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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    Dedicated to my three older brothers. If you’re actually reading this, I appreciate the support, but please don’t go any further than this page. Thank you for always accepting and supporting me. I am the person I am today because I have the three of you to look up to. I love and appreciate you more than you’ll ever know. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1: Reagan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Reagan Cooper. Paging Reagan Cooper,” a voice boomed over the intercom. I opened one eye, then slowly opened the other, as I continued to hear my name being called. Realizing it wasn’t going to stop, I hopped out of bed and made my way down the hallway.  
 
    Once in our living room, I glared at my roommate, Jamie. “What do you want?” I groaned. “It’s not even 8:00 yet.”  
 
    Jamie brushed me off with a shake of his hand. “I’m still on school time. I’ve been up for hours. Plus, I love using our new intercom system. It’s so cool that we live somewhere big enough to have one of these.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at his excitement. “It’s not that big. It’s just not the sardine can we shared in the city.” A few weeks ago, Jamie and I had moved from the apartment that we’d shared in the city to a New Jersey town about 25 minutes outside of New York. It had been a tough decision to give up living in the city, but we both agreed this way we could save money, while not completely losing the city experience. It also gave us the chance to move from a small one bedroom to a significantly bigger two bedroom.  
 
    Jamie pouted. “Don’t rain on my parade. It’s still exciting.” 
 
    I picked up the box of cereal he had sitting out on the counter and poured myself a bowl. “So, is that the only reason you interrupted my precious beauty sleep?”  
 
    “You’re already beautiful, darling. No more sleep is needed,” Jamie joked. “But I also wanted to talk to you about my trip next week.” 
 
     I pushed my bottom lip out at the mention of his trip. He was going back to his hometown for five weeks, and I honestly wasn’t sure what I was going to do without him. He might drive me nuts most of the time, but he was still my best friend in the whole world. “I thought we agreed not to talk about that. It’s too sad to think about spending over a month apart.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I brought it up,” Jamie said excitedly, but something about his tone told me that I should probably be worried. He hesitated a beat before adding, “I was kind of hoping you would come with me.” 
 
    I laughed at his suggestion. “To your family reunion?”  
 
    Jamie brought his hands together in a praying motion, giving me his best puppy dog eyes. “Please. You work from home so it’s perfect. And it solves the issue of us being apart.” I was confused by his suggestion. Why would he want me to come home with him so badly? He had never told me a ton about his family. I knew they were super conservative, hence the reason he had yet to come out to them. Did he want me there as some sort of buffer? Would it make him feel more comfortable to have the presence of his liberal lesbian bestie?  
 
    “I’m confused why you want me to go so badly and why you are just asking me now. You’ve been talking about this trip for a year.” I raised an eyebrow at him to show that I was questioning his motives.  
 
    Jamie smiled at me in return. “I want to spend some time away with my bestie. Is that so hard to believe? And I’m asking now, because I just thought of it. My mom suggested that I bring you actually.” 
 
    I let out a hearty laugh. “Your super conservative mother with a super conservative family suggested you bring along your lesbian roommate to the big family reunion?” 
 
    Jamie ran a hand through his short blond hair. “She did actually. Of course, she doesn’t know you’re a lesbian. That’s the funny part. I think you might laugh,” he said nervously. “She actually thinks you’re…” He turned away from me and spoke the last part of his sentence into his hands, making it impossible for me to hear. 
 
    “She thinks I’m what, Jamie?” I asked, leaning forward to hear better. His demeanor had me worried. What could he possibly say that I wouldn’t want to hear?  
 
    “She thinks…” Jamie took a deep breath before looking me in the eyes. “She sort of thinks you’re my girlfriend.”  
 
    His girlfriend? The thought that I could be the girlfriend of anyone of his gender was hilarious to me, the girl who had been out since ninth grade. I tried my best to stifle my laugh, since Jamie looked significantly bothered by this confession. “And why would she think that, Jamie?” 
 
    He looked down at the foot he was dragging in circles across the floor. “I may have told her that when we moved in together. I figured she would find it weird if I was just moving in with some girl, so I told her I was moving in with my girlfriend. Of course, I didn’t think about the fact that she would lecture me about us living in sin, but…”  
 
    I put my hand up before Jamie could continue and shook my head in confusion. “I have so many questions right now. We moved in together four years ago. Your family thinks that you have been dating someone for four years and they don’t find it strange that they have yet to meet this girl? Also… living in sin? Really? I knew your parents were religious, but sheesh. That’s a lot, man.”  
 
    Jamie cleared his throat a few times, clearly nervous. “They actually think we have been dating for six years. There was no way I could tell my mom that we were shacking up right after we started dating. Because yes, to answer your question, they are that religious. And, they do find it strange that they haven’t met you. They are pretty pissed about it, to be honest. Which is why I panicked when my mom asked if you were coming, so I told her that you were.” 
 
    “And when did you tell her this?” I asked, not even trying to hide the annoyance in my voice.  
 
    Jamie tilted his head and bit his bottom lip, which was a nervous habit of his. “Last year,” he answered softly. When my brows furrowed in response to this confession, he raised his voice a bit and added, “I was planning to just say that something came up and you couldn’t make it, but she has been all over me about it. Pretty much if you don’t come, you’re going to be banished from my family.”  
 
    I dramatically placed my hand over my chest. “Oh dear. How will I ever survive?” Jamie didn’t even crack a smile at my dramatics and it made me feel a bit bad for teasing him.  
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” he said softly. “Your family is nothing like mine. You grew up right outside of Philadelphia. Your parents come up to New York City every year for Pride, and your brother makes huge donations to LGBTQ organizations in your honor. I don’t think anyone in my family has ever even met a gay person. They were appalled when gay marriage became legal a few years ago. I love my family, but they have a ton of expectations that I’ll never be able to live up to.”  
 
    I squeezed his shoulder. His family was the one part of his life that Jamie hadn’t really shared with me, and I never realized how bad it was. “You can’t keep it a secret forever, you know.” I tried to keep my voice soft, so it didn’t sound like I was chastising him.  
 
    His shoulders dropped just a little. “I know I can’t, but I just need to find the right time and this family reunion isn’t it. Trust me.”  
 
    I sighed loudly. “You really want me to pretend to be your girlfriend? I’m like, super gay, dude.”  
 
    Jamie looked up at me and his eyes lit up, clearly aware that I was close to giving in. “Yeah, but you don’t look gay,” he pointed out.  
 
    I looked down at the shirt I was wearing that was tie-dyed rainbow with a big chicken nugget in the middle and had the words Chicken Nuggets turned me gay written on it, then looked back at Jamie with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    He shrugged in response. “I mean, your hair is long and you don’t always pull it into a ponytail. Just leave your flannels and rainbow prints at home and we can easily pull this off.”  
 
    “That’s like half of my wardrobe,” I whined. “I don’t know, Jamie. This seems like a bad idea. I’m really sorry, but I’m not sure if I can do it.”  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    One week later, I stood in my room staring at the suitcase I had packed with the most “straight” clothes I could find. I wasn’t sure why I had agreed to this. Actually, I knew exactly why. Since becoming friends, Jamie had been there for me through everything. Long nights of studying for exams. Even longer nights of partying, some of which ended with me in tears over some girl. He had even driven me back and forth to my hometown when my mom had a cancer scare a few years earlier. I closed my suitcase and lugged it down to the car, where Jamie was waiting for me. 
 
    “Just for the record, I still think this is a bad idea,” I groaned as Jamie started his car, and we began our three and a half hour drive to his small Maryland hometown. “But I refuse to mess this up, so give me a rundown of your family.”  
 
    Jamie grinned over at me. “Ready for this? You will be attending the Miller Family Reunion. It’s my dad’s side of the family. The oldest person there will be my great gran, Olivia. We call her Nana. Her son is my grandpa, Oliver. He is married to my grandma, Pam. They had four kids and I’m honestly not sure who is coming in terms of great aunts and cousins twice removed and shit like that. They don’t really matter. I barely know their names, so you certainly don’t have to.  
 
    “The most important part is my dad’s immediate family. He is the middle child and has two brothers. Uncle Shane is the oldest. He is married to Aunt Dina. They have three boys. John is married to Susan. Jacob is married to Naomi. Jeremiah is married to Kathy. God knows how many children they all have at this point. I swear they just keep popping them out. They’re pretty close in age to us, but they all have sticks up their butts just like their parents.  
 
    “My uncle Mike is the youngest of the three siblings. He and my aunt Sarah are kind of the black sheep of the family. They have two kids—David and Kim. They seem pretty cool, but I don’t see them much. Plus, they’re younger than us. Kim just graduated from high school and David is like a junior in college or something. Then, of course, there’s Charlie, my twin…”  
 
    “Whoa. Hold up,” I interrupted, shaking my head vigorously in shock. “You have a twin brother and you never told me? I assumed you didn’t have any siblings. Now I find out that there’s a Jamie clone out there.”  
 
    Jamie chuckled. “We’re hardly clones.”  
 
    “Okay. So you’re fraternal. Whatever. Tell me more about this mysterious twin. What does he do?”  
 
    Jamie smirked, like this was some sort of joke. “Charlie just graduated from optometry school. That’s kind of the reason for this family reunion. Charlie was in California, so now that the whole family is back on the east coast, it seemed like a good time for a reunion.”  
 
    “And the whole family is able to take over a month off of work to hang out in Maryland?”  
 
    Jamie laughed again. “Oh, no one really has to take off of work. We just have family fun planned out for most weekends and some nights. The term ‘reunion’ is used very loosely in this case, since almost my entire family lives in the same town. You know how I said Uncle Mike and Aunt Sarah are the black sheep? That’s because they chose to move to Florida. Gasp. They also waited until they were twenty-eight to birth any children, and that’s unheard of in my family. They’re only coming for the last two weeks.” 
 
    I exhaled loudly, as I took in everything he was telling me. I was starting to think that maybe Jamie’s family was much more than I had bargained for. “So, what about you? Are you in trouble for staying in New York after college?”  
 
    Jamie gave me a guilty smile. “Not exactly. But that’s only because my parents think that we will be moving back to town before we have kids.”  
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “I feel like you’re living a double life.”  
 
    “You have no idea,” Jamie groaned. He chewed on his bottom lip and added, “Like seriously, no idea. I feel like I can’t fully prepare you for how my family, heck, even my town, sees me. I was kind of the golden boy star QB back in high school, and that’s how they still see me.”  
 
    I scrunched my face up, wondering where he was going with this. It’s not like I didn’t know about Jamie’s athletic side. We both played on a kickball team with other faculty members from the school he worked at, and we went to the gym together a few times a week. “I’m not sure why you think I would be surprised by that. I knew you played football. We’re literally such good friends because of how much we love watching sports together. As far as gay stereotypes go, I’m much more gay than you.”  
 
    “But I’m more fashionable,” Jamie pointed out with a laugh. “Seriously though, you know those guys we always make fun of at the gym? The ones who hit on you and try to impress you by talking about their days playing high school or college sports? That’s how I am around my family.”  
 
    “I have a hard time believing that you’re actually a secret douchebag,” I argued.  
 
    “Okay. Maybe not. But I do act like I’m a lot more caught up in high school than I actually am.”  
 
    “Fair enough.” I studied Jamie’s face and noticed how overwhelmed he looked. I had never seen him like this, and I felt for him. I patted his knee. “Don’t worry, bro. I got you. You’re my best friend. Nothing about this trip is going to change that. We’ll get through it together.”  
 
    He gave me an appreciative smile, and the rest of the trip was spent in a comfortable silence.  
 
    As we pulled into his parent’s driveway, a small red car pulled in at the same time. “Awesome! There’s Charlie!” The same smirk from earlier returned to his face. Instead of questioning it, I looked over toward the car that had just parked beside us. As I watched the person emerge from the car, my mouth went dry. Charlie did look a lot like Jamie, with the blonde hair, blue eyes, and perfectly olive skin. But Charlie had long slender legs and a very petite build—a very feminine build; which made sense, since Charlie was, indeed, a woman. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as I watched her reach up toward her hair, which was currently pulled into a ponytail, and let it out, shaking her head as it came to rest on her back. For a moment, I forgot where I was and felt like I was watching a movie play out in front of me. It almost seemed like the scene was happening in slow motion. I was entranced, as those big blue eyes focused on mine and the most gorgeous smile spread across her face. Then, all at once, it hit me. This wasn’t a movie. Charlie was Jamie’s sister, and I was currently staring at her as if I wanted to devour her, which, in all honesty, I kind of did.  
 
    I forced myself to look away from Charlie and over toward Jamie, and suddenly his shit eating grin made perfect sense to me. I not-so-playfully punched him in the leg. “Jerk! You told me you had a brother.”  
 
     Jamie laughed. “Actually, I didn’t. You just assumed that.”  
 
    “Well, you certainly didn’t correct me,” I argued.  
 
    Jamie was now laughing so hard that a few tears ran down his cheeks. “First of all, I was teaching you a lesson. I’ve told you multiple times that you shouldn’t interrupt people and you totally interrupted me when I was about to say twin sister. Also, you shouldn’t assume. You know what happens when you assume.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “You’re such a teacher,” I groaned.  
 
    “And you’re ridiculously predictable. I knew you would be drooling over my straight, blonde sister.” 
 
    I wiped my mouth, hoping there wasn’t actually drool there.  
 
    Jamie realized what I was doing and laughed even harder. “Emphasis on the straight, Reagan. You can erase all of those thoughts from your head right now.”  
 
    I scoffed at his words. “Whatever, Jamie. I don’t go for straight girls.”  
 
    He lifted one eyebrow at me. “Since when?”  
 
    I squirmed a bit in response to his stare. “Since the last time I went for one and said I was done with it. What was that? Like three months ago? Plus, I totally don’t go for straight sisters of my fake boyfriend.”  
 
    Jamie simply shook his head and pat me on the knee. “I know you don’t.”  
 
    The moment was interrupted when we heard a knock on Jamie’s car door, which Charlie proceeded to tear open. “Well, aren’t you two just adorable?” She tilted her head in a way that was actually adorable. Ugh. I needed to stop. Jamie was right. Pining over his sister, no matter how hot she might be, was a bad idea for so many reasons.  
 
    “Sis!” He jumped out of the car to wrap her in a hug. “Sorry I couldn’t make it to your graduation. I couldn’t get enough days off to fly out to Cali. It’s hard to get any time at the end of the school year.”  
 
    Charlie gave her brother one more squeeze before pulling back. “No worries. It’s completely understandable. Plus, it was ridiculously boring. I would’ve skipped it if I could have.” She then looked past her brother and right at me. “We’re being super rude right now. You must be Reagan. I’m Jamie’s sister, Charlie. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”  
 
    Before I could respond, she skipped over to my side and opened the car door for me. My face must have turned red from her gesture, because she immediately looked down at her feet as though she was embarrassed. Real smooth, Reagan. “Sorry if I seem a bit overzealous. We’ve just been hearing about you for years, and I guess I’m a bit excited to finally meet you.” She looked back up at me with a wide smile, as if I hadn’t just made her feel awkward.  
 
    “Don’t even worry about it. I guess I’m just not used to a Miller being so chivalrous.” I winked. Shoot. Was I flirting now? I needed to pull myself together, before I completely blew this for Jamie.  
 
    Charlie’s smile widened to the point that it almost seemed fake, and she looked past me to raise an eyebrow at her brother. “Hear that, Jamie? Your girlfriend doesn’t seem to think you’re much of a gentleman.”  
 
    Jamie simply chuckled and reached back into the car to grab my hand. “Oh, she’s just messing around. She knows I’m a big softie at heart. Right, sweetheart?” 
 
    I tried my best to smile lovingly over at him. “Total softie. You should see him when we watch—” Before I could finish my sentence, Jamie gave my hand a strong squeeze, as a warning that I needed to shut up. “Just kidding. He’s my big macho man. Aren’t you, boo boo?” I joked, attempting to imitate every annoyingly affectionate straight girl I had ever met.  
 
    Jamie shook his head playfully, then let go of my hand so he could get out our luggage. I took this opportunity to get out of the car and stretch my legs, which were killing me from being cramped during the car ride. When I stood back up after bending down at the waist to reach for my toes, I noticed that Charlie was staring at me. Great. She was probably trying to size me up and figure out if I was good enough for her brother, which I’m sure I was failing at.  
 
    “Shall we go meet the ’rents?” Jamie asked, as he awkwardly tried to carry all of our luggage.  
 
     I smiled. “Of course. But let me help you with the bags, babe. Everyone already knows you’re a tough guy. No need to prove it.”  
 
    Jamie let me take my bags without putting up a fight, and the three of us headed toward the house. As soon as we entered the doorway, we were greeted by a hallway filled with pictures of Jamie and Charlie. Jamie in his football uniform. Charlie in her cheerleading outfit. Charlie leaned up against Jamie, both wearing their respective uniforms. Jamie in a suit and tie, standing behind some girl, both in a typical prom pose. Charlie in a knee-length dress, with what looked like a homecoming crown adorning her head.  
 
    Before I could take in the rest of the pictures, a voice came booming into the hallway. “Is that my MVP?” A man walked around the corner with a wide grin on his face. He was close to the same height and build as Jamie, but his hair and eyes were much darker. Completely ignoring Charlie and me, he pointed one finger at Jamie. “Fourth and fifteen!” 
 
    To my surprise, Jamie dropped his bags and pointed back. “Ball on the 45 yard line. Three seconds left on the clock.”  
 
    “Buckstown, down by five. James Miller gets the snap.”  
 
    “Looks right—no one is open. Looks left—no one is open.” 
 
    “Dodges a defender, only to have another defender grab him by the legs. Breaks himself free. Looks down the field. Does he dare?”  
 
    “Oh, he dares.” Jamie’s eyes became tense with these words. Meanwhile, my eyes ping-ponged back and forth between the two of them, watching in horror as the scene played out in front of me.  
 
    “Miller makes his way down the field. He crosses the fifty. He’s at the forty, the thirty, the twenty. He…could…go…all…the…” 
 
    “WAY!” Jamie shouted, doing some weird sort of combination between a chest bump and hug with his dad. I looked for Charlie, curious to see how she was reacting to this, but she was no longer in the hallway.  
 
    Just then, a short, somewhat stout, blonde woman walked into the hallway, shaking her head. “Can’t you two tone it down a bit?” Shrugging her shoulders, she added, “Boys will be boys, I guess.”  
 
    Jamie took this opportunity to drop back and stand next to me, taking my hand in his and leaning in close, as if he was about to place a kiss on my cheek. Instead, he whispered a barely audible apology into my ear. It took everything in me not to burst into laughter. This was already too much to handle.  
 
    The blonde woman smiled at our interlocked fingers, then reached her hand out toward me. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, dear. We were afraid it was never going to happen.” Her tone was pleasant, but I didn’t miss the bite behind her words.  
 
    I cleared my throat in order to give myself a moment to think. “Of course. I’m very sorry it has taken so long. Family is so important to Jamie and me, and we wanted to make sure that we were at the point where we were ready to truly commit to each other, before we introduced each other to our families.” 
 
    A wide smile spread across Jamie’s face in response to my words, and I could tell he was thanking the gods above that his best friend was such a good bullshitter. His mom’s face softened a bit with my words as well. “That’s nice to hear. Although, I must admit that I don’t like the thought of you two sharing a bed until you are truly committed to each other either.” She looked down at my hand, as if she was searching for something. “And I still don’t see a ring there.” She looked back up at me and lifted both eyebrows. This woman was relentless. I was quickly realizing why Jamie was so worried about coming out.  
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Miller, you don’t need to worry about that. The thought of sharing a bed with your son honestly makes me sick. We each have our own bedroom at our apartment. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I squeezed Jamie’s hand and he smirked at me in a way that told me he was trying not to laugh.  
 
    Mrs. Miller’s face lit up and she reached out to grab my hand, shaking her head slightly. “I need to apologize to you. I misjudged you. I think you will make an excellent addition to this family once my son finally gets up the nerve to ask.” She released my hand and chuckled. “I’m also relieved. I thought it was going to be a fight when I told you that you were sharing a room with Charlotte while you’re here.”  
 
    Charlotte? As in Charlie? As in Jamie’s bombshell of a twin sister?  
 
    “What?” Jamie and I responded at the same time.  
 
    “Yeah. What?” a third voice piped in, as Charlie walked into the hallway.  
 
    I looked over at Charlie, hoping that she had somehow become less attractive in the five minutes since I had seen her last, so maybe sharing a room wouldn’t be such sweet torture. I had no such luck though and realized that she was even more attractive than I had previously noticed. Great. “I wouldn’t want to impose,” I answered, trying to think on my feet. “Five weeks is a long time to make Charlie share her room, especially when she just got back home. I’d be happy to sleep on the couch.”  
 
    Mrs. Miller laughed way too loudly at my suggestion. “That’s just silly. I’m not making our guest sleep on the couch. Charlotte would be happy to share her room with you. Wouldn’t you, Charlotte?”  
 
    Charlie visibly cringed at her mother’s words, although I wasn’t sure if she was cringing at the fact that she might be forced to share a room with me or that her mom insisted on referring to her as Charlotte when she clearly preferred Charlie. “I’m more than happy to share,” she answered a bit too enthusiastically, leading me to believe that it was a lie. “But I’m also fine with sleeping on the couch, so Reagan can have her own space.”  
 
    “Or I could sleep on the couch,” Jamie suggested. “I am the man here. The women should be comfortable.”  
 
    Mrs. Miller waved her hand at us. “Don’t be silly. Nobody is sleeping on the couch. Plus, I figured you girls would enjoy sharing a room. It will give you the chance to get to know each other. After all, it’s only a matter of time before you’re sisters-in-law.”  
 
    “You’re right, Mom. That’s a great idea,” Charlie conceded.  
 
    Mrs. Miller clapped her hands together. “Perfect. Charlotte, show Reagan up to your room and, James, for the love of God, please carry Reagan’s bags. I thought I taught you to be a gentleman.” 
 
    Before I could argue, Jamie grabbed my bags out of my hands, leaving his own sitting in the hallway. We followed Charlie up the stairs then down the hallway, to the farthest bedroom. As soon as we were inside, Jamie dropped my bags onto the floor. “I’m going to go grab my stuff. Will you be okay if I leave you for a few minutes?” 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to respond, because Charlie stepped up beside me and placed an arm over my shoulder. This simple contact sent a shiver down my spine that I was hoping she didn’t notice. “She’ll be fine. Mom was right. I need to bond with my future sis.” I tried my best not to grimace at her words. The type of bonding I wanted to do with this girl was anything but sisterly.  
 
    Once Jamie left the room, Charlie let her arm drop, and I used this opportunity to slip away from her and take a look around the room. The walls were a blush pink color, which matched the flowers on the mattress of her queen-sized bed. A large bookshelf stretched most of the length of one wall and was filled with a mixture of textbooks and cheerleading trophies.  
 
    “So, how long have you been dating my brother?” I jumped at the sound of Charlie’s voice behind me.  
 
    I froze for a moment, realizing that Jamie and I hadn’t talked about the “story” behind our relationship. I decided it was probably for the best to be as honest as possible, to assure that I didn’t confuse anything. “I met Jamie during our freshman year at NYU. We had a gen-ed math class together.” I thought about the timeline that Jamie had told me and quickly added, “We were friends for a while though. We didn’t officially start dating until our junior year.”  
 
    A smile bloomed across Charlie’s face. “Making him wait. I like that.” And I like that smile. I mentally slapped myself for having these thoughts. Chill out, Reagan.  
 
    Our conversation was cut short by Mrs. Miller calling for us to come down to the kitchen. When we got to the stairs, a small white-haired woman who looked to be well over eighty was slowly making her way down. “Let me help you, Nana,” Charlie suggested, while reaching out to take her arm.  
 
    The old woman swatted her away. “I’m not dead yet. I can walk myself.”  
 
    Charlie quickly let go, then turned back to smirk at me. She lifted one eyebrow, and I started to wonder if everything she did was ridiculously sexy.  
 
    After an excruciatingly slow walk to the kitchen behind Nana, Jamie came up beside me and placed one hand on the small of my back. “Nana, this is my girlfriend, Reagan. Reagan, this is Nana.”  
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you.” I reached my hand out, but instead of taking it, Nana looked me up and down, then back toward Jamie.  
 
    “Huh,” she muttered. “I thought you made her up.”  
 
    Jamie initially tensed up at her words, but once everyone else in the room started to laugh, I felt him relax again. The laughter was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.  
 
    “Charlotte, could you get that? It should be Mary Beth.”  
 
    “Mary Beth? Why is she coming?” Charlie asked, without budging. 
 
    Mrs. Miller turned and gave her a pointed look. “Because I invited her. I saw her at the store today, and she was surprised to hear that both you and your brother were home. She’s a family friend. I thought she was one of your best friends.”  
 
    Charlie looked over at Jamie and then back at her mom. “I mean, sure she is. But I just think it’s awkward that you would invite Jamie’s ex-girlfriend over on the first night that Reagan is here.”  
 
    “Calm down,” Mrs. Miller laughed. “That was high school.”  
 
    Before Charlie could say anything else, a voice yelled in from the hallway, “Knock knock. Anyone home?” 
 
    “In the kitchen, Mary Beth,” Mrs. Miller yelled, before giving her daughter a look that said she was unhappy their guest had to let herself in.  
 
    Within a few seconds, a girl with shoulder-length brown hair, tight muscles, and a deep tan entered the room. She was pretty, if you were into that sort of look. I noticed how she gave me a once over before turning her attention to the rest of the room. “It’s so nice to see all of you,” she spoke sweetly. Her eyes landed on Charlie, leading me to believe that she was trying to avoid eye contact with Jamie. Wow. Time to move on, sweetheart. You’re barking up the wrong tree. 
 
    Within a few minutes, we were all seated at the dinner table, Mary Beth placing herself right between Jamie and Charlie. We made small talk, and the dinner seemed to be going well until the topic of careers came up.  
 
    “So, what do you do, Reagan?” Mrs. Miller asked.  
 
    “Oh, I am in charge of advertising for a nonprofit. I work from home, which is why I was lucky enough to be able to come along on this trip.” I smiled, satisfied with my answer and happy that I had found a way not to mention that the nonprofit was an LGBTQ organization. 
 
    “That’s a nice pastime,” Mrs. Miller answered nonchalantly. “I’m glad to hear that you don’t have a real job. That way, when you two finally get married and start a family, you can be a stay-at-home mom. That’s the most important job in the world, you know?”  
 
    I could feel my face turning red with embarrassment over the fact that she had so easily blown off what I do for a living. While I contemplated how to respond, I reached out and squeezed Jamie’s knee, hoping he would say something in my defense. Instead, it was Charlie who spoke up. “It is a real job, Mom. Advertising is what keeps companies running these days. Between the internet and social media, I’m sure it’s far from easy. Personally, I find it really cool that Reagan is able to do that from home.” She smiled at me, then added a wink that made my whole body react.  
 
    “I second what Charlie said. It’s super cool,” Jamie finally added. Thanks, dude.  
 
    As I gave them both an appreciative nod, I noticed that Mary Beth was no longer smiling. “Working on the farm means that I work from home too,” she said, trying to sound chipper, but failing. Instead, her voice was laced with jealousy. It took everything in me not to stand up and scream, he’s gay! Move on!” 
 
    Luckily, her little jealous outburst took the attention off of me. Mr. Miller’s face lit up at the mention of her farm, and he spoke for one of the first times since I had arrived. “How is the farm doing? You guys still have a bunch of chickens?” I took a deep breath, as the conversation drifted to farm life, and away from me.  
 
    Once dinner was over, I offered to help with the dishes, but was relieved when Mrs. Miller refused to let me. I excused myself and motioned for Jamie to follow me to the back porch. Once outside, I plopped into a chair that faced a lake located at the edge of their property. I let my head drop back and let out a long breath. After a few beats, I finally looked over at Jamie, who had sat down beside me. “So, your family is… nice.”  
 
    Jamie laughed lightly and shook his head at me. “You don’t have to lie, you know. I get it. They’re a lot. I promise you they mean well. They just see things backwards.”  
 
    “Your sister is nice at least, and Nana seems cool.” 
 
    Instead of looking at me, Jamie stared out across the yard. “Yeah, Nana is a hoot. The jury is still out on Charlie. I do adore her, but we’ve never been super close. She tries way too hard to impress my parents.”  
 
    “Says the guy who brought home his fake girlfriend and does a choreographed touchdown dance to say hello.” I lifted one eyebrow in an attempt to keep my words light-hearted.  
 
    Jamie sighed and rubbed his forehead. “You make a good point. Sorry about that by the way.”  
 
    “You don’t have to apologize. I’m just saying. Your sister didn’t even hesitate to stick up for me in there, and she barely even knows me. Maybe you should give her more of a chance.”  
 
    Jamie smiled slightly, while reaching over to take my hand in his. “You don’t have to do this. It’s only going to get worse from here. My family is really into doing separate male and female activities. That means you’ll be spending a lot more time with my mom. I could take you back home and tell them you died.” 
 
    I chuckled at his words. “As much as I’d love to hear what your mother would have to say at my funeral, I’ll stick it out. We’re in this together.” I knew I’d made the right decision when Jamie’s body relaxed. “With that being said, this was a lot for Day One, so I think I’m going to head to bed early if that’s okay.”  
 
    Jamie simply nodded, and I stood to head inside. Before opening the door, I turned back around. “By the way, that ex of yours is something.”  
 
    Jamie rubbed a hand over his forehead again and tilted his head slightly to the side. “Do you think she…?”  
 
    “Still wants to be with you?” I finished. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” Jamie groaned.  
 
    I simply laughed in response, because what else could I do? This was going to be a very interesting five weeks.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Charlie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course. Of freaking course. These were the words that kept repeating in my head as I helped my mother with the dishes. Of course Jamie’s girlfriend was gorgeous. I’m not sure why I expected anything different. He had the perfect life in the perfect city with the perfect job. Why wouldn’t he also have the perfect girlfriend? Part of me had the same thoughts as my Nana. I half-believed that my brother had made up his long-term relationship. Why else would he have waited six years to bring her home? I thought she might at least have a hair out of place or not know how to speak to parents, but neither of those were true. She even handled my mother beautifully, never once slipping up, no matter what she threw at her. And that bit about not sharing a room with my brother? Well, I call bullshit on that. Unless she was some perfect, holier than thou church girl, there was no way that was true. I knew for a fact my brother was a virgin when he left for college, but I had trouble believing he had made it over halfway through his twenties without ever getting it in, especially when he was dating a girl that looked like Reagan.  
 
    Either way, I was now stuck sharing a room with her. She seemed to be cool and someone I could get along with, but that only made things worse. I never knew I had a type until I looked over into my brother’s car, and my eyes locked with Reagan Cooper. In addition to sharing at least 50% of our DNA, Jamie and I also seemed to share the same taste in women.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong. The whole gay thing wasn’t some big epiphany that occurred when I saw Reagan’s face. It had started to click that I was probably gay during my senior year in high school. I confirmed that when I kissed a girl just a few days after graduation. Since then, I had been with a plethora of women. Okay, that may be an exaggeration. I seriously dated one girl during college and had hooked up with a handful of other girls. None of them looked alike though. Some were tall. Some were short. Some were feminine. Some were butch. Some had dark hair, while others had light hair. I was starting to believe I didn’t really even notice physical appearance, but I had noticed Reagan. How could I not? That long brown hair that became more caramel near the bottom, had the perfect loose curls that begged to be touched. Those big, deep, dark brown eyes looked like they had countless stories to tell. And that smile. I could think of a few things that mouth could do that I might enjoy more than the smile, but it was still perfect.  
 
    Then there was my idiotic ass. Without even thinking, I yanked her car door open as if she was some girl I was taking on a date. Her face immediately turned a deep red, indicating just how uncomfortable it had made her. The only thing that saved the moment from being completely horrifying was just how cute she looked when she was embarrassed.  
 
    But, none of that mattered anyway. I could embarrass myself in front of her all I wanted, because it’s not like I had a chance with her. This could be added to the list of ways that Jamie was more accomplished than me, and no matter what I did to try to impress my parents, he would always win out. He was the former All-State QB who was now going to marry a beautiful woman, move back home, and give my parents tons of grandbabies. I almost wished he would have a slip-up, like getting Reagan pregnant out of wedlock, so it would lessen the blow when I finally came out to my parents. Having the perfect sibling only made it harder to deal with the fact that I wasn’t the All-American daughter my parents thought I was.  
 
    I shouldn’t be blaming my brother for any of this though. It wasn’t his fault he was straight, just like it wasn’t his fault that he had won over Reagan. Well, I guess that kind of was his fault, but only because he truly was a good guy. Of course she had fallen for him. I just wish for once that luck would be on my side instead of his.  
 
    “I think that plate is clean.” My mother’s voice cut through my thoughts, and I realized that I had absolutely no idea how long I had been scrubbing the same plate. “What’s wrong, dear?” she asked, a look of concern settling on her face.  
 
    I smiled over at her, as I finally set the plate down. “Nothing. I’m just tired,” I lied.  
 
    “Becoming a doctor will do that to you,” my mother laughed, and I honestly wasn’t sure if she meant it as a compliment or an insult. “Have you thought about where you want to work once your license goes through? I saw Dr. Peet the other day and he told me he has an extra exam room. I thought maybe you could talk to him about being his assistant.”  
 
    I wanted to point out to my mother that Dr. Peet and I had the exact same degree, but I knew that wasn’t worth getting into. I also would have loved to tell her that my plan was to open my own pediatric practice for inner city kids in either Philadelphia or New York. I could only imagine the response I would get to that. That’s a lot of work for a young woman. Sounds dangerous. Be careful—men are intimidated by successful women. So, instead, I simply shrugged my shoulders. “I’m still figuring it out.”  
 
    My mother put down the dish towel she was holding and reached out to push a piece of hair behind my ear. “That’s fine, sweetheart. It’s a lot to think about. I’ll support whatever you decide. I just don’t think you should take too much time. You have more important things to focus on, like finding a good husband.” And there it was. “Aw, honey. Don’t stress about it. You’re beautiful and smart and accomplished. Jarrett still asks about you, you know. Did you know he’s a cop now? Maybe you should reach out to him.” 
 
    “Maybe I will,” I lied. 
 
    My mom leaned in and kissed my forehead, satisfied with my answer. “I’ll take care of the rest of the dishes. Why don’t you go see what your brother and Reagan are up to?”  
 
    I nodded in agreement and made my way toward the back porch. I was surprised when I found only my brother sitting out there. “Where’s your girl?” I asked, as I took a seat beside him.  
 
    “She was tired, so she decided to call it an early night. Meeting the parents is exhausting.”  
 
    I studied my brother’s face and noticed how happy and content he looked, sitting there on the porch, watching the sunset. I knew it wasn’t fair of me to be envious of his life, no matter how perfect it might seem. “I like Reagan. She seems really nice.”  
 
    Jamie smiled over at me. “Funny. She was just saying the exact same thing about you a few minutes ago.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I answered as nonchalantly as possible, although the thought of Reagan saying anything about me had my stomach tying up in knots. Why the hell did she have this effect on me?  
 
    “Yep. She appreciated how you defended her in front of Mom. You know, about her job.” Jamie hesitated for a moment, then added, “I did too, by the way. I kind of froze up.”  
 
    “It was nothing. It honestly just slipped out.” Which was true. I was just as surprised by how quickly I jumped in. It wasn’t like me to stand up to my mom like that.  
 
    We sat in silence for a few minutes, before Jamie looked back over at me. I noticed him staring for a few seconds, before he said anything. “I’ve missed you, Sis.” His words were soft, but I knew there was much more to them than what he was saying. We had been so distant since high school. For me, I know it had a lot to do with my jealousy and worry about how he would react if he knew the real me. I’m not sure what his reasoning was, but I could sense something behind his words. Call it twin intuition, but somehow I knew he was apologizing. I just wasn’t sure what he was apologizing for.  
 
    “I’ve missed you too, Bro.” I’m sorry, too. I could tell by the way his face lit up that he knew what I was trying to say. We both looked back out toward the lake and didn’t say another word. Even though it was a simple interaction, I felt a shift between us. I had a feeling this summer was going to be good for us. I just needed to embrace my brother’s life, rather than pining over it. That was especially true of Reagan. It shouldn’t be that hard. Just because she was good looking didn’t mean that we would have anything in common. And even if we did, that meant we could be friends. It would certainly make this reunion much more bearable.  
 
    After a few more minutes, I stood and patted my brother on the shoulder. “I think I’m going to call it an early night as well. I’ll make sure your girlfriend is doing okay after day one with the Millers.”  
 
    It took me a moment to figure out where Reagan was when I entered my room. It turned out she had made a bed out of blankets and pillows near the foot of my bed and was lying there staring at something on her phone. I walked over and hovered above her, willing my heart to stop beating so fast at the sight of her in a tank top and tight boxer shorts. “There’s no way I’m going to let you sleep on the floor. You had to deal with my mother. You shouldn’t also have to deal with a hard floor.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Reagan laughed. “Trust me. This floor is much more comfortable than that dinner was.”  
 
    I couldn’t help the cackle that escaped my mouth. It was refreshing to hear someone say the words that I was thinking. I lifted one eyebrow at her and gave her a half-smirk. “That’s even more reason for you to sleep in the bed. You’ve suffered enough.”  
 
    Reagan’s smile grew. “I’m honestly not into sharing a bed. I like my space. And before you say it, no, you’re not sleeping on the floor. This is your room.”  
 
    “Fine,” I conceded. “But I’m pretty sure I have an air mattress in my closet. You have to at least sleep on that.”  
 
    “Fiiiiiiiiine,” Reagan jeered, and after a few minutes, I had the air mattress blown up, and we were lying on our respective beds.  
 
    I was staring at my phone contemplating how I was going to fall asleep at 9:30 at night, when I heard Reagan moving around on the air mattress. I figured this was as good of a time as any to try to bond with my future sister-in-law. “Be honest with me. Were you actually tired or did you come up here so early in order to avoid my family?”  
 
    There was a moment of silence before Reagan finally spoke. “If I told you that it was to avoid your family, would you judge me for that?”  
 
    I laughed at her honesty. “No. I’d say that makes two of us.”  
 
    More silence. “So, what now? Should we tell each other ghost stories? Maybe play light as a feather, stiff as a board?”  
 
    “You mean my dad and brother’s ten-minute hello wasn’t scary enough for you for one day?”  
 
    Reagan snorted in response to my joke. “You’re right. I might have nightmares about that.”  
 
    “So, are you saying that my brother doesn’t normally act that way?” I was half-joking, half-curious what he was like when he wasn’t around my parents.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s my question to answer.” Reagan’s tone was much more serious than expected, and I could tell there was a shift in the mood in the room. 
 
    “Sorry.” Although, I wasn’t exactly sure what I was apologizing for. “So, six years is a long time. What is it about my brother that has kept you around all of this time?” I knew I was using Reagan to try to learn more about my own brother, but after our moment outside, I had a strange feeling there was something I was missing.  
 
    Reagan went quiet before speaking again, as if contemplating her response. “Your brother is a really great guy, Charlie. I know you guys haven’t always been super close, but he truly is fantastic, and I hope you never doubt that. Your brother has been my rock since we first met. He’s sweet and funny and so perfect that it’s almost infuriating.” Reagan sat up to look at me as she continued to talk. “He’s also…” She paused for a moment when our eyes met, and I saw her take a deep breath. “So gorgeous.” Her face immediately turned red as if she suddenly remembered who she was talking to and felt awkward about divulging all of that to her boyfriend’s sister. She cleared her throat and looked away from me. “Gorgeous in a manly way, of course. Sorry. I got a little carried away there.”  
 
    “Don’t even worry about it,” I answered as nonchalantly as possible, although my heart was still beating erratically from the way she said so gorgeous while looking right at me. For a split second, I allowed myself to be swept away in the daydream of how it would feel if Reagan was talking about me, instead of my brother. By the way her eyes bore into me, I could almost make myself believe it, and it felt good. Too good. Why was I reacting this way? I barely even knew her. Right. I barely knew her. This initial attraction had to wear off once I learned more about her and watched her and Jamie interact. It was obvious from the way she talked about him that she was deeply in love. Watching them together had to dampen this weird infatuation. At least, that’s what I was telling myself so I could sleep tonight instead of harping on the girl lying by the foot of my bed. 
 
    “I actually am tired,” Reagan announced into the silent room. “Goodnight, Charlie. See you tomorrow.” Tomorrow. A new start. I took one last deep breath, before shutting my eyes.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel about a Miller Men golf outing?” my dad asked Jamie, as we left church the next day.  
 
    Before my brother could even respond, my mom cut in. “That’s a wonderful idea! If you guys golf at the country club, us girls can spend the day at the pool. What do you say, ladies?”  
 
    “That sounds really nice, Mrs. Miller,” Reagan answered quickly. “I’m excited for the chance to get to know my future mother and sister-in-law better.”  
 
    And I’m excited for the possibility of no longer feeling sick to my stomach when Reagan refers to me as her sister.  
 
    After changing and trying to coax Nana into coming along (which she vehemently rejected), the five of us piled into the car to head to the country club. My mother and father became immersed in some conversation about a restaurant that was rumored to be coming to town, and when I turned to talk to Reagan and Jamie, I noticed that they were leaning close together and whispering back and forth. Their faces were serious, but it didn’t appear as though they were arguing. Finally, Jamie sat back and patted Reagan on the knee, before reaching out to take her hand. She smiled sweetly at him one more time, before turning to stare out the window. They really were cute together. It was obvious how much they cared about each other, and Jamie seemed much more relaxed when Reagan was around.  
 
    I realized I wasn’t the only one thinking about this when I noticed my mother’s eyes sparkling as she watched them through the rearview mirror. “So, Reagan,” she said. “You and Jamie graduated the same year, right? That makes you twenty-six?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be twenty-seven in a few months.”  
 
    My mother let out a low whistle in response. “Closing in on the end of your prime childbearing years. I take it Jamie told you I’m ready for grandbabies?” She followed up her question with a lighthearted laugh, as though that was going to make it any less awkward.  
 
    “Oh, we haven’t discussed that too much,” Reagan answered hesitantly.  
 
    Jamie cleared his throat a few times and squeezed Reagan’s hand so tight that even I noticed it from where I was sitting. “Yeah, it’s just not quite on our radar yet.”  
 
    “Of course not,” my mother added quickly. “First, we need to plan a wedding, then find you guys a place back here, then we can focus on getting me some grandbabies. I would rather you wait to have kids until you can raise them around here anyway. I trust our schools and teachers more than anything around the city. No offense, sweetie. I’m sure your school is nice, but it’s very special that we have a school where most of the teachers also went to school here. There’s a decent number of teachers who graduated around the same time as you two. Jason Peters, Sally Jenkins, Monica Falcon, who else? Oh, Grace Harper was teaching kindergarten, but she moved recently. I believe she was close in age to you as well.” 
 
    Of course, I knew all of those names. None of them were in my class, but in a small town like ours you knew pretty much anyone who was in high school at the same time as you. The name Grace Harper was especially familiar. I had heard through the small town gossip grapevine that Grace was also gay and had apparently moved away to move in with her girlfriend. I wasn’t sure how much of this was actually true, but I was still curious to see how my mom would react to this piece of information. “Did you say Grace Harper? I heard she moved away to be with her girlfriend.”  
 
    “Are you sure about that? It seems strange that she would give up a teaching position in her hometown just to move in with a friend.”  
 
    Of course my mom heard girlfriend and automatically assumed they were just friends. Ignorance is bliss. I took a deep breath and questioned whether I really wanted to elaborate. Did I really want to hear what my mom had to say about this? Yes, actually. I needed to know exactly what I was dealing with. “I don’t mean girlfriend as in friend. I mean like her partner. The person she is dating.”  
 
    “Hmm…” my mom hummed, as if she was contemplating my words. “Are you saying that she is gay?” I couldn’t help but notice how she said the word gay a little softer, almost as if it were a swear word.  
 
    Both Reagan and Jamie were staring at me intently at this point, but I couldn’t decipher what they were thinking. “I can’t confirm whether it’s true. But if it is, then yes. That means she’s gay.”  
 
    My mother hummed softly again, before responding. “Now, I don’t judge. People can live their lives however they choose. But I have trouble believing that’s true. Carol and Jim Harper are good people. They go to church every week. I always see them spending time with their granddaughter. I really don’t think they would have a gay child.” I almost wanted to laugh at her words. If she only knew the irony of what she was saying.  
 
    I was trying to decide what to say next when Reagan stepped in. “With all due respect, ma’am, I don’t think it has anything to do with her parents. If this girl is gay, it’s because she was born that way. Nothing her parents did or do could change that, and they shouldn’t try to. She can’t help who she loves, so they should just be happy that she’s happy.” There go the butterflies again. Couldn’t this girl just say one stupid thing?  
 
    My mother laughed lightly. “It’s cute how accepting you kids are these days. But, just wait until you have kids of your own. You’ll see that everything comes back to the parents. I mean, look at you three. You were raised in loving families with good values and now you are all living life as God intended.” This time, it took everything in me not to laugh. 
 
    Apparently, Reagan also found my mother’s words humorous because I heard her snicker. When I looked over, I noticed Jamie’s face was red and he was motioning for her to stop. She quickly became serious, but I could tell she was still trying to hold back laughter. What was that all about?  
 
    I didn’t have too long to think about it, because we were soon pulling into the country club. Before going with my dad, Jamie pulled Reagan into a tight hug. When they finally parted, Reagan smiled and placed a kiss on his cheek. I tried to ignore the part of me that felt jealous over that little kiss.  
 
    I also had to ignore my body temperature rising at the vision of her stripping down to just her bikini once we were at the pool. Of course she had the perfect body. Her legs and arms were toned without being overly muscular. Her flat stomach looked like it would be rock solid to the touch. And that butt. I had gotten a good look at it when she first arrived at our house yesterday, and her skimpy bikini bottoms confirmed that it was, in fact, perfect. I made sure to turn away before she could catch me staring. When I looked back, she was lying on the pool chair next to mine, eyes closed, with the sun hitting her slightly sweaty skin in a way that caused it to glisten. I closed my eyes as well, fighting the urge to open them back up and stare over at her.  
 
    I must have fallen asleep because when I opened my eyes again, I felt disoriented and noticed Reagan was now sitting up and staring over at me. I quickly wiped my hand over my face. “Oh God, was I drooling?” I asked, not even trying to mask my embarrassment.  
 
    Reagan’s eyes widened in response to my stumbling. “Not at all,” she reassured me, but something about her tone told me she was lying. Almost immediately, her lips turned up into a small smirk and she brought her thumb and forefinger close together. “Okay. Maybe just a little. It’s cute though.” Before I could get excited over her compliment, she added, “Your brother does the same thing. He could doze off for thirty seconds and still have a pool of drool on his face.” 
 
    Unsure how to respond to this, I went quiet, calculating what I should say next. And by calculating, of course I meant overthinking. I searched around the pool for my mom and found her on the opposite end, having an animated conversation with one of her friends. “It was really cool how you stood up to my mom in the car.” 
 
    Reagan shrugged her shoulders in response. “It was nothing. Honestly, it would have felt wrong to not say anything.” 
 
    “So, I take it you have a lot of gay friends?” I asked, trying to push the envelope.  
 
    Reagan let out a slight snicker in response to my question. “You could say that.” Her face became oddly serious, and she stared at me for a few beats. “My best friend is gay.” I steadily nodded my head, trying not to show how satisfied this information made me feel.  
 
    “What about you?” Reagan’s voice cut through me and I could feel myself immediately tensing up at the implications of that question. 
 
    “What about me?”  
 
    “Are you cool with people being gay? No offense, but you never quite know how people in a small town will feel about the subject. Case and point—your mother.”  
 
    I exhaled the breath I had been holding and let myself relax enough to laugh at the question. “I lived in California for eight years. Obviously, I don’t care if someone is gay.”  
 
    Reagan seemed to relax a little more with my answer as well. “Good. Because I couldn’t be friends with you if you were some small-minded bigot.” She playfully stuck her tongue out and my mind immediately went into the gutter.  
 
    “So, I take it that means that my brother is not a small-minded bigot?”  
 
    Reagan laughed again. “Quite the opposite. He also has a gay best friend.” Huh. It seemed there was still a lot I had to learn about my brother.  
 
    As if he knew we were talking about him, Jamie walked into the pool area, now wearing a T-shirt and swim trunks. He smiled at us as he approached. “Ladies, how is the sunbathing going?”  
 
    “Quite amazing, actually,” Reagan responded, throwing a wink in my direction.  
 
    Jamie looked between us, then back to Reagan. “Would you like to take a dip with me, sweetheart?”  
 
    Reagan fake fanned herself. “Why, Jamie, I thought you’d never ask.” She pushed off of her chair and quickly ran to the pool, not even hesitating before jumping in.  
 
    The smile on Jamie’s face grew as he shook his head at his girlfriend. Before joining her, he turned back around to me. “Coming, Sis?”  
 
    I lifted both eyebrows and pushed off of my chair as quickly as Reagan had. “Last one in is a rotten egg!” I shouted, while running toward the water.  
 
    “What are we, five?” Jamie yelled after me, but he swiftly tore off his T-shirt and pushed me aside to jump in the water before me. Maybe this would be an okay summer after all.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Reagan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, be honest. How are things going?” Jamie asked as we sat by the lake at the end of his parents’ yard. It was the first chance we had to talk alone since arriving Saturday night.  
 
    “Honestly?” I groaned. “It’s only Wednesday, and I feel like we’ve been here for weeks already. That’s not what’s important though. I’m here for you. How are you doing?”  
 
    Jamie let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m okay. It’s nice being around my family. It really is. I know that might seem strange to you given how extra my parents are, but they are still family. I just hate feeling like I have to live a double life. It’s like I am being myself, but some twisted version of myself. I’m me, but the version of me that my family wants me to be. I’m not sure if that makes any sense or if I’m just rambling at this point.”  
 
    It made perfect sense. I felt the exact same way with this part I was playing as Jamie’s girlfriend. The only difference being that when we leave here, I have a supportive family waiting for me. “At least your sister is cool.” That was an understatement. Unlike Jamie and I, Charlie and I did get the chance to spend a decent amount of alone time together over the past few days. Aside from being beautiful, I was learning that she also was fun, silly, and super chill. If she wasn’t the straight sister of my faux boyfriend, she would totally be the type of girl I would go for. Charlie Miller was the whole package; the whole package all wrapped up in the wrong person.  
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Jamie asked, interrupting my thoughts.  
 
    I mean that your sister is my unattainable dream girl. “I mean that she gets down with the gays.” I lifted one eyebrow and smirked, satisfied with myself for being able to obtain this information for him. 
 
    Jamie’s face turned a deep shade of red and I wasn’t sure if he was angry or nervous about how I had come to this conclusion. “How did you find that out, Reagan?” he asked through gritted teeth. Definitely angry. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “I was like, Hey, Charlie, hypothetically, how would you feel if your brother was super duper gay?” When he didn’t laugh at my sarcasm, I rolled my eyes again. “Seriously, dude? Obviously, I was smooth about it. Your sister brought up your mom’s homophobic comments in the car, so we each discussed how we feel about it. We both agreed that we hate bigots and love the gays.”  
 
    A small smile returned to Jamie’s face. “I still can’t believe you called my mom out. That took some balls. Although, I’m not sure how I feel about it from the standpoint of your boyfriend who wants you to impress his mother.”  
 
    “Hey, just think. If I annoy your mom enough, she’ll be happy for you to be with a guy. She’ll just be relieved that I’m not going to be her daughter-in-law.”  
 
    “Yeah right. I can just hear it now. Where did we go wrong? Did your father not take you to enough football games growing up?” 
 
    “It’s because we let you go to school in that city, isn’t it? All cities are corrupt.”  
 
    At this point, Jamie and I were both in tears from laughing so hard. Once I calmed down, I placed an arm around his shoulder. “Seriously though. Maybe you should consider telling your sister. She’s going to be fine with it.” 
 
    “Consider telling your sister what?” a perky voice chimed in from behind us.  
 
    I felt Jamie’s body go rigid as I turned to smile at his mom. “Just that we want her to be the Godmother once we have kids,” I lied.  
 
    Mrs. Miller clapped her hands in delight. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. She will be more than fine with it. She’ll be so happy to hear that.”  
 
    I gave Jamie a satisfied grin and he squeezed me closer to him as a silent thank you. “Any plans for the rest of the night?” I asked, praying that her answer would be no.  
 
    “No, but I think you’ll be very excited about tomorrow. Us girls are going to high tea at the hotel in town.”  
 
    I mustered up my best fake smile and dug my fingernails into Jamie’s arm, hoping that would be at least half as painful as high tea sounded. “High tea? How excellent.”  
 
    Satisfied with my response, Mrs. Miller headed back toward the house. Once I made sure she was all the way in, I turned and glared at Jamie, who was now rubbing his arm where my fingernails had been. “Please tell me that high tea involves smoking pot and spilling the latest celebrity gossip.”  
 
    “It’s kind of like that, only it’s tea instead of pot and you guys gossip about Mrs. What’s-Her-Name’s daughter who just got pregnant out of wedlock.”  
 
    I let out a low groan. “You better hope that high tea is early enough to let me get me home for the World Cup game. I already missed my girls playing on Sunday. I can’t miss another one.”  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    At 2:15 the next afternoon, I stood at the bottom of the stairs waiting to leave for high tea. So much for not missing the game that conveniently started at 3. “You look nice,” Jamie commented, as he walked up beside me. 
 
    I looked down at my outfit, which consisted of a black and white button-up tucked into tight khaki pants. “It would have looked even better with a tie.” I raised two eyebrows at Jamie as a way of telling him that I didn’t appreciate how our scheme was getting in the way of what little fashion sense I had.  
 
    He put his arm around my waist and leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “I was thinking. It’s not fair for you to have to do this. I’m going to tell my parents I want more time with you, so I think you should come with the guys this afternoon.”  
 
    “And what are the guys doing?”  
 
    “Going to a sports bar.” Jamie paused before revealing the next part. “To watch the game.”  
 
    “Of course you are,” I scoffed. I then tilted my head at him. “You really think they’ll go for that?”  
 
    A wide grin spread across Jamie’s face. “They will if I tell them I want us to spend as much time together as possible before I propose.” 
 
    “You’re evil. I love it.”  
 
    Our conversation was interrupted by the sound of someone walking down the stairs. I looked up to a sight that literally made me forget how to breathe. Charlie was wearing a short white dress with black polka dots. Her perfectly curled blonde hair was sitting underneath one of those big floppy hats that you always see British royalty wearing. Hell if I actually knew what it was called. I did know that the contrast between her blonde hair and the black hat was perfect. As she got closer, I noticed she was wearing the slightest bit of makeup that accentuated her beautiful face. When she smiled, her lips glistened from whatever lip gloss she was wearing, and all I could think about was how it would feel to have her lips on mine. In that moment, I forgot all about women’s soccer and the World Cup. Heck, I forgot my own name.  
 
    I was brought back to reality when Jamie pulled away from me. When I was able to focus on him, I watched as he walked toward the kitchen where his parents were chatting. I caught up with him and pulled him back by one of his belt loops. “Come to think of it, I think it’s a little early to start rocking the boat. Plus, if we put that thought in your mother’s head, we’ll never hear the end of it.”  
 
    A look of confusion entered onto Jamie’s face. “Are you sure? I don’t mind. I hate the thought of you being miserable.”  
 
    I turned around to take another look at Charlie, who was now standing by the front door. “I think I’ll survive.”  
 
    “Oh no. This won’t do,” Mrs. Miller’s voice shrieked.  
 
    I looked back to find her staring at me, specifically the outfit I was wearing. I looked down at it myself then back at her. She threw a hand over her forehead, as if she was a character in some southern drama. “Oh dear. I guess they don’t do classy events like high tea in the city, do they?”  
 
    No. We do crazy shit, like live in the 21st century and accept others. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Miller. Is my outfit not acceptable?”  
 
    The smile Mrs. Miller gave me in return looked almost sympathetic. I felt like she was thinking, Poor little city girl. Doesn’t even know how to dress for high tea.  
 
    “You look wonderful, dear. It’s just that everyone who goes to high tea wears dresses. Could I bother you to put one on?”  
 
    I looked over at Jamie, sure that I wasn’t hiding the panic on my face. He simply shrugged his shoulders in response. Thanks, dude. “Of course. There is just a slight problem. I only brought my two favorite dresses along and I kind of figured I should save those for big family dinners.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I really had brought two dresses. They just happened to be my only two dresses.  
 
    “You can borrow one of mine.” I looked toward Charlie, whose eyes were now running the length of my body. “We seem to be around the same size.” Even though I knew that she was literally sizing me up, I couldn’t stop my body from reacting to her roaming eyes, and I hoped my face wasn’t turning red.  
 
    Before I could respond, Charlie started pulling me toward the stairs and up to her room. My arm burned where her hand made contact and I felt the loss as soon as we made it to her bedroom and she let go.  
 
    “Sorry for dragging you out of there. You seemed embarrassed. My mother doesn’t do subtlety well.” Her eyes studied me once again. “Personally, I think this outfit is great. I honestly wish I could pull it off.”  
 
    I wanted to tell her I was sure she could pull off any outfit, but I figured that was a line I shouldn’t cross. Plus, she was already standing inside her walk-in closet, searching through a long row of dresses. 
 
    “This will be perfect,” she said, pulling out a form-fitting black dress, which looked to be tighter than anything I had worn in the past.  
 
    “I might not know much about high tea, but that dress strikes me more as something you would wear out to the club than to a classy event, as your mother so eloquently put it.”  
 
    Charlie laughed at my blatant jab at her mother. “Trust me, my mom will love this choice. She loves to show off to her friends and family, and as weird as it sounds, she’ll love flaunting the fact that her son is dating a total hottie. I know it doesn’t make sense, but you have to trust me on this.”  
 
    Truthfully, I couldn’t focus on anything aside from the fact that Charlie had just called me hot. It was clear that she didn’t mean anything by it, but that didn’t stop me from enjoying the way it sounded coming from her lips.  
 
    I grabbed the dress from her and pointed toward the closet. “I’m just going to change in there, if that’s okay.” Charlie motioned for me to go and as soon as I shut the door, I released a chuckle over the irony of me going into the closet to put on a tight black dress.  
 
    I stripped out of my current outfit and slipped the dress over my head, struggling to pull it down over my body. When it was on, I reached back to grab the zipper and groaned when I realized it was out of reach. I opened the closet door and found Charlie waiting for me. “Do you think you could get this zipper for me?” I asked, begrudgingly.  
 
    The fingers of Charlie’s left hand came to rest gently on my shoulder, while her other hand slowly lifted the zipper. She was so close that I could feel her breath on my neck and it was causing goosebumps to rise on my arms. Charlie paused once the zipper reached the top. I could have sworn that I felt her moving closer to me, but then I heard her clear her throat and before I knew it, a large gap had formed between us.  
 
    “We better get downstairs. My mom hates to be late.”  
 
    I took a moment to catch my breath, before following Charlie down the stairs and back into the kitchen.  
 
    “Woo wee. Look at how sexy my girlfriend is. That reminds me of the little black dress you have at home, sweetheart,” Jamie jeered. The wink that followed his statement was enough to earn him a subtle middle finger from me.  
 
    When Mrs. Miller turned to look at me, a large smile spread across her face. “That is perfect!” Without hesitation, she looked down at her watch, then briskly grabbed her purse and headed toward the door. “Well, we better go. Don’t want to be late.”  
 
    Within a few minutes, we were pulling up to a hotel that seemed to be a little too nice for the town it was in. It made me wonder who actually stayed there. I didn’t have time to contemplate it though, because Mrs. Miller quickly herded us through the lobby and into a banquet room. As soon as we stepped inside, a short woman with black hair cut into a bob was waving her hand and motioning us over to her table. She was accompanied by three girls who all seemed to be close to my age and an older gray-haired woman.  
 
    “Hello, ladies! Thanks for saving us seats. We had a bit of a last-minute wardrobe malfunction. Everything turned out perfectly though.” Mrs. Miller paused to put an arm around my waist. “This is Jamie’s girlfriend, Reagan.” 
 
    Everyone greeted me with polite, but stiff smiles, except for the gray-haired woman, who immediately stood and wrapped me in a hug. “It is so nice to finally meet you, sweetie. I’m Jamie’s grandma, Pam.”  
 
    “It’s really nice to meet you too,” I answered sincerely.  
 
    When she let go, I was introduced to the rest of the ladies, who I found out were Jamie’s aunt and his cousins’ wives. Jamie’s description of them all having sticks up their asses was very true. As we drank tea and ate scones, the conversation was filled with subtle brags about the girls’ young children. Every so often, Mrs. Miller would find a way to point out the fact that it wouldn’t be long before Jamie and I had children of our own. Charlie was quiet for most of the conversation, only speaking up when the topic of her new career was brought up. After what felt like an hour, I looked down at my phone and was shocked to find we had only been there for about fifteen minutes. The only thing that was getting me through was stealing sideways glances at Charlie.  
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have that opportunity for long. Within minutes of looking at my phone, Charlie stood from the table.  
 
    “Sorry to be rude, but one of my friends that I cheered with in high school works here. If it’s okay, I’m going to slip out and say hello to her.” 
 
    “Is that the one who was on the homecoming court with you when you were crowned queen?” Mrs. Miller asked, her lips curling into a smile, clearly satisfied with herself for getting another brag in.  
 
    Charlie’s face turned red in response to her mother’s antics. “Um. Yep, that’s her.” Before anything else could be said, she turned and walked out of the room.  
 
    I was subjected to more baby talk and was on the verge of dozing off, when I felt my phone vibrate inside my purse. I snuck another peak and noticed I had a text from Jamie.  
 
    GOOOOAAAALLLL USA!!!  
 
    I blinked my eyes a few times to make sure I was reading that right. That game had just started a few minutes ago and we were already winning? I couldn’t take it anymore. There was no way I could sit here and act even somewhat interested in the conversation when I knew there was an amazing soccer game going on.  
 
    Thinking on my feet, I placed a hand on top of Mrs. Miller’s. “Do you happen to know where the restroom is?”  
 
    “It’s right in the lobby, dear. Do you need me to walk you there so you don’t get lost?”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” I stood from my seat and hurried out of the room, before she could decide to come with me. Once I was in the lobby, I walked right past the restrooms and up to the bar that I had noticed when we walked in. Just as I hoped, the game was playing on the big TV behind the bar.  As I went to sit down, I looked toward the one other person sitting at the bar. My eyes were drawn to her blonde hair and floppy black hat. Charlie? I watched as she took a big gulp of the beer in front of her, never once taking her eyes off of the TV screen. It didn’t take me long to figure out that we must’ve had the same idea. God, could this girl be anymore perfect? 
 
    I made my way over to her and slid onto the bar stool next to hers, leaning in close to whisper in her ear. “I hate to say it, but your cheerleading friend didn’t age very well.”  
 
    Charlie’s eyes went wide as she looked at me and then over toward the balding man working the bar. When her eyes met mine once again, her lips curled into an amused grin. “Looks like I’ve been caught.”  
 
    I lifted one eyebrow, while smiling back at her. “I can keep a secret if you can.” 
 
    Charlie reached her hand out toward me. “You have yourself a deal.” 
 
    When my hand made contact with hers, it felt like an electrical current had surged from her body to mine, and I felt myself shivering as a chill ran down my spine. For a split second, I contemplated if Charlie had felt it too, but of course she hadn’t. It was just my stupid hormones messing with me. “So, I didn’t take you as a soccer fan,” I remarked, trying to level myself.  
 
    “Why? Because I was a cheerleader? You do realize that cheerleaders literally cheer at sporting events, right?” Charlie bumped her shoulder against mine.  
 
    “Obviously, but to be completely honest, I never really thought the cheerleaders actually realized, or cared, what was going on.”  
 
    Charlie lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “I guess it’s kind of fifty-fifty, but I love sports. I was so pissed when I found out that we were going to be sipping tea while the guys were watching the game at some sports bar.”  
 
    “You and me both,” I laughed, while lifting the glass of beer that the bartender had just handed to me. When Charlie tapped her glass against mine, it felt like her eyes lingered on mine longer than necessary for a simple toast, but I quickly blew this off as wishful thinking.  
 
    We watched the game in silence for a few minutes, only making slight grunting noises in response to big plays, before Charlie turned to look at me again. “So, where exactly did you tell my family you were going?” 
 
    “I said I had to go to the bathroom which, looking back, probably wasn’t the best lie.”  
 
    A mischievous grin surfaced on Charlie’s face in response to my words. “It actually might be the perfect lie. That is, if you’re interested in getting out of here and watching the second half back at my house and also if you’re okay with my family thinking that you came down with a bad case of diarrhea.”  
 
    “You can tell your family that I came down with dysentery if it means we can get the hell out of here.”  
 
    Charlie’s smile grew as she hopped off of her bar stool. “Perfect. Head out to the car. I’ll meet you out there in about five minutes.”  
 
    I didn’t question her plan, and instead, headed toward the parking lot. As promised, Charlie met me there five minutes later, keys in hand. “My mom is getting a ride home with Aunt Dina. She told me to let you know she hopes you feel better. They had just started some card game when I got there, so it will be hours before she’s home. That means it’s just you, me, and Nana until the guys get back from the bar.”  
 
    I twisted my face in uncertainty. “Do you think we have to worry about Nana blowing our cover?”  
 
    Charlie snorted at my question. “Absolutely not. She locks herself in her room every single weekday from one to five to watch her soaps. She won’t even realize we’re home.” 
 
    As soon as we got back to the house, I grabbed shorts and a T-shirt and headed to the bathroom to change. I struggled to fight the zipper down on my own to avoid asking Charlie for help. By the time I made it downstairs, Charlie was already sprawled out on the couch. If I thought she looked good in her dress, she looked downright tasty in her sweatpants and USA Soccer T-shirt. I forced myself to look away and took a seat on the recliner located a few feet from the couch.  
 
    As we watched the game, I had to keep reminding myself to keep my eyes on the screen. During one of my many slip-ups, Charlie’s eyes met mine. “So, what other sports do you like, aside from soccer?” I asked, trying to make an excuse for my stare.  
 
    Charlie’s face lit up in response as if I had asked her the one question she was dying to answer. Then again, she was probably just excited to be talking about anything other than small town gossip and babies. “I love all sports, but football is my all-time favorite. Probably because of all of the years I watched Jamie play. He and I also used to play pretty intense games of one-on-one tackle football in the backyard. Of course, that ended when my mother decided it was undignified for a young woman to be rolling around in the dirt.” 
 
    “She didn’t really say that, did she?”  
 
    Charlie playfully threw a throw pillow from the couch at me. “Have you met my mother? Obviously she said that.” 
 
    I took the pillow and placed it behind my head before looking back at Charlie. “So, I take it since you’re from Maryland, you’re a Ravens fan just like your brother.”  
 
    Charlie smirked. “Not quite. I’m actually a Cowboys fan.”  
 
    There it was. I finally found something about this girl that was an absolute turn off. “Now I’m really going to be sick,” I joked. “Please tell me that’s a lie.” 
 
    With that, Charlie broke into a fit of laughter. “Of course it’s a lie. I hate the Cowgirls. I just figured you were an Eagles fan since Jamie told me you’re originally from outside of Philly. From the look on your face, I can tell I was right and, man, was it worth it.”  
 
    “That was just rude.” I threw the pillow back at her.  
 
    Charlie wiggled her eyebrows and stuck her tongue out at me. “Sorry. I couldn’t help myself. I hope you didn’t want this pillow, by the way, because you’re not getting it back.”  
 
    “Is that so?”  
 
    Before Charlie could respond, I hopped out of my chair and onto the couch, trying to grab the pillow from her lap. She quickly pulled it away, putting it underneath her back. Forgetting all about where I was and who I was with, I lunged forward, landing on top of Charlie as I tried to reach around her. I froze when I realized what position I was in, and Charlie’s body went stiff underneath mine. Losing all self-control, my eyes drifted to Charlie’s lips and I allowed myself to imagine what it would be like to lean in and kiss her. These thoughts were interrupted when I felt strong hands push on my shoulders. Before I could comprehend what was happening, my body had flipped off of the couch, and I landed on the floor with a loud thud. The impact would have hurt if it wasn’t being overpowered by my embarrassment over my lack of judgment. Judging by how forcefully Charlie had pushed me away, I had a bad feeling she had noticed me staring at her lips and figured out what was going through my mind at that moment. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping I could somehow turn back time, and keep myself from completely blowing the cover off of this fake relationship.  
 
    “Shit!” Charlie’s voice cut through the silence. “I totally did not mean to push you that hard.” When she looked down at me, her cheeks were flushed. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m good. No broken bones and I’m not bleeding,” I joked, trying to rectify the situation. “Did you get those muscles from cheerleading? All this time I figured you must have been a top, but now I’m wondering if you were a bottom, with strength like that.” When Charlie’s cheeks went from a light pink to a deep red, it hit me what I had just said. “Of the pyramid. In cheerleading. The top or bottom of the pyramid. That’s what you guys call it, right?” At this point I was rambling, but I couldn't stop myself.  
 
    Charlie was still staring at me, eyes wide. When I finally forced myself to stop talking, she pointed over her shoulder. “I’m just going… I… I need to use the restroom.” She was out of the room before I could say another word.  
 
    Less than a minute later, I heard the front door open, and soon Jamie was standing beside the couch staring at me. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at me straight-faced. “When my mom texted me to tell me that you got sick, I figured you lied so you could sneak off and watch the game. I guess I was wrong. You look like shit.”  
 
    “Wow. Thanks a lot, dear.” 
 
    Jamie’s face took on a more sympathetic appearance as he sat down next to me and put an arm around my shoulder. “I’m sorry you’re not feeling well. But, hey, I have some good news. I was thinking about what you said…about my sister. You’re right. I need to start opening up to her more. I’m not ready to come out to her, but I do think this is a good chance for us to become closer. If you’re feeling better, I thought the three of us could do something together. Just the three of us. Then you get a break from my parents. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Sounds great,” I muttered.  
 
    Just great.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: Charlie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If I didn’t know any better, I would swear there was chemistry between Reagan and I. The electric current flowing from her body to mine whenever we were close was so palpable it seemed impossible that only I felt it. I found it hard to believe that a feeling so strong could only be one-sided. But it was. I had to keep reminding myself of that. There wasn’t some magical connection between us. It wasn’t fate that had brought us together. It was, quite literally, my brother who had. The same brother who had come to my room last night to reiterate how much he has missed me and tell me how excited he is to get closer this summer. The brother who had planned a day away from my parents and was nice enough to invite me to come along. That sweet, caring brother who was madly in love with the girl that I had developed a stupid crush on.  
 
    I wanted to chastise myself for having these feelings, but I could also see that it was way beyond my control. What I needed to do was hide it better. Reagan hadn’t done anything to make me believe she had caught on to my crush, but I wasn’t sure how she hadn’t. Yesterday had been one slip-up after another. First, there was the way my breath hitched as I was zipping up her dress. Then there was the whole couch incident. She was clearly just messing around, but for a moment, I let myself believe that she was just as turned on as I was. I’m not sure why my gut reaction to snapping out of that was to Incredible Hulk her right off of the couch. As if all that wasn’t bad enough, I freaked out when she made an accidental sexual innuendo. Even with all of my awkwardness, Reagan had still acted completely cool toward me both last night and this morning, which sucked in the grand scheme of things. Maybe if she wasn’t so laid back about everything, I could kill these feelings.  
 
    “Charlie? Hello? Earth to Charlie.” My brother’s voice brought me back to reality. I focused my eyes in front of me to see him and Reagan sharing a laugh at my expense. “Welcome back. I’ve been trying to tell you that we arrived, but you were out in space. Who’s the guy?”  
 
    “Excuse me?” I choked out.  
 
    Jamie smirked in response to my question. “The guy you were thinking about. You had this dreamy look in your eyes so I figured it must be some guy.”  
 
    Or your girlfriend…  
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I teased, proud of myself for keeping my cool.  
 
    “Actually, no,” Jamie chuckled. “If you told me who it was, I would have to beat him up, and I don’t feel like getting violent.”  
 
    Reagan responded to his joke by giving him a playful slap on the arm. “Stop trying to act like a tough guy. You know you wouldn’t beat him up. If there is someone, we would be happy to meet him, Charlie,” Reagan informed me, although I couldn’t help but notice that her eyes didn’t meet mine as she said it.  
 
    What was that all about? Was she feeling uncomfortable about how I acted yesterday? As if my thoughts had transferred from my brain right over to hers, she made eye contact with me. This sudden change had my body reacting in all sorts of ways. All sorts of terribly incredible ways. Her dark sparkling eyes latched onto mine for a few agonizing seconds before she spoke.  
 
    “I still can’t believe that you guys have a boat! This one over here never told me. I’m so excited!”  
 
    “Have you ever been water skiing?” I asked, hoping she didn’t realize how my voice had cracked in response to those eyes continuing to bore into me. 
 
    “I haven’t, but I’m pumped to try.” She lifted her eyebrows up and down, then turned back around, leaning in closer to Jamie to whisper words that I wasn’t able to decipher. He gave his head a quick shake, then hopped out of the car.  
 
    Soon the boat was in the water and the three of us were stripping down into just our bathing suits. The bikini Reagan was wearing was even skimpier than the one she’d worn to the pool the other day. If this was a different world, I would have thought she was doing it to grab my attention, which obviously worked. I tried not to let my eyes linger, but the sight was too damn mesmerizing to not take it in. Her flat stomach had a cluster of freckles just like the ones on her face. I let my mind wander to what it would feel like to trace my finger along those freckles, imagining what it would be like to hear a soft moan escape from Reagan’s mouth in response. Except that wouldn’t happen. What was wrong with me? Never in my life had I let a girl have this kind of effect on me. It felt borderline creepy, but was also impossible to stop.  
 
    I tore my eyes away and looked over at my brother. At least I wouldn’t feel alone if I watched him ogling her as well. Except there was one problem. He wasn’t ogling at all. His focus was on starting up the engine. Great. Even my brother, who was dating the girl, had more sense than to stare at her like she was some rare piece of art. Really though. She was.  
 
    Jamie caught my eye and waved me over. “Sis! Do you want to captain first so I can show you ladies how it’s done on the water skis?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at him and chuckled. “How quickly you forget which Miller sibling is actually a good water skier. Plus, I lived in Cali for eight years. I’m practically a mermaid at this point. How often do you guys take the boat out on Broadway?”  
 
    My brother’s smile grew with my words. “What I really forgot was how funny you think you are.”  
 
    I shook my head and threw a life vest at him, then sat at the steering wheel. I forgot how much I had missed this back and forth banter with my brother. It used to be like that between us all the time. I wasn’t even sure when we had drifted apart. Maybe it was college. Maybe the distance was just too much. The distance and my big secret. I sighed to myself, then drove the boat out to the middle of the water before cutting the engine so Jamie could get himself set up.  
 
    “You okay to be the spotter?” I asked Reagan.  
 
    She put one thumb in the air in response. “I’ve got this. I might not have ever waterskied, but I’m a pro at watching Jamie do dumb stuff. I’ll probably realize he’s falling before he even does.”  
 
    I would’ve found that statement adorable, if it didn’t cause me to feel irrationally jealous. Luckily, I didn’t have to harp on it because I soon heard Jamie’s voice bellowing for me to hit it.  
 
    I switched between focusing on driving and looking over my shoulder to see how he was doing. For how long it had been, he was doing surprisingly well. He knew it too, constantly going one-handed to give us a big thumbs up or a wave.  
 
    “He’s so full of it,” I laughed. “Is he this big-headed all the time?”  
 
    The smile on Reagan’s face grew with my joke. “Actually, no. He isn’t at all. This town brings out the best in him. Or maybe I should say worst.”  
 
    “Happens to the best of us. What do you say we teach him a lesson? Bring him down a few notches?”  
 
    “I think that sounds like a wonderful idea.”  
 
    With her permission, I brought the speed up in the boat, just enough to catch him off guard. It worked like a charm and he immediately fell into the water.  
 
    “Not cool,” he said with a pout once I brought the boat around to pick him up.  
 
    Both Reagan and I laughed at his expense. “That’s what you get for trying to act like a tough guy,” Reagan teased.  
 
    Jamie pulled off the skis and floated on his back in the water. “I’m just going to hang out here for a few minutes and recover. It feels so good.”  
 
    I took this opportunity to sit down next to Reagan. She sighed and looked up toward the sky, before looking over at me. I tried to ignore the way the sun reflected off of the lighter portion of her hair and the feeling it caused in the pit of my stomach. “This is really nice. It’s cool that you guys were able to do this growing up.” 
 
    I smiled thinking back on all of the times my family had spent taking the boat out on the river. “Yeah, it was pretty great. We have some awesome memories out here. Believe it or not, my parents aren’t always unbearable. They can be really sweet and pretty cool when they want to be.”  
 
    Reagan leaned closer and playfully shoved her shoulder against mine. “I’m going to have to take your word on that one. Your brother says the same thing though, so there must be some truth to it.”  
 
    I smiled at her honesty. I was learning Reagan’s no-bullshit attitude was part of what made her so attractive. “I know we sound crazy, but it’s true. Our parents gave us a great life growing up. They never missed anything from the time we were just starting tee ball and ballet, through high school and college, and even now. They’ve always worked hard to provide us with a good life, and they really do care.”  
 
    Reagan studied my face before speaking again. “Who are you trying to convince of that? Me or yourself?”  
 
    I rubbed my eyes, as if clearing my vision would somehow help me articulate what I was feeling. “It’s not that I need to be convinced that my parents care. I know they do. Sometimes I think they might care a little bit too much. It just feels like they have certain expectations that I’m never going to live up to.”  
 
    “Can I give some unsolicited advice?” Reagan asked, gently. When I nodded, she continued. “I think you should talk to your brother about all of this. It seems like you guys feel the same way about a bunch of things, but have been too scared to admit that to one another. Speak of the devil!” I followed Reagan’s eyes to see that Jamie was now crawling back onto the boat.  
 
    Once he was next to us, he clapped his hands together. “Who’s next?” 
 
    I stood up. “I’ll go. That way Reagan can see how you’re actually supposed to do it.” Truthfully, the serious conversation, mixed with the feeling of being so close to Reagan, had been too much for me. I figured I could use the open water to center myself.  
 
    Once I had myself situated, I motioned for my brother to start. He was nice enough to start slow, so I could pull myself up. Even as he picked up a little bit of speed, I was able to balance myself. Years of cheerleading had certainly come in handy for sports like this. When I started to feel more confident, I dared to look toward the boat. My body immediately heated up at the sight of Reagan’s eyes on me. I realize it was her job to watch me, but the intensity of her stare was too much to handle. A small smile played on her lips when she noticed me staring back at her. I tried to bring my attention back to the water skis, but it was too late. Before I knew what was happening, I had lost my balance and was crashing hard into the water. I was definitely going to feel that one in the morning. As I struggled to regain enough composure to push to the surface of the water, I heard a splash a few feet away from me. When I was able to focus on my surroundings, I saw Reagan wading beside me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked breathlessly. “That was a pretty nasty spill.” 
 
    I patted my hands up and down my body. “Yep. Everything seems to be intact. Except my pride of course.”  
 
    To my surprise, Reagan’s hands reached out and grabbed a hold of my life vest. The motion caused our bodies to drift closer to each other, and for an instant, we both stayed like this. I didn’t dare ask Reagan what she was doing, in fear that the moment might end. It turned out, I didn’t have to ask though.  
 
    Reagan’s eyes drifted down to the life vest she was holding. “Think you can keep yourself in one piece to get back to the boat if I borrow this from you?” 
 
    “Oh. Of course,” I stumbled. I quickly removed the vest and swam back to the boat in order to avoid embarrassing myself any more than I already had.  
 
    Once back on the boat, I rested against the back of the driver’s seat that my brother was occupying. I split my attention between Jamie and Reagan. Reagan signaled that she was ready and, impressively, it only took her a few attempts to get up on the skis. “Your girlfriend is pretty cool. You know that, right? You’re a lucky man to be dating her.”  
 
    “Gee, Sis, if I didn’t know any better I’d say you want to date her,” he teased.  
 
    I could tell by his boyish grin that he was joking, but it was still weird to hear it said out loud. “Oh. I’m not. I mean… I don’t. No,” I stuttered.  
 
    Jamie’s face fell flat at my rambling. “Calm down. It was a joke.”  
 
    “Well, it was kind of a weird one,” I mumbled.  
 
    Jamie shrugged his shoulders. “Reagan does always say the only person in the world that finds me funny is myself.”  
 
    This confession brought a smile to my face. “Smart girl. Speaking of which, she told me I should talk to you… about Mom and Dad. She mentioned that we may have the same feelings about certain things.” 
 
    Jamie lifted one eyebrow, but his face remained stoic.  
 
    Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.  
 
    “Did she now?” 
 
    “She did.” Might as well just say it. “Do you ever feel like you don’t live up to Mom and Dad’s expectations?” 
 
    “Aside from every single day of my life? Nope.”  
 
    I let out a sigh of relief at this confession. “I honestly thought I was the only one.”  
 
    Jamie laughed earnestly. “Are you kidding me? You’re a doctor. I’m just a measly school teacher to them.”  
 
    I looked toward the sky, squinting as the sun hit my eyes. “Mom doesn’t care that I’m a doctor. She’s much more impressed by boyfriends and babies than any doctorate degree.” 
 
    My attention was brought back to Jamie, as I felt his hand rest upon mine. He gave it a gentle squeeze and smiled at me. “For what it’s worth, I’m proud of you. I think it’s really cool and super impressive. God knows I couldn’t have forced myself to stay in school that long.”  
 
    Before I could chime in with the fact that I saw nothing measly about being a school teacher, our conversation was cut short by the sound of Reagan’s voice telling us she was ready to stop. I watched in admiration as she perfectly executed the steps we gave her to get off of the water skis without falling.  
 
    “Um, Sis?” my brother’s voice cut in. “You do realize that we both just got shown up by an amateur, right?”  
 
    The rest of the day was spent between taking turns driving the boat as fast as we legally could and stopping to take dips into the river. It was the perfect day and the first time I had felt truly relaxed since moving back home.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I should’ve realized that feeling wouldn’t last. As soon as we walked into the house later that afternoon, my mother greeted us at the door. Except greet was too nice of a word. Attack was more like it.  
 
    “You all need to shower. The family is coming over for dinner, so I need you looking presentable.”  
 
    Within an hour, our house was filled with my uncles, aunts, cousins, grandparents, and Mary Beth. I rolled my eyes when I saw that my mom had invited her once again. She really needed to stop doing that. The last thing I wanted was for Reagan to get the wrong idea.  
 
    Before greeting anyone else, I walked up to Mary Beth. “Listen, I’m not trying to be rude, but we’ve talked about this. You need to move on. Whatever you think is going to happen, isn’t.”  
 
    “Who says I haven’t moved on?” Mary Beth scoffed. “Your family just happens to be like a second family to me. I’m not going to let that go just because of a relationship in the past.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but before I could respond, Jamie walked up beside me and put a hand on my shoulder. “Mary Beth, it’s nice to see you. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m good, Jamie. How is your girlfriend?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at the way she emphasized girlfriend.  
 
    “I’m good. Thank you so much for asking, Mary Beth,” a newly arrived Reagan answered, sarcasm oozing from her words.  
 
    Mary Beth looked between the three of us, her face growing more red with each sweep. “I’m going to help your mother set the table.”  
 
    As soon as she was far enough away, the three of us burst into laughter. “Thanks for trying, Sis.” Jamie gave my shoulder one more squeeze before letting his hand drop.  
 
    “You bet,” I grumbled.  
 
    The conversation with Mary Beth was child’s play compared to what I had to endure throughout dinner. I had to listen to an extensive conversation about Jamie and Reagan’s future reproductive plans. I did find it reassuring that they seemed to be just as uncomfortable with the conversation and didn’t reveal much.  
 
    It was my Aunt Dina who finally changed the subject, but unfortunately she directed the conversation over to me. “What about you, Charlie? Did you meet any nice doctors while in school?” 
 
    I wanted to give the snarky answer that I had met tons of nice doctors since I graduated with over a hundred of them, but I simply shook my head. “Optometry school didn’t leave much time for a relationship.” Not a complete lie.  
 
    “Plus, it’s going to take a very special man to be good enough for my Homecoming Queen,” my dad added with a wink.  
 
    My cousin-in-law Naomi gasped from the other end of the table as if she had either had an epiphany or dared to try a bite of Nana’s Jell-O mold. “I know the perfect guy for you. He owns his own auto body shop so you could totally be a stay-at-home mom if you wanted.”  
 
    Tell that to my student loan debt.  
 
    “That’s cool,” I lied. “But I should probably let myself get settled a bit before I start dating.”  
 
    “Oh, Charlotte,” my mom sighed. “You really should take advantage of this opportunity. It’s unusual for someone your age to still be single. You should scoop him up before another girl does.” 
 
    My Aunt Dina waved her fork between my mother and me. “Your mother’s right, you know. Most people your age are married with kids by now. Just look at my three boys.”  
 
    The sound of silverware being dropped caused us all to look across the table at Nana. “Why do you people insist on talking so much? Can’t a woman just enjoy her meal in peace? Sheesh,” she groaned.  
 
    The silence that followed was marvelous, and for the rest of the meal only light whispers traveled throughout the room. After dinner, my cousins’ kids went outside to catch fireflies and I used this distraction to sneak away. Once back in my room, I threw myself onto my bed and took a deep breath. Suffocating. That’s how meals like that always felt. Unable to shake the feeling, I opened my window and crawled out onto the roof, taking in the fresh air. I had learned at much too young an age that the partially flat roof made for an excellent spot for me to get away and think. Something about being under the stars and out of the view of others felt surreal. I was surprised when I heard someone at the window just a few minutes later, figuring that no one would even notice I was gone.  
 
    “Mind if I join you?” Reagan asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Go for it.” My voice sounded much more somber than expected, causing Reagan to take a moment to study me before sitting down.  
 
    “I have a feeling this is a sacred spot for you, so I’m not going to force a conversation.”  
 
    I took Reagan’s words as permission to stay quiet. For a few minutes, we sat in silence, the sound of crickets the only thing filling the air. “I forgot how hard it is to breathe around here,” I finally spoke. Reagan didn’t say anything, but looked at me in a way that told me she was waiting for me to elaborate. “When I was in California, everything felt so easy. I could completely be myself. Here, I feel like I’m playing a part.” 
 
    “And what part is that, Charlie?” The sincerity in Reagan’s voice almost caused tears to come to my eyes. Instead, I stared up at the night sky, silently counting the stars.  
 
    “I don’t know. The part of the perfect daughter. The All-American girl. The popular cheerleader who peaked in high school.”  
 
    Reagan was quiet as she took in my words. “Can I ask you something?”  
 
    I swallowed hard, wondering what she could possibly have to ask me and praying it wasn’t about my big secret. Still, the softness in Reagan’s voice made me want to tell her anything. Everything. “Sure,” I whispered.  
 
    “So, high school. Were you the social, popular girl because you thought you needed to be?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not at all actually. I loved cheerleading and I’m naturally an extroverted person, so surrounding myself with people was what made me happy. I never strived to be popular. It just kind of came with the territory of being friends with everyone. Do I think that being crowned Homecoming Queen was my greatest accomplishment? Hell no. But I’m also not going to lie and say that it meant nothing to me. I guess in all of this rambling, what I’m trying to say is pretty much everything I did in high school was true to who I was inside, except for…” I stopped myself before the rest of the words were out of my mouth.  
 
    Reagan reached over and rested a hand on my knee, lightly squeezing it in support. “Except for what?”  
 
    This time, tears did come to my eyes. “Except for… except for dating guys.” I said the last part so fast that I wasn’t even sure if it was discernible. From the way Reagan’s eyes widened though, I figured she must have caught it.  
 
    I watched as she swallowed hard before speaking. “What are you saying, Charlie?”  
 
    “I’m gay, okay? I like girls. I came to terms with it years ago, but no one in my family knows. I hate having this secret, but I’m scared to death about what will happen if they find out.”  As soon as the words were out, I regretted what I had done. I barely knew Reagan. How was I supposed to know that she wouldn’t out me? “Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. Please, Reagan. Promise me that you won’t tell anyone.”  
 
    Reagan looked into my eyes, and I felt a shift in the energy between us. It wasn’t bad, just different. Reagan reached out and placed one hand against my cheek, wiping away my tears with her thumb. The rush of emotions that overtook me were almost too much to bear. I was confused, scared, and turned on all at the same time.  
 
    “Shh,” Reagan whispered. “It’s okay. You’re okay. I’m not going to tell anyone.”  
 
    I responded only by nodding, and Reagan brought her other hand up to mirror the first, now moving both thumbs over my cheeks. I dared a look into her eyes and her stare was so intense that I wanted to look away, but couldn’t if I tried.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Reagan repeated, even more quietly than the first time.  
 
    I was so overwhelmed that I almost missed Reagan moving her face closer to mine. I almost missed the way she subtly licked her lips while looking toward mine. What I didn’t miss was the sigh that left her mouth as I closed the gap between us. Soon, I was overwhelmed by the feeling of lips on lips. Fireworks went off behind my closed eyes as Reagan’s tongue slipped into my mouth. I graciously accepted it, relishing the way it felt against mine.  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. I was kissing Reagan. Reagan was kissing me back. Holy shit. What? I was kissing Reagan, my brother’s girlfriend. What the hell was I doing? I swiftly pulled away, immediately feeling the loss. Reagan was staring at me, eyes wide. “What the hell? What the hell, Reagan? Oh my God. What did I do? What did you do?”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Reagan repeated once again, only this time it sounded much more strained and not nearly as convincing.  
 
    “It’s not okay. Nothing is okay about this. You’re dating my brother. Why would you kiss me?” At this point, I was practically screaming, overwhelmed with a mixture of guilt and lust.  
 
    “Technically, we kissed each other,” Reagan’s answer was much too matter-of-fact for the current situation we were in. 
 
    “Okay, but you started it,” I fought back, immediately cringing at myself for sounding like a child. “Why, Reagan?”  
 
    Reagan swallowed hard and looked down toward her hands. “I don’t know. You were so sad. I guess… I guess I just wanted to comfort you.”  
 
    “Comfort me?” I bit back. “That’s how you comfort someone?”  
 
    I shook my head in frustration, trying to figure out how we could handle this. I should tell my brother. Coming clean was the right thing to do. But how was I ever going to come out if I lost my one possible ally? “That was a big mistake,” I whispered. “That shouldn’t have happened. I think we should keep it to ourselves. On second thought, I think we should just forget about it all together.”  
 
    A distressed look appeared on Reagan’s face and for a second, I thought she might fight me on it. “You’re… you’re right,” she conceded, hanging her head. “I’m really sorry, Charlie. I’m going to give you some space.”  
 
    I laughed bitterly to myself as she went inside. The kind of space that I needed was the space that I wouldn’t be getting for another four weeks. One week at a time, I told myself. One week at a time.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One week at a time was a tough mantra to follow when the days dragged. It was only Tuesday and it felt like a lifetime had passed since the kiss, instead of just three days. I cycled between feelings of sadness, anger, and confusion. Kissing Reagan felt better than I could have dreamt. But I still couldn’t understand why it happened. She was comforting me? A simple it gets better would have done just fine. Was this some weird misdirected cis straight girl way of showing that she accepts gay people?  
 
    As angry as I was at her, I was even more angry at myself. I was angry that I had let it happen, but even more angry that I didn’t think I would go back and change it if I could. What kind of sister was I? Jamie and I were finally growing closer, and now I couldn’t even look at him without a tremendous amount of guilt coursing through me.  
 
    The only positive over the past few days was the fact that Reagan was just as committed to avoiding each other as I was. She had even committed to sticking around for family time until my parents went to bed, so she could sneak into my brother’s room. She would eventually make her way back to my room, most likely once she thought I was asleep. Of course, I never was. I was too busy trying to will myself not to think about what was going on just a few doors down from mine.  
 
    “What do you think, Charlie? Does that sound like a good plan to you?” I looked up from the cereal I had been mindlessly staring at, to find Mom waiting for the answer to a question I hadn’t heard.  
 
    “Yeah, sure. Sounds good, Mom,” I mumbled.  
 
    “Perfect. Girls’ shopping spree, it is.”  
 
    Shit. 
 
    It didn’t take long to figure out how much I had missed when I let my mind wander to Reagan during breakfast. My dad needed help on a project for work and had recruited Jamie, at which point my mom suggested that us girls (my mom, Reagan, Grandma, and I) go to the outlet mall an hour from our house. I knew I couldn’t back out after I agreed. That outlet mall was like freaking gold to people who had never gotten out of my hometown, like my mother and grandma.  
 
    That’s how I found myself spending the day with Reagan after a successful bout of avoidance. Luckily, my mother kept her occupied, while I spent most of the time wandering around either alone or with my grandma. I made the mistake of silently congratulating myself for keeping it together as I walked into the dressing room of the last store of the day. Talk about jinxing yourself. The struggle to get into the skinniest skinny jeans that I could find in the store was worth it when I looked in the mirror and saw how nicely they hugged my curves. Perfect. I would get these jeans and wear them the next time I went on a date. A real date. With a girl who actually likes girls. This would have been the perfect plan if it wasn’t for the fact that the zipper decided to get caught and wouldn’t budge as I tried to pull it down. I fought with the zipper until my fingers hurt so bad I thought they might start to bleed. Out of desperation, I tried to pull the pants down still zipped, which didn’t work since they were practically painted on.  
 
    Well, this was embarrassing. My only hope was getting my mom’s help without causing a scene that Reagan would notice. “Um, Mom?” I muttered softly. When I didn’t get an answer, I opened the door part way and tried again. “Mom?” 
 
    Much to my chagrin, Reagan showed up at the door instead. “Your mom and grandma went to get the car. What do you need?”  
 
    “Forget about it,” I snarled.  
 
    Before I could shut the door, Reagan pushed on it from the other side. “Seriously, Charlie, what’s up?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her insistence. “Well, if you must know, my zipper is stuck and now my pants won’t go down.”  
 
    Apparently, my brain didn’t inform my body that she was just assessing the situation, because as her eyes scanned my jeans, it felt like flames were being shot from her pupils and burning every spot they touched on my body.  
 
    “I can help you.” Reagan rubbed a hand over the back of her neck as she said those words.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” I breathed.  
 
    Reagan gave me a sympathetic look. “Me either, but do we really have another option?” 
 
    I sighed and motioned toward my zipper. Reagan dropped to her knees to get a closer look. I laughed to myself. This had to be some sick joke the universe was playing on me for pouting about how long it had been since someone had gone down on me. I watched as Reagan carefully navigated, doing her best to be respectful of my personal space. Well, as respectful as you could be when pulling down someone’s fly. It only took a few heavy tugs before Reagan got the zipper down. She stood back up as soon as she finished.  
 
    I noticed a bead of sweat running down her forehead, as she shyly backed herself against the dressing room wall. ”Sorry. I was just trying to help. I’m really not trying to make things even more awkward between us.”  
 
    Before I could overthink it, I placed both hands on either side of Reagan and leaned in close. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry about how badly I want to kiss you right now.”  
 
    Reagan closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Charlie, I…”  
 
    I let out the breath I had been holding and forced myself to take a few steps back. “I know. We can’t do this. I get it.” I tried my best to change back into my shorts as quickly as possible, but the feeling of Reagan’s eyes on me made it hard to focus on anything else. Once dressed, I let my eyes connect with hers, and they naturally drifted down toward her lips. I forced myself to look away, then walked out of the dressing room, trying to ignore the erratic beating of my heart. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Later that night, I lay in bed replaying the whole scene in my head. The more I thought about it, the more I beat myself up. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t the type of girl to try to turn a straight girl, and I certainly wasn’t someone who condoned infidelity.  
 
    Except, the more I thought about Reagan’s response to my come on, the less it seemed like the reaction of someone who wasn’t attracted to girls. I sighed as I pushed those thoughts from my head. This was the girl who was currently hiding away in her boyfriend’s bedroom doing who knows what. Well, I had a pretty good idea of what they were doing, but the thought made me sick.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: Reagan  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ooooh yes, that one right there,” I laughed as I lay next to Jamie in his bed.  
 
    He put one finger up to his mouth, making a gagging motion. “Absolutely not. He’s wearing a MAGA hat. I told you using my current location on the dating app would be a disaster. The last thing I want is to hook up with someone in this podunk town who is still stuck in the closet.”  
 
    That makes one of us, I thought to myself.  
 
    “Technically, aren’t you stuck in the closet here?”  
 
    Jamie waved one hand at me. “Semantics.” I playfully shoved him and we broke into another fit of laughter. “Listen,” Jamie said, suddenly becoming serious. “I’m loving these late night hangouts, but they really do need to stop. I don’t want my parents to catch us and get the wrong idea.” 
 
    “Do you think your parents would be more upset if they thought I was screwing you silly in here or helping you pick out guys on a dating app?”  
 
    Jamie rolled his eyes at my question. “I’d rather not have them thinking we’re doing anything, hence why you should go back to going to bed earlier than Nana, like you did the first week here.” He shoved me back and added, “But just for the record, they would totally prefer you screwing me silly. At least that could give my mom grandbabies. But could we drop it? Thinking about it makes me want to barf.”  
 
    “Hey, I’ll have you know that I’m a great lay,” I pouted.  
 
    “And I don’t doubt that one bit, darling. But in case you haven’t noticed, you’re not my type.”  
 
    No, but I am another Miller sibling’s type.  
 
    And just like that my mind was back on Charlie. After her big reveal on Friday night, our interactions made so much more sense. It turned out I hadn’t been imagining the flirting and the chemistry. And that kiss. That kiss proved how electric we were together. Unfortunately, the kiss was a mistake and couldn’t happen again. There was no way I could hook up with Charlie without revealing the truth about her brother. And it’s not like I could ask Jamie if it was okay because that would involve outing Charlie. What a mess. I was stuck acting like the doting girlfriend and trying to ignore the sexual tension surging between Charlie and I, which was really hard when she did things such as getting her pants zipper caught and then pinning me against the wall. I wanted to have my way with her right there in the dressing room and I probably would have if she hadn’t backed off.  
 
    “Speaking of being super duper gay,” Jamie interrupted my thoughts, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell my sister anytime soon. I felt it out and I’m still not sure how she would react.”  
 
    “Why is that?” I asked a little too intensely, selfishly wishing that Jamie would just tell her already.  
 
    “Well, she was saying how cool you were. Weird, right? Clearly, she doesn’t know you. Anyway, I made a joke about how maybe she wanted to date you and she got ridiculously flustered.”  
 
    “Well, that is a really awkward joke, dude.” I tried my best to keep my voice level, so Jamie didn’t realize how overwhelmed I felt about that “joke.”  
 
    “Only if you’re a homophobe who has an issue with two girls being together, dude,” Jamie fought.  
 
    I shook my head. “You’re missing the point. It’s not awkward because of it being two girls together. It’s awkward because you are implying that your sister wants to date her believed-to-be future sister-in-law.”  
 
    Jamie squinted his eyes, as if he was considering my words. “I guess that’s a good point. But in that case, I feel like it would only be awkward if it was true, which it obviously isn’t.”  
 
    Oh yeah. Obviously not.  
 
    “Whatever you say. I’m just saying that you should believe me when I tell you that your sister is cool with it.”  
 
    “Fine. I guess I believe you, but I’m still not ready to tell her. Maybe by the end of the summer.”  
 
    I groaned internally. The end of the summer seemed so far away.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Friday rolled around, I wanted to crawl out of my own skin. Anytime spent around Charlie was pure torture. My eyes were drawn to every single move she made, and at this point, it seemed like a miracle no one had noticed. To make matters worse, the whole family was going to some small town barbecue joint for dinner, which meant that I would have to endure at least two hours of mindless banter about marriage, babies, and which guys Charlie’s cousins wanted to hook her up with. 
 
    Which is why I didn’t even hesitate when Jamie asked me if I wanted to get away for the afternoon. As soon as I answered, he hopped out of the chair he was sitting on and started heading out of the room. “Wait, where are you going?” I asked.  
 
    He pointed his thumb toward the stairs. “I was just going to ask Charlie if she wanted to come along. She’s seemed stressed out lately. I think my parents are getting to all of us, and since we had such a good time on the boat, I thought it would be fun to all hang out again.”  
 
    “Sounds great,” I lied. I knew I couldn’t argue since I had been the one to tell Jamie that he needed to spend more time with his sister. Still, I prayed she would say no.  
 
    Unfortunately, my prayers were not answered, and within a few minutes, Jamie was coming back downstairs with Charlie following close behind him. “So, are you as surprisingly good at mini golf as you are at water skiing?” Jamie asked, a shit-eating grin splitting his face.  
 
    “I’ve told you multiple times that I’m not, which I assume is exactly why you are about to tell me that’s what we’re doing.”  
 
    Jamie put an arm around me and placed a kiss on my cheek. “Oh honey, you know me so well. Let’s go.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Not only was I terrible at miniature golf, but I also hadn’t gone since high school. I was against participating in sports that I knew I couldn’t win, so I avoided it. That was obvious when I went to hit the ball at the first hole and couldn’t even figure out the best way to hold the club. I hit the ball too hard, causing it to leave the green and land in one of the many man-made ponds.  
 
    “God damnit,” I muttered under my breath, walking past a giggling Jamie and Charlie to look for my ball. I noticed it right in the middle of the pond, just out of reach. Of course. I tried my best to anchor myself into the ground as I leaned over the water to retrieve the ball. My fingers were almost touching it when I felt my one foot start to slip. I braced myself for my very wet fall when I suddenly felt two strong arms grab me around the waist. Already off balance, this sudden change in direction caused me to fall right on top of the person.  
 
    A light gasp escaped from my rescuer. It was much too high to have come from Jamie, so I wasn’t surprised when I turned around and was staring into Charlie’s wide eyes. Instead of moving, I stared back. I knew I needed to get off of her, but this position felt so damn good. Would it really hurt if I just enjoyed it a little bit… 
 
    “You guys are insane.” Jamie’s cackle distracted me enough to remind me where I was and I jumped to my feet.  
 
    I reached my hand toward Charlie to help her up. It’s the least I could do. She had saved me from spending the rest of the day drenched. She accepted my hand and I felt the electricity run between us as soon as our fingers brushed together. It didn’t escape me that she had held onto my hand a few seconds longer than necessary, but I wasn’t complaining.  
 
    Instead of looking at me, Charlie stared out at my ball. “That really wasn’t the best choice,” she chuckled.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if she was referring to how I went about trying to retrieve my ball or the fact that she had rescued me, but I decided to assume the former. That was much less awkward. “Can you tell me a better way to get it?” I challenged.  
 
    Charlie leaned over and grabbed something about five feet away from her. She smirked at me as she used the object to skim through the water and pick up the ball, exactly as it was made to do. Her cocky grin only grew as she handed the ball back to me. I wanted nothing more than to wipe that smile off of her face, but my methods probably wouldn’t have been accepted by my closeted twins.  
 
    The next few holes went a little better than the first. I at least knew how to retrieve my ball from the water now, which came in handy. When we reached the halfway point and another one of my shots left the green, Jamie groaned and walked up behind me. “I can’t handle this anymore. Please let me help you.”  
 
    I was going to yell at him to just leave it, until I noticed the look in Charlie’s eyes in response to his proximity to me. I shouldn’t have enjoyed the jealousy that I saw. The last thing I wanted was to hurt her even more than I already had, but damn, green looked good on her. Yep. It was sexy as hell how her eyes burned into me as Jamie’s hands grabbed ahold of mine to direct them to the correct place on the club. There was nothing sexy about what was happening between us. Jamie and I were so close that we were used to pushing boundaries, in a completely platonic way. Of course, Charlie didn’t realize that, so I took advantage of the situation and pushed back against Jamie, cringing a little when I thought about how close I was to his junk.  
 
    Jamie tipped his mouth close to my ear, so only I could hear his whispered words. “I see what you’re doing, but I don’t think it’s necessary with my sister. Save the over dramatic acting for my parents.” He paused for a second, then added, “By the way, please stop grinding against me or I might barf.”  
 
    I snickered at his words and pulled away, so I could teasingly swat his arm. When I looked back at Charlie, she still hadn’t taken her eyes off of us. I tried to focus on the ball, taking into consideration what Jamie had just told me, but the feeling of Charlie’s eyes on me was too distracting. The ball stayed on the green this time but ended up on the side completely opposite the hole.  
 
    Jamie threw his hands in the air, shaking his head. “Seriously? Normally, I’m all about things I can actually beat you at, but this is just ridiculous.” He looked around, his eyes landing on something in the distance. “Will you ladies be okay if I go empty the water hose? If I knew this game was going to take so long, I wouldn’t have hydrated so well.”  
 
    “Go do your thing, babe,” I teased, adding a wink for good measure and watched as he walked back toward the entrance where the bathroom was. 
 
    When I turned around, Charlie’s gaze had intensified. We stood there staring at each other for what felt like hours, before she took a few uncertain steps toward me. “So,” she hesitated, “it turns out my brother might not be the best teacher. He was showing you all wrong, you know.”  
 
    I lifted one flirtatious eyebrow at her and let my lips curve into a half-smile. “Is that so?”  
 
    My body language seemed to give her the confidence she needed, and she didn’t falter in closing the rest of the distance between us. She settled in behind me and reached for my hands, just as Jamie did earlier. Only this was nothing like Jamie’s lesson. Her hands slowly slid down my arms before forming a firm grip over my hands. She brought her body even closer, so there was no space left between us. My body hummed in response to her touch and I let myself lean into it, as she directed my hands with her own. I followed her lead as we pulled the club back together and allowed to it lightly tap the ball on the way back through. She continued to hold onto me as we watched the ball make its way toward the hole. It didn’t go in, but stopped just past it, which was much closer than I had gotten all day. I excitedly jumped, causing Charlie to release her grip.  
 
    As if the reality of the situation suddenly hit her, she backed away, eyes wide. She shook her head and looked toward the ground. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I’m not sure why I keep acting like this.”  
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” I soothed, starting to reach out toward her, then thinking better of it and letting my hand drop.  
 
    “Why are you acting like this? It’s weird and really confusing.” The pain I saw in Charlie’s eyes killed me, and in that moment, I was willing to admit anything to take it away.  
 
    “Charlie, I…”  
 
    “Are you guys messing with me right now?” Jamie’s voice bellowed behind us. “You guys had to set that up to mess with me because there is no way that Reagan got the ball so close to the hole. I’m not buying it.”  
 
    “I guess maybe your lesson worked, after all,” I responded, using my eyes to try to convey something completely different to Charlie. I’m not sure exactly what I was going to say before Jamie interrupted, but I knew it was probably something I shouldn’t. I didn’t want to keep my feelings a secret though. I started to question what was more important: revealing my secret or keeping Jamie’s. My heart and my head had two very conflicting answers.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This question continued to run through my mind as we sat at dinner with the whole Miller family. Charlie had barely looked at me since our moment on the miniature golf course, and it was killing me. The outfit she had decided to change into was also killing me. Her tight Daisy Dukes and short tank top had my body on high alert, and I had to wonder if she did it on purpose. A part of her had to realize that her feelings weren’t one-sided, and I had a notion that she was trying to drive me wild. That notion was confirmed when Charlie’s cousin-in-law again brought up the guy who was absolutely perfect for her.  
 
    “So, Charlie, I showed Travis, the one who owns the auto body shop, a picture of you and he is really interested. Have you reconsidered going on a date with him?” Naomi pried.  
 
    “I’m still not convinced I want to date anyone right now, but I’ll keep him in mind. He seems like the best prospect right now. I can’t think of anyone who would be better.” I knew what Charlie was doing, but it still didn’t make her words hurt any less. 
 
    The whole night was getting to be way too much and I knew I had to get out of there. I turned toward Jamie, but spoke loud enough so the others could hear me. “I think I need to go back to the house. I don’t feel good. Something isn’t sitting well with me.”  
 
    Before Jamie could respond, Mrs. Miller cut in. “Aw, sweetheart. Sick again? I guess with all of that city living, your stomach never learned to handle a good, homemade country meal. Charlie, since you have your car here, do you mind taking Reagan? I’ll get the rest of your food packed up and bring it home with me once we leave here.” 
 
    The shock on Charlie’s face in response to her mother’s request matched exactly how I felt. “I think it makes more sense for her boyfriend to take her home.”  
 
    Mrs. Miller laughed as if Charlie had just told a funny joke. “Oh honey, we can’t do that. There would be no one home to supervise the two of them.” 
 
    Charlie snorted at this answer. “With all do respect, Mom, they live together. I think they spend a lot of time unsupervised.” 
 
    Mrs. Miller’s face dropped, clearly still feeling distraught over this fact. “Well, they are adults and unfortunately that means I can’t control what they do when they aren’t here. But, I can control what they do under my roof, which is why I can’t condone that.” 
 
    “I second that,” Mr. Miller piped in. 
 
    “On second thought, I think I can tough it out,” I suggested, trying to backtrack.  
 
    Mrs. Miller waved a hand at me. “Absolutely not. There’s no need to sit here and suffer. Who knows how long we’ll end up staying. Plus, I know Charlie doesn’t mind. Right, Charlie?” 
 
    “Right, Mom,” Charlie mumbled, before standing up to leave. She didn’t even turn to make sure I was behind her and was at the car by the time I caught up to her.  
 
    She turned on the engine without saying a word, and my eyes were immediately drawn to the “low fuel” light on her dash. I pointed to the alert. “Looks like we better stop for gas.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Charlie answered through gritted teeth, not even daring to look in my direction.  
 
    I decided it was for the best if I kept my mouth shut and didn’t even say anything when the car began to sputter. I was quiet as Charlie whispered expletives under her breath and pulled to the side of the road, just in time for the car to stop completely. “Go ahead and say it,” she finally spoke. 
 
    “S-Say what?”  
 
    “That you told me so. You said I needed gas, and I ignored it. Now we are stuck on the side of this random back road, in a situation that you were clearly trying to avoid, since I know for a fact you’re not sick.” 
 
    “Well, I know for a fact that you have no interest in dating Mr. Mechanic, but that didn’t stop you from speaking his praises at dinner.” 
 
    “And what do you care, Reagan?” Charlie fought back. 
 
    “I-I don’t,” I lied.  
 
    Instead of answering, Charlie looked down at her phone. “Shit. There is no service out here. That’s just great.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say, so I just sat in silence, willing myself to stare out the windshield into the dark night. When I couldn’t stand it anymore, I looked toward Charlie. Her shorts were pushed up a little higher due to her seated position, and I couldn’t stop myself from trailing my eyes down her glorious legs. She was breathtaking, and I was powerless to the feelings surging through me. “I really like those shorts by the way.”  
 
    My words caused Charlie’s eyes to whip toward mine, and I watched her follow the path they were making over her legs. “Why are you doing this?”  
 
    “Doing what?” I asked, feigning innocence. 
 
    “Hitting on me. Looking at me like you want to devour me right now. You’re straight. You’re dating my brother, for God’s sake.”  
 
    I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t lie. I needed Charlie to know how I was feeling. “I’m not straight. I thought you would’ve figured that out the night I kissed you.” 
 
    Charlie shook her head in disbelief. “Okay. So, what? You’re bi? You’re still dating my brother.” 
 
    I shook my head in return. “I’m a lesbian, Charlie. I’ve never even been with a guy. I’ve been out since ninth grade.” 
 
    “But, I’m confused. You and my brother…” 
 
    An unfair amount of frustration built up inside of me in response to her confusion. “For God’s sake, Charlie. I’m not dating your brother. It’s fake, okay?” 
 
    Charlie’s face scrunched up into a look of sincere confusion. “It’s fake? How can it be fake? Jamie has been talking about you for years.” 
 
    I let out a defeated sigh. “That’s because I’ve been in his life for years. We’re best friends and roommates.”  
 
    “I just don’t understand why he would lie about that.”  
 
    I cringed, knowing I had already said too much. “Please don’t make me say it, Charlie. Just know that you and your brother have a lot more in common than you realize.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is…”  
 
    Please don’t make me confirm that your brother is gay.  
 
    To my surprise, Charlie’s hand landed on my leg and slowly started moving higher. “I could kiss you right now and it would be completely okay.” 
 
    I struggled to take air into my lungs as her hand continued its path. “What I’m saying is that I need you to kiss me right now.”  
 
    Charlie froze as our eyes met. The desire I could see burning in her eyes was so intense that I thought I might catch on fire.  
 
    When she finally spoke, her voice came out in a moan. “Ugh. I just… God, Reagan.”  
 
    With that, her nails dug into my leg and she lunged across the center console to crash her lips against mine. There was nothing cautious about this kiss. All of the sexual tension that had been building since that last kiss was being released as our tongues tangled together. I could barely breathe, but I didn’t care. I needed this. I needed it all, and it didn’t matter that we were in a small car broken down on the side of a country road. I needed it now. Apparently, Charlie felt the same way because, without even releasing her lips from mine, she somehow maneuvered herself onto my seat so she was straddling me. She ran her hands through my hair as she continued to kiss me, only removing her lips from mine to kiss my neck.  
 
    “Charlie, please,” I begged. I wasn’t even sure what I was asking for, but at this point I would have taken whatever she wanted to give. 
 
    She ran her hands along my sides and slowly began to grind her hips into mine. It was so hot that I started seeing colors in my vision. Vivid reds and blues flashed before my eyes, and it was like a siren had started going off inside my head. In all of my sexual experiences, I had never experienced anything like this. The lights were so vivid. No, wait. Why were they so vivid? And what was that noise? I blinked my eyes a few times to bring the sight in front of me into focus. “Shit, Charlie. Police.” 
 
    Almost as quickly as she had gotten onto my lap, Charlie was back in the driver’s seat. Luckily, she was much more swift than the police officer who had yet to get out of his car. Upon stepping out, he shined a flashlight in our direction, which was so bright that it kept me from being able to make out too much about the figure walking toward us. Once he was close to the driver’s side, Charlie opened her door so she could explain what happened.  
 
    “Turns out, I ran—”  
 
    “Charlie Miller? Is that you? What a surprise!”  
 
    “Jarrett?” Charlie responded with much less enthusiasm.  
 
    “It’s me! I heard you were back in town, but didn’t know when I would run into you.” The officer, apparently named Jarrett, shined the flashlight in my eyes once again. “And who is this?” 
 
    Charlie moved her eyes between me and Jarrett. “This is… Umm… Jamie’s girlfriend, Reagan.”  
 
    “Well, hot damn. Way to go, Mills,” Jarrett said, as if I was a trophy instead of a human being. “So, how can I help you ladies tonight?”  
 
    Charlie gestured toward her gas tank. “I thought I could make it home with the little bit of gas I had left, but it turns out, I couldn’t. So, we ran out.”  
 
    Jarrett’s smile grew even wider. “Lucky for you ladies, I’m prepared. I happen to have a gas can in the back of the squad car.”  
 
    “Our knight in shining armor,” I joked, as Jarrett bounded toward his car. Before I could say anything else, he was back and filling the tank.  
 
    “Alright, ladies, start it up.” A satisfied grin spread over Jarrett’s face when the engine came on. He shook his head back and forth as he continued to stare at Charlie as if she was a piece of meat. “Charlie Miller. Oh man. Can you imagine the fun we would’ve had in that back seat if something like this had happened to us in high school?”  
 
    “Sure can’t!” Charlie joked. Her words caused me to choke out a snort.  
 
    Not catching on to her sarcasm, Jarrett continued to shake his head, the boyish grin never leaving his face. “We had some good times. Best days of my life, honestly. If you ever wanna relive our glory days, feel free to give me a call. I still have the same number.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Charlie responded flatly.  
 
    This response was good enough for Jarrett and he strutted back toward his car as if he fully expected that phone call. Once he pulled away, Charlie and I burst into a fit of laughter. 
 
    “High school boyfriend?” I asked.  
 
    “The one and only.”  
 
    “Glad to see your tastes have improved.”  
 
    Charlie’s lips quirked into a sideways grin. “Oh yeah? And who says that they have?”  
 
    Oh, so that’s how it was going to be. “I just think the guy who owns the auto body shop would be a much better fit for you,” I teased back.  
 
    Charlie lifted a flirtatious eyebrow. “So, I take it my plan to make you jealous worked.”  
 
    “Maybe. Although, not quite as well as my plan at mini golf.”  
 
    “Do you mean the plan that involved you almost drowning so I had to rescue you? Because if that was actually planned, you’re a great actress.” 
 
    I let out a soft chuckle. I was loving this back and forth banter. “Nope. I’m talking about the plan that resulted in you giving me an up close and personal golf lesson.” 
 
    Charlie’s hand landed back on my leg, immediately bringing back all of the feelings from earlier, as she traced patterns along my thigh. “True, but whose plan resulted in us making out in the front seat of my car?”  
 
    “Touché,” I breathed, barely able to focus on the conversation. I thought I might burst as Charlie’s hand moved farther up my leg. When she reached the bottom of my shorts, she let her hand slip underneath, at which point I brought my hand down to stop her. Charlie looked over at me, seemingly confused at my move. “Listen, I am extremely turned on right now. Probably more turned on than I’ve been in a really long time, maybe ever. If your hand gets any higher, I may lose it, and I’d rather not get off in the passenger seat of your car, at least not for our first time together.”  
 
    Charlie’s eyes widened with my confession, but a small smile played on her lips. “First time? Does that mean you want there to be more times?”  
 
    “It means…” I hesitated, not quite sure what I wanted to say. “It means that I think we have a lot to talk about, but for now, I don’t want to talk.” 
 
    With those words, Charlie removed her hand from my leg and grabbed gear shift, putting the car in drive. “I don’t want to talk either,” she purred.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: Charlie  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Reagan and I were barely inside the front door of my parents’ house before our lips were back on each other. I had so many questions, but none of them mattered right now. Reagan wanted me and I wanted her and there was nothing (or no one) standing in our way. We continued kissing as we stumbled up the stairs and down the hallway into my room. I closed my bedroom door by pushing Reagan against it and was satisfied with the moan that escaped her lips in response to my body moving closer to hers. I placed one hand on her hip, as I reached the other one around to lock the door. 
 
    When Reagan pulled back to see what I was doing, I pointed to the locked door and winked. “Just in case.”  
 
    Before I could lean in to start kissing her again, Reagan ran her fingers along the space between my tank top and shorts. “This outfit is so unfair,” she groaned. “How was I not supposed to give in when you look like this?” 
 
    I beamed at her admittance, basking in the feeling of her fingers gently moving across my skin, causing goosebumps to follow in their path. “Well, then I’m glad I wore it.” I began kissing her neck while her fingers continued their back and forth motion.  
 
    “God, Charlie, I’ve wanted you from the first moment I saw you,” Reagan breathlessly confessed.  
 
    “All two weeks ago?” I teased, trying not to show just how much her words were affecting me. I figured if I played it cool, I might be able to keep myself from coming the moment our clothes came off.  
 
    “Has it really only been two weeks?” Reagan gasped. “God, time really does slow down when you’re trying to hinder a burning desire.”  
 
    This time, her words caused me to pull back. “You really wanted me that badly?”  
 
    Reagan rested her hands on my hips and gaped at me. “Charlie, those words don’t even begin to skim the surface of how badly I want you. At the risk of sounding crazy, I’ve never in my entire life felt such fierce chemistry with someone I just met.” 
 
    With those words, any of my remaining reservations were shattered. I lifted Reagan off of the ground, taking the opportunity to rest my hands on her butt as I carried her to my bed. I laid her down, wasting no time to crawl right on top of her. I placed kisses along her jawline and down to her collarbone, saying one word between each touch of my lips. “I’ve. Wanted. You. From. The. Moment. I. Met. You. Too.”  
 
    Reagan sighed, then to my surprise started to chuckle. “You were totally checking me out when I first got here, weren’t you? Here, I thought you were sizing me up to see if I was good enough for your brother, but really you just couldn’t keep your eyes off of me.”  
 
    “What can I say? You have a very nice ass,” I purred, before slipping my hands underneath her to run them over the back of her shorts.  
 
    “Oh yeah? Is that my only feature that you find nice?” Reagan asked, falling right back into the moment.  
 
    Immediately realizing what she was getting at, I removed my hands from her bottom and moved them into her hair. “Not even close,” I whispered. “Your hair is perfect.” I continued to massage her scalp as I peppered kisses along her neck. Reagan whimpered as my lips left her neck, but I quickly placed one kiss on each eyelid. “And those eyes. They’re so dark and inviting. And don’t even get me started on these lips.” I ran one finger along her lower lip, before tracing the same path with my tongue. Reagan opened her mouth and my body buzzed as our tongues reconnected. I forced myself to pull away, tugging at the bottom of her shirt to show that I was ready for it to come off. Reagan lifted her arms as I pulled the shirt over her head. My eyes immediately settled on her stomach. “I also love your freckles.”  
 
    “I’m going to assume you’re not talking about the ones on my face right now,” Reagan laughed.  
 
    I bit my bottom lip and shook my head, then bent down to trace my tongue from one freckle to the next.  
 
    Reagan’s body bucked below me. “You are literally torturing me right now.”  
 
    “No, darling, I’m worshipping you. There’s a big difference. Speaking of which, I don’t think I’ve mentioned how great your boobs are.”  
 
    Reagan lifted her body, knowing exactly what was coming next. I used this opportunity to slip my hands behind her back and unsnap her bra, which she easily slipped off, revealing the most perfect chest. The loud moan that escaped Reagan’s lips from one simple touch was enough to make me forget all about taking it slow. I replaced my hands with my mouth, so my hands could be used to remove the rest of Reagan’s clothes. Once she was completely naked, I sat back to take in the view. “God, Reagan, you’re like a freaking piece of art.”  
 
    Reagan tilted her head as a smile spread across her face. She ran her eyes along my fully dressed body. “I think you forgot something.”  
 
    I slowly lifted one eyebrow in her direction, using one finger to direct her chin so her eyes were looking into mine. “I’m the one who is fully dressed, so I believe that means you forgot something.” 
 
    There was nothing slow about the way Reagan removed my clothes. It was like she had been awaiting permission and couldn’t hold back once she had it. And, damn, it was sexy. The only thing sexier was the way her eyes raked over my naked body once all of my clothes were gone. I watched as she licked her lips, before pulling me back down on top of her. Our mouths met again as our bodies connected. The friction of skin on skin was almost enough to send me over the edge, but I refused to go down without a fight. I slipped my hand down between our sweaty bodies and reveled in the way Reagan’s breathing immediately picked up as I reached my destination.  
 
    “Oh God, Charlie. I’m so close,” she panted.  
 
    “Is that so?” I asked, while sliding one finger inside of her, enjoying the way she moved against my hand.  
 
    Reagan bit down hard on her bottom lip and nodded vigorously. Her movements were jumpy as she tried to hold on. She released her words between gasps of air. “I want… to worship… you too. But… but… later. Right now… I really want… us to let go together. Is… is that okay?”  
 
    “Please,” was the only response I could get out, but that’s all it took. Reagan plunged two fingers deep inside of me, and I knew it wouldn’t be much longer. I added a second finger as well and pumped in and out as she did the same. I lost track of the whole world around me as the orgasm took over, spreading through my body until I couldn’t take anymore and screamed out, before falling onto my back utterly exhausted.  
 
    It took a while for me to come back down to earth, which was when my mind focused back on Reagan. I scanned her sweat-glistened body, then nervously looked into her eyes. “Shit. Did you…?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” she laughed. “How are you even asking that? My body wasn’t exactly subtle about it.”  
 
    I could feel the warmth of a blush spreading across my cheeks. “I was a bit distracted.”  
 
    Reagan chuckled softly as she ran a hand up and down my arm. “I can’t believe we just did that. Two and a half weeks ago, I didn’t even know that Jamie had a twin sister. Now I’m lying naked in her bed.”  
 
    It was weird to think about my brother right now, but I guess it made sense that Reagan’s mind would go there. I just hoped that didn’t make this too awkward for her. “You don’t regret it, do you?” I asked hesitantly, afraid to hear the answer.  
 
    Reagan laughed once again. “Regret it? No way. I was actually just thinking about how much I hope this wasn’t just a one-time thing.”  
 
    Her words made my heart flutter, as well as causing certain other parts of my body to react. “We’re going to be sharing a room for the next three weeks. I don’t think it could be a one-time thing even if I wanted it to be. Which I totally don’t. Just for the record.”  
 
    “Speaking of sharing, now that we’ve crossed a certain line, any interest in sharing this nice comfy bed with me?” 
 
    I leaned in and placed a soft kiss on Reagan’s lips, lingering momentarily to cherish the moment. I kept our lips mere inches apart as I answered her question. “Honestly, if you even think about sleeping on that air mattress, I’m going to put a hole in it.”  
 
    Before I could comprehend what was happening, Reagan rolled her body on top of mine. “That was an oddly aggressive warning, but strangely enough, I found it to be a huge turn on.”  
 
    I reluctantly put my hands on Reagan’s shoulders to push her away. “As much as I would love to go for rounds two, three, and four right now, I don’t think it’s the best idea. My family will be home any minute and I know for a fact that my mom will come right up to check on you. I assume Jamie probably will too. I don’t think it’s the best idea if they find us naked.”  
 
    Reagan groaned and rolled off of me. “I guess you’re right.” I watched her as she stood up and stretched, her long naked body like some perfect Greek statue. She then walked over to her bag and pulled out sweatpants and a T-shirt, quickly putting them on before sliding back under the covers.  
 
    I followed her lead, getting out of bed only to change and then hopping back in. As if it were the most natural thing in the world, she put one hand on my hip and ran the other hand through my hair. “That feels nice,” I hummed. “I hope this doesn’t make me sound crazy, but whatever this is between us just feels so… right.” 
 
    Reagan sighed. “I think we might both be a little crazy, because I feel the same way.” She reached down and took my hand in hers, bringing our interlocked fingers up to her mouth and placing a kiss on my knuckles that made me shudder. Then the serious look on her face was replaced with a smirk. “Be honest with me. Is it going to be hard for you to hang out with me around your family when you just want to rip my clothes off?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. Because here’s the thing…” I paused to run my hand along the waistband of her pants and moved closer so I could whisper in her ear. “If I want to rip your clothes off, I’ll find a way to do it. I hope that’s okay with you.”  
 
    I watched as Reagan swallowed hard, then proceeded to nod, eyes wide. Once she recovered from her shock, she gave me a half-smile. “Does that mean you know a little bit about sneaking around?”  
 
    “Let’s just say this isn’t the first time I’ve had sex in my parents’ house, speaking of which…”  
 
    Reagan put one hand up, signaling for me to stop. “Your past is the past. I’m not one of those girls who feels the need to know all of the details. I don’t care who you used to sneak around with as long as I’m the one you’re sneaking around with now.” Her lighthearted laugh made my mind drift from what I should be telling her. Instead, I laid my head down on her chest, listening to her heart beat as I began to doze off.  
 
    I felt like my eyes had barely closed when there was a knock on the door.  
 
    “Hey, it’s Jamie. Just wanted to see how Reagan is doing. Can I come in?”  
 
    My eyes shot open and I quickly jumped out of the bed, fixing my outfit so it didn’t look like I had just been lying down. I looked toward Reagan who nodded her approval, then opened the door to my room.  
 
    “How is our patient doing?” Jamie asked, before averting his gaze from me to Reagan. 
 
    “I’m feeling much better,” Reagan answered, smiling over at him. Her eyes then flashed toward me, and her grin became more wicked. “Your sister took very good care of me.”  
 
    Luckily, Jamie didn’t catch on to the teasing behind her words. Instead, he knelt down beside the bed and held a hand up to Reagan’s head. This simple gesture would have made me jealous just a few hours ago, but now I could see it for what it was—completely platonic.  
 
    “You do feel warm,” he reported, sounding concerned. He then moved his hand from her forehead down to her arm. “You’re also very sweaty. I think you should just go to bed for the night.” He leaned in and whispered something into her ear, before kissing her forehead and standing back up. Before leaving the room, Jamie turned back to me. “Thanks for taking care of her. I really appreciate it. I know it should be my job, but you know how Mom and Dad are.”  
 
    “Of course,” I answered. “Could you just tell them I’m going to stay up here and watch after her? I’ll see you guys in the morning.”  
 
    Jamie nodded, then squeezed Reagan’s hand before walking back out the door. I listened for his footsteps on the stairs, then locked the door before crawling back under the covers. Warmth surged through me when Reagan immediately snuggled close to me. I ran my hand over her arm, again wondering why this felt so damn normal.  
 
    “You guys are really good at pulling off the fake dating thing,” I commented, hoping it would lead her to divulge more information about my brother.  
 
    Reagan responded with a slight shrug of her shoulders. “It’s not too hard. People see what they want to see. Your family wants to believe we’re dating, so they will. Plus, for the most part, I’m not faking anything. Sure, we’re not really dating, but I truly adore your brother with all my heart. He’s the most important person in my life. I just have no interest in jumping his bones, and he feels the same way about me.”  
 
    “So, my brother…” I began, but Reagan swiftly shook her head at me.  
 
    “I’m not saying anything else about why he brought home a fake girlfriend. You’re a smart girl. I’m sure you can figure it out on your own. Whatever this is, is great, and I’m looking forward to seeing where it goes, but my loyalty lies with your brother. He’s been in my life for a really long time. I already feel bad enough about lying to him.”  
 
    I knew she was right in all respects. I had a pretty good idea why a guy would fake having a girlfriend, but then again, I had to wonder if my mind went there because of the fact that I was gay. Was it really possible that my super conservative parents had birthed not just one, but two, gay children? If so, it seemed God had a sense of humor, even if it was a dark one. There were a plethora of reasons to fake it though. Maybe he was a player and Reagan was his way of hiding that. Maybe his real girlfriend was someone that Mom and Dad would loathe. It wasn’t worth harping on though. What mattered was the fact that it was fake and I was the one Reagan was interested in, even if her loyalties were with my brother. I couldn’t blame her for that. It was clear how much they cared about each other. I felt guilty that I was coming between them at all.  
 
    “I’m really sorry you have to lie to him. I’m just not ready to come out to him yet. I know that might sound stupid to you, but this is a lot to work through.”  
 
    I was surprised when a soft chuckle left Reagan’s mouth. “You don’t have to apologize. I get it. I’ve met your family. And to be honest, even if you were ready to come out, I don’t think I’m at the point where I’m ready to tell my best friend that I banged his sister. Gay or straight, male or female, I still think that totally goes against the bro code.”  
 
    “You’re probably right,” I laughed‍. “But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry you’re in this position.”  
 
    Reagan lifted an eyebrow at me. “Which position are we talking about? Because I was pretty happy about the position I was in a little bit ago. There also happen to be a few other positions I’d like to be put in.”  
 
    Her words sent a current straight down to my core, but I knew it wasn’t a good idea to get caught up when my whole family was still wide awake, so I placed one chaste kiss on her lips, before pulling back. “Have you seriously been out since you were in ninth grade?” I asked, trying to find a topic that wouldn’t result in me getting turned on.  
 
    “Sure have,” Reagan answered proudly. 
 
    I blew out a breath. “I can’t even begin to imagine what that’s like.”  
 
    “And I can’t imagine what it’s like to still be partially in the closet at this age,” Reagan laughed. “But we had two very different lives growing up. I can only go by what Jamie has told me and what I’ve seen the past two weeks, but I can tell you that living with your parents was nothing like living with my parents. My parents are both college professors at a very liberal university outside of Philly. One of my mom’s best friends is also gay, so it’s always been a normal thing for her. I actually came out to that friend and her partner first, but they both encouraged me to tell my parents. Which was the right decision, because my parents accepted me with open arms. Same with my brother. He’s three years older than me and super protective, so I think he was just excited I wouldn’t be bringing home any guys.”  
 
    Hearing Reagan talk about her family made me feel a longing to have that. I guess she must have read the look on my face because she placed one hand on my cheek and kissed me tenderly. 
 
    “So, why eyes?” she inquired after pulling away. 
 
    I could feel the smile coming back to my face when I thought back to the day when I decided my chosen career path. “I was undecided when I first started college. I knew I wanted to do a job where I could help people, but I never really knew what that was going to be. At the beginning of my sophomore year, I started volunteering for one of those big brother/big sister organizations. I was placed with an 11-year-old girl who was struggling in school and lashing out when the teachers tried to help her. One day, I was doing school work with her and I realized that she seemed to be having trouble seeing. With the help of the organization, we were able to get her an eye exam and it turned out that she needed glasses. The doctor said she had probably been struggling to see for years, but her parents couldn’t afford to pay for the exam, so they never took her. When she got those glasses, it was life-changing. I never considered what a big difference a pair of glasses could make. I knew in that moment that’s exactly what I wanted to do. It’s a dream of mine to open a pediatric clinic, so I can help more kids like her.”  
 
    Instead of responding right away, Reagan shook her head. “I just don’t get it,” she finally replied.  
 
    Not exactly the response I was expecting. “Get what?” 
 
    Reagan continued to shake her head, but a small smile played on her lips. “You’re sexy, funny, and yet you still have a heart of gold.” She groaned as if this fact was somehow painful for her to handle. “I mean, damn, Charlie. You were like the it girl in high school. Long blonde hair. Blue eyes. Cheerleader. Homecoming Queen. Most people who peak in their teens lose it once they graduate. But you just kept killing it. You’re a freaking doctor. Not only that, but you’re doing it for the most noble reason ever. You also sneak out of high tea to drink beer and watch soccer. I’m not going to say you’re my dream girl because that would be super creepy, but really, how are you single?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but blush. It was refreshing to be around someone as honest as Reagan. “I’m a twenty-six-year-old woman who doesn’t have the courage to come out to her own parents. I’m not exactly the picture of confidence.”  
 
    Reagan slipped a hand under my shirt and traced circles along my stomach, making me want to forget all about talking. “That has more to do with your parents than you though,” she commented, seemingly oblivious to what she was doing to me.  
 
    “Tell that to my ex-girlfriend.” I cringed when I realized how bitter my words sounded, worried it would make it seem like I wasn’t over my ex. The reality was I had moved on from the break up rather quickly. What I hadn’t gotten over was the fact I had let my parents be the reason it ended.  
 
    If Reagan was turned off at all, she didn’t show it. She had quite the opposite reaction, pressing kisses across my neck while she continued to run her hand over my stomach. “She wasn’t a fan of the family secrets?” She stopped her kisses just long enough to get the words out, then continued.  
 
    “She just… didn’t think… that I was invested enough… if I… I wasn’t willing to tell them.” I couldn’t have suppressed the involuntary moan that followed if I wanted to. “Remind me again why we are talking about my ex and my parents right now.”  
 
    Reagan stopped kissing me as her lips quirked into a half-smile. “Because you said we couldn’t have sex yet.”  
 
    I put my lips up to her ear so she could hear my whispers. “How quiet can you be?”  
 
    Without any hesitation, Reagan rolled on top of me. She mouthed the words so quiet before running her tongue across my neck. Now the question was whether I could do the same.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I woke up the next day, still naked, limbs tangled up with Reagan’s, I couldn’t help but wonder how things would be between us in the light of day. Aside from our brief conversation, the night had been spent doing anything but talking. It all seemed so surreal that I wasn’t sure if I would wake to find it was all a dream. Our naked bodies vetoed that possibility, but we still hadn’t talked about what all of this meant. I wasn’t looking for some elaborate promise of being together forever, but I was hoping for some assurance that she also wanted this to continue as badly as I did.  
 
    I received that assurance when Reagan woke up and immediately placed a gentle kiss on my lips. She sighed as she reached over and intertwined her fingers with mine. “You don’t know how happy I am that last night wasn’t just some very elaborate wet dream.”  
 
    “What are we doing, Reagan?” The words were out before I had the chance to stop them, and I hated myself for even asking. Way to play it cool, Charlie.  
 
    “Beats me,” she chortled. “All I know is I like it and don’t want it to stop.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the smile that took over my face as I leaned in to kiss her again. It was the same smile that returned multiple times throughout the day. At breakfast when Reagan subtly played footsie with me underneath the table. Later in the afternoon when she looked up from the computer she was diligently working on to share a secret smile with me from across the room. After family dinner when she volunteered to do the dishes with me and brushed her hand with mine everytime she passed me a plate. And finally, when she crawled out onto the roof next to me after everyone had gone to bed.  
 
    “Hi,” she breathed, taking my hand and placing it on her lap. 
 
    “Hi to you,” I flirtatiously returned, before leaning in to kiss her. It was meant to be a light kiss, but as soon as my lips touched hers, I was drawn right back in. Quiet moans escaped each of us as our tongues met again. 
 
    After what could have been seconds or hours, we pulled away from each other to catch our breath. Reagan stared dreamily at the stars, before letting her eyes drift across my backyard. “Any interest in sneaking out and going for a walk?” There was something about the tone of her voice that told me she was up to no good, but I was too intrigued to say no.  
 
    Less than five minutes later, we were quietly shutting the backdoor behind us as we walked outside. It was an unseasonably warm night, even for the end of June and I felt sweat pooling on my back. I tried to ignore it as I followed Reagan, who seemed to have already chosen the path she wanted to walk. When we were far enough away from the house, I slid my hand into hers, trying not to get caught up in how effortless it all was.  
 
    Reagan slowed as we approached the lake at the edge of the large backyard. “So, just out of curiosity, can we be seen or heard from here?” 
 
    I no longer felt intrigued, but instead turned on, as I thought about what Reagan could possibly have in mind. “I guess that depends on what you have planned,” I teased.  
 
    Without saying a word, Reagan stripped off her shirt and pants. My mouth went dry as I took in the sight in front of me. She looked like a goddess standing there in nothing but a matching red bra and underwear set. For a moment, I could barely form a thought. How was it possible to feel this turned on without even touching her? When my eyes drifted up to meet Reagan’s, I noticed she was already staring at me.  
 
    “I thought maybe you would want to go for a swim. What do you say?” 
 
    The way she licked her lips caused a newfound confidence to course through me. Soon, my shirt and pants joined hers on the ground and I was closing the distance between the two of us. “See, there is just one problem with your plan.” I ran a hand over her underwear and watched as she struggled to catch her breath. “It would be a shame to get our nice undergarments wet.”  
 
    I placed one chaste kiss on her lips and turned away, stripping out of the rest of my clothes before jumping into the water. I didn’t even have a chance to turn back around when I felt the splash from Reagan entering the water. When she reached around me from behind, I was happy to feel that she had taken my advice.  
 
    “Tell me, Dr. Miller, is this the craziest thing you’ve ever done?” Her soft breath on my neck caused goosebumps to cover my whole body.  
 
    I twisted myself around, so I was facing her and wrapped my legs around her waist as an anchor. The contact had me so aroused I almost couldn’t form the words, but I didn’t want to miss this opportunity to tease her. “If you’re asking if I’ve ever skinny-dipped in this lake, the answer is yes.” As I was hoping, a slightly disappointed look settled onto Reagan’s face. I put my hand under her chin to direct her eyes toward mine. “But if you’re asking if I’ve ever had sex while skinny-dipping in this lake, I’d tell you that it’s suddenly at the top of my bucket list.”  
 
    That’s all it took for Reagan’s lips to find mine, the kiss deepening as soon as our mouths made contact. Soon, hands and limbs were moving frantically, both of us overcome with the need to find release in any way possible. I didn’t mind the quick pace because I knew that we would slow it down once we were back in the room, just like we had in the late hours of last night. I’m not sure if it was the way Reagan’s hands were exploring my body or the thought of her taking her time to study, touch, and kiss every inch last night, but soon I was thrashing through the water as the orgasm shot through me. Reagan’s strong arms held me tightly the whole time, making me feel safe. Almost too safe.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Reagan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I bent over and stretched, as Jamie did his own warm-ups beside me. I was absolutely dreading this, but when Jamie had suggested we should participate in the town’s Independence Day 5k since we hadn’t been working out, I couldn’t tell him that I had found another way to stay fit. With the exception of last night, Charlie and I had ravaged each other nightly ever since our first time almost a week ago. Last night would have been the same if we hadn’t fallen asleep in the middle of a conversation about our favorite music, movies, and TV shows. Sex with Charlie was indescribable. We weren’t at the point where I could admit this to her, but my previous experiences didn’t hold a candle to what it was like between us. It was so much more than sex though. I loved talking and learning everything about her. She was so multifaceted that I was constantly surprised by her. I probably enjoyed our time spent lying in bed, snuggled close, chatting about our lives, even more than the sex. Of course, that didn’t stop me from being moody this morning since I hadn’t gotten my bedtime orgasm. Apparently, Charlie had felt the loss too because I could feel her eyes on me as I stretched, which only encouraged me to bend a little further. When I turned to look at where she stood on the side of the road, her cheeks were red, but there was a wide grin on her face. She shook her head at me and I shrugged my shoulders innocently.  
 
    “What’s that all about?”  
 
    My body stiffened at the sound of Jamie’s voice behind me. “What’s what about?” I asked as calmly as possible, worried over what he might have noticed about the interaction between Charlie and me.  
 
    “Those stretches,” he laughed. “You look so stiff right now. Feeling a little out of shape?”  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Even out of shape, I could run circles around you,” I jeered.  
 
    Jamie’s expression became much more serious. “We still have our usual deal though, right?”  
 
    “Of course. Start together. Finish together.”  
 
    Jamie and I were both ridiculously competitive so we had come to an agreement early on in our friendship that we wouldn’t compete with each other. This way, we could avoid the inevitable fights it would cause.  
 
    He stuck his first out for me to bump as we lined up on the starting line, and I flashed Charlie one more smile as they signaled for the race to begin. It didn’t take long for me to see that Jamie was taking this race much more seriously than any we had done in the past together. By the time the last mile came, my legs were burning from trying to keep up with him.  
 
    “Could we chill out a little bit, dude?” I asked as I felt him picking up the pace even more.  
 
    Instead of acknowledging my words, his eyes latched onto the one person who was in front of us—a guy who seemed to be around our age. I gently shoved my elbow into his side to get his attention. “Oh. Sorry. Guess I got a little caught up,” he apologized.  
 
    We fell back into a nice stride until one of the spectators yelled, “Go get it, MVP.”  
 
    I didn’t realize it was directed at Jamie until he suddenly picked up his pace, pulling away from me without even looking back. I tried to keep up, but my muscles were too tight from my extracurricular activities. I watched as Jamie blasted past the guy in front of us and pumped his fist as he ran across the finish line.  
 
    His dad met him there and the two of them chest bumped as Jamie yelled, “Once the MVP. Always the MVP.”  
 
    What the hell.   
 
    “Start together, finish together, my ass,” I growled, as I pushed past him.  
 
    I felt a hand on my arm and whirled around, ready to yell at Jamie for going against our pact. To my surprise, it was Charlie standing there.  
 
    “Nice race, killer.” The smile on her face was almost enough to make me forget about how pissed I was at her brother. Not enough for her to miss the annoyance on my face. “Everything okay?” she asked, discreetly running a hand over my arm.  
 
    I motioned toward Jamie, who was now getting high fives from a bunch of guys our age. “Let’s just say I’m having a little lover’s spat with your brother.”  
 
    Charlie looked around, then stepped close to me to whisper in my ear. “I think I might be able to help cheer you up. We just have to sneak away and…”  
 
    “Hey, babe!” Jamie’s booming voice interrupted the one I actually wanted to hear right now. I groaned as I turned to face him.  
 
    “Could you come walk with me quick?”  
 
    “Raincheck?” I whispered to Charlie, receiving a nod and wink in return.  
 
    I turned toward Jamie and reluctantly took the hand he had extended toward me. We were both silent as we walked away from the crowd. “Listen, I feel like I should explain…” 
 
    “Why you just turned into a giant tool?” I interrupted. “I know it might seem like a dumb thing to get angry about, but it’s honestly hard to watch. You’re a completely different person here.” 
 
    Jamie squirmed beside me and chewed on his lip. “Come on. That’s a bit unfair. I’ve been trying. I really have. It’s a fine line between making my parents happy and losing myself.”  
 
    The vulnerability in his voice eased some of my annoyance. “Could you at least tell me what happened out there? Aside from your testosterone-driven ego kicking in.”  
 
    Jamie stopped walking and kicked at some dirt on the ground. “That guy who was running in front of us was actually the quarterback for our rival high school. His name is Devon. He graduated the same year as me.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at this reasoning. “Really, Jamie? High school was so long ago. I didn’t think you were the type of guy to let a stupid high school rivalry affect you.”  
 
    A deadly serious expression took over Jamie’s face. “If I tell you something, do you promise not to tell anyone?” 
 
    I jokingly looked around. “Who would I tell?”  
 
    “I don’t know. You and my sister seem to get along.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped. I looked away from him, worried that my face might give something away. 
 
    “I just meant that I see you guys talking a lot.” He rubbed a hand across the back of his neck nervously. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest that you would ever be unloyal. This is just something I vowed to never tell anyone.”  
 
    I reached out my hand to squeeze his. “What is it, Jamie?”  
 
    Jamie took a deep breath and glanced around nervously. “I know I told you I first hooked up with a guy in college, but that was a lie. I’m not proud of this story, so I kept it to myself all this time. Near the end of my junior year, I was paired up with a quiet kid from my class to do some project. I had never talked to him before because he was in band and I was a football player. Those groups didn’t mingle. So anyway, I didn’t realize what was happening at first, but I quickly became infatuated with him. His name was Ethan. He had curly brown hair and wore thick-framed glasses before they were cool. He was kind of a nerd, but also hilarious. Well, things happened, and one night we ended up making out. He apparently told his cousin who was best friends with the girl Devon was dating at the time. I know. Small town shit is weird. I also never told you this, but I was still planning on playing football in college at this point. I was being recruited by this one DII school, but apparently, it was Devon’s dream school. He figured out my address and showed up at my house one night to tell me he had reliable sources to confirm I was gay, and if I didn’t turn down the school, he would out me to everyone.”  
 
    I pulled him into a tight hug when I noticed tears starting to stream down his face. “God, Jamie, that’s awful. What did you do?” 
 
    He backed away from me and did his best to wipe the tears away, again checking if there was anyone around who might catch the scene. “I immediately called the coach and told him I changed my mind. I lied and said that I had decided I didn’t want to play football in college. I was scared to death, Reagan. This would’ve ruined everything. It would’ve been a huge scandal for people to find out the town’s star football player was gay. Not to mention the fact that I was dating Mary Beth. So many people would’ve hated me if they found out I not only cheated on her, but with a guy. And all of that was nothing compared to what I would’ve gone through with my parents.”  
 
    Jamie’s story was such a shock to me that I had to take some time to fully process it and decide how to respond. “Okay. First of all, you should have told me this before the race. I would’ve not only made sure you won, but also would’ve broken that asshole’s leg. Second off, I’m so sorry you went through that. I’m also sorry it ruined football for you. I had no idea you ever planned to play in college.” 
 
    Jamie shook his head. “I wouldn’t change that part of it. I’m really happy I went to NYU. I got an amazing education and met some great friends, including my bestie. Plus, I was able to be myself. College athletics come with a lot of expectations and I don’t think I would’ve felt comfortable coming out if I’d played football. After that whole situation, I did so much to prove my masculinity that I kind of hated myself.” 
 
    “And what about the guy you hooked up with?” 
 
    Jamie cringed. “That’s the worst part. I refused to talk to him. I was a huge jerk whenever he even tried to approach me. It’s such a shame too. I know nothing had really developed between us, but I think if I had given it a chance, it could’ve been great. Have you ever met someone and instantly felt connected to them? Like you couldn’t explain it, but you just knew there was something special about them? Even after seeing that person just once, you understood that you would have their face memorized for the rest of your life?”  
 
    While he talked, my eyes landed on Charlie, who was now walking toward us. I studied her face that I did, indeed, already know by heart. The freckles that were more numerous on her right cheek than her left. The dimple that only appeared when she was laughing really hard. The small scar at the corner of her left eyebrow that I had been meaning to ask her about. “Yes, I have,” I breathed. 
 
    Jamie’s eyes followed mine to Charlie. “Please don’t say anything,” he pleaded one last time while she was still far enough away not to hear. I squeezed his hand as a way of reassuring him that he could trust me.  
 
    Once she reached us, Charlie looked between Jamie and me, a confused smile on her face. “Sorry to interrupt. Jamie, they’re handing out the medals and Dad insisted that you not miss it.”  
 
    “Thanks, Sis.” Jamie placed a light kiss on my cheek. “And thank you.”  
 
    Charlie stared at me as he walked away. “Everything cool?”  
 
    “All good,” I reassured her. I watched Jamie stand next to Devon to accept his medal. He puffed out his chest, as the medal was placed around his neck, and I could see exactly what he was doing. I turned back to Charlie. “Listen, I’m about to do a favor for your brother. I need you to know it means nothing and I’ll be thinking of you the whole time.” Charlie’s face showed a mixture of confusion and concern, but she still nodded her approval.  
 
    I made a beeline to Jamie, only veering slightly to bump into Devon as I walked past him. I shoved myself between the two of them and threw my arms around Jamie’s neck. “I’m so proud of you, baby,” I squealed, pulling his face toward mine. “Just go with it,” I whispered before smacking my lips against his. I did my best to make the kiss look steamy without actually making out with him.  
 
    When I pulled my face back, he wrapped me in a hug and spun us around. “Thank you,” he whispered into my neck. “Gross. But thank you.”  
 
    When my feet were back on the ground, I turned my gaze to Devon, who was staring at me, mouth agape. “I’m sorry. Did you need something?” I quipped. “If you’re going to enjoy the show, you could at least pay.”  
 
    “Oh. I’m… I wasn’t…”  
 
    I laughed as Devon stumbled over his words and practically ran away from us. 
 
    Jamie put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me in close. “You’re awesome. You know that, right?”  
 
    Before I could answer, his family was bombarding him with more high fives and requests to see his medal. Realizing that they were all distracted, I slipped away and motioned for Charlie to follow me. I worried about how she would feel about that little display and wanted to do damage control if need be. I walked a few feet ahead of her, until we reached a little alley located between two large office buildings. I rested my back against the brick of the one building and was relieved when I felt Charlie’s hand slide into mine. I stood quietly, simply enjoying the feeling of her hand in mine, and waiting to see what she had to say.  
 
    “So, I’d be lying if I said that kiss didn’t make me feel a little bit jealous.” Her words were honest, but playful, which was a relief.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I wish I could explain, but…”  
 
    Charlie released her hand from mine and turned so she was facing me, moving her hands so each of them were resting against the bricks on either side of me. The sight took me back to the day she almost kissed me in the dressing room, but the desire had only grown since then. “I’m not jealous because I actually think it meant anything to you. I’m jealous because it’s been way too long since those lips were on mine.” 
 
    I slipped a hand over the collar of her T-shirt and pulled her closer to me. “How about we fix that right now?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, expecting Charlie to close what little space remained between us, but to my surprise, she backed away. “I want to kiss you so bad right now. Trust me. But I’m going to need you to wipe your lips off, brush your teeth, and use some mouthwash. Right now, it would feel a little bit too much like I was kissing my own brother, and that’s just weird.” 
 
    She slipped back out of the alley before I could even protest. I couldn’t blame her though. All of that sounded good to me right now, since I also felt like I had just kissed my brother.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time family dinner started at the one fancy Italian restaurant in town, I had not only brushed my teeth and used mouthwash, but had also showered and changed into one of the two dresses that I owned. With all of the Fourth of July activities, Charlie and I had yet to get any alone time, and I wanted to give her a little preview of what she was missing out on. I could tell my plan had worked by the way her eyes scanned my whole body when I came downstairs after getting changed and how she made sure to get the seat beside mine as we sat down for dinner.  
 
    “Quite the race today, huh?” Mr. Miller beamed at his son from across the table. “I was so proud of you for once again proving that you’re better than Devon Jones. I swear, I can still picture the smug look on his face in the photo of him signing his letter of intent for the university you should’ve been at.” He shook his head in disgust, as if the memory was hard for him to relive. “I’ll never understand why you decided to go to NYU rather than play football, but that kid got damn lucky. He never would’ve been recruited if you had gone there.” 
 
    I squeezed Jamie’s knee to show my support and left it there when I felt his trembling hand land on top of mine. “Personally, I’m very happy that he ended up at NYU.” I did my best doting girlfriend impression and it must have worked because I could see all of the women at the table swooning as they looked between Jamie and I.  
 
      I almost jumped at the sudden sensation of a hand resting on my own knee. I looked toward Charlie, but she was focused on her aunt who was now speaking, not in any way acknowledging the fact that her fingers were lightly dancing across my knee.  
 
    “Right, Reagan?” The sound of my name leaving her aunt’s lips brought me back to the current moment, but I had no idea what had been said, my whole body laser focused on how good those fingers felt. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am. I must have zoned out for a moment. Too much time in the sun today. What did you say?” 
 
    “I was just saying how God always has a plan and the plans He has for us lead us exactly where we are supposed to be. Or, in your case, they led both of you to exactly who you were supposed to be with.” I considered her words. I had never been too sure about what I believed in exactly, but now she had me wondering if some cosmic powers had brought me here so Charlie and I could meet. Was that a crazy thought to be having only a week into hooking up? Well, yeah. It was batshit. But that didn’t stop me from thinking about it.  
 
    What did stop me from thinking about it was the hand that was currently sliding underneath my dress. I took a big gulp of my water, worried I wouldn’t be able to form words with how my body was humming. “I couldn’t agree more,” I finally squeaked out.  
 
    “Now, we just need God to put the plan into action that brings me some grandbabies,” Mrs. Miller added.  
 
    Holy shit, this woman had a one-track mind. Holy shit, so did I. My mind was far from grandbabies though. It was still on the hand that continued to move higher. I watched a slight smirk form on Charlie’s face as my breathing picked up. I took another big sip of water. “Grandbabies. Yep. Yep. Totally a thing I want to get for you.”  
 
    Jamie turned and looked at me as if I were crazy, while Mrs. Miller’s face took on a more concerned look. “Oh, dear, are you getting sick again? Your face is so flushed.”  
 
    “N-No. I’m okay,” I stammered. “I think I might just be a little warm from getting burnt today.” If the feeling of Charlie’s hand on my thigh could be described as a little warm, the sensation of her fingers toying with the bottom of my underwear was a damn inferno. As soon as those fingers slid inside said underwear, I jumped to my feet. “On second thought, I think I might be feeling a bit sick. Excuse me for a moment.”  
 
    I practically ran to the front of the restaurant and was relieved when I opened the door to the bathroom and found it was a private restroom. I turned the water to the coldest setting and splashed it onto my face, hoping it would relieve some of the heat coursing through my body. I was so turned on I could barely take it. I bent over the sink and began to laugh. Was I really hiding out in the bathroom of some subpar Italian restaurant after getting felt up by my “boyfriend’s” sister at a family dinner? If this was God’s plan, I needed to go to church more often. My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a knock on the door. “Sorry. Coming,” I shouted to the impatient patron waiting on the other side.  
 
    As soon as I opened the door, I was swiftly pushed back inside. “Coming already? I haven’t even gotten started with you yet.” Before I could respond, my back was pushed against the sink and Charlie’s mouth was on mine. I immediately deepened the kiss and was met with a moan that almost made me come undone. Much too soon, Charlie pulled away from me. “My mom told me to make sure you were okay, but I couldn’t stand the thought of going another minute without kissing you. But anyway, are you? Okay?”  
 
    “That depends,” I purred. “Are you going to finish what you started?” 
 
    Charlie looked around the bathroom, then put a hand over her chest in mock offense. “Why, Reagan, this is a public restroom. What kind of girl do you think I am?” She walked toward the door, turning around after placing her hand on the knob. “Now, come on. We need to get back to family dinner.” Her smile grew and I knew exactly what she was doing. She was teasing me, and damn, was it working. She waited until I was beside her to finally turn the doorknob, pausing just before opening it to whisper in my ear. “Don’t worry. We just have to get through dinner and fireworks. Then we can make some fireworks of our own.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just dinner and fireworks. It sounded much simpler than it actually was. Even though she had kept her hands off of me since leaving the bathroom, the desire in her eyes every time she looked at me was just as torturous. By the time we were finally alone in her bedroom, I wanted nothing more than to rip her clothes off. Except when Charlie attempted to do just that, I put a hand up to stop her. “I’ve never been this turned on in my entire life. Which is exactly why I think we should take our time. I want to take full advantage of this.”  
 
    The sweet smile on Charlie’s face was enough to convince me that this was the right choice. I led her to the foot of the bed and paused to run my hands up and down her sides. After dinner, we had both changed into sweats, but that didn’t quell any of my attraction toward Charlie. If anything, I just found her even more attractive in a T-shirt and sweatpants. I bent my head down so I could place kisses along the V-neck of her T-shirt, then ran my tongue from her chest up to her neck, stopping to lightly suck on her pulse point. The soft moan Charlie released was more than enough to encourage me to keep going. I continued my path along her jaw as I let one hand sneak under her T-shirt, reveling in the firmness of her stomach that was pulsating slightly due to her rapid breathing.  
 
    I gasped when both of her hands went under my shirt, fingers pressing into me firmly as they burnt a path toward my bra. Instead of attempting to remove it, she ran her hands over the fabric and squeezed.  
 
    “God, how does this feel so good fully clothed?” I moaned.  
 
    Charlie simply smiled in return, pressing her lips into mine. As soon as the kiss deepened and our tongues met, the desire to go slow began to dissipate. I moved my hand to the bottom of her T-shirt and began to pull it off of her. “This needs to go,” I urged between kisses, backing away only to get it over her head, then letting it float to the ground. She made quick work of my shirt as well and soon our naked torsos were pressed against each other. We both moaned as I allowed my hips to roll along hers. If this continued much longer, I feared I might come while almost fully clothed. I felt like a teenager feeling a girl up for the first time, instead of a 26-year-old woman with plenty of sexual experiences.  
 
    I pulled back to look into Charlie’s eyes and pushed a stray piece of hair behind her ear. As always seemed to be the case with Charlie, my breath caught in my throat from the view. “Charlie—I like you… a lot,” I admitted. Now I even sounded like a teenager, but what was I supposed to say? It was too early to feel more than that. Wasn’t it? Even though it didn’t feel like it, we had known each other less than three weeks. It was way too early to even like her this much, let alone... 
 
    “I like you too, Reagan. So much. It’s… never felt like this before.”  
 
    “The sex?”  
 
    “The anything.”  
 
    I dropped to my knees and started kissing Charlie’s stomach to keep myself from saying words I might end up regretting. Her small gasps encouraged me to continue my path. I reached up to unclasp her bra as I ran my tongue just below the waistband of her pants. I moved my hands down, removing her pants and underwear in one swift motion. Charlie quickly stepped out of them and kicked them across the room. Once she was naked, I couldn’t resist anymore. I ran my tongue over her as I let my hands drift back up her stomach. Charlie moved her hands into my hair as I continued to give attention right where she needed it. I was met with not-so-subtle moans in response. As much as I didn’t want to, I pulled back. “Bed. Now,” I commanded while pushing Charlie back onto it. Once she was lying flat, I tossed a pillow at her. “I think you might need this.”  
 
     Charlie knew exactly what I was getting at and put the pillow over her mouth. I continued what I had started and was encouraged by the muffled noises that were even too much for the pillow to contain. When I dove my tongue inside of her, she instantly lost control, writhing below me as the orgasm took over. I waited for her body to still, then placed one light kiss on her hip before bringing my body up so we were face to face.  
 
    Charlie’s breathing was heavy as she struggled to push out words. “Reagan… That was… You are… Shit.”  
 
    I chuckled at her rambling, but my laughter quickly subsided as she flipped us over so she was on top of me, removing the rest of my clothes at record speed. As she began kissing a path down my body, I knew it wasn’t going to take much. I was right. A few simple swipes of her tongue and my hips were bucking as I whisper-screamed Charlie’s name. She held me tightly as I recovered, the gentleness of her touch almost enough to make me cry. As my breathing steadied, she crawled up the bed so she was lying beside me. Neither of us said a word, simply gazing at one another while Charlie ran a hand through my hair. My heart was beating erratically, but I knew it wasn’t from the sex. It was from this moment which was somehow filled with more tension and electricity than sex alone could ever be. I kept quiet, worried about what I might say if I actually spoke.  
 
    Charlie opened and closed her mouth a few times before any noise came out. When she finally spoke, her words surprised me. “Go on a date with me.” The confusion must have been apparent on my face, because Charlie chuckled and shook her head. “I know I probably sound crazy right now, given our circumstances, but I’ll find a way to make it happen. I can’t guarantee it will be tomorrow or even this weekend, but I really want to do this. As much as I enjoy what we’ve been doing, I want to spend some private time together that doesn’t just involve ripping each others’ clothes off.” 
 
    “There is nothing I would enjoy more than going on a date with you, Charlie Miller.” And that right there was the understatement of the century.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: Charlie  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Over a week had passed since I asked Reagan to go on a date with me but the chance to sneak away had yet to present itself. With the arrival of my dad’s other brother and his wife and kids, family time had almost tripled. When my dad declared Saturday night was going to be boy’s night out so all of the men could go to a bar to watch some big boxing match, I jumped on this opportunity.  
 
    As my mom and I set the table for Saturday morning brunch, I used this as my opportunity to move forward with my plan. “So, Mom, I know the guys are doing their thing tonight and you probably wanted all of us girls to spend time together, but it turns out some of the girls I cheered with are getting together tonight. Do you think it would be okay if I did that instead?”  
 
    The wide grin that spread across my mom’s face confirmed that I had chosen the correct lie. She loved when I hung out with the cheerleading girls. Even though she would never acknowledge it, I think my mom noticed some of my tomboy tendencies and thought spending time with the very feminine group of former cheerleaders would have a positive influence on me. “I think that sounds wonderful, sweetheart. We will miss you, but everyone will certainly understand.”  
 
    “I was also wondering if it would be cool if I asked Reagan to come with me. I just thought it would be nice for her to meet some of the girls.”  
 
    My mother’s smile grew even wider with this suggestion. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. I love how well the two of you are getting along. You already seem like sisters. Now Jamie just has to make that official.”  
 
    I turned away so my mom wouldn’t see me cringe. If only she knew just how unsisterly we actually were.  
 
    As soon as we were done setting the table, I went to find Reagan so I could tell her the good news. I found her sitting on the back porch, laughing with Jamie. God, she was pretty when she laughed. Correction: she was pretty all the time. She was downright stunning when she laughed. The familiar feeling that I had grown used to since meeting Reagan settled in the pit of my stomach when her eyes met mine.  
 
    “Charlie! How’s it going?” She kept her voice calm and collected, but it seemed to me her face lit up a bit at the sight of me standing in front of her. I hoped it wasn’t just my imagination playing tricks on me.  
 
    “It’s going well. Thanks, Reagan. I actually came out to see if you wanted to go with me to hang out with some of my cheerleading friends tonight. If you remember, I mentioned it about a week ago. I told you I would figure out a time to make it happen. Well, it can happen tonight, if you’re up for it.” I hoped I was conveying the actual message, without giving anything away to Jamie.  
 
    “You came out to ask me that? Is that so?” Reagan gave me a sly smile. “As I told you when you first mentioned it, there’s nothing I would enjoy more. I’m definitely in.”  
 
    So, this was happening. I was going on an actual date with Reagan Cooper. Now would be an excellent time to breathe, Charlie.  
 
    I let out the breath I had been holding and returned Reagan’s smile. “Perfect. We’ll leave at six. We’re getting dinner with them, but it’s nothing fancy. Jeans are fine.”  
 
    “I can’t wait.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Due to our impending date, the day seemed to drag by, but none of that mattered when six o’clock finally came. Reagan was worth the wait. Seeing her in those tight black jeans and white V-neck T-shirt with her brown hair curled and dark eyes emphasized with a touch of eyeshadow was worth the wait. I tried my best not stare until we were in my car and away from the watchful eyes of my family.  
 
    Once we were driving, I let my eyes linger over her body as much as I could while still paying attention to the road. Watching her nervously run her hands over her jeans gave me the sudden urge to hold her hand. I kept one hand on the steering wheel and moved my other hand onto the middle console. I tapped my fingers anxiously while I considered my next move. Would grabbing her hand be too forward? We constantly held hands after having sex, but that was different, right?  
 
    “Hey, Charlie?” My head snapped up at the sound of Reagan’s voice. “If you want to hold my hand, you could just ask.”  
 
    I felt my face turning red. Before I could say anything, Reagan reached over and grabbed my hand, this simple contact causing my heart beat to pick up. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Reagan laughed as she playfully shook her head at me. “You’re something else. You know that, right? You have no issues feeling me up in the middle of a restaurant with your nana sitting across the table, but you’re nervous to take my hand when it’s just the two of us.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, unsure how to explain it to someone who was so out and proud to everyone in her life. “I guess hooking up is just easier than simple displays of affection for me.” I shook my head, realizing how bad that sounded. “That makes it sound like I’ve hooked up with a lot more people than I actually have. I’ve casually dated a few people. I tried the whole friends with benefits thing once and that was a complete disaster. But I’ve only seriously dated one person and even though I was out to my college friends, I was still extremely skittish in that relationship, always afraid word would somehow travel all the way from California back to my parents. I guess I just feel like I missed out on learning all the rules of dating along the way.”  
 
    Reagan squeezed my hand a little tighter. “I’m so sorry your parents had that effect on you, even from so far away. I can’t imagine being in constant fear like that. For what it’s worth though, there are no rules of dating. Trust me. Anyone who says there are, is full of shit.” Reagan’s eyes went wide when she recognized where we were. “Are we going out on the boat again?”  
 
    The giddiness in her voice told me that I had made the right decision and I couldn’t help but swoon over her child-like excitement. “We sure are.” 
 
    Reagan met me at the back of the car and easily wrapped her arms around my waist. I surprised myself when I leaned into her touch rather than searching the area to make sure no one could see us. I let myself take in the moment and how good it felt to be close to her, before pulling away to grab the picnic basket I had packed in my trunk. As we walked over to where the boat was docked, Reagan hesitantly grabbed my hand that wasn’t holding the picnic basket. “Is this okay to do around here?”  
 
    “Honestly? I’m not so sure. I don’t think many people come out here at night, but if someone happened to be here, there is a 99.9% chance that they know my family.”  
 
    When Reagan tried to release my hand, I held on tighter. “But I’m enjoying this way too much right now to let that stop me.”  
 
    The way Reagan’s face lit up from that simple confession was almost enough to tempt me to kiss her right out in the open as well, but I decided to save that for when we were a safe distance from land. She must have had the same thought, because as soon as I shut off the engine in the middle of the river, she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close to her for a kiss. When the kiss ended, she kept her arms wrapped around me. “Thank you for this,” she whispered into my neck, causing the hair on my arms to stand up.  
 
    “Are you thanking me for the date or for getting you away from my family for the night?”  
 
    “Mostly for getting me away from your family, but the date is a nice added bonus.” She let her eyes drift around the boat and land on the picnic basket, which I had sat down on the blanket and pillow arrangement I had set up earlier in the day. “I was also promised food sooo…”  
 
    Once we were done eating, we arranged the blankets and pillows so we could lay on our backs and look up at the stars. This time, I didn’t hesitate to take Reagan’s hand. She sighed in response and snuggled closer to me. “You know, for a girl who claims she doesn’t really date, you sure know how to woo a girl.”  
 
    “Maybe I just needed to find a girl worth wooing.” 
 
    Reagan made a noise like she was about to say something, then went silent. I waited to hear what she had to say, but when the silence continued, I gently elbowed her in the side. “Got something to say?”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “You seemed like you were about to say something and then stopped.”  
 
    “It was stupid.”  
 
    I turned to look at Reagan at the same time she turned toward me. “Nothing you have to say is stupid.”  
 
    Reagan closed her eyes and took an unsteady breath. When she opened her eyes, there was something different in them. Something more. I just had no idea what that something was. She placed a soft kiss on my lips before locking her eyes with mine once again. “I feel connected to you in a way I never have with anyone else. Even as I say it out loud, I realize how crazy it sounds. There’s so much I don’t know about you, like what your favorite childhood memory was or if you want kids or even…”  
 
    “Three,” I interrupted. Reagan tilted her head, awaiting more of an explanation. “I want three kids. If you only have one sibling and you don’t get along, it’s like you’re an only child. I don’t want my kids to have that. If you have two siblings, the odds are in your favor that you’ll get along with at least one of them.”  
 
    “Hmm…” Reagan contemplated. “You make an interesting point, but what if two siblings get along really well and the other feels left out? Also, more importantly, what about Disney World? One person would always have to ride alone. That’s not cool.”  
 
    “You make a great point. I’m changing my answer to four.”  
 
    “I could get down with four.” Realizing how that came across, Reagan’s eyes went wide and she immediately looked back toward the sky. “Not saying that I’m planning to have kids with you. That would make me incredibly crazy. I’ve just always wanted a big family with whoever I end up with. You know. Way in the future. Man, I sound like an idiot right now.”  
 
    I grabbed her face and forced her to look back over at me. “Reagan, I feel it too. The connection.” I sealed my words with a kiss and willed myself not to think about raising four kids with Reagan, because as she pointed out, that would just be crazy.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When we arrived back at my parents’ house, I was still on a high from the date. So much so, that I pulled Reagan over to the side of the house to share a post-date kiss. We both laughed against each other’s lips as we stumbled into the darkness, arms wrapped tightly around one another.  
 
    “What the hell?”  
 
    Reagan and I jumped apart at the sound of Jamie’s voice beside us. Anxiety overtook me, and I froze in place. Did I just out myself? Should I really be worried about Jamie? I mean, he might be gay, right?  
 
    “Shit, Jamie, what are you doing out here?” Reagan pressed, sounding just as alarmed as me.  
 
    ”I was peeing,” Jamie responded, a slight slur to his words.  
 
    “We are literally standing beside the house. Why wouldn’t you go in the bathroom? Are you drunk?”  
 
    In the darkness, I could barely make out the outline of Jamie shrugging his shoulders. “Obviously I’m drunk. I was out at the bar all night. I broke the seal hours ago so I’ve been pissing like crazy, and now all of the bathrooms are occupied, so I figured why not. It’s not like anyone ever comes over… wait a second! Why are we talking about this when I just caught the two of you kissing?” I watched Jamie’s shoulders drop as he turned to face Reagan more. “Wait a minute. What the hell, Reagan? I can’t believe you. Did you seriously out me because you can’t keep it in your damn pants?” Jamie’s voice got louder the more he spoke and at this point, he was pacing back and forth with his hands resting on top of his head.  
 
    “Jamie, calm down. It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Oh? Is that so? Because from where I’m standing it looks like you found yourself another straight girl to seduce.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair,” Reagan answered a bit more firmly.  
 
    Jamie let out a sardonic laugh in response. “Not fair? Do you really think you should be talking about fair right now? I brought you along because I needed you. I needed my best friend. Some best friend. You see a pretty girl, and what? Getting in her pants is more important than almost ten years of friendship?”  
 
    Reagan shook her head in frustration. “No, it’s not like that at all. The only thing I admitted was the fact that our relationship was fake. I’m not just trying to get in someone’s pants or seduce a straight girl, and it’s honestly offensive that you would even say that.”  
 
    The fact that Reagan hadn’t told him I was gay wasn’t lost on me. I wasn’t surprised though. Of course she wouldn’t say anything. Just like she hadn’t actually said anything about Jamie, who was, apparently, most definitely gay. I felt guilty just watching as he said terrible things to her, but I couldn’t find my voice. It was all too much.  
 
    “If that’s not what you’re trying to do, then please explain to me why you’re out here kissing my sister. Tell me why you would come on to someone who is clearly straight.”  
 
    “Actually, you dense knob, I came on to her.” I was surprised by the sound of my own voice and the confession I had just made, but I couldn’t stay quiet anymore. It wasn’t fair to Reagan.  
 
    Jamie shook his head, as if he didn’t believe a word I was saying. 
 
    “Yes, Jamie, it’s true. I… I’m… I like girls.”  
 
    Jamie scoffed. “You expect me to believe that when you can’t even say the word gay? I think I would know if my sister was gay.”  
 
    He really had my blood boiling at this point. “Oh yeah, Jamie? Well, I didn’t know you were, so I guess you could say we both missed the clues.”  
 
    “No one in this family is gay! You’re not gay. I’m not gay. Just drop it.” From the quiver in his voice, I was pretty sure Jamie was crying. There was no way to know since he turned and stormed off.  
 
    “Jamie, wait!” Reagan yelled.  
 
    “No, Reagan! I have nothing to say to you right now.” Jamie took a few more steps, then turned back around. “You know what? I’m not surprised none of your past relationships have worked out. You have horrible taste in women. Case in point—going for a straight girl.” 
 
    “Well, shit. It looks like you found the words.”  
 
    Instead of responding, Jamie continued to retreat back to the house. I stared at Reagan, who didn’t take her eyes off of him until he disappeared into the night. From what I could see of her face, I could tell she was fighting back tears. Instead of crying, she turned to me and placed a firm hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”  
 
    I couldn’t do more than shake my head. After everything Jamie had said, I knew I should be the one comforting Reagan, but as she wrapped me up in her warm embrace, it was my tears that began to flow.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    I woke up the next day feeling completely exhausted. I had tossed and turned most of the night, replaying the whole scene over and over again. I thought about what I did say and didn’t say. What I should have said and shouldn’t have said. I was angry at myself for being careless, but even more angry at Jamie for how he reacted. Reagan was great through the whole ordeal, holding me close and allowing me to recount the same moments countless times. I knew she had been hurt by Jamie’s words, but she pushed that all aside to focus on my feelings.  
 
    We reluctantly made our way down to family breakfast, having no idea how Jamie was going to act after last night. I asked Reagan once again if she thought there was any chance Jamie would tell our family what he saw and she rolled her eyes at me for what had to be the millionth time since last night.  
 
    “I keep telling you. If there is anyone who is more afraid of your parents than you, it’s your brother. He won’t say anything that could come back to him.” 
 
    I nodded nervously, praying she was right. “I just hope he’s done acting like a complete ass wipe.” 
 
    Apparently, he wasn’t. We barely made it into the kitchen when he stood from the table and hurried over to Reagan to place a quick, but firm kiss at the edge of her lips.  
 
    Breathe. Do. Not. Kill. Him.  
 
    “Morning, babe. Sleep well on the air mattress? If that’s getting uncomfortable for you, I’m more than fine moving to the couch.” He turned to me next. “Or, you know, if you don’t feel like sharing your room anymore. It’s a new experience for you, so I thought you might be over it.”  
 
    Seriously? What was so hard about wrapping his mind around the fact that I might be gay?  
 
    “Actually, I’ve been quite comfortable at night. Charlie’s made sure of that.” Reagan’s voice was dripping with sarcasm that only Jamie and I could pick up on.  
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to say something or hide my face in embarrassment, but the fact that Jamie was now at a loss for words was all the encouragement I needed. ”And I had a lot of experience with sharing my room when I lived in California. Although, I must say, I’ve never enjoyed sharing a room with anyone as much as Reagan.” 
 
    Jamie grimaced, but instead of the anger I expected to see, his expression appeared more sad. But that wouldn’t work with me. I couldn’t feel bad for him. Not after all of the terrible things he said to Reagan.  
 
    The sound of hands clapping together caused all of us to look across the room. Our eyes fell on my mother who was now walking toward us, a wide smile on her face. “That’s so nice to hear. It makes my heart happy every time I see you two getting closer.”  
 
    I wrapped an arm around Reagan’s waist and pulled her closer to me, trying not to react to the feeling of her body so close to mine. I was trying to piss off Jamie, not out myself. Before I could say anything, Jamie wrapped his arm around Reagan from the other side.  
 
    “It makes me happy too,” he lied. “But Mom, if it’s okay, I’d like to take Reagan out on a date tonight. I think she and I have a lot we need to talk about privately.”  
 
    I groaned internally at his efforts. “I hate to crash your date, but I think I should be included in that too.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s a wonderful idea!” my mom squealed. “A double date!”  
 
    My ears perked up at the word double date. “Wait. What?”  
 
    “You want to go on a double date with your brother and Reagan. That’s so sweet.” She started searching the room as if she were on a mission. “Naomi! Could you come here?” Once my cousin-in-law had joined us, my mom turned to her excitedly. “Do you have Travis’ number? Charlie is ready for that date!”  
 
    Naomi’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Of course! I’m sure he’ll be so excited. I’ll grab his number for you and you can give him a call.” 
 
    My shoulders dropped in defeat. “Sounds great,” I muttered. It was a last-minute invite. He probably wouldn’t be available anyway.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As luck would have it, Travis was free for a last-minute date with a complete stranger. I felt guilty even asking him, knowing that I was leading him on for no reason other than to appease my mother. To make matters worse, I had barely seen Reagan all day and I couldn’t tell if it was because she was avoiding me for some reason or Jamie was purposely monopolizing all of her time. It irked me that he was the one being a jerk, but also the one to get her full attention. This whole situation felt ridiculously immature. It was like Jamie and I were back in middle school, fighting over who got the last popsicle. Not that I was trying to compare Reagan to food, even if she was delicious.  
 
    Speaking of being edible, in that moment, Reagan walked out of the bathroom wearing the same outfit my mother had vetoed for high tea a few weeks prior. Only this time, the button up was dressed up with a skinny white tie. Damn. I thought she looked hot wearing it the first time, but the tie made it even better. I let my eyes roam over her body, then grabbed the tie to pull her closer to me.  
 
    I kept a loose grip on the tie, twirling it around in my hand as I spoke. “You know, this doesn’t look like the outfit a girl who’s trying to impress a guy would wear.”  
 
    Reagan lifted one eyebrow. “Then I guess it’s a good thing it’s not a guy I’m trying to impress.”  
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes, allowing myself to lean in close to her just long enough to enjoy a small whiff of her perfume. “I missed you today.”  
 
    The small, but sincere, smile that spread across her face was enough to ease some of my anxiety from earlier. “I missed you too.”  
 
    I let out a relieved sigh. “I’m so happy to hear that. I was worried you might be mad at me.” 
 
    Reagan’s eyes left mine and she stared intently at the carpet. “Well, to be honest, I was a bit peeved to be used as a pawn in your weird sibling rivalry this morning.”  
 
    “That didn’t seem to stop you from spending the whole day with Jamie.” I winced at my own words as soon as they left my mouth. I was pretty sure I had just confirmed her point, but that didn’t stop me from feeling angry over it.  
 
    Reagan looked back at me with an expression I couldn’t read. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Is it? Because he was a huge dick to you last night, so I’m not really sure how you’re even talking to him right now.” 
 
    Reagan groaned in frustration. “Trust me, I’m still super pissed about that. I’m not really sure how I’m going to move past it any time soon. But it’s a lot more complicated than you could possibly understand.” 
 
    “Try me,” I answered flatly.  
 
    “Could you stop?” There was no masking the annoyance in Reagan’s voice, but as quickly as it had come on, I watched her expression soften. “I really don’t want to fight with you.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand before letting it drop again. “I don’t want to fight with you either, and for what it’s worth, I’m really sorry I made you feel crappy.” I then lowered my voice. “I promise I’ll make it up to you later.” 
 
    The way my body hummed when Reagan wiggled her eyebrows at me was enough to make me forget all about our almost-spat. I was contemplating stealing a kiss when I heard a throat clear behind us.  
 
    “Charlie, your date is here.”  
 
    I cringed at the way Jamie emphasized the word date, but placed on my best fake smile.  
 
    I was greeted by a much more sincere smile when I made it to the bottom of the stairs. “Wow, you’re even more beautiful in person.” Travis beamed and took a step toward me, clearly contemplating what his next move would be.  
 
    Before he could make a decision, I reached my hand toward him. “Charlie Miller. It’s really nice to meet you, Travis.” His hands were rough and calloused and his handshake was firm—a trait that most girls would probably love, but my mind drifted to Reagan’s soft touch. I longed for that touch. As if she could sense my need, Reagan’s fingers landed lightly on the back of my arm.  
 
    “You two ready to go?”  
 
    The smoothness of her voice, mixed with the comfort of that touch, were almost enough to make me drop this whole facade and come out to my family on the spot. For years, I feared what would happen once my parents found out, but one touch made me feel like I could overcome whatever they threw at me.  
 
    “Let’s do this.” With Jamie’s voice, Reagan’s hand dropped away, and all of that bravery dissipated. If my own gay brother had this poor of a reaction, I couldn’t even fathom how my parents would react. 
 
    Jamie reached for the door, but before he could turn the knob, it was opened from the other side.  
 
    “Mary Beth! Oh honey, I’m so happy you were able to find someone to bring along,” my mother cooed as she walked into the hallway to greet our newest guests. “Jarrett, it’s always so nice to see you.” 
 
    I looked toward Jamie and Reagan, who both appeared just as confused as I felt.  
 
    Sensing the tension, my mother closed in on all of us. “I stopped by the farm to get some fresh eggs today and mentioned your plans to Mary Beth. We both agreed it would be good for all of you if she came along. You were all so close at one point. There is no reason to allow the past to get in the way of that.” She then turned back toward Mary Beth. “I’m so happy to see that you brought Jarrett. Both of you have always felt like children to me.” 
 
    Instead of acknowledging my mother, Mary Beth turned toward me. “I hope this isn’t too weird for you, Charlie.”  
 
    It took everything in me not to roll my eyes at her. “Of course not. The past is the past. No need to hold onto something that is long over.” I let my eyes linger on her for a moment, before focusing on Jarrett. “No offense, man.”  
 
    Before anyone could respond, my nana padded into the hallway. She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw all of us standing by the door and studied everyone, before letting her eyes settle on Mary Beth and Jarrett. “You two look weirdly familiar.”  
 
    Mary Beth returned my nana’s bewildered grimace with a wide smile. “Of course, Nana. It’s me, Mary Beth. I spend a lot of time here with…” 
 
    “Oh I know,” Nana interrupted. “Both of you are in pictures hanging over there. I always thought that was weird.” Without waiting for a reply, she shuffled away, mumbling under her breath about how everyone born after the Great Depression had serious issues.  
 
    “Shall we go?” I repeated, ready to get this night over with. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner was as awkward as I suspected a dinner filled with exes and closeted gays would be. Jarrett and Jamie spent most of the night making inappropriate frat boy type jokes, while Mary Beth took every opportunity she could to make some backhanded comments about how quickly people move on. The only thing getting me through was my view across the table and the way Reagan’s eyes lit up every time they met mine. Although, it was hard to enjoy these moments when I also felt guilty. Travis had been the perfect gentleman all night, opening my door, pulling out my chair, and refusing to participate in the douchebag banter with the other two guys. Which was exactly why I agreed to go on a walk with him while everyone else had another drink. I owed him the truth or at least some semblance of it.  
 
    Once we were a safe distance from the restaurant, I stopped walking. “Listen, Travis, I need to be honest with you. I only came on this date to appease my family. I know that probably sounds strange, but sadly, it’s the truth. You seem like a really great guy, so I don’t want to give you the wrong idea.” 
 
    To my surprise, Travis laughed lightheartedly. “Don’t even worry about it. I hope this isn’t too forward of me, but I kind of figured out early on that there was someone else you would much rather be with than me.”  
 
    “Please don’t tell me you’re talking about Jarrett. My taste has improved immensely since high school.”  
 
    Travis laughed again. “It certainly has. Reagan is a very pretty girl.”  
 
    “Travis, I’m gay.” 
 
    “I kind of already figured that out, Charlie. Your wandering eyes didn’t help you keep that secret too well.” 
 
    “No, I know. I just had to say it out loud. I’ve had a really hard time admitting that to anyone in this town.”  
 
    Travis reached over and squeezed my hand. “Well, I’m really happy you felt comfortable enough to say it to me. I realize the whole date thing didn’t work out, but if you ever need anything, I’d be happy to be your friend.” We headed back toward the restaurant, but Travis stopped me before I could walk back in. “I feel like I should point out the fact that the sky didn’t fall after you made your confession to me. It’s none of my business and I have no idea what the deal is with Jamie and Reagan, but your feelings clearly aren’t one-sided. I just hope you don’t let fear keep you from getting what you deserve.”  
 
    That makes two of us… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Reagan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hoped the awkward triple date we were forced into (thanks to Jamie’s big mouth) would be enough to knock some sense into him, but three days later, he was still acting like a macho idiot. To make matters worse, his actions seemed to be affecting my relationship with Charlie. Sure, we still fell into bed together every night, snuggling close after pleasuring each other multiple times, but neither of us dared to talk about what was to come. With less than a week left before Jamie and I went back home, I had so much I wanted to say and I could tell she did too. Our unspoken words were acting as a wedge, slowly pulling us apart.  
 
    The days passed by slowly, the two of us barely interacting since Jamie made sure to monopolize all of my time. I was still pissed at him. The cruel words he said to me repeated in my head, but even more so, I was pissed at how he was treating Charlie, refusing to believe she could be gay since she didn’t fit the stereotypes. I wanted to call him out. Tell him how I really felt about the way he was acting. But he didn’t give me the chance. As if he knew I would dig into him the moment we were alone, he made sure we were always with another family member. 
 
    Still, I continued to play my part. I barely recognized the guy in front of me, but I had made a promise, and no matter how much he pissed me off, he was still my best friend. One benefit to this was I had figured out the way his mannerisms changed right before he was going to be a jerk, giving me a warning. So, when I felt Jamie start to squirm in his seat beside me while we ate dinner at home with his family that Wednesday night, I knew something was coming. Although, nothing could have prepared me for what he was about to pull.  
 
    “Mom and Dad, I’ve been thinking about it and I don’t think it’s right that Reagan and I are being forced to stay in separate rooms. We’ve been very considerate of following your rules, but since we only have a few more days until we leave, could we please stay together?”  
 
    All eyes, with the exception of Nana’s, immediately fell on Jamie. “You know the rules, young man,” his father stated firmly. “Until there is any sort of serious commitment, we cannot allow you two to cohabitate under our roof.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes darted between myself, his father, and Charlie. “Reagan and I are engaged,” he blurted out.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Charlie hissed, letting her fork drop back onto her plate with a loud clunk.   
 
    “Yeah. Excuse me?” I repeated. 
 
    Jamie nonchalantly patted me on the knee. “Sorry, babe. I know we agreed that we would wait until the whole family was together for the big MIller Family Reunion picnic, but I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I’ve been dying to tell them this whole time.”  
 
    Before I could even fathom how to respond to this blow, Mrs. Miller had jumped out of her seat and was standing behind us, pulling us both into a big hug. “Oh, this is just so wonderful. Yes. Yes. Yes. Of course you can stay together. You should have told us earlier.” She took a step back and began rubbing her hands together in excitement. “We have so much to do. We need to dedicate what little time you have left here to planning.”  
 
    “Sounds great,” I answered as enthusiastically as possible.  
 
    “Yep. Just great,” Charlie sneered before pushing herself away from the table and rushing out of the room.  
 
    Even with this commotion, the smile never left Mrs. Miller’s face. “Would you look at that? She’s so happy that she’s overcome with emotion. Isn’t that sweet?” 
 
    “So sweet.” My voice was filled with sarcasm that I knew only Jamie would pick up on. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to go talk to her.” I didn’t wait for permission as I stood from the table, glaring at Jamie one last time before walking away.  
 
    After a short search, I found Charlie sitting by the lake. I sat down beside her and attempted to put my arm around her, but she quickly pulled away from my touch.  
 
    “Just so you know, I had no idea your brother was going to pull that,” I sighed. 
 
    “You were quick to agree though, weren’t you?” When Charlie turned to look at me, I could see the wetness on her cheeks from her tears and all I wanted to do was reach out and brush them all away. “Less than a week left together and you go along with my brother’s ass-hat plan. I barely see you anymore because you’re constantly attached to him. Our nights are all we have left, and now you’ve given them up.”  
 
    My frustration grew with her lack of understanding. “My hands were tied, Charlie. What was I supposed to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Reagan! Maybe tell them you aren’t actually engaged.” 
 
    I could feel myself getting angry in response. “And who would that help? Calling out your brother could screw all of us over.”  
 
    “Is this really about me, or is it all about protecting him?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know what this is about? It’s about the fact that you and your brother are so goddamn afraid of your parents that you can’t even live your lives. You’re adults, for God’s sake. Maybe you should start acting like it. You two are willing to alienate everyone else in your lives in order to make the two people happy who don’t even really know you. It’s actually pathetic.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I cringed at myself. I was angry, and while there was a lot of truth to what I was saying, I didn’t have to be so harsh.  
 
    “You told me you were okay with the fact that I wasn’t out to them. If you can’t accept it, I don’t think there is any way this can work.” 
 
    “I guess not.” I stood and began to walk away, unable to stay and watch something that was so good fall apart in front of me.  
 
    “Maybe my brother was right,” Charlie yelled from behind me. “Maybe I was just another conquest for you.” 
 
    Her jab stopped me dead in my tracks and my voice shook as I spoke my reply. “No, Charlie. Don’t you dare say that. I didn’t want to like you. I didn’t want to feel that pull that was impossible to ignore. I’ve gone for straight girls in the past because I like easy, not because I have anything to prove. I was able to have my fun, then move on. There was nothing easy about falling for you. It’s been real and raw and beautiful. You can say whatever you want about me, but don’t you dare downplay how special this thing between us is. Or I guess I should say, was.” I walked away without waiting to hear what else she had to say.  
 
    Instead of walking back toward the house, I followed the path of the lake. My movements were stopped when a hand wrapped around my arm.  
 
    “Listen, Reagan—” Jamie began, but I whipped around on him before he could continue.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear anything you have to say right now. What you just pulled in there was insane. Your sister has struggled just as much as you have with being gay, but instead of acknowledging that and just talking to her, you refuse to accept what’s right in front of you because it doesn’t fit within this perfect box that you made up in your mind. You’re no better than your parents.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you just said that,” Jamie choked out through his tears.  
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t either, but I was too angry to take them back. “It looks like we’re all saying things we shouldn’t,” I stated flatly. “Also, there’s no way I’m staying in your room, so have fun explaining to your mom why I’m sleeping on the couch.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    By Friday night, I wasn’t sure what hurt more—my back, my pride, or my heart. If there was anything more uncomfortable than the Miller’s family room couch, it was trying to plan a fake wedding with an overzealous “mother-in-law” and two people you’re barely speaking to. In all of our years of friendship, Jamie and I never really fought. Living together meant we were snippy with each other over stupid issues like dishes and taking out the trash, but nothing had ever been bad enough to keep us from talking.  
 
    That should have been enough to convince me it was for the best that things had blown up between Charlie and me. But it wasn’t. Not even close. Anytime she was within five feet of me, I could feel her presence. It felt like she had crawled inside of me and I couldn’t shake her if I tried. All I wanted to do was touch her, even just one more time. I wanted to feel her body against mine and fully appreciate the weight of the moment, knowing how quickly it can all be ripped away.  
 
    All I had at this point were memories. The memories that were currently haunting me and keeping me from falling asleep. After rolling around for what felt like hours, I forced myself to close my eyes, hoping if I pretended to be asleep, it might actually happen.  
 
    As I started to drift to sleep, I could have sworn I felt the touch I had been longing for. I refused to open my eyes, hoping to fall further into this dream. The touch moved up my arm, then across my face, until I actually imagined fingers running through my hair.  
 
    “God, Reagan, why do you have to be so damn perfect?” a soft voice whispered.  
 
    That voice. It wasn’t playing inside my mind. It wasn’t a dream. It was the sound of someone who was leaning in close to me. Someone very real. My eyes snapped open just in time to see Charlie stumble backward.  
 
    “Shit,” she stammered. “This probably looks really creepy. I couldn’t sleep, so I came down to grab a snack and noticed you on the couch. You just looked so peaceful lying there, and I couldn’t resist. I couldn’t stand not touching you.” She shook her head in frustration. “Wow, that really didn’t help me seem any less creepy.” I couldn’t help staring at her as she continued to ramble, not fully convinced that this wasn’t just a dream. I watched her stand and pause to look down at me for a moment. “I’m really, really sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I’ll go now.”  
 
    She turned around, but I reached out and grabbed her wrist before she could get away. I pulled her back to me, tugging her onto me so our lips could collide. And with that simple contact, all of my pain from the last few days drifted away. I forced myself to break the connection, so I could look into her eyes. “I couldn’t stand not touching you either.”  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Charlie to lead me back to her room, but much to my surprise, she didn’t immediately push me onto the bed. Instead, she kept hold of my hand as she closed and locked the door behind us, then directed me toward the bed, but kept us upright. “I have a lot I want to say to you, but if it’s okay, I’d also like to show you.” She tentatively placed her hand at the bottom of my shirt as a way of asking for permission.  
 
    I nodded my head, swallowing hard as I considered the implications of that statement. Charlie slowly lifted my shirt, running her hands over my stomach and bra along the way. Once it was completely removed, she tossed it to the side, again allowing her hands to explore my bare skin.  
 
    “Is this okay?” I asked, bringing my trembling hand to her shirt. 
 
    A slight smirk settled onto Charlie’s face. “Of course, Reagan. You don’t need to ask. I know I’m taking the lead here, but this moment isn’t just about me. Or you. It’s about both of us together.”  
 
    That was all I needed to hear. I quickly removed both her shirt and bra, then allowed my eyes to roam over the body I had missed so badly these past few days.  
 
    Charlie knelt in front of me so she could spread kisses across my stomach, grabbing onto my hips as a way to anchor both of us. She worked her way up until she reached my bra, standing back up so she could slip it off of me. She started to speak as her fingers worked diligently. “Growing up, I did everything I could to make my parents proud. They were the type of parents who loved to give out praises, and the more I received, the more I wanted.” She kissed my neck as her hands explored my body. “I blame that on the whole twin thing. People have this innate need to constantly compare twins. Who is smarter? Who is friendlier? Who is funnier? Their praises helped me feel like I was measuring up.”  
 
    I tried my best to stay focused on her words, but it was hard as her hand slipped down to the waistline of my boxer shorts and just barely skimmed below the surface, causing my whole body to shudder.  
 
    “But somewhere along the line, what made them proud was different from what made me happy.” One hand remained at my waistline, while the other ran up and down my side. “I remember the first time a boy asked me to a dance. I was in eighth grade. I said yes because all of my friends had dates. My mom acted like I had won some big academic award.” 
 
    Charlie’s hands moved to the bottom of my boxer shorts and she pulled them down at an agonizingly slow pace, digging her fingers into my legs as she went. “When high school came, I got into a pattern of dating guys because that’s what I was supposed to do, but I never let the relationships get past a date or two, until eleventh grade.” I stepped out of my boxer shorts, which were now at my feet, and moaned as Charlie kissed her way back up my legs, placing just one lone kiss over my underwear. “That’s when I started dating my one and only boyfriend and also the year I had sex for the first time.” 
 
    Charlie stood so she was back at eye level with me and pushed a stray piece of hair behind my ear, before leaning in to whisper. “I promise I’m going somewhere with all of this.” She stared into my eyes for just a moment, before placing a light kiss on my lips. “It was awful. It felt so wrong, and I cried afterward. I knew there was something missing, and in the back of my mind, I knew exactly what that was. I noticed the way my heart beat in response to some of the girls in my class, but being gay was wrong. That’s all I had heard my whole life. At home. In school. At church. So, I kept dating him. Tried to convince myself that I was just a late bloomer.”  
 
    I moved my hands down Charlie’s body, taking in every curve and the way her breath hitched when I touched sensitive areas. When I reached her pajama pants, I pulled them down just as slowly as she had with mine, relishing the way her leg muscles tightened at the touch of my hands. Once they were removed, I kissed along the bottom of her stomach, before standing back up so she could continue her story.  
 
    “Near the end of senior year, I dumped him, using the excuse of us going to different colleges. I’ve honestly never felt so relieved in my entire life.” Charlie ran a finger along my jawline, then placed her hand under my chin. “That summer before college, I kissed one of my friends, and it was life-changing. Not that it was a mind-blowing kiss by any means. I’ve had much better.” She gave me a telling half-smile. “But for once, it didn’t feel wrong. Kissing a girl was sweet and sensual and everything I had been searching for.” Keeping her hand on my chin, she leaned in and finally kissed me.  
 
    I ran my tongue along her bottom lip, unable to wait any longer. When our tongues met, it was everything Charlie had just described—sweet, sensual, and everything I was searching for. 
 
    I was disappointed when Charlie pulled away, but that disappointment was replaced with desire as she once again kissed her way down my body. This time, she did push me back onto the bed, so just my legs were hanging off. Her mouth reached my underwear and she used her teeth to remove them.  
 
    “God, Charlie,” I gasped, barely able to control my breathing.  
 
    She pointed toward the middle of the bed and removed her own underwear, as I scooted onto the bed, positioning myself against the pillows at the head. She crawled into bed and placed her body on top of mine, kissing me one more time. My hips instinctually rolled up against hers, causing both of us to let out a guttural moan. Charlie lifted an eyebrow, then removed her body from mine, leaving one hand draped across my stomach. “It’s not time yet, my dear.”  
 
    She began to trace patterns along my abdomen as she continued to speak. “I knew from that moment if I wanted to be happy, I had to embrace this part of me. Luckily, going to school in California, that was easy to do. But that’s when I started living a double life. At school, I was an out and proud lesbian, but at home, I was still that scared girl, hiding in the closet, trying to make my parents proud. I was my mom’s best friend and Daddy’s little Homecoming Queen, and I didn’t want to give that up.” I watched her take a deep breath, as if the next part was hard for her to say. “I’ve always known I would have to come out to them eventually, but nothing, or no one, ever made it seem worthwhile. When we got in that fight the other night, it was because I was scared. But for once in my life, I wasn’t afraid of coming out to my parents. I was afraid because of how much I suddenly wanted to. Needed to.” 
 
    I put my hand over hers in order to stop its motion. I needed my focus to be on her words rather than her touch right now. “What are you trying to say, Charlie?” 
 
    “I’m scared, Reagan.” 
 
    “Scared of what?” 
 
    Charlie closed her eyes, as if it was too hard to face me. I placed a hand on her cheek and a soothing kiss on her forehead. “Scared of what, Charlie?” 
 
    Her eyes finally opened back up, locking right onto mine. I could see the fear, but that wasn’t all I saw. There was desire and hope and certain emotions I wouldn’t allow myself to overthink right now. “I was with my college girlfriend for three years and never once considered coming out to my parents, even when she begged me to. It didn’t seem worth it. I’ve known you for a month and…” I waited as she took another deep breath. “I’m already sick of it being a secret.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to take in everything she was telling me. “Are you sure you don’t just feel this way because your brother found out? That maybe you just want to find a way to stop all of the wedding chatter?” 
 
    Charlie shook her head firmly. “My brother is one of the obstacles. Not the reason.” She reached out and ran one finger along my cheek. “It’s because I feel things for you that I’ve never felt in my entire life, and I don’t want to keep that bottled up anymore.” 
 
    All I could do was stare at her. I had so much to say but wasn’t sure where to start. Before now, we had never even discussed what was going to happen once I went back home. Hell, just an hour ago I was convinced we were over.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Charlie spoke again. “I realize this is a lot to throw at you. Even before the mess with my brother, we had never actually talked about where this was going. It’s okay if you’re feelings aren’t as strong as mine. I’m not trying to put any pressure on you. I just needed to let you know where I stand.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to finally respond, but Charlie silenced me with another kiss. “You don’t have to say anything. It’s actually probably for the best if you don’t. I have a lot of pent-up nervous energy right now and I need to let it out.”  
 
    Within a second, her body was back on top of mine. The friction between our bodies, mixed with her newest confession, was almost enough to send me over the edge. I knew I wasn’t going to last very long. Who knew words could be such a turn on? Charlie must have felt the same way because she was no longer taking it slow. Her hands and mouth quickly moved from one spot to the next. When she settled between my legs, the feeling of her warm breath caused my hips to thrash. Charlie wrapped her arms around my legs to hold me in place and gave me one last cocky grin, before running her tongue across my center. She responded to my body’s reaction with longer and harder strokes of her tongue. Just when I thought she couldn’t push me any higher, she added one finger, then another, pumping in and out as her tongue continued to work.  
 
    “Charlie, I…” The orgasm shot through me before I could finish my confession, making me lose control of my body and clearing all thoughts from my mind.  
 
    Once I gained back some stability, Charlie scooted up beside me. “Did you have something to tell me?”  
 
    I instinctively licked my lips. “I think I’d rather show you.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Charlie and I made sure to get to family breakfast first, so no one questioned our sleeping arrangement from the night prior. After breakfast, I made up a lie about discussing Maid of Honor duties with Charlie, so we could get time alone to talk. 
 
    “Maid of Honor duties? Really?” Charlie laughed as we lay in her bed.  
 
    “What? Is this your way of telling me you don’t want to be my Maid of Honor?” I teased.  
 
    Charlie’s initial hearty chuckle gradually died down until there was nothing left but a concerned expression. “You know all of these lies are only going to make all of this harder, right?”  
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “Hopefully, there won’t be too many more. Did you really mean what you said last night?”  
 
    “I meant every single word. If you’re in, I’m in.”  
 
    Her words brought a smile to my face. “I’m definitely in.” My mind then flashed to Jamie, who would barely even look at me during breakfast, and I felt my smile fall.  
 
    Charlie didn’t miss my change in demeanor, and her expression switched to one of worry. “You’re thinking about my brother, aren’t you?”  
 
    “I know he’s been a big asshole lately, but I think he’s scared too. He really is an amazing guy. I don’t feel right moving forward with anything until he’s on board.” Charlie’s eyes dropped. I lifted her chin to look at me. “We’ll get him on board. I promise. We all just need to sit and have a mature conversation. I’m sure we can get him to come around.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” Charlie asked quietly.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, knowing exactly what it would mean for Charlie and my relationship if I couldn’t bring Jamie to be okay with it. Even the number of years he had been in my life was greater than the number of weeks Charlie had. I forced myself to smile over at her. “Let’s not focus on that right now, okay?”  
 
    “What should we focus on?”  
 
    I crawled on top of her. “I have a few ideas.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, Charlie and I finally forced ourselves out of bed so we could get ready for the big Miller Family Reunion picnic. “You look way too cute wearing that shirt,” Charlie laughed, taking in the “Miller Family Reunion” T-shirt that the whole family was being forced to wear, even though the picnic was taking place at Charlie and Jamie’s house.  
 
    “Well, you look even cuter. Don’t think I didn’t notice what shorts you’re wearing.” My eyes roamed over her short Daisy Dukes, while I let my mind drift to the night we first hooked up. When my eyes moved from her shorts up to her eyes, she lifted one eyebrow at me. “No. Don’t give me that look,” I scolded. “It sounds like your whole family has arrived at this point. Our fun is on hold until later.” 
 
    Charlie pushed out her bottom lip. “Fine.” While she unlocked the door, I let my eyes drift down to her butt once again. Charlie dropped her hand from the half-turned doorknob and swung around to look at me. “You can’t expect me to leave the bedroom when you’re ogling me like that.” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “I wasn’t ogling.” 
 
    “So, are you saying you weren’t staring at my ass?”  
 
    “It’s a nice ass,” I said with a shrug, repeating her sentiments from a few weeks prior.  
 
    Charlie closed the few feet left between us and ran her hand up and down my arm. “Just one more time before we go downstairs. Please? We don’t even have to take our clothes off.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow at her. “Are you trying to say that you can get me off while fully clothed? How very bold of you.” 
 
    Charlie shook her head playfully. “Not quite. I’m saying I can get you off in less than five minutes while fully clothed.”  
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    Without saying another word, Charlie picked me up and laid me on the bed, her body on top of mine as her hand easily slipped into my pants. I moaned as Charlie let out a gasp.  
 
    Except that wasn’t the sound of Charlie’s gasp and it wasn’t Charlie’s voice that I could hear over by the door. “Oh dear. Oh my. Oh dear.”  
 
    Charlie quickly rolled off of me and looked toward the old woman standing frozen at the door. “Nana! It’s not what it looks like. I swear.”  
 
    Charlie and I both followed the direction of her nana’s glare and our eyes landed on Charlie’s hand. The hand that was still conveniently located inside of my pants. Shit. 
 
    Before we could say anything, Nana was out the door. “Shit!” Charlie screamed, while scrambling off the bed. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”  
 
    I followed her out the door and down the stairs. With Nana’s lack of speed, we were able to make it down the stairs right behind her, stopping her in the hallway. “Nana, I can explain. This truly isn’t what it looks like.” Charlie’s voice cracked, and it broke my heart.  
 
    “Oh yeah? I might be old, but I’m not senile. Are you really going to try to tell me that you weren’t getting handsy with your brother’s fiancé?”  
 
    “What’s going on here?” a male voice added, and I looked over to see Jamie walking into the hallway.  
 
    Nana started to shake her head and I could have sworn I heard her mutter Hail Mary under her breath a few times before looking up at Jamie. “Jamie, I don’t know how to break it to you lightly, so I’m just going to say it. Your sister is canoodling with your fiancé. Caught her coochie-handed and all.”  
 
    The sound of someone shrieking caused all four of us to jump. “That can’t be true. Charlotte would not do such a thing with her brother’s fiancé. That’s preposterous! Reagan is a girl.” Mrs. Miller wasn’t keeping her voice down and I knew it wouldn’t be long before she drew even more attention. Although, I found the volume of her voice much less disturbing than the fact that she seemed to find gender to be the worst part of what she had just heard. She turned to Jamie next. “Go on. Tell your nana she misinterpreted what she saw. Tell her that no fiancé of yours would ever cheat on you.”  
 
    Jamie chewed on his bottom lip and looked toward the ground. “Reagan isn’t my fiancée, Mom,” he responded softly.  
 
    “Jim! Get out here now!” Mrs. Miller shouted to her husband.  
 
    I watched how Jamie’s posture stiffened when his dad joined us. “What’s up?” Mr. Miller asked cheerfully.  
 
    “Your grandmother is making up horrible lies about your daughter and now your son is trying to claim that Reagan isn’t his fiancé.”  
 
    I heard Charlie’s breathing pick up beside me, but couldn’t tell if it was anger or sadness coming to the surface. “It’s not a lie, okay? Nana is telling the truth.”  
 
    Instinctively, I reached out and grabbed Charlie’s hand. I wanted to be able to take Jamie’s as well. Be there for him during this time. But he was too far away. I tried to give him a comforting look, but he immediately diverted his eyes from mine.  
 
    “What is going on here?” Charlie’s grandma asked, having just walked into the hall with the whole extended Miller family close behind.  
 
    Charlie’s mother shook her head. “There are terrible, disgusting lies being told. I’m just waiting for them to tell me this is all some sick joke.”  
 
    “I don’t get it,” some relative that I couldn’t even identify at this point added on.  
 
    Jamie threw both hands up in the air. “There’s not too much to get. My homophobic mother somehow not only birthed one, but two, gay children.”  
 
    Charlie dropped my hand and took one step away from me. “Wow. Way to throw me under the bus, bro!” she shouted back at Jamie.  
 
    Jamie scoffed in return. “Nana literally caught you with your hand down another girl’s pants. I don’t think anyone was questioning whether you’re gay.”  
 
    Charlie crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You caught me with my tongue down her throat and somehow didn’t believe it.”  
 
    Mr. Miller laughed uncomfortably and looked around at the members of his family. “This is obviously all a joke. My children aren’t like this.”  
 
    I watched the whole scene play out in front of me, unable to move or speak. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine something like this happening. Then two eyes landed on me. Two fuming eyes. “This is all your fault.” Mrs. Miller wagged a finger at me. “You did this to them!”  
 
    Charlie grabbed a hold of my hand once again and squared her shoulders toward her mom. “No, Mother, she didn’t. I’ve always been this way and I assume Jamie has too.”  
 
    To my surprise, Mrs. Miller broke into tears. “Is it my fault? It’s because we let you go by those bisexual names, isn’t it?”  
 
    “I think you actually mean unisex,” one of the young cousins added, looking almost amused with the scene playing out in front of him.  
 
    “No, Mom, it isn’t because of our names. Names don’t make someone gay. One person doesn’t make someone gay, no matter how special they are.” Charlie gave me a slight smile, and I almost forgot about everything going on around us. For a moment, it was just her and me.  
 
    That moment was interrupted by the sound of yet another voice. A female one this time. “I’m still in love with you!” My eyes snapped up and landed on Mary Beth.  
 
    What the hell? Why was she even here?  
 
    Jamie looked just as aghast as me by her untimely confession. “Seriously, Mary Beth? Did you miss the part where my whole family found out I was gay?”  
 
    Charlie slowly raised her hand that wasn’t holding mine. “I actually think she’s talking to me.”  
 
    Well, shit.  
 
    Jamie’s eyes went even wider. “So, is this your thing, Charlie? You just steal all of my girlfriends?”  
 
    “First of all, you and Mary Beth were broken up. And, reality check, Reagan was never your girlfriend.”  
 
    “Hold on a damn second,” Nana cut in, scratching at her head. “Let an old lady catch up. Are you saying there was no infidelity?” Charlie shook her head and Nana started to laugh. “Why didn’t you just tell me that? This didn’t have to become a big thing at all.”  
 
    “It’s a big thing because it’s two girls,” Aunt Dina piped in. “Doesn’t that bother you?” 
 
    Nana simply waved a hand at her. “Why would it? I was the first woman in my family to go to college and went to an all girl’s school. You really think I never experimented?”  
 
    Nana’s confession caused a chatter to break out throughout the room. It was hard to hear anything with everyone speaking at once, but I was able to pick up some words, such as sin, equality, no big deal, hell. Clearly, the Miller family was split on their beliefs. I looked to Jamie, but he simply shook his head in disgust, then slinked away. I gave Charlie’s hand a squeeze then motioned toward Jamie’s retreating form. I followed him out the front door and watched him make a beeline for his car.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I yelled after him, making my way closer to the car. 
 
    Jamie whipped around and I immediately noticed the tears running down his face. “Don’t. Don’t you dare try to talk to me right now. I worked my whole life to keep this a secret and now my parents, hell, my whole family, had to find out in the worst way possible, and that’s on you.” 
 
    Tears began to fall from my eyes as well. Jamie may have dealt some cruel blows this week, but he still didn’t deserve to be forced out of the closet this way. “Jamie, please just talk to me,” I begged. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt that. I’m sure you are. That doesn’t change anything though. You can’t go back. Come on, Reagan. Why do you think I refused to acknowledge the fact that Charlie was gay? I was worried something like this would happen. Although, I’ve gotta hand it to you. This far exceeds all of my worst nightmares.”  
 
    “Please just tell me where you’re going,” I asked once more, as Jamie crawled into his car.  
 
    “I’m going home. I can’t be here. I can’t deal with the whispers and stares. Don’t even think about trying to get in this car. You can find your own ride home.” And just like that, he slammed the door and drove away. I watched his car disappear, then fell onto my knees right there at the edge of the driveway, unable to control the sobs that followed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Charlie  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What just happened? What in the everloving hell just happened? As my family continued to argue right in front of me, completely forgetting about the subjects of their argument, I snuck away to the back porch. When I felt a hand on my shoulder, I prayed it was Reagan getting back from talking to Jamie, but when I turned around, it was Mary Beth standing there.  
 
    “You don’t think your parents will tell my parents what I said, do you?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Maybe you should have thought about that before you said it,” I scoffed.  
 
    “I meant it.”  
 
    I shook my head at her. “No, you didn’t. You’re not in love with me, Mary Beth. You never were. We don’t have that much in common, and trust me when I tell you that the chemistry just isn’t there between us. You’re in love with the idea of being with a girl. You think I’m so great because you’re comparing me to guys. If you’re not interested in guys, you can’t force yourself to be. Trust me.”  
 
    Mary Beth was silent for a moment, then slowly nodded. “You actually might be right. I’ve never thought of it that way. I guess I always held on to what we had because it worked. We agreed on nothing serious, so I never had to worry about coming out.” She went quiet again, then looked over at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher. “You’re really in love with Reagan though, aren’t you?”  
 
    I blew out a long breath. That was a very heavy question I wasn’t willing to think about at the moment. “In case you didn’t notice, things are a mess right now.”  
 
    “You deserve to be happy, Charlie.” Mary Beth gave my shoulder one more squeeze, then walked away.  
 
    “Hey, Mary Beth,” I spoke, causing her to stop by the door. “To answer your question, no, my parents won’t tell yours. That would involve them admitting their own children are gay, and I don’t foresee that happening anytime soon. But for what it’s worth, you deserve to be happy too, even if what makes you happy doesn’t make other people in your life happy.”  
 
    As soon as Mary Beth was inside, the door opened again. This time, my dad walked out. His face appeared cold, but also tired. He rubbed his forehead, then cleared his throat a few times. I watched him intently, waiting for him to speak.  
 
    “I need you to go in there and tell the family that you didn’t mean all those things you said.”  
 
    I refused to look away from him. I had to stay strong. “I can’t.”  
 
    “Why the hell not?” His tone became anything but calm, and I realized this was one of the first times he had ever raised his voice at me.  
 
    I forced myself to stay strong. I couldn’t let him see me cry, even if I was on the edge of tears. “I can’t tell them it’s not true, because it is. I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time and was planning to do it soon, but I certainly didn’t want it to come out this way. I am sorry about that, but I won’t apologize for who I love.”  
 
    “So, it’s true? You love that girl?”  
 
    Why was everyone asking me that today?  
 
    “Are you asking me because you actually care or because you’re disgusted?”  
 
    “I didn’t raise a gay daughter,” my dad answered firmly. “And if I’m being honest, it’s pretty goddamn embarrassing that the rest of the family thinks I did.”  
 
    “You’re right, Dad. You didn’t raise a gay daughter. You raised a daughter who happens to be gay. Same goes for your son.”  
 
    My dad huffed and shook his head. “No. I won’t accept that.”  
 
    I shrugged. “And that’s just something we’ll both have to live with.” 
 
    My dad nodded slowly, and for a moment, I thought he might start to cry. Instead, he turned around and headed for the door. He paused before going inside. “Charlie, no matter what, you’ll always be my Homecoming Queen.” His words caused the smallest bit of hope to flutter into my chest. Things were a mess now, but maybe someday they could be okay.  
 
    Instead of walking through the house, I walked around the outside to try to find Reagan and Jamie. I was surprised when I arrived out front and only Reagan was sitting there. I was even more surprised when I noticed she was crying. Up until now, Reagan had been the strong one. It felt strange to be the strong one, but I wasn’t going to let her down. I was by her side in no time, running my hand through her hair and placing kisses on her temple. For once, I didn’t care if my family walked out or if a neighbor saw. I only cared about the girl beside me.  
 
    “Shh,” I soothed. “You’re okay. It’s going to be okay.” I took her face and forced her to look at me. Her tears cracked my heart open and it was hard to watch, but I refused to look away. “Tell me what you need. Anything. I’ll do it.”  
 
    “Could… could you take me home? I can’t be here.”  
 
    I nodded my head. “Of course.”  
 
    I led Reagan to my car, opened the door, and directed her into the passenger seat to wait for me while I grabbed her things. I didn’t want her to have to face my family again.  
 
    As soon as I was inside the door, all eyes were on me again. I threw both hands in the air. “I’m just getting Reagan’s stuff so I can take her home. I’m sure no one is going to fight me on that.”  
 
    And no one did. Aside from the whispers, the house was quiet as I packed her bag, as well as one for myself just in case, and headed back downstairs. My mother only scowled at me when I walked past her to leave the house and go to my car. Reagan was quiet as I pulled my car out of the driveway. I typed Jamie and Reagan’s address into my car’s navigation, for once happy that my mother had insisted on us memorizing each other’s addresses. I had a feeling Reagan didn’t want to be bothered at the moment.  
 
    “Could you actually take me to my parents’ house?” I jumped in surprise at the sound of Reagan’s voice. When I looked over at her, her dark, red-rimmed eyes were already staring at me. “I have a feeling Jamie could use some space from me right now. It’s a closer drive than taking me all the way back to my place, or else I wouldn’t ask.”  
 
    I reached my hand out and intertwined our fingers. “Reagan, I would take you anywhere.”  
 
    Reagan nodded and mumbled her parents’ address, before turning back toward the window. I was happy she at least kept her hand locked with mine. It was the only thing making the silence between us bearable. We were over halfway through the drive before Reagan finally spoke again.  
 
    “So, Mary Beth, huh?” she asked with a snicker.  
 
    “Shut it,” I teased back. “I was young and confused, and she was there.” 
 
    Reagan threw both hands in the air, a smile finally adorning her face. “Hey, I’m not judging. Mary Beth is a pretty girl, and it seems you had quite the effect on her.” 
 
    “You do realize she’s not really in love with me, right? We were never anything other than friends with benefits. We hooked up whenever I visited home and was single. The last time we did anything was at least a year and a half ago.” 
 
    Reagan squeezed my hand. “It’s fine, Charlie. It’s really none of my business.”  
 
    “But it can be. I just want you to know that I don’t want to hide anything from you… ever.” I wasn’t sure exactly what I was getting at, but I wanted Reagan to know I was still serious about this.  
 
    Unfortunately, Reagan’s face dropped. “Listen, Charlie, I want to be with you more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my entire life, and I hope you realize I truly mean that. I don’t take anything that happened between us lightly. Our time together was amazing.” 
 
    Her words hit me right in the gut, and I felt like I was going to be sick. I thought my parents finding out I was gay was going to be the most heartbreaking part of this day, but my mother’s glare didn’t even compare to the stabbing pain of Reagan’s words. “W-Was?” I stuttered.  
 
    Reagan blinked her eyes rapidly, clearly trying to stop the tears from coming back, and I felt my heart break even more. “I can’t do it, Charlie. I meant what I said this morning. I really thought we could talk to your brother and figure out a way to make him okay with this, but after everything that happened today…” Reagan paused and took a few deep breaths. “I honestly don’t know if Jamie will ever forgive me. How would we get past that? I know I couldn’t. Jamie has been a huge jerk lately, but two weeks of fighting doesn’t erase years of friendship. Then there’s the rest of your family. I have a feeling I’m no one’s favorite person, and the last thing I want is to pull you away from them.” 
 
    I didn’t try to hold back the tears that were now running down my face. There was no reason to hide what I was feeling. Not in front of Reagan. “B-But can’t we at least try to make this work somehow? It seems so wrong to just give up.”  
 
    “I wish we could. God, I so wish we could. I’m just so scared we would end up resenting each other and I don’t ever want that to happen, Charlie. You’re smart and beautiful and everything right about this world. That’s how I want to remember you.” 
 
    Her words made me feel both angry and sad. I knew there was some truth to what she was saying, but I didn’t want to hear it. I needed Reagan now more than ever. I needed her strength and her warmth. I needed her sense of humor and charm. How could I possibly get through this without her? How could she expect me to?  
 
    I didn’t have much time to consider these questions, because soon my navigation directed me to pull into the driveway of a cute ranch style house. “So, this is where you grew up?” I asked, not sure what else to say.  
 
    “Yep. This is where the magic happened,” Reagan attempted to joke, but her words fell flat.  
 
    We both fell silent, hands still tightly wound together, as if neither of us were ready to let go. “Can… Can you do me a favor?” I finally found the courage to ask.  
 
    “Of course. I’d do anything for you,” Reagan answered firmly. 
 
    “Will you kiss me one more time?” 
 
    Without responding, Reagan removed her hand from mine and undid her seatbelt, then leaned across the middle console, placing her hand over my cheek. She stared into my eyes for a brief, yet electrifying, moment, then leaned in and connected her lips with mine. The kiss was everything. It was beautiful and tragic all at once. As our mouths moved against one another, I could taste the salt of both of our tears. Then all too soon, it was over. Reagan placed one quick kiss on my forehead and pulled away, no longer able to look at me.  
 
    “Take care of yourself, Charlie,” she muttered, before grabbing her bag and slipping out of my car.  
 
    I watched her walk up the sidewalk, praying she would turn around. I would have given anything to look in her eyes one more time. I didn’t get that chance though. Soon, she was through the front door and out of sight. I sighed to myself, before putting a new address into my navigation. I was unsure why I chose this destination, but also knew I couldn’t go home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath before knocking on the door of my brother’s apartment. For all I knew, he was going to take one look at me and slam the door in my face. When the door opened, Jamie stared out at me, a look of complete surprise present on his face. The surprise was mine when he reached out and pulled me into a tight embrace. I sunk into him and finally let go of my emotions. My sobs came out as rapid breaths and Jamie squeezed me even tighter, before pulling away to direct me into his apartment. He helped me sit on the couch, then walked out of the room, returning a few minutes later with two steaming mugs of coffee.  
 
    “I thought you could probably use this. Still two creams, two sugars?” 
 
    I nodded and took the outstretched mug.  
 
    Jamie joined me on the couch, then set his cup down on the coffee table. He studied me for a moment, before he spoke again. “Did you see the group text from Uncle Mike and Aunt Sarah?” 
 
    I shook my head. I had heard my phone going off a lot throughout my drive, but refused to look at it. I pulled it out of my purse and found over twenty notifications. “It’s good to know someone supports us,” I breathed, as I read the text explaining that they accepted us and their family was here if we needed anything. I clicked on the next text, which was sent from Aunt Dina. “Did you also get the bible verse from Aunt D?” I asked, the words from Leviticus jumping off of the screen at me.  
 
    “No, but Uncle Shane sent me a strongly worded text about how real men follow God and not the temptations of the devil.”  
 
    I cringed, then opened up the next text message. “Naomi was nice. She apologized for trying to set me up with Travis and said she never would have if she’d known I was gay. She also told me she has no issue with people being gay, but asked that I not share that bit of information with her husband.”  
 
    To my surprise, Jamie snorted at this. “Sounds like a solid foundation for a relationship.”  
 
    I threw my phone to the side and put my hand on top of his. “I’m so sorry this happened, Jamie. I never meant for you to get outed, especially not like this.” 
 
    Jamie shrugged his shoulders. “It’s alright. I needed to come out eventually, and there are worse ways it could have happened.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I chortled, raising one eyebrow.  
 
    “Of course. I could have been the one with my hand down someone’s pants. You really took one for the team with that one.” Jamie’s face split into a wicked grin. “Speaking of which, where is Reagan?”  
 
    My relief over my brother’s reaction was quickly washed away at the mention of Reagan’s name. “I dropped her off at her parent’s house. She didn’t think you would want her here.” 
 
    “Well, she’s got that right,” Jamie scoffed. His face softened and he added, “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want to though. I’m sure Reagan won’t care if you stay in her room for now.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I couldn’t do that. If you’re truly okay with me staying for a bit, I’ll just sleep on the couch.”  
 
    Jamie put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently. “You can stay here as long as you need to. I can’t imagine being home with Mom and Dad right now, so I’m sure you don’t want that either. You’re not sleeping on the couch though. I’m sure Reagan would have no problem with you sleeping in her room.”  
 
    I didn’t miss the way his tone changed at the mention of Reagan. “I’m confused. Why are you being so nice to me if you’re clearly super pissed at Reagan? This is just as much my fault as it is hers. I’m actually more guilty. I was the one who unlocked the door and was also the one who insisted we have one last romp before joining the family. If I had just listened to Reagan and left the room, none of this would have happened.” I stopped myself from mentioning the fact that he wasn’t innocent in all of this and also had plenty to apologize for. I was too tired to fight, and no matter what had happened these past few weeks, I needed my brother right now.  
 
    “No offense Sis, but it’s no secret we haven’t been super close since high school. Higher expectations yield higher disappointment. Plus, you’re my twin. I have to love you no matter what. It says so in the twin handbook.” He playfully elbowed me in the side, but became serious again when he saw the concern on my face. “Don’t worry about Reagan and me, okay? You’re right. I am super pissed at her right now, but that doesn’t mean I love her any less. God knows I adore that girl. I just need some time to move on from all of this. Why don’t you head down the hall and get yourself settled? Reagan’s room is the last door on the left.”  
 
    I stood from the couch, but paused before turning to leave. “Reagan ended things between us, you know. She did that for you.” I walked away before Jamie could see the tears that would inevitably start falling again.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that night, I lay in Reagan’s bed and took in the view around me. Her comforter was striped with different shades of blue, which matched the color in some of the paintings on her wall. On the nightstand beside her bed, there were two pictures. One was her and Jamie wearing matching T-shirts and holding up small trophies. They had their arms draped around each other and were smiling from ear to ear. The other picture was Reagan standing with three other people at what seemed to be a Pride festival. They were all decked out in rainbow outfits and from the similarities in appearance between the four of them, I figured it must be Reagan’s family.  
 
    I pulled out my phone, telling myself it wasn’t right for me to be staying in Reagan’s room without her permission. Deep down, I knew she wouldn’t care, but I needed an excuse to talk to her, no matter how lame it might be. I pulled up her contact information and contemplated whether I should call or text. I let my thumb hover over the call button, then decided it was for the best if I just sent a text instead. I stared at our chat for at least ten minutes before finally typing out a new message.  
 
    Hey, Reagan! I wasn’t ready to face my parents, so I decided to stay with Jamie for a few days. I hope that’s okay. Jamie said I could stay in your room, but it didn’t feel right to stay here without asking. 
 
    Much to my surprise, I received a response less than a minute later.  
 
    Of course I don’t mind. I want you to do whatever you need to. I just want you to be happy.  
 
    How could I possibly be happy without you?  I hit backspace instead of sending those words, then tried something else. YOU make me happy. No, that was still too much. I like your room. Stupid, but safe.  
 
    Reagan’s response was almost immediate again. Oh yeah? What do you like about it?  
 
    This time, the words were easy to come by. It reminds me of you.  
 
    I stared at my phone and watched as the word bubbles popped up, indicating Reagan was typing. Just as quickly, they disappeared and no text came through. This happened a few more times, before her words finally popped up on my screen.  
 
    I miss you.  
 
    I started to type my reply when another text came through.  
 
    Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m only going to make this harder on both of us. This was rapidly followed by a third text. It’s probably for the best if we don’t talk right now. It’s too hard.  
 
    I sent one last text, unable to resist. I miss you too, Reagan. So much.  
 
    I figured she wouldn’t reply, but was still disappointed when ten minutes had passed and my screen remained dark. I set my phone on the nightstand and pulled Reagan’s comforter over me. I inhaled deeply through my nose, taking in Reagan’s scent, and imagined I was wrapped in her arms. Except I knew the truth—nothing could ever compare to being wrapped in Reagan Cooper’s arms.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A week had passed since Jamie and my big coming out and we had yet to hear anything else from our parents or from Reagan. Jaime seemed to be okay with both of those facts, while the latter was eating me up inside. We avoided talking about anything that had happened. Instead, we spent our time binging on Lifetime movies and junk food. We were on movie number three and pizza number two of the day when my phone rang, causing us both to jump. My anxiety skyrocketed when I saw it was my mother calling. I turned the phone toward Jamie and watched as his eyes widened. I hit the accept button and immediately put it on speaker phone so Jamie could hear.  
 
    “H-hello?” 
 
    My mother exhaled loudly before speaking. “Well, it’s nice to know you’re alive. Are you with that girl right now?”  
 
    I cringed at the way my mother referred to Reagan as that girl just as my father had a week prior. “That girl has a name. It’s Reagan. And no, I’m not with her right now. She’s at her parents’ house and I’m at Jamie’s apartment.”  
 
    “James is there? Can he hear me?”  
 
    “Yes, Mom,” Jamie responded flatly.  
 
    “Good,” my mom responded a bit too enthusiastically. “Your father is here with me. Now we only need to have this conversation once.” She paused as if she was trying to decide what to say next. “Your father and I would very much appreciate it if the two of you would reconsider your current opinions on those of the same gender as you.”  
 
    It took everything in me not to laugh at her choice of words. I knew this was far from humorous but her ridiculousness almost caused me to forget about that. “Mom, are you asking us to reconsider being gay?”  
 
    “I’m not sure I like that word, but yes, that’s exactly what we’re asking. I know TV and movies these days would like you to believe differently, but there is nothing normal or acceptable about liking the same gender.”  
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Mom.” My voice exuded much more confidence than I felt, but I continued to speak over the sound of my beating heart. “Being gay is normal and it’s also accepted by many people nowadays.” 
 
    “Did that… Did Reagan tell you that?” 
 
    I looked over at Jamie and rolled my eyes dramatically. “No. Living in the twenty-first century told me that.” 
 
    My mom sighed, and I could almost picture her at home shaking her head at the phone. “Is James still there? Could I speak to him, please?” 
 
    I handed Jamie the phone, but left the speaker on. “What’s up, Mom?”  
 
    “James, I’m going to be honest. I think we have a better chance of saving you since you haven’t gone as far over to the dark side as Charlotte.”  
 
    I swallowed hard at my mother’s words, curious how my brother would respond. It seemed he still had a shot at being the golden child.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Mom. I have a feeling I’ve probably had sex with a lot more guys than Charlie has girls. And guess what? You know Reagan, who you seem to love blaming for all of this? My number would be even higher if it weren’t for her. She kept me from making many drunken mistakes over the years. If this is the dark side, I don’t think I want to see the light.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end of the phone, until my dad’s voice came booming in. “You better apologize for speaking to your mother that way, young man.” 
 
    My brother kept his voice surprisingly steady as he responded to my father. “You’re right. That was inappropriate, and I’m sorry. I just don’t like hearing Charlie and Reagan being put down.”  
 
    “I… I guess I’m sorry too,” my mom answered quietly, actually sounding ashamed. She was silent for a minute before adding, “So, is there really nothing we can do to change this?” 
 
    “All you can do is accept it,” Jamie stated firmly. “Or at least… we hope you can.” 
 
    My mom sighed once again. “You know we can’t do that. We love you two and nothing could ever change that, but we won’t accept this part of you.”  
 
    Jamie gave me a weak smile and took my hand. “That’s too bad, but we accept ourselves and we accept each other, so that will have to be enough for us for now.” 
 
    “I guess it will,” my mother answered stiffly. “Well, that’s all. Just remember that we love you, and Charlotte, you are welcome to come back home whenever you would like.” 
 
    As soon as Jamie hung up the phone, I let out an exasperated breath. I squeezed Jamie’s hand that was still holding onto mine. “I can’t believe you stood up to Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “Honestly, I can’t either. I couldn’t take it though. Listening to the way she was talking about you and Reagan… It was all too much. It made me realize just how terrible I was to you after I caught the two of you together. I really am sorry.” 
 
    I waved a hand at him. “We both have a lot to be sorry about. Maybe we should just call it even.”  
 
    Jamie’s smile grew with my words. “Deal.” 
 
    “Maybe you should call it even with Reagan as well. You weren’t exactly the nicest to her either.”  
 
    Jamie ran a hand through his hair and looked toward the floor. “I know. I really do. It’s just… we’ve always told each other everything and finding out the way I did was really hurtful.” 
 
    “I’m sure it was and I’m truly sorry about that. I know Reagan is too. It all happened so fast that we really didn’t have a chance to fully consider the consequences.”  
 
    “And what about now?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Are you guys seriously over?” 
 
    I took a shaky breath, trying to will myself not to start crying again. I’d done that enough over the past week. There was no way I could ever admit to Jamie that I spent every night bawling over the pictures of Reagan on her nightstand. “It sure seems that way.”  
 
    Jamie studied my face for a long time. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”  
 
    I put my face in my hands. Why did everyone insist on asking me that? “It really doesn’t matter how I feel. Reagan made her decision, and there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “The decision she made because of me. Shit, Charlie. I had no idea it was so serious.” 
 
    I moved my hands and looked over at Jamie, whose face had turned as white as a ghost. “I know you probably think I’m crazy, but I can’t help it. Reagan opened something up in me and I don’t think I’ll ever be the same now.” With this confession, I finally allowed myself to cry in front of Jamie. Much to my surprise, instead of reaching out to comfort me, he stood from the couch. “Where are you going?” I asked his retreating, blurry figure.  
 
    Jamie hurried back to the couch and placed one kiss on my forehead. “I’m going to make things right.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: Reagan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One week. One week without the taste of Charlie’s lips. One week without the touch of her hands. One week without her contagious smile and intoxicating laugh. I had gone twenty-six years without any of this and after just one month of having it all, one week was killing me. I had spent the past week questioning how this had happened. Not the fallout. I would never forget that. How could I have fallen for someone so fast? I felt pathetic staying in bed all day to mourn over someone I barely knew. Except it didn’t feel like I barely knew Charlie. I knew every curve of her body and exactly where to touch to elicit certain responses. I knew the way her voice sounded in the morning and the way she liked to be held at night. I knew all about the dreams she didn’t share with others, but had chosen to share with me.  
 
    I groaned at my inability to keep my mind on anything else, leading me to spend yet another night crying myself to sleep. Both of my parents had attempted multiple times to get me to tell them what was going on. Judging by the twenty-minute phone call with my brother asking how I was doing multiple times, it seemed my parents had also recruited him to try to get me to talk. But there was only one person I wanted to talk to. Correction. There were two people. They just happened to share the same birthday and genetics. I cried even harder as I wondered if Jamie would ever forgive me.  
 
    My pity party was interrupted by the sound of something hitting my window and... was that music? No. Of course it wasn’t. I just watched way too many romantic comedies and was now sucked in to believing someone showing up outside your window holding a boombox over their head wasn’t a completely unrealistic scenario. I rolled my eyes at my own naivete and pulled the covers over my head. Much to my surprise, this only muffled the sounds.  
 
    I forced myself out of bed and wiped my tears on the sleeve of my shirt before walking over to the window. I blinked a few times trying to bring the figure below into focus.  
 
    “Jamie?”  
 
    “The one and only,” he announced proudly, continuing to hold his phone high above his head.  
 
    I smiled for the first time in days and shook my head at him. “You know you could have just rung the doorbell, right? It’s not that late. My parents are still awake.”  
 
    “And miss the opportunity to romanticize my girl? I don’t think so.” He pointed to his phone and wiggled his eyebrows. “It’s our song.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I laughed. “Just stay there. I’ll be right down.”  
 
    By the time I made it downstairs and outside, Jamie was sitting on my parents’ front porch swing, looking up toward the stars. I sat down next to him and elbowed him in the side. “So, what brings you to these parts?”  
 
    Jamie looked at me, and his face became serious. “I owe you an apology. Remember the story I told you about what a jerk I was in high school when I thought people might find out I was gay? I made that guy look good these past few weeks. I was confused and scared and I said a lot of terrible things I wish I could take back.”  
 
    I leaned over and rested my head on Jamie’s shoulder. “We both did and said a lot that we shouldn’t have. Jamie, I never in a million years meant for your parents to find out you were gay that way. I know you probably think I was just being reckless and stupid, but it wasn’t like that at all. I wasn’t trying to get some random lay at your expense. I never wanted to fall for your sister.” 
 
    “But you did, didn’t you?” Jamie asked quietly.  
 
    “Did what?” 
 
    “You fell in love with her.”  
 
    Just hearing him say those words out loud made my heart ache in my chest. “It’s over, Jamie. It was stupid. She’s your sister. I’m not sure what I was thinking. I wasn’t using my head.”  
 
    Jamie tilted his head against mine. “No. You were following your heart.”  
 
    I felt my body start to shake as the water works started all over again. “Yeah, and look where that got me. I feel like I can’t breathe, Jamie. It feels like someone reached into my chest and actually ripped my heart in half. It’s insane. People who break up after years together feel less than this. It doesn’t even make sense.” 
 
    Jamie pulled me even closer and ran his hand up and down my arm. “There are certain things in this world that can’t be explained. That’s why they need to be felt instead.”  
 
    “I don’t want to feel this though.”  
 
    “I’m not saying you have to feel what you’re feeling right now. Listen, I was a big jerk. I said a lot I didn’t mean, but I love you and Charlie more than anything. All I want is for you guys to be happy.” Jamie put his hand under my chin and forced me to look at him. “This is me giving you my blessing, Reagan. Go get your girl back.”  
 
    Those were the words I was dying to hear a week ago, but was it really that simple? So much had happened. Would we all actually be able to bounce back from this? “I don’t think it’s that simple, Jamie. What if you realize this is too much for you? What if we can’t get past the fact that your parents detest me now? What if—?” 
 
    “What if it ends up being the best thing that ever happened to you?” Jamie cut in. I knew he had a point, but I was so scared. There was so much working against us. So much that could go wrong. As if reading my mind, Jamie patted me on the knee. “At least promise me you’ll think about it, and for the love of God, come back home with me. It’s not nearly as fun without you there to pick on.”  
 
    “I miss you too, man. I don’t want to make Charlie uncomfortable though, so I’ll wait it out.” 
 
    “Charlie went back to Maryland,” Jamie answered quickly.  
 
    My sadness was immediately replaced with worry. I was happy when Charlie had texted to tell me she was staying at my place for awhile. I didn’t like the idea of her being back with her parents when they were still trying to come to terms with everything. I was tempted to pull my phone right out and text her, but since it was getting late, I decided I would call her the next day. It would be painful to hear her voice, but I had to know she was doing okay. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by Jamie jumping off of the swing and reaching a hand out towards me. “Let’s go home.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I yawned loudly as Jamie pulled into the parking lot of our apartment complex. I didn’t know why he insisted we drive back immediately rather than just waiting until morning. We could have gotten a good night’s sleep and had a big breakfast courtesy of my parents, but instead, we were arriving back at our place after 1 a.m. I knew it wasn’t worth trying to fight him on it though. Once Jamie made up his mind, he was too stubborn to back down.  
 
    I practically rolled myself out of the car, barely opening my eyes, which felt heavy from crying so much over the past few days.  
 
    “Shit,” Jamie shouted from behind me. “I just remembered I need to pick something up at the store.”  
 
    “It’s the middle of the night, dude.”  
 
    Jamie nonchalantly shrugged his shoulders. “I’m going to the 24-hour mart.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I muttered, unwilling to question why he was acting so weird.  
 
    I was almost at the door of our apartment when my text alert went off. I looked down to see a text from Jamie.  
 
    I made the mistake of letting fear get in the way of a relationship once, and I still wonder what would have happened if I had just been more brave. Don’t overthink this. If it feels right, it probably is.  
 
    His words were sweet, but I couldn’t understand why he was sending them now when he could just say it to me in the morning. I was too tired to question it though, so I put my phone back into my pocket and opened the apartment door. I made a beeline for my bedroom and soon pushed through that door as well, ready to fall into bed. Only, I wasn’t alone. The bed was already occupied. The first sight to catch my eye were the strands of blonde hair cascading over my pillow. Then my eyes drifted lower to the soft skin sticking out from under a teasingly tight tank top. I was surprised when Charlie’s hand reached out and she ran a finger along the picture of Jamie and I, sitting on my nightstand. Then I noticed her body start to shake and heard soft whimpers. Before I could even consider what I was doing, I was on the bed wrapping my arms around her.  
 
    “Shh. It’s okay,” I soothed. “You’re okay. I’m right here. I’ve got you.”  
 
    Charlie turned around and blinked her bloodshot eyes at me. “Reagan? Please tell me I’m not dreaming right now.”  
 
    I laughed lightly and ran a finger along her cheek, unable to resist the pull to touch her now that we were this close. She leaned into my hand and let out a small sigh as a content smile surfaced on her face. That smile alone was enough to make my heartbeat pick up. “God, I’ve missed you,” I whispered.  
 
    “I have so much I want to say to you right now, but I’m so tired, I’m not even sure if it will make sense.”  
 
    I moved my hand from her cheek into her hair, massaging her scalp the way I knew helped her relax. “It’s okay. Go to sleep. You can tell me in the morning.”  
 
    To my surprise, Charlie’s eyes shot open. “No! I don’t want to go another minute without saying this.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her intensity. “Can you maybe survive five more minutes? I’ll make us some coffee.”  
 
    “Fine,” she whined, trying her best to act annoyed, but failing as her lips curved into the cutest little grin.  
 
    I kissed her on the forehead before crawling out of the bed. “I’ll start the coffee. Just come out whenever you’re ready.”  
 
    By the time I made it back out to the living room with our coffee, Charlie was already out there pacing back and forth. I set the two cups on the coffee table, then walked over to where she was pacing, resting my hands over her arms to try to calm her down.  
 
    “What did you want to say?”  
 
    Charlie took a deep breath before looking into my eyes with more love than I had ever seen from another human being. She took one more deep breath, then began to speak. “I know being with me isn’t ideal. My parents suck. My whole family knows we had sex because my great grandmother literally caught me with my hand down your pants. I’m not sure how you get past those things. I don’t think it’s covered in any relationship books. But here’s the thing. I don’t care that this is all a big mess. I don’t care if my parents never accept it. I would rather go through all of that with you than have to pretend that I’m okay living without you. Because I’m not. I’m falling in love with you, Reagan. I have been since the day I met you.” 
 
    With those words, I felt the pieces of my heart start to mend. I couldn’t control the grin that was now taking over my entire face. Charlie Miller was falling in love with me. There was no use in trying to fight this anymore. Charlie was right.  
 
    “I second everything you just said. Well, except for one part. I’m not falling in love with you.” The way her face fell broke my heart so I wasted no time in placing both hands on her cheeks and elaborating. “I’m not falling in love with you because I’m already in love with you. I’m pretty sure I loved you from the very first time I laid eyes on you, and if I love you this much after only a few weeks, I can’t imagine how I’m going to feel in a few years. Let me tell you. I can’t wait to find out.”  
 
    Charlie looked at our coffee mugs, then back over at me, a slight smirk appearing on her lips. “Forget about the coffee. I want you.”  
 
    As she slipped her hand into mine and pulled me back toward my room, absolutely everything was forgotten. 
 
      
 
    ———-1 year later———- 
 
      
 
    I told myself not to cry when I felt arms wrap around me from behind and pull me tight. I couldn’t believe this was really the end. “What am I supposed to do without you?” The voice in my ear quivered as these words were spoken.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I choked out. “I know this was the right decision, but that doesn’t make it any less hard.”  
 
    “Seriously?” Charlie laughed, shaking her head at Jamie and me. “You guys are going to be living like fifteen minutes apart.”  
 
    Jamie turned and stuck his tongue out at his sister. “Stop ruining our moment. You’re the one stealing her away from me. The least you could do is give us this time.” When I started to chuckle, Jamie pointed a stern finger at me. “And you! Don’t go thinking that just because I’m going to miss you means I’ve forgiven you for leaving me.”  
 
    “Can you blame me?” I asked, setting my eyes on Charlie and taking a few steps toward her. “My hot, sexy girlfriend bought a pediatric optometry practice right outside of the city and asked me to move into the upstairs apartment with her. How could I possibly turn that down?”  
 
    Charlie closed the last few feet between us and wrapped her arms around my waist. “So, you think I’m hot and sexy?” she purred, lifting a flirtatious eyebrow.  
 
    I nuzzled my face against Charlie’s neck. “And beautiful, gorgeous, stunning…”  
 
    “Hmm… have any words in that vocabulary that don’t involve my looks?”  
 
    “Obviously. You’re also driven, hard working, smart. Not to mention super talented. Like last night when you—” 
 
    “Ew. Gag. Just stop,” Jamie interrupted.  
 
    Charlie laughed and shook her head at her brother. “You know she only says this stuff to drive you nuts, right? Half the time she makes things up just to get a reaction from you.”  
 
    I slipped my hands into the back pockets of Charlie’s shorts. “Stop being so modest, babe. Those years of cheerleading really paid off. Being on top just comes so naturally to you.”  
 
    “So, was that mom on the phone?” Jamie asked, clearly looking for any excuse to change the subject.  
 
    “It sure was,” Charlie responded with fake enthusiasm. “It actually took her a whole five minutes to bring up the fact that we didn’t come home for Christmas.”  
 
    Over six months after the holiday and Mrs. Miller still couldn’t get over the fact that her two children chose not to go home for Christmas. Although I insisted it was fine, Charlie and Jamie refused to go if I wasn’t welcome there. Since the Millers had yet to take a liking to me, the three of us spent the holiday with my family instead.  
 
    “By the way, you’ve been promoted from that girl to my roommate. She’s coming around.”  
 
    I ran my hands up and down Charlie’s arms. She liked to act like she was alright with her parents’ lack of acceptance for her sexual orientation, but I could tell it bothered her. “Baby steps, sweetheart. They may be a bit crazy, but they’re still around. I’m not saying it will ever be perfect, but I definitely think they will get more accepting with time.” I lifted both eyebrows. “Who knows. Maybe someday your mom will even start to like me again.”  
 
    “She did ask if my roommate and I would ever consider moving back to Maryland.” 
 
    My eyes went wide at the thought of living in that small town with the Millers. “No! What did you say?”  
 
    “I actually didn’t have to respond. My nana picked up the phone and said, and I quote, ‘There’s no way in hell she's ever going to move back home if you keep referring to her girlfriend as her roommate.’”  
 
    “Nana for the win,” I laughed. Nana was by far my third favorite Miller. Sometimes when Charlie and Jamie annoyed me enough, she even moved into first. “You do realize that even if your mom became so accepting that she threw us our own Pride parade, there is no way in hell I would ever move to that goddamn town, right?” 
 
    Charlie simply chuckled at my obvious disdain for where she grew up and had spent part of the past year. “Obviously. This is where we belong.”  
 
    The words hung in the air between us. Where we belong. I knew where I belonged. It was right here, encased in Charlie’s warm arms.  
 
    “Attention all ladies,” a loud voice boomed through the living room intercom. “This space has officially become Jamie’s Bachelor Pad. No girls allowed.” 
 
    I pointed toward Jamie’s room, where he had retreated after my sexual jokes. “That’s your brother.”  
 
    Charlie laughed and pushed me away playfully. “Yeah. Well, he’s your best friend.”  
 
    “That’s true. You’re kind of stuck with him. I chose him. Imagine what that says about me. Are you sure you want all of this for the rest of your life?” I dramatically waved my hand in front of my body.  
 
    Charlie pulled me close to her again, unable to stop the wide smile from spreading across her face. “More than anything in the world.” 
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