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  With a looming deadline and her career hanging by a thread, the last thing Abby needs is distraction. But when she meets a smart, sexy woman with a dirty mouth to boot, Abby can't resist spending one night with Zara—at least, it was supposed to be just one night. But what if Zara is just the inspiration Abby needs to finish her book? And what if Abby's determination to focus on her career destroys her chance at real happiness?
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CHAPTER ONE







Abby’s
got no fucking idea why she’s doing this. There was tequila
involved, and puppy dog eyes, and somehow that resulted in her
agreeing to go speed dating with Ella. Speed
dating.


“I can’t
believe you’re making me do this,” she grumbles as she
pushes through the door of the bar, promptly finding herself attacked
by obnoxious neon lighting and a whole lot of dark wood. “I
don’t have time for this shit.”


Ella
gives her a shove in the back, coming in behind her. “Quit
whining. God forbid you do something fun.”


“Fun.”
Abby snorts. “Forced two-minute conversations with randoms is
not fun.”
She can pretty much feel Ella rolling her eyes. “Just get me a
drink and let’s get this over with,” she says, sighing,
and receives a clap on the shoulder for her efforts.


“That’s
the spirit.”


Ella disappears
across the room, heading towards the long, strip-lighted bar that
lines the far wall, already overrun with women.


Because that’s
what this night is. Women. Lesbians—or bi, pan,
whatever—showing up to make a connection. Abby doesn’t
need a connection. Abby needs to go home and get some work done.


But—sigh.
She promised Ella, and there are very few things Abby wouldn’t
do for Ella, so. She hitched her wagon to these ridiculous scenarios
the day she woke up and realized Ella Emmerson is her best friend,
and probably
the most important person in the world to her—not that Abby
will ever tell her that.


It’s
been this way for ten years—Ella dragging her into stupid
situations, and Abby complaining about it until she can go home
again. She should’ve known, really, when she met Ella in that
gay bar back in San Diego what feels like a lifetime ago, and rather
than hit on her—an idea Abby hadn’t been entirely opposed
to that night; Ella is
a good-looking woman, after all, and there was a lot of alcohol
involved—Ella instead dragged Abby, a complete stranger in that
moment, onto the dance floor to do the Macarena with her. Abby’s
never danced again, too entirely mortified by the memory of it, but
she did gain an Ella Emmerson in her life as a result of her
humiliation so—whatever. It all balances out.


Ella
comes back with the drinks—cosmos, thank god, sans
the tequila chasers—and gives her a massive grin. Abby eyes her
warily.


“What?”


“Nothing,”
says Ella, failing to smother her smile as she takes a sip of her
drink. When Abby raises an eyebrow, Ella concedes. “The women
here are really gorgeous,” she says, all conspiratorial and
flushed.


It’s Abby’s
turn to roll her eyes. “You’ve always had shit taste.”
Truth is, she hasn’t even looked at the selection—with
such little interest in this event and what’s supposed to come
of it, she wouldn’t give a shit if a young Elizabeth Taylor
herself walked through the door. She’s here to give Ella her
hour of fun and that’ll be the end of it.


There’s a
sudden clinking of glass, and the whole room turns to face the front
of the room where a short woman in round glasses is standing on a
box, looking at them all expectantly. “If I could just have a
moment,” she says, entirely pointlessly. She already has
everyone’s attention. She then proceeds to launch into a
drawn-out welcome speech like she thinks she’s at the Oscars,
during which Abby finishes her beer and motions quietly to Ella that
she’s off to get another round. When she returns, fresh beer in
hand, the woman at the front has progressed to explaining the rules.


“So
you’ll each get two minutes to… get to know each other—”
she says this with an eyebrow wiggle, like she thinks she’s
being scandalous. Abby hates her. “When you hear the bell”—she
demonstrates said bell, just in case anyone here isn’t familiar
with how they work—“you get up and move to the next
table. When we’re finished, you’ll each receive one of
these pieces of card for you to write down the name of the person you
feel you’d like to spend more time with. Or persons! There are
no limits here.” She laughs, because she thinks she’s
being funny? Or something. Ugh,
thinks Abby.


“And
then the best part,” the woman says, clapping her hands
together, forgetting she’s holding one of the pieces of card
and generally failing at everything. “The mixer! Where you find
out if you’ve matched with anyone and
have a chance to… you know… mingle.”


Abby shoots Ella a
glare. “You didn’t say anything about a mixer.”


“Shh,”
says Ella, actively avoiding eye contact while simultaneously shooing
Abby to one of the nearby tables. The event runner is wrapping up her
speech, and the room lurches into motion,
half the attendees taking seats at individual tables while the other
half waits for the first bell.


There’s
a sudden buzz of anticipation in the air, like the crackle of static
electricity. People here are excited.
Abby’s not, obviously, but maybe—she doesn’t know.
Maybe the anticipation is a little contagious. Maybe she’s
thinking, somewhere in the back recesses of her mind—maybe
she’s thinking what
if?


She
quickly shakes that notion off. The last thing Abby has time for in
her life is a what
if.


The
bell rings, and Abby takes a long drink. Approximately six seconds
later, the chair opposite her becomes occupied by a mid-fifties woman
in a polyester pant suit and thick glasses. Which, you know—Abby’s
got no problem with older women, but seriously.
She’s hardly gonna even think about possibilities with someone
who quite clearly crunches variables for a living.


“Hi,”
says the woman. “I’m Norma.”


Abby smiles
politely.


“I’m an
accountant.”


Yep.


“Newly
single,” says Norma, giving off a nervous laugh. It’s
quite endearing really, and Abby can’t help but give her a
little smile.


“Listen,”
Abby says, because she might not be interested, but that doesn’t
make her cruel. “I’m just here to give my friend moral
support. Why don’t you save all your best chat for the next
gal?”


“Oh,”
says Norma, face falling. “That’s a shame.”


“Hmm.”


They fill the rest
of the two minutes with vague small talk, until blessedly, not a
moment too soon, the bell rings.


Abby’s next
guest is Ella, grinning like a loon.


“Oh, fuck
off,” says Abby.


“What?”
gasps Ella, hand to chest. “You don’t think I’m
hot?”


Abby gives her a
kick under the table. “How’d your first one go?”


“Eh,”
Ella says, waving a hand. “You?”


“Accountant.”


“Accountants
are very stable.”


“Right,”
Abby says, snorting a mirthless laugh. She points a thumb over her
shoulder. “She’s over there if you wanna hit it.”


Ella actually looks
and seems to consider Norma for a moment before shaking her head.
“Not really my type.”


Poor Norma.


“You owe me at
least three weeks of radio silence for this, you know,” Abby
says.


“As if I’m
leaving you to rot in your pit for three weeks.”


“I’m
not rotting,”
says Abby, taking mild offence. “I’m working. Something
you wouldn’t know much about.”


“Hey, I work!”


Abby scoffs. “All
right, Trust Fund Tina.”


Ella stares at her.
“That was lame.”


“Shut up,”
says Abby. She finishes the last of her drink and pushes the glass
toward Ella. “Your round.”


“Can’t,”
says Ella, looking entirely unapologetic. “We’re locked
in now until the end.”


Abby, blinking in
horror, says, “You can’t expect me to do this sober.”


“You’ll
never attract anyone with that attitude,” Ella admonishes, then
pushes her own half-full glass across the table. “Here, finish
mine. And lighten the fuck up.”


It’s a
testament to their friendship that Abby doesn’t tell her where
she can stick her cosmo.


When the bell goes
again, Abby’s next joined by an okay-ish woman. Mina, her name
is, somewhere around Abby’s age and working in logistics. She’s
got a lovely laugh, and maybe once upon a time Abby might’ve
been a little interested—for a night, if nothing else—but
it takes the whole of thirty seconds for Abby to realize it’s
like talking to her mailman. Pleasant, but not exactly electric. Not
that she would’ve entertained the idea of getting to know her
even if the conversation sparkled, but still—the night will go
a lot quicker if she can actually enjoy a conversation or two.


Not that she’s
helping matters. She’s well aware of how monotone and closed
off she’s being, but fuck it. She feels like she’s got
about three percent of her energy to spare, and she’s not gonna
waste it making pointless small talk with a bunch of randoms.


It
goes on that way for the next twenty minutes or so, an endless parade
of bland chat and varying degrees of vaguely attractive women. She’s
stifling a yawn when one of the last women joins her—at least
she thinks, hopes,
there are only two or three left. She can’t stomach any more of
this, and she’s long since run out of alcohol.


“Holy
crap,
you’re a heartbreaker,” is the girl’s opening
number. Abby raises an eyebrow at her. She looks back at Abby like
she’s seeing the juiciest steak on the menu. “You ever
model, darling?” She waggles her eyebrows. “A cam site or
two?”


Which—nope,
Abby’s not doing this. “Move along,” she says.


The woman blinks at
her. “But we’re just getting started! Two hot girls like
us, sure we can find plenty to talk—”


“Move along,”
Abby reiterates, slightly more forcefully. “I’m not
interested.”


The
woman’s face hardens. “Why are the pretty ones always
such bitches?”
she despairs, before getting up in a huff and slouching off.


Abby
spends the remainder of the two minutes contemplating how much she
hates the word pretty.
She’s not exactly
oblivious
to her own appeal—enough people have informed her over the
years, and Ella routinely gets drunk and waxes lyrical about Abby’s
body and “fucking stupid perfect face”—but somehow
being called “pretty” has always felt like demeaning.
Like she was put on this earth to be a decoration.


The
bell goes again, and god willing
this is the last one. If not, Abby’s getting up and leaving,
Ella be damned. She’s got a limit.


The chair opposite
her pulls out, and a woman sits down. Then the woman looks at her and
mutters, “Wow,” and Abby goes still, just a little.


“What?”


“Nothing,”
says the woman quickly. The tops of her cheeks flush pink.


And
okay—okay.
She sees what’s happening here. The fucking universe, playing
her jokes. Make her miserable all evening, enduring a parade of
increasingly terrible “dates,” and then just as she’s
losing the will to live, as she’s considering actually
abandoning her best friend and going home early—well, then Ms.
Universe decides to plonk the hottest fucking thing on the planet in
front of her and—yeah. Abby might be a little fucked.


“Hi,”
Abby says, brain trying to take in too many details at once—the
bobbed hair framing a perfectly angular face; deep eyes like pools of
liquid chocolate; full, bitten-pink lips; olive
skin and a smattering of freckles, and—just visible, a hint of
it beneath the thin shirt—a body with dips and swells designed
to make Abby’s mouth run dry.


Shit,
she thinks. Shit.


Then
the woman smiles, a quick flash of teeth, and Abby fucking melts.


“Hi,”
says the woman. “I’m Zara.” She actually holds out
a hand, like this is some kind of formal meeting and not a sleazy
dating event—and Abby, completely charmed by it all, goes along
with it. Shakes Zara’s hand, feels the smoothness of her palm,
the slight heat to her skin, the strength of her hold.


Swallows, thickly,
and lets the hand go. “Abby,” she says. It occurs to her
in that moment that it’s the first time she’s given out
her name all night. A subconscious strategy, perhaps, so no one can
write her name down on their little bits of card.


“Forgive
me for how lame this is gonna sound,” Zara says, “but I’m
finding it really fucking hard to believe that you
have any difficulty getting dates.”


“I’m
just here to give my friend moral support,” Abby repeats. Then,
after a moment of hesitation, she adds, “But I could say the
same to you.”


Zara’s eyes
widen, just slightly. “Really?”


Pause. Abby swipes
the tip of her tongue along the inside of her bottom lip, holding
Zara’s gaze. “Yeah.”


They look at each
other. Zara’s eyes, losing that uncertainty, darken. “You
had any luck tonight, Abby?”


“I
didn’t think so.” It’s a stupid thing to say.
Stupid.
She’s showing her hand when really—honestly—she’s
got no time in her life for complications, even one-off hookups. But
this woman is a complication Abby can’t avoid.


Zara’s lips
twitch like she might smile or smirk or something wholly too sexy for
Abby to handle. But she keeps a lid on it, and she taps a couple
fingers on the table while she looks at Abby like she’s
studying her. “Me too,” she says, and then, “I lost
a bet.”


Abby raises an
eyebrow.


“It was a
stupid thing, but the forfeit was having to come to this event,”
Zara clarifies. “My friend runs it.”


“Glasses
lady?” Abby asks, shooting a look across the bar towards the
woman who’d so thoroughly annoyed her during the opening
speech.


“That’s
the one.”


Huh. “So I
guess you’d rather be anywhere else right now.”


Zara really does
smirk then, eyes twinkling. “You fishing, Abby?” she
asks, almost a drawl, and Abby fights a blush. Then Zara straightens,
her fingers tapping agitatedly on the table again—a nervous
tick, Abby wonders, or maybe a habit. “I’m gonna lay it
on the line for you,” Zara says, and while it’s obvious
she’s struggling to remain confident, she’s still
maintaining eye contact and speaking in strong tones and yeah, Abby’s
kinda warm for it. “You’re pretty much the hottest girl
I’ve ever seen in person.”


Which—wow.
Okay.


“And
I’m gonna be putting your name down on my card,” Zara
adds. Before Abby can think of a response, she plows on: “But
I’m fully aware everyone in this room is gonna be writing your
name down so my expectations are about here”—she leans
sideways and holds a hand at knee height—“which is fine,
I’m not delusional. But on the very, very
tiny off-chance you might be considering putting my name down, and
maybe you’re thinking now it’s a waste of time because
I’ve told you how I was pretty much forced to come here, so I’m
not looking to—”


The
bell goes, cutting off Zara’s ramble, and fucking hell,
two minutes really isn’t a lot of time. Zara’s face goes
a little stricken, looking behind her to clock the next woman already
making her way over. So much for Zara being the last. There isn’t
a single shred of Abby’s entire being that wants to talk to
another woman right now.


Zara looks back at
Abby, and she seems to accept her fate. She smiles. “It was
nice to meet you, anyway,” she says, then gets up.


And Abby, in a fit
of impulse, reaches out and closes her hand around Zara’s
wrist, stopping her from walking away. In the periphery of her vision
she can see the other woman sit down in Zara’s recently vacated
seat, but she pays her no mind.


She gazes up at
Zara, who’s looking back at her with shining eyes.


“No one else
is gonna put my name down,” Abby says—which, you know,
isn’t the greatest statement she could’ve made. She licks
her lips, nervous suddenly. Zara watches her and swallows, and she
doesn’t pull her hand away. “I didn’t give anyone
else my name.”


Random lady opposite
clears her throat. Abby ignores her.


“Oh,”
says Zara, and looks at her a moment longer. Abby nods, something
private and significant, and releases her. Watches Zara hesitate then
smile a bright smile, then walk away.


Abby turns to the
woman opposite, who opens her mouth to speak.


“Nope,”
says Abby.


“But—”


“Nope.”


The woman sighs, and
Abby glances over her shoulder for a hint of olive skin and chocolate
eyes.










CHAPTER TWO







“Here,”
Ella says, plonking down beside her and sliding a sheet of card and a
pencil across the table. She immediately makes herself busy scrawling
names on her own card—more than one, it looks like, but Ella is
nothing if not permanently horny.


Abby
doesn’t do anything for a moment other than roll the stubby
pencil between her fingers. She knows what she wants
to do—god knows she’s got that face imprinted on her
brain, even when she’s actively avoiding spotting Zara again,
lest she once more lets desire overrule her common sense.


Because
that’s the problem—her common sense, that ruling governor
of her life, won’t let her just take.
Taking—giving in to what she wants—would mean
complications, and she doesn’t have any fucking time. She just
doesn’t. She’s currently embarking on the most important
phase of her career to date and there’s no way she’s got
even a spare afternoon for relationship drama. She can’t allow
herself to get distracted, not now—and Zara, she just knows,
would be one giant distraction.


She taps the end of
her pencil against the card, still not writing anything. Ella looks
up at her, observes her, then gives an almighty eyeroll.


“Don’t
tell me you didn’t like anyone.”


Abby draws a little
star, just for something to do. “It’s not that.”


“So you did?”


“Maybe,”
Abby says after a pause, and goddamn her, she looks across the bar,
searching. She can’t see Zara, though—wonders if maybe
she’s somewhere behind her, watching her, seeing her write
nothing down on her card.


“So what’s
the problem?”


Abby sighs. “You
know what the problem is,” she mutters, which only makes Ella
scoff.


“Girl,
just get yourself laid. You can have one
night.”


Hesitating, Abby
starts sketching a bird sitting on the star—displacement
activity, she knows, but she doesn’t know what else to do with
herself. “People don’t go speed dating just to hook up,
Ella,” she grumbles. “There are apps for that, a whole
lot cheaper and less hassle than this.” Then she huffs, shoving
the card away from her in frustration. “Everyone here is
looking to date.”


Ella makes a vaguely
assenting noise. “You’ve got a point there.” She
finishes her own list with a flourish and folds the card, tucking the
pencil in her pocket like she thinks she’s gonna keep it. “But
you’re staying for the mixer, right? You can’t leave me
to deal with the rejection on my own.”


“You’ll
get picked.”


“Abby.”


“Yes,”
says Abby laboriously. “I need a drink anyway.”

*


Zara
finds her waiting at the bar to order beer. She’s looking a bit
flushed around the edges, slightly manic in the eyes, like she’s
had to work herself up to approach Abby like this. Abby’s
stomach twists with it—half guilt, half primal want.


“Hi,”
says Zara, a hint of breathlessness to her tone. Abby offers a tight
smile.


“Hello,”
she says, and then, stupidly, “Drink?” Because nothing
says “I can’t spend any time getting to know you”
like buying someone a drink.


“Uh.”
Zara blinks, as if wrong-footed. “Thanks, but I’m
driving, so…”


It’s
on the tip of Abby’s tongue to say take
a cab,
because apparently there’s a part of her that really wants to
prolong this. But she doesn’t say anything—turns to the
approaching bartender and buys a beer. Says to Zara, “I’ve
got a designated driver,” just for something to fill the
silence. Once she has her beer in hand, she takes a healthy swig of
it then turns, leans her back against the bar, trying for something
like casual. Even when every inch of her body is acutely aware of the
woman stood beside her.


“So which
one’s your friend?” Zara asks.


Abby seeks out Ella,
finds her mid-conversation with the accountant from earlier,
gesticulating wildly and generally looking chaotic. Abby winces.
“That fool there.”


“Can’t
be worse than my fool,” Zara says, laughing a little. “You
guys been friends for long?”


“Too long.”
She drinks her beer, observing the room, pretending she’s not
caught in a conversation designed to pass the time until they find
out whether or not they’ve matched.


Abby already knows
they haven’t—considering she didn’t write any name
down—and yet she’s still not walking away, even knowing
the inevitable awkwardness in her future.


The girl who called
Abby “pretty” walks past, shoots Abby a filthy look,
which Abby returns with a roll of her eyes.


“What was that
about?” asks Zara, bemused.


“Nothing—”


The girl squeezes in
on the other side of her, obnoxiously pushing into her space and
jostling her enough to make her almost spill her beer. “You
mind?” Abby snaps, taking a step away—which puts her
right into Zara’s space, her shoulder pressed against Zara’s
chest, and maybe Zara could move and make some room for her but she
doesn’t, and Abby’s distracted by it for half a second.


“Just tryna
get a drink,” says the girl, turning her back like Abby’s
presence is worthless.


Abby
gives a mental whatever
and turns to face Zara, close enough she could count every freckle.


Zara, a bit red
through the cheeks, is looking at her in confusion.


“She didn’t
take kindly to me shooting her down,” Abby explains.


Zara
lifts her head as if to give an ah
of
understanding. “Word is,” she says, “you shot
everyone down here tonight.”


Abby hesitates. “Not
everyone,” she says, but it’s a lie, isn’t it? She
didn’t put Zara’s name down. She didn’t want to
match with her. She has, by omission, shot her down.


She swallows past a
dry throat before remembering her beer. Gulps some down. Catches Zara
watching her throat, her mouth, transfixed.


“Excuse me,”
Zara says suddenly to the bartender. “Can I get a water? Cold.”
She tilts forward as she asks it, brushing against Abby’s
front.


Fuck’s sake.


Tell
her,
Abby’s subconscious orders. Don’t
lead her on.


But the words won’t
come. Not the right ones, anyway. Instead: “So people have been
talking about me to you?”


“Oh yeah.”
Zara gets her water, takes a restrained sip even when it’s
obvious she wants to chug the whole thing. “You’re the
talk of the night.”


Abby blinks.


“Look around,”
Zara says, coming even closer into Abby’s space, lowering her
voice. Abby draws in a shaky breath and does as she’s told.


Sees nothing worth
noticing. People talking. People drinking. People looking nervous.


“See her?”
Zara asks, pointing discreetly to a young woman Abby vaguely
remembers talking to. “Watch her.”


Abby does. Less than
five seconds later, the woman looks at her, fleeting and hot. Catches
Abby looking back at her and goes red.


“She’s
been doing that this whole time,” Zara explains. “Watching
you. And so is she,” she adds, pointing to another, then
another. “And she is too.”


“All right.”
Abby feels like she’s under a spotlight all of a sudden, hot
and uncomfortable. She turns her back to the crowd and leans her
elbows against the bar, Zara at her shoulder, still talking in that
low, intimate voice.


“You must know
how you look,” Zara says.


And yeah—yeah.
Abby knows. She’s always known. But she’s never had it
put under a microscope like it is right now. 



“Everyone
in this bar wants to taste your pussy,” Zara adds, and wow.
Okay.
Zara has got a mouth on her.


A shiver slips down
Abby’s spine, making her roll her back a little. Zara takes a
big gulp of her ice water.


Abby gives a little
cough to clear her throat. “Everyone?” Then she chances a
look at Zara, wishes she didn’t. She’s only got so much
fucking self-control.


After a moment, Zara
murmurs, “Every gal except one.” And that’s enough
to make Abby feel like she’s just had that glass of ice water
thrown over her head. But Zara gives her no time for
embarrassment—raises her eyebrows in the general direction of
Ella Emmerson and adds, “Pretty sure your friend over there is
more like a sister, right?”


Saying
it without saying it. It feels like a seduction and Abby’s
fucking weak.


Go
find a bit of card,
her brain pleads, Zara looking at her and so clearly wanting
her and Abby just—just—


Write
down her name. It’s not too late.


It is, though. No
sooner has she opened her mouth to speak, to maybe excuse herself, to
hunt down a piece of stupid fucking card or maybe not even that—maybe
just to get it all out on the table, bypassing the card entirely—


As soon as she does,
the bell of her fucking nightmares dings into the room and annoying
glasses lady announces, “We have our matches, people!”


The bottom of Abby’s
stomach falls away.


Zara glances over at
her announcer friend, then back at Abby. “Moment of truth,”
she says, smirking, eyes dancing, because in her mind there’s
no reason for doubt here. Abby’s practically laid it all on a
plate for her.


Then snatched that
plate away.


“Listen,”
says Abby, tendrils of panic coiling through her chest like snakes.
But she can’t get the words out—the room’s in too
much motion, everyone stampeding towards the whiteboard the announcer
has set up at the front of the room. The list of matches. Everybody’s
fate.


“You not
coming to check?” Zara asks, backing away, heading along with
the others.


Abby swallows. “I
don’t need to.”


She
can see
the moment Zara takes it the wrong way—when it confirms in
Zara’s brain that she and Abby are gonna be getting to know
each other. Her face brightens like the sun, something like a shy
smile hitching up her mouth as she turns away from Abby to walk
across the room, a coy glance over her shoulder in the last moment.


But it’s not
what Abby meant. She doesn’t need to look, because she knows
she doesn’t have a match.


She needs to leave.


She needs to find
Ella and leave.


Her feet,
unfortunately, have forgotten how to carry her away.


“Girl,”
says Ella, appearing beside her suddenly, all flushed and breathless.
“I got six
matches.”


Abby forces an
approximation of a smile, her focus glued to Zara’s back,
watching her wait her turn to check the matches. “Good for
you.”


“I’m
probably gonna be here a while if you want to go—what?”


Zara
has seen it. Or not
seen it. She’s scanned the list, looking, maybe hoping—and
she’s come up with nothing. The sudden stiffness of her
shoulders as she stands there, paused and motionless, is like a lead
weight to Abby’s gut.


Ella prods her.
“What’s up? You look ill.”


Abby
can’t leave it like this. She can’t walk out of here
leaving Zara to think Abby didn’t want her. Because this was
never about want. It’s about necessity.


“I’ll be
back in a minute,” she mutters to Ella, then pushes away from
the bar to force her way through the crowd, towards Zara.


Zara is already
making her way back, face painfully blank. She spots Abby coming and
hesitates in her step, before carrying on like everything’s
fine. “You heading out?” she asks, voice neutral, moving
to brush past Abby like none of this matters.


Abby catches her by
the wrist again—a habit quickly forming—and says, “Look,
it’s not because I wasn’t interested—”


“No, god,”
Zara says, brushing her off. “It’s no big deal.”


But
it is. It is.
And Abby needs Zara to know that. “Can we just—”
She glances around in frustration, at the complete lack of privacy,
before grabbing Zara again. “Come with me.”


Zara doesn’t
resist, lets herself be pulled away, over to where Abby stops them in
the dark corner beside the dartboard. Abby tucks Zara into the corner
and releases her, pushes in close so she can lower her voice and
speak directly to Zara, watch the lines of her face for every
reaction.


“I can’t
date,” she says. Zara is looking at her warily, her lips bitten
red and her chest stuttering with breath. “I have literally
zero time in my life for dating, so if that’s what you…”
She stops, hoping for Zara to step in to give her a lead. But Zara
doesn’t speak, and Abby has to search her brain for the words
that’ll make all of her actions here this evening have some
logic. “I didn’t want to lead you on,” she finishes
lamely.


Zara’s eyes
narrow, and when she speaks, it’s with a flat voice. “I’m
a big girl, Abby. I can handle rejection.” She goes to push
away, but Abby’s blocking her in, and they brush together in
the futile moment before Zara stops and looks up at her with her veil
slipping away. “All right, fine, so I thought we were gonna
match. Who cares, though? It’s a stupid dating game and I’ve
known you five minutes, so—”


“I
can’t date,” Abby repeats, speaking past the sudden
racing of her heart as she thinks fuck
it. Fuck it all. If
there was ever a fucking moment to give in… “But I’ve
got a night free.”


It’s
like the whole room goes silent, everything zeroing in on Abby’s
pounding heart, and the utter stillness of Zara’s face. Zara’s
eyes, clear and shining; her lips slightly parted, soft breaths
escaping. The complete intimacy of their corner, and the agonizing
anticipation of Zara’s deliberation, the waiting, the wanting…


Then Zara says, “So
let’s go,” and the noise and motion crashes back in on
Abby like a thunderbolt. She almost gasps.


It’s Zara who
takes Abby’s wrist this time, sliding past her and leading her
away, skin hot against her own and an urgency to her that makes Abby
forget how to fucking breathe.










CHAPTER THREE







The cool fall night
does little to clear Abby’s head, but it does give her a touch
of clarity. “Wait,” she says, pulling her wrist out of
Zara’s hold and catching her fingers, urging her to stop.


Zara
turns to look at her, caught under the neon parking lot lights, still
somehow beautiful and so fucking hot
that for a moment, Abby forgets what she wants to say.


“I just—I
just need to make sure we’re clear—”


Zara tuts, steps
into Abby’s space, and places her hands around Abby’s
upper arms—the first real touch other than the accidental
brushes of contact at the bar, or tugging on each other for
attention.


“Listen, this
is just—um…” Zara’s eyes are glassy, her
gaze fixed on where she’s gripping Abby. “I just…
sorry—I wasn’t expecting so much—” She runs
her hands down Abby’s arms, her lips parting.


“Zara,”
says Abby. Zara’s distraction, her preoccupation with Abby’s
body—it’s a little too adorable for Abby’s comfort.
Lust, desire—those are what she needs right now. Adoration?
Fondness? That way leads to complications.


“Sorry,”
says Zara again, giving her head a little shake. She clears her
throat and looks up at Abby, her glassy eyes darkening with heat. “So
yeah. Quit worrying. We’re gonna fuck,” she says—that
same bold, dirty mouth that got Abby into this mess in the first
place. “Then we’re gonna say goodbye. It’s not a
thing,
so just relax.”


“I just…”
Abby takes Zara’s hands, thumbs tracing over the back of Zara’s
wrists. “I don’t want to—”


“Lead
me on, I know.” Zara rolls her eyes. “You might be hotter
than the goddamn sun, but I’m no delicate flower getting swept
away here. I don’t need protecting.”
She gives Abby’s heart a little tap, smiling. “Your
romantic virtue is safe with me.”


Abby returns the
smile, put at ease, and Zara says, “Now that that’s
cleared up”—She glides her hands up past Abby’s
collarbone, finds her shirt collar and tugs on it a little—“is
it gonna be your place or mine?”


Abby almost tips
into her, almost kisses her, compelled by the tug on her collar and
her own persistent desire to know what this woman tastes like. But
they’re in a kinda gross parking lot and she’s not sure
how far it’ll go if it starts now. She needs home, and she
needs a bed, and she needs all of Zara’s clothes removed.


It doesn’t
stop her from leaning in a little, angling her body so her hips press
snug against Zara’s, the two of them biting off a breath and
Abby’s hands coming to rest on Zara’s waist. “Your
choice,” she murmurs, tasting the air between them, and
okay—okay—maybe a little… Dips in to trace her
lips against Zara’s jawline, feel the heat of her skin burning
for her.


“I,
uh—I’m in the middle of moving,” Zara says,
croaking almost. She tips her head back an inch, silently
encouraging, and Abby goes with it—drags her mouth down the
underside of Zara’s jaw, a brief flick of her tongue—“My
place is all boxes. Even my bed—ah—it’s packed
away.” Abby catches skin with teeth, finds the pulse point
under her tongue, Zara’s chest stuttering against her and, god,
it’s been too long, too
fucking long
since Abby’s had a woman shivering at her touch.


“I’m on
an air mattress for a few days,” Zara finishes, breathy and
hot, curving her body into Abby’s.


Abby says, “Hmm,”
against Zara’s throat, bringing a hand up to cup the side of
Zara’s neck, using her thumb to tilt Zara’s jaw to the
right angle so that she can drag her tongue up over her throat. Zara
swallows against her mouth, slow and thick. “I live nearby,”
Abby says, then rears up and kisses her.


It’s
brief and hard, a clash of hot mouths and just the bare swipe of
tongue—a taste, a hint, enough to make Abby ache.


“I’ll
drive,” Zara says, before going in again, slanting their mouths
together and biting off a groan. Abby ends it before it really
starts, doesn’t want to get too excited—so to speak—here
in this parking lot, when any minute now speed daters could start
spilling out of the building behind them.


She gently detaches
from Zara, glides her thumb over Zara’s bottom lip. “Lead
the way,” she says, almost smirking at the glazed look in
Zara’s eyes.


Zara
manages to get herself together enough to take them over to a Volvo
parked at the far end of the lot. Once inside, with Zara climbing
into the driver’s seat beside her, Abby’s suddenly
overcome with how abruptly alone
they are. Not in a crowded bar; not in a wide-open parking lot. Quiet
and secluded, in the privacy of a car facing a towering wall. She
could do anything in here, touch Zara however she wants, and no one
would see.


She manages to
resist the impulse, and instead tunes in when Zara starts the engine
and asks, “So where are you taking me?”


It’s
an innocent question, but the wording of it makes Abby want to say
something ridiculous like to
heaven.
She doesn’t, thank god, because she’s got some dignity.
“Sycamore Drive. It’s about ten minutes away.”


Zara looks at her
with sudden alarm. “Sycamore off Byron Avenue?”


“Uh,”
says Abby, eyebrows furrowing. “Yeah. Why?”


For a moment, Zara
looks utterly appalled, frozen in her seat with wide eyes fixed on
Abby, cheeks going slightly red.


Concerned and
confused, Abby asks, “You got an ex who lives there or
something?” Whatever it is, she hopes it’s not a deal
breaker. She can’t imagine, now, cutting the night off, not
when her brain’s already conjured up so many possibilities.


Zara
swallows—gulps—and
takes a moment to have some kind of internal battle. Then she lets
her face relax, and she gives a half smile, and she says, “It’s
nothing, sorry. I just, uh—I’m familiar with the
neighborhood, is all.”


Which—all
right. Abby’s not gonna pry. She’s gonna find herself
intimately acquainted with this woman’s body before the night’s
over—a thought that makes her tingle—but that doesn’t
give her the right to demand personal details. So she says a quiet,
“Okay,” and breathes a sigh of relief when Zara finally,
blessedly, reverses out of the parking spot and starts making her
way.


It’s as
they’re driving past Ella’s parked car that Abby realizes
one major omission. “Shit, sorry, I need to just call Ella—the
friend I came here with.”


“No problem,”
Zara says, pausing at the exit for a gap in the traffic while
simultaneously fiddling with the radio. The soft tones of some kinda
classic rock filters out of the speakers as Abby taps Ella’s
name on her phone and holds it up to her ear.


“Hey!”
Things sound like they’ve livened up in the bar—music, a
whole lot of raucous commotion, Ella barely audible over it all. “You
ditched me!”


“Yeah, sorry,”
says Abby. “I just, uh—I needed to take off.” She
shoots a sideways look at Zara as she says it, who’s very
clearly trying not to smile, pretending she’s highly focused on
her driving.


“Abby,”
says Ella.


“What?”


“Abby.”


“What?”


“I saw you.”


Abby’s mouth
goes dry. “Saw me what?”


Scoffing, Ella says,
“I saw you leaving with that girl, the two of you looking like
you were planning on tearing into each other.”


Jesus
Christ. Mentally crossing every finger and toe on her body in the
hopes that her phone sound isn’t loud enough for Zara to hear
that,
Abby mutters, “Shut up.”


Ella lets out a peal
of laughter. “I’m proud of you, Abby! Call me tomorrow
and tell me everything.”


“No.”


“Love you.”


“You
gonna be all right?” Abby asks her, because the girl’s a
bitch, but Abby still fucking cares.
Ugh.


“Yeah. I’m
all good.”


Abby says her
goodbyes and hangs up, by which point Zara has made it out of city
traffic and into the suburbs. The night’s quieter out here,
dimmer, with trees interrupting the moonlight and the radio crooning
sultry tones. She chances a glance at Zara, at her profile half-lit
by muted streetlight, the elegant slope of her nose and the fullness
of her lips—lips curling up in a gentle smile as she murmurs,
“What?”


“Nothing,”
Abby says, caught in the act but not really caring. Zara is the kind
of girl you want to look at, and Abby’s running thin on impulse
control right now. She asks, “You do this a lot?”


“Go home with
girls?”


“Yeah.”


“No more than
most,” says Zara. “I’m a serial dater.” She
shoots a look at Abby then, vaguely amused. “Again, don’t
freak out. I know how to hit and quit.”


Abby huffs a laugh.
“Is that what they’re calling it these days?”


“You say that
like you’re old.”


“I
am
old.”


Zara lets out a
noise of disbelief. “You’re like, thirty.”


“Thirty-one,”
Abby corrects. After a pause, she adds, “And feeling it these
days.”


Zara
flicks on her blinker, even though there’s no one around to
appreciate the gesture. Abby kinda likes that about her. After
turning the corner—so close to Abby’s neighborhood now,
the anticipation is starting to settle in the back of her throat—Zara
says, “You look good for it.” She checks a quick glimpse
at Abby. “Really
good.”


“So you keep
telling me,” Abby says, going warm anyway. And before Zara can
pile on another compliment, she asks, “How old are you?”
Because it never occurred to her—and, like, she met Zara in a
bar, so she’s confident she’s not taking jailbait home,
but… There’s a whole lot of smooth skin and bright eyes
there, and the hint of the kind of body toning that only comes with
youth.


Zara smirks. “Old
enough to handle you, Grandma.”


It
has the desired effect—shooting images into her brain of Zara
handling
her.
But then doubt sets in suddenly. “Tell me you’re legal at
least.”


Zara rolls her eyes.
“I’m twenty-five. Relax. Which one’s you?”
she asks, nodding out to the street.


To
Abby’s
street.


Fuck.


“That one
there,” Abby says, swallowing down an abrupt bout of nerves.
“With the blue door. You can park behind my car.”


“All right.”


And
all of a sudden they’re parked and they’re getting out
and Abby’s leading them to her front door and—and—fuck,
she’s literally minutes away from having sex with this woman.
She wants to get it all out there, wants to say go
easy on me
and I
haven’t done this for a long time,
and maybe she fumbles with her keys a little.


Zara watches her,
stood beside her on the doorstep. “You nervous?” she
asks, all quiet reassurance.


Abby lets out
a—fucking nervous-sounding—laugh and mutters, “It’s
just been a while.”


She
can practically feel Zara’s warm smile. “We’ll just
go in and have a drink, okay? See how we feel.” See
how you feel,
is what she obviously wants to say. See
if you want to bottle it.


Abby doesn’t
say anything. Gets the door open and goes inside, Zara following her.
Switches on some lights and slips off her jacket, holding a hand out
for Zara’s, hanging them both on the rail and then—and
then—“Drink,” she says, remembering her cue, and
heads into the living room.


She’s
not lame, she’s not celibate, and she’s not a prude. She
knows how to do this. She’s good
at this. But it’s been far too long, and Zara is just so
fucking hot,
and what if Zara is used to things a certain way and Abby can’t
deliver?


“I’ll
just have some kind of juice if you’ve got it,” Zara says
from somewhere behind her, followed by the sound of her keys hitting
a table. Because she’s not looking to drive again any time
soon. Like she’s fully planning on staying here a while, taking
her time, letting the night settle around whatever they end up doing.


Abby
turns to look at her, a list of drinks on the tip of her tongue, but
Zara is standing there in soft lamplight looking so devastatingly
fucking
perfect that Abby can’t help herself—steps forward and
takes Zara’s face in her hands and kisses her.


She can tell she
takes Zara by surprise, can hear it in the bitten-off gasp and feel
it in the startled motions of her body. But it passes in a heartbeat,
and Zara sighs into her mouth and deepens the kiss, grabbing onto
Abby’s body and walking her backwards until she hits the wall.

*


There’s
a moment where Abby almost backs out—where she’s lying on
the bed with Zara above her and it’s all just too
much.
She’s shut herself off from feeling for so long, from thinking
she would ever get to experience this kind of pleasure again, that
now she has it, now she’s lost to it—she doesn’t
know how to deal.


She
wants to shove her hands into Zara’s hair and pull her face
even closer to her sex, but she doesn’t dare. She wants to
thrust her hips up and release a guttural moan, but she can’t.
She wants to react,
but there’s a block in her, something like a wall between her
reality and the pleasure spiraling through her body.


Zara pulls her face
from between Abby’s legs and crawls up her body. She puts her
face down beside Abby’s and nuzzles into her ear, breath hot.
“Let go,” she whispers, bringing a hand down to circle
Abby’s aching clit. “Let me hear you.”


Abby grits her
teeth, twists her hands in the bedsheet. Zara’s working her
clit like a pro, circling it in a steady, relentless rhythm, while
she bites at Abby’s neck, pants warm breaths against her.
They’re both still mostly clothed—Abby’s jeans are
down around her knees, her panties yanked with them, half the buttons
on her shirt pulled free when Zara spread her out on the bed and
devoured her chest one button at a time.


Zara’s more
naked—her top’s gone, her jeans long since discarded. She
wears a plain pair of black panties and one white sock, and right now
she’s burning up like she’s halfway there already.
“Please,” she says, dragging her mouth along Abby’s
jaw. “Please.” Their mouths meet, and Zara kisses her,
and it’s so all-consuming that Abby can’t help but give
in to it. She grips Zara by the back of the neck and the waist and
she flips her, settles on top of her, her veins lighting up when Zara
moans in deep appreciation, her legs falling apart for Abby to fall
between.


They grind, Abby’s
bare sex against the heat radiating from Zara’s panties. They
rut like dogs and they kiss, and Zara groans. Abby’s breathing
goes tight, something like a whine building in her throat, a twist of
building ecstasy in her gut making her thrust her hips harder, making
their pussies rub together with brutal precision.


Zara breaks the kiss
enough to say, “Fuck me, you need to fuck me,” and the
panic that Abby thought was disappearing now suddenly rears its head
again. She didn’t think this through.


She stops all
motion, looks down at Zara’s flushed, zoned-out face. “I
don’t know…” she says, because why would she? She
swore off ever doing this again back when… no. She’s not
gonna think about that now.


Zara blinks.
Swallows. Looks for a moment like she’s not really sure what
planet she’s on. Then she licks her lower lip and croaks, “I
do. Get up.”


Abby rolls to the
side, sitting there in a bemused sort of fashion as Zara scrambles
off the bed on wobbly limbs.


“Get
undressed,” Zara says, and yeah, okay. Abby can do that. She
might have a thousand hang-ups about relationships and intimacy and
getting to know someone, but she’s never been shy about her
body.


Neither is Zara,
apparently. She shoves off her panties and her one adorable sock,
then just stands right there in front of Abby.


Her body, every
gorgeous inch of it, on full display.


Abby pauses midway
through removing her shirt, totally frozen with sudden lust.


“Enjoy the
view?” Zara grins, all girlish charm blended with seduction.
She crawls onto the bed, jostles Abby back into action. “C’mon,
get all this off,” she instructs, and sets about helping.


They’re naked,
eventually, the pair of them, and Abby’s on her back again. A
little of the desperation has cleared in the air, but they soon get
it back when Zara straddles her and kisses her and grinds her bare
sex down on Abby’s. Abby groans into the kiss this time,
pressing her fingernails into Zara’s side, and the sound of her
seems to spur Zara on—she starts grinding like she wants to
come just like this, shooting Abby up into the stratosphere of
pleasure and threatening to end this all too soon.


Abby’s only
got one night of this, and she’s not wasting it.


“Wait,”
she whispers against Zara’s mouth. “Wait, let me—”
She rolls her over again, gets on top of her, settles between wanton
spread thighs.


She hasn’t
done this in so long. “I’m sorry if this isn’t—”


“God,
shut up, you’re amazing,”
says Zara, and okay, okay, maybe she’s holding her own here.


She kisses Zara as
the first finger slides inside her, and they’re panting
open-mouthed against each other when Abby adds the second. Zara
relaxes with it, and she bucks her hips and arches her back when Abby
starts to thrust her fingers in and out.


“Fuck,”
Zara says, her chest hitching, cheeks blazing red and eyes sparking
with bliss. “Fuck, okay, I’m too far gone for that. You
need to just…”


“You ready?”


“Yeah,”
Zara says, gripping Abby’s wrist and pulling her in. “Please,
please…”


Abby huffs a laugh,
puts her free hand on Zara’s hip to stall her. “Hold on,”
she says, and Zara mutters a curse of impatience.


Abby slides her
fingers out of Zara now, and she wiggles her way down between her
thighs. Abby hesitates, looking up at this beautiful woman so open
and wanting her. Zara blinks down at her, her breaths stuttering.
Looks in her eyes and lets warmth wash through her expression,
reaches up to hook her hand around the back of Abby’s neck and
pull her in. 



Abby pushes her
fingers back into Zara slowly, carefully, even though she knows
Zara’s ready to take whatever she can give. It’s for
Abby’s own benefit, because this is so monumentally
overwhelming that she has to start reciting math in her head to avoid
the racing thoughts that are threatening to overwhelm her.


Once Abby is between
Zara’s legs, she releases a small sigh of awe and takes a
moment just to feel.


 Then Zara, after a
moment, rolls her hips forward like she knows exactly what the fuck
she wants, and Abby’s self-control snaps. She licks into Zara’s
folds as she thrusts her fingers in and out of her pussy. She waits
for that tiny hitch in Zara’s breath and then pushes her
fingers in again, over and over, hard and quick and sudden. She then
sucks Zara’s clit, punching a high-pitched moan out of Zara’s
chest.


It’s
animalistic. It’s the only way Abby can think to describe it.
She had visions of touching, of kissing, of worshipping each other’s
bodies and whispering hot words into skin. She thought, after all
this time, she might not have the nerve to fuck.


Turns out, neither
of them has any semblance of patience, and Zara’s hips jerk up
to meet Abby’s lips and tongue, and Abby, god, her head near
enough exploding with all the sensation crowding her brain, makes her
want and need and fucking take.


It doesn’t
last long. Zara ruts up against her, says desperately, “I’m
gonna—” and Abby remembers her manners lost amongst the
bliss, reaches down and takes Zara’s clit between her lips, a
helping hand that makes Zara throw her head back, mouth parting in
some kind of primal, soundless scream.


Abby sucks Zara’s
clit into her mouth harder, quicker, spreads her knees for a better
angle and licks, sucks, and fucks Zara like she wants to destroy her
pussy, destroy her. She mutters something at some point, forgotten
words that make Zara whip her arms up above her head, grasping for
the bedframe and bracing her body hard against Abby. 



Abby watches Zara
come, watches her whole body seize up and her eyes squeeze shut, her
face going slack and her back arching as she moans and cries out
loud.


The sight of her,
the exquisite feel of Zara tightening around her fingers, is enough
to send Abby hurtling into the abyss soon after, with nothing but a
touch.

*


“So you might
as well tell me,” Zara says, her voice all thick with
satisfaction.


“Tell you
what?” Abby shifts her weight a little, jostling Zara’s
head where it rests on her chest, Zara’s hand curled loose
against her sternum and their legs brushed together, casual and
intimate.


“Why you can’t
date,” Zara says. “I mean, we’re never gonna see
each other again, so what does it matter if I know?”


Yeah, it’s a
good point, and Abby’s in that comfortable, sated mood that
makes her feel like talking quietly. “It’s nothing
dramatic,” she says, tone soft, running her fingers up and down
the back of Zara’s arm as she speaks. “I just have a lot
going on with work right now.”


It’s a lie,
sort of. A half-truth. But one she’s told herself so often
these past couple years that even she can’t see the blurred
distinction anymore.


“No free time
at all?”


“It’s…”
Abby sighs and brings her hand up to Zara’s hair, cards through
it. Doesn’t really know why. “Right now it’s kinda
my whole future on a plate.”


“Huh,”
says Zara, sounding thoughtful. “Seems like a pretty big deal.”


“It is.”
Whenever she allows herself to think about it, her heart gives a
heavy thud against her ribs. She wonders if Zara can feel it. “I’m
a writer,” she says. “And last year I had this little
novella published. Somehow—I don’t know—the success
of it kinda got away from me. No one really knows how, but suddenly
it was being talked about everywhere.”


“That’s
awesome,” says Zara. She traces her thumb along Abby’s
collarbone for a moment, and shifts her leg so the soft skin of her
inner thigh glides against Abby. It makes Abby bite her lip,
distracted for half a second.


“I didn’t
think anything would come of it.” Not after last time, after
the first time, when she fucked it all up. “But then my agent
called with some offers that’d landed on his desk. A three-book
deal with Random House and HBO sniffing around.”


“Woah.”
Zara rears back a little so she can look up at Abby, eyes wide, face
soft in the moonlight. Abby kinda wants to kiss her again. “That
is
a big deal.”


Abby nods. “It
comes with some scary-tight deadlines. And I just can’t…
you know. I can’t afford to get distracted, lose my focus.”
She rolls onto her side, facing Zara, making sure Zara gets
comfortable on her arm before settling again. Their legs slot
together, Abby resting her hand on Zara’s bare waist. “I’ve
wanted something like this my whole life and if I…”


“Yeah,”
says Zara.


“If I met a
girl,” Abby says, giving Zara’s waist a squeeze, rocking
into her a little, “and she became all I could think about—”


Zara looks at her
with eyes shining in the moonlight. “Do you fall hard, Abby?”


And
Abby takes a moment to find her voice. “I could,” she
says. I
did, once.
And when she rocks into Zara this time, she keeps going until Zara is
beneath her, pliant and wanting, until Abby settles her weight on
Zara’s welcoming body. “I know I could.”


She kisses Zara,
tastes the gasp in her mouth, pushes up against Zara’s body and
lets renewed desire take the lead when Zara parts her thighs, so Abby
can slip her fingers between them.


After, breaths
caught and heartbeats softened, Zara presses a kiss to Abby’s
willing mouth and murmurs, “I won’t stay.” Abby
doesn’t answer her, pushes into the kiss again, until Zara
pulls back and smiles. “There’s no point making this what
it isn’t.”


Abby
appreciates it, even as she’s feeling an overwhelming urge to
close her arms around Zara to keep her close. She returns the smile
and she gives a little nod, and they both get up, Zara getting
dressed while Abby slips on a pair of sweatpants and watches her.
They’re wordless in the aftermath of their shared evening, but
there’s nothing to say. Stay
is impossible, and I
had a really good time
is a monumental understatement. So aside from murmured enquiries
about the current time and the location of shoes, they say nothing
until Abby’s led Zara to the front door, ready to part.


Zara turns to look
at her in the open doorway, her hair in disarray. Her eyes are a
little guarded, but her smile is soft, and she says in the kindest
tone, “I hope you do well. With the books.”


Abby says, “Thank
you,” and accepts the gentle, chaste kiss Zara leans forward to
suddenly press against her mouth. It’s a parting kiss, a
goodbye. Then Zara leaves, walks away, over to her car and out of
Abby’s life.


No last name. No
number. No address.


Just gone.


Forever.










CHAPTER FOUR







“It’s
been two
weeks,”
Ella moans, flopping back onto Abby’s couch in true dramatic
fashion. “It’s not healthy.”


Abby, from her place
at her desk in the corner, glares over at her. “I’m not
going out,” she says, “so stop pushing.”


With an almighty
sigh, Ella pushes up from the couch and slouches across the room
towards Abby. Stands over her shoulder and gazes down at her laptop
screen—which, okay, so maybe Abby hasn’t added any new
words in the last six hours, but Ella doesn’t need to know
that.


“You’re
gonna burn out if you sit here constantly,” Ella observes.


“I’m
gonna fail my job if I don’t
sit here,” says Abby. “I’m already falling behind
schedule.”


She
could bang her head against the table for how frustrated she is. She
started off so well, with the first few chapters spilling out of her
with such little effort, she thought she might even finish the entire
thing weeks before deadline. But that cockiness was soon wiped away
when she hit a wall. A solid week of not being able to write
anything—just crap beginnings of paragraphs she always deletes
within minutes. A mental block, writer’s
block,
and she always said she would never succumb to that but it turns out
she has no real choice in the matter.


The
words won’t come, and she can see her future slipping through
her fingers like water. Again.


And then—well,
and then Zara. A name Abby tries not to think about too often. But
Zara happened, and the next day Abby sat and wrote like her fingers
were on fire, the words flowing for days and days… until they
weren’t. Almost four days now of little progress. Four days of
panic clawing at the edges of her heart.


What if she can’t
do it? What if the task is too big, the reward too monumental, that
it’s blocking her creativity?Her agent’s “How’s
it going?” email sits unanswered in her inbox, mocking her.


“Come on,”
says Ella, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Just come and have
a drink. Nothing crazy. You need to unwind. And you need to get out
of this house.”


Easy
words from a trust fund brat, but Abby can hear the underlying
concern there. She releases a breath, scrubs a hand over her face.
“Okay,” she says, closing her laptop. “One
drink.”


Maybe Ella’s
right—maybe it’ll do her some good to blow off the
cobwebs. There’s a chance she’s stifling her own
creativity, becoming her own worst enemy by sitting there in that
corner, day after day, with no interaction with the world and very
little fresh air. Who knows—maybe she'll come home this evening
and write like the wind.


It’s that
hopeful notion that has her too distracted, too lost in thought, to
notice where Ella’s driving her until it’s too late.


“What the—”
says Abby, looking over at the familiar neon lighting as Ella swings
into the parking lot and finds a space. “Seriously?”


“Hey, it’s
a nice place.” She parks, ignoring Abby’s scowl, then
switches off the engine and fixes Abby with a sly grin. “And I
may or may not have developed a thing for one of the bartenders.”


Abby
rolls her eyes. “You got six matches that night and it’s
the bartender
you wanna bang.”


“Um,”
says Ella, getting out of the car, “that ship’s already
sailed.” And Abby sputters, heaving herself out of the car to
glare at her best friend over the hood.


“You already
slept with her?”


Ella snorts. “You
weren’t exactly Miss Innocent that night yourself,” Ella
admonishes, “so how about we keep the judgment to a minimum.”


Which only serves to
bring crystal-clear memories of Zara into her brain, flowing through
her mind like the best—and worst—film reel. She tries not
to let her skin warm, and instead smiles and concedes. “Point
taken.”


“Mmhm.”


This
place is the only link Abby has to Zara. She doesn’t want
a link to Zara, but if she did, this is it. This obnoxious bar. This
parking lot. It takes her a moment to get her feet moving.


It’s quiet
inside, in stark contrast to the bustle of the speed dating night,
and the sole bartender on duty is distinctly not female. Ella’s
shoulders deflate.


“You didn’t
get her number or anything?” Abby asks, to which Ella offers a
pout.


“It was
supposed to be a one-off. We didn’t plan on getting in
contact.”


And, yeah, Abby can
relate.


Despite almost every
table standing empty, they take a seat on two stools at the bar, a
couple beers and a bowl of nuts between them. The music’s low
and the lighting not too dim, and regardless of Ella’s initial
disappointment at not finding her current crush in attendance, she
seems happy enough to just be in Abby’s company. They chat—the
first real conversation Abby’s had in far too long—and
Abby feels her brain loosening with every passing minute, each sip of
her beer.


Certain thoughts
won’t leave her, though, and when Ella excuses herself for the
bathroom, Abby lets her poor impulse control take over for a moment.


“Excuse me,”
she mutters to the bartender. He raises an eyebrow and comes over.


“Another
beer?”


“No,”
Abby says. “No, thanks. I just, uh—I just wanted to ask
about a girl who might work here.”


“We can’t
give out personal information about staff.”


“No,
I know. I’m not asking you to. I just want to know if, uh—”
She doesn’t really know what she wants, or what the fuck she’s
doing, except this is the only connection to Zara she can think of
and there’s a small but extremely loud part of her brain that
won’t contemplate letting her leave until she’s at least
asked.
“She ran the speed dating event a few weeks ago. Kinda short,
big glasses?”


The bartender stares
at Abby. “What about her?”


“I guess I’m
just wondering if she’s doing any other events here. Soon.”


He smirks. “You
got a thing for her?”


“No,”
she says, a little too forcefully. She doesn’t add on the It’s
her friend I’m thinking about, actually,
because saying it out loud would mean admitting to herself that she’s
actually—actively—pulling
on that thread labeled “Zara,” and she said she wouldn’t
do that. She made a promise to herself, and a declaration to Zara,
that she wouldn’t take this past that one night.


And
she’s not. Not really. She’s just enquiring.


“Well, I don’t
know about events,” the bartender says after a moment. “I’d
have to get my boss. Should I—”


She
can see Ella coming back from the bathroom, and panic grips her.
“No,” she says hastily. She tries on a tight smile.
“Thank you.” He gives her a look as if to say whatever,
and ambles off to carry on with his job.


“Were you
getting another beer?” Ella asks, looking hopeful.


“Nope. No.
Just, uh—just chatting.” She can hear the edginess in her
own voice and grimaces internally at the suspicious look Ella gives
her.


“Okay…
Do you want
another beer?”


Yeah, kinda, but she
can’t. She’s banking on this little break to help
rejuvenate her creative juices, and she doesn’t want to waste
the night here, getting hammered. So she makes Ella take her
home—ignoring the grumbling all the way—and promises to
meet her for lunch sometime this week.


Then she goes
inside, opens her laptop, pulls up her word doc, and cracks her
knuckles.


“All right,”
she says, rubbing her hands together. “You got this.”


A
full hour later, she has to concede that she doesn’t
have this. She’s managed three whole sentences, two of which
she’s since deleted, and the blinking cursor stares at her in
quiet despair.


“Fuck,”
she says quietly. “Fuck it all.” Then she slams shut her
laptop and crawls into bed.


Zara’s face
flashes behind her eyelids in the moments before she falls into a
fitful sleep.


Just as it’s
done every single night for the past two weeks.

*


“Okay,”
she says, opening up her word doc. “Okay.”


It’s
a fresh morning, the sun shining. She’s had an awesomely
relaxing shower, cooked up a great batch of waffles, blasted a green
smoothie, and cleared her texts and emails. She’s set.


Today’s
the day,
she thinks as she watches the doc load and appear, all pitiful
twenty-three pages of it. Today’s
the day it all comes together.
She finds her stride, gets it flowing. Actually creates something
that looks like the legit start of a book.


They’re
paying you the big bucks for this. Get to fucking
work!


She stares at the
screen, reads the last few lines to familiarize herself, stretches
out her fingers and her neck and then puts her hands to the keyboard.


Holds down the “A”
key for a while, so it looks like the doc is screaming at her.


AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA


Like her soul.


Fuck’s sake.


She tries out a few
openers.


‘Maria
woke with a sense of foreboding…’


Oh, how thrilling.


‘On
the morning of her graduation ceremony, Maria lay in bed with a
racing heart…’


‘Maria
woke that morning in a panic…’


‘It
was the day of the Great Plot Point, and Maria was Reacting…’


“I’m
actually useless,” says Abby, hitting the delete key again.
“Why anyone thought I could—”


“Mrow.”


Abby freezes, hand
hovering over the laptop screen, where she intended on grabbing it
and slamming the whole thing shut. Again.


“Mrow.”


Um.


Either’s
Abby’s finally been driven mad by her own ineptitude, or
there’s a cat somewhere nearby.


She sits, waiting,
listening.


Scratch,
scratch… Fucking
claws, somewhere in her house. Followed by a far more demanding:
“Mrow!”


“Right,”
says Abby to the universe. “Right.” She gets up, ears
piqued for more scratching and meows. Follows the sounds right to her
front door. When she opens it, she finds a cat.


Which, you
know—obviously.


It’s a small
thing, black and grey and fuzzy, sitting on her doorstep and looking
up at her expectantly. Its eyes are black and wide, ears perked, tail
relaxed. Abby could fit the whole thing in her hand.


“Um,”
she says.


“Mrow,”
says the cat, then it gets up off its little butt and crosses the
threshold to rub itself bodily against Abby’s ankle. Purring.
“Mrow,”
it says. “Mroooooow!”


“All right!”
says Abby. She crouches down and gives the cat’s head a
scritch, which only makes the cat purr louder and push hard against
her hand.


I’ve
actually lost my mind,
thinks Abby wildly. She’s just sitting here in her hall
stroking a strange cat that’s invited itself into her home for
the sole purpose of rubbing against her.


They stare at each
other a moment, as if the cat’s aware of her mental crisis.
Then Abby rubs her hand down the full length of the cat’s back
and the cat slinks into it, purring away. It’s… calming.


“Sirius!”
calls a voice from somewhere outside, the obvious edge of panic in
the tone making Abby look up. “Sirius! Goddammit,
stupid cat, where—”


Abby gets to her
feet—the cat making a grumpy sort of meow at the
interruption—and she pokes her head out the door. “Over
here,” she calls out to the street, before bending down to
scoop the cat up into her arms.


There’s a
pause, and then from outside: “Oh shit.” Followed by,
“Okay, okay, listen to me, Abby, I need you to not freak out,”
and footsteps crunching across the gravel of her driveway.


Abby tilts her head,
scratching under the cat’s chin. The girl knows her name, and
there’s something about that voice…Her heart thuds up
into her throat as realization dawns on her, giving her approximately
half a second to deal with the inevitable before—


Yep.


The owner of that
voice—and the cat, presumably—comes into view, stepping
up onto her doorstep wearing a face of pure chagrin. A beautiful,
perfect face illuminated by fresh sunlight, even as her eyes squint
in worry and her hands come up, placating.


“I can
explain—”


Fucking
Zara.










CHAPTER FIVE







“Don’t
freak out,” Zara says.


“I’m
not,” lies Abby, because she is, obviously. She feels like the
walls are closing in, like the world outside this front door has gone
silent. Her heart is a persistent swell in her throat, her stomach
roiling with confusion, but it’s all happening quietly, on the
inside, where Zara can’t see how much of an effect she has.
Maybe the cat can sense it; he starts wriggling around in Abby’s
cupped hands, trying to get free. “Is this your cat?” She
holds out the cat in offering.


Zara’s brows
are drawn together, concern etched into her face like she’s
looking at someone she knows is feeling a whole lot of shit she
doesn’t want to be feeling. “Yeah,” she says,
reaching out. She takes the cat from Abby—delicate, gentle.
Careful not to touch Abby’s bare skin. The cat, once tucked
against Zara’s chest, starts nuzzling into her immediately.


Abby feels a sudden
affinity with the stupid thing.


“He’s a
little escape artist,” Zara says. “Sorry if he disturbed
you.”


Abby doesn’t
want to admit that the only thing she’d been doing was deleting
terrible writing, so instead she says nothing. Which leaves them in
an awkward silence, something prickly and itchy working its way up
Abby’s spine, making her want to shiver and close the door.
She’s never done well with uncomfortable moments.


The
only thing stopping her from slamming the door shut and pretending
none of this is happening is how fucking good Zara looks. Abby didn’t
forget,
exactly—but it had been late and dark and fevered, and maybe
she didn’t take in the nuances that the bright sunshine
highlights. The long, sooty eyelashes. The lush-red lips interrupting
milky skin. The sharp cut of her jawline, where Abby had licked,
bitten…


Zara shuffles her
feet, awkwardly, and the cat paws at the loose flap of her collar.


“So…”
says Abby, because she could stand and admire all day, but she can’t
imagine anything more counterproductive to their agreement. “You’re
in my neighborhood.”


“I know.”


“After we said
we wouldn’t see each other again.”


“In my
defense,” Zara says, “I didn’t ask my cat to come
knocking on your door.”


“Are you just
visiting someone, or…?”


It’s
a stupid question. Who brings a cat in hand when visiting a friend?
Well, maybe Zara, who knows—it’s not like Abby is
familiar with the girl’s character. With her body, yes, and
with the breathy moans she releases when Abby touches it just right,
but—


Okay. Okay. Tangent.


Zara winces, her
body going tense like she’s preparing for impact. “I live
here,” she says. “Four houses down.”


The ground beneath
Abby’s feet falls away, and for a moment she thinks she might
stumble back onto her ass. All she can do is blink, frozen, trying to
fucking process. When she eventually finds her voice—while Zara
looks at her with a pure stricken expression—the only words
that come out are, “Is this a joke?”


It’s
appropriate, she thinks, given the circumstances.


Zara’s wince
intensifies. “You remember I told you I was in the middle of
moving?”


This
is
a
joke, because seriously—


“I
assume at that point you knew where you were moving to.”


“Yeah,”
Zara says. “I’d just bought the house.” The cat’s
now wriggling to get out of Zara’s grip; she adjusts her hold,
tucking the cat more securely against her shoulder, and starts
stroking the back of his head. Placating him.


Abby
focuses on that, unable to do little else as her mind freewheels into
memories. Zara’s face when Abby had given her her address, how
she looked as though she’d rather go to any other street in the
world. When Abby had thought that maybe Zara had an ex who lived
here, but no, not an ex—she
lived
here. A few feet away from Abby’s own front door.


She looks back up at
Zara, who’s still gazing at her with eyes full of concern
and—apology? “So when you drove into my street that
night,” Abby says slowly, seeking clarification, “you
knew—”


Zara swallows.
“Yeah,” she admits quietly. When Abby fails to say
anything in response, she rushes on: “Okay, so hear me out. I
figured, you know, I could go a few weeks without us running into
each other, maybe even longer. You know? And by that point you’d
hardly remember the, uh—the night. We had together.” She
goes a little red at that, the tops of her cheeks staining a pale
pink. But she doesn’t break eye contact, and even the cat’s
gone still now, like he’s avidly listening too. “So it
wouldn’t really be a problem.”


Abby stares at her.
Blinks. “That’s bullshit,” she says, and Zara nods,
grimacing a little.


“It is,”
she concedes. “I wasn’t really thinking rationally.”


“You tricked
me.”


“No—no,”
Zara says hurriedly, panic creeping into her tone now. “I
wasn’t, like—there was nothing malicious
about it. Jesus.” She takes a deep breath. “I just…
I couldn’t turn back, by that point.” Then she pauses,
before saying softly, “I couldn’t not
come home with you.”


Abby’s stomach
dips at that, like driving over a bump in the road. Her breath stops,
just for a second, as Zara’s words sink in.


“And I guess—I
guess my stupid brain came up with all this crap to justify it,”
Zara continues. “And I’m sorry. I am. I knew the next
morning how fucking wrong it all was.”


Okay,
so Abby isn’t feeling sorry for her exactly, but—but
maybe there’s a part of her that understands. Because she’d
felt a lot of the same things that night, not wanting to give up the
opportunity to take Zara home. Despite knowing the complications it
could bring, how much of a bad
idea it was to sleep with a girl she was so catastrophically
attracted to…


She
couldn’t say, with all certainty, that she wouldn’t have
done the same thing, had the situations been reversed. She was so
desperate
for Zara that night, and fuck knows if she’d have been capable
of rational thought, of making logical decisions when faced with the
possibility of not getting to touch this beautiful woman standing
before her right now, looking entirely deflated and depressed with
her own idiocy.


Abby sighs. “It’s
not that bad,” she says, and Zara gapes at her.


“Abby, you
never wanted to see me again. And here I am a couple weeks later,
your new neighbor.” The cat tries crawling up her shoulder, no
doubt digging its claws in. Zara just goes harder on the head rub.
“It’s… the worst.”


The cat’s had
it. No amount of Zara’s desperate strokes are keeping it
subdued this time—it gives a valiant, full-body wriggle, and
Zara has to fumble to keep him in hand.


“You better
get him home before he gets loose again,” Abby says.


Zara looks at her
with dreadful misery. “I’m really sorry.”


“I know.”


With little else
left to say, Zara lets out this tiny, defeated breath and hangs her
head, steps away from the door. Then she pauses and meets Abby’s
eye again.


“You’re
not gonna see me,” she says, her voice all promise and
sincerity. “I mean, you might see me getting into my car if
you’re looking out the window at the right time, but I’m
not… I’m not gonna get in your way.”


“Right,”
says Abby. Her brain’s gone blank. Something about You’re
not gonna see me
settles bitterly in her chest, and now she just wants this whole
uncomfortable encounter to end. She points her thumb over her
shoulder. “I gotta go, so—”


“Yeah, sure,
sorry,” Zara mumbles. She adjusts the cat so it’s lying
in her arms like a baby, both he and Zara giving Abby one last,
mournful look. Then Zara says, “I’ll just… Bye,”
and she walks away.


Abby closes the door
and leans back against it, eyes shut and breath deep.


Fuck,
she thinks, knocking the back of her head against the hard wood.
Shit.
Her
stomach, meanwhile, twists with something that feels a hell of a lot
like yearning.

*


Exactly three days
later, Zara knocks on her door.


“I’m
sorry,” she says. “I’m so fucking sorry. But is he
in here?”


Abby stares at her.
“I don’t—the cat?”


“Every time he
escapes he heads this way, but I always manage to catch him in time—”


“Why would he
be in here?”


Zara is wringing her
hands, face a picture of worry. Abby’s heartstrings, despite
her internal protests, twang for her.


“Do you have
any windows open?” Zara asks.


“I—oh.”
She woke up this morning with the smell of garlic from last night’s
Italian takeout still heavy in the air, so she’d cracked open a
few windows. And now, apparently, she’s got a little cat
burglar in her house.


Zara
looks entirely mortified as she reads the realization in Abby’s
expression. “Fuck,
I’m really sorry.”


“Stop
apologizing,” Abby says. “Do you want to, uh—come
in and get him?”


Say
no,
she thinks desperately. Say
no and walk away.


Zara’s eyes
widen with hope. “Really?”


“He’s
more likely to listen to you,” Abby concedes, and steps aside
to let this woman back into her home. For an entirely different
reason this time, but…


“I don’t
know,” Zara says, walking through Abby’s house and
glancing around like she knows the place. “I think he’s
got a thing for you.” She ends the sentence abruptly, almost
panicky, and looks over her shoulder at Abby, her expression guarded.


Abby blinks. Then
something catches her eye through the open doorway of her bedroom.
She sighs and accepts her fate.


“He’s
under the bed.”


Zara freezes. “Oh.”


They stand still
outside the bedroom door, looking at each other, Abby fighting the
urge to cringe into a ball. She waves a hand in the general direction
of the bed.


“Go ahead,”
she offers, and Zara swallows visibly, steps past her.


“This is—the
most awkward—”


“It doesn’t
have to be, come on…” She trails off—distracted,
all of a sudden, by the sight of Zara getting down on her knees and
slinking under the bed. Round, tight ass in the air, narrow waist
tapering to a gorgeous torso disappearing beneath the bedframe. Her
t-shirt rides up an inch or two, exposing a scrap of bronzed skin at
the small of her back, and Abby’s mouth runs drier than the
Sahara, a hot flush crawling up her spine.


She
could touch. She could have Zara, today, here, in this room. She
thinks, with a burning rush of arousal, that Zara would probably let
her. Would want
her to.


Oh
god,
Abby’s fucked.


Then Zara wriggles
out from under the bed, a squirming cat in her hands. She’s red
in the face, whether by exertion or embarrassment, Abby doesn’t
know. She opens her mouth to say something, no doubt another apology,
and Abby cuts her off.


Because she’s
a fucking idiot. She’s taken leave of her senses. It’s
the only way to explain why the fuck the next words spill out of her
mouth. “Do you… I don’t know. Want a drink?”


Zara stares at her.
Sirius the cat, meanwhile, starts licking the under-bed dust from his
paw. “You’re not busy?”


“I can take a
few minutes,” Abby says, shrugging. As if she hasn’t
spent days staring blankly at the laptop screen. “A break might
do me good.” She almost snorts out loud.


Carefully, as if
unsure of this whole situation, Zara asks, “What do you have?”


They head into the
kitchen, and okay, yeah, they’re gonna have a drink together.
Hang out. It’s only five minutes, right? What harm can it do?
If Abby could just get the image of Zara’s beautiful body out
of her mind…


“Uh…
one beer,” she says, head buried in the fridge, “half a
bottle of wine, and three Cokes.”


“Coke is
good.”


“You sure?”
She grabs a Coke and the beer and closes the fridge. “You can
have the beer.”


“No, honestly.
Coke is fine.” Zara smiles, takes the Coke from her, then looks
down at the Coke and the cat, realization dawning on her face. She
needs both hands to crack open the Coke, and before Abby can offer to
do it for her, Zara leans down and plops the cat on the floor. “Do
you mind if we close the windows?”


“Oh, sure—”
Abby rushes around shutting the windows, trying not to trip over
Sirius with each step—the little furball seems to be having
great fun following her feet around, purring and rubbing up against
her ankles at any given opportunity. Half of Abby wants to snap at
the cat to go away; the other half wants to bundle him up in a hug.
She hardly recognizes herself.


“So how’s
it going?” Zara asks a minute later, when they’re back
standing in the kitchen, sipping their drinks. A shaft of sunlight
slips through the skylight and cuts across Zara’s face,
highlighting the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks,
the soft glow of her eyes. She’s a vision to look at, this
woman—whether naked and panting beneath Abby’s touch, or
standing casually in the kitchen, sipping a Coke, she’s a
portrait of beauty and appeal. Abby’s mouth waters for her, a
little bit, every time she lets herself look for a moment too long.


It’s this
unguarded sentiment that has her speaking the truth. “Slow.”


“I guess these
things take time, right?”


Abby
hesitates, fighting the urge to spill it all, to tell someone
how difficult she’s finding it. She lives in this bubble,
working alone, being
alone, with so many people expecting such great things from her. She
had this fluke success, and now it feels like the weight bearing down
on her increases with each failing day. It’s a weight she
wants, of course—she wants
this career, this success, this potential. This second chance. But
it’s stifling, and she doesn’t share it with anyone.


Zara is neutral
ground, she thinks—with maybe a hint of desperation. She can
tell Zara, because Zara is meaningless in her life. As harsh as it
is, Zara is the girl she fucked that one time, and who now lives on
her street. She’s not even a friend.


She won’t
care, will she—because she’s got no stake in this. The
prospect of it, of being able to offload on her, has Abby almost
breathless.


“Truth is,”
she says finally, haltingly, each word tasting like disappointment,
“I can’t seem to make any of it work. I sit there every
day and I just… Nothing happens.”


Zara’s
eyebrows lift. “At all?”


“At the
beginning, I had a good run for a while,” Abby concedes. “Then
again after I—” She stops suddenly, her throat going hot.


“What?”


“Nothing.”


After we fucked.


“Point is, I
need to sort my shit out, or this whole thing is dead in the water.”
Saying it out loud like that sends her stomach into a tailspin,
roiling with panic and the fear of total failure. It was an abstract
thought before—failure. But speaking of it now, suddenly it
feels all too real.


Shit. Shit, shit,
shit.


“I don’t
mean to offend in any way,” Zara says softly, squinting at her,
“but—you seem really tense.”


Abby blows out a
breath. “Yeah,” she huffs, then takes a few big gulps of
her beer. Zara watches her.


“You think the
tension might have something to do with it?”


“Who knows?”
What the fuck does it even matter? It’s a vicious circle—the
fear of failure making her tense, and the tension making her fail.
It’s a trap from which she has no clue how to break free.


Zara looks at her
levelly. “Take the night off,” she says, and Abby snorts
an entirely mirthless laugh.


“I can’t.”
And besides, it never makes a difference when she does.


“You can. Come
on. You need to chill out for a bit.”


“You sound
like Ella.”


“Ella is
obviously a wise woman,” Zara says. She puts her Coke down on
the counter and glances around the sparse kitchen. “When was
the last time you ate a good meal?” She doesn’t wait for
an answer—doesn’t seem to need one. The answer’s
obvious. “Because I can—look, don’t take this as
anything other than a friendly offer, but—I can cook. I can
make you something.”


The
cat pokes its head back into the room like it’s checking out
the sudden change in atmosphere, because Abby’s pretty sure the
renewed hammering of her heart is strong enough to be felt halfway
across the world. The breath seizes in her lungs. “I don’t
know if it’s a good idea,” she says, just as the cat
gives a disinterested mrow
and slinks away again.


“No catch,
man,” Zara says, raising her hands. “We both know where
we stand. It’s just food.” She looks so sincere, too.
Like all she cares about right now is getting some decent grub in
Abby. “Call it neighborly concern.” No agenda. Nothing to
worry about.


Food. Just a bit of
food. Letting someone else take care of her for a while.


What’s
the harm,
Abby thinks, feeling the panic sift away, bit by bit.


Zara smiles,
victorious.










CHAPTER SIX






Zara
takes Sirius the cat home, and comes back an hour later with a dish
of lasagna. Fucking lasagna.
Abby can’t even remember the last time she had a meal that came
from an oven dish, all steaming hot and fresh. Her mouth waters on
sight, scents of mozzarella and sauce wafting over her as Zara
carries it through the house to the kitchen.


“I didn’t
know what you liked, but—”


“It’s
perfect,” Abby says vehemently. Zara grins.


They serve it
together—Abby filling water glasses and laying cutlery on the
table, and Zara heaping generous portions onto two plates. It did
occur to Abby, briefly, that Zara would be eating with her—it’s
not like Abby expected her to put in the effort of a fresh-cooked
meal without enjoying it herself. But the reality of it now is a
little disconcerting. It doesn’t make Abby freak out, though.
Makes her a little warm inside, actually, if she thinks about it.
Someone here, in her home, providing for her. Caring about her.
Spending time with her. She smiles to herself, but Zara catches it
anyway, smiling back and going a little pink around the ears.


When Abby digs out
the half-full bottle of wine to accompany the water glasses, Zara
waves her away. “Not for me, thanks. I’ll stick with
water.”


A realization hits
Abby then, as she pours herself a small glass of wine and puts the
bottle back in the fridge. “You never drink,” she says.
This has to be the third or fourth time Zara’s turned down
alcohol in the short time that Abby’s known her.


Zara, sitting down
at the table, goes stiff. “No,” she says carefully, then
makes a show of seating herself and getting comfortable, grabbing her
fork to start poking at the lasagna.


Abby
doesn’t want to push it, knows she probably shouldn’t,
but—“Is there a reason for that?” She takes the
seat opposite Zara, getting distracted for a moment by the rich
scents of the lasagna drifting up to her.


“Yes,”
Zara says with a sigh. “It’s exactly what you think.”


“I don’t
think anything.” She has a suspicion, though, confirmed when
Zara next speaks, voice guarded and her body language stilted.


“Alcoholic.
I’ve been dry for a year.”


Abby blinks at her.
“Wow,” she says. “That’s—that’s
actually amazing.” Zara looks up at her sharply, but not with
any hostility, and Abby rushes to add, “I mean that you managed
to quit. I’m sure it takes a lot of strength.” More than
she can contemplate, probably, the girl who has a breakdown every
time she sits in front of the laptop.


“Yeah, well,”
says Zara after a moment, catching a bit of mozzarella on her fork
and pulling on it to make a string. Distinctly not meeting Abby’s
eye now, her shoulders still stiff. “I saw what happens when
you can’t beat it. Kicked my ass into gear.”


There’s a
story there, one that Abby has no business knowing. She looks at her
glass of wine and makes a small decision. It’s the least she
can fucking do, really.


Gets up and pours
her wine down the sink.


“Abby, no,”
says Zara, sounding vaguely stricken. “I can be around people
who drink. It’s not a problem.”


“That’s
not the point,” Abby says. She takes her seat again, gives Zara
what she hopes is a warm smile. “Let’s tuck in, shall we?
Smells amazing,
god, you’re gonna regret letting me know you can cook like
this.”


It takes a moment,
but Zara returns the smile. It’s like sunlight.

*


Abby manages to find
some ice cream in the depths of her freezer; she grabs it and two
spoons and jerks her head in the direction of the couch, a silent
question in the air. Zara shrugs and smiles and follows her over.


There’s not
much left on Netflix that Abby hasn’t watched while having mini
breakdowns at three in the morning, but they manage to find some
random old British comedy neither of them has seen. It’s an old
show, early nineties at most, but it’s got a cozy quality to it
that has Abby sinking down comfortably into the couch, forgetting for
a while the crisis waiting for her at her writing desk.


They share the ice
cream. It’s weirdly intimate, the two of them digging into the
same small tub, their legs pressed together on the couch and body
heat mingling. Abby gets distracted by it, but she doesn’t
realize how much until Zara looks at her suddenly, catching her
staring. Watching Zara’s profile as she licks ice cream off her
spoon, her eyes crinkling with mirth at whatever’s happening on
screen. There’s something almost pure about her, in the
smoothness of her skin and her delicate features, her bright eyes and
soft lips. The temptation to ruin her is what got Abby into this
situation in the first place.


Zara, catching her
staring, blinks at her.


“Sorry,”
Abby mutters, and turns back to the TV, hoping she’s not going
too red. She can feel in her periphery how long it takes Zara to look
away.


“It’s
not exactly Ricky Gervais, is it?” Zara says twenty minutes
later, as the credits of the first episode roll up the screen.


Abby wrinkles her
nose, collecting the discarded ice cream tub and spoons. “You
like Ricky Gervais?”


“Shh,”
says Zara. “I won’t hear it.” They smirk at each
other, then Zara gets up to follow her into the kitchen. “I’ll
help you clean up.”


“You’ve
done enough—”


But Zara’s
already gathering the abandoned plates from the table, and for half a
second Abby can only stare. Zara’s jeans have ridden low in her
relaxation, allowing the curves of her hips to show over the
waistband and a smooth snapshot of skin… Abby shivers as she
remembers what it tastes like, that patch of skin—and she knows
how it shivers as she runs her fingers over it…


“You feeling
any better?” Zara asks, oblivious to Abby’s study of
her—maybe not; maybe just polite. She turns away from Abby now,
carries dishes to the sink, jeans hitched low on the curve of her ass
and for fuck’s sake, something’s happening here in this
low light of the kitchen, in this quiet moment, intimate and relaxed.
Abby’s getting fixated.


Abby
wants.


She clears her
throat, snatches up the empty water glasses. “Yeah,” she
says, coming up behind Zara. There’s a crack in her voice.
“This was great, thanks.” She puts the glasses on the
counter, steps to the side a little.


Zara shuts off the
faucet and grabs a towel to dry her hands, discards it to the side of
the sink and turns, smiling. “Happy to help,” she says,
voice low. There’s a warmth coming from her, something
alluring. “Anytime you want some good food, I’m just a
few doors away.” Then she brings a hand up to give Abby’s
shoulder a squeeze, something intended as comfort. It’s a
brand, and Abby’s breath stops in her lungs.


She
knows what she’s going to do before it happens. Knows she
shouldn’t,
but she’s low on rational thought and high on desire. Zara
moves to step around her, to leave, and Abby puts a hand on her
chest. Wordless.


They look at each
other. Abby can feel Zara’s heart beating beneath her palm.


Zara’s eyes
darken, her tongue snaking out to wet her lips. “You don’t
want this,” she says, and Abby hitches a stuttered breath.


“What if I
do?”


It’s enough.
It’s all they need.


They fuck right
there over the sink. A crash of mouths first, a desperate mutual
devouring, tearing at each other and pulling into each other’s
orbits like magnets. Abby gets Zara’s pants open, pushes her
against the sink, and Zara says, “Fuck,” and “Oh my
god,” and releases whispers of curses and pleas.


Abby drops to her
knees, yanks Zara’s jeans down far enough and lifts one of her
legs. “Oh god,” Zara mutters, leaning backward over the
sink, bracing herself with one leg resting on Abby’s shoulder.
“Oh fuck, you’re—” She doesn’t finish
her sentence. Abby swipes her tongue right over her clit and steals
all words from her.


There’s
a voice in the back of her mind telling her to stop this, to stop
this right now, to stand up and apologize for her mixed messages and
walk away. To think
about what she’s doing, and the consequences of this moment of
weakness.


But her desire has
her burying her face in Zara’s sex and eating her out, and it’s
a stronger force—primal and consuming. She licks and sucks and
pushes in, and above her Zara shakes, she moans; at some point,
dishes clatter and there’s some kind of thump. Abby groans
against her and redoubles her efforts.


Then Zara starts
bucking her hips, mindless and desperate and pleading. Abby fucks
her. With her fingers. With her tongue. 



Fucks her right
there in the yellow light of her kitchen, with the remnants of their
meal together—platonic, neighborly—scattered around them.
She fucks Zara all through her gasps and moans and pleas for more.


She comes.
Screaming. And soon, they’re on the floor.


Their hands and
their tongues are all over each other. Licking. Sucking. Fucking.
It’s all so quick and savage without any kind of finesse. It’s
two desperate animals fucking like it’s all they know how to
do.


Zara comes again,
but this time Abby joins her. They come together, over and over
again… 











CHAPTER SEVEN







Days pass, and Abby
writes. She writes so freely she feels almost drunk with it, words
flowing from her like water, crystal clear and often turbulent. It’s
exhilarating, a mad rush of creativity, chapters coming together to
tell a story that’s existed only in her head for so long.
Characters leap out at her, demanding to be heard, and scenery forms
on the page like a cinema screen. She can hardly catch her breath.


She sees Zara
occasionally, as she takes small breaks and steps outside for fresh
air, or gazes out of the window, dreaming up the details of the next
scene. Watches Zara head to her car, or tend her front yard, or chase
after Sirius the cat. Sometimes Zara sees her looking, offers a
smile, a little wave. It’s a comfortable level of contact.


Abby
hasn’t allowed herself to think about that night here last
week, and the reckless heat-of the-moment decision she made to pull
Zara close and take what she so desperately craved. She doesn’t
regret it, though, because she’s not stupid—she knows why
she’s suddenly so full of creativity now, just like after the
last time she slept with Zara. It’s the release, the clarity,
the purifying of all negativity in her mind. Having sex unlocks her
mind from its prison of fear and failure. Having sex is a solution.


She doesn’t
know whether to rejoice or despair.


Either way, she
takes advantage of it, and she barely comes up for air in the days
that follow. Doesn’t even stop to think about what day it
actually is, or what time, or when she’s getting her next meal.
She’s barely aware of the world around her, not until late one
afternoon when Sirius the cat appears out of nowhere and suddenly
leaps into her lap, making her jump a foot in the air.


“Jesus
Christ, you fucking—” Her own thunderous heartbeat cuts
her off, the living daylights scared out of her. She almost pees.


Sirius is
unperturbed. He pads a full circle in Abby’s lap and starts
kneading at her thigh, purring up a storm. Perfectly content and not
at all ashamed of his criminal behavior.


“How’d
you get in this time?” Abby asks him, and gets a nuzzling
headbutt to her forearm in response. She stares down at the thing,
finds herself petting it a little, a few strokes to the
top of its head. The cat rubs against her, entirely euphoric, then
starts settling down into a curled-up ball of fuzz.


Abby kind of wants
to smile.


“No use
getting comfortable,” she warns. Sirius blinks massive rounded
eyes up at her. “Your mom’s gonna be looking for you.”


Which means she’s
gonna end up here, full of apology again. Abby doesn’t think
she can handle round two of that. “Okay,” she says. “You
little fugitive. Let’s get you home.”


She carries the
furry bundle of terror the few houses down to Zara’s place. Her
car’s not in the drive, but Abby knocks anyway, noting the trim
line of grass around the lawn. The girl really likes her yard work.


No answer. Abby
sighs and looks down at the cat, who is apparently not at all
bothered by his current situation. He’s just sort of sitting
there perched on Abby’s upturned hand, leaning sideways against
her chest. It’s weirdly familiar.


And also highly
inconvenient, because what the hell does she do now? “I can’t
just let you go in the street, can I?” Zara would never forgive
her if the cat ended up lost. Abby would probably never forgive
herself. She sighs. Stares at the cat.


Sirius
meows then lifts his ass suddenly, like he wants to be petted there.
Abby frowns at him. “I am not
scratching your butt,” she says. “I have to draw the line
somewhere.” Then she wonders if she’s losing her mind.


The cat’s
gonna have to come home with her. Just until Zara gets back. There’s
fuck all else Abby can do.


Back in her house,
she pops the cat on the floor—Sirius promptly gives her a look
of deepest smug satisfaction and totters off to the couch, leaping
onto it and kneading himself a nice cozy dip in the cushion. Abby
grumbles to herself and heads off to make sure all the windows are
shut, and they are—so fuck knows how the cat actually got in.
Fucking ghost cat, sliding through walls.


She
scribbles a quick note to Zara—I
have your cat. Come get him when you get home—and
gives Sirius the warning eye as she slips out the front door. “No
escaping,” she says, pointing a stern finger. The cat yawns and
props its chin down on its paws.


Once she’s
slid the note beneath Zara’s door and headed back inside, she’s
left with a new dilemma—what the fuck to do with the cat now?
Zara might only be minutes, but then, she could also be hours. What
if Sirius needs to eat—or, worse, pee? Abby has sudden mental
flashes of stepping in puddles of pee, with a demanding cat clawing
up her leg, yowling with hunger.


She makes a snap
decision. “You’ll be okay hanging out here for twenty
minutes, won’t you?” she asks the cat, who doesn’t
deign her with an answer. She pauses to scratch the cat’s head
then leaves the house. Drives to the nearest pet store. Because
that’s how ridiculous her life has become.


She finds a blue
plastic tray and a pack of litter, a few small pouches of cat food.
“They drink milk, right?” she asks the cashier.


“No,” he
says. “Best not to risk it. Water’s fine.”


Even easier.


At the last moment,
she grabs a couple of jingly cat toys from the display beside the
register and throws them in, too.


It’s not until
thirty minutes later, when she’s sweeping up spilled litter
from her kitchen floor while Sirius snoozes on the couch, after
having filled his little fuzzy tummy with hideously smelling chunks
of gloopy food, that Abby realizes the extent of her actions. She’s
given the cat a second fucking home.

*

	She’s
just in the process of opening her bedroom door for the cat after
listening to it meow at it for the past ten minutes—and who,
once it’s opened for him, promptly wanders off in the opposite
direction, tail in the air, aloof and disinterested—when
there’s a knock on the front door.


Zara.


Abby swallows.


Zara looks good, of
course, as she always does—but also painfully apologetic. Abby
can’t deal with that again, so she cuts her off by raising a
hand. “It’s fine,” she says.


“No, but
really—” Zara despairs, stepping inside when Abby waves
her in. “I’ve literally got no fucking clue what to do
about it anymore. Board up the house? Steel bars?”


“Maybe he’s
just meant to be an outdoor cat,” Abby suggests. She leads Zara
into the kitchen, where Sirius is lapping away at his little water
bowl.


“He doesn’t
seem to want to be outside, though. He just wants to come here—”
Zara pauses so abruptly that Abby turns to look at her, a baffling
sort of concern twisting her stomach. Zara’s eyes are wide as
she scans the floor around her—the cat bowls, the litter tray,
the jingly ball Abby had spent fifteen minutes rolling towards the
cat earlier that afternoon. “You got him stuff,” she says
at last, sounding awed by it.


“Oh,”
says Abby, and goes promptly hot in the face. “Yeah.” She
stuffs her hands in her pockets, shoulders hunched, praying for a
sudden tornado to whisk her away. “I didn’t know how long
you’d be, so…”


There’s a
pause.


“Are you
trying to steal my cat?” asks Zara, and Abby opens her mouth in
horror, ready to deny. Zara cracks a grin. “I’m kidding.
Let me know how much this all cost you.”


Abby’s not
taking money for it—it was her choice, after all, to make sure
the cat’s comfortable here—and she tells Zara as much.
After a bit of back and forth, Zara finally concedes, and agrees to
the cup of coffee Abby offers, yawning as she nods.


“Long day?”


“Every day’s
a long day in my job,” says Zara, rubbing an eye until it goes
slightly pink beneath. She wears tiredness well—still radiating
that vibrant warmth, just a little fuzzy around the edges. “Support
worker,” she explains. “Special education.”


Abby
should’ve known that; she offloaded to Zara about her own job,
even went so far as to have the woman cook for her. And she hasn’t
bothered to ask what Zara does for a living. Doesn’t know much
about her at all, really—and
that’s how it needs to stay,
her subconscious warns. Getting to know Zara isn’t too many
steps away from getting
to know her—romantically—and
that’s exactly what she’s trying so hard to avoid. If she
gets hooked on this woman, she’ll lose sight of what really
matters.


She knows, because
she’s been there before.


“Sounds
rewarding,” she says, just for something to say. Makes herself
busy making the coffees, wishing now that she never offered. Finds
herself wanting to hear more of whatever Zara has to say—and
that’s how it starts. That’s how it started before.
Talking, just to hear the other person speak.


“It has its
moments,” murmurs Zara. She sounds like she doesn’t
really want to talk about work at all, anyway.


The cat’s
disappeared, probably off clawing its way up Abby’s curtains or
something equally as annoying, but she pays it no mind. Zara’s
doing this distractingly adorable thing with her coffee—holding
it in cupped hands, close to her face, sweatshirt sleeves pulled over
her knuckles, and her lips pursed to blow the steam away. She looks
like the cover of a cozy magazine, and for the length of a single
heartbeat, Abby wants to ask for her whole life story.


Abby clears her
throat, says, “The cat’s been good, anyway,” and
takes a too-hot sip of her own coffee. “Slept mostly.”


Zara rolls her eyes.
“Yeah, he saves all his mad energy for about three in the
morning. This is good,” she adds, licking the taste of coffee
from her lower lip. “Just what I needed.”


It’s
just coffee,
Abby wants to say, but she saves it, and they spend a few moments in
quiet, drinking and comfortable. Until Zara shatters it.


“Listen, about
the other night—”


“We don’t
need to talk about it.”


“I just feel
like I need to apologize,” Zara says, which—what? “Can’t
help thinking maybe I pushed you into it somehow.”


Abby,
entirely nonplussed, stares at her. “You—what? Why the
fuck would you think that?” I
came on to you,
she thinks wildly, guiltily, and then… fuck it. She can’t
let Zara feel even an ounce of responsibility here. So just as Zara’s
muttering something about how Abby didn’t want it and Zara
maybe took advantage and yada, yada. Abby just spits it out. “I
came on to you, Zara, not the other way around.” She pauses,
before taking a fortifying breath and adding, “And I don’t
regret it.”


Zara falters
mid-ramble and blinks, eyes big and clear and a little bit full of
spark. “You don’t?”


“No.”
Abby swallows, puts her mug down on the counter. “The writing,”
she says. “There’s something about… sex…
that frees my mind. I’ve written more these past few days than
I have since the last time we—”


“The last time
we slept together,” Zara finishes for her, nodding, looking
entirely enthused by the concept now. “God, that’s
amazing. You’ve found your solution. You need to keep it up.”


Keep
it up? As in… keep having sex with Zara? And, okay, it’s
not like the idea hasn’t crossed her mind once or twice or a
hundred times this past week, but it’s just not—it’s
not practical,
is it? And it isn’t fair. Zara’s not an object; she’s
not a tool. She deserves to spend her intimacy on someone who wants
everything, not a girl who needs to use her for clarity so she can
write her next bestseller. Abby’s a mess of conflicted desires
and confusion, but she’s not cruel.


“Yeah,”
says Zara, as if Abby’s right on board. But then she steers
Abby right off track, tipping her sideways as she steamrolls right
over her internal dilemma. “Get out there. Hook up. A lot.”


It stings, for some
random fucking reason. Right down low in the pit of her stomach.
She’s got no idea why, or what the hell it means. She just
knows she doesn’t like it.


She grimaces. “I’m
not really a hooking-up kinda girl.”


Zara gives her a
flat look. “I’m gonna have to beg to differ here.”
Which, yeah, okay. Good point.


“You were an
exception,” Abby says, then wishes she didn’t. It sounds
too much like a confession.


“Twice,”
says Zara. “Twice isn’t an exception.”


Twice
isn’t really a hookup either, if Abby allows herself to think
about it. And she definitely doesn’t.
“Point is,” she presses, eager to get off this subject,
lest her face burns hot enough to show her up, “I’m not
sure I’m…” She’s what? Capable of it? She’s
proven she is. She brought Zara home, didn’t she? And fucked
her again, right here in this kitchen. The memory flashes through her
brain suddenly, and she clears her throat.


“Don’t
overthink it,” Zara says. “Just do it. I think you kinda
need to, or you might—” She stops suddenly, trails off
almost, brows drawing together and her eyes going dark and troubled.
Something happening in her mind, something she doesn’t like.
She coughs and shoots Abby a weird, strained little smile. “Anyway,”
she says, tipping her cup out in the sink—nearly the full cup
by the sounds of it, like she couldn’t stomach it, despite how
much she’d wanted it at the beginning. Then she doesn’t
quite meet Abby’s eye as she says, “I better get going.
Thanks again for watching the cat. Sirius!” she calls, heading
out to the living room, where she starts ducking down to look beneath
furniture while making stupid squeaky noises with her mouth to coax
the cat out. “Sirius, where are—oh my god, get off
the curtains…”


Then in a whirlwind
of forced smiles and wiggling fur, Zara leaves, closing the door
quietly behind her.


Abby stares at it,
not entirely sure what just happened.

*


She
lasts three days before she gives in. The words start trailing off
after a day, the creativity dying with each minute Abby spends
staring at her laptop screen. On the second day, she tells herself
she’s being stupid. Her ability to write has no correlation
with whatever Zara says or does to her. She can do this. This is her
job.


On the third day,
she admits defeat and accepts Zara is right—confirming what
Abby already knew. She needs to have sex in order to unlock her
brain.


Before she can lose
her nerve, she calls Ella and arranges a night out. Ella has never
sounded more thrilled by anything in her entire life.


They
go to Ella’s favorite gay bar, and Abby has about ninety-four
vodkas before she can find the nerve to even put herself out there.
It’s not until Ella disappears with a girl she’s spent
the past thirty minutes dancing with that Abby thinks fuck
it,
she’s here for a reason. Time to make it happen. She’s
not fussy. It’s not as if people like Zara are hanging around
every bar in town. Instead, she finds herself taking a vague interest
in someone who shares exactly zero similarities with Zara—different
skin tone, different hair color, different height and smile and eyes.
More slender, more gangly, less charming. The girl’s about as
drunk as Abby is, and it doesn’t take much to get her into the
bathroom.


She gets the girl
off in the stall at the end. It’s okay. A bit awkward. It
doesn’t exactly set Abby’s world alight. But it gets the
job done, and Abby goes home feeling accomplished, if a little dirty,
and ready for a new day of flowing words and sparkling inspiration.


It’s a
surprise, therefore, that even after her hangover wears off, nothing
even close to inspiration strikes her. She stares at the laptop
screen as blankly as ever, like the hookup last night never even
happened.


Maybe she needs to
have someone get her off too—maybe just getting someone else
off wasn’t enough. But she doesn’t think she’s got
it in her to find out. To waste so much time in bars, hitting on
random girls she’s got no real interest in, just to have
anonymous sex. It’s unfulfilling. It’s hard work. It’s
not what she wants.


Zara comes over to
collect her cat, who snuck in earlier and didn’t even wait for
Abby to scold him, just settled on the couch and went to sleep.


“He’s
a pain in my ass,” Zara says, and Abby thinks, Don’t
talk to me about your ass, or else I’m going to want to stare
at it.


“He’s
all right.”


Zara pauses before
she leaves, looks at her. “You look like you’re not
eating again.” And okay, yeah, she might have a point, but they
can’t keep hopping on this merry-go-round.


“You don’t
need to look after me,” she says, trying on a smile. There’s
something about the sight of Zara standing in her living room, bathed
in twilight and cradling a cat, that makes a swell of fondness rear
up in Abby’s chest.


Zara tuts. “Someone
has to,” she says, and comes back later with a casserole. “I
won’t stay,” she says, and doesn’t give a reason.
But it’s clear. “Have some bread with it,” she
adds, putting the hot casserole dish on the stove. “Maybe a
glass of wine. Chill out a bit.”


Abby’s a
masochist, obviously, because she says, “There’s plenty
here for both of us,” and she waits, weirdly, with bated
breath, in anticipation for Zara’s response.


Zara looks at her
from the other side of the kitchen, nibbling the inside of her lip,
clearly contemplating. In lieu of an answer, she asks, “How’s
it going? With the writing.”


Abby knows what
she’s really asking, and she doesn’t see any point
pretending otherwise. “I tried it. There was a girl at a bar
last night.”


Zara swallows, nods.


“We didn’t
come back here,” Abby says. “But we—you know. In
the bathroom. Kinda gross, really.” She wrinkles her nose, and
Zara’s eyes sparkle a little. “Anyway,” Abby
continues, breathing a heavy sigh. “It didn’t work.”


“Oh,”
says Zara, staring at her. Her brows quirk up a fraction. “Um.”
She taps her fingers on the counter, clearly wrong-footed about
something. “Um, okay. Well maybe you just need some proper food
in you. I guess I could eat some…”


They
eat dinner together again. They watch Netflix again. Abby very
deliberately doesn’t ravage Zara up against the kitchen sink
again. She thanks Zara for the food, for the company, and says
goodbye. There’s a weird moment on the doorstep, with moon rays
as backlight and the silence as their soundtrack, where Zara turns to
look at her, to say her final goodbye, her face soft and her eyes
shining and everything about her so fucking perfect…
There’s that moment where Abby wants nothing more in the entire
world than to lean forward and give Zara the softest, most lingering
kiss she can manage.


She doesn’t,
obviously, and the moment passes, and she goes to bed that night
alone, and a little empty.










CHAPTER EIGHT







The words don’t
come, but the cat does—every day like clockwork. As soon as
Zara’s car disappears up the street, the cat appears in Abby’s
living room. Abby still hasn’t figured out how he gets in, but
she’s given up caring. She feeds the cat and gives him water
and plays with him and watches him sleep, and she strokes him a lot,
too much maybe, feeling a bursting sort of affection growing in her
chest as each day passes.


Zara brings her
food, but doesn’t eat with her again—exchanges dishes for
the cat and indulges in a little conversation, but never anything
else. It’s something like a routine, making that empty hole in
the pit of Abby’s gut spread wider. She ignores it.


After a week of it,
Zara snaps, apparently—or at least, she finds her courage
quicker than Abby does, and decides to address the elephant in the
room.


“You’re
not writing,” she says, blunt and painful. Abby winces.


“No.”
She’s taken to not even answering her agent’s calls.


Zara stares at her.
“You can’t let this go on, Abby,” she says, like
she’s some kind of fucking guidance counsellor. “You said
it yourself—it’s your whole future.” Her cat breaks
free of her hold and scampers back to his favorite spot on Abby’s
couch, promptly settles in to sleep. They both watch him, then look
back at each other, Abby feeling weirdly guilty, like she’s a
disappointment.


“I know,”
she says. Zara sighs.


“What are you
gonna do about it?” She pushes a hand through her hair. “I
feel like this is partly my fault.”


Abby can’t
even begin to fathom where she got that idea from. “You—what?”


“Sirius,”
Zara says, waving her hand in the direction of her cat on Abby’s
couch. “He’s distracting you and I—I’m just
letting
him.” She looks thoroughly stricken by it.


Abby’s stomach
bottoms out with panic. She didn’t fucking realize until now,
but there’s no way in hell Zara can take the stupid cat away
from her. “No, please. He—he calms me. I like having him
here.” She swallows, looks at the irritating pile of fur on her
couch. “None of this is because of him. Or you. I just…”
She heaves a great sigh, scrubs a hand over her face. “I don’t
know what to do. The good food, hooking up, forcing myself to sit in
that fucking chair eight hours a day…”


“Nothing’s
working,” Zara clarifies. Abby shakes her head, utterly
miserable.


Zara doesn’t
say anything for a moment, just looks at her, studies her face. Then
she tuts and heads over to the couch, scoops up her protesting cat,
and returns to near the front door, approaching Abby again.


“I’m
gonna say this once,” Zara says, keeping a firm hold on her
wriggling cat. “I’m gonna say it once, and then I’m
gonna go home. I’ll leave it with you, and you can either think
about it, or—or, if you hate it, we can pretend I never said
anything at all. You definitely don’t need to freak out about
it.”


Abby, swallowing,
gives a brief nod. She’s got an inkling of where this is going,
and she’s hanging on every word.


Zara hesitates,
hoists Sirius into a better position against her chest. “Okay,
so listen. You look after my cat every day while I’m at work,
and you don’t ask anything for it. I’ve never told you
this before, but you’ve got no idea what a huge weight you’re
taking off my mind with it. I know he’s safe here, and looked
after. I don’t need to worry.”


“No,”
Abby agrees, just for something to say.


“So I—”
Zara pauses, licks her lips. “Look. I can help you. We both
know I can. The solution’s right here, and I promise you—I
swear on everything in the whole fucking world—it doesn’t
have to be a thing. Right? We’re both grown women who can
handle our own… I don’t know. Feelings, I guess.”


Abby hitches a
stuttered breath, and Zara plows on, cheeks staining pink.


“You’re
doing me a huge favor,” she says. “So let me return it.
Let me—let me give you what you need.”


It takes Abby a
moment to find her voice. “It’s not really on the same
level, is it?” she says, and Zara huffs a strained laugh.


“Don’t
underestimate a woman’s love for her cat.”


They share a smile,
something to lighten the mood, before Zara’s face sobers and
she says, “There’s no catch, Abby. I promise you. I don’t
need anything from you, and I’m not—like, trying to
manipulate you. It really is as cut-and-dry as it sounds.” She
pauses, draws a breath. “When you need the help, I can give it
to you. And when you don’t… well, then you’re my
friendly cat sitting neighbor.”


Abby doesn’t
really know what to say, or even how to clear her mind from the mess
of confusion swarming through it. Zara understands, it seems. “Just
think about it,” she says, then turns to open the front door.
“You know where I live.”


Then she leaves, and
Abby’s alone, totally floored and definitely in need of a stiff
drink.

*


Weeks pass. Some
days are better than others. Abby can wake up one morning set for a
steady, albeit underwhelming, day of work. Other times—more
frequently—she stares at the screen until her muscles and bones
ache with the lack of any fucking productivity at all. She’s
got less than half the word count she should have at this point, and
every time her email pings or her phone lights up with a call, she
breaks out in a sweat.


Sirius comes by
every day, appearing from nowhere and making himself at home. Abby
starts living in a permanent state of constant cat hair on everything
she owns and forgets, really, that she should give a shit about that.
She buys those sticky roller things and gets on with life. Or her
lack of life, she should say, seeing as she barely even sees another
human being. Frank the mailman gets pulled into more conversations
than he would probably like.


Zara
comes by every evening to collect Sirius. It’s not awkward,
exactly, but it is weird. There’s this great, glaring, flashing
sign over their heads screaming WE COULD BE HAVING SEX and neither of
them mentions it. Zara brings food sometimes, but she chooses not to
stay and eat. Now and then Zara will accept a coffee and they’ll
stand in the kitchen and Abby will say bland things like, “Good
day at work?” like they’re a married couple catching up
at the end of the day.


Zara gives her an
amused look one evening, says, “You know we could just forget I
ever suggested it. I did tell you that.” And her tone might be
light, but her eyes are kinda flinty.


“Already
forgotten,” Abby says, clearing her throat, filling the room
with big fat lies. Zara’s face falls, just a little.


“I’ve
got a vacation week next week,” she says.


Abby lifts an
eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Where you headed?”


Zara shakes her
head. “Staycation. Getting some much-needed R and R.”


Which means she’ll
be there, full time, four doors away. Abby swallows, looks away from
the little dimple in Zara’s cheek she keeps finding herself
staring at.


“So just
letting you know you get a week off from watching Sirius,” Zara
adds. “If he escapes and makes it over here, just bring him
straight back. I’ll try to make sure he doesn’t, though.”


“Oh.”
Abby’s chest goes a little tight at that, a weird feeling she
doesn’t really know what to do with. She can’t imagine
not having the stupid cat here every day, curling up in her lap or on
the couch, or tearing his way up the curtains. As if to offer his
input, Sirius trots into the kitchen, pauses between them, then
shrieks.


“He’s
hungry,” Abby supplies. “I’ve got his favorite, if
you want—” She opens her Sirius supply cupboard and pulls
out the basket in which she keeps all of Sirius’ various foods
and treats. “Here. You should probably use them up next week so
they don’t go bad.”


Zara takes the
basket, stares down at it. “This is an expensive brand.”


Abby shrugs,
scratches her temple. Something hot crawls up the back of her neck.
“He was getting a bad stomach with the other kind.”


“Was he?”


“Yeah. I think
I mentioned it.”


“I don’t
think you did.”


“Well. Yeah.
This kind agrees with him more.”


“I give him
dry food at home,” Zara says.


“He prefers
wet food. He likes dry treats, though.”


Zara blinks at her.
“How many of those do you give him?”


“Not many,”
says Abby. “Just—look.” She scoops her fingers into
one of the open treat packets in the basket Zara’s holding,
then crouches in front of Sirius, who’s still sitting there,
now amusing himself by licking his own asshole. “Hey,”
Abby says to him. “High five.” She holds out the pads of
her fingers, and Sirius taps his little toe beans down on them in an
imitation of a high five. Then he lets out a little chirp of
expectation. “Good boy,” Abby says, and gives him the
treat.


When she stands,
Zara’s looking at her in fascination. “That’s
amazing,” she says. “I didn’t think you could
really train cats to do tricks.”


Abby gives a twisted
sort of smirk, self-deprecating and a little embarrassed. “I’ve
got a lot of time on my hands.”


Zara’s
gaze flicks across the room to the small desk tucked into the corner
of the living room, the open laptop sitting blank and lonely atop it.
“Ah.” There’s too much significance in that ah,
and Abby doesn’t like it. Makes her feel a bit too pathetic.


Too pathetic to even
find much of an answer, so she says nothing, and does little more
than give a little nod and smile when Zara says she should get Sirius
home for his dinner.


She watches Zara and
the cat leave, watches them head towards the front door, and
something about it all makes the loneliness crash through her like a
tidal wave. “Hey,” she says, following after Zara,
letting impulse take over. “D’you wanna hang out
tonight?”


Zara stops, turns to
look at her, and Abby realizes a second too late everything she’s
implying with that simple question. Her face burns, and she rushes to
add, “Not for—you know. That. Just, like… I don’t
know. Watch a movie or something.”


Because the truth
is, she can’t go another night on her own. Ella’s
somewhere in the Alps or the Maldives or fucking Australia or
whatever, off on her family vacation that she still attends despite
being in her thirties, and Frank the mailman’s probably got a
wife to spend his Friday nights with. Abby lives in this box, in this
solitude, staring at that stupid laptop screen, all on her own. And
it’s mostly fine, or at least tolerable. Lately, though…


It’s not about
sex. It’s not. She just wants a little of Zara’s company.
Honestly, she’s pretty sure that even if she had the choice
right now, she’d still take an evening sitting in with Zara
over a night out with Ella. She doesn’t have it in her for bars
and clubs. But she does have Netflix, and a comfortable couch, and a
neighbor whose presence makes her feel somehow warm.


Zara’s
returning smile, unfortunately, doesn’t look too promising.
“I’ve got plans,” she says, and it’s like a
lead weight dropping into Abby’s gut.


It could be
anything. It could be a family thing, or drinks with some friends. It
could even be something to do with work.


But
it’s not. Abby knows it’s not. It’s those
kinds of plans, and she’s not really sure what sensation is
rising in her at the thought of it.


“Oh,”
she says. “Okay.” And now it really is awkward, in a way
it hadn’t been until now. This particular elephant in the room
is bigger, and wholly unwelcome. Abby swallows thickly, says, “All
right, well—”


“I
better go,” Zara mutters, just as Sirius attempts a break for
freedom in her arms.


She leaves, again,
like she always does, and this time Abby knows she’s leaving to
go to someone else.


The room’s
dark, the night drawing in. She doesn’t bother switching on any
of the lights.










CHAPTER NINE







Abby sits. Sits and
does nothing. Does less than nothing. Doesn’t even light a
candle until it’s too dark to even see the pillows on the couch
anymore.


She sighs. Gets up.
Lights one, then sits back down.


The flame dances in
front of her. It reminds her of that night a few weeks ago when Ella
was dancing with that random girl at the bar. They were swaying a bit
like this. Drunk. Maybe too drunk. Then Abby thinks about how drunk
she was too. Then she thinks about what happened in the bathroom. Her
stomach turns, and she wants to blow that candle out. 



Sex. That’s
what this whole thing is about, isn’t it? 



Zara’s off
having sex with someone, somewhere, and all Abby knows is that it’s
not with her. For a second, she pretends she doesn’t care. And
then she pretends she doesn’t know that she’s pretending
not to care. 



There’s a
knock on the door. Abby looks up. Racks her brain. Can’t think
of who it could be. 



Pizza delivery? No,
not that. FedEx delivery? No, not that, either. 



Abby gets up, opens
the door. Her gut falls to her feet. 



Zara.


“I thought—”
Abby starts, but Zara interrupts.


“I cancelled.”


The look on her face
tells Abby not to ask why. She doesn’t. “Come in,”
she says instead, and she moves to the side to let Zara past. “What’s
that?” she adds, as she watches Zara head to the kitchen, glass
cooking dish in hand.


“Dinner,”
Zara says. “Figured you didn’t eat yet.” She looks
around as if to confirm, then, seeing no trace of food anywhere, nods
to herself and sits the dish on the stove. “It’s still
hot, by the way.”


Abby closes the
door. Locks it. Then she heads to the kitchen after Zara, careful not
to bump into her as she digs through the cupboard for some plates.
Touching her right now, even accidentally, might be too much…
so Abby just watches her do her thing.


Zara peels back the
tinfoil from the dish. Inside, some roasted vegetables and a couple
of chicken breasts with cheese slices sitting on top. The kind of
cheese you’d find in a package. The kind of cheese you’d
throw in between two buttered slices of bread and then fry in a pan.
The kind of cheese that Abby would never peg Zara to use in a million
years.


Zara stabs one of
the chicken breasts with a fork. She puts it on a plate. Then she
stabs the other one. She puts that one on a plate. Then she divvies
up the vegetables. “Here,” she says, and she passes Abby
her dinner as she sits down with her own. “Hope it’s all
right.”


“Thank you,”
Abby says quietly. “I’m sure it’ll be great.”
And then they tuck in to eat. 



The sound of cutlery
ticking
and
tapping
on the plates fills the air. It’s homely, almost, and it makes
Abby reminisce a bit about when she was little and she used to sit
and eat dinner with her family. 



She’s never
been particularly close to them, especially now that she’s
grown, but she still finds herself feeling a tad nostalgic. Sitting
here eating a home-cooked meal with someone (dare she think it?)
special almost makes her wonder if she’ll ever have that
feeling again someday, maybe with kids of her own…


Abby cuts into the
chicken. It’s a tad dry. And the cheese that was placed on top
is a bit burnt. She kinda thinks it looks as though it’s just
been thrown down, lazily, like the person making this meal didn’t
care where it landed. But Zara made this meal. So of course she cared
where it landed. She’s a great cook. An amazing cook. But the
cheese is definitely burnt, and the chicken is definitely dry.


It seems very unlike
her.


Maybe she was
just in a hurry when she made this,
Abby says to herself. Or
maybe she just threw this together as an excuse to come over.


Maybe. 



She could hope for
that, couldn’t she? 



They finish eating.
Zara cleans up. Abby gets them each a glass of water, doesn’t
even bother with the beer or half-bottle of wine in the fridge that’s
been calling her name. “Netflix?” she asks, as casually
as possible. 



“Sure,”
Zara replies.


Abby moves to the
couch, switches on the TV. Zara plops down beside her. She tries not
to smile, tries not to react. She can’t help the twisty feeling
in her stomach, though. Knowing that Zara isn’t sticking her
face in some other woman’s pussy right now makes her feel…
something. Calm? Relieved?


Zara’s hand
brushes Abby’s. Abby instinctively yanks hers up as though
she’d just touched a hot stovetop. It doesn’t matter if
they’d fucked once, or if they’d fucked a thousand times.
She suspects Zara’s touch will always send a bolt of lightning
through her. 



“Um,”
Zara says, and she blinks. “The remote?”


“Oh.”
Abby hands it to her, careful not to brush Zara’s fingers with
her own.


Zara smiles, a bit
wistfully, and takes it. She looks at the TV and scrolls through the
newly added content. She stops on a horror film. “What do you
think?” she says. “You into horror movies?”


Abby shrugs. Her
life basically is
a
horror movie right now… minus the murders, of course. 



Zara clicks play.	


This one’s
about an undead outbreak. The characters in the movie are getting
ripped apart by zombies, and while it’s ridiculous at first,
after some time, it begins to get a little frightening. Or maybe it’s
just gross.


“Yuck,”
Abby says, and she covers her eyes as a man gets torn apart on the
screen right in front of her. 



“Getting
scared?” Zara asks, and before Abby can answer, she actually
wraps an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’s
just a movie. A movie that was written by someone just like you.”


Abby’s stomach
drops. Again. For, what, the third time that night?


Right. She’s a
writer. She’s almost forgotten, since most writers… you
know. Write. She doesn’t, though. Apparently. If someone could
guess her job based on what she’s been doing the past few days,
weeks, maybe even months… they’d guess she was a
professional catsitter. Though
if watching Netflix and obsessing over her neighbor was a job, maybe
she’d have that one too.


Abby closes her
eyes. Hopes maybe by closing them, the feelings in her gut will go
away. They don’t. The people on the screen keep getting torn
apart and eaten, and Abby keeps feeling like she can relate. Except
instead of a horde of undead gnawing away at her and ripping her limb
from limb, it’s guilt, shame, fear, worry, and concern for her
future.


Abby starts to get
overwhelmed. Her head is spinning. She rests it, finally, on Zara’s
arm, and then things start to quiet. She turns a little, nuzzles into
Zara’s chest. Things start to quiet even more.


Abby stares ahead.
Not at the TV, but at the candle sitting on her coffee table. The
flame is still dancing, though it’s dancing a lot less than it
was before. Looking at it doesn’t remind her of the bar now. It
doesn’t remind her of anything. Now it just looks like light. 



It’s gotten
quite late, and even as the movie ends, Zara still makes no move to
leave.


Abby doesn’t
want her to.


The next movie
auto-plays, and Zara wordlessly stays for that one too. 



Finally, when it’s
something like two o’clock in the damn morning, Zara stirs. It
wakes Abby, who has inadvertently fallen asleep right on her
shoulder. The first thing she sees when the fogginess of sleep leaves
her is the candle.


The flame has gone
out. The smoldering wick and a melted blob of wax is all that’s
left, but somehow, the candle looks better than it had before. Now it
seems calm, instead of fervent. Just like Abby.


“I should get
going,” Zara mutters, finally breaking the silence. 



And then the
calmness is gone.


But “okay”
is all Abby says. What else is there to say? “Zara, stay the
night”? No, she can’t say that. It would be ridiculous.
Even if it did kind of feel like she could. The night was oddly
romantic, what with the home-cooked meal and watching Netflix by
candlelight and all… 



But Abby just says
“okay” and watches Zara gather her things. She follows
her to the door and opens it. She just stares as Zara lingers at the
doorway, and Zara stares back. After a second, she mumbles some form
of “goodnight” and Zara says the same thing back…


And then she leaves.
She just fucking leaves… and Abby’s all alone. 



Again.

*


The next morning,
Abby wakes with a start. 



Sirius.


Somehow, he’s
managed to get into her bedroom. And now here he is, kneading his
little paws on her stomach and purring up a storm. Sounds a bit like
a lawnmower, if she really thinks about it. 



She rubs the sleep
out of her eye with the back of her hand and looks over at the
bedroom door. It’s open a crack. Well,
that’s nice,
Abby thinks. At
least someone’s comfortable being here.


Maybe it bothers her
a little bit that Zara didn’t stay the night. That she’d
rather go back to her house, even though it was past two in the
morning when she’d finally left. That she’d rather risk
some drunken low-life on his way home from the bar running into her
and harassing or mugging her or something like that than to just stay
here.


Sirius keeps
purring. Abby sighs and scritches him right behind the ear. It’s
oddly soothing. But of course, her contented comfort can’t last
for long. After a minute or two of her and Sirius lying together, she
hears her phone buzz. It’s sitting across the room—where
it belongs—and she barely looks up. 



The buzzing doesn’t
stop, though. It just keeps going and going. Buzz,
buzz, buzz.
Seems like it’s going on forever. Buzz,
buzz, buzz.




Soon, Abby hears the
little ping
that happens when she gets a voicemail. Then her phone buzz,
buzz, buzzes
once more, and then it pings
another time before it finally stops.


Abby knows the
meaning of the expression “silence is deafening” now. The
phone is quiet, and now Sirius is too, and she’s just left
lying there with nothing distracting her anymore. Now her thoughts
can come to the surface. She hates it.


As though he can
sense the bitterness radiating off of her, Sirius gets up off Abby’s
stomach and jumps off the bed. He wanders off towards the door. She
watches him leave, tail in the air as if he’s mocking her
somehow. 



Finally, Abby gets
out of bed. She pulls on some real pants and a shirt from off the
floor. She eyes her phone as she leaves the room, but ultimately
ignores it until after she’s had some breakfast. Or lunch,
really, since it’s already past noon. 



6 Missed Calls,
it says on the screen. And 2
New Voicemails.




Abby swipes open her
phone and sees they’re all from her agent. She almost tosses
the phone right back down on her dresser before she remembers that
the last time she’d actually spoken to him was…


Abby frowns. Okay,
so she can’t remember. That’s not good.


She picks up the
phone and listens to the messages he’s left. One is chock full
of dammits
and are
you kidding mes,
and the second is more or less the same, except with the added threat
that Abby’s about to be dropped if she doesn’t call him
back immediately. 



And that was an hour
ago.


So, she calls. He’s
angry, of course. And he’s yelling, of course. He demands to
know what she’s been doing for the past few months. How far the
books have come along. Why she hasn’t been answering his phone
calls. And Abby can do nothing but stutter and stammer. 



“I’ve
had enough of this,” he says to her. “There are millions
of people in this world who would kill to be in your shoes. And I bet
a lot of them have better ideas than the ones I’ve gotten from
you.” Well, that stings. “Abby, I’m telling you
right now, you need to finish up one of the books and send it to me
by the end of this year, or you’re done. I’ll be dropping
you as a client, and I’ll pass on that HBO deal.”


Abby hangs up. She
scrubs a hand over her face and practically feels the stress start to
wear a hole in her stomach. She leaves the bedroom, goes into the
living room, and turns on her laptop. She sits down, opens that
goddamn word doc, and stares. Just stares. A second passes, then two.
A minute passes, then five. An hour passes, and then she’s had
enough.


She marches back to
her bedroom and picks up her phone. She gives Ella a call—praying
she’s back from her dumb vacation—and luckily, she picks
up. 



“Hey!”
Ella’s bubbly voice giggles over the line. “I was just
about to call you. How’s it going?”


“Bad,”
Abby answers. “Very bad.”


“Why?”


“Because my
agent’s gonna drop me.” 



“Why?”


“Because I
haven’t gotten anything done. I’m supposed to be writing
a three-novel series and I’ve only done—what—half
of one book? If that?”


“Well,”
Ella says, and Abby can hear her hesitate. “Why do you think
that is?”


“I don’t
know.”


“Well,”
Ella says again. “Why do you think you called me just now?”


“I don’t
know.”


“I think you
do,” Ella says. Damn her. “You need to get out, and you
need me to bring you. And that’s fine. I was going to do that
anyway. I had a feeling this was still going on.”


Abby doesn’t
even bother to argue. Normally she would, at least a little. But not
this time. “All right,” she says. “Take me out.
Take me somewhere I can…”


“Pick up a
girl?” Ella finishes for her, hopeful.


A flash of black and
grey fur catches her eye, and she feels her stomach twist. “Yeah,”
she says. “Take me somewhere I can pick up a girl.”















CHAPTER TEN







Ella takes Abby to a
gay bar they’d never been to before. 



“I found this
one online,” Ella says excitedly as their Uber pulls into the
parking lot. “It’s got great reviews. A lot of five
stars.”


Like it’s
some cookie recipe from Granny’s digital kitchen?
Abby thinks bitterly. ‘Five
stars—great for sharing!’


Please. 



Abby gets out of the
Uber anyway with a big, fake smile on her face.


“Don’t
do that,” Ella chides. “You look like a serial killer.”




The smile drops.
“Thanks,” Abby says sarcastically. “What would I do
without you?”


They go into the
bar. The music is loud. It just pounds through the speakers and makes
the whole place shake. As soon as Abby gets through the door, she’s
miserable. But Ella is not. Ella looks like she’s a kid in a
candy store. “She’s cute,” Ella says, and she
points to a tall blonde. Then she makes a squeaking sound and points
to another one. “Oh god, but so is she.”


“Uh-huh,”
Abby says absently, and she does a double-take when she thinks she
sees Zara. 



Stop it,
she scolds herself. Stop
it right now. 



Zara’s not
here. She’s at home. Probably. Or she’s gone out. Doesn’t
matter. All that matters is that she’s not here. That’s
not her dancing with some woman across the room, and that’s not
her tending bar. And it’s definitely not her standing at a
table with a drink in her hand giving Abby a smoldering look.


“That girl’s
staring right at you,” Ella observes. 



And Abby knows that.
But Abby doesn’t care.


Until she thinks of
her looming deadline—the one that’s horribly close since
it’s already the beginning of October—and her stomach
turns into a knot. 



Then she cares. 



Not about the girl.
Not about the fact that she’s getting checked out. But about
her career. Her future.


Abby bucks up. She
straightens her back and holds her head high. She forces a smile
again. This one’s a little less disastrous than the one she had
on before. “I’m gonna go say hi,” she
tells Ella, and she tries not to let the internal misery seep through
as she walks on over. She tries not to think about how much more
she’d prefer to sit all cozied up on the couch watching Netflix
with a certain neighbor than to say hi to this random girl, but hey.
This girl’s here. And Abby’s got a book to finish.


“Hey, there,”
she says. Okay, weak line. Abby swallows. “I mean—hi.
What are you drinking?”


The girl smiles.
She’s pretty enough, Abby can admit. She’s got dark hair,
like Zara, but it’s pulled back in a long ponytail, unlike
Zara. “Sex on the Beach,” she answers.


“Sex on the
Beach, huh?” Abby can’t help but laugh. Well, that’s
an easy opener if she’s ever heard one. “How’d you
like to have sex at my place instead?” she says.


Ponytail girl laughs
with Abby. “Funny,” she says, and she takes it as a joke,
though Abby only partly meant it that way. “Want to try it?”
She holds the drink out, straw to Abby.


“Sure,”
Abby says, and she sips it. 



She can taste the
alcohol, though she thinks that maybe she’s not supposed to.
She enjoys the fruity flavor—peach, pineapple, and something
else—and she can’t help but wonder if Zara would like it
too. Maybe she could make one for her sometime when she’s over…


But no. Of course
she can’t. Zara can’t have a drink like this. 



Abby shakes her head
a little and pulls that smile back on her face. “It’s
good,” she says. “The drink.”


“It’s my
favorite,” ponytail girl says.


“It’s
good,” Abby says again.


Okay, so she doesn’t
have anything to say. There’s nothing she can talk about with
this girl. If it was Zara, she could talk about Sirius, or about her
not-quite-halfway finished book, or about what they could have for
dinner that night. If it was Zara, she could talk about the zombie
film they’d watched, or she could ask what the movie after it
was about since she’d fallen asleep about two minutes into it. 



But this isn’t
Zara. 



It’s not Zara.


And really, that’s
probably ponytail girl’s only flaw. Her face is otherwise
perfect. Her body is otherwise perfect. Her laugh and her smile are
otherwise perfect…


But she doesn’t
have freckles across her nose like Zara does. She doesn’t have
a short, stylish bob like Zara does. She doesn’t have a little
dimple in her cheek like Zara does.


It’s not Zara.


“Oh,”
ponytail girl says suddenly. “My friends are on their way back
from the bar. Do you want to stay for a drink? You know, keep hanging
out?”


“Ah,”
Abby says. “I actually can’t. Sorry.”


“Okay.”
Ponytail girl looks a little disappointed, but smiles anyway. “Well,
it was nice meeting you.”


“You too,”
Abby says, absently, and she stalks off to find Ella.


Sure enough, just as
she could have guessed, Ella was already off with some girl. They’re
dancing, touching, kissing… Should Abby interrupt? Should she
say bye? Or can she just go? Because she’s not in the mood to
stay. She’s not in the mood to pick up random ponytail-wearing
girls and bring them home with her. She’s in the mood for…

*


Zara.


She’s at the
door, looking puzzled. “What are you doing here?” she
says, and she looks behind Abby and out into the street like she’s
expecting a camera crew to pop out or something. Is it really that
weird that Abby’s here? At her house?  



Abby’s never
been here before… except to drop off the cat, of course. But.
Well. That’s not why she’s here now. 



“I just wanted
to see you,” Abby says, somewhat truthfully.


“You did?”
Zara asks, and she’s a bit surprised. By the news, or by the
fact that Abby actually admitted that, Abby doesn’t know. 



“Yeah,”
Abby says, and then she quickly adds, “I wanted to ask you
something.”


“Okay.”
Zara lifts an eyebrow, adjusts how she’s standing a bit. “And
what’s that?”


“I was
wondering…” Abby scrubs a hand over her face. What does
she say? How does she say it? She doesn’t even know what she’s
feeling, let alone how she’s supposed to phrase it to someone
else. “I was wondering if a certain offer…” She
swallows. “I was wondering if—”


“It still
stands.”


Abby just looks at
her. Everything’s quiet. Her thoughts aren’t racing, her
stomach’s not spinning… Everything’s quiet. 



Maybe sex isn’t
the key. Random sex, anyway. Maybe Zara is the key. And if it’s
sex with Zara, or just being near her, Abby doesn’t know. Maybe
she doesn’t even care. 



“Come in,”
Zara says.


Abby huffs a breath
and walks past the threshold and into Zara’s house. She slips
off her shoes at the doorway and follows her down the hallway and
into the living room. 



“Make yourself
at home,” Zara says, and she waves absently. “I’m
going to get us something to eat. We can just… I don’t
know. Do whatever. But we’ll do whatever with a bag of popcorn
and some Dr. Pepper. That sound okay?”


Abby smiles. “Sure,”
she says, and she drops down onto the couch. “That sounds
great.”


Zara leaves, and
Abby is left to look around the room and take it all in. Everything
about this place distinctly screams Zara,
and Abby thinks that’s just so cool. The carpet looks like
something Zara would pick out… the couch, of course it does
too. The bookcase, the lamp, the cork coasters with the bird design…
Everything. 



She picks up a throw
blanket from the couch and brings it to her face. Everything here
even smells like Zara, fuck’s sake, and it’s the most
mesmerizing scent in the world. 



Pop! Pop-pop-pop!


Abby can hear the
bag cooking in the microwave. She settles in, snuggles down, waits. 



Pop-pop-pop-pop!


Dishes clattering.
Cupboards opening. A few minutes later, Zara returns. She’s got
a big bowl under her arm and two glasses in her hands. Abby takes the
bowl and puts it on the coffee table. Zara’s coffee table. Then
she takes a glass. Zara’s glass. She takes a sip, tastes the
tangy tingle of the soda pop, then smacks her lips.


Dr. Pepper tastes
so much better than a Sex on the Beach ever could.


Zara sits, switches
on the TV. She puts a kernel of popcorn in her mouth, then two. “How
was your day?” she asks, absently, casually, like as if Abby
didn’t just ask her to fuck five minutes ago.


“Fine,”
Abby answers, just as casually. “Couldn’t get much work
done, though. And, um. My agent said if I don’t get anything
done soon, he’s gonna drop me and the deal’s off. Three
books and a TV series—gone. Just like that.”


“I guess
that’s why you’re here.”


“I guess so.”
Abby tosses a couple pieces of popcorn into her mouth. 



“Well.”
Zara shrugs. “Whenever you’re ready.” 



Like they’re
about to—what—start a game of Scrabble?


Abby swallows the
popcorn. Runs her tongue along her teeth. Well. Okay. So now what?


She leans forward,
awkward as all hell. And then, just as suddenly last time, their
mouths crash together. And then it’s not awkward at all. 



They kiss, they
strip down to nothing, they fuck right there on the couch. 



And it’s not
even a mechanical thing. Sure, there’s a finger here, a thrust
of the hips there… but none of it feels forced. None of it
feels like it’s just a thing
to do for the sake of doing it. It feels natural. Wonderful, even.
And Abby wonders, fleetingly, if this is going to help her. She
wonders, right as she takes Zara’s delectable sex into her
mouth, if this is going to make it so she can write again. 



Abby bounces back
and forth between caring and not caring. She cares, of course,
because hell, her agent is right—a three-book deal and a
possible contract with HBO is something millions of people would kill
for—but she doesn’t care because… well, it’s
pretty hard to care about anything when the girl she’s been
obsessing over all night has her face between her legs.


Abby moans and
twists her fingers through Zara’s perfectly curled bob. She
pulls Zara’s face closer and closer, writhing into the girl’s
tongue like she has no control over her own hips. She comes, loud,
the feeling of immense pleasure overwhelming her. She comes again,
louder this time. Over and over she’s brought to climax. And
then… she’s spent. 



She lies there in
Zara’s arms, on the couch. Zara’s panting. Abby’s
panting. And Netflix is auto-playing some kind of cooking reality
show. They catch their breath. Their heartbeats slow. And then the
night is over.










CHAPTER ELEVEN







Abby doesn’t
spend the night, even though she wants to. Doesn’t know if she
should. So she grabs her bag and leaves, about two in the morning.
It’s the same thing that happened yesterday, only the roles are
reversed. She’s the one leaving Zara’s, not the other way
around.


She makes it home
uneventfully. No one’s accosted her on the way. She changes
into her pajamas, brushes her teeth, but doesn’t get into bed.
She needs to try something…


Abby’s body is
buzzing. Still. The night she had started out strange, uncomfortable,
a little awkward. But it ended better than she ever thought it would.
She’d ended up having sex, like she was planning to, only it
wasn’t with a stranger. It was with someone who was starting to
feel like the exact opposite. 



Being with Zara
feels oddly familiar. Like Abby’s known her forever. Abby was
like an expert in Zara’s body, and Zara was like an expert in
Abby’s. Thinking about her all night seemed torturous at first,
but then once they were together…


It almost reminded
Abby of when a song gets stuck in your head. Until you listen to it,
it just fucking stays there. It repeats, over and over. The music,
the melody, the words. They repeat, over and over. Then you get home,
you turn on your laptop, and you blare the song as loud as you can.
After that, the song is gone. It’s no longer tapping on the
inside of your skull. It’s no longer pulling on the neurons in
your brain. It’s just gone. And you get to enjoy the peace. 



That’s what
Zara is for Abby, at this point. Something of an obsession. She was
in Abby’s head all night. Haunting her. Tormenting her. But
now… Now she’s gone. Abby’s free. She’s at
peace. At least for now, until the song of Zara starts to play in her
head again.


So she sits. And she
writes. And she writes some more. 



The words are
coming. 



Slowly, at first.
There’s one here, and one there. But then there’s a
sentence. And then there’s two. And then there’s a
paragraph. And then a page. 



The characters come
alive once again. Abby almost feels like she can talk to them, ask
them what they want. The trees that her characters walk past feel
real, like they’re really swaying in the breeze and she can
reach right out and touch them. She remembers how it feels to be
inspired again, for the well inside her head, her heart, and her
spirit to be full, overflowing. 



It’s almost
like she’s the same person she was a year ago. The same one
that got this book deal. The same one that stood in the office while
an agent nudged her with his elbow and said “HBO.” The
same one that told the world “I’m
going to be a writer”
and then actually fucking wrote. 



Abby works until the
early hours of the morning, only stopping when her eyes are sore and
her fingers are too. She climbs into bed, feels accomplished. It’s
the first time in a long time she’s felt this way. And she
likes it. She needs it. She needs this to happen more than just this
one time. She needs it to happen every single day. Every single
night. Until that first book is goddamn finished, and her agent can
say “good job.” Or at least “I won’t be
dropping you as a client.” 



Abby told herself
that if she got hooked on Zara, she’d lose sight of what really
matters… but as she’s lying here in bed, feeling good,
accomplished, as the sun comes up… she wonders if it’s
actually going to turn out to be the opposite. 



Maybe getting hooked
on Zara will be the best thing that ever happens to her. 


*


Morning comes. Real
morning, not some six in the morning crap. 



Prrow!


Sirius jumps on
Abby’s stomach. He’s trilling and purring and all around
acting like he owns the place. Owns her. And, well, he kinda does. So
Abby pets him, gives him scratches, cuddles him a little. Wonders
briefly if he’d even left her place yesterday at all…


She hears a knock on
the door. She waits a second, then she hears another one. “Guess
I’d better get that,” she mumbles to herself, or to
Sirius. Whomever, really. And she gets up, meanders to the door,
opens it. 



Zara’s
standing there with a paper bag in one hand and a tray with two
coffees in the other. “Breakfast,” she says. “Hope
it’s not too late.” She eyes Abby’s pajamas and
smiles a bit. “Doesn’t look like it, though.”


“I just got
up,” Abby says, and she takes the bag, moves aside for Zara to
come in. “We were just—”


“We?”
Zara freezes in the doorway, looks a little like a deer caught in
headlights.


“Yeah. Well.”
Abby gets a jolt in her stomach. Is
Zara worried that someone else is here?
she wonders, and she revels in the idea of Zara being jealous of
something like that. “Me and Sirius.”


“Oh.”
Zara’s smile returns, she looks a little relieved. “I
see. Well, anyway. I brought sandwiches. Bacon and egg.”


Abby opens up the
bag, feels the steam touch her face. “Smells good,” she
says, and she heads to the kitchen to put the little sandwiches on a
couple plates for the two of them. They sit down and eat,
occasionally commenting on the bacon or the cheese or the flavor of
the coffee… and again, it reminds Abby of being part of a
married couple instead of a—whatever they were.


Once the food is
done, Zara washes the dishes. Sirius jumps up on the table and Abby
shoos him off. Everything feels familiar, somehow. Like it’s
already a bit of a routine. Zara’s been over a few times with
food and they’ve eaten together, though it’s never been
breakfast before. Zara’s never been over this early, and she’s
definitely never slept over and woken up there. Though Abby can’t
help but wonder if maybe now that they’ve started their
arrangement… Well, maybe she’ll stay the night. It’s
the weekend now, and then she’s on holidays, so maybe she will
at some point. Maybe.


Zara finishes drying
her hands off with a towel then tosses it to the side somewhere. She
looks at Abby as if to say what
now?
but Abby’s not sure what it means. Are they gonna fuck? Or does
she want Abby to get to work on her book? After all, there’s no
doubt that’s why she’s here—to make sure Abby
actually works instead of stares blankly at a screen. 



 Abby shrugs and
Zara saunters over. Damn her. Why does she have to be so…
sensual? So sexy? Abby licks her lips. Well, she tries to. But her
mouth’s gone dry. And then Zara’s behind her, kneading
her thumbs into Abby’s shoulders. She’s massaging her,
humming a little, Abby can hear her smiling. 



And then Abby can
imagine the main character of her story, Maria, doing the exact same
thing. Sitting in a brightly-lit kitchen, being massaged by the man
that would then use those same hands he’s touching her with to
kill her own brother… 



Abby pushes her
chair back suddenly, Zara barely moves out of the way. Abby rushes
over to her laptop, opens it, and starts typing. She’s gotten
inspired yet again by Zara. By her hands. By her breath. By her
presence. She barely hears Zara’s little “humph” of
approval, focusing instead on getting the words and ideas down as
they come to her.


And she doesn’t
even care if what she’s writing makes sense. She just writes
whatever, word vomit, really, and tells herself that anything she
needs to fix, she will fix later. After all, perfectionism is nothing
but a disease in this job, and Abby knows it. It’s probably a
big part of why she’s been so stuck—the pressure to put
out a perfect product. 



Click, click,
click… Tap, tap, tap…


Abby types and
types. She barely looks up, barely even breathes, doesn’t take
notice of anything around her… until a rather loud smash!
from the kitchen makes her leap about three feet into the air.


“It’s
nothing!” Zara calls. “Just—um. Oh, shoot. How
attached are you to your blue mug? The one with an owl on it?”


“Very!”
Abby calls back.


“Really?
Because—well. It’s kind of in pieces. All over the
floor.” 



Zara sounds a bit
distressed. Abby was joking, but now she feels bad. For some reason
she can’t bear to make Zara worry. Even over something as small
as a junky mug she got at a thrift shop for a dollar. “I’m
kidding,” she says quickly. “Don’t worry about it.
And, actually, you shouldn’t even worry about cleaning the
mess. I’ll get to it later.”


“Already
done,” Zara says. “And on that note, I think I’ll
bring Sirius home for a bit.”


“You’re
leaving?” Abby wants to run to Zara, but she knows as soon as
she stands up, she’ll lose all momentum. And she can’t
lose that. Not now that she’s been making so much progress.
“But it’s only—oh.”


“Exactly.”
Zara pokes her head into the room, gives Abby a wistful look. “It’s
getting kinda late. I’m guessing you didn’t notice.”


“Oh. Um. No,
sorry. I didn’t. I’ve been—”


“I know, I
know,” Zara says, and she smiles. “I’m glad,
actually. How about I’ll go home for a bit, cook some food, and
come back over?”


“Sure,”
Abby says, and she tries not to smile too much at that. “I
mean, if you want to.”


“Well, I don’t
have anything better to do,” Zara says. “It’s
Saturday, and I don’t have any plans, so.”


So these are your
plans,
Abby chides herself. Sitting
in my house and doing nothing while I type on my laptop. And
she feels bad for a moment, but then, Abby couldn’t bear
knowing
Zara was somewhere else anyway. And imagining her spending her
Saturday night with someone
else
was even worse. 



“I don’t
need to do this all night,” Abby says. “I’ll take a
break when you get back. We’ll eat, then we’ll… I
don’t know. Watch a movie?”


“I think that
depends on how much work you’ve gotten done,” Zara says,
and she quickly snatches Sirius up from the floor as he tries to dart
past her. “As long as you’re happy with your output, I’m
down for doing anything.”


A flash of heat runs
through Abby’s body. “Okay,” she says, somewhat
weakly, as she imagines what anything
could possibly mean. “Bye, then,” she adds, and she
watches Zara’s ass as she walks out of the living room. 



Abby hears the front
door close. She sighs, straightens up, and cracks her knuckles to get
back to work. 



Only she can’t.
She’s stuck. Again. 



Abby reads and
rereads the last paragraph she wrote. Then she reads the one before
it. And then the one before that. She sighs again. Is that a crick in
her neck? Or is she just looking for an excuse to get up and walk
around the room?


She takes the
excuse. She stands up and moves her shoulders back. She closes her
eyes and stretches. And then she imagines Zara’s hands.
Imagines how good it would feel if she were here now, massaging the
knots out of her muscles and the kinks out of her neck. For a second,
she thinks she can drop back down into her chair and start working
again, but then that second passes, and Abby just stands there frozen
in the middle of the room until Zara returns.


Ugh,
thinks Abby. It’s just so silly. 



“I’m
back,” Zara calls, and Abby hears cupboards opening and dishes
clattering and a yowl out of Sirius. A comforting rush of emotion
flows through her, and then there’s that weight—being
lifted again. “You coming?” 



Abby’s no
longer rooted to the spot. She rushes out of the room, slowing down
once she’s close to the kitchen. She may be able to admit to
herself that she practically fucking needs
Zara, dammit, but she’s not quite ready for Zara to know that.


“What’d
you make?” Abby asks in her I’m-gonna-pretend-to-be-casual
tone. “Smells good, whatever it is.”


“It’s a
chicken cacciatore,” Zara tells her. “With roasted
potatoes and cauliflower rice.”


Abby sits down and
watches Zara as she fills their plates with the delicious food, using
the cacciatore sauce to smother the potatoes and rice with. It’s
practically the definition of comfort food, and exactly what Abby
needs right now.


Zara sets down a
couple of glasses with water and ice in them and they tuck in to eat.
It’s just as soothing as ever, hearing the gentle sounds of the
cutlery clattering against the plates as they cut their food and the
ice clinking against the sides of their glasses whenever one of them
takes a sip of water… and soon, their meal is over, and Abby’s
stuffed and feeling quite content. 



As Zara sweeps up
the dishes to bring them to the sink, Abby can’t help but think
about how much different the meal they just had was in comparison to
their last. Everything was cooked perfectly, and even with Abby’s
incredibly limited knowledge of all things culinary, Zara seemed to
have used ingredients that were good and fresh. The meal was
complicated but done well, and there was absolutely nothing sloppy
about it. Nothing was burnt, nothing was soggy… even the
appearance of the food was perfect. 



Why was it so
different this time? Abby
wonders, and then a few silly thoughts flit through her brain. One
that says maybe
it’s because of the arrangement. After
all, they’d spent all day together. There wasn’t a point
in time where Zara had to awkwardly tell Abby that she was about to
go off and fuck someone else… Maybe
it’s because she’s happy about it and she needs this
arrangement as much as you do.
And then there’s a third thought that chides her: yeah,
right. That’s
the most annoying one.


Zara fills the sink,
starts scrubbing the dishes. The way she holds the sponge with her
arm bent the way it is makes her look so toned… and that ass.
Abby can’t help but stare at Zara’s delectable, shapely
ass as it wiggles ever so slightly with the way she moves her arms. 



Abby licks her lips.
Remembers what it was like to pull those jeans down, throw Zara’s
leg over her shoulder, fuck the absolute life out of her. 



The memory. It’s
heavy. It’s powerful. It’s overpowering,
really. So she tries not to remember. And she tries not to want. 



Abby blinks. A lot.
Uses every ounce of strength inside of her to try and stop her mind
from going there—exactly
the place she doesn’t need it be to when she’s trying to
get work done and she’s been doing so damn well today and…


Hm. Okay. The whole
reason Zara’s here at all is… to do this. Right? So it
wouldn’t be so bad if… Abby just…


She breathes a shaky
sigh and inches forward. She takes a step, then two, and then she’s
right at Zara’s side. “Stop doing the dishes,” she
says. 



“I don’t
mind—” Zara starts, but Abby yanks the sponge away from
her, throws it in the sink.


“Stop,”
she says again, and it’s not a suggestion, not a request.


Zara looks down at
her. Eyes dark. Flashing. And then, before Abby even knows it, she’s
on the table. The table Zara had just cleared. The table they’d
just eaten on minutes ago. Abby’s on the table, legs spread,
and Zara’s between them. She’s fucking Abby with
everything she’s got, and Abby’s lost in it all. Her eyes
are closed, her breathing’s hitched. It feels good. Too good.
Zara’s able to play Abby’s body like a damn fiddle, and
holy hell is she a good fiddler.


Abby moans. She
cries. She screams. And then it’s Zara’s turn to do the
same. And she does, over and over and over again.


Abby doesn’t
get back to her laptop until midnight. She practically has to crawl
to it, her knees are so weak, but she makes it there, and she writes
until the sun comes up. 



“Fifteen
thousand… two hundred… and twenty-five words…”
she whispers to herself, and the only thing she can hear now besides
the light clicking
sound of her laptop snapping shut is the sound of Zara’s
breathing. 



She’s on the
couch. She’s spent the night.


Abby smiles to
herself, manages to sneak past her as she heads to her room. She
wishes a bit that Zara would’ve just fallen asleep in the
bed—it would have been way more comfortable for her—but
then, sleeping with someone is so much more intimate than sex is
sometimes, and is Abby really ready for that? 



She doesn’t
know. All she knows is that her entire world
is turning around…


Abby climbs into
bed, an annoyed growling noise comes from the pile of blankets. Abby
blindly reaches around, finds Sirius, pulls him close to her. She
snuggles him a bit like a teddy bear. He’s too exhausted to
fight back.


Abby might not be
falling asleep with Zara in her arms… but maybe Sirius is the
next best thing.










CHAPTER TWELVE







The arrangement
really does seem to make sense, and it actually goes far more
smoothly than Abby could’ve ever anticipated it would. With her
week off, Zara spends most of her time at Abby’s house—making
breakfast, making dinner, making Abby scream with pleasure—but
soon her staycation is over, and she’s back to work.


Abby misses her. She
misses Zara’s company so much when she’s gone, and it’s
to the point where she almost forgets what it was even like to not
have her—and Sirius—around at all. 



One Wednesday night,
in the middle of Zara’s first workweek back, she brings over
some papers along with a couple of boxes of Chinese takeout. 



“What’s
all that?” Abby asks.


“Just a bit of
paperwork I need to get done,” Zara says. “Figured you’re
getting work done, so why not get some done too?”


She makes a good
point. 



Abby
nods, feeling a bit guilty, realizing then that Zara probably has a
ton
of things to do that she hasn’t been doing because she’s
been so busy practically babysitting
her…
Or whatever the hell the adult version of babysitting plus dinner
plus sex is. Abby figures, though, that if the arrangement has been
good for her in helping to get things done, maybe it’ll be good
for Zara too, and so she welcomes the change.  



Over the next couple
of weeks, things just keep on chugging along for Abby. Zara seems to
come by most days after work—sometimes she brings food, other
times she cooks something right in Abby’s kitchen, and other
times they order takeout. Usually Zara picks the meal since Abby has
absolutely no faith in her own ability to do so, and they enjoy it
together, sitting in silence or talking about their days or something
equally as boring as that. Or maybe it’s comforting? Abby’s
not always sure.


But
whatever it is, it all becomes something of a routine. Zara sits, and
reads, and fills out work reports while Abby taps away on her laptop.
And she does
tap away. She finds herself able to concentrate, to work, to get
things done. 



Zara’s
company—the mild distraction—seems to be doing something
to help her. The oppressive silence Abby’s been living with for
months finally lifts enough to let her breathe, and she starts to
accomplish what she’s been meaning to accomplish for so long.


And at first, they
hardly even fuck. Sure, they do it a few times here and there. And
when they do, it’s always mind-blowing. Zara’s got this
touch that just makes Abby melt. But, despite herself, Abby’s a
little too shy to instigate sex a lot of the time, and it seems to
Abby that maybe Zara feels something of the same. So, they have sex…
or they don’t. But whatever they do or don’t do, it seems
to be enough for a while. Just having Zara there is enough to keep
Abby afloat.


One evening, though,
in the middle of the week sometime, the words don’t come. It’s
the first time in a long time that the words don’t come, and
Abby just sits there in frustration, glaring at the screen. All of a
sudden it doesn’t matter that she’s written over seventy
thousand words over the past few weeks. It doesn’t matter that
she’s crafted perfect characters or beautiful settings. The
only thing that matters is that she’s stuck. After writing so
much, accomplishing so much, she’s stuck. 



She can’t very
well hand an eighty percent finished book to her agent. If it doesn’t
get done, then she’s toast. This was all for nothing. The late
nights, the early mornings, the panic attacks… they will have
all been for nothing. And that’s all she can think about as the
flashing cursor on the screen teases her, mocks her. Not even the
mouth-watering scent of Zara’s Bolognese sauce bubbling away in
the background does much to help at this point, and she groans a bit,
scrubs a hand over her face.


“Relax,”
says Zara, suddenly, coming up behind her. She puts her hands on
Abby’s shoulders, kneads them a bit. “The tension’s
not gonna help.”


Abby gives into it,
lets her head fall back and her eyes slip shut. Zara’s skillful
hands work the knots out of her muscles and after a few minutes, with
the quiet of night falling around them, Zara pauses. Hesitates. Leans
forward over Abby’s back so she can run her hands down her
chest and stomach, burning a path that makes Abby’s chest
hitch.


“What are you
doing?” Abby asks, although she already knows, and she doesn’t
want it to stop.


“Shh,”
says Zara, and then she’s twisting Abby’s chair around,
getting down on her knees, unbuckling Abby’s jeans. “Relax,”
she says again. “Let me help you.”


Zara pulls Abby’s
pants down to her knees, and then slowly, firmly, spreads her legs.
She slides a finger inside of her and then pulls it back out. She
slides it back in with a second one, fucks her for a minute or two,
then, when Abby’s good and wet, Zara pulls her to the edge of
her seat and puts her face between her legs.


Zara’s licking
her, sucking her clit, moving her tongue around every part of Abby’s
burning hot sex. Seconds pass, minutes, maybe even hours for all Abby
knows, and once her breaths turn to stuttered gasps, Zara slides her
fingers back inside. 



Abby’s
practically immobile in her chair. She might be able to move if she
wanted to, and certainly once this is all over and she comes she’s
going to want to leap on Zara and do the exact same thing to her, but
the bigger part of her brain says ‘don’t you dare fucking
move.’ And so, she listens, of course. She listens to that part
of her brain. The primal part. And she doesn’t move. 



This is the most
languid, thorough bout of oral sex that Abby’s ever received,
and when it’s over, when she’s panting through the
aftershocks and watching Zara grin devilishly at her, eyes glittering
with accomplishment, all she wants to do is lean forward and ravish
every inch of that body.


“Later,”
Zara murmurs, reading her like a book. “You can repay me after
dinner.”


And Abby likes
that—knowing this is reciprocal, that Zara isn’t
expecting to give and rarely take. Abby receives almost as much
pleasure in making Zara feel good as she does when Zara’s
bringing her to orgasm, and she doesn’t think she could
continue with this arrangement if she wasn’t even given the
opportunity.


So, after dinner,
when the plates are cleared and Zara’s starting to make
rumblings about heading home, Abby crowds her towards the couch and
shoves her over the arm. She eats Zara’s hot sex out until she
screams. They fuck for hours, and that night Abby sleeps like a baby.
When she wakes up, she writes two thousand words by breakfast.


And it goes on like
that for a while. Abby loses track of the number of days they’re
doing this, but not of every surface she and Zara fuck on. It becomes
a bit of a game, seeing who can take the other by surprise, groping
at each other at unexpected moments and getting hot in corners, up
against the fridge, in the hall before Zara’s even said hello.


She learns how to
work Zara over, how many fingers she likes, how much pressure to put
on the G-spot inside her. She knows Zara likes only a little stretch,
likes to feel Abby’s tongue on her, quivers when Abby’s
fingers run along her hip. She likes kissing, slow and rough and
quick and deep, and sometimes they don’t even fuck—sometimes
they make out on the couch, missing half a film, eyes glazing over
and jaws aching.


And Abby’s
okay. She’s working hard. She fires off hundreds of words,
thousands of words, and her ideas are all amazing. She can picture
exactly what HBO is going to do with the series. She can picture the
actress that’s going to play Maria, the actor that’s
going to play her evil, backstabbing lover, and she even knows where
in the world it should be filmed. Hell, she’s even having
fantasies about getting in on the production somehow. 



Abby’s entire
world seems to be in line right now. It’s like she’s
exactly where she needs to be, and as long as she keeps going the way
she is, there’s nothing that could stop her from getting this
thing done and making her dreams come true.  































CHAPTER THIRTEEN







Abby’s
nearing the end of her book. She’s past the climax—the
most important part—and all she needs to do now is wind the
thing down and finish it off. There’s still quite a bit to go,
of course. She can’t just say And
Maria killed her ex-lover in a savage fit of revenge
followed by
the end. She
has to talk about what happens to Maria afterwards. She needs to hint
towards the beginning of book two. She has to wrap the story up in
such a way that readers will beg for the next installment. 



And she thinks she
can. She thinks she can do it. She has only about a week and a half,
but she thinks she can do it. The self-doubt, the horrible, nagging
feelings of inadequacy are gone, and they have been for some time.
Days, at least. Maybe weeks. And Abby knows exactly why. She knows
who deserves the credit for it, and it sure as hell isn’t her. 



It’s Zara. 



Well, Zara and that
pain-in-the-ass that lives with her, Sirius. 



She
wakes up one morning, gives a stretch, and sees that pain-in-the-ass
cat sitting on the end of her bed. He’s just kind of staring at
her. “What?” she asks the cat, and he gives some sort of
mrow
in response. “What?” she says again, and then he just
jumps off the bed, looking at her as if to say follow
me, human.


And she does. Of
course. Because, as it’s been established, this cat owns her. 



Abby
walks into the kitchen, finds a bag of croissants on the counter. A
note from Zara says, Had
to get to work early. See you tonight,
and her heart flutters, dammit. 



“Mrow.”


Naturally,
Sirius couldn’t give less of a shit about the croissants. Abby
looks down at him and he’s got a dead fucking mouse sitting on
her doormat. “God,” Abby says, and Sirius lets out a
chirp.




Abby
supposes it’s a compliment of the highest order, and so she
tries not to show her disgust as she picks the dead mouse up—after
wrapping her hand in about twenty-seven pieces of paper towel, that
is—and drops it into the trash. Where’d
he even find this thing in the fucking wintertime? she
asks herself. And she doesn’t want to know the answer. 



She washes her hands
six, seven, maybe eight times, and still considers eating the
croissant that Zara brought her with a fork and knife.

*


Later that evening,
Zara finally makes her way over to Abby’s. She looks tired,
like she’s just had one of the longest days of her life, and
when Abby asks her what’s up, all she does is sigh.


“Just work,”
she says, after a moment of Abby just staring and waiting for a real
answer. “My job can be… really tough. Today we had to
take in a brother and sister with some pretty serious developmental
problems, and their parents are making it really hard on us. They’re
threatening legal action against us, even though we had nothing to do
with them being taken away, and—” She sighs. “Never
mind. It’s nothing.”


“No,”
Abby says. “It’s something.” 



What
does Abby have going on that’s more important than the welfare
of a child? Or two children? It’s definitely something, and
hearing Zara show some vulnerability like this is… Well. It’s
not going to do anything
to her because it can’t.
Not now. Not when it’s the beginning of fucking December and
she doesn’t have any damn time to invest in anything that isn’t
her book. 



But then
Zara—fucking Zara—goes and asks her a question. One that
most people would see as innocent… but that Abby sees as a
death sentence, of sorts.  



“Do you want
to go out for dinner tonight?” 



And so she freezes.
“Um,” she says, and she kinda does this awkward sort of
movement with her body. One where she shifts herself around, like
maybe she doesn’t know how to stay standing anymore. Because,
really, that look Zara is giving her makes her knees want to buckle
out from under her, and, really, that question has more weight to it
than Abby’s capable of carrying right now. 



“I just don’t
really feel like cooking,” Zara adds, after the awkwardness
threatens to drown them both right then and there. “I’ve
had a long day, and maybe I should’ve picked up some takeout,
but—” She shrugs. “I thought it would be nice to go
out for a change. We’ve been kinda cooped up in here for a
couple months now, and—”


And she wants to go
out.


Abby feels a
sweeping wave of panic.


No. They can’t
go out. If they go out, especially to dinner, what they have will
change. It won’t be just… whatever
anymore. It’ll become something.
And it absolutely can’t. Not now. 



Abby doesn’t
know what to do, what to say. So her subconscious takes over, and it
decides to pick a fight. A little argument that’s meant to
distract, to get the focus off of what’s really going on. 



“So you feel
like you’re all cooped up in here, huh?” Abby says,
practically recites, like she’s been given a script or
something. “Nice. Well, I’m glad to know you feel like
you’re stuck.”


“That’s
not what I meant, Abby,” Zara tries telling her. “All I’m
saying is—”


“No, I’m
sure it’s exactly what you meant,” Abby says, and she
scoffs a bit. “If you feel like you’re so stuck here,
then why don’t you just go? Go enjoy your dinner alone, or,
god,
go with someone who isn’t such a burden to you.”


Abby has no idea
what she’s doing. She’s let her subconscious take the
wheel and now she’s just vomiting words all over the place.
Words that even don’t make any sense. Words that she knows
she’s going to regret saying, but that she can’t seem to
stop from coming out of her mouth. She doesn’t want
to fight. She’s just doing it. It’s all she really knows.
It’s her defense mechanism… though it’s certainly
not a good one. 



“You don’t
have a responsibility to me, Zara,” she continues. “You
aren’t obligated
to be here. If you feel stuck, then maybe this thing we’re
doing isn’t working anymore. Whatever it was supposed to be in
the beginning, it’s clearly not that way anymore.”


The disappointment
on Zara’s face is absolutely palpable. “I don’t
really know what I’m supposed to say to that, Abby.” 



And Abby doesn’t
fucking know, either. Her heart is racing, her stomach is falling to
her feet, her brain is running in overdrive, but the word vomit has
stopped, and now all she’s doing is staring. Just staring at
Zara’s face, wishing she could undo what she just did, unsay
what she just said. 



“I’m
gonna head out,” Zara finally says, and she reaches down and
scoops Sirius up off the floor. He doesn’t struggle, just sits
still in her arms. It’s the first time he’s ever done
that. “Good luck with the book,” she adds, over her
shoulder as she turns and opens the front door.


“Zara…”


The door clicks
shut… and then she’s gone. 











	CHAPTER FOURTEEN	






The clock on Abby’s
wall ticks, and ticks, and ticks some more. That thing called time
passes, whether Abby wants it to or not, and it passes, regardless of
whether Zara is there or not. She’s not there, of course. She
left last night, and Abby hasn’t heard a word from her since. 



Abby has no idea
what’s going on between them now—if anything—and
she doesn’t even have time to think about it. Every time her
mind manages to wander over to that place called Zara,
she has to pull it right back… because all she has time to
think about is this fucking book. This stupid goddamn thing that was
supposed to bring her money, success, a whole damn future—a
future that she’d been kind of starting to hope was going to
include Zara in it—but instead seems to be bringing her nothing
but mental torture and actual physical pain.


She stands up.
There’s a crick in her neck. She moves her shoulders, turns her
head, nothing helps. Well, one thing would—Zara’s magical
fucking hands—but, again, she’s not here and probably
won’t be for a while. 



Abby gets up and
wanders the house. She opens some drawers, opens some cupboards,
opens the fridge… finally gets tired of the displacement
activity and goes to sit back down to try and work on this stupid
book of hers. 



She hesitates,
hovers above her computer chair. The door’s been opened in the
front. She can hear the wind howling outside, the muffled sounds of
traffic driving in the snow. She listens keenly, hears some
footsteps, hears an annoyed-sounding voice quietly scolding,
“Sirius.”


Abby’s heart
jumps a little. She rushes to the door, slows down her pace when she
reaches it. Zara’s in the kitchen looking sexy as all hell with
her hair done up and makeup on, and she’s wearing a gorgeous,
dressy pea coat which—why? Aren’t they fighting?


“Zara,”
the name slips out of Abby’s mouth so delicately—almost
like she hasn’t been thinking about her all day. “I
didn’t expect you to come over here tonight.”


“Well, I’m
not, really,” she says absently, coldly almost. “I’m
just picking Sirius up, and then I’m heading out.”


“Out?”
Abby repeats. “What do you mean?”


“I’ve
got plans.”


Abby blinks. Doesn’t
understand, or maybe refuses to. “Plans,” she says
flatly. “What kind of plans?”	


“I’ve
got a date.”


Abby’s stomach
lurches, she feels like she could throw up. “Seriously?”
she says. “You seriously have a date?”


“Yup. I’m
taking your advice and going out for dinner with someone.”	


Abby’s at a
loss for words. She stutters and stares for a second, before she
finally opens her mouth. “I just—I guess I didn’t
think you were—”


“You were the
one that said you wanted no strings,” Zara says, and again, she
uses that icy-cold tone. “So this is us with no strings.
Goodbye, Abby.”


Zara, heavy-footed,
stomps through the kitchen and yanks Sirius up off the floor. Before
Abby can say anything—argue, cry, plead with her to stay—she’s
gone again, with nothing but a sharp blast of cold, winter air in her
wake. 


*


It would be
crazy—absolutely fucking crazy—to stare out the window
and watch Zara’s house, right? Just to see who comes by? Like,
that’s something a lunatic would do. An absolute nutjob. If
it’s something she couldn’t tell Ella Emmerson about,
then it’s not something Abby should be doing…


But here she is,
doing it anyway.


She’s perched
at the window, eyes all squinted, looking down the road to see who’s
going to pull into that driveway. She’s hungry, she’s
tired, but she doesn’t dare look away in case the person in
question shows up.


Sure enough, after
about an hour of sitting in wait, a dark blue car pulls in.


“Cheap car,”
Abby mumbles, though she doesn’t have a clue whether or not
that’s even true. 



Still, with baited
breath, she watches. 



A tall blonde woman
climbs out of the driver’s side, adjusts her tacky-looking
coat, and walks to the door. She knocks. A few seconds later, Zara
opens it, gives the woman a peck on the cheek. Even if it’s the
same type of kiss you’d give your grandmother, Abby frowns
anyway, and a pang of jealousy runs through her. She can’t tell
if Zara actually looks happy to see this woman or not—she’s
too far away for Abby to be able to tell—but Abby hates her
anyway. 



The woman turns
around, flips her long, blonde hair over her shoulders. Looks like
she’s giggling or something equally pathetic. Abby rolls her
eyes. Zara and the woman get into her car together, and after a
minute or two, drive off. 



Well, fuck.
Abby thinks. Now
what?


They’re gone.
Probably will be for the rest of the evening. 



Abby looks up at the
sky. It’s snowing a little, and she finds herself kinda hoping
they’ll get into a fender-bender. Maybe slide around a bit and
hit a stop sign or something. Not that she wants either of them to be
injured or anything, just… if their night ended up getting
ruined… she certainly wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.


But no. They’ll
probably end up back at Zara’s. And Zara’s hands will be
all over that woman, and that woman’s hands will be all over
Zara.
Maybe they’ll even sleep together,
Abby thinks, the bitterness and jealousy threatening to swallow her
whole.


Ding!


Abby’s
computer calls her from the other side of the room. The damn thing’s
low on battery. She sighs, walks away from the window, sits down and
plugs the computer in. She gets back to work, though the words come
slowly now. Painfully slowly. That well called Zara
has
all but dried up overnight, so the only thing she can do now is just
type one word here, one word there, until she can’t stay awake
any longer and she heads to bed.


Surprisingly, she
manages not to look out the window for the rest of the night—not
even before heading to her room. Although she has a sickening feeling
that the blonde woman is indeed in Zara’s house—and
probably in her bed—Abby doesn’t want to know for sure.


She turns off the
light, gets under the covers, and as she watches the snow blow past
her window, she wishes with all her heart that she had a Sirius to
cuddle with right now.










	CHAPTER FIFTEEN	







That damn clock
keeps ticking, and it has been for days. The minutes go by slowly,
the hours go by even more slowly, and the days go by even more slowly
still. And the nights? Forget about the nights. They’re awful.
Abby spends them tossing and turning, and when she’s not doing
that, she’s leaping to the window every time she hears a car go
by or sees a light turn on down the street. 



It’s been over
a week of this. Zara still hasn’t been by, and neither has
Sirius. His food bowl still has the same pieces of kibble in it that
he was eating when Zara scooped him up off the floor the last time
she was here and left, and the can of wet food in the fridge has long
gone bad. 



Abby looks over at
the doormat where he’d kindly left the dead mouse for her not
too long ago, and she sighs. Actually wishes she could wake up to
another one if it means he’s here, if there’s a link
between her and Zara still. 



But he’s not
here, and their link is gone.


Abby makes herself a
coffee, a piece of toast. She heads over to her laptop, turns it on,
gets to work. She does as much as she can until she needs to take a
break, then she makes some easy meal like mac and cheese or something
that Zara wouldn’t be caught dead cooking and gets right back
to it. 



Once the night
comes, Abby does her usual thing. Works, wanders around opening
cupboards, peers out the window. That woman’s out there again.
That stupid blonde woman that Zara’s been seeing. And although
Abby’s seen that stupid blonde woman a couple of times before,
fuck her, tonight… something seems different. Something’s
off. It takes Abby a second to figure out what it is exactly, but
once she does, she lets out an audible gasp—the only human
sound she’s heard in—what—ten days? Twelve?


The woman’s
approaching Zara’s door and she’s holding… a
bottle of wine.


“Oh…
no…” Abby whispers.


Her hand reaches
forward, instinctively, as if she wants to yank that bottle right out
of her hands. And she wishes she could, because dammit, even if Zara
finds a way to get out of drinking any of that wine tonight, the
woman will probably leave it there as the polite
thing to do—and what if Zara’s tempted to drink it later
on when she’s alone? 



Abby’s
fingertips touch the cold glass. She sighs, and the window fogs up.
She pulls her fingers away, leaving a couple streaks behind. Streaks
that would almost look like tearstains, if the window were a face.


The only thing that
gives Abby any sort of comfort now is the knowledge that Zara
obviously doesn’t trust this woman enough to tell her that she
can’t
have alcohol. She
doesn’t know if she should feel comforted by that or not, but
the fact that Zara trusts her
with that information—or trusted,
anyway—must mean that what the two of them had was more than
what she has with little Miss Tacky Coat. 



It doesn’t
really matter now, anyway. Whatever Zara does or doesn’t do has
nothing to do with Abby anymore. They’re broken up (or
whatever) and there’s nothing Abby can do about it. She has no
time to go chasing after women right now. She has no time to run down
the road and pull that horrible woman out of there by her perfect
blonde hair. All she has time for is her book, and even then, she’s
running out of it.


She drags herself
over to her desk, sinks down into her chair, and types. 


*


Days pass, nights
pass, and finally, Abby steps outside her house. It’s been the
first time she’s done so in weeks. She takes a deep breath of
the frigid winter air and almost coughs. She’s not used to the
cold.


Abby rubs her hands
together. She’s forgotten her gloves inside. But that’s
fine. She can make do without them. All she’s doing is climbing
into her car and heading to the store to print her manuscript anyway.


She gets in. She
turns the car on, switches on the heat. She tosses her purse onto the
passenger seat, stares at it for a second. Dives her hand inside to
fish for the flash drive. She holds it in her hand, runs her thumb
along it. Days and weeks and months of work are on that flash drive.
If that thing went missing…


It won’t,
Abby tries to reassure herself. It
won’t. 



She puts her car
into drive. She glances down the street—a little out of
curiosity, but mostly out of habit—and she sees a big, white
van parked in Zara’s driveway. Abby furrows her brow, trying to
figure out what exactly the van says on the side. She can see words,
but can’t make them out. 



She looks down the
street—the direction she’s supposed to turn—and she
stutters a breath. She scrubs a hand over her face, decides to go
ahead and pass by Zara’s anyway. She drives slowly, carefully.
Squints and reads the side of the van: it’s a petsitting
service.


Abby’s stomach
lurches. She feels like she’s going to be sick. She looks away,
eyes burning a little, and she loops around the street. She gets to
the printing service a few minutes later. She sits in the car,
sniffling, fighting back some frustrated tears. 



This is her fault.


It’s all her
fault.


If she hadn’t
picked that fight with Zara—


Well. It doesn’t
matter now.


She wipes her eye
with the back of her hand, composes herself a little. She grabs her
purse, heads into the store. The man behind the counter quotes Abby
around fifty dollars for all the pages she needs printed—around
four hundred of them. She doesn’t care if she can get it for
cheaper elsewhere, she just nods and says, “Go ahead.”


“It’s
going to be a bit of a wait,” the guy tells her. “Around
forty-five minutes.”


Abby shrugs as if to
say whatever,
and she leaves. Drives by Zara’s house again, tries to get a
look through the windows because it’s already been established
that she’s a lunatic. She can’t see a thing, the curtains
are all drawn. But the van is still there, so obviously Zara’s
hired someone to watch Sirius the entire day while she’s at
work. And knowing that it’s just so he won’t get out and
head on over to her place… 



Goddamn,
that hurts. 



She heads back home,
doesn’t know what to do so she gives Ella a call. Ella picks up
the phone right away with a hushed, breathy sounding voice. “Hey,
Abby,” she says. “What’s up?”


“Nothing, I
was just—” Abby frowns. “Wait, what’s going
on? Why’re you whispering?”


“Oh. Um.”


“You got a
girl over there, don’t you?” Abby asks flatly, though she
knows the answer.


“Yeah.”
Ella laughs. “But I can still talk, just—” Abby
hears some shuffling, the sound of a door closing, some more
shuffling. “What’s up?” she finally says.


“I finished
the book.”


“You did?”
Ella squeals. “Oh, that’s great! You want to go out and
celebrate?”


Abby shrugs, though
she knows Ella can’t see it. “I don’t know,”
she says. “I—I guess I just wanted to tell someone.”
And
I can’t tell Zara, so. 



“Well, that’s
great!” Ella squeaks. “I’m proud of you, girl. It
was a lot of work. You worked so hard. I know you were kind of
struggling a bit with it, so now that it’s done… I
really do think we should go out tonight and celebrate.” Ella
sighs dreamily, as if her flowery words could take away all the
anguish Abby’s been feeling for months. “After all the
time and effort you’ve put into this…” she
continues. “Oh man, it must feel so
good
to be done.”


Abby’s not
sure it is. She doesn’t know if she should feel happy or not.
All she can think about are the possible plot holes in the story, the
grammatical errors on every other page, whether she’s given the
right names to the characters in the book, and… well…
Zara.


“I’m
just happy I don’t have to stare at my computer screen for
twelve hours a day anymore,” Abby says. “Anyway, I have
to go to the print shop and pick it up. I’ll let you know about
tonight. Have fun doing whatever you’re doing.”


“You mean
whoever.”
Ella snorts. 



“Yeah,”
Abby says. “Sure.”


She hangs up the
phone and bundles up again to head out and pick up her manuscript.
She gets the pages, shoves them into a thick envelope, then drives on
over to drop it off with her agent. 



“About damn
time,” he grumbles, when she walks in.


Abby adjusts her
scarf, rolls her shoulders a bit. This guy makes her tenser than
sitting in a chair for twelve hours in a row does. She could use a
massage now, that’s for sure. “Well,” she says. “I
took it in a bit of a different direction. Maria still kills her
ex-lover in the end, but instead of reporting her to the police, her
ex’s sister helps with the murder.”


Her agent strokes
his chin a bit in thought. “That could work,” he says.
“How much do we know about the sister?”


“She’s
mentioned a few times throughout the book.”


“And what’s
her motivation for helping the main character?”


Abby stutters a
little. “Um,” she says. “Well… she wants to
help Maria because she hates her brother.” The agent stares her
down, waiting for more, so Abby adds, “They were treated
differently growing up and it’s caused a rift between them.”


Her agent continues
to stare at her, then after a second or two he just shakes his head.
“That sound like a very weak plotline,” he says. “Is
that how it ends? With the main character and the sister trying to
figure out what to do after the guy’s dead?”


“Yes,”
Abby says. “And then that’s where the second book will
start—with their plan to get away with the whole thing.”


He frowns. “I
guess I’ll have to see how it’s written,” he says.
“If it reads as weak as I think it’s going to…
Well, then we may have to reconsider the future of this project
entirely.”


Abby gulps. “Right,”
she says. 



“If the
motivations behind the actions of the character aren’t strong
enough or don’t make any sense, then it affects the entire
story,” he tells her. “I don’t want to pitch this
thing to HBO only to get laughed out of the office. Not again.”


Abby was sure, when
she was writing the book, that the motivations the characters had
were completely fleshed-out, and that everything they did was
completely plausible and well within their personalities to do. A lot
of her book is centered on jealousy as a theme—and jealousy is
a popular theme. It’s used time and time again in the literary
world, and certainly it’s used as the motivation behind violent
crimes all the time in the real world as well… 



But, as the agent
was telling her, it all really depends on how everything is written.
If Abby wrote a good book, then everything should fall into place
perfectly. If not… well, then Abby’s probably going to
be fucked. 



“I’ll
have this read and my comments emailed to you in a few weeks,”
he says to her, as he flips through some pages, stopping here or
there to read a line or two. “Shouldn’t take more than
six.”


Abby wants to ask
him just what the hell she’s supposed to do for a month and a
half while she waits, but then she remembers he’s waited ten
times that long. “Thank you,” she says. “If you’re
taking time off for the holidays, then I hope you enjoy yourself.”


“Same to you,”
he says, and Abby takes that as her cue to head on home.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN







Abby spends the
holidays with her parents. She makes the four-hour drive to their
house and stays for a week… mostly so she won’t have to
see whether Zara’s spending Christmas with someone that isn’t
her or not. She gets a new coffee mug, a new scarf, and a gift
certificate for the local electronics store. In the back of her mind
she wonders if she should go pick up a copy of that horror movie that
she and Zara watched that one night, so long ago… maybe drop
it through Zara’s mail slot as a way to say, “Hey,
remember me?” 



But she doesn’t
do it, because maybe that’s just a bit too pathetic. 



When New Year’s
Eve rolls around, Abby spends it with Ella at some kind of bar. They
get all dressed up with butterfly masks and paper top hats and blow
noisemakers at each other. It’s a good time. Mostly. Except
when the clock strikes twelve and Abby can’t help but think
about Zara. Can’t help but think about whose lips she might be
kissing, and desperately wishing they were hers…


January passes by
slowly. Over the last month, Abby’s seen a couple of different
cars in Zara’s driveway, and no sign of that annoying blonde
woman anymore. The latest woman to grace Abby’s sights was a
short, stocky one with a buzz cut, but she hasn’t seen her in a
few days, either. 



One morning, Abby
gets woken up by the sound of her phone buzzing. She groans, rubs her
eyes a little, and squints to see who it is. The only person she’d
answer the phone this early for is Ella. 



But then again, if
it was Zara… 



But it’s not.
It’s her agent.


She swipes the
phone. “Hello?” she says, in the most alert-sounding
voice she can muster.  



“Abby, hello,”
he says. “I’m going to need you to come in and speak with
me at your earliest convenience.”


She can’t
sense any kind of emotion in his tone, so she’s not sure what
to think. “Um,” she says. “Is everything okay?”


“How about you
just come in, as soon as you can, and I’ll give you the answer
to that question when you’re here.”


Abby’s stomach
drops. That definitely can’t be a good thing. He would have
emotion in his voice, at least to some measure, if he was happy with
the book. After all, the more the publishers want to pay for the
book, the more money he would get. And the fact that he won’t
even tell
her what he wants to talk about…


Well, it definitely
won’t be a good thing. 



“I can get
there this afternoon,” she says, and they hang up.


Abby sighs. Stares
at the ceiling. Knows she won’t be able to get back to sleep,
so she gets up and makes some coffee. Then she sits at the window
with it so she can look down the street and scowl at the petsitting
van parked in Zara’s driveway. 



She does this until
she has to leave. 


*


Abby tentatively
knocks on her agent’s door.


“Come in,”
she hears, and she opens it, walks in. 



“Hello,”
she says to him. “How were your holidays?”


“Fine,”
he says gruffly. “Have a seat.” Abby sits. “I’m
just going to get right to the point here. I had a reader go through
this thing—” He taps Abby’s manuscript with a pen.
“—and then I went through it myself. Just as I thought it
would be when you initially dropped it off… the storyline is
really weak. I don’t think the motivations of the secondary
character warrant her actions. Not to the degree you describe. I just
don’t think there is any way this book is going to work the way
it is.”


Abby feels like
she’s just been hit by a goddamn bus. Her ears are ringing, her
stomach’s twisting… She has no idea what to do or what
to think. It’s like the world has stopped spinning and for a
second she was thrown off.


“What do you
mean by that, exactly?” she finally manages to ask.


“Well, for
starters, I’m not shopping this thing to any publisher. There’s
no way. And I’m not going to be calling HBO back.” He
sighs. “I don’t even know if I want this thing at all
anymore. Some of the book is fine, but the rest… Well, let’s
just say I don’t even think people would buy the book off a
drugstore shelf.”


Abby wants to throw
up. 



All those days. All
those nights. All those weeks, those months…


Gone.


Wasted.


“That being
said, I might be open to giving this thing another shot if you made
significant changes to it. But I’m not waiting another year for
you, that’s one thing I want to make crystal clear.” He
shoves the piece-of-shit manuscript towards her. “I’ve
made an outline of the changes I’d like to see, and if you make
those changes and bring this back to me in a month, I’ll give
the book another shot. But it’s going to be your last
opportunity.”


“Okay,”
she says shakily.


“Time is
money, Abby,” her agent goes on. “If I spend a ton of
time on a book that isn’t going to sell, it’s a big waste
of both for me. So, take the book, make the changes, and maybe I’ll
see you sometime next month. If not, then so be it.”


Abby nods,
wordlessly. She can’t speak. If she does, her voice will break
and she will cry. She reaches forward for the pile of papers in front
of her, and she finally feels them under her fingertips. It brings
her back to reality somewhat. Enough so that she can figure out how
to do simple things like stand and walk out of there.


Abby drives home,
and right as she’s pulling into her street, she sees that
stupid fucking petsitting van parked in Zara’s driveway. Even
though she’s seen it dozens of times before, this time it hits
her the hardest.


She bursts into
tears. 



She misses Zara. She
misses her and that annoying cat so goddamn much that she doesn’t
know what to do with herself. She knows
why her book had a crap ending. Because she’s fucking missing
Zara, and that’s all she can think about. 



When they were
hanging out—doing whatever it was they were doing—things
were going fine. Abby thought that keeping some distance between them
would prevent her from falling. “Do
you fall hard, Abby?”
Zara asked her once, on the day they met. “I
could,”
she’d replied. But if someone asked her that again, right now,
she’d say, “Yes,” and “I did.”


She’s fallen
for Zara. That beautiful woman she’d met in a bar what feels
like a lifetime ago now. Abby’s fallen for her, and now she’s
gone. And it’s all Abby’s fault. She’d told Zara
that day to just leave, so why should it hurt so much that she did?


Maybe she thought
Zara wouldn’t really go. Maybe she thought that Zara cared
about her as much as she cared about Zara and there was no way she’d
really leave. 



It didn’t
matter. All that matters is that she left that day and never came
back. And now Abby’s whole future is in jeopardy because of it.
Her book turned to shit, she can’t think of anything but Zara…




Her worst fear has
become her reality. How on earth is she supposed to rewrite half her
book in a month when the first draft took all year? And maybe the
better question is: how is she supposed to do it without Zara?


The only time she
was ever really able to work or concentrate was when Zara was around.
When she could see her, touch her, spend time with her… 



And it isn’t
about the sex, even if it started out that way. Abby doesn’t
need sex from Zara. She just needs Zara. 



They may have tried
to start their arrangement as something purely physical, but Abby’s
really starting to doubt that it ever really was that way. They’d
watched movies together, eaten together, slept together, played with
Sirius… They’d done plenty of things together besides
have sex, and maybe some of those things were even better than the
sex was…


There’s
nothing in the world that Abby wouldn’t give to see Zara again.
To see her smile, to kiss her, to hold her close… There’s
nothing in the world that Abby wouldn’t give to see Zara walk
through her door. To see her holding a bag of Chinese food. To see
her struggling to hold Sirius up against her chest. There’s
nothing in the world that Abby wouldn’t give… if only
Zara could be hers. 











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







“Take me out,”
Abby croaks into the phone. “Take me out tonight, Ella,
please.”


“You don’t
have to ask me twice,” Ella says, but her tone betrays the
joking nature of the comment she’s made. She can tell
something’s wrong. “Are you crying?” she asks. “Are
you okay?”


She’s not.


Abby starts to pour
her heart out to Ella. She tells her about her inability to work, how
being with Zara somehow made the words come, how Zara left, and how
it’s all affected the book. 



“So, the book
took a year to write—a whole fucking year—and
it’s crap,” she finishes. “Pure crap. Like, my
agent made six pages of notes
crap. I have one fucking month
to implement the changes he wants, or he’s passing on the whole
thing.”


“Wow,”
Ella says. “Well, then it definitely does seem like you need a
night out.”


Of course it would
come down to that for Ella. Of course it would. But Abby really does
need the night out. She needs the distraction. She needs to be
reminded that there’s more to life than the hollowness that a
love lost can fill you with. 



Not that she’s
in love
with Zara. But… damn. She’s certainly feeling something.


“Yeah,”
she says. “So… let’s go out. Maybe go to a bar.”


“Drowning your
sorrows, huh?” Ella jokes. “I don’t know if that’s
the best thing to do, but going to the bar is definitely something I
can get on board with.”


And that’s
where they end up. The bar. Just some random dive bar with nothing
much to offer. There’s tables, chairs, alcohol, and Ella, and
that’s all Abby really needs. 



“No chicks in
here,” Ella mumbles, taking a gulp from her beer bottle. “None.
At all.” 



“Ugh.”
Abby groans, feels like banging her head on the table. “Can we
not
talk about girls? Just for one night?”


The absolute last
thing Abby wants on her mind right now is Zara. It’s hard
enough keeping her name from floating around in her brain, she sure
as hell doesn’t need to invite it in. 



“Okay, okay,”
Ella says quickly, though her eyes scan the area around the bar
anyway. “What do you want to talk about? Your book?”


“Ugh,”
Abby says again. 



“Okay, so
we’ll sit here in silence.”


Abby sighs, takes a
swig from her beer. After a minute or two, Ella can’t help but
make eyes at someone across the room. She makes some kind of wanting
whine, and Abby rolls her eyes. “What are you, some kind of
golden retriever?”


“What?”
Ella looks at Abby. “I didn’t do anything.”


“You’re
whining,” Abby says. “And anyway, I thought you said
there weren’t any girls here.”


“I didn’t
think there were.”


“Then I
suppose you found the only one,” Abby wants to appease her,
wants to sound impressed, but she really doesn’t care. “You
must have the best damn gaydar in the world.”


“I really
kinda do,” Ella says, sounding impressed with herself.


“Just go,”
Abby says, taking another swig of her beer. “Go say hi. I’ll
wait here.”


“Oh.”
Ella looks back at the woman across the room. She’s started a
game of pool with a few friends, but her eyes flick up and meet
Ella’s. “Are you sure?”


“I’m
sure,” Abby says. “Just go.”


“I’ll be
back,” Ella says. “I swear.”


“Go,”
Abby repeats again, and she watches Ella practically skip away.


Abby waves at the
bartender, orders a couple shots of whiskey. Pretends like one’s
for Ella, but drinks them both. Orders a couple more. Drinks those
too. Watches Ella a bit as she puts on her best Ella face and charms
this random girl, just as she always does.


A few minutes later,
after the game of pool is over, Ella and the girl head over to Abby’s
table.


“Abby, this is
Liz,” Ella says. “Liz, this is my best friend Abby.”


“Nice to meet
you,” Abby mumbles.


“Nice to meet
you too!” The woman sits down at the table, eyes the empty shot
glasses. “You guys been here a while?”


“Nah,”
Ella says, and she sits down. Doesn’t seem to notice the shot
glasses at all.


“I come to
this bar all the time,” Liz says, and she tucks her
shoulder-length brown hair behind her ears. “I’ve never
seen you guys here before. What made you stop in? This bar isn’t
exactly well known.”


“Something
about wanting to hit every bar in town,” Abby says, remembering
a comment Ella made once. Though she’s sure it was actually
hook
up with a girl from every bar in town.


Ella smiles, so does
this Liz person.


“I’m
going to get a drink,” Ella announces. “Abby—you
want something?”


Abby’s
starting to see stars a little bit, but she nods anyway. “Two
somethings.”


“Gotcha,”
Ella says, and she looks at Liz. “What’re you drinking?”


“They’ve
got a really good craft beer that—” she hesitates.
“Actually, I’ll just go with you. Be right back,”
she adds to Abby, as if Abby really cares if this random comes back
or not.


Abby watches the two
ladies go to the bar to order. They’re flirting, heavily, and
Ella’s practically all over her. Abby’s got her elbow on
the table, chin in her hand. Slowly her face slides down and she’s
practically lying her head on the table. She looks bored, miserable…
feels
bored,
miserable.


To be fair to Ella,
she doesn’t know the extent of what Zara had meant to Abby. She
certainly wouldn’t be rubbing her luck with women in Abby’s
face if she did. Ella hasn’t had many long-term relationships,
and out of the ones she’s had, she’s always been the one
to break up. To walk away. So maybe she doesn’t quite
understand what it’s like to have someone you really care about
step out of your life forever. 



And for basically no
reason, too. Couldn’t Abby have just called her and apologized?
Couldn’t Zara have come back over anyway? Pretended like the
whole argument didn’t happen?


Finally, Ella and
Liz come back with their drinks. Ella puts two glasses in front of
Abby, which she quickly accepts. “What’s this?” she
says, though she doesn’t listen for the answer, just drinks one
down.


“Rum and
coke,” Ella says. “You still like those?”


Abby shrugs, gets a
little glassy eyed. “Sure,” she says. “Whatever. I
don’t really care. A drink’s a drink.”


Ella and Liz
exchange some kind of look, but Abby doesn’t quite see it. 



“Abby’s
a writer,” Ella offers. “She’s got a book that’s
going to come out soon. She just has a bit of work to do on it, and
then it’s done.”


“Really?”
Liz takes a sip of beer. “That’s amazing. What’s
the book called?”


“I don’t
know,” Abby says. “I had a name in mind, but my agent
wants to change it.”


“So are you
going to change it?”


“Kinda have
to.”


“Why?”
Liz asks. 



Abby sighs. It’s
an innocent question. She obviously just doesn’t know how the
publishing world works and she’s just trying to have a
conversation, but. Ugh. Abby really doesn’t feel like it.
Really doesn’t feel like it at all. 



“I think her
agent’s kinda pushy,” Ella suggests. “Sounds like
it, anyway. Like the ‘my way or the highway’ type of
guy.”


Abby nods a little,
kind of acknowledges the comment but doesn’t really offer
anything more. She drinks from the second glass now, starts to feel a
little woozy. “I don’t think I should’ve mixed beer
with hard liquor,” she mumbles, and she tries to count how many
drinks she’s had so far that night. Gets to something like
eight or nine before—


“You good?”
Ella asks. 



“Mmm…
nope,” Abby says suddenly, and she jumps up to her feet to run
off to the bathroom. She stumbles there, almost loses her balance
completely and has to use the door for support. “Shouldn’t
have jumped up like that,” she croaks to herself, tries to make
an excuse for herself for feeling like she does. 



Moments later,
Ella’s at the stall. Knocking. “Abby?” she says.
“You want some water or something?”


“No,”
Abby says. “I’m… I’m good.” 



The room is spinning
around her. She tries to focus on the toilet, but all she can see is
a blurry, white blob. She holds her arms out to her side and tries to
regain her balance, but it’s hard. After a second, she dives
down to her knees and holds her own hair as she heaves into the
water.


“Dude,”
Ella says. “I’m bringing you home.”


“No, no.”
Abby groans. “You go have fun with that—that girl. I’ll
take a cab.”


“I’m not
letting you take a cab alone,” Ella says. “That’s
just crazy. I’ve only had one beer and that was a while ago.
I’m good to drive. I’ll bring you home.”


“No.”
Abby groans again, heaves again, nothing comes up. “I’ll
take a cab.”


Abby closes her eyes
in an attempt to make the bathroom stop spinning. She hasn’t
been this drunk in years.
She’s almost thirty-two years old, for fuck’s sake. She’s
sure she’s going to be embarrassed in the morning. 


*


The next time Abby’s
able to process what’s going on around her, she’s in
Ella’s car. She’s buckled in the backseat, that random
woman Liz is in the front. 



Ella still managed
to pick this girl up even with her best friend sitting on the floor
in the bathroom of the bar, puking into the toilet? She’d laugh
if she could, but all she can do is moan. 



“You awake
back there?” Ella says, looking into her rearview mirror.
“Thought you’d passed out.” 



Abby makes some kind
of grunting noise. She hopes it says, ‘Yes, I’m awake,’
and not, ‘Hey, I’m a giant asshole who ruined our night
out.’ 



“Well, don’t
worry,” Ella goes on. “We’re almost to your house.”


Upon hearing this,
Abby tries to sit up. She really wants to see if someone’s
parked in Zara’s driveway or not—even though it’s
nowhere close to being her business—but in her fucked-up state
she can barely move right. “Seatbelt,” she mumbles, and
she tries fruitlessly to shake it off as though it were a
straightjacket. 



The car parks, and
Abby figures they must be at her house. Ella opens the car door,
helps her with the belt, and she and Liz support her as they bring
her to the door. “Let’s get you inside,” Ella says,
and one of them gets the door open. 



The next thing Abby
knows, she’s in bed with a bottle of water, Ella’s
nowhere to be seen, and she really has to pee.


Abby climbs out of
bed, stumbles on her way to the bathroom. Once she’s done, she
washes her hands, looks in the mirror, and groans when she sees what
a mess her face is. She grabs a washcloth and scrubs the remainder of
the makeup off that hasn’t already run, and she combs her
fingers through her hair.


Whatever,
she thinks. Doesn’t
matter what I look like.


No one’s going
to see her anyway. The only person that could see her like this would
be Ella, and Ella’s already seen her looking like this before.
It wouldn’t be a big deal. The only person Abby wouldn’t
want seeing her like this is…


“Zara,”
Abby whispers.


She runs over to the
window, stomach lurching because she’s still got the spins. She
tries desperately to see down the street, but there’s some snow
blowing around and she can barely see past the next house.


In her brilliantly
drunk mind, Abby decides it would be a good idea to run on over there
once and for all. To just run over there and declare that this stupid
fight they’re having needs to be over. That they should just
forget about all the bullshit and get together for real. Be real
lovers. Be real girlfriends. Love each other, take care of each
other…


Abby pulls on her
coat, pulls on her boots, and runs down the street. Well, tries. She
can’t really run that fast in the snow. She can hardly even see
because of it, but she knows where Zara’s house is and she
makes it there in just a couple minutes. 



“Zara!”
she shouts, drunkenly swaying at the end of her driveway. “Zara,
come outside!”


It’s like a
scene from a romantic comedy movie, only it’s definitely not
funny. Abby feels like hell. Broken inside, maybe irreparably so. And
the only thing that could possibly make her feel better would be if
Zara came outside and scooped her up in her arms…


But that’s not
what’s happening. 



Abby’s just
standing there, ankle-deep in the snow, shouting at nothing. It’s
almost midnight, and Zara’s not even home. Abby figures that
one out after she marches to the door and starts hammering on it with
her bare hands, begging for her to open it up…


The tears streaming
down her face remind her just how cold it is outside. For a second,
her cheeks feel warm, but then the wind blows or the snowflakes land
on her and she starts to shake. Abby’s cold now, freezing, but
she doesn’t care. All she cares about is seeing Zara.


She leans her back
against the door, slides down to sit on the step, puts her knees to
her chest and wraps her arms around them. She rocks a little, trying
to stop herself from shivering so much. She puts her head down,
closes her eyes. Almost wants to go to sleep but knows she shouldn’t.
Knows she should just go home but doesn’t.


And then… a
car pulls up. 











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







It’s Zara.


“Abby?”
she says, as she gets to the door. “What are you doing here?
Why are you sitting outside in the snow?”


“I needed to
see you,” Abby says, and her voice shakes. From the alcohol,
from the cold, she doesn’t know. “I can’t keep
doing this, Zara.”


Zara looks at her,
eyebrows knitted together with concern. Abby feels a bit pathetic,
but she’ll gladly feel pathetic if it means she can be around
Zara. Her bob’s grown out a bit, now she just has loose, dark
waves of hair that brush along her shoulder… She’s got
makeup on, her gorgeous pea coat…


She’d been on
a date. 



Abby looks behind
her, dreading the possibility of seeing a girl there and yet at the
same time mentally preparing for it… but there’s not.
There’s no girl there. Zara’s come home alone, thank god.
Abby doesn’t know just what the hell she’d have done if
she hadn’t. 



“Let’s
get you inside,” Zara says, and she reaches down, grabs Abby by
the arm. 



The touch sends
sparks all through her body. Even in the cold, she can feel the heat
between them, and suddenly she feels warm again. Like someone’s
just lit a fire in front of her and she could pull out a marshmallow
and roast it if she wanted to. 



This is what she’s
been missing. This is what she’s been wanting. Just this. 



Just… Zara. 



Abby struggles to
her feet, Zara steadies her. “Are you okay?” she asks. 



Abby nods. Doesn’t
really want to tell Zara how much she’s been drinking, how
fucked up she is right now, but assumes Zara will figure it out once
they get inside.


Zara unlocks the
door, they get into the house. Within seconds, Sirius is at Abby’s
feet. He’s trilling, he’s purring, he’s weaving
between her legs. Abby feels a burning in the backs of her eyes. She
wants to cry again. She’s missed that annoying little bastard
just as much as she’s missed Zara, but she holds it in. She
doesn’t want to cry in front of Zara, doesn’t want to
look even more stupid than she already does.


Now that they’re
in the house, she gets slapped in the face by reality. She realizes
suddenly how crazy she’s behaving. Her body tries to turn
around and run out the door, but Zara’s still holding onto her
arm.


“Woah,”
Zara says, and she strengthens her grip. “You okay?”


“I-I should…
go…” Abby slurs her words a bit. “This is stupid.
I should… go.”


“Come sit
down,” Zara says, and she leads Abby into the living room. She
sits her on the couch, gives her that fluffy blanket which she
promptly snuggles into. “I’m gonna go make us some
coffee. Just stay here, okay? Promise me you’ll stay here?”


God, Abby wishes she
could promise to stay there forever. She just nods, then smiles
softly as Sirius jumps into her lap, starts aggressively kneading her
with his paws as if to say “How
dare you wait so long to visit me, human!”
like he doesn’t have a clue what really went on between her and
his owner.


Abby scritches him
behind the ear—just the way he likes—while she listens to
the sound of the coffeemaker brewing in the next room. The fridge
opening and closing. Cupboards squeaking. A spoon gently dinging
against the sides of a cup.


Soothing sounds.
Gentle sounds. Domestic sounds. 



Sounds that Abby
wishes she could still be hearing every day in her own home.


After a minute or
two, Zara comes back into the living room. She has a coffee for each
of them as well as a plate of chocolate chip cookies. “Thank
you,” Abby says, and she nibbles one. “Did you make
these?”


“I did,”
Zara says.  



“So, you still
cook?”


Zara chuckles a bit.
“Yes.”


Abby doesn’t
want to ask who she cooks for. So she just nods, takes a sip of
coffee. Remembers when they used to have coffee in the mornings
together. 



“So, what’s
going on?” Zara asks. “You want to tell me why I found
you sitting on my front step? In the snow? At one in the morning?”


Abby looks into her
coffee cup. It’s a nice, soothing caramel color. She wonders,
though, if tea would have been easier on her poor stomach. “Do
I have to?”


Zara lets out
another laugh, a bit louder this time, and it sounds like music to
Abby’s ears. “Yes, you do,” she says. “You
definitely do.”


“I came to see
you,” Abby tells her. “I… I couldn’t stand
not seeing you anymore. I couldn’t stand not being around you
anymore. I couldn’t stand not having you not in my life
anymore.” She chances a look at Zara. Zara’s watching the
clock on the wall. Probably doesn’t want to meet Abby’s
eyes right now, but that’s okay. “I just… I miss
you.”


“Yeah…”
Zara mumbles, doesn’t really have any emotion behind the word.


“You’re
all I can think about, Zara,” Abby says. “You’re
it.” She reaches out and grabs Zara’s hand. Her heart
leaps into her throat as she feels Zara’s soft skin again…
“I finished my book, but—”


“You did?”
Now Zara finally looks over. 



“Yeah, but—”


“That’s
amazing!” Zara grips Abby’s hand harder, squeezes it, and
Abby’s heart starts thundering in her ears. “I knew you
could do it. I hope you’ll let me read it.”


You’d
actually want to? Abby
wants to ask, but then she remembers what kind of state the book is
really in. “Well, actually…” Abby hesitates. “The
agent didn’t like it. I have to rewrite a bunch of it, and I
only have a month to do it, and—”


“Oh.”
Zara lets go of Abby’s hand. “I understand.”


“What?” 



“You’re
here to see if I’m interested in another one of your little
arrangements,” Zara says. “You want to start using me
again.”


“God,”
Abby says. “Zara, no, god, that’s not it at all.”


Somehow, it had
never occurred to Abby that throughout everything… Zara may
have caught feelings for her too. That maybe she was falling for
Abby, and Abby was ignoring it and pushing away anything that may
have been growing between them. That maybe she was being selfish by
insisting nothing real should ever happen with them. That maybe she
was being hurtful by trying to keep their relationship nothing but
physical. 



But she had to. She
had to do that. She had to protect herself. And she had to protect
her future. 



“Can I just…”
Abby reaches for Zara’s hand, but Zara pretends not to see. She
grabs a cookie instead, doesn’t even take a bite. “Here’s
the thing.” Abby takes a breath. “I had a chance at the
big time once before. I wrote something that publishers were begging
my agent to buy. I was offered a publishing deal, a TV series…
That’s why they’re all sniffing around again—because
I’d written something pretty great once before—but just
as before…” She sighs, her stomach feels as though it’s
spinning. “I fucked it up.”


“How?”
Zara asks her. “What happened?”


It’s hard to
talk about, but Abby wants to try. She wants Zara to understand what
happened to her, and why she is the way she is. Zara deserves to
know. She deserves to know it’s got nothing to do with her as a
person, it’s… Well. She deserves to know that old excuse
it’s
not you, it’s me
is actually true in this case. Abby’s refusal to be in love,
her refusal to want to fall for a woman, to make some girl into her
entire world… Well, it’s got nothing to do with how
wonderful, how beautiful, how absolutely perfect Zara is. It’s
all Abby.


“I had this
girlfriend,” Abby says finally. “She was the love of my
life. I knew her in high school, had a crush on her then, but we
didn’t actually get together until I was around twenty-four
years old. We met at the bookstore in town. I was looking for writing
guides, publishing guides, whatever, and she worked there. We got to
talking, I told her I was an aspiring writer, and she said the same.
I thought, ‘hey, cool, someone that has the same kind of dream
that I do!’ and we ended up becoming friends, going out,
whatever, and the next thing I know, we’re living together.”


Zara’s
listening intently, though she’s trying not to look at Abby.
She seems to look everywhere else but
at Abby. 



“Anyway, I
found my agent about a year later and I gave him an outline and a
manuscript of the book I was writing,” Abby goes on. “He
loved it. He said it was one of the most creative things he’d
ever seen, and also said it was also one of the most marketable. At
the time, publishing houses were looking for my type of story
exactly. 



“So, I went
home, and I was so excited. My dreams were finally coming true. I
told my girlfriend, and she… honestly, she got upset. She got
upset because what she was writing wasn’t anywhere near the
quality that I was writing. Everything she’d ever written was
rejected. She couldn’t even get an agent. She couldn’t
even get an agent to look
at
anything she was doing, let alone make an offer to—” 



Abby takes a breath,
sighs in frustration. 



“She got me to
present something of hers to my agent,” Abby says. “She
bugged me about it, and bugged me about it—cried and pleaded,
threatened to leave me—finally, she wore me down and I did it.
It was her plan to pretend like I wrote it, then give the big reveal
later that it
was actually her… like she was some secret genius that no one
understood and if she was only given a chance then she’d blow
everyone out of the water with how amazing and deep her work is…
So, I handed it in…”


“And the agent
hated it,” Zara guesses. “Right? He hated it?”


“He thought it
was written so poorly and that the ideas were so crummy that he
threatened to drop me right then and there. He canceled a pending
deal because he thought, ‘hey, if this is how she writes, then
there’s no way this is going to work and I may as well save
myself the hassle of dealing with some kind of lawsuit or fallout if
the finished product we give these people is nothing but pure shit,’
and I honestly didn’t blame him.”


“Wow,”
Zara says. “That’s… that’s…”


She doesn’t
know what to say. Abby doesn’t blame her. 



“My girlfriend
demanded I stop working with my agent,” Abby says. “She
told me that if I really loved her, then I would work with someone
who appreciates her genius and I’d put my success on hold and
wait for her.” The memory makes Abby want to slap herself right
in the fucking face. “I was so in love with her and so worried
about losing her that I did it.”


Zara looks over at
Abby, meets her eyes. “I see,” she finally gets out.
“That’s really… um. Unfortunate. So, what happened
after that? I mean, obviously you broke up and your agent is working
with you again, so…”


“Yeah.”
Abby takes a sip of her coffee, which she really wishes was pure
fucking whiskey right now. “It took me four years to finally
leave. To finally realize that my dreams and my life were worth
something. To finally realize that I was never going to get anywhere
waiting for someone else. That I need to live my own life and do
whatever I can to try and be happy.” Abby looks at Zara. “It
wasn’t until my thirtieth birthday was looming around the
corner that I realized time waits for no one. I know I’m not
really that old, but I guess… a milestone birthday just really
tends to make you think.”


Zara nods, puts the
uneaten cookie back on the plate in front of them. “What ended
up happening to your ex-girlfriend?”


“She burned
down my house.”


Zara’s face
snaps over to look at Abby; her eyes are wide, her jaw’s to the
floor.


Abby snickers,
couldn’t help herself. “I’m kidding,” she
says. “I don’t know what happened to her. She moved out.
Dramatically, of course. There weren’t any fires, just a lot of
passive-aggressive
notes and smashed photos of the two of us, but I never heard from her
again. She moved a few hours away, as far as I know.” Abby
shrugs. “I don’t really care, though. She hurt me more
than anyone ever could, and she—” Abby hesitates. “She
kind of… ruined love for me. Ruined relationships. Turned me
away from the idea of ever really having one again—especially
when I’m in the middle of trying to make my fucking dream work,
and—”


“So when you
told me that you didn’t want anything,” Zara says,
“couldn’t
want
anything…”


Abby nods, solemnly,
and can’t quite look at Zara’s face right now. It’s
too painful. She’s hurt, and it’s Abby’s fault that
she’s hurt. She doesn’t want her to hurt, but… 



“I couldn’t
risk it,” Abby says. “I couldn’t risk allowing
something like that to happen again. I couldn’t risk allowing
myself to fall
for someone else again… especially not like that. I couldn’t
risk my dreams a second time. Couldn’t risk my future a second
time. Couldn’t risk my life
a second time.”


“And now that
you have this big opportunity again…”


“I couldn’t
let history repeat itself.”


Zara nods. She looks
sympathetic, like she understands why Abby might feel the way she
does and why she acted the way she did… but she still looks
hurt. “I… I don’t know what to say to that,”
she says, after a second. “I wish it didn’t bother me,
but… Abby, we’ve known each other for months. You’ve
pulled me in, pushed me away, pulled me in…” She sighs.
“I just can’t believe that even after all that time
together… a part of you still thought I was a risk. A part of
you still thought it would be dangerous to get to know me. To have
something
with me. To let yourself feel for me, or fall for me, or whatever you
want to call it. I mean, you wouldn’t even go out to dinner
with me one
time.
Like that one
outing
would have been so much for you that…” She shakes her
head. “Even after everything… you still didn’t
want to trust me. Or couldn’t.”


“Zara,”
Abby says her name so slowly, so carefully, like she’s savoring
the taste of it in her mouth. “I’m sorry.”


“I am too.”










CHAPTER NINETEEN







Abby wakes up in
Zara’s bed. 



She’s alone,
but fully dressed (minus her socks). Nothing happened between the two
of them the night before. By the time they were finished talking, it
was three in the morning, and Zara offered her a place to crash out
of the kindness of her beautiful heart. 



Abby’s head is
pounding. It’s a mixture of an emotional hangover and a real
one. She reaches for the glass of water that Zara had placed on the
nightstand for her and sits up to take a sip. 



As soon as she does,
Sirius hops up onto the bed. He steps over the mess of blankets and
pillows and finds his way into Abby’s lap. He starts purring,
starts kneading her like he used to do in the mornings he’d
sneak in. 



“Hey, buddy,”
she whispers.


She doesn’t
know where Zara is. She slept on the couch, so Abby assumes she’s
still out in the living room somewhere, but… then again, she
could be at work. It’s the middle of the week, after all. 



Abby pets Sirius for
a while, kinda lazes around, then after some time, she gets up and
heads into the living room. She spots Zara sitting on the couch,
hunched over the coffee table and writing something out.


“Good
morning,” Abby says. “You didn’t go into work
today?”


“Called out,”
Zara responds. “I have plenty of sick days, so.”


Abby hesitates at
the doorway for a second, but Sirius speeds on by. He jumps up onto
the arm of the couch and chirps at his owner. Then he looks at Abby,
as if he’s calling her over. Abby’s not sure if she
should go sit… or if she should just leave.


“About last
night—” she starts, but Zara interrupts.


“Don’t
worry about it.” She finally turns to look at Abby. “I
kind of figured that everything that happened between us was because
of something like that. It helps to hear that I was right…
sort of. But it also hurts. It hurts that you thought something like
that could ever happen with me, even despite getting to know me for
months, and…” She offers Abby a sort of half-smile.
There’s a lot of pain behind it. “I don’t know. I…
I think I just have to move on.”


The words are like a
knife right through Abby’s heart. 



She doesn’t
know what she expected would happen when she came over here…
but she wasn’t expecting this. She wasn’t expecting that
Zara would want
to say goodbye. To stay apart. A part of Abby was certainly hoping
that if Zara feels the same way for her that she feels for Zara, then
they’d… Well, that they’d something,
at least. Have some sort of emotional reunion. Or maybe have some
sort of mutual understanding where they could work on things
together, become friends, start something when it feels natural…


She wasn’t
expecting this.


“So… is
this goodbye?” Abby whispers, hoping desperately that the tears
won’t fall from her eyes, that she won’t fall to her
knees, start crying, and just never fucking stop.


“I’m
sorry,” Zara says. “But… yes. It is.”

*


Abby’s on
house arrest. 



After she left
Zara’s that morning, something like three weeks ago, she got
back home and hasn’t left since. 



She only has a month
to rewrite the sections of her book that the agent wants her to
change, and she’s going to fucking do it. 



After she finally
admitted to herself that she’d fallen for Zara, even though
Zara told her that she wasn’t willing to see her anymore, Abby
felt a weight lift off her shoulders. 



She’s learned
that the pattern of her past doesn’t need to repeat itself
again. She’s learned that her future is entirely up to her. And
she knows that she can feel, that she can love.


She may not love
Zara, but she thinks now that she could, if she was given the chance.
If they’d gotten together those three weeks ago, maybe she’d
already be halfway there. 



Or maybe she already
is. Maybe she always would be. 



Abby’s
determined to finish her book. She needs to know that she’s in
control of her own destiny. That her future isn’t determined by
who she’s with or who she’s not with. It’s the only
thing that going to help her to move on, to move forward. 



If Zara’s
going to move forward, then so is she. Even if it means…
moving forward without her. 



It’s what she
has to do.


Abby works and she
works. She works, and she works, and she works some more. 



Her book isn’t
exactly what she envisioned it was going to be, but it’s what
her agent asked for, and really, she isn’t about to argue with
him or tell him he’s wrong. He really isn’t wrong. She
needs to have a quality product. She needs to have something that the
publishers will love and that HBO will love even more.


Strangely, she’d
gotten a lot of clarity from her stop in at Zara’s those weeks
ago. She’s stopped obsessing, she’s stopped looking down
the street so much, she’s stopped wondering who Zara might be
with every night… 



Her mind doesn’t
scream Zara
the second she wakes up, and it doesn’t scream Zara
right as she’s going to sleep. She doesn’t have the cat
bowl in the kitchen anymore, and she doesn’t have the litter
box under the laundry tub.


She’s moved on
once before, and she can do it again. She’s started over once
before, and she can do that again too. 



Even Ella’s
congratulated her. She’s been over a few times, after Abby
decided that isolating herself was a poor idea, and she’s even
gone out with her. 



Abby really is
trying to live her best life now, and even though she wishes Zara
could be in it… 



It’s okay that
she’s not.















CHAPTER TWENTY


	


Knock, knock,
knock.


Abby looks up. She
wonders why Ella would be here already, since they weren’t
supposed to meet for another four hours. 



Knock, knock,
knock.


Abby furrows her
brow, a little annoyed that Ella would be here so early when she
knows
Abby has to work, dammit. “And to be so impatient, too,”
Abby mumbles as she rolls her chair back, gets up. “I’m
coming, I’m coming,” she calls, as the knocking gets ever
more insistent. 



“Yes, my
Queen?” Abby says sarcastically as she swings open the door. 



Only it’s not
Queen Ella on the other side. It’s Zara.


“Is he in
here?” she says, and she looks panicked and a bit like she’s
been crying. “Sirius, I mean. Is he in here?”


“I…
um.” Abby blinks. “No?”


“He’s
not?”


“Don’t
think so,” Abby says. “I haven’t seen him since…
since I last saw you.” She doesn’t want to tell her that
all of Sirius’ stuff has all been shoved into a closet, but…
that’s where it all is. His food, his litter box, his toys, his
little bed…


“Oh, fuck.”
Zara’s shoulders droop. She looks a mess. “He’s
missing. He’s been gone for two days, and… oh, Abby.”
Zara throws her arms around Abby’s shoulders. She pulls Abby in
for a hug, desperately needing the comfort.


Abby closes her
eyes, and suddenly the clarity and the conviction she’s felt
for the past few weeks all melts away. With one touch, it all melts
away, and Abby’s standing there helpless.


She’s
surrounded by Zara. 



Her touch sends
lightning through Abby’s body. Her flowery smell brings the
butterflies in Abby’s stomach right back to life. Every piece
of her that was broken is now whole again… and maybe Zara will
always have this kind of power. Maybe that’s okay. Maybe Abby
doesn’t need to be afraid.


“Let’s
go out and look for him,” Abby says. 



Anything for you.


“Okay.”
Zara lets go of Abby, tries to straighten up. She sniffles, wipes a
tear from her eye. “I guess we could… start in my yard.
Maybe he’s in the shed.”


Abby grabs her coat,
puts on her boots. She locks the door and they head out down the
street. “When’s the last time you saw him?” she
asks.


“I left for
work on Wednesday and he was home,” she says, and they stomp
through the snow to her house. “The petsitter said she couldn’t
find him when she got there. I mean, it could be that he was under
the bed or something, but she said she looked everywhere.”


“And he hasn’t
come back since?”


“No.”


“You had food
out for him?”


“Yes.”


“Okay, well…
Don’t panic yet. We don’t know if we need to panic yet,
so let’s not.”


“Okay.”


Abby’s hand
accidentally brushes against Zara’s. They quickly look at each
other, both likely wondering if one of them tried to hold the other’s
hand on purpose, and then they quickly look away when they both
realize it was a mistake.


They get to Zara’s.
They look under her deck, look in her shed, look under her car. They
head down the street, peek into the neighbors’ backyards, and
even knock on a few doors. “Haven’t seen him,” they
all say, and one lady suggests they make some signs.


“Could try
that,” Zara says, but she sighs and looks dejected.


It breaks Abby’s
heart to see her this way.


“Let’s
go back to my place,” Abby says. “We can use my laptop to
make up some flyers.”


Zara nods, and they
walk back up the street to her house to do just that.

*


“It’s
kinda weird being back here,” Zara admits. “It’s
like… everything’s the same, but it’s different
too.”


“What’s
different?” Abby says, gesturing absently with her hand. “That
pillow on the couch? It’s not even mine. It’s Ella’s.”


“Oh,”
Zara says, and she smiles a little. 



Even with her face
so sullen and tearstained, Abby still thinks Zara’s smile is
just like the sun. “Yeah, nothing’s really changed around
here,” she says. “I’m not really a shopper, and
besides… I’ve been busy. I’m just about done the
book, actually, so other than that…” 



“You are?”
Zara sits down on the couch, grabs the throw pillow that Abby had
pointed at earlier. She kinda snuggles it a little, maybe wishing it
was the cat. “That’s great news.”


“Yeah,”
Abby says. “I’ve… I’ve been doing okay. I’ve
had a lot of time to think, I guess.”


“About what?”




“About life,”
Abby says simply. “Depending on how the book does, I might move
to a bigger house. Maybe get my own
cat.”


Zara smiles. “Well,
cats do seem to love you,” she says. “I know Sirius has
been pretty moody since he hasn’t been allowed to… I
mean, well. Since he hasn’t been over here.”


“Really?”
Abby’s heart flutters a little upon hearing that. “Well,
I… I missed him too. Or miss
him, I should say.”


“Right,”
Zara says.


“He’s
fine,” Abby quickly assures her. “He’s probably
just snuck into someone’s house and he’s eating all their
food and tearing up their curtains.”


Zara’s eyes
flicker over to Abby’s curtains, right where Sirius used to do
exactly that.


“Anyway,”
Abby says. “Let’s get to the flyers.”


Zara gets up,
follows Abby to the laptop. Abby minimizes the document right as Zara
comments, “Wow. It’s over four hundred pages?”


Abby chuckles. “Well
over.”


She opens up a photo
editing program. She writes MISSING
CAT at
the top of the page, and WARNING:
VERY ANNOYING
at the bottom. Zara laughs. Abby deletes the bottom line, “Even
though it’s true.”


“Want me to
email you a picture of him?” Zara asks, and she pulls out her
phone. “I have some recent ones…”


“Um.”
Abby goes into a folder on the desktop, sheepishly looks up at Zara
as she opens one up. “Gotcha covered,” she says.


“You actually
have pictures of him?” Zara says, then she smiles. A genuine,
beautiful smile. “I should’ve figured.”


“Yeah, well…”
Abby shrugs. “Until you got here after work, he really was my
only company.”


“Maybe you
should
get a cat, then.”


“Probably
will.”


“Hell,”
Zara says. “You can have this one once we find him. Damn
thing’s going to end up giving me a heart attack. Plus, y’know,
you’ll be able to afford his petsitting fees once you’re
all famous and stuff.”


Abby laughs. “Yeah,
I just might hold you to that.” She puts the cat’s photo
in the middle of her screen. Then she puts Zara’s phone number
on the bottom. “There we go,” she says. “All done.”


“Twenty-five
copies should be plenty,” Zara says. “I doubt he ventured
outside this neighborhood.” 



“Yeah,
probably not,” Abby agrees. 



She hits print, and
they wait for the twenty-five copies to come out. 



Whir, whir, whir…


The sound of the
printer fills the silence, though it’s not an awkward one. For
the first time in a long time, Abby feels comfortable. She feels like
she’s okay. And Zara seems to be feeling much of the same.
There’s no elephant in the room, there’s no weight
hanging over them… 



In a strange way,
things seem like they’re back to normal. Or better than normal,
really. There’s no worry that one of them is hiding something
from the other. There’s no feeling that something’s being
left unsaid. There’s no fear that one person’s thinking
something that the other one isn’t…


It’s exactly
what they needed.


“I’m
gonna get us a couple of sweaters,” Abby says to Zara. “Hanging
up these posters will probably take at least an hour, so if we don’t
bundle up, we’re gonna freeze our asses off.”


“Sounds good,”
Zara says. “And maybe we’ll have cocoa or something when
we get back?”


Abby smiles at that.
“Sure.”


She makes her way to
the hallway closet, wondering just which sweater she should grab for
Zara when she notices the door’s ajar. Odd,
she thinks, because didn’t she close it? When she crammed all
the cat’s stuff in there, didn’t she close it?


Maybe not. Abby’s
the type of person to leave cupboards and doors open all the time,
and really, that’s probably how Sirius used to get in here in
the first place and—


“Prrr.”


No.


No way.


Abby’s holding
the closet door open… and looking down at Sirius.


The little Houdini
has made a nest in her closet. He’s found a few hand towels, a
few socks, a few toys, and he’s pulled them into the corner of
the closet right where Abby had shoved his bed. 



“How the hell
did you…?” Abby trails off, astonished. Sirius just
yawns in response. Stretches a paw forward. Puts his head back down
to go back to sleep. “Oh, no, you don’t,” she
scolds, and she pulls him from that little nest. 



That little bastard
has the audacity to grumble and twist around in her arms as she takes
him back into the other room. 



“Um,”
she announces. “Guess who I just found.”


Zara looks up,
practically screams. “Sirius!” she says, and it’s a
mixture of annoyance and relief. “Oh my god! You stupid—oh
my god.” She jumps up off the computer chair and rushes over to
Abby.


And then they’re
standing there… face-to-face. 



Zara’s looking
at Abby, and Abby’s looking at Zara.


Abby clutches the
wriggling cat to her chest a little closer as Zara slowly, so very
slowly, closes the distance between them.


“Thank you,”
Zara whispers, and Abby can feel Zara’s breath on her face.
“Thank you so much for…”


“It’s
okay,” Abby says. “It’s… okay.”


Zara reaches out,
but instead of grabbing Sirius, she grabs Abby. She grabs Abby’s
face and kisses her. She kisses her so deeply, so passionately, like
she’s been saving every kiss they should have shared for the
past few months until now, and… Abby absolutely melts. Sirius,
who probably
can’t think of anything else but his ruined nap, scrambles out
of her arms and runs off, but neither Zara nor Abby pay any mind to
anything but each other. 



It doesn’t
take long before they’re undressed and in Abby’s bed,
where they spend the rest of the night. Hours and hours they make
love together, until they can barely move, barely speak, and barely
breathe. 



They fall asleep
tangled in each other’s arms, wake up, and do it all again the
next day.


They get together.
Promise each other the world. 



And Abby’s
never felt so complete. 





















EPILOGUE


	


Abby’s
sitting, surrounded by bright, shining candles. She looks at one,
watches it sway, watches it dance… 



She remembers back
when, so long ago, she and Zara were cuddled up together on her
couch. They were watching a disgusting movie about zombies, and then
Abby fell asleep on her arm…


The same sort of
thing happens now, except now they usually fall asleep in their bed,
and Abby usually falls asleep in
Zara’s arms, not on them. 



They’ve come
so far.


“Are you
nervous?” Zara’s musical voice pulls Abby into the
present.


“I don’t
know,” Abby says, looking over at her with a shrug. “I’m
up against some pretty big authors.”


“Yeah,”
Zara says. “But those guys don’t have a TV deal. You do.”


“That’s
true.” Abby grins. “Still doesn’t mean I’m
guaranteed a win, though.”


“Still says
something about the quality of the book,” Zara points out.
“It’s not like these television companies would start a
bidding war for something that wasn’t made of pure awesome.”


Abby laughs at that.
“Okay,” she says. “You’re right. I’m
guaranteed to win.”


“That’s
more like it,” Zara says. “There’s the confidence I
love.”


“Well, you’re
the woman I love.” Abby leans over, gives Zara a quick peck on
the cheek. Can’t be too showy at an awards ceremony, after all.


“There comes a
time when a new author comes along and he or she makes a big splash.”
One of the emcees has returned to the podium at the front of the
room, after the author that won Best
Children’s Book picked
up her award and left the stage.
“The
story that they write has the chance to transcend time. To appeal to
readers, young and old. To influence people that haven’t read a
book in ages to drive on over to their local bookstore or library and
start to read again…”


Zara reaches over,
grips Abby’s hand.


“This is one
of those authors,” the emcee goes on. “It’s an
author we all need to be watching. An author that will become a
household name. An author that will no doubt become one of the
greats, and perhaps already is.”


He opens an
envelope. Abby starts to shake a little, or maybe that’s Zara.


“The winner of
Best
Fiction
is… author Abby Mason.”


Abby, in shock,
stares right ahead while the sound of applause thunders in her ear.
She’s only able to stand up once Zara does, and then she only
does it as a sort of autonomous reflex. “I’m so proud of
you, love,” Zara whispers. “Go get your award!”


Abby didn’t
become a writer to win any kind of awards. She didn’t do it for
the money, didn’t do it for the fame… She just wanted to
write. And write she did. 



Once Abby and Zara
got together, she found her stride. There was absolutely nothing that
could stop her from putting fingers to keyboard and writing entire
days away, and it was all because of…


Herself.


Not only did she
fall deeply in love with Zara, she also fell in love with herself.
Abby became her own best friend, and she healed through the power of
self-love. 



“You can’t
love someone until you love yourself first” is a saying that
Abby’s sure is true. Once she realized she needed to be the
center of her own world, everything else fell into place. Her book,
her career, her wonderful romance, and the life that she and Zara now
share together. 



As Abby climbs up
the steps to receive her award, she runs over the list of
people she needs to thank in her mind. It may be a short list, but
it’s damn sweet.


“Mom, Dad, my
best friend Ella…” She smiles. “My beautiful wife
Zara, and our two little fur-babies—Sirius and Felicity.”


She has everything
she’s ever wanted. Every dream has come true.


Abby’s the
happiest girl in the world. 


















The End
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