pushes Emma back down and thrusts her hand into Emma’s shorts. No panties today. Emma’s already wet. Wren takes her hand out and pulls Emma’s shorts all the way off, takes an extra second to take her own pants off and then gets back on the bed.
 
   Emma doesn’t look at Wren like Wren is breakable anymore, or like she’s committing some kind of crime by being in bed with Wren. She looks at Wren with trust in her eyes. Wren’s first reaction is to touch Emma again, to fuck her so that her eyes close and she doesn’t have to see it. But they’re not doing that anymore. So, Wren carefully strokes Emma, forces herself to look into Emma’s eyes, anything to get used to the look that doesn’t seem like it’ll go away.
 
   She fucks Emma with her fingers and kisses her when Emma grabs her head and pulls it down, hard, causing a moan to escape from Wren. When Emma cums, she does her best to keep her eyes open at first, until it becomes too much and they slide closed. Emma’s fingers grab hold of Wren’s shoulders and clutch the flesh there so hard that Wren is sure it’ll leave a bruise.
 
   “Jesus,” Emma mumbles and moves her body unsteadily out from under Wren. She pushes Wren down onto her back with the little bit of force she has at the moment. She kisses down Wren’s body, hums against the skin around Wren’s belly button.
 
   Every spot Emma touches on Wren’s body feels as if it’s smoldering. The moment her tongue touches Wren’s clit, Wren’s hips lift off the bed, trying to increase the pressure. Emma laughs, pushes Wren’s hips back down, and gets back to pleasuring Wren slowly. Her mouth feels as if it’s everywhere at once, torturing Wren and bringing pleasure at the same time. When Emma lets one finger dip into Wren’s cunt, Wren can’t hold back the frustrated groan that’s been growing steadily inside of her.
 
   Wren closes her eyes and lets her fingers tangle into Emma’s hair. She tries to keep her hips pressed down toward the mattress, fails miserably and just lets them grind up into Emma’s mouth. The pressure inside of Wren grows until her toes curl a tiny bit and a small sound like a gasp issues forth from her mouth. Her legs shake for a minute after and she rolls her eyes at the satisfied smirk on Emma’s face, still barely visible between Wren’s thighs.
 
   They rest on the bed together after, curled into one another, their sweaty limbs sliding against each other in the afternoon light. Emma hums pleasantly and stretches her arms up into the air before letting them fall again. The moment is so quiet, so peaceful, almost fragile.
 
   “I--” Wren says, stops, lets out a frustrated sigh.
 
   Emma turns over on the bed so that she’s facing Wren and brushes an errant strand of hair behind Wren’s ear. The touch causes Wren to shiver.
 
   Wren bites her lip, starts to open her mouth again, shuts it. 
 
   Emma smiles encouragingly at her, lets a finger stroke across Wren’s shoulder. “You don’t have to say anything,” Emma says. “I know it already.”
 
   Wren shrugs. “Weren’t you the one that said things might have been different before if I’d said something?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Wren grabs hold of the hand that’s still touching her shoulder, clutches at the fingers until it probably hurts. She looks away, toward the open window, until all she can see are the bright rays of the sun.
 
   “I love you,” Wren whispers.
 
   The world doesn’t implode. The sky doesn’t fall. A hand squeezes her own.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emma complains for most of the evening that they should go out and celebrate.
 
   “Saying words doesn’t necessarily mean a celebration is in order,” says Wren.
 
   Emma rolls her eyes. “Party pooper.” She kisses Wren on the nose. Too cutesy, too domestic. Wren looks away and tries not to panic.
 
   They’d hauled the garbage bags out to the dumpster once they put their clothes back on. Trudy didn’t offer to help. She watched from her spot on the couch. Next, they loaded up Wren’s car with the few boxes left. The only things left in the room are her furniture. The bed, the nightstand, and the desk. And the damn shower liner that she forgets every afternoon.
 
   Emma licks yogurt off a spoon. “We should go out,” she says again. “We don’t have work in the morning. We might as well enjoy the night.”
 
   Before Emma can say anything else, she’s interrupted by Wren’s phone going off on the coffee table. Wren picks it up and glances at the message. Her brows furrow. The message is from Steve and says: Get to the bar. Now.
 
   “Fine, we’ll go,” Wren says. She ignores the excited squeal Emma lets out and goes into Emma’s bedroom to change shirts. Ever the optimist, Emma is already wearing what she wants to go out in. She doesn’t even have to put on makeup. Wren tosses her worn shirt onto the floor and pulls another one over her head, a tanktop this time. She pauses. When did she become the type that had to be convinced to go out?
 
   Emma bounces on her heels with uncontained excitement that causes Wren to lean in to kiss her. 
 
   “Let’s take a cab,” Wren proposes.
 
   “I love you,” Emma says while they wait outside for the cab. Her hand is holding onto Wren’s. “You don’t have to say it again.”
 
   Wren smiles.
 
   The cab driver drives a little like Steve, though with his head tilted to the side to keep his cell phone pressed to his ear. He speaks so quickly that neither of the girls can guess what he says. Wren holds onto her seat with both hands and Emma holds onto Wren’s thigh with a bruising grip. Wren pays the driver when they pull into the parking lot and Emma sways next to her when they stand on the smooth pavement.
 
   There’s nothing strange on the outside of the bar. No balloons, no special signs. Only one person is standing out there smoking. Something has to be up, but Steve wouldn’t elaborate, just told Wren a second time to hurry up.
 
   Inside, Steve stands by the bar with a hand on Chase’s arm, his head thrown back while he laughs. Upon seeing them, he places his drink on the bar and lifts Wren up into the air and then Emma. “Ladies,” he says. “Come on and have a drink. It’s been forever.”
 
   Wren gazes at him until he looks away. He takes the couple of steps back to the bar to be closer to his drink or Chase or both. He scratches at a spot above his right elbow. Something is up. Something that he isn’t supposed to talk about. 
 
   Wren rolls her eyes and moves closer to the bar, orders two drinks from Reese who seems a little disappointed that Wren hasn’t ordered shots.
 
   There’s no DJ, no karaoke. There’s not even one of those overly sentimental guitar players. The bar is filled with satellite radio. Wren knows this because every other song seems to have an advertisement run after, advertising not having advertisements. Taylor sings along to the music while she washes dishes. When her fingers leave the warm water, they move in a jittery way, much like Mrs. Buckton on Sundays.
 
   Emma talks to Chase about the park she goes to with Wren. How she tries to feed the local birds. She asks Chase what it’s like being with someone like Steve. Chase laughs. “It’s exactly like you’d expect. Lots of crazy fun, lots of laughter, and good sex.” She winks at Emma, who looks mortified.
 
   “You’re going to scar the poor girl for life,” Wren says.
 
   Emma stays talking with Chase and Steve touches Wren’s arm. “I’m itching for a cigarette. Wanna come?” he asks. 
 
   Wren gives him a lighter and a cigarette outside and then lights her own. “So what’s going on tonight, really?” she asks.
 
   Steve chuckles. “Gotta keep mum for now. You’ll find out.” He stares at her a moment, thoughtfully. “So what’s been up with you? You look different somehow.”
 
   These situations are like bandages. Easier to spit it all out rather than drag it on. Wren takes a drag off her cigarette and lets the words out as she exhales. “Moving in with Emma.”
 
   Steve looks at her like she’s grown a second head. He raises a hand to touch her forehead. “No fever.” He tugs on one of his earlobes. “Maybe my hearing is going.”
 
   “We’re going to get a two bedroom apartment when her lease is up,” Wren explains.
 
   “Well,” Steve says. He tries to blow a smoke ring and fails. “Congratulations then. As long as you’re happy or whatever people say in these kinds of situations.” He smiles, looks like he’s on the verge of laughing. “In other news, I’m taking Chase fishing soon. She’s never gone.”
 
   “That should end well,” Wren says.
 
   Even though the music isn’t the same without the loud thumping bass when a DJ is there or the warbling notes of karaoke singers, Steve drinks enough to dance all the same. He goes from Chase to Wren to Emma, calling them party poopers in turn until Chase laughs and dances with him again. They’re the only people in the bar dancing and some of the other patrons stare, but it doesn’t stop Steve. It never has.
 
   “If you do some kind of disco dancing during the next song, I’ll give you a free shot,” Taylor says. That’s all the encouragement Steve needs and between Reese and Taylor requesting various dances, he gets three free shots.
 
   Reese keeps glancing at Wren like her eyes can force Wren to do her bidding. Wren knows what she wants, it’s always the same. Wren finally relents and orders two shots of whiskey. One for her and one for Emma. As always, Reese grins a little more than usual as she pours them. She winks at them both as she sets the glasses down on the bar. “Drink up,” she says.
 
   Both of the bartenders are eager to convince people to take shots this particular night. Some brave souls even agree to mystery shots. Most look happy after, a few look disgusted.
 
   Throughout it all, Emma finds some way to either touch Wren or position herself so that she can look at Wren while she talks to Chase. Whenever she has a moment alone with Wren, she repeats her earlier thought that she likes Chase. Wren agrees that she’s not so bad.
 
   It’s only when Emma tries to dance with Wren that Wren can see the way Emma’s eyes are looking a little glazed over. Her movements are a little more clumsy. Wren sways to the music and watches the way Emma’s face lights up at such a simple thing.
 
   “Having fun?” Wren asks.
 
   Emma kisses her rather than answering and Wren wants to slap herself after for grinning like the idiot she is undoubtedly becoming.
 
   “Don’t forget you have to go on a road trip with me,” says Wren. “I guess if you seriously object, I can go by myself.”
 
   “I’ll come along,” Emma says. “And if I didn’t want to, you’re right, you could go alone. It’s not like I have you on a leash. Unless you want to try that.”
 
   “You’re drunk,” Wren announces. Emma doesn’t deny it.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chase grabs onto Steve’s arm when the lights come on in the bar and leads him outside. She says goodnight over her shoulder and waves. Steve attempts to wave as well, just ends up flinging his arm out.
 
   Everyone else had left earlier so that the bartenders had been able to clean up early. Steve assured them through slurred speech that none of the four of them cared if they got their work done around them. He winked at them after and Taylor laughed.
 
   Reese disappears into the office for a few minutes while Taylor gets the last of the sweeping done and puts up the bar chairs. 
 
   Wren stands awkwardly by the door, waiting on Emma, who announced quite loudly that she needed to use the restroom before they left.
 
   A cab waits outside for them, but Wren doesn’t go out to it. Emma takes long enough that the driver leaves and Wren doesn’t stop him. They can always walk or at least start to walk and then call a cab if they get tired. Wren plucks at the bracelets on her wrists.
 
   Emma lurches from the restroom, her cheeks flushed. Wren shouldn’t have bought her those last two shots, but watching Emma dance with Steve once she was well and truly drunk had been worth it. Emma kisses Wren when she reaches her. She places both hands on either side of Wren’s face as she does it.
 
   “Come smoke with me,” Wren says.
 
   They don’t go into the alley. There’s no point with no one else around. They stand by the door and even though Emma doesn’t ask for a cigarette, Wren silently hands one over and Emma takes it. 
 
   “You’re turning me into a smoker,” Emma complains.
 
   “You love it or you’d stop taking them,” Wren shoots back.
 
   Emma totters the few feet to an empty seat and collapses down into it. “Fuck, I’m glad I don’t have to work in the morning.”  They lapse into silence for a few moments before Emma’s head swivels around to look at Wren. “Do you know where we’ll go this summer? I guess it doesn’t really matter. It’ll be fun no matter what.”
 
   Wren leans against the building. “Dunno,” she says. “We’ll figure it out.”
 
   Taylor walks toward them from the alley, laughs when Emma blinks slowly at her. Her hair has been pulled down from its ponytail. She runs her hand through it. A bag hangs from her shoulder. “You guys aren’t driving, right?”
 
   “We’ll walk or get a cab,” Wren says.
 
   “Yeah,” Emma agrees.
 
   A minute later, Reese comes out of the alley and rises up onto her tiptoes as she passes Taylor to kiss her on the cheek. Taylor doesn’t blush. She smiles like it happens all the time. Reese hands Taylor the bag she’s been holding and walks toward Wren, a sign in her hand. She stops at the entrance to the bar and hangs the sign on the door.
 
   Through her blurred vision, it takes Wren a second to be able to read it even after Reese steps away and moves back to gather her bag and give Taylor a proper kiss.
 
   The sign reads: Business Permanently Closed. Thank you for your patronage.
 
                 
 
                 
 
                 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Whiskey at
Mldmght






