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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Would you like a free copy of the prequel to No One Compares to Her? Click here for your copy of A New Direction!

If you want to access to further stories and teasers as well as other interests in my life, feel free to click here and check out my Patreon. It is an inside look into my life as well as my characters’ lives.
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Isat at my desk, staring at the blinking line on my computer. I tried to put my thoughts into words, but all I could focus on was that blank page taunting me. If I typed out what I wanted to do, then I would be making a life-changing decision that I wasn’t sure I could handle—I would be jobless, which would probably lead to homeless as well. But could I write my resignation letter without something else lined up? That was impulsive, right?

At that very moment, a damp and slimy piece of paper hit the side of my neck with a thud, abruptly snapping me back to reality. I wasn’t being impulsive; I was trying to save my sanity. This couldn’t be my life… yet it was.

I angrily slid my chair from my desk and stood up. “Keeton!” I called out in a firm but calm tone. I hadn’t seen who lodged the spitball at me, but I knew without a doubt it was him.

“What? I didn’t do it!” His protesting made no sense because I hadn’t accused him of anything… yet.

“Do what?” I was now in front of his desk with my hands on my hips.

He cowered back in his chair, feigning fear. “Are you threatening me? You see that, everyone? Ms. Abrams is trying to bully me.”

The other kids in my class were now taking notice of what was happening, and I knew my only option was to back down. I might have wanted to quit my job, but I definitely didn’t want to get fired from it.

“No one is being bullied. Let’s all take some deep breaths to recenter ourselves.” Some days, I felt more like a yoga instructor than a teacher.

“Ms. Abrams, why do you always yell?” Serenity questioned, and I had to plaster on a fake smile to keep from showing her what yelling really looked like.

I innocuously crouched down next to her desk. “Ms. Abrams didn’t mean to startle anyone.” I hated that I had become someone who spoke in the third person and pandered to ten-year-olds out of fear of losing a job I no longer wanted.

“Well, when you raise your voice, it scares me. Like Darby the Clown.” She crossed her arms and pouted.

Who would have imagined that teaching fourth grade would hold the same regard as a clown?

“Right, well, I’ll try to keep my tone down when talking. But it’s my job to keep you safe, and people don’t always listen if they can’t hear me.” Rising to my feet, I gave her an affectionate tap on the shoulder. Though I secretly fantasized about being a badass boot camp instructor, commanding her to drop and give me twenty, and finding amusement in her tears when she couldn’t do it.

What had my world become? When I started teaching, I thought I had the best job in the world. I would be able to shape the minds of today’s youth. Now, I was hoping to make these spoiled children cry? This was my tenth year at this school, and I hoped it was my last. The money had stayed the same, but the kids got worse.

I didn’t want to blame the parents for everything, but I would venture to say they were scared of their own children. That was probably why they gave them everything they wanted. Even their punishments were rewards, and my logical mind couldn’t figure out how that was supposed to work.

When I was younger, if my mom said Rowen Michalea Abrams, I knew to run. If a kid heard their full name now, they wouldn’t think twice about it. In fact, when I had done it before, I was unabashedly mocked and laughed at. It was the first time a ten-year-old made me cry, and it was the beginning of the end of my dreams.

As I looked around the room at my students, I no longer cared to figure out who the problem was or how I could fix it. They were all spoiled, and it would only be worse after the holiday break. They would come back with designer clothes and gadgets that probably cost more than my mortgage and I would be left still resenting my life.

My job was supposed to be rewarding, but I had become an underpaid babysitter. I couldn’t talk to the higher-ups because as long as parents were throwing money at them, they didn’t see a problem. I was basically stuck between Scylla and Charybdis with no safe exit.

I walked back to my desk, blocking out the clamor and turning a blind eye to the paper ball fight that ensued. My mind wandered back to my sophomore year in college—when my life had changed forever. That was when I let the love of my life go so I could finish my degree. I didn’t want to be one of those people who gave up on their goals for their girlfriend, but I kicked myself every day because, in reality, being with her was the dream.

Instead, I was here “teaching” students who spent more time on their iPads than listening to what I had to say. Everything was centered around test results and not practical application. I thought teaching was my calling, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. The current state of technology made me realize that I was easily replaceable and unneeded. This wasn’t the fulfillment I had looked for, and my emotional well-being was on a downhill slope.

The only time I had been truly happy was when I was with Quinn. She was everything to me, but that was why I thought I had to let her go. I was too young to be tied down to someone. She was two years older than me, but not old enough to commit to one person for the rest of her life. And when she decided to go to grad school across the ocean to Oxford, I felt like it was a sign that we were supposed to go our own ways and find ourselves. What a joke that was. I would always wonder what could have been and what she was up to now.

This was me, thirty-three, single after dating a slew of narcissists, in a job that any stay-at-home mother with a video baby monitor could do, and I was kicking my own ass for letting true love slip away because I thought I had something to prove. Now, looking in that rearview mirror, all I could see was a giant mistake. What I wouldn’t give to know what I do now and go back to make the right choice.

“Ms. Abrams!” Mr. Stevens’s voice carried through the raucous sounds, which had somehow become as soothing as white noise to me.

“Class, I know you’re excited about the museum, but I need you to quiet down.” I pretended like I had everything under control, but I was about to lose my shit.

“No one wants to go on this trip. We’re ready to be away from school… and you,” Keeton mumbled the last part, but I still made it out.

“Ms. Abrams. A word?” Mr. Stevens was the assistant principal, and by his tone, I knew I was in for a lecture.

I fought hard not to act like one of my insolent students, but being around them was starting to bring out the worst in me. I shushed the kids one more time as I walked to the door where Mr. Stevens was waiting.

“Good morning, Sir.” I tried to smile, but it was obviously forced.

“What in the Sam Hill is going on in here?” He thumbed toward the classroom, and I shrugged as if he was overreacting.

“Their enthusiasm is great, isn’t it?” The corners of my mouth curled into a manic smile.

He clenched his jaw and shook his head, and I wondered if he loathed his job as much as I did. Granted, he had been in this profession much longer than me, but at least he didn’t have to deal with this shitshow that constantly seemed to ensue with these kids.

“Please get them under control and out to the bus in the next five minutes, or your class will not have the privilege of seeing the Museum of Natural Artifacts.” He released a hot, coffee-infused breath, and I fought off the urge to cough.

“You got it, sir.” I turned quickly on my heel and shut the door. “All right, class. I need you to line up quietly and get ready to load up.”

They didn’t even acknowledge that I was speaking.

“One, two, three. All eyes on me.” I snapped my fingers as an airplane flew in front of my face. Finally, I lost my cool, put my thumb and forefinger in my mouth, and let out a whistle loud enough to break glass.

“Jeez. My ears are ringing. What’s your problem?” Keeton cuffed his hands at the sides of his head.

I ignored his dramatics and began talking. “As I was saying, we need to line up quietly and move to the bus quickly. If we aren’t there on time, we won’t get to go.”

As much as I didn’t care about this field trip, I wanted a break. Since there were two other classes going, as well as six chaperones, I wouldn’t be in charge of all the children at once. Maybe I could even find some time to do some digging on Quinn and find out if she was still the woman I loved. Oh my god, who was I kidding? There was no way she was single, and if she were, there was no way our feelings would still be the same thirteen years later.

It might have been the world’s worst fantasy, but at least it was better than my current reality. I flinched as we walked down the hall, and a ball of paper pelted me in the back of the head. Fuck my life.
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As we boarded the bus to the Museum of Natural Artifacts, a white blanket of snow covered the ground. Normally, that would deter people from traveling, but living in Montana, we were used to bad weather. We had more colder days than warm, and being so close to the Canadian border, it seemed like our winter lasted from October to April.

I didn’t mind the snow too much, especially when it was in the mountains. The way the peaks glistened like tinsel on a Christmas tree was truly magical. Even though I grew up surrounded by nature’s beauty, I couldn’t get over how the city I lived in looked as picturesque as a snow globe.

However, I could do without the icy air that was cold enough to freeze a witch’s tit seven months out of the year. And today was no exception. Even with my scarf and earmuffs on, it felt like the wind was chilling me to the bone.

After I got everyone on the bus and did a headcount, we were off. The museum wasn’t far, which I was thankful for. I zoned out to the screeching sounds of voices and focused on the clunking noise of the tires hitting potholes. The roads here were the worst, but even if they fixed them, the plows would continue to destroy them. Also, I was pretty sure they left them mangled to deter people from speeding.

As the bus squealed to a stop, I saw we were at our destination. I had hoped the trip would take longer because the temporary reprieve didn’t recharge me enough to pretend the tiny assholes I was in charge of were just misunderstood angels. Sadly, I realized that I would have to tap into my inner reserves and find the strength to endure the last leg before the break.

“You can do it,” I chanted to myself, but there was no conviction behind it. I let out one long, relaxing breath and stood up to face my tormentors. “We’re here. Can you please exit slowly and quiet⁠—”

Before I could finish the thought, the group of twenty-five stomped down the aisle, pushing me out of the way while yelling, “Freedom!”

“I don’t envy you.” The bus driver cast a sympathetic glance in my direction.

Negative thoughts floated through my mind about those little demons, but I would never voice them out loud. “I’m so lucky they love to learn.”

She appeared in awe. “God has truly blessed your soul.”

I nodded in agreement—if somehow hell on earth was a blessing in disguise. “I hope you have a good day. We’ll see you in a few hours.” I got off the bus and begrudgingly followed the kids inside.

“Good morning, Abrams. I'm glad to see your class is still the picture of perfection.” Blair Sterling, a fellow fourth-grade teacher whom I had known for years, playfully bumped shoulders with me and let out a hearty laugh, but I found no amusement in it.

She and I had gone to the same college and coincidentally started teaching at the same school. We met on our first day of freshman year, and we developed a friendship, but there was always some underlying tension between us. However, she had introduced me to Quinn, so I would always be grateful for her, even if we sometimes butted heads.

“My students are perfect to me. They are full of life and ready to learn.” I took the coffee she offered, made just the way I liked it, with a touch of oat milk and cinnamon, and I tried not to let her comment get to me, even if I did agree.

“You can dress it up however you like, but the truth is the truth. If I had your class, I would have walked out after the trash can fire.” She took a sip of her drink, and I bit my upper lip to keep from getting defensive.

Yes, my kids started a fire in the classroom. Yes, they were abrasive, rude, and never listened. Some might consider them the spawn of Satan, but they were mine, and their behavior was a reflection of me. And it hurt to think Blair was attacking my teaching ability.

“Accidents happen, but they learned a lesson, and that’s all that matters.” I hated having to pretend to be this ray of sunshine all the time, but it was the only way I knew how to get through life.

Blair was right, though. I contemplated my resignation on a daily basis. But there was a part of me that never wanted to give up. I wasn’t sure if it was on the children or myself. When I made the decision to finish my degree instead of following my heart, I felt like I had to stick with it because if I didn’t, it would all be for naught. But at what point did I cut my losses and move on to something different?

“You realize I’ve been teaching as long as you, and I know BS when I hear it.” She smirked.

“Will you let it go? I’m trying to stay positive.” I looked around the museum to avoid eye contact with her, but I wasn’t sure if that was better.

Seeing skeletons adorned with Santa hats and bells was bizarre and unsettling.

“I’m sorry. I thought maybe you needed to vent. But if you want to remain delusional and optimistic, I can pretend with you.”

The curator walked in, and everyone quieted down, besides my students.

“Please, use your indoor voices,” I hissed, but no one paid me any mind, and the curator chimed in.

“Hello, I’m Dr. Huntington, and I will be your guide for the day.” Her voice was crisp and cut through the air like a knife. “Close your mouths and open your ears. We are in a sacred place and must respect the surrounding relics.”

I fought the urge to laugh, considering the disregard they had shown these artifacts by making them look like they were starring in a spoof called The Nightmare on Elf Street.

Surprisingly enough, everyone seemed to listen, and we followed her down the hall as she explained the different pieces, where they found them, and their significance. There were far more adults here per child than normal, so I allowed my mind to shut off from the present and drift to the past.

Quinn was lying on my bed, her long brown hair wrapped around her shoulders like a scarf. Her graduation day was quickly approaching, but I didn’t want to think about that. She and I had been dating for two years, but she was leaving Montana for greener pastures. I knew she would want me to come with her, but I couldn’t do it. What would I have done in England? How would I have supported myself without a degree? I honestly thought that she and I were meant for forever, but I hadn’t heard from her since we ended things. I knew it wasn’t the best idea to give up my life and follow her. But what if I had?

Now I couldn’t stop my brain from playing out that fantasy.  

I leaned against the doorframe, staring at Quinn sprawled on my bed. She looked the same as when we were in college but more mature. I couldn't believe she was mine.

"Come here," she whispered, her voice low and inviting.

My breath hitched as I moved toward her. When I reached her, she wrapped her arms around my waist, pulling me on top of her. Our bodies still fit together perfectly. Her hands slid up my back, causing goosebumps to cover my skin.

"I've missed this," I murmured into Quinn's ear. I tilted my head back, our lips nearly touching.

"I have, too. It's been far too long." Quinn closed the distance between us, pressing her lips to mine in a gentle but passionate kiss.

Our mouths moved together with a hungry intensity that we couldn't control. Quinn tangled her hands in my hair, softly tugging, while my hands roamed her naked body.

With a soft moan, I rocked my hips against her, our wetness mingling, causing electricity to flow between us. I kissed a trail down her neck, brushing over sensitive skin, leaving a path of burning desire.

She gasped as I reached her taut nipple and slowly sucked the peak into my mouth. She watched breathlessly, then encouraged me to go lower. I placed feather-light kisses down her stomach, stopping before I reached her sensitive spot.

"You're so beautiful," I whispered as I stared at her from between her legs.

She rocked her hips as if showing her urgency for my touch. I could see her desire glistening, and I teasingly lapped it with my tongue.

"I'm ready, babe. Please," Quinn's voice was desperate for me, and I wanted to show her what she had been missing all these years.

A smile played across my lips, but Blair’s voice shook me from my daydream.

“Don’t tell me you have the hots for that doctor?” She sounded disgusted.

I closed my eyes and sighed. She ruined my fantasy for that?

“What are you talking about?” I finished my coffee and deposited the cup in the designated bin.

“I saw that look on your face as she was talking about the love charm.” She scoffed, but I was clueless.

“What love charm? And even if I had been paying attention, I’m not sure anyone would associate her with love.”

“Silence in the back!” Dr. Huntington’s tone was sharp enough to stab, which was one reason she didn’t evoke warm, fuzzy feelings.

“Great. You got us in trouble.” I nudged her with my elbow, but she grabbed it and pulled me away from the group into a little corridor.

She immediately covered my mouth before I could protest. “Shhh.” She murmured as if her actions didn’t already tell me she wanted me to stay quiet. “They won’t miss us.”

“You want to sneak out?” I whispered through her fingers, and she finally removed her hand from my face.

“No. We can’t leave them. But we can take a breather without having to worry about kids burning the place down.”

As much as I wanted to speak up for myself, I knew we had little free time, so I refrained from using what we did have arguing.

“So, if you weren’t having fantasies about Ms. Uptight Pants, then who was jingling your bell? Is it one of the chaperones?” Blair prodded.

She and I had an interesting relationship. We got along, but we never really talked about who we were interested in. I wasn’t sure if that was because most of my thoughts still revolved around Quinn or if she just didn’t have any romantic interests. Either way, it wasn’t a topic I felt comfortable discussing with her.

“No. Can’t I just have a smile on my face just because?” I wasn’t always happy-go-lucky, but I felt like I did a good job of faking it.

“You normally do, but this was real—it met your eyes. So… spill it. Who were you thinking about?” She tilted her heart-shaped face to the side and quirked a thick, questioning brow.

I wasn’t one to divulge a lot of information, mainly because I liked to keep my emotions in check, and if I let them out, I wasn’t sure if I could ever stuff them back in.

“I was just thinking about what I would do if I didn’t teach.” That seemed like an innocuous response that wasn’t a lie either.

“Oh yeah? I could see why that would make you happy. Your kids could even cause Jesus to contemplate murder,” she joked, but I let it get the best of me.

“Just leave them alone, would you?” My sharp tone echoed through the now-empty hall. I wasn’t necessarily sticking up for them as much as myself. If my kids were menaces to society, that could look poorly on me. I was the one who spent the majority of the day with them. How could I even consider myself a teacher if I couldn’t keep them from committing arson?

She held her hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry. But why are you so protective of them? They are making your life hell.” She grabbed my shoulders, forcing me to face her. “I’m not trying to upset you. I just want you to have a better experience. Mr. Stevens seems to have it out for you with the assignments.”

That was the first time I felt like she wasn’t indirectly questioning my ability. Instead, she was aggrieved for me, which made me feel bad for thinking the worst.

“I appreciate that, and I’m sorry if I’ve been defensive. Sometimes I wonder if I’m doing anything right.” I hung my head and let out an exasperated breath.

“What do you mean?” She tilted my chin up to look at her. “You are an incredible teacher with an unbreakable spirit. The reason you always get the rambunctious group is that no one else would put up with them. But you give them patience and time and reassurance. Whereas, I would tell them to fuck off and go ruin someone else’s life.” She pulled me in for a tight squeeze, and I felt so discouraged as I thought back through my time teaching.

I walked into my classroom before the students arrived and was in awe. It was my classroom. I was the teacher—Ms. Abrams. My eyes were wide with hope, and I couldn’t wait to make a difference with these kids. Each student was a mind to mold and shape into the future leaders of our world.

As my kids started rambunctiously filing in, I wondered if it was first-day excitement or if they would always have this much energy. Either way, I saw the spark in their eyes and would be the one to tame them.

Once the day progressed, I felt a little disheartened but also energized. The kids couldn’t sit still or focus, and I didn’t know if I would ever get through to them. When I focused on them as a whole, I knew they would defeat me. But then I realized, How did you win a war? With allies and possibly bribery. I just needed one kid to set the example, and then maybe the others would fall in line.

When I locked eyes on Makensy, I knew I found my partner. She was the only person working on the assignment, and I wanted to make sure she was rewarded for her good choices.

“Makensy, I’m so proud of you,” I called out, and the rest of the kids stopped raising hell to see what she was doing. “I have something for you.” I didn’t have anything, but I was quick on my feet. “You get extra recess time!”

She stared at me like she wondered if it was a joke. “What?”

“Yeah, you get rewarded with additional free time for working so diligently on the assigned task. My motto is ‘Work hard, play harder.’” I was surprised at how quickly that came to me, but even more surprised when all the other kids cracked open their books, following suit.

I watched as their pencils scribbled answers down on the paper. The chaotic rumble of the classroom transformed into a more focused buzzing. I couldn’t believe it worked, but I felt a rush of pride—like I’d found the key to unlocking their potential.

That was how that year started. Little victories, one by one. My students weren’t perfect, but they were mine, and I was determined to reach every single one. I learned that patience and kindness could tame even the most unruly child. As well as thinking outside the box. All I had to do was speak their language, and even the troublemakers would slowly come around. Soon, I was the teacher everyone came to when they needed direction on how to handle a disobedient child.

But over time, the battles became harder to win. The sparks I once saw in their eyes began to fade, replaced with apathy or defiance I hadn’t encountered before. My tricks, incentives, and endless patience—all of them started to wear out. Each year, the challenges grew bigger, and it didn’t seem like there was anything I could do.

I wasn’t sure when it happened, but the joy I had once felt walking into my classroom—the awe that it was mine—faded, too. There were no more conquests—instead, I was constantly fighting a losing battle. Each year, the kids were different, or maybe it was me. At this point, I couldn’t be sure anymore.

I wanted to cry, thinking about how jaded I had become. This was probably the most vulnerable I had been with someone in a long time, and it felt nice. Her warm pine scent had a hint of vanilla today, and a lot of my anxiety melted away with just a hug. God, I needed a partner. I didn’t realize how much I missed the simple things, such as physical touch.

I pulled out of her embrace, but her eyes were softer, and she had a slight smile playing on the corner of her lips.

“You want to go make a wish on the love charm?” She seemed serious, and even though I didn’t believe in it, I couldn’t think of anything better.

“Let’s do it.”

She tugged me toward a case with a plaque describing how exquisite this artifact was. The inscription went on and on about the intricate carvings of love and fertility. But from what I could see, it looked like a small amber stone with red veins that a ten-year-old got ahold of and colored. There was nothing special about it. Maybe they didn’t keep the real one on display, and they let someone’s child decorate this one.

“Yeah, that doesn’t scream love charm.” I laughed, but Blair seemed entranced by it. I narrowed my eyes to see if I was missing something, but nothing popped out at me. “What do we do? Just ask for something? Don’t we need to wear it for it to work?”

“Do you not feel that? The heat it’s radiating?” She held her hands over the case like you would a campfire.

Was she playing with me? I wasn’t sure, but I followed her lead. There was nothing happening, but I was good at faking things, so I went along with it.

“Oh yeah. That’s amazing… Spooky even.” I studied the rock some more, but I guess for non-believers like myself, it wouldn’t do anything.

She grabbed my hand, startling me. “Close your eyes and make a wish.”

I turned my head toward her, seeing that she was doing what she had asked me to do. When in Rome:

I wish to go back in time to my true love.
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Finally, the day was over, and the holiday break had begun. I was ready to get out of school and forget about this place for the next two weeks. As I packed up my belongings, Blair popped her head into the classroom.

“Hey, I wanted to tell you to have a good break, but if you want to hang out, give me a call.” She tapped her fingers on the door, almost nervously, and there was something sweet about the gesture.

Normally, I couldn’t wait to get away from anything school-related, but being around her seemed different today. At the museum, I felt insecure, but she created a safe space for me to let my guard down, and that meant a lot to me. Maybe it would be nice to take her up on that venting session. Besides talking to my therapist, who I even hid some things from, I never let anyone know when I had a bad day.

“You want to get a drink? Coffee or alcohol. I’m game for either or both.” I smiled as I put my satchel across my chest.

“Oh. You mean now?” She seemed surprised by my response, but I couldn’t really blame her.

I was never the one to suggest doing something and was usually the one finding excuses not to. “I mean, if you’re up for it. But we could also do it another time.” That probably wasn’t true. I was sort of an out-of-sight-out-of-mind person, so if it wasn’t now, it would probably turn into never.

“Umm, let me make a phone call, and sure. As long as the roads aren’t bad.” She stepped out into the hall, and I wondered who she needed to talk to, but I wouldn’t ask.

After our first semester in college finished, we had an unspoken rule of keeping things on a superficial level, and I stuck to that to this day. I never understood what happened after winter break of our freshman year, but things were different when we returned. We went from laughing and enjoying each other’s company outside of classes to only talking if we ran into each other. The conversations were never uncomfortable, but there were times I felt like we both had something on our minds but were too afraid to say it. I wasn’t even sure if I knew what that was for myself, but it was a feeling I had.

However, I was more of a go-with-the-flow or fake-it-til-I-make-it type, and Blair seemed more like a push-it-down-and-it-will-go-away person, so neither of us ever brought up the giant reindeer in the room, for lack of better words.

“All right. I’m ready to go if you are.” She peeked back inside, and I nodded hesitantly.

I was already having anticipation fatigue, and a part of me wished I had kept my mouth shut and not mentioned going out. But her easy smile made my anxiety relax.

“One thing, though. Can we not go to Big Timber? They only play Christmas music right now, and if I hear about grandma getting run over one more time, I’m going to raise my hand as tribute to take her place.”

I chuckled because, for some reason, everyone went nuts for that song here. I preferred the classics like Frank, Bing, or Nat. But a lot of that had to do with missed memories from when I was a kid. That music reminded me of the good times with my dad, and that was what I wanted to focus on. However, now was not the time to get sentimental. We were supposed to be holly and jolly, not trudging down sad sack lane.

“Honestly, I don’t care where we go. I just want to get away from here.” A smile formed on my lips as I left the thoughts of the past behind with each step we made down the hallway.

Before we could make a clean getaway, someone stopped us.

“Ms. Abrams.” Mr. Stevens stared at me; the slight ray of sun glinted off his bald head from the window.

“Good afternoon. May I help you?” I wasn’t sure why he only addressed me and not Blair, so I figured I needed to be the one to respond.

“Yes, actually. We got a call from the museum, and they said a stone was missing. Knowing what I know, I’d say someone in your class is the culprit.”

“Excuse me?” I clenched my jaw to keep my tone from taking on a tone that would scare dogs. “You think one of my students stole an artifact from a secure location?” Hearing those words out loud made them even more unbelievable to me.

I knew my students had bad reputations, but they weren’t known for their stealthiness. Besides, I had been with them the entire time and didn’t see anything amiss.

“Don’t sound so surprised.” He didn’t even try to hide his judgmental tone. “Your job will be to find out who did it and where they put it. It was Eros’s Talisman, and you can get with the curator to find out more about the piece that’s missing. I’ll expect a full report when we return.” He didn’t wait for me to object as he walked away.

I didn’t need to talk to Dr. Be Quiet. I knew exactly which piece it was—the love charm. After reading all about it and trying to dissect its importance, I could see that rock when I closed my eyes. And there was nothing special about it. Why would some pre-teens want it? That made no sense, but I would do what I always did: go through the motions.

“What’s up his ass?” Blair questioned louder than she probably should have, but Mr. Stevens didn’t look back.

“He just doesn’t want to put in the work, so he’s pushing it off on me. It will be fine. I’m sure I won’t find out anything because they didn’t do this. And I’ll tell him that.” I forced myself to keep an upbeat perspective.

“If you say so.” She shrugged like she could tell I was lying to myself. “Do you know where you want to go?” She grabbed her keys from her bag.

A part of me wanted to cancel even more now because of what Mr. Stevens implied, but a larger part of me wanted to drink away my worries and forget this place existed.

“Anywhere that isn’t here.”

She wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Come on. I know the perfect place.”

We made it to the parking lot, where her Jeep was already running with her automatic start. The wind felt like tiny blades stabbing at my cheeks, and I pulled my scarf up higher, but it didn’t help. As I climbed inside, I immediately felt the warmth of the heated seats against my frozen body, providing a much-needed respite from the cold.

“Shit, maybe we should call it a day. The snow is getting worse, and the temperature is frigid.” I wrapped myself in a hug that did nothing to relieve my shivers.

“Sure. Whatever you want.” She sounded slightly disappointed, but it wasn’t smart to be out right now, especially if we had anything to drink.

“You can come to my place. I have lots of alcohol and food.” Maybe that would be a good compromise.

“Nah. That’s okay. I’ll drop you off and run to the store. I’m out of groceries anyway. Maybe another time.” She didn’t seem too committed to that idea, but I didn’t push.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay? It’s getting bad out here.” I wanted her to be safe, but I also didn’t want her to stay here and see it get worse to the point where she couldn’t leave.

“It’s four-wheel drive. Josie and I’ll be fine.” She patted the car like it was her baby.

“Okay. If you’re sure. Thanks again for the ride. Let me know if you want to get together later.”

“You got it. Have a good break.” That sounded like a no to my question, but I wasn’t sure if she was upset or just put out.

Taking me home wasn’t out of her way since she ended up buying a place just a few miles from mine, but I knew she still didn’t have to do it.

“Okay. You, too. And again, I appreciate the ride. Please be safe. Can you let me know when you make it home?” I opened the door to wait for her response, but she merely nodded without saying a word and backed out before I fully closed the door. “That’s one way to say goodbye.”

I waved as she drove off, watching the tires slice through the snow like they were spreading butter. I didn’t drive in the winter because I only had a front-wheel-drive death trap, but her car was obviously equipped for it. Maybe she thought I was blowing her off. I felt bad, but I had to get inside before the Arctic air made my chest explode.

As I opened the door, the furnace was running full speed, and the warmth wrapped around me like a warm hug. I didn’t immediately shed my protective shell, and instead, I tossed my bag on the dining room table and opened the fridge to find something to drink. As I looked around, nothing sounded good because everything was cold. I moved over to my liquor cabinet, which was a built-in bookshelf that was in the hallway between the living area and the bedroom.

My place was what I would call quaint, which was a nice way to say tiny, but I paid for a view, not space. I perused my selections of whiskies and settled on Angel’s Envy because it would warm me up, and it reminded me of Christmas. Even though it was still days away, I had a countdown going since Thanksgiving. I wasn’t sure if it was so much for the holiday itself or just the break from work. Either way, I wanted to enjoy the time off and appreciate the beauty of the season.

I poured myself a small snifter of the amber liquid, savoring its rich vanilla aroma before shedding my winter gear and sinking down on the couch. As I stared out the picture window, I noticed the snowflakes were falling with increasing intensity. The street, where Blair's tire marks once marred the pavement, was now covered in a pristine sheet of untouched snow. Standing tall and proud, the mountains looked like guardians, shielding me from the chaos of the outside world. Their presence offered me much-needed peace—this was my happy place.

I took a sip of whiskey, feeling the warmth spread through my chest. I turned on the Christmas lights on my little Charlie Brown tree with some classic holiday tunes. As Frank belted out “Jingle Bells,” I settled into the oversized cushions and let some childhood memories wash over me. Before my parents split, my dad was big on singing and dancing with me in the kitchen while my mom made cookies. It was probably one of the happiest times I had as a kid. Unfortunately, the hurt and disappointment outweighed the good, but I tried not to let that seep into my mind.

I already had so much tension in my body. The last thing I needed was to add sadness to it. I exhaled a long, deep breath and realized how overwhelmed I was—emotionally, mentally, and physically.

Behind my sunny disposition, I fought a constant battle to hold myself together and avoid a complete breakdown. The stress of work was taking its toll on me, and the bittersweet taste of regret had settled in as I reflected on a life not lived. As things got harder here, I started thinking more about the past and wished so much I could go back and tell twenty-year-old me to go with Quinn and never look back.

Happiness was hard to find in this life; just look at my parents, who were married for fifteen years and had a messy divorce when I was eight. They lied to me and themselves when they said everything would be the same—because nothing was. After my dad moved out, my mom felt lost and didn’t know what to do with her life. She didn’t work and felt like she needed a man to fulfill her. That was when I made a vow to myself to never be like that. Maybe that was why I had let it slip through my fingers without giving it a second thought.

I wasn’t sure how long I had been in my head, but a sudden flash of darkness darting through the snow pulled me out of it. I got off the couch to get a closer look and realized it was a person. A knot tightened in my stomach because the only reason someone would be out in this weather was if something was wrong. As I rushed to open the door, a gust of wind and snow swirled around me like a mini-tornado. It was astonishing how drastically the weather had changed, and no one should have been out in it.

“Are you okay?” I shouted, hoping it wasn’t to an ax murderer.

“Rowen…” Blair’s voice trailed off, and my heart sank.

Although I couldn't rush out to help her because I was no longer dressed for the occasion, I at least had my phone as a lifeline. “I’ll call 9-1-1.” Even though I didn’t know what was going on, I figured it had to be bad if she wasn’t in her Jeep.

I dialed the number, but it was just a busy signal. Were the phones down, or were emergency services so overwhelmed that people were left on hold? I was scared, but then a hand grabbed my arm, pulling the phone away from my face.

“Come here.” I yanked her inside, slamming the door so no more hot air could escape. “What happened?” I studied her face, which was marked by the harsh wind, and she appeared panicked.

“I…” She took a deep breath and shivered. “I ran off the road and flipped my car.”

“Oh my god. Are you hurt?” I couldn’t see any visible injuries, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. Adrenaline could get you through a lot.

“I’m fine… I think.” She shook her head. “What is this dreadful music?” She seemed overstimulated, so I turned it off but didn’t take offense to her questioning.

After a minute of silence, she continued. “I lost my phone in the snow, and no one else was around to help. Luckily, it flipped on the passenger side, and I crawled out my window.” Her hands trembled, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the cold or distress.

“Let me grab you a blanket and something warm to drink.” I went into nurturing mode, but she stopped me.

“I’ll be all right. Can I just call a tow truck?” It was obvious that Blair didn't enjoy being vulnerable; however, I knew she needed more than just help with her car. She was probably frightened, and I wanted to be there for her.

“Here. You can use my phone, and I’ll get you something for the pain, too.”

She removed her gloves, but instead of taking my phone, she grabbed my arm and pulled me down in the chair next to her.

“You are making me nervous. Please stop mother henning me.”

I stared into her caramel eyes, and I could tell she was worried, but I wanted to make it better. “I’m sorry. What do you want me to do?” It wasn’t like me to ask this because I was a fixer, but she wasn’t someone who took help easily.

She sighed, and I prepared myself for a closed-off answer, but she surprised me. “Could we just sit here for a second?” This was the most fragile I had ever seen her.

As I nodded, I noticed her tense shoulders ease up a little, but I felt compelled to offer additional support. “Can I⁠—”

“Be quiet? Yes. That would be great.” Her tone was a little harsh, but I realized it was her choice, and she knew what she needed more than I did.

“Sorry.” I reached for her, placing my hand on top of hers, and she at least allowed me to offer her physical comfort.

We sat there without speaking, but it was making my mind restless. I knew she didn't want me to help her, but maybe I could distract her by letting her give me advice. Ever since we made those wishes at the museum, thoughts of Quinn and how to find her constantly occupied my mind.

“Blair?” I hoped I had given her enough silence, but her furrowed brow told me otherwise. I put my hands up in surrender, but her expression softened.

“Yes?”

“Do you remember that whole Eros’s Talisman thing?”

My sudden shift in conversation seemed to confuse her, but at least she didn't show any signs of irritation.

“Of course. Do you think you know who took it?” She drummed her fingers on the table, making me feel like I was in an interrogation.

I had forgotten about it being stolen and how I was supposed to recover it. Oh well, that was the least of my concerns right now. Besides, if I could figure out how to track down Quinn and rekindle our romance, I could quit my job and finally be free of all this undue stress.

“Unfortunately, no. But that’s not why I mentioned it. I know it’s probably not real, but I’ve had some serious thoughts since making that wish, and I’m wondering if it has something to do with the amulet.”

A slight grin played on her lips, and I wondered if she was about to make a snarky comment.

“Oh? Do you think it worked?” Her expression changed to one I didn’t recognize, and her eyes were as shiny as diamonds.

I couldn't believe she wasn't skeptical, but it gave me the courage to open up to her. “Honestly, I don’t know, but maybe you could help me figure it out?”

Her smile only grew, and that caused my excitement to do the same. “Of course. I’m all yours.”

I’d never seen her so agreeable. Sometimes, I felt like she was contrary for the fun of it. But since she was on the bandwagon, this had to be a good sign.

“Great, we can start brainstorming on how to find Quinn.”
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After sharing my idea with Blair about searching for Quinn, her initial excitement dissipated, and I wondered if my hopes were unfounded.

“What? You don’t think it will work?” I covered my face with my hands—of course, this was stupid.

What was I thinking? Quinn didn’t have social media, and I didn’t even know what country she was in. What would I do—call her last known cell phone number? Oddly enough, I still had it, but I knew it was no longer hers.

“Your wish was about Quinn? From college?” She rubbed her temples like that had stressed her out.

“She was the love of my life. I feel like I might have messed up by letting her walk away without giving us a proper chance.”

Now she was standing, pacing around the small kitchen area. “Really?”

Why was that so surprising? She was my first real relationship, and so far, I couldn’t find anyone else who compared to her.

“Yes. We were perfect together. But I let fear dictate my choices, and look at me now. I’m thirty-three with no prospects on the horizon. What I do have is paranoia and anxiety that my students are plotting against me to try and get me fired from a job that I hate.” I looked at her, but she didn’t seem to be listening.

“Okay.” Her response threw me because I didn’t know what it went to, but I stayed quiet for once to see if she would elaborate. “I’m going to call the tow truck, and once I get my situation figured out, I will see what I can do about yours.”

That shift in energy was what I was afraid of. When I was around Blair, I sometimes felt inconsequential. She had everything: a perfect family, with parents who loved and supported her, the perfect smile, and a tall, muscular body…

“Yeah, of course.” Her words thankfully pulled me out of my jealous spiral.

I said nothing else as she moved toward the living area, probably to give herself a false sense of privacy.

My place was so small, you could practically cook from the couch. But I got up and walked to the fridge, which put us at the farthest distance we could be. Not that I was going to listen to her conversation anyway.

I searched for some comfort food, hoping it would ease my disappointment. I didn’t have anything made, but I had ingredients for pretty much anything. But I would wait until she left before I began cooking. She probably wouldn’t like what I would fix, or she would somehow turn it into a competition about who could cook better. So, instead of grabbing food, I opted for a bottle of wine.

When I turned back around, she was standing behind me, looking sheepish.

“Thanks.” She handed me back my phone. “Umm… I have some bad news.” Her tone and posture caused uneasiness to wash over me.

“Oh no. Are you okay?” Not that the tow truck people would know if something was wrong with her. But what else could be the bad news?

“Yeah, I’m fine, but… it looks like they can’t get my Jeep until the snow stops.” She stared at her feet like she was embarrassed, but I didn’t understand why she would be—it wasn’t her fault.

“Okay. No big deal. We don’t have to go to work.” I lifted my shoulder nonchalantly.

“No, we don’t have to go to work, but that means I can’t go anywhere else, either.”

“Oh.” I nodded, but it took a minute for those words to sink in. “Oh! You’re stuck here?” I didn’t mean to sound so forceful, but my place was tiny.

What if her intense energy sucked all the oxygen out of the room? Oh my god. Was it already happening? I felt like I couldn’t breathe. But when I looked at her, she was more relaxed than I was. Perhaps it was my own negative vibes, not hers, that were overwhelming.

I flashed my sweetest smile, hoping it would hide my concern as well as change my mood. “Well, this should be fun!” My tone was upbeat, but it sounded phony to my ears, and I could tell from her body language she wasn’t buying what I was selling.

“Right. Hopefully, I’ll be out of your hair by morning.” She spun on her heel, but I stopped her.

“Hey! You’re not inconveniencing me. This will be like a slumber party.” I shook the bottle of wine. “And I got alcohol.”

She rolled her eyes, but I could tell she was loosening up a bit. “I don’t think I should drink until I eat something. You said you had food, too, right?”

“Of course I do. You can never be too prepared.” I opened the fridge and freezer, and her eyes widened.

“Sweet baby Jesus. What exactly are you preparing for? The apocalypse?”

“What?” I chuckled as I looked at the inventory. “I just went to the store yesterday. But I figured I would stock up because I knew it would be a madhouse with the storm coming and the holiday.” I shrugged but was sort of self-conscious that she viewed me as a doomsday prepper.

“Hey. I’m not complaining. If we were stuck at my place, we would have condiments, and that’s it.” She genuinely laughed, and the low, rhythmic sound knocked the chip off my shoulder.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be touchy.” Maybe most of my feelings were coming from my idea of Blair, and nothing she actually did.

“I get it. This wasn’t expected, and I’d probably feel a little overwhelmed having someone in my space. But I appreciate you letting me stay. It means a lot.” She sighed.

“What did you think I would do? Kick you out into the snowstorm to fend for yourself? Of course, I’d let you stay. Besides, now that you’ve figured out your dilemma, we can start planning Operation Find Quinn and Make Her Mine Again.” I was so proud of myself for coming up with that on the fly, but I sensed a subtle shift in Blair.

“I guess that’s quid pro quo, huh?” Her expression changed, and I couldn’t understand why.

Maybe I had worded it in a way that she thought she owed me?

“You don’t have to repay me. I figured it could give us something to do to pass the time, but forget it.” I didn’t want to have this weird back-and-forth with her emotions all night, so I changed the subject. “What do you want to eat?” I asked, matter of fact.

“Stop it. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Her chocolatey eyes were hard to read, but her tone sounded sincere. “But you said she broke your heart when she left. Do you think it’s a good idea to go back there?”

She couldn’t have been more wrong about the situation—I broke my own heart by not going with Quinn, but it softened my agitation to know she was trying to look out for me.

“That’s not what happened.” She looked in my direction as I took the chair next to her. “Quinn wanted me to come with her, but she didn’t want me to give up on my dreams. She selflessly told me to stay because I had so much going for me here.” I chuckled mirthlessly. “And I believed her, but that turned out to be a crock of crap.”

“Why are you so unhappy here? Don’t you realize how good your life is? You own a cabin that people would die for. You have a good job and people who care about you.” She rubbed her forehead like I was giving her a headache, even though I hadn’t done anything.

“Well, maybe to someone from the outside, that is all you need in life, but it doesn’t mean anything if I don’t have a special someone to share it with. And with the holiday coming up, it just reminds me how truly lonely I am.” I didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but some of the things Blair had said weren’t exactly the truth, either.

Sure, I had this cabin, but the mortgage cost me more than half of my salary a month, and the other portion of my check went to food and utilities. I wasn’t living the high life by any means. And my job—that was a joke and a half. She had to know that, but I wouldn’t point those things out.

“I get it. It would be nice to have someone there for you during both the ordinary and extraordinary moments. But you’re never alone. You have your family and friends to keep you company. And maybe one day…” she stared at me through her lashes. “You’ll find that other piece of the puzzle.”

“I appreciate your optimism, but if I’m honest, you’re my only friend, and my family…” I scoffed. I didn’t want to get into it because it would only bring me down more, so I didn’t finish that thought. “But you’re right. I want my missing piece, who is Quinn, but the problem is I don’t know where to look for her.”

She sat there, staring blankly and completely unreadable. “I get it. But if you do track her down, what do you think will happen? The two of you would pick up where you left off and live happily ever after? Have you even spoken since things ended?” She had valid points, but I didn’t want to hear them.

“I know it’s a long shot, and she could be married with a family living in France. But a part of me hoped my stupid wish might come true.” I didn't want to sound that naïve because I had convinced myself it wasn't real, but a tiny voice inside me might have believed otherwise.

“Right. Well, if you make dinner, I’ll do some brainstorming. Do you care if I use your phone? I know a few friends of friends who might have some info on her.” She wasn’t condescending, which I appreciated.

“Of course. And thank you, Blair.” I knew she didn’t know the extent of my gratitude, but hopefully it would cover it all with those two words.

“Don’t get your hopes up. And did I see pot pies in the freezer?” Her gaze remained fixed on the phone, so I assumed she was already working on ideas.

“You sure did. I have chicken, beef, and veggie. Which one would you prefer?” Even though I was a good cook, I didn’t mind just heating something up most nights. It was hard to make a meal for just one.

“Surprise me.” She still didn’t look at me, so I got up from the table and started doing my thing.

I grabbed one of all three and figured we could share them. That way, I knew for sure she would find something she liked. After preheating the oven, I poured two glasses of wine and rejoined her at the table.

I didn’t want to disturb her, but I was curious if she had found anything out. “Um, here ya go.” I placed the drink in front of her, and she gave me a half-smile in acknowledgment but didn’t speak. “You still like white wine, right?” I didn’t want it to sound like I was only talking to her about my stuff. I was trying to be personal.

“Sure. I’m not picky.” She lifted a shoulder toward her ear but didn’t continue the conversation.

As much as I wanted to know, I could tell getting info from her would be hard. But something that struck me funny was how she seemed indifferent to the wine, but if memory served, that was her drink of choice.

“If you want something different, I have lots of other options.”

She set the phone down and chugged the drink in one gulp. “I said it was fine. Why are you harassing me?” Her voice had an edge that I didn’t understand.

“This wasn’t me trying to harass you. I just want you to have things you like.” I felt small and was afraid she would snap at me again.

“I appreciate that, but if I say I’m not picky, that’s what I mean. I don’t need anything special to be happy.” She let out an exacerbated breath.

“Okay.”

Just then, the oven dinged, and I got up to put the pies in. I wondered if she would want a salad or anything to go with it, but asking questions was what set her off in the first place, so maybe I would just get one ready.

I pulled out the romaine and washed it up before tearing it into a bowl. The howling wind caught my attention, and I glanced out the window to see the snow blowing around like a blizzard. I shivered at the thought and was glad my furnace was still running full blast. The weather was usually unpredictable in Montana, but this was rivaling the record-setting winter of our freshman year in college.

“You remember that time when the campus lost electricity, and they had to cancel classes for a week?”

She paused from her scrolling and appeared to be reminiscing. “How could I forget? That’s when…” A smile played on her lips, but she stopped sharing the reason.

“When what?” I questioned; her reaction had me curious.

“When you stepped out of your shell. There were times I think you let others outshine you, but you stepped up and took control. Remember? You helped bring everyone in our dorm together and have fun instead of rioting. You were meant to be a teacher for sure.” It seemed like a little blush crept up her cheeks, but it could have been the heat from the oven causing it.

I laughed, but she wasn’t wrong. I had gotten my stern voice out and made sure people stayed in line. The last thing I wanted to deal with was young adults turning into toddlers. I had enough practice of that with my parents.

“I was made to keep the peace.” I sighed, and she must have picked up on the heaviness.

“Do you want to talk about it?” She set the phone down and nodded toward an empty chair.

That was a loaded question, but what else did we have to do other than dissect my childhood trauma?

“I guess you could say I was more of a parent than my mom and dad.”

Her eyes softened, but it wasn’t the normal pity look I usually received when I spoke about them. “That sucks to feel like you have to be an adult when you’re so young. I get it.”

Did she experience something similar to me? Or was she merely sympathizing because she cared? Blair had always spoken so highly of her family, so I assumed she had a picture-perfect childhood. But maybe there was more beneath the surface.

I didn’t want to be nosy, but it felt like we were having a vulnerable moment, and maybe she would open up. “What was your family like?”

She tilted her head as if she were thinking. “In my family, we all had our roles to fulfill. And if we didn’t…” She glanced around the room as if the answer would come to her.

“Did something bad happen?” I reached for her hand to offer comfort, and she let me take it.

“It was normal to us, but it’s the reason I never wanted kids.” She slowly pulled her fingers away, and even though I didn’t want to, I let her.

A part of me thought about asking for details, but what good would that do? It would probably trigger her and only cause more pain.

“I thought you were close with your family.” I said it more as a vocalized thought than directly to her.

“It’s easy to be closer to someone who lives thousands of miles away.” A sad smile was on her lips, but I couldn’t believe I had painted her life so differently than she had experienced.

“Will you visit them for Christmas?” I knew I wouldn’t see my parents because my dad never showed up for anything, and my mom had a new boyfriend who was taking her to Mexico.

“I went home for Thanksgiving, so I had my fill of family time.”

“So, what will you do then?” It was sad neither of us had plans for the holiday, but it was also nice for me not to have to worry about doing everything for everyone.

Any time I was with my mom, I had to cook and clean for her or be her confidant on things that no child wanted to discuss with a parent. If I was honest with myself, I was excited to be off the hook this year.

She shrugged. “Watch football?” She chuckled, but I wondered if that was the truth.

“Are you going to have a meal?” That was the most important part of the holiday for me, and the thought of her not having it made my heart hurt.

“Don’t worry about me. I can make something. But it’s not like it’s that important. It really is just another day—except we get the present of not having to deal with our students.”

“You don’t have any traditions?” I didn’t know why I cared, but even I had made my own holiday rituals.

Before my parents split, it was an important time in our lives. Granted, I still believed in Santa, and they still got along. But maybe all of it was just pretend. And once my blinders fell off, they figured it was okay to end the entire charade. Regardless of how I felt about everything, I wouldn’t let them take away the magic of this season from me. Christmas was my favorite holiday, and I wouldn’t let them taint it with their selfishness.

“Sure. Watching football.” She quirked a brow, and I rolled my eyes.

“Ha-Ha. You know what I meant.”

“Just because you’re not a sports person doesn’t mean it’s not special.”

“Okay. But isn’t there something you love to do that puts you in the Christmas spirit?” For me, it was music and my tree, which I kept up all year round because it made me happy. I would change the ornaments for the different seasons.

“You know what really puts me in a good mood?” The way she said it made me think something sarcastic was coming, but I took the bait.

“What?”

“Not thinking about Christmas at all. I just want to enjoy the time off and pretend like I’m on an actual vacation.” She wasn’t as snarky as I anticipated, but I didn’t know how to feel about her response.

As much as I wished I could change her mind, I knew I wouldn’t. If Blair was anything, it was stubborn, but I wasn’t one to talk. If I had something in my head, it was hard for me to let it go.

“Okay. You won’t hear another word about it from me.” Only because she would be gone tomorrow, and I’d have plenty of time to crank out some classic holiday tunes afterward.

“I’m glad that’s settled.” She picked up my phone again, as if insinuating this conversation was over.

I went back to get the salad ready, but I wasn’t good with silence. “So, do you have some thoughts about Quinn?”

“I do,” she said bluntly but didn’t continue.

I was shocked, but excited to know what she found. “Really? What?”

“I think she doesn’t want to be found.”

That confirmed my suspicions, but I wouldn’t give up hope yet. Just because Blair tried a couple of things didn’t mean those were the only options available. And when she was gone, I would have more than enough free time to figure some things out for myself.

“Well, thanks for your help. I appreciate it.” Even if I was down, I wouldn’t count myself out—not yet.

“No problem. But for the record, I think you could do better than her.” Her words were like a gut punch I never saw coming.

Why would she say something like that? She knew how much I loved Quinn and saw how good we were together.

“Where did that come from? Why did you set us up if you didn’t think we would be good together?”

“Okay.” She appeared stunned.

“What does that mean? Do you not want me to be happy?” I closed my eyes, took a relaxing breath, and regretted saying it. The look on her face made me feel like the Grinch who stole Christmas. “I’m sorry. But Quinn is the love of my life, and I thought we were your friends. So, what am I missing?”

“I haven’t spoken to her since college, not that I would expect to. She and I aren’t close, and she’s never reached out to me. I would call her an acquaintance at best, but most definitely not my friend.” She grabbed her gloves and coat before walking to the front door.

“Are you leaving?” I had no idea what was happening right now.

“That’s not really an option, but I need to cool down a bit. Let me know when dinner is ready?” Without waiting for my response, she briskly exited the cabin.

If I didn’t figure out what was wrong, this would be one horrible night.
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When Blair finally came back inside, the pot pies were done, and I was on my second glass of wine. As I observed her flushed cheeks, I couldn’t help but wonder if they were the result of the harsh wind or her simmering anger.

Since I couldn't gauge her emotions from her body language, other than her obvious coldness, I proceeded to set the table with food, feigning a sense of normalcy.

“Would you like some coffee or hot chocolate?” It was kind of late for caffeine, but I figured I would offer something to warm her up.

Her teeth chattered slightly as she removed her gloves. “Hot chocolate sounds great. Thank you.” She stood next to the table but didn’t sit. “Is there anything I can help with?”

The bitterness outside must have taken away the bitterness within her. Or was she pretending like me? Either way, it was better than the contentiousness we had before.

“Do you want to grab some dressing for the salad?” I moved to the cabinet to retrieve a mug, and she headed to the fridge.

As the water heated up, I watched her shiver slightly as the cold air greeted her when she opened the door. She stood there, examining each of the contents before coming back with the bottle of Green Goddess Dressing. I quirked a brow because I didn’t expect her to pick it. It was my favorite, but it was an acquired taste.

Once the water was at a roiling boil, I added the hot chocolate bomb into the mug and watched as it dissolved, releasing the cocoa powder and mini marshmallows. As the fizziness reached a head and settled down, I placed the cup on the table in front of where she was now sitting.

She immediately wrapped her hands around it, inhaling the rich scent and absorbing the warmth. I could tell she was feeling better as a genuine smile spread across her lips. When she took a sip and made a satisfying moan, I began to relax.

“Good?” I questioned as I poured some dressing over my salad.

She nodded. “It is.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it.” I walked back to the counter, where I picked up the sheet with the pies on it and brought it back. “Here are all three. You can choose whatever you like.”

She shook her head almost imperceptibly, and I was unfamiliar with her expression, but I didn’t pry.

“This looks amazing. Which is which?” She had her fork ready to grab.

“It goes, beef, chicken, and veggie.” I signified to each one.

“Well, I think my brain is too frozen to decide. Do you have a favorite?” She questioned before making a decision.

“I like them all.”

“Do you want to share them?” Her caramel eyes were softer than I had seen them in a while, and I appreciated her consideration, even though that was the whole reason I had made them all.

“Sounds perfect.” I set the dish down and cut them in half.

After she loaded the beef one on her plate and got some salad, I wanted to break the silence but wasn’t sure what to say, so I ended up staying quiet.

“Rowen?” Her voice cracked, and I looked at her quizzically. “I’m really sorry about earlier. I shouldn’t have said what I did. It wasn’t my place.”

“That’s okay. All is forgiven.” Even though I was still questioning where the sentiment came from.

“Thanks.” She took a bite of her food, and again, she showed great appreciation.

There was no way this frozen meal could compete with what I would have made, but the way she savored it made me think I was missing something.

I took the other half of hers and tried it for myself. It wasn’t bad, but not swoon-worthy. If she was this impressed by something mediocre, I could knock her socks off, and for some reason, I wanted to. Was this me being competitive? Why did I care if she thought some boxed meal was good or not?

“So…” She interrupted my thoughts, and I was glad for the distraction. “I put some feelers out to some of the people who might know where Quinn is now, and when I get a new phone, I’ll let you know if anyone gets back to me.”

I didn’t know what to think about that after our previous tiff, but I guess I should be grateful nonetheless.

“Thank you. I really appreciate it.” Many questions floated through my mind, but to avoid stepping on any metaphorical rattlesnakes, I’d let her take the lead.

“No problem. But…” she paused as she took another drink. “Don’t you have any mutual friends that you kept in touch with? Couldn’t you reach out to one of them?”

You’d think that would be an option. But Quinn and I didn’t spend a lot of time around other people. In fact, I didn’t think she really had friends outside of me. If we weren’t together, she was usually studying.

“You’re actually the only person I still know who knew her.”

She stared at me skeptically. “Weird. Quinn was very social.”

The way she said that was laced with an undertone, but I chose to ignore it. “Is that how you two met? At a party?” Maybe that would be innocent enough to get her to open up.

“Nope. From a friend of a friend at intramurals.” She was the queen of short responses as she shrugged off her coat and stood from the table with her mug in hand. “Do you care if I make this drink Irish?”

The request caught me by surprise, but maybe it would loosen her up if she did. Blair was one of those people who was difficult for me to read. Sometimes, she was as light as a cranberry spritzer, and other times, she was as bold as a hot toddy. I never really knew what persona I would get with her, which didn’t bother me as long as I understood why.

“By all means. There’s whiskey in the cabinet over there.” I pointed to the hall.

“Thanks, but I saw some Baileys in the fridge.” She winked, and I was glad to see the happier side prevail.

“Have at it. Why don’t I pick up this mess, and we can relax on the couch after?” I picked up our empty plates to bring them to the sink.

“No way. You cooked it; I’ll clean it.” She took the dishes from my hands, and I was shocked. I’d never had anyone help me.

My mom acted like it was my job to do everything because she birthed me. And I had never had a domesticated relationship, so that could explain it. However, I wasn’t sure every partner would be so tit for tat, but I could get used to it.

“That is kind of you. I don’t know what to say.” I all of a sudden felt shy, but she set her cup down and waved me off.

“It’s the least I could do. Why don’t you turn the TV on, and as soon as I’m finished, we can watch something.”

“That’s a great thought, but the only television I have is in my bedroom.” Would that be too awkward, squeezing into my full-size bed and binge-watching reality shows?

“Well, we could always play a game.” She obviously wasn’t interested in being in an even smaller space, either.

“Sounds good. Why don’t we both clean up? It will be faster. Then we can figure out what to do.”

This was the scenario I had thought of when I dreamed of a partnership—just doing life together. Quinn and I probably would have had that if we had been older and had a place of our own. Instead, we lived in the dorms, where there wasn’t privacy or space to do coupley things.

“You don’t think I’ll do it right, do you?” There was some of Blair’s defensiveness coming out, and I only wished I knew what I did to cause it.

“No! Will you stop reading more into my words than what I say? I feel like I’m constantly on the naughty list with you, but I don’t know why.”

She turned toward the sink and flipped on the water. “You’re right. I just don’t want you to think I can’t do it. Everyone at work always comes to you for guidance, and I feel like I’m not trusted to make any decisions without checking with you first.” She stopped the tap and started scrubbing the plates.

My brain swirled for a minute, processing the words she said. Why would anyone come to me? My students were the mischievous elves who, instead of sitting on the shelf, were lighting it on fire. That was a reflection of me. And her kids were well-behaved angels who would never be up to no good.

“Do you really believe that? Or are you being facetious right now?” It had to be the latter because she made it clear how unruly she thought my kids were.

“Do you always take compliments so well?” She didn’t look at me, so I couldn’t read her expression, but I guess in her own self-deprecating way, there was a compliment in there.

“Why do you think we have so many misunderstandings? It’s like things are fine one minute, but then one of us always gets hurt. We’re friends, right?” I couldn’t make another turn on this merry-go-round.

“Maybe because you only hear and see what you want.” Her tone was direct, but I wouldn’t say malicious; however, it stung.

“So, that’s what you think? I can’t see outside of myself?” I’d always thought I was understanding and a good listener, but maybe I was blinded to my own faults.

She rinsed the dishes and faced me. “Rowen, you’ve always been naïve to the world around you. If someone put a smile on, you assumed that meant they were happy. But do you know how many people hide behind that? You have to look at what people aren’t telling you. For some reason, you are really good at that with children, but when it comes to adults, if it doesn’t affect you, you don’t care.” She leaned against the counter and flung the towel she used to dry her hands over her shoulder.

Was she right? Was I so self-absorbed that I didn’t ask about people? But if adults wanted to talk about something, they would. Right? I mean, I was the queen of painting on a happy face, but that was so no one asked me what was wrong. It became a habit, a mask I wore to conceal my true emotions. Everyone did that.

But I was supposed to pick their defenses down? For what? To make them feel like shit? To bring up all the feelings they were trying so hard to cover? Why would I do that? I wasn’t a monster.

“You know what? I’m not feeling the best. I’m going to take a shower and go to sleep. But if you want to watch TV, you can have my room.” It wasn’t like I would have a restful night anyway, so it didn’t really matter if I was on the pullout or in my own bed.

“Rowen.” She took a step toward me, but I put my hands up in a stop motion, and she nodded in acknowledgment. “That came out too harsh. I’m sorry.” Did she think those words would make me feel better? Obviously, she meant what she said and was only apologizing for the delivery.

“It’s fine. I’d rather you be honest than hold back. I’ll see you when I’m done, and we can decide on sleeping arrangements.” I took a few steps down the hall and into my room to gather my things.

I always thought of myself as Tiny Tim, the person who inspired goodness, but somehow, I was Ebenezer Scrooge in this story. Maybe this was why I was single. Maybe I didn’t ever try to get to know someone. And the one person I did connect with, I let walk out of my life without a fight. Maybe some ghosts would come and intervene and fix what I broke.
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After taking a long, hot shower, I felt better, but I still didn’t want to face Blair. I thought about going to bed without saying anything, but she didn’t even know where the sheets were to make up the pullout.

Regardless of my feelings, I wouldn’t be a bad hostess, even if she was an uninvited guest.

After putting on my fluffy gingerbread cookie PJs, I wrapped my wet hair in a towel and headed out to the living area, where Blair was curled up on the couch. When she saw me, she tossed the magazine she must have picked up from the basket on the floor. I forgot she didn’t have anything to do to keep her entertained, and now I felt bad for taking forever.

“Hey, if you want to shower, it’s all yours, and I have spare clothes you can sleep in.”

I wasn’t sure how she would feel about wearing matching outfits, especially since the only other set of pajamas I had was covered in candy canes.

“Can we talk?” She pleaded with her eyes and sat up, making room on the couch for me.

“I realize we are very different people, and we’re going to see the world from different perspectives, but I don’t think we need to discuss it.” We were on a constant cycle of highs and lows, and I preferred to stay grounded.

“Sure. Well…” She stood, and her eyes scoped my outfit, probably wanting to say something snarky, but she just smiled. “I think I’ll take you up on that shower.”

“Okay. There are towels and washcloths on the rack over the toilet, and I’ll grab you some clothes.”

“Much appreciated.” She offered a slight head nod, and I wasn’t sure if this was middle ground or what, but it was awkward, and I didn’t like it.

“Do we have to be so… I don’t know? This?” I pointed back and forth between us.

Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, but what was happening here? Why couldn’t we just have normal banter without all the drama? Was that too much to ask for?

“What do you want, Rowen? I tried to hide how I felt, but you didn’t take the cues. Then I told you what I was thinking, and it upset you. When I asked if we could figure things out, you said no. So, this is me, genuinely wanting to know what you want me to do.” She was right—I was the problem.

“Let’s just forget this night, go to bed, and wake up tomorrow with a new perspective. What do you say?” That seemed reasonable, didn’t it?

“Okay. I will shower and then get some sleep. I can take the couch, but do you have an extra pillow?”

I didn’t want to argue, but I had already decided to give her my bed, and she deserved that. “No. I’ll sleep on the pullout, and you can have my room.”

She looked toward the ceiling and sighed. As she released her breath, she said, “Fine. If that will make you happy.”

I was being a good hostess, so why did she sound exasperated by that? “Yes, it will make me happy. Now, carry on, and I’ll take care of things while you do.” I shouldn’t have to speak to her like a student, but if she wanted to act like one, that was the tone she would get.

“Yes, ma’am.” She snickered as she walked to the bathroom.

“Yes, ma’am,” I mocked to myself when she was out of earshot.

Why did I let that bother me so much? Sometimes, we got along like milk and cookies, and other times, it felt like we were fire and snow. But that was how our entire friendship had always been. Her personality was one I couldn’t read.

I tried to stop my brain from overthinking everything and just accept that Blair and I would always have a stormy relationship. Some people could only be around each other in small doses, and I guess we were them.

I was going to get the couch turned into a bed, but I figured I should grab some PJs for her first. I went to my room to retrieve them, but I already heard the water running.

“Hey, I have something for you to wear,” I called through the door.

Much to my surprise, she opened it with just a towel wrapped around her. My mouth dropped, and so did the clothes as they slipped through my fingers.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled as I bent down to pick them up.

But she must have had the same idea because I was suddenly eye to cleavage level, causing me to freeze. This was the first time I’d seen her boobs this close, and to say it was awkward was an understatement.

It wasn’t like I didn’t realize she had tits, but I’d never stared directly at them, and for some reason, it was like looking into the sun. The trance was finally broken when she stood up, but now I was so embarrassed I couldn’t meet her gaze.

“Here.” I tossed the jammies at her and bolted down the tiny hall.

I thought she said something, but I couldn’t make it out. I was already in the living room by the time I heard the door shut.

“What the fuck, Rowen?” I scolded myself.

As if this night wasn’t already uncomfortable, I had to go and make an ass out of myself by practically latching on to her teat like it was a life source. Okay, it wasn’t that bad, but she had to know I was checking them out. I didn’t mean to, but how could I not? Who knew she had such a gorgeous valley sitting there between two incredible peaks?

I rubbed my temples, trying to erase those thoughts from my brain. It had been too long since I dated, and seeing a little bit of skin must have sent me over the edge. I rushed around to pull out the sofa and get sheets on it so I could pretend to be asleep before she exited the bathroom. The only thing left for me to do was hide. And that was what I did until my dreams actually took me away from here:

I was sitting in the grass with my back against the tree and a book in my hand. The citrusy scent of marigolds floated through the quiet breeze. Even though I had only been in college for two months, I knew this was my heaven.

I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, allowing the soft hum of nature to lull me into a state of relaxation. This was the first time I had truly been free, and I loved every minute of it. I didn’t have to worry about being responsible for anyone but myself, and I hadn’t realized how badly I needed that. Not to mention, I had already met some amazing people, and I had a feeling that the best was yet to come. After taking some deep breaths, I opened my eyes and leaned forward to stare into the quad.

Many students were milling about, a few I recognized, but only one caught my eye. I had never seen her before, but I would never forget that confident smirk she wore like a badge. She was one of those people who commanded a space, and she definitely had my attention. Before I could talk myself up enough to meet her, I noticed someone else—Blair. She was walking with the mystery woman, and I thought that might be my in.

“Hey!” I called out and stood up to make sure they saw me.

Blair smiled widely and started heading my way, which I hoped meant so would the Goddess herself. My insides danced when my wish was granted, and she was standing before me. Her thick brown hair blew in the wind, and this earthy scent blew through the air. She licked her lips, and I nearly melted like a sun-covered snowcap.

“What are you doing out here? I didn’t think you had class until two.” Blair’s voice brought my focus to her, dragging me from my daydream.

“Oh, yeah. I like to come out here on nice days to soak up some vitamin D. It’s a natural mood enhancer.” Not to mention I could people-watch and come across someone interesting, like the person next to Blair. “But enough about me. Aren’t you going to introduce your friend?” That sounded casual, right?

“I’m Quinn.” The woman cut in, grabbing my hand and rubbing the back of my thumb as my fingers met hers. “Did you know that fresh air is an aphrodisiac?” The delicious scent from her exhale certainly was.

Blair said something, but I could only concentrate on Quinn. Even her name had me mesmerized. Thinking about that slipping out of my mouth in the throes of passion caused my cheeks to burn with embarrassment as well as desire.

“You know, I’m done for the day. Would you like company until your next class? Maybe I could help you study. I took that as a freshman.” Quinn pointed to my biology book, but I was lost in her blue eyes, which were a light contrast to her darker hair and skin tone, yet they were somehow the fieriest part of her.

I had to contain my excitement because I was afraid I would scare her off if I showed her how much I wanted her to stay. So, I tried to play it cool.

“Two hands are better than one. I mean, heads. Two heads.” So much for being coy. I pulled out of her grasp and wiped my sweaty palm on my jeans, hoping she didn’t realize where my mind had been. “It’s been a long morning, but some company and help would be welcome.” I offered my best smile, and when I finally broke away from her gaze, I saw Blair walking off without even saying goodbye.

I met Blair on the first day of my speech class, and we got along all right, but I still never knew exactly where I stood with her because she played her cards close to the vest. She did things like she just did—leave a conversation without ending it. However, her introducing me to Quinn might give her a bump on my friend scale.

I thought about calling out to her, but she was so far away now, I would have to scream and make a scene. Besides, Quinn was looking at me expectantly, and I needed to focus on what was here—not what had left me hanging like a leaf in the wind.

“So, did you know that I’m studying to become a philosopher?” Quinn’s voice was another one of those magnetic devices she had in her arsenal to keep people close.

“I did not know that. What do you plan on doing after graduation?” I’d never taken a philosophy course, but if it meant I could spend more time with Quinn, I might have to look into it.

While she explained to me how she hoped to revolutionize our understanding of existentialism and transcendentalism and possibly publish a groundbreaking book on the meaning of life, I realized that I had met my future wife.
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Ifelt a bright glow seeping through my closed lids, dragging me from my perfect life. When I opened my eyes, the sun was ricocheting off the snow through the picture window, causing me to rue the day. Not only was that dream so realistic that I felt like I was reliving the life I missed, but seeing how many inches had fallen overnight and how quickly it was still coming down made my heart sink.

I didn’t want to be here in this reality. Being back with Quinn was my destiny, and having such a vivid memory had to be a sign. Maybe this had to do with the love charm. Or maybe I was slightly delusional because of the emotional and physical exhaustion that was catching up with me.

A noise sounded, which made me think Blair was awake, but when I leaned forward to look down the hall, no one was there. Since it was nearly eight o'clock, I figured it wasn’t too early to start the day.

After getting up from the couch, I folded the bed back and put the cushions on to make it more functional since it appeared we might have another day inside. I wasn’t sure if anyone would come and blade the road, but they hadn’t yet. Hopefully, that didn’t mean we would be stuck here again, but at least with my mind fully immersed in Quinn, I would be better equipped to handle Blair’s mood swings.

Once the couch was back together, I went to the kitchen and started coffee. The comforting aroma filled the air. If that didn’t bring her out here, I was certain the sounds of me cooking would. I grabbed a pan and fried some bacon, then I decided to make pancakes and eggs to go with it. Some people weren’t big on breakfast, but I was someone who could eat it for every meal.

As I flipped the bacon, I turned around to find Blair standing there with tousled hair, half-closed eyes, and a grumpy expression on her face. She was wearing my candy cane onesie, and I couldn’t hide my amusement at how mismatched it was for her personality.

“Good morning, sunshine. Did you sleep well?” I honestly couldn’t tell from her disgruntled nature.

“Why are you so chipper?” She scrubbed her hands down her face and shook her head as if to wake up her brain.

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s a great day.” Even though if the snow didn’t stop, we might be trapped here together longer, at least I was feeling hopeful the universe might align me with my true love.

She glanced out the window. “What’s great about it? The snow hasn’t slowed down at all.” She let out a low growl, and I could understand her frustration, but bitching about it wouldn’t help.

“So what? At least we have coffee, food, and warmth.” I tried to focus on the positives here, but she didn’t seem too interested in anything except the steaming wakey juice I poured for her to hopefully brighten her sourness.

She held the cup in her hands but didn’t take a drink. “Thank you. And you’re right. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be dead.”

Well, shit. She went from zero to a hundred in a matter of seconds.

“Why don’t we stop thinking about what could have happened and just be happy with what we have?” I removed the bacon from the pan and cooked the eggs in the grease.

After flipping the cakes, I turned down the heat and waited to see what else would come out of her mouth.

“Okay. And a plus is we don’t have to work for two weeks.” She finally sipped her coffee and gave it as much appreciation as the hot chocolate last night.

I was beginning to think she just made those noises any time something entered her mouth. Then, a weird flash of her wrapped in a towel popped into my head, and I quickly pivoted before things became awkward again.

After plating all the food, I brought it to the table to join her.

“I’m sorry. I should have asked if you needed help, but I think I’m still asleep.” She stood up and grabbed my coffee, which was thoughtful of her. She stared into the mug and frowned. “Don’t drink it black, do you?”

I chuckled because she always got me coffee just the way I liked it. But if I made it, I didn’t care how it tasted as long as it was strong and would get me going.

“It’s okay. I typically down it so quickly that I never truly get to appreciate the flavor.” I reached for the cup, but she didn’t give it to me.

“Well, you made this amazing breakfast, so the least I could do is doctor your coffee to show my appreciation.” She opened the fridge, grabbing the oat milk. Then she went to the spice rack and added a dash on top. After stirring it, she finally handed it to me. “Test it before I put this away,” she demanded, and I followed her orders.

“It’s delicious. Thank you. But you didn’t have to do that.”

She cleaned up her mess and sat back down. “I know I didn’t. But I wanted to. I think we’ve been misconstruing things lately, and if we are going to be together for a while, I want it to be peaceful and fun.”

There was such calmness in her voice. It was something I had never noticed before, but I liked it. For the first time, it felt relaxing in her presence, and this was what I always wanted. To just sit and eat breakfast with someone but be content just in their company.

“I couldn’t agree more. I think with everything that was happening, tensions were high. But now that we’ve had time to rest and see with fresh eyes, I believe we can get through this snow-in unscathed.” I smiled, and she joined in. “So, did you sleep well?”

“Actually, I did. I feel bad for taking your bed, but by the time I got out of the shower and did all of my nighttime routine, you were quietly snoring, so I figured you would be more pissed if I woke you and forced you into your room.” She snickered, but I wasn’t exactly thrilled with that sentence.

“I do not snore!” I was more forceful with the delivery than I intended, but I didn’t like lies being told about me.

“Really? So, it was just a little mouse under your pillow making that noise?” She was full-on laughing now, and it was this behavior that I never understood.

Was she making fun of me? Was she merely trying to make light of the situation? I didn’t know, but I didn’t like being the butt of any joke.

“Maybe it was. Or maybe I was faking so I didn’t have to talk to you, and the only way I knew how to do that was to pretend to snore.” I felt like an asshole. Why did I say that?

Luckily, she took a bite of bacon but didn’t seem fazed. “I thought about that, but when I leaned in and whispered something into your ear, and you just curled into your pillow. You were either the best actor who ever lived, or you were truly asleep and gnawing on logs like a baby beaver.” She grabbed some eggs and put them on her plate.

“You didn’t do that. I would have known because I was awake.” To be honest, I didn’t know when I drifted off, but I was pretty sure I remembered her coming out of the shower—didn’t I?

“I swear on Buster’s grave that happened, and the only other sound you made was this cute little snort when I pulled the blanket higher to make sure you didn’t get cold.”

Something about that gesture was endearing, but it didn’t sound like her at all. However, I knew Buster was her beloved puppy who had to be put down during our junior year in college, and she would never swear on his grave if she was lying.

I probably should have apologized, but she didn’t seem bothered, so I said the next best thing. “Well, thank you for checking on me.”

“No worries. So, I take it you slept well, then?” Since she posed the question to me, now seemed like the best time to bring up the dream.

“I really did. And guess what?” I sussed out yesterday that she wasn’t a big fan of Quinn for some reason, but if I could broach the subject differently, maybe she would fill me in on why.

“What?” She quirked one of her brows.

It was the first time I noticed how beautifully shaped they were and how they framed her eyes perfectly. For Blair having somewhat of a rough personality, she had very soft and kind features.

“You were in my dream.” That seemed like the best place to start.

“Really? And what was this dream about?” She seemed intrigued, so I would stick to the parts that involved her before jumping into the parts that involved the love charm.

“It wasn’t really a dream, if I’m honest. It was like a vivid memory, but even more realistic—I felt like I was there.”

The way she sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, I wondered if I had said too much. Was she holding back a laugh or a snarky comment?

“I understand that completely.” Her response took me by surprise, but in a good way.

“You do? So let me ask you something.” My heart was racing at the thought I could be right.

“Anything.” She held on to the table as if it were keeping her grounded.

“Do you think this is a sign from Eros?”

Her knuckles got white as her grip tightened. “What do you mean? Does it have something to do with the wishes?” Her voice was almost giddy, and my excitement was about to overflow, thinking she believed me.

“Yes! I got to relive meeting Quinn, and I think it was even better the second time around.”

“Oh.” All the color drained from her face, and she slumped back into her chair.

“Are you okay? What happened?” I stood up, but she waved me back down.

“I’m fine. Just got lightheaded for a second. Go ahead, though. Continue with your story.” She focused on her plate, but she seemed normal-ish, so I would take her for her word.

“Okay. But let me know if you need any medicine or anything. I’m fully stocked in that department, too.” I chuckled, but she just dipped her bacon in the egg yolk, making it pop.

Her demeanor seemed like it had changed, and I wanted to say something, but I stopped myself. The last thing I needed was another argument.

“It’s all good. I’m feeling better already. So, please tell me more.” She finally made eye contact, and I felt safe to go on.

“Well, as I said before, you were there, and it was when you first introduced me to Quinn. I still can’t believe how random it was, but also how magical.” I felt like I was living in a fairytale just talking about it.

“I think you’re giving me too much credit, but I’m glad I could contribute to your happiness.”

“Come on. You know it was more than a contribution. Without you, I never would have found the love of my life, and now you’re going to help me again. This right here is destiny.”

It was strange that we had been in each other’s lives for years but had never been that close; however, we were always still there when we needed to be. We were each other’s safety net.

“That’s one way to look at it.” She doused her pancake with syrup and sopped up all the yolk. “So, you wanted to find Quinn, and now you're dreaming of her, hoping it will make your wish come true?”

I didn’t want to tell her explicitly what I asked for because that could jinx it, so I let her draw her own conclusion. What I was unsure of was what the dreams meant and how they would help me.

“That’s the gist of it. But how will it work?” I took a bite of my food to signify that I was done speaking, and this was where she was supposed to pick up the slack.

She nonchalantly shrugged, her lips lingering on the rim of her coffee cup. Maybe she thought it was a rhetorical question. But I waited to see if she would provide an answer.

Just as I was about to give up, she finally responded. “I think if the love charm really works, you will find exactly what you’re looking for.”

What was she, a Magic 8 Ball? That did me no good. I had no idea where Quinn was, so how on earth could I find her?


8




Well, we were right. There were no tow trucks getting Blair’s car today, and there was no leaving my place. But despite my initial worry, the day unfolded surprisingly well. We sat on the couch, played card games, stayed warm, and enjoyed the snow day. It was weird not having constant miscommunications, but we both seemed to realize that if we were going to get through this, we had to stop feeling so defensive. At least, that was what I thought.

“I can’t believe we played games all day.” I smiled and curled my feet under my knees as I turned toward the picture window.

The snowfall had slowed, but it was still ever present. This wasn’t something they had predicted, but living in Montana, we always had to be prepared for it.

“I know. But it was either that or argue, so I’m glad games won.” When I brought my eyes to Blair, I saw her smirking, but she wasn’t wrong.

“When you put it that way, I agree. Is there anything else you want to do? It’s getting close to dinnertime, but we can hold off if you want since we’ve been snacking all day.” I didn’t always know how to show people I cared, but plying them with food was sort of my thing.

“Yeah, I don’t think I’ll need to eat the rest of the night. If I have any more calories, I might go into a food coma.” She patted her belly as if something extra was there besides my baggy pajamas.

Blair and I were similar heights, but we had very different lifestyles and body types. While she engaged in physical activities, I preferred to actively observe from the sidelines.

When we were in college, she participated in all the intramural sports, and since Quinn played, too, I would go and watch. Blair was always the MVP of the game, but Quinn was the star of the show for me. However, when Quinn left, I still went to watch the team because it somehow made me feel closer to her.

“Do you remember that time freshman year when you were playing softball and the girl peed her pants while sliding into second base?” I didn’t know why that thought popped into my head or out of my mouth, but I went with it.

“Oh my god. How could I forget that? I was playing shortstop and tried to put the tag on her. But when she stood up, and I noticed a trail of mud from her ass down her leg, I yanked my glove back so fast I almost hurt my shoulder.” She sighed with laughter. “What brought that up?”

“I really don’t know, but it was funny. I mean, not for her. Poor thing was embarrassed, but it will always be a memory in my mind.” I chuckled and then felt bad for laughing at someone else’s pain.

“Maybe if she wasn’t half-drunk, it wouldn’t have happened. So, that was a little on her. But do you remember the time in speech class when Todd Rooney gave that overly graphic demonstration on how to stuff a turkey?”

I nearly fell backward off the couch when that thought floated through my mind. “Shit. He looked like he was going to put his sausage in it the way he was spreading those legs so wide.”

“Mrs. Dobbs was not impressed. But the funniest part, I don’t think he knew it came off so sexual.” Blair wiped a stray tear that trickled out of the corner of her eye.

“Oh, no. He didn’t see anything wrong with it. I think he was offended when the teacher told him his time was up and to remove his fist from the bird.” I was struggling for air at this point, and Blair was full-on belly laughing.

“Whatever happened to him?” She finally took a breath to ask.

“No clue. You’re the only one I keep in touch with.” I inhaled deeply to stop my fit of giggles.

“Do you think that would be true if we didn’t work together?” Her tone was more serious but not accusatory, so I kept my walls down.

I hitched one shoulder up toward my ear. “I don’t know. I have to admit, I’m not the best at following up with people. Maybe it’s a defense mechanism, but I figured if they wanted to talk to me, they would. But if they don’t reach out, that is a sign that I shouldn’t either.”

That was part of the reason I never spoke to Quinn after she left. It wasn’t like she didn’t know how to get ahold of me; she made a choice not to. However, she was busy with grad school and her big plans to change the world. I wish I knew what she ended up accomplishing, but whatever it was, I knew it would be great. With the passion and desire she had for philosophy and making a difference, I couldn’t imagine her as anything but a revolutionary.

“You know I would be that pain in the ass that checks on you, right?” Blair nudged me, bringing me back to the present.

“I hope you don’t think I see you that way.” I studied her, and the humor that once lit up her face was replaced with a sense of melancholy.

“No. I don’t think that. I just worry sometimes…” She didn’t complete that thought, but I didn’t immediately jump in.

What did she worry about? Did I give off vibes that made her feel like I didn’t want to be friends? We definitely had our issues, but Blair and I had known each other for over a decade, and I trusted her. It wasn’t something I could say about a lot of people because I had been let down so much in my life. But I never doubted that she would be there for me. I only hoped she knew the same was true for me.

When she stood from the couch, my attention was back on her. “Do you mind if I get a drink? I think I could use something stronger than this hot chocolate I’ve been sipping all day.”

Was this her way of avoiding things, or was she merely changing the subject? Both could be true, but if I had learned anything, it was to not poke the bear.

“Of course. You know me, I’m like a liquor store.” I got up because I figured I would also partake in a more adult beverage.

“You’re like an entire grocery store, but I’m here for it!” She walked to the fridge as I headed to the whiskey cabinet.

“I know you were kidding, but when I was younger, we lost electricity for eight days. We couldn’t leave the house, and all we had were frozen meals and water. Luckily, it wasn’t so cold the pipes froze, or we would have been in serious trouble. It put some fear in me, and ever since then, I never wanted to be ill-equipped. I refuse to survive on luck.” I brought a couple of options to the table, and she joined me with a bottle of Baileys.

“Damn. I didn’t know that. But it makes a lot more sense why you have a greater selection than the town market.” She grabbed a couple of glasses as if she were right at home, and it was sort of uncanny how easily someone else fit into my space.

“It’s okay. Nothing bad actually happened. I survived the cold and being stuck with only my parents to talk to.” At the time, they were still together, but now that I think about it, I wondered if that was the beginning of the end.

It wasn’t but a couple of months after that, when they told me they were separating. As hard as that was to hear and as hurt as I felt, it also made sense. They never had the relationship I would want. They seemed to get along when I was around, but looking back on it, I never saw love or joy between them. And they didn’t always do the best of expressing those things to me, either. Those eight days locked up with them in a confined space were memorable because I had never felt so alone and inconsequential.

“You look like you're deep in thought.” Blair poured a thumb-full of Baileys in her cup, then held the bottle over mine.

“Sorry, I zoned out for a bit.” I waved her off before she added the alcohol to my glass. “I’m having whiskey.”

“You could do both.” She gave me a pointed stare, and I thought about it for a second.

“Are you?” I questioned.

“I will, if you will.” It was almost like we were daring each other. She opened the Bushmills and matched the liquid that was already in her cup.

“All right. I guess we’re doing it full Irish style.” I did the same, and we clinked our glasses together. “To friends.”

We locked eyes, and for some reason, this unfamiliar emotion fluttered through my body, but I took a big gulp to wash it down.

“Cheers.” She followed suit but emptied hers in one swallow. “That was good, but I’m gonna need more. You?”

I hadn’t even finished mine, but I felt like she had turned it into a race, and I needed to keep up even though I never wanted to compete in the first place. But I guess I let peer pressure get the best of me because I finished mine off too and was waiting for her to give me another. If I didn’t slow down, this was going to turn into a forgettable night—literally.
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The drinks went down smoothly, but that was the problem. I had lost count on how many we had, and I was fading fast.

“I know it’s early, but I’m about to crash.” My head was swimming as I tried to focus, so I could only see one Blair.

“Come on. I don’t remember you being a lightweight.” She teased, but I wasn’t sure what she was referring to.

“I wouldn’t consider five mixed drinks light.” I gulped, holding in a hiccup.

Her laughter echoed through the room, and if I wasn’t so drunk, it would have been contagious. “You had three drinks, and the last one was mostly ice because I could see that glazed-over look in your eyes.” She tilted my chin to study me, but my lids were heavy, and my neck was too weak to hold my head. “Come here.”

The next thing I knew, I was in her arms like a baby, cradled against her shoulder.

“Where are you taking me?” I demanded, but it came out more like a whisper.

“To your bed.” She chuckled, and the sound reverberated through her chest, causing a vibration to course through my body.

“I gave you my bed, and I’m taking the couch,” I argued, but by the time she tucked me in with the down comforter pulled up to my chin, I lost the will to fight.

“Sweet dreams, Rowen.” Her fingertips brushed my hair out of my eyes, but I couldn’t open them to see her.

As soon as the room went dark, I was off to dreamland without a second thought.

Quinn was standing in the middle of my dorm room, going over the monologue on existentialism and the meaning of life for her blog while I watched from my bed. Her commanding presence captivated me. Her deep, velvety voice washed over me, making it impossible to focus on her actual words.

We had only been hanging out for a month, but it was hard to remember a time she hadn’t been in my life. Everything about her called to me: the way she broke gender stereotypes, her ability to see deeper meaning in every experience, and her unending passion for helping others around her to question societal norms. At least, that was what she told me she wanted to accomplish. Granted, half of the time, I didn’t quite understand what she was talking about because I was either lost in her or the words were lost on me, but her enthusiasm told me to buy whatever she was selling—which I gladly did.

“So, what do you think?” she questioned, and I stared in awe.

“It was amazing.” I hoped she didn’t ask me specifics about the topic, but I could tell her with one hundred percent certainty that she looked amazing.

She was wearing this red tie I had picked up because it radiated power like she did. And her thick hair was down, fanning around her shoulders. She had on a white button-up shirt, black-and-red checkered pants, and black loafers. She finished the look with a black fedora. And I’d never seen anyone sexier in all my life.

I felt like the luckiest person alive that she chose to spend time with me, but I wanted more. We hung out almost every day, but I didn’t quite know where I stood. I wasn’t sure how to ask about it without making her feel like I was putting her on the spot.

Before I could decide whether to bring up the topic, there was a knock at the door. I answered, and Blair was standing there, holding a chocolate-covered rose with that bright smile she only brought out on special occasions.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” I stared quizzically.

“I wanted to ask you something.” She was fidgety, and I wondered if she was nervous about something. She and I had gotten friendly since the first day of class, but there was always a bit of distance between us.

“Babe, who is it?” As soon as Quinn called out, a surge of emotions washed over me, and my heart leaped into my throat upon hearing the pet name she had affectionately used.

It was the first time she had said it, but I loved the way it sounded coming off her lips. Surely that solidified our status. I wouldn’t call my make-out buddy babe—only someone I wanted to be more than just a friends-with-benefits thing.

“It’s just Blair.” I opened the door farther so Quinn could see.

“Oh, hey. You coming to my rally next week?” she asked Blair, who appeared shocked.

“Umm, I haven’t heard about it, but sure. I can try.” She seemed uncomfortable, and I felt bad.

“It’s next Friday at five. You can come with me if you want.” I didn’t know if that would make it better or worse for her, but at least she had a little more information to make a decision.

“I’ll have to check my calendar. Well, I better head out.” She started to back away, but I stopped her.

“Wait. What was your question?” I didn’t want her to leave if she needed help.

“It was nothing. Someone gave me this rose, and I’m allergic to chocolate, so I was going to see if you wanted it.” She handed it to me, and I graciously accepted it.

“Well, that seems like an obvious answer. Chocolate is my favorite,” I squealed, and Blair’s expression lightened.

“I know.” She gave a casual shrug, as if it were no big deal.

“Chocolate? No.” Quinn stated matter-of-factly. “Do you know what that does to you? It can dampen your senses and decrease your awareness of the environment around you.” She was so knowledgeable and taught me so much in the short time I’d known her.

“I had no idea. You’re always saving me from myself.” I gave Quinn a grateful smile and handed the flower back to Blair. “Thanks for thinking of me, but I better pass.”

“Sure, I guess I’ll find someone else who might want it. Have a nice day.” Blair headed out to the quad, and I shut the door to talk to Quinn.

“Did you know intelligence is sexy?” I grabbed her tie, pulling her closer.

“Did you know I have to shoot my blog in less than thirty minutes, and I can’t be distracted?” She removed herself from my grasp, and I felt stupid.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to distract you.”

She studied my face and must have seen the sadness in my eyes because she came over, placing her hands on my hips. “I know you didn’t mean to, but that was still the outcome. I suppose not everyone grasps the importance of foresight.” She kissed the tip of my nose, wrapping her arms around me, and I completely surrendered myself to her. Being with her awakened emotions within me that I had never experienced.

“All right. Wish me luck. I better go while I have everything fresh in my mind.” After taking a step back, she carefully admired herself in the mirror. “After I finish all my stuff, do you want me to stop by?”

My cheeks heated at the thought of her coming back to me when she was free. “Of course.” I tried not to sound too eager, but I knew my face had already given me away.

“Awesome.” She winked at me. “Oh, it might be late, if that’s okay?”

“Sure. I’ll be around. Just text me.” I wanted to do something flirty back, but I had nothing, so I just gave a finger-wave.

Quinn was the first person to make me feel like a priority. She had such a busy schedule, and she would probably be tired, but instead of sleeping, she was making time for me I wasn’t sure what I had done to deserve this chance with someone who was smart and sensitive and, oh, so sexy, but I would do anything to make sure I didn’t fuck it up. She was more than a crush to me, and I dreamed of opening up to her in ways I’d never experienced before.

I wanted Quinn to be my first.
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Why did waking up always seem like the sun was relentlessly assaulting me? My eyes were glued shut, but I could still feel the rays of heat poking at them. I rubbed my face before prying open my lids. The room wasn’t spinning, which was a good sign, but I didn’t want to get up.

I let the memory of my dream wash over me, and I dissected every part of it, trying to figure out if it had meaning or if this was my chance to have my true love back, even if it wasn’t real.

Then I remembered Blair showing up, and something wasn’t right. In my dream, she said she was allergic to chocolate, but yesterday, it was like she was injecting it directly into her veins. Did she lie to me, or was that something she outgrew?

I wanted to know the story between her and Quinn, but I knew better than to bring it up. But maybe I could uncover it myself if I kept having these dreams. It was sort of bizarre that I had been able to re-experience my past, but now I was beginning to wonder if it was happening the way it did in real life or if I was merely putting memories together that made sense but hadn’t actually occurred—the only way I could figure that out was by talking to Blair. I just needed to make sure I approached it cautiously. I enjoyed how smoothly things went yesterday, and I didn't want to create any tension between us by bringing up subjects she wasn't comfortable discussing.

Uh, my head hurt not just from the drinking but from overthinking.

“Good job, Rowen. You officially broke your mind.” Who overthought dreams? Oh, that’s right, this girl.

Why did it matter if they were true or not? I had wished to be with Quinn again, and maybe this was the only way to make it happen.

Instead of picking everything apart, I needed to enjoy the fact that I was having this time with her, and it felt as if I was there. When she touched me, electricity coursed through my body. When she whispered in my ear, it tickled my skin, causing goosebumps to erupt. It was as if I was getting to fall in love with her all over again, and nothing else should have mattered.

As I was working up the energy to get out of bed, I heard a loud noise coming from the main area, and I jumped up. That was a mistake because now I was nauseous, but as I righted myself, the feeling faded. Shit. That was a close one.

I cautiously went to investigate the clanging and found a frantic Blair, with her curtain of bangs framing her face, scrambling to clean up a mess on the floor.

“What happened?” I couldn’t focus on the disarray in the kitchen because a delightful scent filled the air, blinding me to the chaos.

“Well…” She paused as she stood up, placing a pan into the sink. “I was making my hangover breakfast to bring it to you in bed, but I knocked off the pan that I had fried the hash browns in.” She stared at me sheepishly. “I guess the noise wasn’t the best medicine right now.”

A slow smile spread across my face as her words sank in. I didn’t even care that it looked like a Tasmanian devil had run through my house. The fact that she wanted to make me breakfast in bed warmed my heart.

“I have good news. I don’t seem to have a hangover. Not really, anyway. I was a little queasy when I first stood up, but I’m feeling surprisingly invigorated. I might even make some hot cocoa. You want some?” Okay, that was a little on the nose, but I figured it would be a good segue for me to ask about the chocolate allergy.

She snickered. “You’re a fiend, aren’t you? But I guess if you’re having some, so will I.” She threw away the paper towel she was using to mop the floor.

“What can I say? Chocolate is my weakness.” While collecting the ingredients, I took a moment to sniff the air, trying to decipher what she was making.

“A good hot chocolate is hard to beat.” She started plating things, and I was intrigued by what I saw: hash browns topped with scrambled eggs, bacon, pineapple, and peppers. Then she drizzled maple syrup and sriracha sauce over it, followed by feta cheese, crispy-fried onions, and a sprinkle of cinnamon.

“What the hell is that?” It looked like something that would be at the bottom of the garbage disposal.

“I told you, it’s my hangover cure.” She winked, and the gesture reminded me of Quinn and what she had said last night.

“Did you know chocolate dulls your senses?” I wasn’t sure why I had spat out that information instead of sticking with the current conversation, but it was too late to take it back.

“Who told you that? I heard it was an aphrodisiac.” She had a confident tone that caught me off guard, but she was right; that had been said before.

“Are you allergic to chocolate?” I continued blurting out things without regard for the conversation. I didn’t want to sound accusatory, especially since I didn’t know if my dreams were accurate, but I needed to know.

If she thought the topic change was odd, she didn’t let on. “I hope not, since I’ve been drinking it the last two days.” She laughed and placed the food on the table. “But something tells me if I had a reaction, you’d be ready with an Epi pen.”

I nodded in agreement, but I questioned what was happening. She couldn’t be lying now because she was right. She would have gone into shock already. But did that mean she lied to me in the past? Or was I remembering things that didn’t happen? I wasn’t sure how to figure it out, but I’d have to let it go for now.

“Like I said before, you can never be too prepared.” After fixing our drinks, I brought them to the table and sat next to her. I couldn't help but stare at the plate of unusual pairings, wondering if I could choke it down.

“Dig in.” She took a mouthful and joyfully swallowed while I watched. “Come on. You’re not even going to try it?” There was something about the puppy-dog look she had that made my resolve weaken.

“What if I don’t like it? Then I’ll hurt your feelings.”

“You could always lie.” She slowly chewed, then licked her lips as if she were eating a delicacy.

“I can’t lie,” I whined. I knew there was no way for me to hide my emotions because no matter how hard I tried, my face was a backstabbing bitch who told all my darkest secrets.

“Look. I have no doubts you’ll be pleasantly surprised. But if you’re not, feel free to spit it out with no hard feelings.” As she took a sip to wash down her food, I couldn’t help but notice her unwavering certainty that I would enjoy it.

I stopped psyching myself out, closed my eyes, and had the tiniest nibble. A unique combination of flavors exploded in my mouth. It went from sweet to savory to spicy and was unexpectedly delicious. I let out a noise that was somewhere between pleasure and shock.

There was a playful twinkle in her eye as her lips curled into a mischievous grin. She waggled her brows in my direction. “Told ya so.”

I observed her behavior and realized that Blair wasn’t arrogant; she was calculated. If she was confident in what she was doing, she would always bet on herself. Just like when she used to play sports. When the game was on the line, she wanted to be the one holding the reins. Had I mistaken her behaviors for something they weren’t?

“You were right. This is an explosion in my mouth.” I ate some more while she finished.

“I can’t take all the credit. It’s my granddad’s recipe. He was quite the partier and had perfected it before I ever had a need for it.” She took her plate to the sink and started putting things away.

“Hey. Remember how it goes? Whoever makes the mess doesn’t clean it up. Let me eat, and then I’ll take care of the rest.” I mean-mugged her, hoping she realized I meant business.

“Okay. I won’t do anything else. Do you care if I use your phone to call the tow company?”

“By all means. And if you want to shower, I have some comfy clothes you can put on, or I washed your work stuff, too.” In just two days, it was amazing how well we integrated together.

“Thank you. By the snowmageddon out there, I’d have to assume I might have at least another day here.” She seemed apologetic, but I honestly didn’t mind the way I thought I would.

“No worries. I’ve enjoyed the company.” I should have told her the truth and said that I enjoyed her company, but something held me back. “Why don’t you go take care of your business, and I’ll get this place back in order?” If she hung around any longer, I was afraid of what I might say next.

We were in a good place right now, and I needed to keep it that way. But I needed to figure out if my dreams were reality and where Blair fit into all of this.
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Ihad finally cleaned up the breakfast mess, and Blair had finished her shower. I had given her some sweats and a thermal shirt, but when she walked out of the bathroom with the sleeves pulled up and her wet hair tousled to the side, it was like I was transported back in time, and I was staring at eighteen-year-old her.

She looked just like she did in my recent dreams, and it was hard to imagine where the time had gone. As she ran a hand through her hair, I was sinking into a memory of her, but it wasn’t clear. It was more of a feeling of déjà vu.

“Is something wrong?” Her expression showed concern, but I shook my head, hoping to ease her worry.

“No. Sit down.” I pulled her onto the couch more forcefully than I meant to, and she nearly fell on top of me.

Our faces were mere inches apart, and I found myself locked on her caramel eyes. She held my gaze without moving, and for a fleeting moment, everything felt charged, though I couldn’t quite place why. Blair had never shown any interest in me before, and it seemed impossible that anything would ever happen—we were too different. But in this confined space, with nothing to do but entertain each other, maybe our sense of rationale was slipping away.

I held my breath, wondering what was about to transpire, and then my phone rang, alerting our consciousness to take over.

Blair jumped back to let me up, and I answered without looking at it.

“Hello?” I got off the couch and headed toward my room, giving myself a chance to catch my breath.

“Ms. Abrams. It’s Mr. Stevens.” His nasally voice sent a jolt of anxiety up my spine, seizing my brain.

“Good morning, Mr. Stevens. What can I do for you?” I didn’t want to be so polite, but I had no fight in me right now.

“I was calling to see if you had done any digging into Eros’s Talisman. The museum has contacted me again, and I was disappointed to learn you haven’t talked to them. Did I not make myself clear on what you need to do?” He had to be kidding.

It had only been one full day of break, and we were literally buried in a shit ton of snow. What did he expect from me? To psychically investigate?

“Sir. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but I can’t leave my house. I figured I would wait until I had ample resources before I launched an investigation.”

“Ms. Abrams, this is extremely important, and you need to act fast. If you don’t have the answer I’m looking for by the end of the holiday, you understand the severity, correct?”

I, in fact, didn’t know the severity of not finding the culprit, but I knew one thing: I didn’t care. “You know what, Mr. Stevens. I have been wanting to say this to you for a long time, but I have been too scared. Too scared of what I would do next. Too scared to find the life I had let go. But not anymore. Find someone else to do your job for you because I quit.” My hand instinctively flew to cover my gaping mouth.

How did I let those words slip out? I had no clue how to obtain the life I wanted to live, but I assumed I would need money to accomplish it. Not to mention, Quinn would never waste her time on an unemployed loser who wasn’t contributing anything meaningful to society. What had I done?

“Excuse me?” His voice stopped my spiral.

Was it possible I hadn’t been clear and could just pretend I hadn’t said anything? Maybe I could tell him I’d start searching for the charm today. But was that what I truly wanted? As I turned to the mirror, I realized something: my life was slipping away, like snow melting in my hands, while I watched from the sidelines. I was tired of being a spectator—it was time to put myself in the game.

“I said, I quit. Good luck with everything. As soon as the weather clears, I’ll collect my stuff.” It sounded freeing, but a twinge of guilt hit me, thinking about how I was leaving my kids.

They could be the most unruly students in the school, but they were my future felons, and I didn’t want to let them down. However, I had to look out for myself, and right now, faking being positive wasn’t working for me anymore. I had hoped that eventually, if I believed hard enough, it would happen, but that wasn’t the case. As the days dragged on, my happiness dwindled to the point I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to find it again. Something had to change, and I was the only person who could make that happen.

“Ms. Abrams, you realize you won’t get your bonus or your full pension.”

“I don’t care about the bonus, and I’ve been here ten years, so I will get my pension.” I stood my ground, refusing to let him intimidate me.

He chuckled sinisterly, reminding me of an evil villain. “You have to complete this year before it’s ten years. So close, yet so far.”

My heart sank as the realization hit me like a ton of bricks. He was absolutely right. I couldn’t afford to quit, and now I was trapped in this soul-sucking job for the remaining semester. The weight of the situation pressed heavily on me, and he knew it. He had me cornered, and the sheer frustration made me want to vomit. Instead, I did the only thing I could do—backtrack.

“I didn’t mean I would leave right away. Please consider this my resignation, but not until the end of the year.”

“Well, let’s hope you find that talisman so I don’t have to fire you before you resign.” He sounded almost giddy at the fact that he had cause to fire me.

What was his problem? Why did he hate me so much? Why did the universe hate me so much? What was I to do?

“I’m on it. Good day, Mr. Stevens.” I hung up, my shoulders slumping in defeat.

When I headed back to the living room, I saw Blair, her back to me, staring out the window at the winter wonderland before us. She was relaxed with her hip cocked to the side, and it was almost like her aura was glowing brightly around her. I wished some of her calmness would rub off on me.

Before that phone call, there was a moment of uncertainty between us, but now that it had passed, I realized my feelings were all over the place because of my overwhelming lack of control. I was stuck in a job I despised while my one true love was out there floating in the breeze, probably living her best life without me.

A pang of sadness washed over me as I thought about how different this situation would be if Quinn were here. I wouldn’t have felt so trapped. Being near her had a magical effect on me. With just a touch of her hand, she could erase all my worries and fill me with peace. Regret flooded me as I realized that my decision to let her go landed me in this undesirable situation.

Blair must have sensed the negative energy in the room because she turned around and quickly stuffed something into the pocket of her sweatpants. “You want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know.” I felt bad for bringing this heaviness to her, and I could tell she felt it.

“Is there anything I can do?” She seemed genuinely concerned, but I didn’t have a good answer.

“Not really.” I lifted my shoulders slightly.

“Come here.” She guided me to the couch but kept a noticeable distance between us. Maybe the moment earlier caused her some uneasiness, but I just wished she had the power to hug me and make everything better. “Please let me in?” Her eyes pleaded with mine, and my walls were lowering, but I was scared.

I had spent my whole life trying to be a positive, happy person—always seeing the bright side of bad situations. And what if I unloaded one thing, and the rest came down like an avalanche? But if I didn’t give her something, would she ever let it go?

“I wasn’t eavesdropping.” Her words stopped my overthinking.

“What?” Could she read my mind? Or was she reading my face?

“I heard you on the phone say you were giving your resignation at the end of the year.” Her words were almost a whisper, and I could hear a sadness in her voice.

“Oh. Yeah, I want to, but I don’t know.” I rolled my eyes at myself for being so impulsive when I was talking to Mr. Stevens.

“What would you do if you didn’t teach?” She brought her leg up underneath her and turned fully to face me as if she wanted to give me her undivided attention.

I exhaled a slow, deep breath. That was something else I hadn’t thought about. Teaching had been my passion. But that was before it felt like my patience grew thinner each year and my students were more disruptive. It wasn’t what I had pictured when I was a doe-eyed sophomore, thinking this was my destiny instead of following my heart to be with Quinn.

“I don’t really have any other skills. I will probably keep teaching, but maybe at a different school.” It seemed like the best option for a shitty situation—unless my fairytale ending happened, and I moved to another country with Quinn, who had likely obtained a doctorate in philosophy, and she motivated me to pursue a new career path.

“Do you not know how talented you are?” Blair made sure I was looking at her before she continued speaking. “You make people want to be better, but you also help them get there. Those skills will transfer to any job. And let’s not forget you’re also creative and have other avenues that could lead you anywhere you want to go.”

My cheeks heated up as her compliments made me blush. “You’re a good hype woman, but I’m pretty sure the only thing I’m qualified to do is teach. And at this point, it’s the one thing I don’t want to do.” I felt defeated and hung my head, but her hands grabbed mine, causing me to jolt.

“If you no longer feel happiness with something, then change it. Rowen, life is way too short not to love what you do.” Her support was surprisingly comforting and meant a lot to me.

“So, you’re saying that it’s okay to quit my job, go back to school, and take on more debt just to find something that makes me feel better?” Those words would have been exactly what I would have wanted to hear from Quinn, but they weren’t the same coming from Blair.

It was easy for Blair to give me the follow-my-heart advice because it wouldn’t impact her at all. But if I were with Quinn and she told me to do it, that would change everything because she would make sure I didn’t drown. Blair wasn’t responsible for being my lifeguard. Therefore, her suggestion was nothing more than fantasy.

“I’m saying to think outside the box. You have options if you want, but you have to find them. And I’ll be here if you need help.” She squeezed my fingers, then clasped her hands in her lap as if getting ready to pray.

I appreciated her offer, but there wasn’t much she could do. My life was a mess, and the only way out of it would be to go back in time and fix what I messed up. But since that wasn’t an actual choice, I’d have to live with the decisions I’d already made and hope for the best. At least I got a reprieve when I slept. Maybe that was what I needed—a nap to hide from my mistakes for a while.
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Blair’s pep talk didn’t change anything, but I knew sleeping would. My dreams became my escape, but they were also my happy place. I didn’t want to leave Blair with nothing to do, so I gave her my room where the TV was, and I would take refuge on the couch. Despite her initial hesitance, she must have noticed a certain conviction in my eyes that dissuaded her from arguing as she peacefully walked away.

After pulling the blanket over my body, the weight of my eyes made everything feel heavy, and I sunk into the oversized cushions. I wanted to shut my mind off and live in a time when love was plentiful and my problems were menial. It didn’t take much coaxing before my brain provided me with the relief I had been desperately seeking.

Quinn and I had been hanging out for months, and my feelings only grew stronger. When we finally had “the talk” about what we were, I knew it was time to give myself to her completely.

Sure, the discussion hadn’t gone exactly the way I had hoped, but I knew Quinn didn’t do labels, and I accepted that. She was deeper and more mature than most people her age, and she defied societal expectations and traditional norms, which I admired.

She challenged me to question what I thought was important and to embrace a more fluid approach to life. She wanted to explore our connection with the freedom for it to grow organically and not based on some predetermined checkboxes. When I truly understood where she was coming from, calling me her girlfriend almost seemed to downgrade what we were. Our relationship transcended conventional feelings.

I tried not to be so giddy, but tonight was our first real date since deciding we were more than words could define. And even though we had kissed before, I was ready for more. The thought of Quinn's intuitive nature, where she could anticipate my desires without any explanation, made me believe that the sex would be mind-blowing. Not that I had anything to compare it to, but she did things to me without even trying. I could only imagine how my body would react when it was deliberate.

As I fixed my hair in the mirror, I heard voices in the shared quad outside my door. I couldn’t quite make out who it was, but then a knock sent me into overdrive. If that was Quinn, she was way earlier than I had expected. She told me she had a study session with someone until late tonight. But maybe she was as excited as me and wanted to start the date off right.

I opened the door to see Blair standing there with a distraught expression. “Are you okay?” I questioned.

She and I hadn’t been talking as much recently. I figured it was because I had been so busy, but sometimes it felt like she was avoiding me. Maybe that was all in my head since she was actively seeking me out now.

She didn’t look at me as she rubbed the back of her neck like she was in pain. “I’m not sure how to say this.” She closed her eyes, and I was worried something was seriously wrong.

“Come here.” I pulled her inside and shut the door. “Talk to me.”

She blew out a long breath through her lips. “I saw Quinn in the library.”

I smiled just thinking about her studying. “Yeah. She has a big test coming up.”

“She was with someone else.” Her intense gaze left me feeling lost.

“I know. That’s her study partner. Is there a point to this story? Or are you just giving me a play-by-play?” My defenses were high, but this was typical Blair—cryptic.

“Nope. I don’t have anything to report. Just wanted to check if she would be ready in time for the big date you were so excited about.”

I detected a hint of insincerity in her voice, but I decided to ignore it. “Yep. We are meeting after. And this will be the best night of my life.” I wanted her to know that I wasn’t jealous of Quinn being with anyone else.

Quinn had conveyed to me that her emotions were so intricate and profound that they defied the traditional understanding of love. The words we used to define us didn't matter as much as the emotions we experienced.

“That’s great. I’ll let you get to it.” She offered a small smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Something was off, but it was probably envy because she always wanted to one-up me. It probably rubbed her the wrong way knowing I was with Quinn, this person who everyone wanted but I got. “Oh, by the way, that makeup hides who you are.” She walked away, and I rolled my eyes.

Like she knew who I was. We had one class together, and we hardly spoke anymore. Quinn loved it when I “put in the effort,” and for all I knew, Blair was trying to sabotage my date by making me second-guess myself.

I shut the door harder than necessary, my mind racing with unwanted thoughts. Why was she so concerned about Quinn studying with someone else? Was this other person attractive? Was she trying to catch Quinn’s attention? She wouldn’t be the first—many people flirted with Quinn because she was magnetic. But none of that mattered because Quinn had chosen me. I needed to be confident and stop letting stupid insecurities ruin my perfect night.

As I finished getting ready, I stared in the mirror and didn’t know what Blair was talking about. I was still me. I wasn’t hiding anything. This was an elevated version. The person Quinn… loved.

Oh my god. I couldn’t believe tonight was the night we were going to physically express those feelings. We hadn’t actually said those words out loud, but they were implied in the conversation we had about our relationship.

Quinn hadn’t given me an exact time she would be here, but I knew it would probably be later before she arrived, so I decided to make a playlist of music to set the mood. This was definitely a special time in my life, and I wanted to commemorate it with songs that reminded me of us.

After spending about an hour creating the perfect compilation, I checked my phone and still hadn’t heard from her. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be too much longer. But as time passed, a creeping sense of drowsiness replaced my initial excitement. I didn’t want to fall asleep, but maybe I could just rest until she got here. I reclined on my bed but kept myself propped up so I wouldn’t mess up my hair too badly.

I wasn’t sure how long I had been out, but a tapping sound woke me up. Oh shit. I checked my phone, and it was 1:00 a.m. I did a quick glance in the mirror, wiped the little bit of drool off my face, and went to answer. My heart was racing, and I hated feeling caught off guard, but it had to be Quinn, right?

As I opened the door to peek out, I saw her breezily leaning against the frame.

She was wearing a tight black V-neck, white skinny jeans, and black Vans. No matter what she had on, her confidence always radiated through, drawing everyone's attention, especially mine.

“Hey, beautiful. Sorry, I’m later than expected, but time got away from me.” Her fingers gently brushed a strand of hair behind my ear as she smiled, sending a shiver down my spine.

“It’s okay.” A blush heated my cheeks where she had touched me. “Do you still want to come in?”

“Umm…” She glanced inside. “Is your roommate gone?” She hesitated, but I nodded.

“Yeah. She had other plans.” I didn’t mention I had asked her to have those other plans.

“Cool. Yeah, I can hang out for a bit—as long as I’m not keeping you up.” She was so considerate of my time, and it only solidified my feelings.

I moved out of the way to let her enter, and she went straight to my bed, flopping down in the middle with her hands behind her head.

“It has been a long day. Do you want to come here and chill with me?” She spread her legs wide and patted the spot between them.

I quickly joined her, snuggling into her chest. Her arms wrapped around me, and I breathed in her intoxicating scent. Her smell was sweeter than usual, but I didn't mind at all.

“I’ve been wanting to do this all day. I missed you.” It was weird for me to be so forward with my feelings, but she allowed me this safe place to say what I was thinking.

“Yeah? You know what I’ve been wanting to do?” She tilted my chin toward her, and I saw something different in her eyes. They were normally cerulean and bright like the sky, but right now, they had an intensity that caused them to appear like sapphires.

Did she have the same idea as me? I licked my lips, and her gaze never left my mouth. As she closed the distance between us, the heat of her kiss ignited a fire within me. The passion was burning with an unstoppable fury. It felt like she would devour me, and I found myself wanting more.

Before I could question what I was doing, I sat up, straddling her.

“Whoa.” She bit her lower lip, and her hands firmly grasped my hips, pulling me closer. “You taking control is fucking hot.” Her words were more vulgar than I had heard her speak before, but I was here for it.

“Yeah? Well, I want to do things to you that you’ve only dreamed of.” I wasn’t sure where that had come from or why I decided to be so bold, especially not knowing what to actually do, but her reaction was all the reward I needed to continue.

“I’m yours to do as you please.” She took off her shirt, revealing a bare chest.

I loved her gender-bending body so much. While she wasn't hard like a man, she also wasn't as soft and curvy as me. She had a rather flat chest, with perfectly shaped nipples that were begging for attention, but I wasn’t sure what to do. She must have seen my hesitation because she reached behind my head, urging my mouth toward them. As my lips firmly wrapped around one of the peaks, she let out a guttural moan, and the floodgates opened between my legs.

The harder I sucked, the more sounds she rewarded me with, and I took my fingers and aggressively pinched her other nipple, and she seemed to like it rougher than I would. She then guided my head further south as she unbuttoned her pants. My nerves were all over the place because I had never done this before, but the way she showed me what she wanted gave me the courage to continue without hesitation.

As she lifted her butt to peel off her jeans, I saw her boxer briefs were wet with excitement, and it only offered me more reassurance that I was doing something right. I didn’t want her to know this was my first time, so I faked my bravado and yanked her underwear down, revealing just a small patch of hair at the top of her lips; when I looked more closely, it appeared to be an arrow. Surely it didn’t grow that way, but did people decorate their pubes?

I didn’t want to stare, so I spread her legs and dove in. As soon as my tongue touched her center, it was like I had been doing this my entire life. I lapped up her sweet and salty juices while inhaling her natural musk that made me drunk with desire. When she bucked her hips toward my face and held the back of my head, I knew I had hit the spot.

I swirled my tongue as fast as I could, and she grinded harder into me. My breaths grew labored, but she was getting louder, and I pushed through. She gripped my hair tighter, and my tongue was feeling the fatigue, but I wouldn’t stop until she let go.

After what felt like hours but definitely wasn’t, she released her hold and pulled me up to her side before crashing her lips against mine. Her tongue assertively entered my mouth and explored as she moaned.

“Oh my god, I love tasting myself on you,” she breathed out before collapsing fully on her back. “Damn. I can’t believe how fast you made me come.” She winked and wrapped an arm around me, guiding me to lie on her chest.

I adored the compliment, which made me want to do it again, but I wondered if I would get a turn first.

“You are so fucking amazing. You challenge conventional standards, which is rare. Most gorgeous women prioritize themselves in the bedroom. But you defy those stereotypes, and it has me in awe.” She sighed and kissed the top of my head.

I felt like a fraud. She saw me as this selfless person who didn’t need to be pleased, even though I wished I would be. I needed to get those thoughts out of my head. I was a good person, and I didn’t do it so she would return the favor.

“I love the way you see me. I hope I can be the person you think I am.” Did that give me away? Would she know that my motives weren’t as pure as she believed?

“Babe, you already are that person. You show me time and time again.” She held me tighter, and even though I was still in my dressy clothes, I cuddled against her naked body, feeling the comfort of her embrace. “Do you mind if I crash here? I’m beat.” She exhaled softly, and I didn’t want anything more than to be near her.

“I wouldn’t want it any other way.” I kissed her chest softly, and she flipped off the light.

My first time didn't go as planned, but it made me realize that Quinn saw my true potential. She continuously turned my moments of uncertainty into ones of clarity. I was a better person because of her, and I liked who I was becoming.
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As I pushed the sleep away from my brain, I thought about what I had just experienced—my first time with Quinn. It felt magical when it happened, but it seemed a little one-sided as I looked back on it with older eyes.

I never remembered Quinn being so egocentric. She always wanted to help people grow and think outside the box, and she couldn’t do that if she was selfish. That memory was wrong. There was no way she used me.

It wasn’t like it would be too hard to believe. I already knew some things weren’t correct because Blair is not allergic to chocolate. Maybe my mind had once again conjured up a false reality, filling in a gap with an event that was purely fictional.

But I did know there was some truth to what had happened. Our first time was a one-and-done situation. She was exhausted from studying so long, and had she been there in the morning when I woke up, I was sure she would have made it up to me. However, she had classes, work, and her rally to deal with.

Now, my insecurity was rearing its ugly head as it told me things like how that meant I wasn’t a priority to her, and she never gave me the time and attention I deserved. The words she said flowed back into my mind: “Most gorgeous women prioritize themselves in the bedroom. But you defy those stereotypes, and it has me in awe.”

Was she gaslighting me? This was why I didn’t let my mind run away with things. It tried to make problems when there weren’t any. She was giving me a compliment on top of a compliment. I had every right to feel pleased by that. Why was I turning something loving and incredible into confusion and doubt?

I needed to stop overthinking and take a breather. As I looked around the darkened room, I noticed a light in the hallway. It wasn’t bright, but enough to catch my attention. I squinted, trying to focus my vision, and all of a sudden, I noticed Blair standing in front of me.

“Holy Batman. You scared me.” I grasped my chest and wondered how she had just appeared and where the light was coming from.

“Really? What do you think you did to me?” She walked to the front of the couch and sat down next to me. The brightness turned into a faint gleam that appeared to be centered on Blair.

I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear the sleep from them, and realized my mind was muddled about many things. I decided to seek clarification on what I could. “What did you mean by that?” I was too mentally drained to piece together this puzzle.

She had a tiny smirk playing at the corner of her mouth, but she didn’t say anything.

“Tell me. How did I scare you?”

“Rowen, this place is small and the walls are thin.”

I stared at her blankly, but she didn’t continue. “So…” What was she getting at?

“Did you have another intense dream by chance?” She tilted her head and instinctively brought her shoulder toward her ear.

Holy shit. I knew what noises I had heard in my head. But did those sounds slip from my mouth in my sleep? Did she realize what I had been up to? Oh my god, it was like Blair had been there for my first time.

I rubbed my temples, trying to flatten the worry lines from my forehead, but a slow and deliberate smile played on her lips, and I knew my biggest fear was right.

I smacked her arm, and she flinched but couldn’t stop a boisterous laugh from escaping her mouth.

“What was that for? It wasn’t like I was trying to listen. But unless I had noise-canceling headphones, there was no way to ignore that.” She had at least calmed herself down to a snicker, but I wasn’t amused.

“Did you ever think about waking me up?” My eyes locked on her with a sharp and intense gaze.

She held her hands up in surrender. “Hey! What kind of person would I be to interrupt? I mean, from what I could tell, you were enjoying yourself.”

“Will you knock it off?” I swatted at her again, but this time she caught my hand.

“Will you? I don’t think you realize how bad those little slaps sting.” She cautiously let go of me but kept her guard up in case I decided to swing, which I didn’t.

“I’m sorry. But can we not talk about this? It’s embarrassing.” I hated that my mind was still confused about what was true and what wasn’t.

Seeing Blair only made those feelings more convoluted. Maybe it was because she had also appeared in my dreams, pulling my attention away from Quinn. It felt almost as if she were a harbinger, yet her signals remained ambiguous.

“So, if you don’t want to talk about that.” She waggled her eyebrows, but I played nice and kept my hands to myself. “Do you want to do something else? I can watch only so many Golden Girls reruns until I turn into Dorothy.”

“You think you’re not already her?” I smirked as I nudged her shoulder.

“Okay, Rose.” She rolled her eyes, but I could tell she wasn’t offended.

“You think I’m Rose? Please, I’m Sophia if there ever was one.” I had always thought that anyway, but something about these dreams had me wondering if Blair wasn’t right. There was a sense of naivety to the old me, and what if I hadn’t changed?

“Okay, Sophia. What are you thinking?” She pointed to some older board games I had since I was a child, and then she looked at me for a decision.

I wasn’t sure what had gotten into me, but I didn’t want to play a kiddy game. After the day I’d had, I wanted to cut loose—to quiet my anxious mind.

“What about a drinking game?” It wasn’t like we were in short supply of alcohol, and it was a quick way to forget.

“Maybe we were both wrong. Now you’re sounding like Blanche.” She chuckled, but I ignored her comment and headed into the kitchen.

“How about, Never, have I ever?” I asked while grabbing two bottles of wine.

“Really? Do you think that’s a good idea?” She questioned.

“Why? Do you have too many secrets?” I chuckled and handed her a bottle.

“Wait a minute, you’re not going to pour this in a glass?”

“No need. We’ll probably finish them both before the game ends.”

“I think you’re overestimating how untame my life is.”

“It doesn’t matter. The questions can be as simple as Never have I ever worn socks.” I already took a drink as if we were starting.

“All right. I’m guessing this is more of a let’s get drunk game than let’s get to know each other more.” She popped her top and took a swig, too. “Never have I ever been in love. Like true love.” She watched as I drank but didn’t put the bottle to her lips.

“Why haven’t you?” I wasn’t saying it accusingly, but more out of shock.

Blair was the same age as me, and she was beautiful and smart, but I never saw her date a lot. I always assumed she was more of an introvert who didn’t enjoy other people’s company, but I was interested to know her reason.

“Because the person I could love doesn’t see me that way.” She seemed less bitter about it and more matter-of-fact.

“How do you know they don’t see you that way? And wouldn’t you already know if you loved them? Then, that would mean you have been in love, and you have to drink.” I tipped up the bottle to her mouth, and she swallowed before fighting me off. My brain swiftly abandoned my problems and eagerly grasped onto hers, much like a koala clinging to its mother.

“Well, Nancy Drew, I, in fact, will not allow myself to love someone who won’t love me back. Ergo, you’re wrong, and I will delegate another drink to you for making me do so unnecessarily.” She wiggled her fingers like she was going to do the same thing to me, but I willingly chugged some more.

“Let’s head back to the couch. I don’t think standing up will be a good idea once I get to the end of this bottle.” We made our way to the living area, and we each took the opposite armrest, sitting as far apart as possible. I wasn’t sure if it was on purpose, but the space made it easier to ask questions without feeling embarrassed. “Never have I ever masturbated thinking about someone we both know.” I had no idea why I said that, but there wasn’t any secret about what my answer was.

However, my jaw dropped when I saw her take a sip, and I nearly choked on the wine.

“Who? Oh my god. Please tell me it wasn’t Laura Trounson.” I closed my eyes because I wasn’t ready for her answer.

Laura was in our major, and everyone fawned all over her. She was outwardly stunning, but she knew it and thought everyone should kiss the ground she walked on. I could never see Blair with someone like her, but I could see the appeal of thinking about her while exploring your secret garden.

“Who?” Genuine confusion filled her eyes while I stared, completely flabbergasted.

“You don’t remember Laura? You realize she’d probably have you executed for blasphemy if she heard that.”

“Obviously, she didn’t stand out in my mind, so, no, it’s not her, and I’m not telling. That wasn’t part of the question,” she responded stoically, and I dropped it.

“Your turn.” I took another drink for shits and giggles, and she appeared deep in thought.

“Never have I ever regretted not telling someone how I felt about them?” She already knew my answer, but again, her answer was a surprise.

To my knowledge, she hadn’t had a crush on anyone, but I guess we stopped sharing as much when Quinn and I started dating.

“Is this a current feeling? If so, is it someone at work? Please don’t tell me it’s Mr. Stevens.” I held back a gag in case it was.

“Hard pass. I don’t need to try sausage to know I prefer tacos.”

I knew she was interested in women, but I didn’t want to assume that she was strictly a vagatarian. “Noted. So…” I left it open for her to answer, but she was already shaking her head.

“That’s not how the game works. You merely drink if you have, but it doesn’t require you to elaborate. You're up, Blanche.” She was right, but I hated that she was leaving these little breadcrumbs.

How could I piece all of this information together and get the full loaf? I needed to think of something good.

“I got one. Never have I ever had a sex dream about someone we work with.” For once, I didn’t have to drink, but she didn’t, either.

“You like someone, but you don’t dream about them?” I huffed.

“First of all, I never said it was someone we work with, and secondly, if I could control my dreams, believe me, I would. But right now, it’s like when I sleep, I’m living a reality that I don’t want.”

What did that mean? Every dream she had, she hated? Before recently, I didn’t even remember my dreams. Now, I couldn’t wait to sleep because that meant I got to spend time with Quinn. But that was the part that was confusing me and what I was trying to shut out. And I was succeeding until now, so I needed to change this subject.

“Okay. Give me a good one.” My bottle was already half gone, so I probably should have taken smaller gulps, but a warm, relaxing wave was running through me, and I felt significantly lighter.

“A good one? Okay. Never have I ever let a narcissist ruin a friendship?”

Her eyes bored into me, and I felt attacked for some reason. But she couldn’t have been talking about me. However, she stayed unmoving, and I buckled.

“Are you expecting me to say yes?” I tried to focus on just her, but my brain was split in two directions. When she didn’t respond, I felt the need to defend myself. “I don’t even know any narcissists, and if I did, I definitely wouldn’t choose them over you.” Was that what she was hinting at?

“I think I’m done for the night.” She got up and took her wine to the kitchen.

This was meant to be a chance to clear my mind of worries, but now I found myself weighed down by needing to figure out how and when I had caused her pain. Because this was about us, right?
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Idesperately wanted to make things right with Blair, but I was in no shape to do so. Besides, she made it clear she didn’t want to talk, and I had learned my lesson about pushing her, especially when I was about to fall off the edge of tipsy.

After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I crawled into my bed, but it was the first time since my dreams started happening that I didn’t want to go to sleep. Not only was my subconscious leading me astray lately, but the thought of Blair being upset made it almost impossible for me to relax.

However, the wine had different ideas, and once it merged with my bloodstream, my eyes gave up the fight to stay open, and my mind wandered off without my say-so. The next thing I knew, I was back in college.

I couldn’t believe freshman year was almost over—it felt surreal. Where had my time gone? It didn’t take long to realize the answer: Quinn. She consumed me. If I wasn’t supporting her endeavors, I was listening to her practice her speeches. When I wasn’t enjoying quality time with her, the only thing on my mind was eagerly anticipating our next encounter.

Right now, she was standing before a group of students, urging them to embrace existential authenticity. Even though I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, her magnetism drew people in with an irresistible force. She was dedicated to helping others grow and become more aware of societal issues. She made me see things in a new light, far from my previously sheltered perspective. And judging by how these students gravitated toward her, I could tell she had the same profound impact on them.

“I hope you will continue to redefine our roles in this world that wants to put us in a box. Together, we can and will make a change!” Quinn finished her speech, stepped down from her platform, and joined the crowd, who appeared to be inspired.

I stayed back because she didn’t like to be distracted when she worked. Even though these rallies were voluntary, she was building experience that she could put on her resume to get into an excellent graduate program. She had big plans for the future, and I wanted to support her dreams.

“It was a good turnout.” Blair showed up out of nowhere, stopping to observe.

“Hey. I didn’t know you were coming.” It shocked me to see her, especially at something for Quinn.

Blair and I had started out close, but for some reason, we’d drifted apart this semester. We still had a class together and shared the same major, so I expected our paths would continue to cross. Yet she seemed different, and there was an unspoken tension between us. If I were honest with myself, I missed her friendship, but I wasn’t about to be the first to admit it.

She shook her head nonchalantly, but there was an underlying smirk on her face. “Yeah, I didn’t come. Just passing through. Where’s, um, Quinn?” She scanned the crowd. “That’s not a shock.”

“What’s not?”

“Quinn surrounded by a sea of women.” She shook her head. “As long as it doesn’t bother you, it’s not my business.”

I watched as people fawned over Quinn. She had a remarkable ability to reach deep into souls and touch others. However, she attracted a predominantly female audience, which could be hard to handle at times. But I had to trust her. She didn’t give me a real reason not to.

“Are you okay?” Blair placed a hand on my shoulder, and I nodded.

“Of course. Quinn has to do these meet-and-greets after. It’s how she gains a bigger following.” Sometimes I questioned if I was feeding myself bull shit or if I truly believed it.

“All right.” Blair started to walk off, and a sudden pang of sadness welled up inside me.

It was difficult to determine whether the pain I felt was due to her leaving or if it was a result of our ongoing emotional distance.

Just then, she stopped and turned around. “Hey, Abrams.”

It had been a while since she affectionately called me by my last name, and a smile spread across my face.

“I miss you.” She didn’t wait for me to respond and kept walking.

I didn’t realize how badly I needed to hear that, and suddenly, I didn’t feel so alone. Although Blair and I had our fair share of disagreements, there was always a reassuring presence about her that made me believe everything would eventually work out.

As the people started thinning out, Quinn eyed me curiously. I began walking toward her.

“What did Blair want?” She seemed almost accusing.

“Nothing. Just passing through. But the event was really great.” I went to kiss her, and she pulled back. “Is something wrong?”

“Babe, not in public. You know that. So, are you and Blair making amends or something?” She had never seemed focused on me after a rally, and this threw me for a loop.

“I guess. I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“I think some people can subtly constrain our growth when they aren’t as personally evolved. I just worry about you.” Her comment seemed like a slam against Blair, but I knew she was just looking out for me.

“I appreciate you looking out for me, but I promise to protect myself.” I got in a fighting stance, and she sighed as if she were annoyed.

“Look, I’m just going to come right out and say this. I think Blair is jealous of what you and I have, and she wants to drive a wedge between us. I don’t think you should let her back into your life so quickly. Not if you don’t want anything to change between us.” She booped my nose and gave me her signature wink.

Something about that interaction made me sick. I didn’t want to lose Quinn. She was the best thing that ever happened to me. But was it okay to ignore Blair? She wanted to make amends, which brought me happiness. But if I had to choose…

“Okay. I get it. Well, I need to get to class.” I wanted to kiss her but thought better of it after earlier. “Bye.” I gave a small wave as I headed off.

It wasn’t lost on me that I would see Blair again right now, but what was I to do? I wanted to tell her how I felt, but Quinn made it clear that if I did, that would be the end of us. I didn’t know if I believed Blair wanted to break us up, but if Quinn believed it, I needed to respect her feelings.

When I walked in, I immediately saw Blair with Laura Trounson, the most superficial girl who was the epitome of what Quinn was trying to change in society. Laura was laughing while pawing all over Blair, and I didn’t like the uneasy feeling I had seeing the two of them together.

“Hey, Rowen. How’s it goin’?” Trina something or other rhymed to me jokingly.

“I’m doin’ alright, Trina… beana.” I couldn't explain why I had the urge to imitate her, but I went along with it, and her boisterous laughter caused heads to turn in our direction—especially Blair’s.

Her gaze locked on mine, and she completely ignored Laura, who stood there fuming. I offered a small smile, and Blair returned the gesture but then sat next to Laura. It was probably for the best, but that didn’t mean I liked it. I tried to stay focused on the lecture but struggled to keep my mind off Blair.

Even though I knew I should keep my distance, I felt I needed to talk to Blair one more time to at least share something with her. It bothered me that she had been vulnerable with me while I hadn’t reciprocated in the same way.

Once the professor dismissed class, I hung back to see if I could catch her alone, but Laura was attached to her hip, looking like she was having the time of her life. Why did that bother me? Maybe because I used to have that easiness with her, but now there was this divide that Laura was filling. She didn’t deserve Blair’s attention, but I couldn’t do anything about it. I didn’t have the right to tell Blair who to talk to.

As I left the lecture hall, I put my attention where it should be: Quinn. She was the one person who always had the right answers to questions I didn’t even know I should be asking. Quinn's intellectual and emotional maturity helped me grow so much in such a short time. And if Blair valued the company of someone like Laura, then perhaps she wasn’t someone I needed in my life after all.

I watched as the two of them walked out, arms linked, and I realized I had lost Blair for good. Why did that pain feel like a knife to my heart?
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Irolled over and stared at the clock on my phone. It was only four in the morning, and my sleep was restless. The heaviness that clouded my mind before I went to sleep still lingered, and now there was more confusion added to it. My emotions were high, and I couldn’t decipher dreamworld from reality.

When I made my wish, all I wanted was to find Quinn and live the life we never had. But for some reason, my brain was being an asshole and wanted me to question myself and everyone around me. I didn’t know what was happening, but now I was afraid of sleep.

Since I was on high alert, I thought about getting out of bed. But I wasn’t ready to face Blair. Maybe I could go back to sleep but guide my dreams to a time when I felt certain—to a time when Quinn and I were most in love.

After tossing and turning for what felt like an eternity, I finally drifted off, surrendering control to my subconscious.

It was the last day of my sophomore year, and Quinn would be leaving for England soon. I didn’t know if I would get to see her again before, so I was struggling saying goodbye. We had been together for two years, but I wanted more. She was the only person who saw me for the person I wanted to be and helped me get there. Without her, what was I supposed to do?

“God, I don’t want you to go.” With a firm grip, I held on to her, savoring the feeling of her in my arms.

“Babe, I know this seems challenging at the moment, but to unlock your complete potential, you must welcome change. If we want to evolve, we can’t hide behind the comfortable. Believe me, this separation will be a crucial part of your journey to reaching your most authentic self.”

I loved how she put her feelings aside to make sure I would be able to live my best life, but I also hated it because I wanted her to ask me to come with her. I would have given up everything to continue this relationship. Even though she was my first, I knew she would always be my everything.

No one else could compare to the way she made me feel. She helped me deconstruct societal stereotypes and avoid becoming one myself. She pushed me to see the world with a broader lens, and I never wanted that to change.

“I feel like I’m who I am supposed to be when I’m with you.” I fought off tears because I didn’t want to make her sadder than she already was.

“And me, with you.” She kissed the top of my head and unwrapped herself from my body. “But there are no limits to love, and it thrives when we give each other freedom. We don’t need to be in each other’s orbits to appreciate the essence of what we share.”

I knew what we had was special, and I would never forget it, but was this it? Would we give long-distance a try, or was she ending it right here?

“My feelings won’t change no matter how far away you are. But will we still talk or see each other?” I had a little desperation in my voice, but at this moment, she was all I had, and I wasn’t sure how to live without her.

“You are someone I will never get over, but I refuse to hold you back. You have a future that extends far beyond this moment, and I must acknowledge that unconditional love sometimes means letting go for the greater good. By allowing you to pursue your life’s calling, I am honoring the depth of my feelings for you.” Her blue eyes sparkled, but I could see the dark clouds behind them.

Her selflessness never ceased to amaze me and make me want to be better. “You know I don’t have a future without you. If you asked me to come with you, I would in a heartbeat.” Why did we have to give up happiness just for me?

Her future was important. She wanted to change the world, and I wanted to support her. I could finish my teaching degree anywhere. But I would never view choosing her as a sacrifice. She was where I belonged.

She sighed and gripped my shoulders to make sure I was looking at her. “There is nothing I want more than to be by your side. But I would never forgive myself if I let you give up on your dreams. The future holds many paths, and if our destinies are truly aligned, we will find each other again. True love transcends the present moment, and if we are meant to be, fate will guide us back to one another.”

Her words moved me, and it was one of the things I’d miss the most about her. She made me believe in something greater than what I could see. She gave me hope for a better tomorrow and an even stronger hope for us.

“I know our paths will cross when we are both in the places we need to be. You are the one for me, so if letting you go is the way to fully express my love for you, I will. But you will never be far because I will always have you with me.” I closed my eyes as if trying to imprint this picture of her in my brain forever.

She placed our hands on her chest, where her heart was. “You’ve left a permanent mark on me.” Then she gave me a squeeze before gently brushing her lips against mine.

I wanted to pull her closer, to cherish one last intimate moment with her, but I knew it would only make her departure that much harder. She was leaving on a sweet note, and that was what I would hold on to for the next couple of years. But I knew better than anyone that love worked in mysterious ways, and after I graduated, it would find its way back to me.

I watched as she walked out of my room, but not out of my life. She said that what we had transcended words, and she was right. Nothing would come between us, not time or space. I had to convince myself of that, or I might just fall apart.

As I packed up my stuff, I saw her shirt that said, “I think, therefore, I’m superior,” and the tears came before I could stop them. I held it close to my face, inhaling her earthy scent. It reminded me of old leather books—rich and musky. I used the shirt to dry my eyes, but it only seemed to make me cry more.

When I heard a knock from outside, my heart thudded inside my chest, thinking it had to be Quinn coming back to tell me she couldn’t leave. I quickly wiped my face, hoping it didn’t look like I had been upset because I couldn’t let her see me like this. Once I felt more composed, I opened the door and saw Blair.

She had her hands behind her back and seemed a little hesitant.

“Hey, I wasn’t expecting you.” I didn’t want to sound unhappy, but I had to keep a distance from Blair to respect Quinn, and we hadn’t really spoken much this year.

“Sorry to drop by unannounced, but I knew today might be hard for you, and I wanted to give you this.” She brought out a book from behind her back and handed it to me.

It was a nice gesture, but as I read the cover, I knew it was just some platitude. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I took what appeared to be a self-help guide and tried not to be offended.

“No problem. I thought it might make you feel better as you move forward.” Her brown eyes were a stark contrast to Quinn’s blue ones, but there was a lightness in them. “Also, you might want to check out page forty-three.”

Even though I didn’t give a shit about what was inside this book, the gesture appeared to come from a good place.

“I’ll do that. Thank you again. I’m definitely struggling.” I didn’t want to let all of my pain out because I wouldn’t be able to push it back down.

But she must have seen it on my face because she quickly pulled me into a warm hug, letting me bury my head against her shoulder. I inhaled deeply as the tears flowed freely. She smelled nothing like Quinn’s powerful scent. She was subtle and sweet, like jasmine. Even though it wasn’t what I was used to, it was soothing. Being in Blair’s arms felt familiar, and I felt safe to let everything out.

She walked us inside my room and shut the door, but never let go of me. I wasn’t sure how long I lost control, but she never once uttered a word. She merely offered calming sounds and reassuring pats on my back.

By the time I finished, I had no more tears, and Blair’s shirt was soaked.

“Why would you do this for me?” I sniffled, confused by her random act of kindness.

She quirked one of her dark brows and stared at me like she was searching for the right thing to say. “Because you deserve better.” Her words could have meant a lot of things, but I chose not to ask for clarification.

The point I focused on was that regardless of our past, she showed up when I needed her. Maybe we still had a friendship that could be saved. Maybe Blair and I just saw things from a different lens, but we could find common ground: we never wanted to see the other person suffer.

My eyes snapped open, and I immediately felt the sun's gentle touch on my face as it filtered through the curtain, filling the room with a hazy glow. Nothing about that dream was the way I remembered it. Quinn had begged me to come with her, and I turned her down. That was the truth. It had to be because that was why I lived a life of regret. But if I were to believe the dream, I had been the one to suggest it, and she turned me down but convinced me it was my idea.

She didn’t even shed a tear. I was the only one brokenhearted, and she walked out unscathed to live without me. Giving me some perfunctory goodbye that didn’t actually mean anything. How was that possible?

And what about Blair? The specifics of that day were a blur, overshadowed by the intense emotional distress I had experienced, but I was confident Blair had shown up to make me feel better.

I jumped out of bed and rushed to my closet. The reminder of that book sparked something inside me, so I began rummaging through a box of things I had stored since college.

“Ah-ha!” I exclaimed when I found what I was looking for: The Best is Yet to Come. I yanked it from the box and flipped through the pages, trying to remember what Dream Blair had told me. I couldn’t remember, but then I saw something written in pen that caught my eye. “Yes, forty-three.”

The handwriting was Blair’s, but I wasn’t sure I was in a proper headspace to read it. My world had been shook by these revelations, and I wasn’t sure I could handle much more. As I sat on the floor, trying to clear my head, a sudden cold draft swept through the room, sending a chill down my spine and causing goosebumps to form all over my body.

It shouldn’t have been that cold in the house. I got up, set the book on top of a stack on my nightstand, grabbed my cell, and went into the hallway.

“What the fuck?” The thermostat was black, which meant we must have lost power. I checked the time, and it was a little after nine in the morning, but we must have been without electricity for a while because my phone battery was only at seventy percent.

As I walked into the living area, my eyes were drawn to the picture window and the accumulation that was easily up to my hip. Granted, I was short, but still, that was a lot of snow for two days, and not having heat would be a problem.

“Hey, Blair,” I called out, but once I looked over the back of the couch, I saw it was empty. “Blair!” I said with more force this time, but the only sound I heard was my own voice bouncing back at me.

Where could she have gone? I looked outside, and the roads still weren’t clear. Had last night upset her so badly that she kicked herself out of my house? I couldn’t even call her because she didn’t have a phone. The only thing left for me to do was suit up and search for her.

“Shit, fuck, damn!” I screamed as the front door opened. I turned at the sound, and relief washed over me. “Blair!”

My outburst must have startled her because she fumbled around, dropping the logs she was carrying.

“My god, woman. What’s gotten into you?” She didn’t seem as excited to see me, but then again, we hadn’t left things on the best terms last night.

“I’m sorry.” I blurted out as I helped her pick up the wood. I should have said that was an all-encompassing apology, but I would let her decide how to take it.

“It’s all right. I wasn’t expecting you to be cursing like a drunken sailor.” She chuckled. “But on a serious note, we’re going to need more logs if they don’t get the electricity back on soon. It is cold enough to freeze our nipples off.” How she was joking, I assumed she wasn’t upset anymore, and I had to admit, I was relieved.

In my dreams, she had a way of making the bad times bearable, and this was no different. Her presence was keeping me grounded, and I was thankful she hadn’t left.

My emotions were all over the place, but that was because I didn’t know what to believe. Were my dreams playing tricks on my mind, or had my memory deceived me? There was only one way to find out, and that was to talk to Blair. She knew some of the answers. I just needed to figure out the best way to approach the questions.


16




Once we started the fire and were both wrapped in blankets, it was more than warm enough to be comfortable. As we sat on the couch, I stared at the Christmas tree and thought about the past. The last good holiday I had was before my parents divorced. After that, it was a series of disappointments—either my father didn’t show up, or my mother had a new boyfriend, who may or may not have wanted a child around. Then, as I grew older, I often found myself spending Christmas in solitude, whether it was due to unfavorable weather conditions or simply because I preferred it that way.

I knew Christmas wasn’t for a few more days, but the thought of sharing it with Blair made me smile. However, there were still a few things we needed to clear up, and I was ready to tackle them.

“Do you want a drink?” I questioned as I stood up and headed to the kitchen.

“Are you talking adult or family-friendly?” She turned to look over the back of the couch at me.

“It’s ten in the morning. What do you think?” I chuckled, but in all honesty, whiskey did sound good right now.

“Well, I think it’s cold, and alcohol warms up your insides, so that has my vote.”

Who was I to argue? Especially when I agreed.

“Okay. Fireball it is.” I grabbed the bottle and a couple of shot glasses and brought it back to the couch.

“Really? Are we still in college?” she joked, but I could tell she wasn’t impressed.

“What’s wrong with cinnamon?” I poured us each some.

“Nothing, but I know you have better stuff than something that tastes like a burning scented candle.” She scrunched her nose as she sniffed the glass.

“Since when are you an alcohol snob? One time in college, you drank Four Loko like it was water.” I smiled as that night came back to me.

“Oh my god. I forgot about that.” She looked away, seemingly embarrassed. “But do you remember what else happened, though?”

I thought about it but wasn’t sure which part she was talking about. There were far too many drunk people making asses of themselves to pinpoint the exact incident.

“That was the night Laura hooked up with her girlfriend’s twin.” She cringed, and I about did a spit-take with my shot but choked it down, which was probably a mistake.

The burning sensation rose from my esophagus to my sinuses and triggered a coughing fit.

“Are you okay?” Blair was next to me, rubbing circles on my back.

The rather intimate gesture brought me immediate relief but also a flood of emotions I needed to process. But that time would come after I got my answers. Once I took a sip of water and let my throat cool, I felt better.

“Sorry.” I placed my back against the armrest, giving me as much space from her as I could. As my mind cleared, I replayed her words, and something didn’t add up. “Wait a minute. I thought you didn’t remember Laura.” I gave her a pointed stare.

She quickly slid over to the other side of the couch and threw back her shot before pouring another round. “Who’s ready for seconds?” She handed me my glass and clinked it against hers in a cheers.

“I’m not letting you off the hook. Why did you lie about it?” If she wasn’t telling me the truth about that, what else had she kept from me?

She swallowed the amber liquid and shrugged. “I guess I didn’t want you to think she mattered to me.”

“What do you mean? Why would she matter to you?” It was obvious that Laura was flawless, but that wasn’t why I didn’t like her, and I would never blame Blair for recognizing her beauty.

“Well, because she and I were friends with benefits for a while.” She was so nonchalant in her delivery that I almost didn’t believe her.

“You were what? When? I didn’t know that.” Why did that information bother me?

Blair was free to do what she wanted with whoever she wanted, but something about that made me queasy. Blair was better than a superficial fling—wasn’t she? Oh my god, why was I being so judgey right now? She didn’t deserve that. There was nothing wrong with two consenting people enjoying each other’s company. But why did it have to be Laura?

“It was before the Four Loko night. And it only lasted for a couple of months before I realized it didn’t make me feel better.” She rose from the couch and headed to the hallway.

Her energy shifted, and I wondered if it had anything to do with the… “it didn’t make me feel better” comment. I wanted to ask, but she was already preoccupied with the liquor selection, which made it clear she had lost interest in the current topic.

“Do you care if we have some Blanton’s?” Her words solidified what I already knew, and I let it drop.

Besides, there were other pressing questions that needed answers before delving into a new, complex situation.

“We can have whatever you want. But that’s definitely a sipping whiskey, so I’ll grab two lowballs.” I went to the kitchen, got the appropriate glasses to drink from, and rejoined her in the living room.

Since she had already changed the subject, maybe now would be a good time to bring up the inconsistencies in my dream. It would be hard for her to have the exact answers about Quinn and me, but I was curious if she could recall what I had told her.

“May I ask you something?” I needed to play this carefully. The last thing I wanted was to bring up something that might trigger a negative reaction, like last night.

“What if I say no?” She did that signature smirk where the side of her mouth curled up, causing her eye to squint.

Why did that expression make me feel a type of way? And what was it? There definitely wasn’t time for me to dig into myself. I needed to keep focused on one thing at a time.

“You’re not going to say no. So I’ll just ask. Did I tell you what happened the day Quinn left?”

Her breathing increased, and I could tell she was trying to calm herself down.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it. I’ve just been having some weird dreams that are making me question my sanity.”

“Quinn was cheating on you.” Her response was like a sucker punch to my kidneys.

I shook my head in disbelief. There was no way I had told her something untrue. Why would she say that—to hurt me?

“Abrams.” Her voice was barely above a whisper as she reached out to me.

“No.” I put my hands up in a stop-sign fashion. “Did I tell you that? The day you came and brought me that book, is that what I told you happened?” Now it was my turn to need to self-regulate.

“Did you know?”

“Blair. Don’t answer with another question. Tell me what I said to you.”

She ran a hand down her face. “You didn’t tell me anything. You cried on my shoulder, and I held you until you finished. Then I left.”

“So, why did you tell me now? How long have you been holding this in? How do you know if it’s even true?” The questions circled my brain like a blizzard of snow flurries.

“I’m sorry.” She hung her head but didn’t respond to anything I had asked.

“Fuck, Blair. How can you drop this huge bomb on me and then just apologize? I deserve more. Are you going to tell me?”

She frantically rubbed her temples counterclockwise and closed her eyes as if she were trying to rewind her brain.

She shed the blanket and paced around the small room. I noticed the light was back, and it appeared to emanate from her. As I searched for the origin, I was distracted from what she was saying.

“And I wanted to say something sooner, but I knew you weren’t ready to listen.” That was all I had picked up, but she wasn’t done, so I let her continue. “Then, when she was out of the picture, I didn’t see a need to break your heart.” She clasped her hands behind her head as if attempting to improve her breathing.

She exhaled loudly and sat next to the fire, causing the prior glow to disappear. Maybe I had been seeing a reflection.

“But when you said your wish on the love charm was about Quinn, I couldn’t keep biting my tongue. I’m sorry to drop that on you, especially when things were feeling less dramatic. But I don’t want to see you search for someone who isn’t worth your time.”

All I could do was stare at her and wonder if I had known something was wrong with Quinn the entire time. As I looked back on the dreams, she was a walking red flag, but why were my feelings for her so strong? Where did I get these incredible memories I had held on to for all this time? Was I delusional?

But even so, I wasn’t any too happy with Blair right now, either. Keeping that information from me made me feel stupid, and I had wasted not just the time I spent with Quinn but also the time I spent thinking about her. If Blair had been looking out for my best interest, wouldn’t she have told me sooner? It seemed like she was there to swoop in and help when I was hurt, but she could have prevented the entire thing.

So much for getting the answers I was looking for. Previously, being around Blair put me at ease, but now I felt more alone than ever.
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Imoved into the kitchen to give myself some space, but it wasn’t near enough. Was it me, or was the oxygen draining from the room? My breathing became labored, and I felt nauseous. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, then faced the small kitchen window, watching the snow glow like a halo under the streetlamp.

“Rowen.”

I thought I faintly heard Blair say my name, but I couldn’t tell for sure, so I didn’t respond. Not that I was ready to talk to her anyway. I kept staring outside, sipping my water, hoping to regulate my central nervous system.

“Abrams?” Blair’s voice was soft, but her hand on my back caused me to scream. “It’s okay. I’m sorry,” she soothed, and something shifted.

As I glanced over my shoulder, I couldn't help but notice how Blair was illuminated like the glistening snow. She looked like an angel, and all of my frustration dissipated. I wanted to be near her—to hold her, but something in my head stopped me.

“Blair?” I questioned, not sure what I would say after.

“Rowen?” Her breath brushed against my neck, and goosebumps invaded my body.

I swallowed hard as I turned to face her. My pulse raced as the intensity of her darkened eyes held me captive. She stood there, unmoving, and impulsive me wanted to close the small distance between us.

As I licked my lips, working up the nerve to lean in to see what she tasted like, she blurted out, “This isn’t you.”

Her words freed me from the trance I was in. However, they didn’t make sense.

“What?” Maybe I was reading the signs wrong, and she didn’t want to kiss me.

Oh my god, did I just ruin my friendship by almost coming on to her?

“I made a mistake, but I didn’t know it was.” That made no sense, but at least she didn’t appear unsettled by what almost happened.

“It’s okay. Neither of us has done anything wrong. We were both stressed out from being stuck in a confined space with too much alcohol. We could have had a blowup, so I’d say we lucked out.”

She tilted her head and didn’t appear happy. Did I offend her by something I said?

“You think we will always end in a fight?” She seemed skeptical.

I paused, carefully searching for the right words to express myself. “I didn’t say always, but we seem to have a lot of miscommunications.” That wasn’t bad, was it?

“Do you think we see things differently?” The obvious answer to her question was yes, but from her body language, it would appear she was asking something deeper.

I didn’t know if this conversation was about to get heavy, but the slight buzz I had from the shots had long worn off, and I needed to sit down. After pulling out a kitchen chair, I pondered her question more.

“I think we are different.” That was one of the truest things I could say that hopefully wouldn’t upset her.

“Of course we are, but there’s nothing wrong with that.” She sat down next to me, rubbing her arms like she was cold.

I still had my blanket wrapped around me, so I scooted her chair closer to share.

“I know that. But…” I didn’t even know how to finish that sentence.

Sometimes I felt like Blair and I had nothing in common, but everything was becoming blurry these last couple of days.

She leaned closer, and I could feel the warmth of her body intimately wrapping around me. As her arm rubbed against mine, something happened, and it was like I was seeing her clearly for the first time. My body responded in ways that weren’t appropriate for a friend to feel. The flutters in my stomach were moving further south, and I didn’t know how to stop them.

Her gaze electrified the air around us, but I couldn't stop staring at her penetrating eyes. The heat was so overwhelming I was ready to shed the cover, but it was acting like a shield, protecting me from moving too quickly.

The thoughts in my head went from she’s just a friend to shut the fuck up and kiss her. I was at war and didn’t know which side would win.

She brought her hand to my chin, tipping my head in her direction. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t help but lose myself in her touch.

“But what?” Her husky voice only pulled me deeper under her spell, and I didn’t even know what she was asking. “Rowen?”

Oh my god, why did hearing her say my name send a shiver through my entire body, igniting a rush of desire that I couldn’t ignore?

“Yes?” was all I could manage, though I was unsure what I was responding to.

“You said but… and I want to know what you meant.” She wouldn’t let me look away, not that I wanted to.

Blair’s soft chestnut eyes sparkled like the sunlight reflecting off a fresh blanket of snow, and the kissing her side was winning.

But she dropped her hand from my face, and I regained my composure before I could let my mind and body have their way.

“I meant that sometimes we were at odds because of how different we are.” I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly, hoping to stay grounded.

“I see.” She nodded, but I could tell she didn’t agree.

“Blair, you and I can be like oil and water.”

“You’re right, but when the two of them are used together correctly, they make different layers, creating texture and depth. They are both unique on their own, but when combined, they can become something beautiful.” Was she saying what it sounded like? Or was she pulling a Quinn and filling my head with words that didn’t mean anything?

I’d never thought Blair was interested in me romantically, so this wasn’t real. Was it? It couldn’t have been. All of my emotions were twisted right now because of these unlikely conditions. I was hearing things and seeing things that didn’t exist. These weren’t my feelings or hers.

“Are you hungry?” I got up from the table and turned toward the cabinets.

There wasn't much to make since we didn’t have electricity, but I did have a small cupboard of processed snacks we could munch on. Even though I wasn’t facing her, I could feel her eyes on me.

“I’m good. I think I might lie down. This chill has made me tired.” Her tone seemed light, but I wondered if the change in topic bothered her.

“Are you feeling ill?” I directed my gaze at her, and her cheeks were flushed.

“Nah. With the lack of sleep earlier and not having coffee, a nap sounds good.”

“Okay. You can take my bed, and I’ll sit out here and read.” I rushed to my room to grab a book off the nightstand. I didn’t even care what it was. I just needed to decompress and let someone else’s thoughts take over.

“Are you sure?” She followed behind me, and I nodded. “Okay. Thanks.” Her response surprised me.

I figured she would argue, but she walked into the room as I was leaving.

“You might keep the door open so you’ll get some heat, and I have extra blankets in the closet, too.”

She didn’t say anything as she crawled into bed. I stared for a beat, but when she glanced my way, I rushed back to the couch.

The sun was streaming through the window, casting enough light for me to read, but as I wrapped myself in the warm afghan and rested my head on the plush pillow, my eyes became droopy. I didn’t know I was tired, but with the steady crackle of the fire, drowsiness began to take over. I didn’t want to give in to that feeling because my dreams were no longer comforting—instead, they were downright confusing.

But no matter how hard I tried to fight it, sleep took hold of me, and the next thing I knew, I was no longer in the present.

I couldn’t believe I was back in classes, and Quinn was really gone. It had been three months since I saw her, but she didn’t leave the States until two weeks ago. She called me on the way to the airport but informed me that it wasn’t a goodbye. She said our connection wasn’t about proximity but the experiences we’d shared and would continue to share because we would always be a part of each other’s journey.

I tried to hold on to her words like a security blanket, but I didn’t find the same comfort I did when she was here. Her words, without action, somehow felt hollow.

The moment I set foot back on campus, my anxiety and sadness skyrocketed. Everywhere I looked had memories of us, and I knew we would never have any of those experiences again. Regret hung in the air like a thick cloud, and I felt selfish for not going with her.

She didn’t want me to give up on my dream, but it wasn’t like there weren’t colleges in England I could have attended to complete my coursework. And when I truly thought about it, was that even something I had to do? Teaching was fine, but was it worth losing love for? Work would never fulfill me the way Quinn did. But after I graduate, maybe we could continue our journey in this world together. That was what it sounded like she wanted, too.

With that thought, I put a smile on my face and headed toward my first class. As I continued on the sidewalk, I heard, “Hey, Abrams. Wait up.”

I turned to see Blair holding the straps of her backpack, jogging toward me. I wasn’t sure when we started referring to each other by our last names, but it had become our thing.

“Hey yourself, Sterling.” I stopped so she could reach me—not that she couldn’t do that on her own with her long, athletic body.

As soon as Quinn left campus last year, Blair stepped up and was there for me, and we had grown closer. I thought I would be spending my summer with Quinn, but she said leaving me once was the hardest thing she ever had to do, and she didn’t know if she was strong enough to do it again. And she didn’t want to put either of us through that.I understood her logic, but that didn’t make the hurt of not seeing her any easier. Luckily, Blair was around to help me miss Quinn a little less, and I would be forever grateful for that.

When she reached me, she took one look into my eyes and knew something was wrong. “Are you okay?”

It was weird how we had gone from almost casual acquaintances to something much more in the span of three months, but I was grateful for it. Blair was nothing like I thought she was. She was loyal and definitely a realist, but she was also thoughtful, kind, and funny.

I shrugged, and she threw her arm around me, pulling me into her tall, muscular arms. She smelled like the fresh mountain air mixed with a hint of wildflowers. Even though it was the complete opposite of Quinn's distinctive, acquired scent, it still brought me a sense of peace.

“Hey, I know it’s hard right now, but you’ll have so much going on that you won’t even remember to be sad.”

I knew she was trying to help, but I didn’t want to forget about Quinn or how I felt. Somehow, my brain thought if I was happy, then I wasn’t loving her enough.

“I think I’m going to quit school and move to England.” I couldn’t believe those words came out of my mouth, but it surprisingly made me feel better.

She halted and grabbed my shoulders to square me up to her. “Rowen. I thought you decided that if Quinn was the one for you, she’d still be there once you graduated.”

The way she called me by my first name made me feel like I was in trouble. I didn’t want to look at her, but I could feel her gaze boring into me.

“I know, but that was before she told me she wanted to continue making memories with me.”

Blair put her hands on my cheeks, and her honeyed eyes locked on mine. “Ro, I’m about to get one hundred with you. Is that okay?”

At least now, she asked permission before dropping truth bombs on me. I nodded in agreement. Even though it wouldn’t be sugar-coated, I knew she wouldn’t hurt me with her words.

“Don’t you always say destiny is written in the stars?” That was low, using my words against me, but touché. “So wouldn’t that mean if it’s meant to be, it will be—no matter when?”

What she was saying made sense, but my mind and heart were telling me things I didn’t want to hear.

“I just feel like if we were together physically, then we never would have broken up.” I didn’t want to admit it, but a part of me worried she would move on with someone else.

Quinn had a natural magnetism that drew people in. I knew she’d have women throwing themselves at her constantly, and she had no reason not to give in unless I was there.

“And even if we will get back together, why wait for the inevitable? That just seems like a waste.” My argument impressed me.

But Blair appeared deep in thought, probably coming up with a rebuttal. “But didn’t you technically break up when she left school, even though she was still around all summer? So, do you think that it would be different now if you moved there?”

I knew she was just trying to look out for me, but she didn’t understand Quinn’s reasoning for not seeing me, and I didn’t want to start an argument. If Quinn hadn’t been so selfless to want me to stay and finish my degree, then we wouldn’t have been in this situation. I felt like it was my fault because I should have fought harder and let her know that teaching wasn’t my dream—she was.

Quinn was one of those people who could sweep you off your feet before you even knew what happened. And being with her was truly that fairy tale that all little girls fantasized about.

“You’re right. I should be patient. Nothing is going to change in two years. Besides, they do say absence makes the heart grow fonder. So…” Even though a hint of fear lingered, I told myself that when Quinn and I reunite, it will be better than ever.

“I guess there is that.” She had a twinge of something in her voice, but I didn’t pry.

Sometimes, it was best to let Blair come to me on her own. She was pensive and didn’t like to be put on the spot, and I didn’t blame her. I decided it was best to change the subject.

“We better get to class. We don’t want to be late on our first day.” I nudged her shoulder, and she nodded.

“Yep. But first, I have something for you.” She sounded almost melancholy, but I did see a sparkle in her eye that had me smiling.

“You didn’t need to get me anything.” I wasn’t the best at accepting gifts, but I felt even worse when I didn’t have something to give back.

“I never said I needed to. It’s not much. But I saw it, and it made me think of you.” She reached into the bag and handed me a little box.

“What is it?” I questioned, but she merely lifted a brow in response. “Okay. That was silly. I’ll open it.” I pulled out a little keychain and read the inscription: I may not always be there with you, but I will always be there for you.

“Blair…” This was so sweet, and she had proven that to me for sure.

“I know that after we graduate, you might end up far away, but I thought you could use this for your classroom key, and maybe it would remind you that you’re never alone.”

I was honestly at a loss for words. Blair had become that one person who made things less heavy. Maybe because she was so strong in all the ways I wasn’t. But she was also a dichotomy because she was deep and sensitive, and I hated that I often misunderstood her.

“Anyway, it was no big deal. I just wanted you to have it.” She had interrupted my thoughts, and I realized I should have said something.

“I really⁠—”

“Hey, Blair. Get over here, you sexy bitch!” Laura Trounson cut me off, and I wanted to give her a not-so-friendly hug with a side of surprise tackle.

What was that all about? I had seen people talk to Quinn all the time—practically throw themselves at her, and I never felt rage. But Laura calling Blair a sexy bitch caused my alarm bells to go off. Since when did I get so protective over someone?

I wasn’t sure where these feelings came from, but when Blair dismissed Laura and turned her attention to me, I felt warm and fuzzy inside. I wasn’t sure if I was pleased because I disliked Laura or if I just didn’t want Blair to leave me.

“What were you saying?” she questioned as if the interruption hadn’t happened.

I glanced over my shoulder at Laura and saw the hatred radiating off her, but I didn’t care. The feeling was mutual. “I just wanted you to know how much I appreciated it. Not just the gift, but you.”

She gave a casual head nod but seemed a little shy, which I found endearing. “Of course. It was nothing.” Her voice was so quiet it almost sounded like a whisper.

“That’s not true. It means everything to me.” As I clenched the gift in my hand, a deep wave of sadness hit me, and I suddenly realized how much I’d hurt without Blair around.
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My teeth chattered as I awoke from my disorienting sleep. There were so many things I needed to figure out, but the most important was why it was freezing. When I opened my eyes, I saw that it was no longer light outside, and the fire had simmered down to a smolder.

With my blanket still wrapped around my shoulders, I got up, and my first thought was Blair. She was in the room, which was further from the heat to begin with. I had to check on her, but all those feelings from my dream slammed into my brain like a wrecking ball. Did Blair mean more to me than a friend? I had gone over ten years without seeing or speaking to Quinn. Would I even be able to do that with Blair?

Then, like a sign from the universe, the book Blair had given me was sitting on the coffee table. I picked it up, immediately opened it to page forty-three, and scanned the handwritten note she had left.

“Never forget that you light up the darkest night, and you deserve someone who recognizes and cherishes all you have to offer. Don’t settle for someone who doesn’t appreciate how truly incredible you are.” With Great Affection, Blair.

Well, that didn’t clear anything up. In fact, it made me question everything more. But I needed to make sure she was okay. I darted back to my room. The door was open, and Blair was curled in on herself in the fetal position, shivering. She had kicked off the covers but must have been too tired to care. I picked up the blanket off the floor and went to wrap it around her sleeping body, but the movement must have caused her to wake up because she screamed, scaring the shit out of me.

“What are you doing?” She bolted upright and then must have realized she was cold as she furiously rubbed her arms with her hands.

“I was trying to help warm you up.” I threw the comforter toward her, and she wrapped it around her body like a burrito shell.

“Well, excuse me for being afraid I was getting murdered.” She stared at me with those same eyes I had seen in my dream, and my heart started doing this irregular jumpy thing, but I needed it to get the memo that this wasn’t real.

“I mean, that is a logical assumption that a murderer is going to risk their own life traipsing through several feet of snow to come into a cabin that has no electricity and then use a blanket as their weapon of choice.” I wasn’t sure why I was being so sarcastic, but when a pillow smacked me upside the head so fast, I realized Blair clearly didn’t find it humorous.

As my mouth hung open in shock, I wanted to ask what that was for, but I knew the answer. So, I did the right thing and kept quiet. But my body couldn’t follow suit, and I doggy piled on her like this was WWE, and I was going for the belt.

My sneak attack worked out in my favor because I now had her pinned to the bed. Even though I was bigger in size, she was much taller and stronger. I hadn’t fully thought this outcome through, as it only took a few seconds for her to break free and have me in a chicken-wing hold.

“Mercy,” I yelled, hoping she’d think she was hurting me and let go, but instead, she pulled me in closer, pressing her chest against my back.

“And how do I know you’re going to behave if I release you?” Her breath was warm on my neck, but I didn’t need anything else to make me hotter than she already was.

Something about this power dynamic caused my brain to tell my winter wonderland it was avalanche time. I could feel the moisture on my thighs, and I tried to escape, but there was no use.

“Pleaseeee,” I whined. “Let me go, and I’ll be a good girl.” Oh fuck, I shouldn’t have said that.

The words kept triggering my hypothalamus, and I was no longer thinking rationally. Oxytocin flooded my mind, and I didn’t want that feeling to stop. I wiggled and squirmed, pretending I wanted to get away, and it worked. The more I fought her, the tighter she held me.

“I know you’re not going to behave,” she growled into my ear, and the avalanche officially turned into a waterfall.

I had never been so turned on in my entire life, and I didn’t know if any of it was real. “I need to get out of here. Seriously, Blair, you have to let me go.”

She must have heard something in my tone because her grip loosened, and I slowly removed my arms from behind me. As soon as I was out of her grasp, I immediately missed the closeness. But before I could get off the bed, she spun me around to face her.

“What’s going on, Abrams?” Her breath was heavy, and I could see in her eyes she felt it, too.

My hormones must have still been running hot because my only response was to crash my mouth into hers. My mind went completely blank, but every other part of me felt electrified. She didn’t hesitate as her lips caressed mine gently yet powerfully at the same time. As she pushed the blankets aside, I didn’t care about the chill in the house—I wanted nothing between us.

I could feel the coldness of her hands as they glided under my shirt, sending a wave of goosebumps across my entire body. My breath hitched as her fingers inched up toward my breasts. When we locked eyes, memories of us flashed through my mind, erasing everything I thought I knew. It was like Quinn wasn’t ever there, and it had always been Blair.

I wasn’t sure where any of these thoughts were coming from, but I accepted them—I was ready to take that leap with her. But she must not have felt the same because she pulled back, leaving me craving her affection.

“Why did you stop?” I questioned almost desperately.

“I can’t do this. You never saw me the way I saw you. Your focus had always been on Quinn, and I won’t play second string. My eighteen-year-old self is really pissed at me right now, but I have to do what is right for me. I’m sorry.” She hung her head, shaking it back and forth like she was struggling with her decision.

“Hey.” I placed my hand on her thigh. “I realize I didn’t always see things clearly, but I feel like I am now. It was always you.” Right? Or was I wrapped up in this fantasy because of my dreams? Maybe I was confused. I fought the urge to growl in frustration, realizing that maybe I should follow her lead instead.

I stood up, wondering if she was going to stop me. When she didn’t, I knew it was time to leave.

“I’m going to get something to eat. Do you want anything?” It felt surreal going from dripping with excitement to taking her dinner order, but here we were.

“Yeah. I just need a minute.” Her voice held a hint of sadness, and I couldn’t stand the idea of being the reason behind it.

“Of course. I’ll grab the flashlights.”

The sun hadn’t gone down completely, but it was harder to see now, and the kitchen didn’t have a big window like the living area. After I stepped into the hall, I stopped at the small linen closet to gather the supplies. Then I went to the fireplace to rekindle it, realizing just how cold the room had become in Blair's absence. With a crackling sound, the wood ignited, casting a soft glow that lit up the room.

I turned on the flashlight as I headed to the kitchen. I knew I had some perishable food in the refrigerator, but the only things we could eat without cooking would probably be fruit and yogurt. As I searched the cabinets, I found some soups, crackers, and snack-sized chips. Nothing fancy, but since we hadn’t eaten all day, it would do.

While pulling out our options, I heard a noise behind me, and I turned to see Blair, who left me in a daze as I stared at her beauty, which was illuminated by the flickering flames. It was like now that I had seen her for the gorgeous creature she was; I couldn’t unsee it. My mind wasn’t confused—she was the woman of my dreams.

The clattering noise of the can slipping from my hand startled us both, abruptly pulling me out of my reverie.

She rushed to my side, but we both had the same idea and found ourselves crouched down eye to eye. I stared at her lips, and my body wanted to lean forward to taste her one more time, but she quickly rose to her feet, putting distance between us.

“I got it.” She waited until I stood up, too. “Here.” She handed me the cream of mushroom soup, and I set it on the counter.

“Thanks. Umm, I don’t think we’ll want to eat this cold. But I do have some chicken noodle and beef stew, if you’d like.” I tried to keep the conversation and my thoughts on the task at hand and not where they were a few seconds ago.

“I’ll have whichever one you don’t want.” She seemed completely unfazed, as if the previous experience was just a delusion on my part.

I picked up a can, handed it to her, and tried to be as nonchalant as she was. But when her fingers grazed mine, the electricity was still there. Once again, she didn’t appear to have the same physical reaction as me, and I was beginning to wonder if I hadn’t imagined everything.

My dreams had been so vivid, it was hard to decipher what was real and what was fantasy. Despite the uncertainty, the erratic beating of my heart in her presence made me believe something was happening, at least from my perspective. But if it was all one-sided, I didn’t want to bring it up.

After pouring our soups into bowls, we each grabbed them with a bag of chips and carefully brought them to the table. As we sat together in silence, the tension grew with each passing minute, until I finally reached my breaking point.

“Will you talk to me?” If I could get her to tell me what she was thinking, maybe it would help me with my own feelings.

She took a slow sip of her soup, not even acknowledging my question. I was beginning to get frustrated, but then she finally responded.

“I’m not sure what you want me to say.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. But I guess it was better than ignoring me.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe tell me I’m not going crazy thinking this is real? Because it is, isn’t it?” It pained me to sound so desperate, but I couldn't help it. This whole situation was disorienting, leaving me scared and confused.

She slid her chair away from the table, taking her bowl to the sink. As she leaned against the counter, I could see slightly more than her silhouette, but not enough to read her expression.

“Don’t you get it, Rowen? I’m the crazy one. I thought one day you would see me for me. For what I had to offer, and that day never came. Even after Quinn fucked off and left you heartbroken, you still pined after her. She was a gaslighter and a narcissist, but you thought she could turn water into wine. And you probably would have believed her if she told you that.” Her voice cracked, and I saw her hands cover her face.

I wanted to comfort her, but I also needed to defend myself. “First of all, I never knew you liked me in college. There was a period of time when we didn’t even speak.” I hated I was being aggressive, but I wasn’t the bad guy.

“And why was that? Because of Quinn!” Her words were harsh, but they weren’t wrong.

“I know that, but if it had been the other way around, and I was with you, and you didn’t want me to be friends with Quinn, I wouldn’t have.” I didn’t like choosing, but I’d always have my partner’s back.

“That’s the thing, though. I would never make you choose me over a friend. Quinn wanted to isolate you so you would need her and not question what the fuck she was doing behind your back. I’m sorry, Rowen, but you hurt me so badly by distancing yourself from me.” She rubbed the back of her neck but kept her face away from the light, but there must have been a glow from outside still surrounding her.

“I know I hurt you, and honestly, it hurt me, too—I was torn up inside. But that summer after Quinn left, you showed me what I’d been missing. It was you who made me feel special, not just with sweet words but with your actions. I was under Quinn’s spell, but I see things more clearly now.”

“But that’s the problem. It took me…” She shook her head but kept her mouth closed.

“Don’t hold back. Just tell me what you were going to say.”

We couldn't keep hiding things from each other. We needed to talk it out, or we’d just end up stuck in the same cycle of miscommunication we’d been trapped in for as long as I could remember.

“It doesn’t matter. The point is that you see what you want to see. But it was never me.” She started walking toward the couch, and I wanted to stop her, to tell her she was wrong… or right—I didn’t know.

I let her walk away because, yet again, we needed to regulate ourselves and figure out what we wanted. I didn’t like being in limbo, but if I was going to make any decisions, I wanted to be certain I fully thought them through.

With a flutter of emotions inside me, I picked up a flashlight and headed to my room, regret, uncertainty, and defeat weighing on me. Too many things out of my control were playing with my memories. Did I know what love really was? If I had been so wrong about Quinn, how could I trust myself with anyone?

I didn’t think anything could complicate this more, but knowing Blair was stuck here for the foreseeable future and always just a breath away only added to my confusion.
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After closing the door behind me, I took a deep breath, feeling the rush of air fill my lungs and momentarily ease the chaos in my mind. But I knew I wouldn’t find clarity without fully processing my thoughts.

My dreams were making me question everything I thought I knew, but being near Blair made it all start to make sense. For the first time, I felt like I was discovering something real and meaningful, something I hadn’t even realized I was searching for. I now had to look at my life through a new lens. Was it possible that everything I thought was true was more of a rosy retrospection? Did I ignore the truth so I could live a fairy tale that never existed?

I didn’t like feeling out of control, but I most definitely was. Everything was blurred together, and I didn’t know if I wanted to scream or cry. I stood the flashlight up on my nightstand to offer me some light, and I picked up my journal before sitting on the edge of my bed. As I stared at the blank paper, I decided to write down the facts—void of my emotions.

What was true about Quinn? She was charismatic, a people person, and had a way of making you feel special whenever you were near her. But I had a feeling she didn’t do that just to me. Every time we were out, she never held my hand or showed me affection. She claimed she didn’t want to flaunt our happiness to spare others' feelings.

Shaking my head in disbelief, I reexamined those words from a fresh perspective. What if she said that to other women? What if we all thought we were her number one but never questioned it because of how she made us feel when we were with her? Blair’s words came back to me: she’s a gaslighter and a narcissist.

I couldn’t deny that I had similar thoughts after waking up from my dreams. There were so many times I wanted to question what Quinn meant when she didn’t give me a straightforward answer, but a part of me was scared. What if I asked something I didn’t want to know? What if she left me because she felt like I didn’t trust her? But did I?

After filling out the list of things that were true about Quinn, I ended up with two full pages of doubts. I must have missed something to let these feelings go unchecked for so long. How did I ever remain so invested in someone who never made me feel secure? Was this fear why I never truly got close to anyone else? Had I been holding onto it for so long that it kept me from finding real connections?

Without even thinking, I started writing things about Blair. First, the things I knew for sure: She was honest—sometimes blunt—but I preferred that. She was fiercely loyal, maybe even to a fault, and she saw me in a way no one else did. So why hadn’t I returned that same level of understanding? She deserved someone better than me, yet she chose me anyway. At least, until I made my feelings known, and then she stepped back. Could I really blame her for that?

Then I started reflecting on my doubts, fears, and desires. Introspection had always been tough for me because it meant confronting parts of myself I'd rather avoid. It was easier to put everyone and everything on a pedestal. By only focusing on the positives, I could protect myself from pain. And if I kept my needs to myself, I wouldn't be let down when they weren’t met. But how could I ever get what I wanted if I didn’t speak up?

Maybe I didn’t think I deserved to get what I wanted. Maybe I was just trying to protect myself from disappointment because that’s how I grew up. My parents had let me down so many times—choosing partners over me, not showing up when I needed them. Eventually, I started making excuses for them, creating an emotional buffer that I guess carried over into my adult life.

I began focusing on the positives and ignoring my feelings, but that only made me feel unworthy and unimportant. It’s probably why I let Quinn take advantage of me, and that thought made me sick.

I had spent my entire life not wanting anything real because that had the power to destroy me. So, instead, I settled for something fabricated that couldn’t technically hurt me but left me feeling hollow. It was as if I was choosing the illusion of safety over the risk of genuine connection and then convincing myself that the trade-off was worth it.

Fuck, this was getting far too deep, and I still didn’t have any answers. Everything inside of me was drained, and sleep was what my body was craving, but I wasn’t counting on it to provide me with much comfort. Who knew what my brain would conjure up now?

Regardless, I put my notebook back on my nightstand and returned all the blankets to the bed. Then I flicked off the flashlight and allowed my mind to shut down—at least from my present thoughts.

“Hey, I’m Blair. I didn’t properly introduce myself earlier.” The girl from my speech class held out her hand for me to shake.

She was friendlier than I had initially thought, and when she smiled, I had to look away. In all of my eighteen years, I had never had actual fanny flutters, but something about her was different.

“I’m Rowen. It’s very nice to meet you.” I awkwardly kept my eyes on the floor because if I stared at her, I’d give myself away.

“Likewise. What other classes do you have today?” Her interest was surprising, and excitement bubbled up inside of me.

“I have Spanish and biology this afternoon; then I’m done.” Hopefully, she would take that as an invitation to do something, but I was too scared to ask. “What about you?”

“Blair,” a modelesque girl called out, and that was the end of my fantasy.

I couldn't compete with her. She was tall and skinny, with blonde hair and blue eyes. Barbie would be jealous. I would never be in the same league as her or Blair, but that was okay because I didn't want to be.

My life had never been picture-perfect, and I craved someone who could see the beauty in imperfection. Blair probably never had a bad day, and she wouldn't understand what it took to make things work. I needed to get her out of my head before my heart got involved.

“Hey, I gotta jet. But I guess I’ll see you in class on Wednesday!” I waved as I stepped backward.

“Wait, what are you—” The gorgeous woman cut her words off by wrapping her in a hug, and I turned on my heel as I darted off.

At least I saw her for who she was before I put on my rose-colored glasses. She wasn’t a bad person, but her privileged life was nothing like mine. We saw the world through completely different lenses, making it impossible to relate to each other.

Oh well, I wasn’t looking to date someone right now anyway. It was my first day of school, and I had never officially had a girlfriend before. There was no way I would go straight for the gold before I even knew how to play the game.

It was best I kept myself grounded and eased into college as well as the dating world.
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Blair had been my seat partner in speech class for the last two months. We get along well and have the same sense of humor, which I appreciated because that class was especially boring. What else was great was that we were going to be in the same major, so we would probably have more classes together. She was becoming a good friend to me, which I was happy for because I didn’t know anyone else.

She was well-connected, and everyone seemed to like her, which didn’t surprise me. What was there not to like? She was social, athletic, and smart. Sometimes, I felt like she was trying to one-up me, but that could have been my own insecurities flaring. Regardless, it was nice to be in her circle because I always knew what was going on, even if I didn’t go to half the stuff.

“You coming tonight?” She grazed her arm against mine, but I shook my head.

“I don’t understand softball. Why would I go?” I quirked a brow, and she gave me that smirk that most people couldn’t resist.

“Because you’re my friend and I asked you to.”

I tilted my head. “You asked if I was coming, not if I would come.”

“Are you really trying to play semantics with me? You knew what I meant.” Her brown eyes locked on mine, and I could feel her trying to compel me, but her games didn't work on me.

“Blair Bear,” Laura trailed her finger down Blair’s arm.

“Don’t call me that.” Blair gently pulled her hand away from Laura's touch.

“I’ll see you tonight.” Laura winked, and I knew I had it right the moment I saw them that first day.

Laura was the Barbie doll who fit perfectly with Blair. She wasn’t sporty, but her femininity complemented Blair’s strength perfectly, making them a power couple. I knew they weren’t together, but it would only be a matter of time before they were. Beautiful people flocked to each other, and their dating pool was quite incestuous.

As Laura walked to her seat, I tried not to show my annoyance at her unabashed flirting, but my face always gave me away.

“There ya go. You don’t need me in your fan club when the president is attending.” God, I hated how passive-aggressive I was, but how could I not be?

Laura intimidated me. And Blair was probably only my friend, out of pity. Why else would she hang around me when I didn’t belong?

“What are you—” Before Blair could finish her thought, the teacher started class.

She wrote me a note, but I pretended I didn’t see it. Sometimes, it was easier to ignore the frustration if you acted like it didn’t exist. That had gotten me this far in life, and why would I change now?
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College passed by in a blur. After Quinn left, I felt lost. I had spent so much time with her that I hadn’t made a lot of other friends. Blair was still there, surprisingly, but she had her own life that I didn’t fit into anymore—not that I ever really did.

We still shared classes, but everything had this unspoken competition to it. She was always highlighting her achievements, and while I wanted to be happy for her, it was hard. I had spent so much time focused on Quinn and her dreams that I ended up feeling empty when it came to my own. Supporting her had drained me to the point where I didn’t have anything left for myself.

We hadn’t spoken in two years, but there were still moments when I missed her. It wasn’t the same sharp pain as when we first said goodbye, but knowing she was my first everything—lover, partner, heartbreak—and that I’d probably never see her again still stung.

If I were honest with myself, I wasn’t sure if she was the right person for me. Even though she was an important part of my life through a very pivotal time, she was also inconsistent with her affection, causing me anxiety. Everything was by her rules and her timetable, which never bothered me, but I realized that was giving her too much power. Because of that, I had lost a part of myself. But sometimes, love required sacrifice, and I’d do anything to experience that feeling again.

I had been in a funk for some time and couldn’t pinpoint why. Maybe it was because I missed love and wanted it back. Or maybe it was because instead of getting to spend the summer with Blair, like last year, I was stuck in my mom’s place watching trash TV.

I was happy that Blair got an internship abroad, teaching English as a second language. But texts with her weren’t the same as seeing her. Not to mention, I wasn’t the best at responding, and we were in different time zones, so we hardly ever got to talk. The thing that made it the hardest was that I knew this was our last summer “break” before we both would be in the real world, and it sucked that we didn’t get to spend it together.

She was one of my only friends, but I still had questions about my feelings. There were times I thought we were moving toward more than friends, but I was sure it was mostly in my head. She never once made a move on me, and why would she? She had attention from men and women alike, and I was the forgettable girl who didn’t even know what a healthy relationship looked like.

But it was time to let go of the past. My first day of teaching was today, and I needed a clear head. Starting this new journey was exciting, but being in a place where I didn’t know anyone would be tough. At least I was back in the city and out of my mom’s place, so that alone made it worth the challenge.

I had been to my classroom all last week, but the only person I’d really spoken to was Assistant Principal Mr. Stevens. He wasn’t exactly my favorite, but he was the one who offered me the job, so I tried not to dislike him too much.

As I entered the school building, a nervous energy buzzed in the air. The children weren’t in yet, but they would be soon enough. My heart was racing, and my mouth was dry. It was hard to believe that this year I’d have my own group of students to shape and guide. The feeling was both exhilarating and terrifying.

I headed to Mr. Stevens’s office to see if he had any announcements for me, and I nearly had to pick my jaw up off the floor.

“Ah, Ms. Abrams, this is Ms. Sterling. She will be the other fourth-grade teacher this year. Ms. Pruitt had her baby yesterday and decided she wouldn’t be returning. Can you please help Ms. Sterling to her classroom? I have some personnel documents to take care of.”

I stared blankly at Blair, wondering how the hell she ended up in the same place as me, and we didn’t even know it. In the last text I got from her, she said that if she didn’t find a new job, she would stay in Thailand for another six months.

“Oh my god. You have no idea how happy I am to see you. I almost didn’t take this job because it was so last-minute, but something told me to just do it. Even if it’s temporary, it’s better than having to move.” She threw her arms around me, and I immediately returned the gesture.

I had missed her so much—this felt unbelievable, like a mirage. But when I inhaled her scent, a blend of crisp air and earthy sweetness, I knew it was real. It was a subtle change from what I remembered, but it turned out to be exactly what I didn't know I needed.

It was weird how Blair could bring me comfort so effortlessly. But when I thought back on our time together, it was always her…
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Ishivered, jolting myself awake from a tangled sleep. My thoughts surged to the forefront of my mind, and I had an epiphany—Blair was my person. Yet, I had been so consumed by self-doubt that I convinced myself I didn’t deserve her and pretended not to care. But knowing what I’d done didn’t mean I could fix it.

Fear still gripped me, and I was convinced Blair deserved better. I had messed everything up, letting my insecurities ruin something real. Then it hit me like a ton of bricks—Blair was still here. I had a chance to make it right, even if I wasn’t sure how. I was determined not to give up until I did.

Since it was still cold, I grabbed a blanket from the bed and wrapped it around myself like a cape. Maybe it would give me superpowers, and I’d suddenly know exactly what to say to win Blair over.

The electricity was still out, but sunlight filtered through the hallway. When I reached the living room, I saw the couch was empty, and the fire had gone out. Assuming she was outside gathering more wood like yesterday, I decided to get breakfast started.

Normally, I’d go all out with something savory like a quiche or something sweet like French toast with mascarpone. But with the limited amenities, cereal was the best I could do. I poured each of us a bowl, but I didn’t know if the milk would still be good since the power had been out for so long. Dry cereal wasn’t the best way to win someone over, but it was the best I could do.

Maybe I should go outside and help her gather logs, then we could warm up together. As I tossed aside the blanket and reached for my winter gear, I glanced out the window and noticed something different—the road was visible. The snow had finally stopped, and the city had cleared a path.

That realization brought a fresh wave of anxiety. If she was free to leave, then that meant there was a time limit on my apology. My stomach churned at the thought.

After getting dressed, I rushed outside to check the wood stack, and my fears were confirmed—she wasn’t there. Why had I spent so long denying what I knew deep down? Why had I pushed away the one person who always showed up for me? More pressing, though, was why she had stayed as long as she did.

I scanned the area, but the blinding sunlight reflecting off the pristine snow made it difficult to see much. I headed toward the road, hoping for a clue about where she might have gone. The snowplow must have obscured any tracks, as all I could see were the footprints in the yard, now mixed with my own.

As I ran down the road, the biting cold hit me with full force. The wind sliced across my face, and I quickly realized I wasn’t in any shape for a sprint. I had no clue when she had left, but catching up seemed impossible. Blair still had the stamina of a Division 1 athlete, while I could probably win gold in the couch potato Olympics. My lungs burned with each breath, and soon enough, I had to stop.

What was I doing? I already knew Blair was worth more, and now she seemed to realize that, too. Why was I chasing after something that seemed destined to slip away, no matter what I did? If I were truly a good person, I’d let her go without a fight. I had my chance with her and messed it up. She would make an incredible partner for someone who hadn’t put her through hell.

With my tail firmly tucked between my legs, I reluctantly retraced my steps back home. The wind was still biting and cold, so I kept my head down. But when I heard what sounded like a wolf whistle, I looked up.

The brightness made it hard to see clearly, but I could make out a glowing outline of a person. Oh my god. Was that Blair? It couldn’t be, but who else would be out here on foot in these conditions? I pushed my legs to move as fast as they could, not caring if my muscles would hate me later. When I finally reached her, I saw she was holding two steaming coffees, but I barely noticed. I knocked them into the snow, watching them melt into puddles around our feet, then threw my arms around her, nearly toppling her over.

“What the fuck, Abrams?” Her words flashed through my mind like the dreams each night.

“I’m not confused anymore.” I held her tight but wanted to be staring directly into her honeyed eyes when I said this. “Blair Sterling, I’m in love with you.”

She shook her head, and I was so confused. “No. You can’t say that. Not yet.”

She had every reason to doubt me. I’d been so wrapped up in my own problems that I failed to see what could have been if I’d just taken a chance.

“I know. We hadn’t always been close, and that was on me. You didn’t do anything to dissuade me. I talked myself out of wanting you because I didn’t think I could have you. I settled for Quinn because, with her, I knew she would never give me what I needed, and that made me feel safe.”

Blair appeared confused, and rightfully so. My words weren’t making much sense yet.

“What I mean is, I knew that I could never be all-in with her because I didn’t trust her. And if she left, I would never feel like I was missing my other half. But with you…” I looked away so I could gather myself. “I knew if I gave myself to you and you didn’t feel the same, I would never recover.”

“You’re only saying that now because of the Eros’s Talisman.” She removed my arms from around her and stepped back.

“Will you stop that? The love charm isn’t even real. I’m telling you how I feel because I have finally stopped lying to myself.” I stared, pleadingly, hoping she could hear the sincerity in my voice.

“You don’t get it.” She trudged through the snow, and I followed as best I could, but it was hard for me to keep up.

“Where are you going?” I demanded.

“I don’t know, but I need to think.” She headed toward the road, and I chased her, even though the wind was cutting through my Gore-Tex shield.

“Please stop! Let’s go inside and talk about it.” I called out, knowing I wouldn’t be able to catch her if she didn’t want me to.

“You don’t understand.” She turned toward me, and we were suddenly face to face again.

“Okay. Then explain it to me. But does it have to be out here?” My body was protesting, and I could no longer feel my feet.

With her head hung low, her eyes fixated on the slushy ground. I reached out to her, trying to coax her closer, but she was unmoving.

“It’s not going to matter anyway.” Her words made little sense to me, but I wasn’t giving up.

“Please, come inside?” I would have gotten on my knees to beg if the snow wouldn’t have buried me. I tugged a little more, and she eventually gave in and came toward me, dragging her feet.

Once we were inside, heat poured out of the vents—the electricity was back, thank sweet baby Jesus.

“Sit down. We have to communicate, Blair.” I pointed to the kitchen chair, and she did as ordered. “I’m going to make coffee, but you’re going to talk.”

“You know that I like you. You know that all I wanted was for you to see me as an option instead of an obstacle.” Her words caught me off guard, but I didn’t want to show my surprise.

I kept busy but didn’t even try to defend myself because I wanted her to continue, which she did.

“Quinn didn’t want us to get close; I get it. But it wasn’t just her—you put up walls, too.” She took off her gloves and snowsuit. “And anytime we started to progress, you would pull back. That should have been a sign, but did I care? Nope. Somewhere inside of me, I just wanted you to see me as good enough.”

My heart clenched in my chest. How did she not think she was good enough for me? That was how I had felt. And I explained that to her, but now I wasn’t sure if she had heard me.

“It’s not your fault. I have triggers from my past that make me want what I can’t have—love.”

“All right. May I please say something?” I didn’t want to cut in, but I had to. I walked over to her, resting my hands on her shoulders while I stared into her eyes. “Blair, you have done nothing wrong. I was lying to myself about my feelings for you because I was scared you wouldn’t reciprocate. I thought you belonged with someone like Laura. Not me.” I shook my head in annoyance, feeling a pang of regret for allowing my insecurities to rob me of precious time with her.

“Laura was vapid and only wanted me for status. You never cared about anything I did or accomplished. Believe me, I know. As much as I tried to impress you, the less you wanted to know, and somehow that was refreshing to me. You spent time with me because you wanted to, not for what I could do for you.” There was a hint of a smile on her face, but it was still laced with sorrow.

“You thought I didn’t see how amazing you were?” I brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Of course I did. I have eyes.” I chuckled. “But I thought you were trying to compete with me, which I didn’t understand because we both know you'd always win.”

“The only thing I wanted to win was your affection.” She ran her tongue over her lips, drawing my attention to them. “But now that I have, I know it’s not real.” She tilted her head toward the ceiling, breaking eye contact.

“What? How can you say that? I have spilled my heart out to you and been nothing but honest.” Hurt ran through my veins, turning into frustration.

Without a word, she reached into her pocket and set something on the table. Right before my eyes was Eros’s Talisman—a golden stone with deep red streaks, glowing like the light I’d seen around Blair.

What the actual fuck?
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Istared at Blair and then at the rock. My tongue was paralyzed, and no words could come out of my mouth.

“This is why none of it is true. I tricked you.” Blair’s voice was steady, but her eyes betrayed a hint of anxiety.

I heard her words, but they felt distant, almost muffled. Even if I entertained the idea of the talisman’s supernatural abilities, it didn’t seem rational to think it could control someone’s actions.

I picked up the stone, and energy flowed from it, but nothing made me feel compelled. In fact, as I rubbed the smooth gem between my fingers, a sense of calm washed over me.

“You didn’t trick me.” That much was true. “Maybe this gave me some foresight or hindsight. I don’t know. But why didn’t you just tell me how you felt?” Was I that hard to talk to?

She lifted her shoulders as if she didn’t have a good answer.

“You don’t know? Or do you not want to tell me?” I pulled out the chair next to her and sat down. Towering over her might have made the conversation more difficult. “I’m not upset. I’m just trying to understand.”

“I guess I thought I had let you know how I felt. And my wish was for you to get over Quinn. Because, to me, she was always the barrier between us.”

I smiled, thinking about how she was the selfless one. Even if it was her wish that came true, that didn’t make me fall for her.

“Well, my wish was to go back in time to my true love.” I reached toward her, placing my hands on her thighs. “And you know who was there the entire time?” I squeezed her leg, and she finally met my gaze.

“So, you think this is real?” Her voice was low and husky, stirring something deep inside of me.

“It’s more than that. It’s destiny.”

She leaned forward, placing her forehead on mine. “Rowen, I can’t go here if you’re going to wake up tomorrow and pretend it never happened.”

I leaned back so she could see my face clearly. “I never would have let anything happen if I wasn’t completely certain about this.” I studied her, hoping she was absorbing my words. “It’s always been you, even when I was too scared to admit it. My dreams have been a wake-up call. The thought of missing out on what we could have together feels so much worse than facing any of my fears.”

She tilted her head as she searched my face. Whatever she was looking for, she must have found. Because the next thing I knew, her lips brushed against mine. It was feather-soft, and for a second, I wondered if I was imagining it. But then she moved to my jaw, peppering me with kisses until she reached my ear.

I squirmed as her warm breath tickled me, and she stood up, bringing me with her. When I got to my feet, she unzipped my gear and helped me out of it before tossing it in the chair. Then she placed her hands on my hips, drawing me closer. As she dipped down to nuzzle my neck, she cupped my ass, lifting me into her arms.

I had no idea where she was taking me, but my legs instinctively wrapped around her as she headed down the hall. Once we were in the bedroom, she set me down, gripping the hem of my shirt and removing it slowly over my head. Her gaze was intense as her fingers grazed my bare skin. Goosebumps prickled my sides, but her touch ignited a fiery warmth that coursed through me. All of my sensations were heightened, and my heart was pounding in my ears.

“I’m going to ask one more time. Are you sure?” Her arms were wrapped around me, gripping my bra, and I exhaled slowly, nodding my head.

She unsnapped the clasp, then guided the straps down my shoulders until freeing my chest completely. I shivered as the cold air caressed my nipples, causing them to tighten. She took one look at my full breasts, and her hands were already cradling them, offering support. She gently kneaded each one before pinching my nipples between her fingers.

I shrieked in delight as the pain-to-pleasure ratio leveled out.

“You have no idea how much I want to taste you.” She placed her hands on the waistband of my pajama bottoms while silently asking for permission before continuing.

Once she got me naked, she would know how much I wanted her to do that, too. After reading my cues, she removed my pants, leaving me completely exposed. My body was nothing like Blair’s, but from the way her eyes devoured me, I felt like a goddess in her gaze.

There were times with Quinn when I didn’t even bother taking my clothes off, knowing she wouldn’t return the favor. But now, seeing Blair standing before me in that thermal shirt and flannel pants, I knew I would never make her feel the way I once did.

As she started to slide to the floor, with her lips making their way down my body, I noticed the light was still around her even though the stone wasn’t there. My need to be with her was urgent, but I stopped her from going further, and she appeared worried.

“Nothing’s wrong. I just want to see you, too.” I encouraged her to raise her arms so I could remove her top.

Her tall, toned body might have been intimidating if she were anyone else. But seeing Blair so vulnerable and open was one of the sexiest things I’d ever witnessed. The moment she was completely naked, I couldn’t keep my hands off her. I dug my fingernails into her butt and squeezed. I wasn’t an aggressive lover, but something about her made me feel bold, like I wanted to take charge and show her exactly how much I desired her.

She bit her lower lip, and I saw passion spark in her eyes. “You’re mine, Abrams.” She spun me around and clutched my naked body against hers.

My backside was slick with her arousal, and the sensation of her coarse hair against my skin sent shivers through me. She guided me to the bed, her hands firmly grasping my breasts, and gently positioned me on all fours. I’d never been in this position before, but the anticipation only made it that much more exciting.

When her teeth sunk into the supple part of my backside, I flinched before settling into the delicious sensation. The mix of surprise and pleasure made me shiver, and I wanted more. Never in my life had I received before giving, and I wasn’t even sure to know how to accept that. But if I tried to move, she gripped me tighter, holding me in place.

Her teeth grazed the curve of my buttocks, sending shivers down my spine. She joined me on the bed, straddling me from behind. Her center pressed warmly against the back of my thigh as she guided my hips down. Her fingers slipped between my legs, teasingly tracing my outer lips before delving into the pool of pleasure she had stirred. She dragged my juices toward my butt. I had never had anyone give me so much attention there, but it was exhilarating.

Maintaining my stance, open and receptive, I felt her tongue slowly glide between the bottom of my cheeks, savoring the arousal she had spread. I let out a gasp as I clenched in shock, but she didn’t go any higher. Then she sucked on the fleshy part before walking her fingers to my wetness and bringing it up my lips before gently grazing my clit. My legs instinctively wobbled, and it felt like steam was escaping between my thighs.

I loved how she took her time with me; her gentle caress showered me with attention. Yet I longed to face her. “Do you mind if I roll onto my back?” I hesitated, not wanting to disrupt the mood, but her response left me breathless.

She wrapped her arm around me and tenderly cradled me until I was facing. “You can have whatever you desire. Just say the word.” With a soft smile, she brought her lips to my erect nipple, exhaling a warm breath before drawing it between her teeth.

I arched my chest and gasped, the sensitivity of my breasts overwhelming. Her touch was electric, and she responded to my reaction with a renewed intensity, lavishing me with both her mouth and hands.

The sounds escaping my lips were beyond my control, but I didn’t care. I wanted to show her my appreciation. Eventually, I reached a point of oversensitivity, and it was like she read my mind because she gave my breasts a chance to recover while slowly trailing kisses down my body until she was at the apex of my legs.

Her warm breath teased my skin as she hovered over me. My desire was raging, and my patience was wearing thin. Why was she pausing?

When she looked into my eyes, her intense gaze made me feel like she’d been waiting for me her whole life. A wave of sorrow coursed through me because this was what my first time should have been. I hate I hadn’t seen it sooner, blinded by my own fear.

“Are you sure?” Her low and sultry voice pulled me from my thoughts, intensifying the ache inside me.

“Yes.” I didn't hesitate for a second—Blair had always been the one.

As her tongue caressed the delicate skin of my pubic bone, an intense wave of desire surged, making me unwillingly buck my hips.

“Settle down now.” With a teasing motion, she slowly traced her bottom lip up my fold before capturing my clit in the warmth of her mouth.

“Oh my god!” I shut my eyes, lost in a captivating dance of memories with her.

Her sideways grin, with its mischievous charm, lit up her face. Her caramel eyes, which looked more like dark chocolate when she was excited, held a depth that drew me in. And the way she made me feel like I was the only person in the world for her—this moment was the culmination of every dream I ever had.

I could feel the warmth of her finger at my opening, and the anticipation grew as I eagerly awaited her to slide inside. But she stayed on the cusp, swirling my arousal up and down my lips, causing me to shiver. She continued to nibble and suck on my sensitive nerves while working me with her fingers. But as I would get close to the edge, she would back off, bringing me back down.

My eyes popped open, and I pleaded with her. “I was almost there. What are you doing?” My breath was unstable as I trembled with a mix of frustration and longing.

“Do you trust me?” She stared at me from between my legs, and there was no one I trusted more.

“Of course.” I continued to watch her as the ache of my unfulfilled appetite lingered inside me.

She flattened her tongue, moving her head from side to side, setting every nerve ending on fire. With two fingers, she parted my lips, licking her way to my pool, where she lingered at the surface before gradually diving deeper.

When she was finally inside, I grinded my hips against her face, and she moaned in satisfaction. I had teetered on the brink of ecstasy countless times, eagerly anticipating the freefall, but Blair stopped me before I could. This time, I thought she would give me what my body was craving, but I was wrong.

I begged, “Blair, please,” and she responded by gently blowing warm air over my wetness, sending shivers down my spine.

With her ornery smirk, she kissed every part of my pussy as she brought herself higher up my body. What was she doing? Was this a game to her? But when she straddled my legs, rubbing her arousal with mine, I thought I would explode. She grinded her hips against my already sensitive clit, making the friction feel like electricity.

She groaned, and I watched her perfectly rounded breasts move back and forth as she gripped my hips for leverage. The way our bodies flowed as one was nothing I had ever experienced before. We had found our rhythm, and when she brought her fingers to my nipples and squeezed. I was no longer hovering around the precipice; I was falling, deep and fast.

I gripped her ass, urging her to maintain the frantic pace because I didn’t want this feeling to end. My clit throbbed with every wave of pleasure that crashed through me. Was this what happened when anticipation almost killed you? Were you finally rewarded with a taste of heaven?

Her gaze finally met mine, and I drew her closer as we both rode out the aftershocks of our shared ecstasy. I pressed my lips firmly against hers, knowing deep down that this was just the beginning of the best day of my life.
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Blair and I spent yesterday in bed, making up for all the time we could have spent exploring each other. We were determined not to waste a single moment on anything that didn’t bring us both pure pleasure—and we didn’t. We ended up peacefully wrapped in each other’s arms, and for the first time in days, I had a dreamless sleep.

However, when I woke up this morning, a bit of anxiety was circling my thoughts. With my head resting on Blair’s chest, I couldn’t stop my mind from racing about what we were going to do with the love charm. Mr. Stevens expected me to find it and even hinted that he would fire me if I didn’t. I hated my job but appreciated having a roof over my head and eating more.

The challenge was how we could return the charm without getting caught. The museum would be closed for the holiday in two days, so I wasn’t sure if it would help or hinder our chances of replacing the stone. I had considered turning it into Mr. Stevens and claiming I had confiscated it, but I knew he would demand a name, and I wasn’t about to throw Blair under the bus. So my dilemma was a lose-lose situation.

I sighed heavily, and Blair must have sensed the change because she wrapped her arm around me more tightly and pressed a sweet kiss to the top of my head.

“What’s wrong?” She asked without ever opening her eyes.

“How do you know something’s wrong?”

She cracked one lid and squinted at me. “The fact you didn’t deny it means I’m right. But you’re also squeezing my thighs like a stress ball.”

I realized I had my nails dug into her skin, and I quickly released my grip. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

She chuckled. “It’s okay. There are worse ways to wake up.” She rolled me off her and hovered over me, studying my face. “Tell me what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours.” She hesitantly brought her lips toward mine, but I pulled her in so she didn’t think I had changed my mind.

As I brushed my tongue along the seam of her lips, she parted them, inviting me to deepen the kiss. It was amazing how effortlessly she could melt away my worries. Her fingers wove through my hair, holding me tighter. I didn’t want this moment to end, but I knew we couldn’t just escape our problems with intimacy. Ignoring them now would only complicate things later if we didn’t come up with a plan.

I started to break the kiss, and she leaned on her elbow, staring curiously at me.

“No sex first thing in the morning? Got it.” She scooted back, and I didn’t want to leave her with that impression.

“That’s not true. I’m a sex-any-time-of-the-day kind of person, but I think we need to figure something else out before we lose another day to pleasure.”

She had this naughty half-smile, and I couldn’t look at her if I wanted to get through this conversation without pinning her to the bed and having my way with her—which apparently she liked more than I thought.

“Okay. What is more important than pleasure, though?” she questioned earnestly.

“The love stone?”

“What about it?” She sat up, and I finally turned to face her.

“We need to get it back to the museum without either of us being implicated.” That seemed obvious, but at the same time, the answer wouldn’t be an easy one.

“Just say you found it and give it to Mr. Stevens.” She shrugged like that was that.

“Have you met the man? You think he’s just going to take, ‘Here, I found this. Good day.’” I quirked a brow in her direction, and she appeared unfazed.

“Just drop it off on his desk; say you don’t know where it came from. Easy peasy.” She brushed her hands together as if wiping off crumbs of her easy-peasy imaginary pie.

“Yeah, that’s not going to work. He has cameras everywhere in that school, and besides, he all but threatened to fire me if I didn’t find it. He might think I was too incompetent to get the job done if it just showed up. He sort of has me by the bra straps.” I felt sick hearing those words out loud, but it was the truth.

Blair’s eyes flickered with a look I didn’t quite recognize. “I will not let that happen. I’ll turn it in myself then.” She was being protective, which only turned me on more, but I couldn’t let that distract me from the goal.

“Aww, babe, that’s so sweet of you, but what the fuck?” I gave her a stern glare. “You can’t turn yourself in. What do you think will happen? You get a little slap on the wrist and all ends well? I know you’re used to having things work out for you, but that’s not how this will go down.”

She tilted her head and scoffed. “What planet do you think I’m on where things just magically work out? My parents were unpredictable assholes with standards so high that even Jesus couldn’t have met them. If I didn’t conform, they made sure I was put in my place, no questions asked. And then, when I finally found the girl of my dreams, she wouldn’t give me the time of day until I asked a love god to cast a spell on her.”

I felt like the asshole. I wasn’t trying to say her life was perfect. But to me, she was. I didn’t want her to think that everything would just be forgiven or that things would miraculously fix themselves because of who she was.

“Hey, first of all, I had no idea your parents put you through that, but there’s nothing I’d change about who you are. And secondly, I want you to know I’m not under any spells. I was just stubborn and had this massive fear of rejection that kept me away. It was never about you—it was a me thing. And if I could go back in time to change it, I would.” I cuddled into her, and she immediately returned the gesture. “But if you turn that stone in and they find out you took it, you could get fired or, worse, go to jail.”

“That’s my cross to bear because there is no way in hell I’m letting you take the heat for my mistake.”

“Will you stop being so chivalrous?” I adored her passion for protecting me, but we were partners now, and this was a two-way street. “We’re in this together, and we’ll figure out a way for neither of us to get in trouble.”

She gave me a side-eye. “You scheming?”

I laughed, but she wasn’t wrong. “Well, sort of. It’s more like an unheist, if you will.” It seemed less ludicrous in my head.

“Unheist? What the hell is that? It sounds like a worse idea than just keeping it.” Her skepticism wasn’t comforting, but I wouldn’t give up on the idea if it could keep us both out of hot water.

“I just thought if we could go back to the museum and put the stone back without getting caught, then no one would have to worry about any negative consequences. The museum would be happy, Mr. Stevens would get off my back, and you wouldn’t have to do anything risky to save me.”

She seemed pensive, and I wondered if she was coming up with something to talk me out of my harebrained idea. After a moment, she sighed. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but… okay.” She let out a deep exhale, and I wasn’t sure if my anxiety was rising because she said yes or because I wasn’t prepared for her to agree.

Shit, this was happening, and now we just had to figure out how. Easy peasy.
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“Are we really doing this?” I questioned as I looked at the clock.

It was 10:30 a.m. on Christmas Eve, and the museum had a special event scheduled for noon, which worked out perfectly. With any luck, the crowd would be large enough that we could blend in and remain unnoticed.

“I mean, I thought that was why I was dressed like this.” Blair pointed to the oversized holiday sweater, which had a Rudolph with a nose that actually lit up, and two pairs of slightly too-short black leggings she had to borrow from me.

I tried not to let my mind wander, but somehow, she made that outfit look sexy, and I was ready to rip it off her and say to hell with anything else.

“Are you having second thoughts?” She must have mistaken my lust-filled daydream for concern. Granted, that was there, too, but I was more preoccupied with how much I wanted to feel her against me rather than doubts about the plan. “Hey. If you’re worried, we don’t have to do this. I already told you I’d turn myself in.”

Her words finally shook me from my reverie, and I realized we had no other choice but to go through with her scheme. There was no way I could let her do that. We didn’t know what would happen, and I wasn’t willing to risk it.

“No! I already said that wasn’t an option. We will be fine. Our plan is foolproof.” I lied, hoping to convince myself it was true.

Our bright idea was to walk into the museum, create a diversion, and then have Blair flirt with a guard to open the case so we could replace the stone—essentially the same way she originally took it. It seemed simple enough in theory. However, we hadn’t ironed out the details, and if things went tits up, we didn’t have an exit strategy. It wasn’t the smartest plan, but as my eyes locked on her, I knew there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her.

With a sigh, she drew me closer, wrapping her arm tightly around my shoulder. “We're teachers. Thinking on the spot is what we do best. We've got this.”

She always had more confidence than me, but it was apparently contagious now because I was feeling more positive about the situation.

I faced her and stood on my tiptoes. “You’re right. If we can control little minions from hell, outmaneuvering a few unsuspecting adults should be a breeze.” Then I leaned in, softly brushing my lips against hers.

She gently cradled the back of my head, pulling me closer as she intensified the kiss. My fingers instinctively sought out her bare skin, sliding under her sweater. The moment I touched her, it felt like an electric current surged between us.

I glided my hands higher, moving her bra out of my way so I could cup her breasts. She moaned into my mouth as I tweaked her nipples. We had discovered what each other liked, and the way her body responded to my touch only fueled my desire further. Each caress was a testament to our deep connection, making every moment together feel exhilarating.

When I was with Quinn, nothing was reciprocal. I was constantly chasing a high I never fully achieved. Her artfully poetic words made me mistake them for love, but they were merely lip service. Whereas Blair’s actions spoke directly to my soul, revealing something I had never truly known before. It was too early for me to use the words I was feeling, but I knew without a doubt they were real.

Before I let myself get lost in these emotions, I pulled back, knowing how easy it would be for us to start a festive frolic in the sheets and lose track of time. We had to stay focused and handle our business first. Afterward, we’d have all the time in the world to please each other. This was just the beginning of what was to come.

“Okay. So, do we need to review anything again?” I got my I-mean-business face on, and she merely smirked.

“I think our foolproof plan is ready for action.”

I could tell she was joking, but I hoped she wasn’t doubting it. “All right. Don’t make me start questioning things.” I raised an eyebrow in her direction.

“Absolutely not. This will work, and if it doesn’t, we will figure out our next steps.” Something about her calm demeanor made me believe that the impossible might be achievable.

“Okay. We probably better get going.” We didn’t have to leave this early, but that was more so I wouldn’t get cold feet.

Since the museum was hosting a caroling event, we both wore Christmas apparel to blend in. The windchill was still bitter outside, but we couldn’t don our full winter gear, or we wouldn’t be stealthy enough to make a quick escape. Once we put on our coats, scarves, and gloves, we were ready to roll.

The sun was shining, and the snowplows had cleared the roads completely. My neighbor even showed up with his four-wheeler and bladed my driveway. It was a kind gesture, though I didn’t really need it. Even though Blair’s vehicle wouldn’t be towed until after the holiday, taking my tin can on wheels wasn’t an option. We needed a much more reliable getaway car, so I ordered an Uber.

As our ride pulled up, anxiety crept in again. But once we settled into the back of the Blazer, Blair placed her hand on my thigh, and all my worries melted away. Her presence was such a calming force that I didn’t understand how I had never noticed before.

The ride was smoother than I expected, and we were at the museum before I knew it.

I took some Lamaze breaths before exiting, and Blair grabbed my hand to help me out.

“Be cool,” she whispered, and I nodded before nearly busting ass on the ice. Thankfully, she had a firm grasp and saved me from a painful and embarrassing impact on the ground. “Are you okay?”

“Yep. Just being cool,” I mocked myself, and she wrapped her arm fully around my waist.

As we entered the building, people were milling about, but it wasn’t nearly as crowded as I would have hoped.

“Hi, welcome to The Spirit of Christmas: Caroling and Community.” A man in khaki pants and a cheesy smile greeted us.

“Thanks for having us. We love this place so much. Is it okay if we look around before the event starts?” Blair was a natural with people, and the man smiled warmly but shook his head.

“No, I’m sorry. The museum itself is closed. We are just gathering here before we head out. But feel free to grab some hot chocolate.” He pointed to a table with a thermos of water and instant cocoa packets.

As he walked away, I tugged Blair’s hand, pulling her closer so I could whisper.

“What did he mean leave? I thought they were having everything here.”

She shrugged but didn’t seem overly deterred. “I dunno. I didn’t pay attention to the details. Maybe we are supposed to be the carolers?” She picked up a brochure that showed a map of locations highlighted.

“Now what?” I was in panic mode, which I knew wouldn’t help anything, but what else could I do?

Our plan had gone to hell in a handbasket in less than a minute after arrival. I knew she said we would call an audible if need be, but my mind sprinted faster than a snowball barreling down a hill. I couldn’t concentrate, and when I turned around, Blair was gone.

“Blair!” I whisper-yelled, hoping she could hear me even though I couldn’t see her. I moved about the entryway but couldn’t find her.

“May I help you?” The man who greeted us earlier came up to me, and I froze like a child caught sneaking a cookie from the Christmas jar.

Even though I hadn’t done anything wrong, I definitely had guilty written all over my face. “Nope. Just waiting for the rest of the gang.” I peeked behind him at the exhibits, trying to see if Blair had snuck over there, but it was empty.

“Why don’t you come over here and stay with the group?” He wasn’t really asking as he guided me toward the rest of the people. “We were getting ready for introductions.” He stayed right next to my side, and I could feel sweat trickling down my neck.

What would I do now? Blair was gone; I was stuck in this hell circle, and I couldn’t help her if I wanted to. This was nothing like it was supposed to be.

Maybe I could fake an emergency and run. At least then, I wouldn’t be trapped.

“Hi, I’m Pastor John Pearson, and I organized this community caroling event. I’m so pleased for all of you to be here. I have a few more people who are caught in traffic but should be here shortly. Let’s go ahead and get started, though. Please say your name, your affiliation, and what your vocal type is.” He patted my back, and I swallowed hard.

What the fuck was I supposed to do? My affiliation to a church? That was laughable, and I didn’t even know what a vocal type was—did off-key count?

Just then, I spotted the Scrooge-like curator, Dr. Huntington, from our field trip, still sporting her infamous scowl. But I couldn't focus on her for long—she had Blair in her grasp, like a grinchy villain of our holiday unheist.

I wanted to call out to her, but Blair imperceptibly shook her head.

“Excuse me. Is this one of yours?” Dr. Huntington snapped at the group, and Pastor John finally gave me some breathing room as he approached them.

I met Blair’s gaze, and she was clearly trying to communicate silently, but her eyes were sending out a flurry of untranslatable signals—like she was trying to give me a secret message in Morse code.

I tried to follow her line of sight and finally figured out what she was hinting at—the stone. It was glowing softly in the hallway. Blair must have dropped it when she got caught, which was actually a smart move. But now, how was I supposed to retrieve it?

Everyone’s attention was facing that direction. I wondered why no one was commenting on the random light. But I guess it didn’t matter. I needed to snatch it up before anyone noticed.

As I tried to figure out my next move, Blair must have decided it was time to create a diversion because, suddenly, she started screaming and pointing at something away from the gem. Other people quickly joined in the commotion, giving me the perfect opportunity to rush down the corridor and pick up the love charm. It was actually working, and I thought we might even figure out a way to get it back in the case—I celebrated too soon.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Dr. Huntington’s voice startled me, and I felt her hand clutching my shoulder.

I slowly pivoted to face her, and she motioned with her other hand in that give-it-to-me fashion. Reluctantly, I placed the talisman in her palm. The gig was up. She stared at the charm for a moment, and I naively hoped she might believe I found it and let me go. But before I could even process what was happening, I saw security barreling down the hall at full speed. I looked around, trying to see what they were going after, but it wasn’t until my hands were cuffed behind my back that I realized it was me.

Merry fucking Christmas.
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Sitting alone in the security office on Christmas Eve, handcuffed and frustrated, wasn’t on my holiday wish list. Maybe if I were in a different place and Blair was here with me—oh my god, now wasn’t the time to have a fantasy.

“Mrs. Abrams?” Dr. Huntington walked in, holding up my driver’s license. “Have we met before?” She scrutinized me closely, and I hoped Mr. Stevens hadn’t shared my name or anything that might make her recognize me.

“I don’t think so. Are you part of Pastor John’s church?” Maybe name-dropping would make her go easier on me.

“No. I work for the museum and need to ask you some questions,” she said briskly, showing no Christmas spirit. “Where did you get Eros’s Talisman?” She gestured to the stone on the table, and I figured playing dumb was my best bet.

“I saw it in the hallway, so I went to pick it up.” At least that wasn’t a lie.

“Bullshit!” She slammed her hand on the table, making me jump and nearly tip over my chair.

“What? No, it isn’t. I swear that’s the truth,” I insisted, but she narrowed her eyes and shook her head as if she wasn’t buying it.

“How could you see it from so far away? You had to have known it was there.”

“Anyone could have seen it. It was glowing,” I replied, trying to sound casual.

Her expression shifted suddenly, as though she had just seen a ghost. “That’s… not possible,” she murmured, more to herself than to me, but her reaction was puzzling.

“Look at it.” I gestured toward the gem. “It’s still lit up.”

“Now?” She held it toward the light, inspecting it closely.

“Can you really not tell?” I asked, confused. Maybe that was why no one else had mentioned the light before. Why was I the only one seeing it?

“The legend says the stone only activates if it’s granted someone’s wish. So how could it have done that if you saw it for the first time in the hallway?” Her voice held a note of incredulity.

Oh shit. I’d walked right into that one. “Glowing? I meant more like it was reflecting light, which caught my eye, and that’s why I went over there.” I tried to sound convincing, hoping to sidestep any further scrutiny.

She stared at the rock, then back at me. “I remember you!” She had that a-ha tone in her voice. “You were here the day the talisman went missing. With those kids.” She was now pointing a finger so close to my nose that I could smell what she had to eat before—something with onions.

Sweat was dripping between my breasts, and I hated being in the hot seat. I wished Blair was here. She was the charmer, while I was good at wearing a fake smile and pretending everything was all right. However, that didn’t prove useful to me now when I needed to talk my way out of this.

“I…” How was I supposed to finish that sentence?

“Stop!” Just then, Blair busted in like the Kool-Aid man, and I stared at the stone, wondering if it had heard my silent plea.

“Excuse me? What are you still doing here?” Dr. Huntington snapped at Blair, which caused me to wipe off my cheerful façade and come to her defense.

“Don’t you yell at her!” I said with much more bravado than I felt.

“Hey, baby. I got this.” Blair winked at me, and the combination of the pet name and that gesture made me nearly a puddle in my chair. Then she turned back to the doctor, and I watched like a smitten kitten. “She didn’t do anything. Please let her go. It was me.”

Oh noooo. I thought she would let Dr. Heartless have it, but instead, she was doing exactly what I had told her not to do—throw herself under the bus. I tried to stand, but with my hands cuffed behind my back, it wasn’t the easiest feat. But it must have caused enough disruption because when I looked up, they were both eyeing me suspiciously. At least I accomplished my goal of getting Blair to stop being a martyr.

“Could I get a little help?” I batted my eyelashes like a damsel in distress, which I technically was.

“Look. I don’t care which one of you stole the charm. You’re both guilty to me. I’m going to suggest you be locked up because this is a felony.” She glared at both of us, but I was done.

“Do what you have to do. It doesn’t matter where we spend the holiday as long as we’re together.” My gaze was on Blair, and she had a mischievous grin.

“Nothing is as festive as spending Christmas behind bars,” she teased before leaning down and pressing her lips softly against mine.

“That’s enough.” The doctor cut in, jealousy in her voice. “This really works?” She picked up the gem, rubbing it between her fingers. “What did you do?”

We both glanced in her direction, wondering if it was a rhetorical question, but she seemed to be awaiting a response.

“Well, we made wishes on the stone, and then I borrowed it because I thought it might only work in proximity,” Blair answered nonchalantly, and I loved how she dodged the language of stealing it.

“Huh.” Dr. Huntington appeared deep in thought while she squeezed the charm tighter in her fist.

“You know, you could keep the gem until your wish comes true. Then afterward, maybe we could help you ‘find’ it,” Blair suggested. That was why she was such a charmer—she had a knack for understanding what people needed and then speaking their language.

The doctor tilted her head, scrutinizing us with an unreadable expression. Blair's approach might have been misjudged, and I started to worry we’d be in trouble for bribery or something similar. But then, Dr. Huntington’s lips curled upward—was it the beginning of a smile or something more menacing?

As she walked toward us, my body tensed with apprehension. But when she unlocked my handcuffs, a wave of relief washed over me, and I couldn’t help but let out a deep sigh.

“I didn’t see Eros’s Talisman, but I’ll be in touch when it’s time to find it. Okay?” She nodded as if trying to make sure we understood what she wasn’t saying. Obviously, we did since Blair was the one who proposed it.

“You got it. We’re here to help.” Blair took the news with stride, while I was still dumbfounded.

“You’re just letting us go?” I blurted out before I could stop myself. How had we gone from being potential felons to being told we’d be the heroes later?

“Ro!” Blair hissed under her breath loudly, and I shrugged because it was too late to take my words back.

“Normally, I don’t put much stock in fairy tale endings,” Dr. Huntington said with a wry smile, “but now that I know this gem works, I’m hoping for my own holiday miracle.”

Wow. Did her heart just grow three sizes?

I squeezed Blair’s hand, glancing at the stone and noticing it had lost its glow. But as I turned my gaze back to her, I couldn’t help but see that she was more radiant than ever. Maybe it was never about the rock. The true magic had been in Blair all along.


25




Have you ever woken up and felt like your life was one big dream? It was Christmas Day, but nothing was how I had pictured it. As I rolled over, staring at the empty side of the bed, I wondered what was next for me. The holiday had often been a time for disappointment, but I tried not to let those thoughts cloud my head.

“Are your eyes closed?” Blair called out with enthusiasm.

Excitement surged through me, but I tried not to get my hopes up too high. We had only been dating for two days, and after spending most of yesterday detained, I wasn’t sure how she had managed to get me a present. Yet she insisted she had the perfect gift for me.

Blair was one of those people who knew me better than I knew myself, so I didn’t doubt her judgment. Still, I had never mentioned anything I wanted, so I wasn’t sure how she was so certain. Well, that wasn’t entirely true—she was always confident, and for good reason. She was perfect in all the ways that mattered, at least to me.

“Yes. Are you coming?” I couldn’t smell her delicious scent, so I knew she wasn’t in the room yet.

“Not yet, but I will be.” There was an orneriness in her voice, and I shook my head to myself.

“Aren’t you funny?” Just then, the bed moved as she put her weight on it, and I felt her lips brush against my neck. “Stop, that tickles.” I squealed, but she didn’t listen.

“It’s part of your gift.” She was now straddling me, and I knew we would be in a power struggle soon, and by that, I mean, she would dominate me, and I would let her.

“Well, who am I to not accept it graciously?” I teased as I kept my eyes closed, but she gripped my hands together and held them over my head.

“Exactly. Now, are you ready for your surprise?” Her breath was warm in my ear as she whispered low and sexy-like.

“I thought you were it.” I turned toward her, and she eagerly captured my lips, kissing me so passionately it freed me from her restraint.

She pressed her naked body hard against mine, and my hips rocked into her, wanting more friction. But she pulled back, and my eyes popped open.

“What are you doing?” I questioned, and she covered my face with her hand.

“No peeking!”

“I didn’t see anything… besides your hardened nipples, which desperately want my attention. They were standing tall and wanting praise.” I reached out, rolling them between my forefingers and thumbs.

“Hold on, missy!” She removed my hands from her chest, and I pouted. “We will have all the time in the world to do that, but I want you to open your present first.”

“Okay. But I didn’t realize we were exchanging gifts, so I didn’t get you anything.” I felt awful, but I would make it up to her in other ways.

“Will you knock it off? I don’t need anything except you. Now hold out your hands.”

I did as she asked, and she placed what felt like a phone in them. “Can I look?” I questioned curiously.

“Yes,” she confirmed, and I slowly stared down at what appeared to be my cell.

“Is this mine?” I studied it to see if something was different.

“Yes. I still don’t have one. But it’s what’s inside it that matters.” Her brown eyes sparkled, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

I unlocked the screen and saw a confirmation to a beach resort in Florida. “You booked a trip?” I couldn’t believe it. For a lot of reasons. Mostly because I’m not a big fan of the water, and I was pretty sure she knew that. But I didn’t want to let on. Blair had been so excited to give me this gift; I needed to be grateful. “This is incredible. Thank you.” I wrapped my arms around her, our chests pressed together, but my earlier mood had faded.

She pulled back slightly, tipping my chin up so I could look directly into her eyes. “I know this isn’t your dream destination, but trust me, what’s waiting for you there will be worth it.” She had a half-smile, and I hated that I hadn’t concealed my feelings better.

It was strange because I’d spent my life perfecting the art of faking emotions, but with Blair, it was like she could see right through me. Even if I wanted to hide it, I couldn’t.

“No. It’s great. Honest. I just wasn’t expecting that.” I kissed her softly, trying to reassure her.

“Well, there’s not much time. We need to get going.” Before I knew it, she was off the bed and moving.

“What? When is the trip?” Things were escalating quickly.

“Our flight leaves at two this afternoon. Did you know it’s cheaper if you book on Christmas day?” She reached out her hand to help me off the bed.

“Well, that’s good in case we lose our jobs because of the love charm.” I teased, but there was some truth to it.

My biggest fear was that Dr. Huntington’s wish wouldn’t come true, and we’d end up back in handcuffs before we could blink. But at this point, all we could do was wait.

“Don’t worry that pretty head of yours. We both know the talisman works. Once she finds her love, she’ll be so happy the stick will slide right out of her ass.” Blair pulled a bag from my closet and started packing my clothes.

“Do you need help?” I questioned, and she shook her head.

“Nope. I got it.”

I tried to see what she was throwing in there, but she didn’t stop long enough for me to examine anything. “Do I need a swimming suit?”

“Nope,” she said again, and it felt sketchy, considering we were going to the beach, but I didn’t ask. She appeared to know what she was doing.

All her stuff was already packed since we’d stopped by her place yesterday after being freed from museum jail. I hoped she’d packed for the vacation, too, because I didn’t have any clothes that fit her.

“All right, just grab your toiletries, and we’ll be good to go.” She seemed way too eager, but who was I to bring her down?

As I looked at Blair through this new lens, I realized she wasn’t at all what I’d originally thought. All the negativity and competitiveness I’d attributed to her were really just projections of my own feelings. I had a crush on her—one I hadn’t fully realized—and in trying to suppress it, I’d subconsciously turned my affection into mild annoyance.

“Okay. But before we leave, did you need to call your parents?” We hadn’t talked much about her family, but I was beginning to see that my perception of them might be just as wrong as I’d been about Blair.

All I knew was that Blair wasn’t a fan and seemed to keep her distance from them. Maybe that was why she’d spent the entire summer with me and then went abroad in college. It made sense, anyway.

“I could if I wanted to ruin my holiday cheer. But I think I’ll pass.” She shrugged, and I wondered if I’d hurt her by bringing them up.

“I’m sorry. Did I upset you?” I took her hand, and she let me comfort her.

“No, baby. I just don’t need to call them.” She squeezed my fingers, and I thought I saw a flicker of sadness in her eyes, but she continued. “Remember when school ended, and you asked me to grab a drink with you?”

I nodded, curious about where she was going with this.

“Well, I was supposed to go back to their place and spend the holiday with them, but I told them I was staying here instead.”

“You skipped family Christmas because I asked you to get a drink? Blair, why didn’t you tell me?” Now I felt even worse.

“Because it didn’t matter. I was where I wanted to be. But when you canceled, I thought I’d made a huge mistake and pissed them off for no reason. But then it all worked out in the end.” She smiled widely as if this was just another fairy tale.

“But what if you hadn’t wrecked? Would you have spent the whole break alone?”

“How about we stop playing ‘what if’ and just enjoy the fact that this is our first Christmas together, and it’s going to be epic!” She pulled a few things from her suitcase. “Let’s get dressed. And we’ll want to layer because it’ll probably be warm in Florida.”

“Are you sure you’re okay? Or are you just pushing away unpleasant emotions because you don’t want to feel them? You know what happens when you do that.”

She sighed. “I don’t enjoy time with my family. They’re rich pricks who think teaching is a job for the lower class, and being queer is just an accessory I chose because it’s trendy. I have to hide who I am around them because I don’t want to hear all their negative comments. Being with you is where I want to be, and that’s all that matters. Okay?” She grabbed my shoulders and bent down slightly so we were at eye level.

I studied her, and from what I could tell, she believed what she said. She didn’t feel like she was missing anything by not being with them today. In fact, it was probably harder to be around them this time of year because they’d focus more on their expectations for the new year.

“Okay. I’ll drop it, but if you ever want to talk about them or anything, you know I’m here to listen.”

She kissed my forehead. “I know.” Then she put on a short-sleeved polo with a V-neck sweater over it. She brushed her hair to the side, tucking it behind her ear before slipping on a pair of tight jeans.

I blushed at how in awe I was of her. “You’re stunning.”

“Thank you. But if you don’t get dressed, I’m going to make you my Christmas meal.” She waggled her eyebrows.

Part of me wanted to let her, but I knew we’d already done that once this morning, and I didn’t want to ruin her plans. We had a tendency to lose track of time when we were together. I followed her lead, dressing in a fitted burnout T-shirt with a warm hoodie over it.

Now that we were packed, I called my parents and left messages for both of them since they didn’t answer. Then we waited for the car to arrive. Once the driver showed up, we climbed into the back of the SUV and set off on our first holiday vacation. This was what dreams were made of.
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After a five-plus hour flight, we arrived in Miami, Florida, during a heat wave. With temperatures going from 10 degrees to nearly 70, I was glad we could shed some clothing. It was after six, and we were on our way to the resort for dinner.

“I can’t believe how nice it is here. You were right. This was so much better than I expected.” I pulled Blair’s hand into my lap, and she rubbed my thigh.

“It gets better.”

Once the shuttle dropped us off, we stepped out and were mere feet from the beach, and the wind wafted a cool breeze that smelled like the ocean. I’d never seen anything so gorgeous. The sun had already set, but there were still traces of light pink in the sky.

I turned to Blair, locking eyes with her and reaching up to press my lips against hers. This was the most romantic place I’d ever seen, and I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else with anyone else.

“Ho Ho Ho, welcome to The Shores, where the sun is always shining, but the holiday magic never melts.”

As I peeled myself away from Blair, it felt like I’d been sucker punched—that voice, I would recognize it anywhere. Blair and I both turned at the same time, coming face-to-face with Quinn Hurley.

She was dressed like Santa at the beach, with a short red suit and a Christmas hat. I couldn’t figure out what she was doing here. Was she staying at this resort? Was she goofing around because she knew it was me? But as I studied her, I was pretty sure the latter hadn’t even registered.

I peeked at Blair, but she didn’t appear shocked at all. Did she know?

“Umm, hi.” I felt completely tongue-tied, unable to think of anything else at that moment.

“Good evening. May I take your bags?” She stared at me, and for a second I thought recognition had sunk in, but she didn’t say anything else.

“That’s okay. I think I can manage.” I glanced at Blair, who was holding out her suitcase for Quinn to take.

“What are you doing?” I mumbled, and her only response was an ornery smirk.

“I’m Quinn, your VIP host. I’m here to make all of your dreams come true,” she said as she curtsied.

“You know what, Quinn? You already have.” Blair’s grin widened into a full-on smile that stretched across her face.

“Here we are,” she announced. “You have a king-sized bed with thousand-thread count Egyptian cotton sheets. There’s an outdoor patio with Bluetooth speakers, and the bathroom is fully equipped with a soaking tub, a heated toilet seat, and heated floors. We also offer a personalized bath menu. May I suggest the lavender bath salts for relaxation and improved sleep?” She swept her hand out in front of her, as if she were unveiling a prize on The Price Is Right.

“So, Quinn?” Blair acted like she needed confirmation, and Quinn nodded like a bobblehead. “What all do you do here?”

“I’m your personal attendant. I can give you activity recommendations, book any reservations you need, and show you around the facility. You name it, I can do it.” She winked—a gesture that used to make me swoon but now made me cringe.

“That’s amazing. And how long have you been doing this?” Blair was really digging at her, but I had to admit, I was curious, too.

“I’ve been here a little over seven years. This is truly my passion.” Her smile was frozen on her face, and it was obviously fake.

“Well, isn’t that peachy? We’ll let you know if we need anything else. Good day.” Blair shooed her out.

As soon as she shut the door, I turned to Blair, speechless.

“Before you say anything,” she held up her hand, though she had no reason to worry about me interrupting. “I needed to make sure you knew if you were truly over her, and I thought the only way for you to know that was to see her again.”

I understood her reasoning, but everything about this moment was surreal.

“I know I should have told you, she continued, “but my hope was that if you saw her without your blinders, you’d realize she wasn’t the person you thought she was. She didn’t change the world. But if I called her back, she’d probably change our sheets.” She winced. “Sorry. That was rude.”

I rubbed my face with both hands, trying to process my feelings. “Wow,” was all I could manage.

“Are you mad?” She stared at me nervously, but I couldn’t be upset with her. She needed answers, and so did I.

Not the same answers, though. I knew I was over Quinn long before she became my personal hotel attendant. But if this was what Blair needed to not be scared to move forward with me, then I was glad she did it.

“No. I’m not mad at you. I’m anything but.” The truth was, I knew I was in love with her, but I couldn’t let those words slip out. Instead, I pulled her close, hoping to show her.

We were so close that I could see the freckles in her eyes and the intensity of her gaze. The back of her hand brushed against my cheek, sending my heartbeat into overdrive. The room felt like a sauna, heat swirling around us, and her breath mingled with mine as I reached up. The moment our lips met, everything else faded away. My fingers tangled in her hair as I pulled her closer, deepening the kiss.

Her hands moved to my hips, cupping my ass as she effortlessly lifted me into her arms. She turned, pressing my back against the door, and a moan escaped her lips. My hands continued roaming through her messy locks while our tongues danced in a battle for dominance.

Everything about her drew me in—the taste of her lips, the sounds she made, the hunger in her kiss that mirrored my own. I had never been so consumed, so alive, and I couldn’t fathom how I had lived without this.

She broke the kiss, gasping for breath, and I rested my forehead against hers, dizzy with lust, but it was also so much more.

“I love you.” The words were out of my mouth before I knew I had spoken them out loud.

I stared into her hazelnut eyes, and I worried I had ruined this perfect moment, but she pressed her body harder against mine, her thigh brushing my center, igniting a fire within me.

“About damn time you said it.” She growled into my neck before nibbling on my earlobe. “This is the best Christmas of my life.” She closed her eyes and let out a deep exhale. “I love you, too,” she said before trailing kisses along my exposed skin, her lips making silent promises of what was to come.

Blair and I were finally looking at the world through the same filter, and I didn’t think we would have any more miscommunications. If we couldn’t find the words to express ourselves, our bodies always knew how to talk to each other. I didn’t care if it took some love charm to make me realize my feelings. The only thing that mattered to me was this love, which was the best present of all.


EPILOGUE


“Ican’t believe we have to come back here.” Blair handed me a coffee, just the way I liked it, as my kids tore through the museum like reindeer on crack.

“Well, we are sort of heroes…” Even though they probably wished we would never bring my class here again.

After Dr. Huntington’s wish came true, she kept her word and told everyone we saved the day by finding the talisman. They even put our pictures in the town paper, and the school was honored with a lifetime membership at the museum. So, here we were again, on yet another field trip.

“So, are you glad you didn’t quit?” Blair quirked a brow at me. My answer might have been different if it hadn’t been for her for many reasons.

Not only did I get to see the love of my life both at home and at work, but she also reminded me how good I was at teaching. Sure, there were the occasional fire-starting troublemakers to manage, but nothing else mattered when I finally reached them and made a difference. I was born to teach, and Blair reignited the passion I thought I’d lost.

“I definitely am.” I winked. “Especially because I get more time with you.” That was corny but true.

“How about I make you extra glad tonight?” she teased, discreetly pinching my ass, but I smacked her hand away.

“Don’t you dare get us in trouble.” I pointed a finger at her, and she just laughed.

“Quiet in the back!” Dr. Huntington snapped, and I shot Blair my “I told you so” look.

“You’d think she would be nicer now that she was booed up,” Blair whispered, but I kept my mouth shut out of self-preservation.

“Will you two knock it off? I need to hear Macy clearly,” Mr. Stevens said, giving Dr. Huntington a finger wave that made me want to gag.

Those two deserved each other, but love hadn’t softened them one bit. Mr. Stevens was still riding me, though the threats of being fired had stopped. Macy had really played up our roles in returning Eros’s Talisman safely. But no one needed to know that we were also responsible for stealing it in the first place. Technically, that was just Blair, but we were a “we” now, so I’d fall on the sword, too.

As the tour continued, I couldn’t help but notice that the exhibit for the love charm was no longer out in the open. The rock was locked up in a metal case, more like a prisoner than a relic. Even though I believed the stone helped people find love, I knew that it wasn’t responsible for it.

I glanced at Blair, who I only grew more attracted to by the day. It wasn’t just her looks—it was her entire soul. She still had a light around her like a halo, and every day I was with her, I was a better version of myself.

The world could use more love in it, but it wasn’t up to Eros. He could nudge people in the right direction, but he didn’t create connections. He didn’t make people fall in love. Love didn’t rely on wishes—it was about being fearless.
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PROLOGUE - SABRINA


So many people struggled to find love, which was why I was a matchmaker. Helping someone find their person was one of those gifts that kept on giving. Even though I never had to suffer that plight because, when I met Kris, she was it. We had a fairytale romance… if there was a story about two queer women who connected while gaming.

After spending months with each other online, I knew she and I would be friends for life. But what I didn’t realize was that two short years later, we would go from friends to lovers. And tomorrow, on Christmas morning, we would become soon-to-be wives. At least we would be if she said yes.

We never did presents for any special occasion, but this holiday would be one to remember. I wasn’t just giving her a ring. I was giving her my whole heart, hoping she would handle it with care.

As I stared at Kris, I knew she had everything I ever wanted: intelligence, a wonderful sense of humor, and the right amount of sass. Not to mention the most beautiful eyes that could rival the bluest ocean. There wasn’t anything I would have changed about her, and I felt like the universe knew we were one of those couples who were in it for the long haul.

I was ready to do life with my best friend, and I couldn’t have been happier if I tried.


1


SABRINA


Isat at the bar, swirling my empty glass while listening to Mariah Carey whining about what she wanted for Christmas. At one point, the holidays were my favorite time of the year, but that was before my world turned into a sad Lifetime Movie.

I blankly stared at the fake, tinsel-covered tree in the corner, remembering a life I used to have but wishing I could forget it.

“What can I get you?” Seth asked, knowing full well what I wanted.

I gave him a pointed stare, and his heavy sigh let me know my wallowing annoyed him. “What? Give me a Frozen Painkiller and keep your opinions to yourself.”

“So, I’m supposed to enable your pity party? I thought you’d moved on from that. It’s been almost a year.” He was a man and didn’t understand that getting over the person you envisioned a life with didn’t have a time limit.

It wasn’t like I could just fuck away the memories the way he could. No, in all actuality, the idea of being intimate with someone else only made me realize all I was missing without Kris. She was the first person I thought truly understood me. Everything with her was so easy and natural, but maybe that was the problem. I would never know because she left while I was sleeping, dreaming about our future. She didn’t even have the graciousness to leave a goodbye note.

I couldn't handle my excitement when I woke up on Christmas morning last year. She and I didn’t live together, but I was ready to offer her a lifetime of memories. I called her first thing, only to find out the number was no longer in service. There had to have been a mistake, so I redialed, but the same result. My next option would have been to check Facebook or Instagram, but she wasn’t on social media.

I didn’t want to panic. Maybe she forgot to pay her phone bill. Maybe she would contact me to wish me a Merry Christmas. But as the time passed, I realized she was gone.

I should have been angry with her, but my mind only focused on what I could have done to make her stay. Even though I didn’t know what caused her to leave in the first place, I had to assume it was my fault. I hated myself a little more each day because I had driven away my only chance at happiness. That was why it had been ten and a half months, and I was still questioning how I had ended up here… alone.

“You can’t rush healing. Don’t you get it?” I rolled my eyes as I grabbed the drink from him.

“Do you think sitting in the bar at…” he checked his watch, “2:21 in the afternoon constitutes healing?” He cocked a thick judgmental brow at me, and at that moment, I wondered why I was even friends with him.

“We all process our feelings differently. Why don’t you go find someone else to give your unsolicited advice to?” I offered a fake smile, and he took the not-so-subtle hint and walked away.

As I sipped my liquid remedy, the stool beside me scraped across the sticky floor.

“Hi.”

I turned toward the velvety voice and saw this woman studying me.

She smiled shyly, but I could tell it wasn’t genuine. “I’m sorry to stare, but are you Sabrina Love?”

I wanted to scream at my stage name because love would never live inside of me again. Maybe I should change it to Loveless. But ever since my appearance on the Jordy Jacobs Show, my matchmaking was booming, and I became a household name in the queer community. I had regular guest spots on various programs, and many people knew my face, but thankfully not my story, or I might have to quit the business.

Not that I didn’t want to be successful and help others find their happy endings. It was more that I felt like a fraud. How could I be so certain about who belonged together when I had no clue how to keep a partner?

I ran every test in the book when it came to relationships, and I had a 95% success rate for long-term couples because I knew what was important. When I matched people, it was based on a plethora of categories, and I didn’t take that job lightly. However, when it came to my life, none of those tests could have predicted my outcome.

I was confident that Kris and I would have tested off the charts for compatibility. But there must have been something missing that made her ghost me. The hurt was sometimes unbearable, but the uncertainty of why she left was worse. Living in what-ifs and whys was the quickest way to feel regretful and anxious. However, the only way I knew how to fix it would be to figure out where it all went wrong.

When I heard that silky-smooth tone again, it pulled me back to reality.

“I didn’t mean to fangirl. But I’ve seen what you can do, and… maybe you could help me?” She bashfully shrugged and batted her eyelashes as if it would earn her favors.

“You can complete the test online, and I’ll add you to the system.”

“Of course. I just heard you were doing the Magical Holiday Match-A-Thon, and I thought you might need contestants.” Her eyes danced, and my stomach turned.

So many people wanted to be on television that they thought they could bypass the rigorous intake process and have me hand-select them. But they didn’t know I only looked at their written information, never their pictures.

Sure, I would find out what physical characteristics were important, but I used the self-described data instead of letting a visual sway me. Not that I was easily influenced, but I wanted to remain as non-biased as possible.

“If you submit your information, we’ll see if you get matched with someone for the show.” I knew that was a slim chance because she didn’t seem genuine, but there was no reason to tell her that.

My job was to help people find their person, but I only wanted to do that if their intentions were pure. If someone was out for fame, then they weren’t ready for what a relationship would entail.

“Fingers crossed.” She winked, then stood up and turned on her red-bottomed high heels, exiting without even ordering anything.

“Was that another groupie?” Seth reappeared, chuckling.

“Another sucker.” I scoffed and slurped the last of my drink, giving myself a cold headache.

“I’d keep your voice down. What do you think that skepticism would do for business?” he tsked, and I fought the urge to argue.

Even if my heart was torn to shreds and I would rather hibernate in bed than be around people, I constantly had to wear a smile and pretend my life was picture-perfect. What kind of matchmaker would I be if I didn’t embrace happy endings?

“Fine. Give me another.” I tapped my empty glass against the bar, and he yanked it from my hand.

“Nice try. You have to meet with the execs tomorrow for the holiday special. The last thing I’m going to do is let you go in with a hangover. I’m not your best friend for nothing.”

I’d met Seth right after Kris left, and he had seen me at my worst. But he stuck around and has become one of the most important people in my life. He had my back and helped pick me up when I wasn’t sure I could go on. If it hadn’t been for him, I probably would have lost my dignity along with my job.

He saved me from a horrible mistake that would have sent me into a further spiral. After a night of too many shots, I started a live feed singing “Love Stinks.” Lucky for me, Seth grabbed my phone and took over before anyone saw what I was doing. Then he carried me to the back room so I could sleep off my drunken episode.

“At least you’re the sensible one.” I drank the water he had set in front of me.

“I suppose that’s all about perspective.” He let out a deep, throaty laugh, and I couldn’t help but join in.

I would never be who I used to be, but every once in a while, I saw glimpses from the past, which gave me hope that I could be that blissful person once again. I wouldn’t hold my breath, but who knew what would happen? Maybe I could luck into a holiday miracle myself.

The cynic in me scoffed, but my deep-down romantic side still held out hope.
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