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For everyone who has ever felt unsure.
Take all the time you need.
It’s never too late.
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One



“Somebody hug me,” a voice squealed.
Tilly saw a blur of short, dark red hair as someone gripped her, arms vise tight, and bounced up and down until Tilly thought she might throw up. She eyed Snap over the shoulder of the person holding her, their face was amused and bewildered as they watched this random stranger half-throw Tilly around like a rag doll.
Tilly would have words for them later.
She stumbled slightly as the person finally stopped moving and stepped back. It took an additional moment for her brain to stop spinning in her skull like the disturbed flakes in a snowglobe. Then, she was actually glad of the hands still holding her arms. Had the stranger fully let go, she feared she’d have fallen down.
“Hello,” said the same voice that had screeched about being hugged the minute Tilly and Snap had stepped foot in Tapenade, the local cafe that served an adventurous mix of Greek fusion cuisine that didn’t always go right and to-die-for smoothies that always did.
Tilly stared at hazel eyes and freckled skin and that gorgeous, dark red hair and momentarily forgot how to speak.
“Sorry,” the random hugger said, her exuberant smile faltering. “I guess I really should have asked and not just demanded. I was too excited. I’m really sorry.”
Snap cleared their throat, sending Tilly a look that told her to get out of her reverie and say something.
She shook her head, feeling more foolish than when the woman had been throwing her around. “No, sorry. It’s completely fine. I was just… caught off guard. I’m so glad you were so excited.”
Freckles relaxed, that full, wide smile taking over her face again, mesmerizing Tilly. “Thanks. I just applied for a job at my favorite animation studio. It’s in LA and I’ve been waiting for this for years. I can’t believe it’s finally happening. I mean, they’ve probably got loads of applications, so maybe I won’t get it, but still, at least I’ll have tried and I’m also pretty proud of myself that I finally have enough experience to apply. I’m an illustrator and that’s still really amazing and totally fine to keep doing if I don’t get the job, but it would be the coolest thing ever to finally get to move to LA and be an animator. Plus, all that sun. Can you imagine?”
By the time she stopped speaking to take a breath, Tilly felt like she was spinning. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d learned this much about someone in less than five minutes. Beside her, Snap looked similarly lost but a lot more amused, a small smirk on their face as they looked from Freckles to Tilly and back again.
“I’m Frankie Holt,” Freckles said, holding out a hand in a fairly redundant greeting.
Still, Tilly’s arm reached out slowly and automatically to accept the handshake. “Tilly Fenchurch.”
“Snap,” they said when Frankie turned to them, still holding Tilly’s hand and offering her other one to them.
“Snap?” Frankie repeated, tilting her head. “Cool name.”
They beamed. “Thanks. It’s short for Snapdragon. Snapdragon Sycamore. Chose it myself.”
“Ooh, like a fantasy character. You have great taste.”
“I like to think so,” they said, pulling their hand back and flourishing a bow.
Frankie laughed, watching them, and Tilly wondered whether the two were flirting. She’d never been great at telling, but she knew there tended to be giggling involved. She thought. She was pretty sure.
As the two jumped into conversation about LA and the weather and why that was preferable to their tiny Vermont town of Coalfield, Tilly glanced down at Frankie’s outfit—a short-sleeved summer shirt and light blue jeans. Everything about Frankie seemed more suited to LA than New England. Tilly felt like she belonged on a Greek island—more a match for the blue and white decor of Tapenade than the overcast day out the window.
“And how about you?” Frankie asked, turning back to Tilly. “What’s your favorite type of climate?”
“Oh.” Tilly felt herself blushing, inwardly cursing her pale skin. “I haven’t really been anywhere to know.”
It was true. Her moms were homebodies and they’d seldom left the state even for vacations. A couple of times, when she was a kid, they’d gone camping in New Hampshire or Maine, but, basically, Tilly was Vermont born and bred. She’d gone to Burlington for college but happily returned home to help run her moms’ business once she’d graduated.
“Well, that’s okay,” Frankie said, grinning sincerely. “You’re still young. Loads of time to see the world. I’ve just been excited about LA since I visited when I was fifteen. I need almost constant sunlight to be happy.”
Tilly laughed along when Frankie and Snap did, but she felt like an outsider to their joke. The idea that something was wrong with her bounced around her head, not for the first time.
For as long as she’d known them, Snap’s family had been on a mission to see every state in the US. Even now Snap and their siblings were grown, the family still got together to visit a new state each year. They’d spent hours telling Tilly about the places they’d seen, the things they’d done. And Tilly stayed here. She balanced the books for the family woodworking business, managed the website and orders, and watched her moms carve incredible furniture for people she’d never meet all over the country.
“She might not have gone very far,” Snap said, looking up at the menu as if they didn’t know what they were ordering, “but she’s done some super cool stuff. Her moms are real outdoorsy, so they get pretty adventurous.”
Frankie’s head whipped back to Tilly. “Your moms? Like lesbians? That’s so cool. I’m a lesbian too.”
Tilly smiled awkwardly. “Well, one of them is pan, but yeah, two moms. They’re really great.”
“Are you queer too?”
Before Tilly could even think of a response, Snap snorted. “Nah. She was the token straight girl in our friend group at school.”
“Ah.” Something seemed to die slightly in Frankie’s eyes and, while she recovered it quickly, Tilly hated that it happened at all. Especially since she wasn’t even sure that was correct. But that wasn’t something she could get into with a stranger and Snap. Their friendship might have survived the last ten years, but they were so sure Tilly was straight, and they were so very queer, and she was scared of what it might mean to say she wasn’t sure. They’d always been so sure and so clear. She was a little bit unsure, but it didn’t feel like enough to matter.
She shook her head and forced a neutrally happy expression onto her face.
“Strawberry peach?” Snap asked, signaling the menu with their head.
Tilly nodded, somewhat mechanically. “And honey ricotta toast, please.”
“I’ll get it,” Frankie said quickly, stepping through the two of them and towards the counter. “My apology for throwing myself at you without checking first,” she added, turning to flash Tilly a grin.
“You really don’t need to—” Tilly started, reaching after Frankie, but it was too late. Frankie was already ordering.
Snap laughed at the look on Tilly’s face. “Look at you getting lunch from a pretty woman.”
Tilly choked on nothing. “What? No. It’s not like that.”
“Like what, dear?” Their innocent expression was entirely put on and Tilly had no idea how to reply. “I’m going to go order. You should sit down.”
Tilly turned, blinking. Was she supposed to sit at Frankie’s table? It would be weird to sit at a different table when Frankie was off getting her food right now, but it would also be rude to sit down without being invited. Or was Frankie ordering her food also an invitation? Tilly had no idea.
“Sitting down?” Frankie said, reappearing beside Tilly and stifling a giggle at the way Tilly startled. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Your food will be right over, so might as well get comfy.”
Tilly nodded, following Frankie into her side of the booth, leaving the other side for Snap. And it was only then that she noticed the glass on Frankie’s table, right beside her rose gold laptop. “Strawberry peach?”
Frankie grinned. “You know it. It’s the very best flavor here and that’s saying something.”
“Yeah. It’s my favorite too.”
“You come here often?”
Tilly nodded. “All the time.”
“Huh. Weird we’ve never run into each other before. Though, to be fair, I usually avoid rush hours since I make my own schedule and like having a seat.”
“That’s cool. I guess I could do that, but I usually just join Snap for their lunch break.”
“Oh, yeah? What do you do?”
“Well, they work at the queer bookshop in town.”
“That’s right. I knew I recognized them from somewhere.” Frankie looked delighted to have finally placed them. “And you? What do you do?”
“Uh. I work for the family business.” Tilly realized as it was happening that she was terrible at talking about what she did. Most people she spoke to, she’d known for years, they already knew what she did.
Frankie twisted more in her seat to look at Tilly, leaning an elbow on the table and watching her eagerly. “Cool. What’s the business?”
Tilly’s fingers played with the zip on her raincoat. “My moms are woodworkers. They make custom furniture. I manage the books and the website and stuff.”
A grin lit up Frankie’s face. The way the sun seemed to radiate from within her was incredibly distracting. Tilly wondered whether that was the reason she could dress so lightly—the sun was literally inside her body.
“That’s really cool. Can you carve and stuff too, then?”
“Uhh…”
“Yes, she can,” Snap said, sliding into the other side of the booth and shooting Tilly a pointed look. “She’s great at it.”
Frankie looked thrilled, but Tilly felt her eyes go wide as she shook her head. “No, no, no. I know a couple of things from my moms, but I never work on commissions or orders. I’m nowhere near that good.”
“She totally is, she just doesn’t know how good she is.”
“You know,” Frankie told her, her expression softening, “it’s okay to acknowledge your own strengths. And that’s a really cool one.”
“I know,” Tilly said, despite the fact that she absolutely did not know that. “I’m just really not that great. I promise. Nothing compared to my moms.”
Frankie hummed, eyes narrowing in a way that said she did not believe Tilly. “Well, I might have a new place I need to furnish soon. What’s the website?”
“Oh, no. You don’t need to do that—”
“It’s Fenchurch Furniture,” Snap said, grinning at Tilly.
Frankie gasped and pulled her laptop towards her. “Ah, here it is. Nice website.”
Tilly felt like she was going to melt through the seat with the way Frankie looked at her. Clearly, it had been too long since she’d spent time around new people. She wasn’t used to it and felt ridiculous.
“Oh my god,” Frankie laughed. “‘Woodn’t you love to see our tables?’ That’s hilarious.”
Snap laughed too hard for a joke they’d heard and seen a million times, while Tilly just looked at the table and hoped her lunch would arrive soon. She desperately needed something to do other than being the center of attention.
“Isn’t she the funniest?” Snap said to Frankie. “I love that joke.”
Tilly’s brow furrowed. They’d laughed when she’d told them about putting that on the website, but she hadn’t realized they had such strong feelings about it.
Frankie reached her hand to where Snap’s rested near her on the table. “The most hilarious.”
And Tilly realized she did have something else to do. She could be the spark to ignite something between Snap and Frankie and, while she was happy for her friend, that didn’t feel less awkward than being the center of attention. She hated being the third wheel. Now, she wanted her food to show up quickly so she could get out of there. If Frankie hadn’t ordered for her, she might have run out the door then and there. She doubted either of them would miss her. 




Two



Frankie slipped her phone out of her pocket, hit the button on the side to turn the screen on, and, seeing no new notifications, put it back in her coat.
“It’s only been two days,” June said, fondly exasperated. “You have to give them time to read your application. Besides, I doubt they’re replying on the weekend.”
“I know,” Frankie replied with a massive grin. “But you never know. Maybe they’re desperate for someone just like me. Plus, you know more than most that too many people work outside their official working hours.”
June sent a dark look at Frankie’s smug expression but didn’t say anything. The pair of them simply continued down Main Street on their way to Marina’s Pizza. Frankie had spent most of the day sketching in the living room and talking loudly about how she was desperate for pizza, partly because she was desperate for pizza, and partly because she was trying to distract June from spending her whole Saturday working.
“We should call into Tapenade,” Frankie announced apropos of nothing.
June stopped walking, her eyes tracing the string lights that zigzagged over Main Street. “Let me get this straight, you spent all day distracting me from staff schedules and store planning to talk about pizza, and, now we’re on our way to get pizza, you suddenly want Tapenade?”
“No.” Frankie smiled and gestured for June to keep moving.
She shook her head. “No? Frankie, so help me God, explain before I turn around and go home.”
Frankie laughed. “I don’t want Tapenade. I want pizza. I just want to stop by Tapenade.”
June’s brow furrowed as she examined Frankie before she deflated entirely, her shoulders slouching and her head rolling down to look at the floor. “Carpentry girl.”
“Blacksmith boy,” Frankie replied sweetly.
“For fuck’s sake, Frankie.”
“Yes, June?” She looped an arm through June’s and began towing her forwards toward both Tapenade and Marina’s.
“She’s not going to be there, you know?”
“How could you possibly know that?”
“The same way I know Neptune hasn’t gone through all of their applications yet and how they won’t be sending you an invitation to interview today.”
“Oh, you think it’ll just be an automatic acceptance? Love that energy for me.”
June huffed. “You’re insufferable.”
“I know, but you love me.”
She hummed but didn’t argue. It would have been pointless either way. Despite their very different energies, the two had been friends basically since they’d moved in together years ago and they both knew they were never getting rid of each other at this point. Nor would they want to, not really, no matter what June said when she thought Frankie was being insufferably upbeat.
The pair made it to Tapenade and Frankie pressed her face up against the front window.
Despite the cool weather outside, the inside looked bright and welcoming and sunny, exactly the way it always did. Alexis was chatting away jovially at the counter to a couple of customers, just as he always did, while Paris was attending to a couple in the corner of the restaurant. Her bright blue apron was the only thing signaling that she was staff and not just another customer.
The only thing missing was Tilly.
“She’s not here, huh?” June said after a moment.
“She’s not. Just as you said.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay. I’ll catch her next time.”
June took Frankie’s arm this time and began pulling her down the street towards Marina’s again. “You know,” she said after a moment, “it would be easier to just show up at their workshop. You’d definitely be able to run into her there.”
Frankie rolled her eyes. “June, we’ve been through this. If I show up there it looks too stalkery. It’s one thing to know the company and order stuff online, but if I keep showing up and loitering, it’s going to get weird. Plus, I’d go broke before I even got to LA. Their furniture costs exactly as much as it should for such gorgeous pieces, but I’d keep buying things because I’m weak and so it looked like I had a reason to be there. Plus, she works the books and the website and stuff, she’s probably not out front in the workshop, and what am I going to do, ask her moms for her? Explain that I’m some woman she met in Tapenade and I’ve shown up at her place of business just so she’ll speak to me again? Absolutely not.”
“That’s a lot of words for ‘I’m a secret stalker’,” June smirked.
They paused outside Marina’s, Frankie scowling at her. June Liu was a pain in her backside. “I’ll pay for your pizza if you never call me a secret stalker again.”
June laughed. “Deal, but you know I’ll be thinking it.”
No matter what June thought, Frankie knew she wasn’t actually a stalker. She’d enjoyed hanging out with Tilly, that was all. There was nothing wrong with making friends and wanting to continue being friends with people, right? It was nothing more than that. Tilly wasn’t even queer. A fact that had only slightly thrown Frankie off. Up until Snap had laughed at the idea, Frankie had been sure she’d been getting queer vibes from Tilly, but Snap was super queer and certain, and Tilly hadn’t argued.
Maybe Frankie had been hoping just a little bit too much that Tilly was gay. All brown hair and brown eyes and sweet smiles, she was absolutely Frankie’s type. So, yes, she’d been a little disappointed to hear Tilly was straight, but she wasn’t about to push boundaries. She really did just want to be friends, if Tilly was amenable.
Snap, too. They’d both been great to hang out with, but she wasn’t going to show up at their workplace either. Better to just run into them naturally at a place they all frequented. Or pretty naturally. Naturally with a hint of effort.
Frankie dropped into a seat opposite June, taking her coat off as she breathed in the scent of sourdough pizza crust, rich tomato sauce, and melting cheese. She was pretty sure paradise was a never-ending pizza.
June pulled a laminated menu toward herself, browsing the options, but Frankie didn’t need to do that. She’d been fantasizing about the classic cheese pizza all day, possibly even all night too. Having woken up with such an intense pizza craving, she was certain she must have dreamt it, and wasn’t that the perfect night? She could spend every night swimming in classic cheese pizza, basking in the melty, gooey, delicious cheese and tomato goodness.
A waiter—a kid no older than seventeen, Frankie would bet—showed up beside their table with a slight hop. “Can I get you started with some drinks?”
Frankie grinned widely. She loved his energy. “Lemon and lime San Pellegrino, please.”
“Coke, thanks,” June said, looking up from the menu and sliding it back into its holder at the back of the table.
“Excellent choices,” the waiter said. Frankie loved people who loved life. “Would you like some more time to decide or are you ready to order?”
Frankie looked at June who nodded and told him, “We’re ready.”
“Fantastic,” he replied, like it was the best news he’d heard in his whole life. Frankie began to wonder how many free pizzas he got for working here. It must be a lot for how happy he was. Maybe she should get a job here.
“I’ll have the Hawaiian and she’ll have the classic cheese,” June told him, not looking nearly as enamored with his zest for life as Frankie was, but still smiling.
When he left them—bouncing off to the kitchen with their order—Frankie grinned at June. “I’m so glad you remembered my order.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’ve listened to you describe it in excruciating detail all day, and it’s not exactly a hard one.”
“Ah, you say that, but maybe it’s just because you’re really smart.”
June rolled her eyes.
They made it until the food came out before June managed to steer the topic back to Tilly, who, despite June’s protestations, Frankie knew she was curious about.
“What’s the plan with carpentry girl, then?” June said around a bite of pizza, interrupting Frankie’s enjoyment of her first slice. She opened her eyes and frowned at June.
“There is no plan. Why would there be a plan?”
June laughed. “Because, despite your whole happy-go-lucky energy, you love a plan. Even women don’t throw you off so much that you wouldn’t have a plan.”
“Firstly, Tilly’s straight, so she’s not women like you’re implying. Secondly, there is no plan.”
While finishing the rest of her slice, June watched Frankie in a way that made her almost uncomfortable. Her studying eyes and slightly puckered brow made Frankie want to squirm and escape, but she knew that would look guilty so she held her own and concentrated on enjoying her own pizza. She’d waited all day for it, she wasn’t letting June’s unfounded accusations ruin it.
Eventually, June sighed, wiped her fingers on her napkin, and leveled Frankie with a firm stare. “You’ve wanted to go to LA forever,” she said, confusing Frankie. That was a well-established fact at this point. It was not up for discussion.
“Yes, and?”
“And what’s your plan in falling for a girl right before the opportunity comes your way? You going to do long distance? You going to give up everything you’ve worked so hard for? You going to have your fun for a while and then leave her stranded and heartbroken? Or are you planning to U-Haul so hard you’ll want her to move with you?”
Frankie felt her mouth pop open slightly in surprise and worked hard to recover. “I’m not planning to do any of those. Tilly’s not gay and I’m not falling for her. Yes, she’s totally my type and, if she were queer, I’d be first in line to see if she might be interested in me, but I’m not about living that tragic falling for a straight girl and pining forever thing. I don’t have time for that.”
June smirked. “You know that’s not how love works, right? You don’t really get to pick who you do and don’t fall for.”
“Love? Who said anything about love?” she asked, waving her pizza in June’s direction as she gesticulated. “I’ve met her once. I’m just looking to make a friend and you’ve got me falling in love with her? Are you telling me you don’t think people can have attractive friends? Because I’m telling you now, there’s no way you’d be friends with me if you thought that.”
June rolled her eyes at Frankie’s grin. “You know it’s not that. It’s just that I know you and I don’t want you throwing everything away or getting hurt. Plus, I’m not sure Tilly’s as straight as you think she is.”
It was unfortunate timing for Frankie that she had just gone to take another bite of her pizza at that very moment because, when June’s words registered, she fumbled her slice and ended up dropping pizza down her front. Instead of tending to the mess, she simply stared at June. “You know her.”
She shrugged. “Of course I know her. Not well, but you’ve seen the store. Do you really think we don’t stock handmade furniture from down the street? Do you really think anyone but Fenchurch Furniture makes those gorgeous display tables we’ve got?”
“How could you not mention this?” Frankie demanded.
June huffed, holding out a handful of napkins for Frankie to clean herself up with. “I know lots of people. You’ve never once thrown pizza down your front over it before.”
Frankie took the napkins, mostly annoyed with herself for showing her hand so easily. She was supposed to be cooler than this. How was it that a cute girl with a smoothie had robbed her of every cool bone in her body? “Fine,” she sighed eventually. “I do have a tiny little crush on her, but I really just want to be friends. She told me she’s straight and until she tells me differently, I’m going to believe that. I understand your confusion, she does have slight queer vibes, but I think that’s just how she is, it doesn’t make her gay.”
June nodded sincerely, the suspicious energy she’d been responding with so far gone entirely. “You’re not wrong on that one and I definitely could be completely wrong. But, either way, do you think it’s wise to strike up a friendship with someone when you’re about to move away?”
Frankie picked up another slice of pizza, determined not to throw this one down her front, and tore a bite from it, chewing carefully as she thought. “You know you can be friends with people who live in other states, right? If this is just about you worrying you’re going to lose me when I move away, you don’t need to. You’re stuck with me forever,” she grinned.
“Trust me, I’m well aware of that.” To an outsider, June would sound annoyed by that fact, but Frankie knew her better than that—she was positively ecstatic. “Just be careful not to play with either of your hearts, yeah?”
Frankie reached across the table to pat June’s hand. “Don’t worry, I will. King of being careful, I am.”
June snorted around another bite of pizza. “Let’s not go too far with the lies, shall we?”
Frankie tilted her head, amused. “Yeah, okay, fair. Plus, more important things to talk about—does she come into the shop? Could you get me a meeting?”
“Ugh,” June groaned, her head falling over her plate in exasperation. “Yes, she comes in. But it’s not actually different if you’re tracking her down through me rather than at her own shop. You do realize that?”
“We’re not talking about that part,” Frankie said with a massive grin before taking another bite of pizza with far too much flourish.
June looked like she wanted to murder Frankie where she sat, which only served to amuse Frankie further. “Fine. But just to be clear, I think this is an awful idea. That, however, will not stop me from being there for you when it all crashes and burns.”
Frankie softened slightly. “You’re the best, Junie. You don’t have to be worried, though. We’re just going to be friends.”
“Yes, and nobody has ever fallen for someone they’re just friends with,” she muttered, looking down at her plate in that way that told Frankie she wanted to warn her but not actually talk about it.
Frankie reached across the table to nudge the back of one of June’s hands with the back of her own—the only way to physically comfort her without covering her in pizza grease—and refocused the subject. “So. Everything you know about Tilly. Go.”
June laughed, shook away her thoughts, and rolled her eyes at Frankie again, but she did entertain the request. Frankie watched with rapt attention that she told herself was entirely friendly and nothing more.




Three



Tilly let herself into her moms’ house as quietly as possible, knowing they’d still be sleeping. She secretly loved the way they’d told her to keep her key and let herself in whenever she wanted, even now she was an adult with her own space. And she definitely loved how delighted they were to see her every time she did let herself in, even if she’d just done it the day before too.
She wandered into the kitchen, greeting Parsley the cat when he opened his only eye to see who was wandering through his house before he was ready to wake up. Tilly was almost jealous of how easy it seemed to be for him to sleep when he immediately snuggled further into his cat bed and drifted back off. However, the familiar kitchen was a comfort, even if she was there because she was lacking the requisite amount of rest she required.
With practiced ease, she moved around the kitchen making coffee and pancakes, an accompanying cherry coulis bubbling away on the stove as she mixed the batter. Making pancakes at home was good, making them at her moms’ home was next level. It was familiar and took her back to when she was growing up and would spend Sunday mornings doing it with her moms.
As she worked her way through the batter, her tower of pancakes stacking up nicely, she heard sounds from upstairs, her moms stirring and chuckling happily as the sounds and smells of Tilly downstairs in the kitchen hit them.
Parsley—knowing exactly which side his bread was buttered on—began to stir too, clearly excited for his own breakfast now that the ones who fed him were rousing. He sat up in his cat bed, watching Tilly with far more interest than he had before. She could only assume he was hoping she’d call up to her moms and speed them on their way to feeding him. Tilly simply smiled at him and ladled another pancake onto the griddle, eager to have them done by the time her moms appeared.
“The service in this place is excellent,” Mona said, grinning widely as she arrived in the kitchen, Jules coming in behind her and scooping Parsley up to snuggle him to her face.
Tilly grinned at her moms as she added the last two pancakes to the stack, amused that Parsley looked less than happy that Jules was prioritizing snuggles over his breakfast.
“What you got for us, pumpkin?” Jules asked as Mona took sympathy on Parsley and pulled his food out.
While they were all asking questions and fussing over Parsley and whirling around the kitchen as Tilly plated up, she was fine, nothing felt too off. The niggling in her stomach that had been bothering her since her run-in with Frankie subsided. It was the reason her own kitchen was now piled high with scones and muffins and cookies and two loaves of bread she’d never get through alone. At least on that count, she was lucky—Snap was delighted when they’d heard and was more than looking forward to coming over later for a grab bag of baked goods for themself and their colleagues.
The problem was when all of that stopped.
She sat at the familiar dining table with her moms and tried to focus on her food, on their sudden silence as they savored their coffee and pancakes, knowing it was a compliment that she’d done breakfast right. But even she could feel how her face became a fixed mask of pleasantries as she sank further and further into her own thoughts, eating mechanically until she could no longer taste a thing.
“You okay there, kiddo?” Jules asked after an indeterminate amount of time.
Tilly’s eyes refocused and she looked from her plate to her mom’s, noticing all of Jules’ pancakes had been eaten. Tilly had no idea how long she’d simply been staring at her own plate of half-eaten food. “Yes, fine. Sorry.”
Jules and Mona shared a look Tilly didn’t need to see to know she’d been unconvincing. She swallowed hard and forced herself to take another bite of food.
“Tilly,” Mona said gently, “you don’t have to tell us anything, but if something is bothering you, you know we’re always here for you, right?”
Tilly nodded slowly, automatically. She did know that, but she also knew she wasn’t a kid anymore. Surely she was past needing to go to her parents for advice on managing her friendships?
Her moms sipped at their coffees and waited, watching her without being too intense about it. They knew she needed a minute to figure out what she wanted to say when she felt like this, even if they didn’t know that she was debating whether or not she should be going to them for advice in the first place.
Eventually, she sighed, putting her knife and fork down on her plate, and struggling to look directly at them. “I had a weird moment with Snap the other day.”
They both paused, waiting for more. When it didn’t come, Jules prompted, “Weird how?”
Still feeling awkward about the whole thing, and unsure how much she wanted to get into it, she shrugged. “We were at Tapenade.”
“As usual.” Jules smiled. “What went wrong? Did Alexis try to serve you his ‘famous’ chocolate-covered shrimp?”
Tilly looked up, grimacing at the thought. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. It’s just… Well… we, uh, we kind of… made friends with someone?”
“Is that a question?”
“Kind of?”
Taking pity on the two of them, Mona rolled her eyes and offered, “So you got talking to someone in Tapenade?”
Tilly nodded. “Yes, that, exactly.”
“Were they cute?” Jules asked.
“Jules,” Mona scolded, instantly.
“What?” she said, looking at her wife. “I’m just asking. Good to get the whole picture, you know?”
Mona looked like she couldn’t believe Jules—though, after thirty-two years together, Tilly knew she could—but Tilly didn’t mind. Honestly, it made things easier to get through when one of them was making jokes. It was usually Jules, but she didn’t mind who it was, so long as someone was keeping the mood light. It reminded her that maybe she was overthinking and just needed to get things off her chest so they could reassure her nothing was wrong and she was just fine.
She took a steadying breath, ready to tell her moms the whole story. “Her name is Frankie. It came up that I had two moms and she got excited—”
“As she should,” Jules laughed.
“Jules,” Mona warned again.
Tilly laughed. She was really lucky with her moms. Other things might feel wrong and off right now, but never the two of them. “She asked if I was queer too. And, before I could think of an answer, Snap jumped in and told her I was the ‘token straight’ person around the three of you.”
When she caught the quickest of looks between her moms, Tilly wished she hadn’t looked up at them. There was a slight quirk of Jules’ eyebrow, a tightening around Mona’s lips, and she feared what it meant. She’d always worried it was disappointing to them that she was straight. Seeing them nonverbally communicate that to each other felt like a stabbing in her chest or a twist of the knife she’d felt in her side since the whole conversation with Frankie.
Mona looked at her, soft, concerned. “Didn’t you tell us you’d asked Snap to stop saying that?”
Tilly nodded, touched that her mom remembered. “But it was years ago. I’d understand if they’d forgotten.”
Jules reached around the table to brush a lock of Tilly’s hair back. “Baby, it’s okay to forgive the people we love for forgetting things, but it’s also okay to remind them when the things they forget are things that hurt us.”
“I don’t want to cause problems. Especially when I’m just being silly.”
“It’s not silly. No matter the reason behind it, if it’s something that hurts you, I’m sure Snap would want to know. You two have been friends for years now, you’re there for each other, and I know they wouldn’t want to purposely do anything that hurts you.”
Tilly looked into her mom’s eyes. Something inside her was hurting more than she wanted to let on—the aching question of why it bothered her so much when Snap said that. Every time they’d said it, it had always made her recoil slightly. Something deep in her stomach clenched and twisted, rejecting the title, even though it was technically true. And if it was true, why did it bother her so much?
When she’d finally had the courage to bring it up before, over coffee on a park bench three years prior, she’d told them how it had a vibe she wasn’t comfortable with, like it painted her in a role she didn’t want, implied a lack of allyship or something. They hadn’t fully understood it, but they’d promised to stop. And they had.
Until Tapenade and Frankie.
“Do you want to talk about how it feels, angel?” Mona asked, watching her carefully.
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m sure I’m just being a baby about it. We’re all grown-ups—too old to be upset about a joke between friends.”
“Jokes are only funny if everyone is laughing, not if they hurt the person they’re about.”
“But why would it hurt me? It’s not like it’s a lie, is it?”
And there it was again, that look between her moms, one she wasn’t part of, a type of communication she knew but only superficially. She’d never had anyone know her like her moms knew each other, someone she could share the quickest of glances and the deepest of meanings with. She hoped one day she’d know it, but, for now, it just confused her and saddened her. She didn’t want to disappoint them.
“It doesn’t really matter if it’s a lie or not,” Mona said slowly, clearly thinking through her words. “You deserve respect, and you’re allowed to remind Snap of your boundaries. This is important to you and who you are and that’s always valid.”
Tilly sighed. Maybe they were right, but she didn’t want to cause problems for no reason. Snap was her oldest and closest friend. Why cause problems when she could just let it go and be an adult about it? “Maybe I’ll tell them if it comes up again.”
“You sure?” Jules asked, stroking Tilly’s hair again. “It’s okay to bring it up now, too.”
The muscles in Tilly’s chest clenched, as though she was reinforcing herself and her decision. “Yes. It was probably just a slip. I’m not about to attack my friend over something they would probably feel awful about if I brought it up. Plus, I feel better having gotten it out.”
It wasn’t a lie, it wasn’t the truth.
Mona’s lips twisted like she didn’t quite believe it but didn’t want to call Tilly out. They’d both always been good like that. They’d guided Tilly when she needed it, but they never forced her to take a different approach than the one she wanted, and, if things ever blew up in her face, they were always there to pick up the pieces.
“I just don’t want people thinking I’m awful and homophobic, you know? And that’s how it feels when Snap says that,” Tilly said, barely louder than a whisper. She was sure that’s all it was. “Like, yeah, I’m straight, but it would be okay if I ended up married to a woman, you know? I’m not about to judge anyone for who they love and stuff.”
“Right,” Jules said. Tilly didn’t understand the slightly amused edge to her voice.
There was the sound of Mona’s chair moving, followed by what sounded like her kicking Jules under the table, and a slightly insincere, “Sorry,” when Tilly looked at them.
Jules cleared her throat. “We’ll love you no matter who you end up married to, and so will Snap, and nothing will ever change that. But, whatever you decide for this situation, we’re here, you can always talk to us, and we support your choices.”
“Thanks,” Tilly said, breathing out some of the stress of the last few days. For the first time in days, she felt like she might be able to go home and not need to bake a thousand goodies tonight.
She was still a little apprehensive about seeing Snap. The fear that they might call her the token straight again was back after years of living without it. Having had the break from it, it somehow felt more terrifying than it had when they used to do it and she was used to it, somehow acute in its return. But, if it happened again, she could talk to them about it, remind them that it bothers her and they could, hopefully, go back to their peaceful detente over her sexuality. Maybe.
And maybe one day she’d finally figure out why it bothered her so very much, but, in the meantime, she’d just be glad to live without being The Token Straight again.




Four



“I say this with all the love in the world, but it’s honestly starting to get a little pathetic that you walk me to work every day now, you know?” June said, shooting Frankie a sidelong glance as they walked down Simmons Street on the way to Oti.
Frankie laughed. “You say that with no love. And what’s wrong with walking with my friend each day?”
June raised an eyebrow at Frankie. Something about Frankie being jealous June could do that—while she couldn’t—always made it more impactful. “You expect me to believe that’s all this is? Just you walking with a friend?”
“Yep.”
“You’d need to be walking with someone who’d never even met you for that to be believable.”
They turned onto Main and Frankie frowned exaggeratedly. “Why would I want to walk with someone I didn’t know?”
June didn’t bother to acknowledge that, let alone answer it.
Frankie followed along, looking around too much for someone who knew the street like the back of her hand and could have made it to Oti in her sleep. She wasn’t looking around because she was new to the area or unsure of the way, though. She was looking for Tilly, just as she did every time she stepped out of the house these days.
She’d been toying with the idea of just going into the bookshop and refusing to leave Snap’s side until Tilly showed up, but that might be a touch too much.
“What’s your plan if you do run into her?” June asked as Oti came into sight.
“Ask her to hang out?” Frankie replied with a shrug.
June paused, looking at Frankie, and causing Frankie to stop and turn back to look at her. “Like, on a date?”
“No. She’s straight.”
“And yet,” June said, starting up again, “here you are, pursuing her like a lion with its prey.”
“First off, weird simile. Second, I’m not pursuing her, I’m just desperate for friends.”
“Of course you are.”
“Don’t worry,” she replied, wrapping an arm around June’s shoulders, “I still love you. I just like friends.”
“Funnily enough, that’s not my concern at all.”
Frankie didn’t get a chance to ask what was her concern, though, because they arrived at Oti and a brunette turned to face them in the doorway, looking slightly embarrassed as she took in the way Frankie was wrapped around June.
“Sorry,” Tilly said immediately. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your morning. I just needed to come check some measurements.”
Frankie couldn’t process all of the emotions that flooded through her or how happy she was to see Tilly again. Maybe June was right, she should have been planning what she’d do when they finally ran into each other again. As it was, she was beyond jealous that Tilly seemed to be speaking exclusively to June and so excited to see her again that all she could do was squeeze June tighter.
“Frankie,” June scolded, finally drawing her attention.
“Yes. Sorry. What?” Frankie said, pulling her gaze away from Tilly and the braid that fell over one of her shoulders.
“Let me go,” June demanded, gesturing to where Frankie was holding her hard enough to leave a bruise.
Frankie dropped her hand, feeling guilty. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even realize.”
“I’m sure you didn’t.” The tone in June’s voice was a little more suggestive than Frankie needed at that moment, but she ignored it, turning to Tilly.
“Hey, Tilly. Nice to see you again,” she said, beaming. And it really was. Yes, Tilly was gorgeous, but she was also just wonderful and sweet and Frankie got the sense they could be really great friends.
“Frankie, hey,” Tilly said, turning to her and looking a little more nervous than she did when addressing June. Frankie presumed she was more comfortable around June since they’d known each other longer, and likely didn’t meet because June screamed in her face about needing a hug before grasping her like her life depended on it. “How are you?”
Frankie beamed. “I’m good, great. How are you?”
“Good, yeah. Just… here to measure a space for my moms.”
“Sounds great.”
June huffed a laugh at the pair of them before unlocking the shop door and inviting Tilly inside. Frankie followed without needing an invitation.
“Do you need any help?” she asked Tilly eagerly.
“Uh… sure. I guess.” Tilly handed her one end of the tape measure she was holding and gestured to the space they were going to measure.
“I’ll leave you to it,” June said, exasperation lacing her voice, as she pulled her coat off and went to put it in the back.
Frankie followed all of Tilly’s instructions as they measured an alcove in the store that Tilly probably could have done alone. She tried desperately to come up with a joke or something interesting to talk about, confused at why she was suddenly so at a loss. She never struggled to find something to say.
“Thanks,” Tilly said once she had all the measurements she needed and Frankie began to panic that she’d leave before they’d become friends. “It’s like you’ve done this before.”
Frankie laughed, feeling slightly more like she was standing on solid ground. Banter was something she could handle. “Right? Just an absolute natural with a tape measure, I am. Regular tape wizard.”
“That just makes it sound like you’ve got a tapeworm problem,” June said, reappearing and making Frankie want to murder on the spot. “Do I need to worry?”
Frankie glared at her. “Only that I’m about to kill you in your own store.”
“Ah,” she replied lightly, smiling at Tilly. “It appears I cannot let you leave today, Tilly, got to keep witnesses around.”
“We live in the same house,” Frankie replied darkly. “You can’t avoid me forever. Nor can you keep witnesses around forever.”
“That’s a good point. I wonder…” She made a show of rubbing her chin and looking at the ceiling, as if deciding something, but Frankie knew her well enough to know June knew exactly what she was doing. “Tilly, what are you doing tonight?”
“What?” Tilly and Frankie both said at the same time, equally stunned but for entirely different reasons. If June was asking Frankie’s… friend out, she was actually about to get murdered.
“Tonight,” June said again. “You busy?”
“Uh, no. Not really,” Tilly said, looking between the two of them, her eyes bouncing quickly from Frankie’s every time she met her gaze.
“Great. Want to come over to ours? We can order pizza and play board games and you can help prevent me from getting murdered and save Frankie from going to jail.”
Something about June’s tone obviously amused Tilly and she shot Frankie a small smirk. “Well, she is awfully young to be throwing her life away.”
“Whatever this is,” Frankie said, gesturing between the two of them, “I don’t like it.”
“We know, dear,” June said, mock solemnly.
Tilly laughed. “Sure. Tonight. I can do that. Uh, where do you live?”
She didn’t seem entirely certain that she thought it was a good idea, shifting slightly as June took a business card from the counter and wrote their address out for her, but she seemed happy enough that Frankie didn’t feel the need to intervene and tell her she didn’t have to come.
When June handed her the business card, Tilly nodded and said, “I guess I’ll see you tonight then. I can bring baked goods. I, uh, have a lot of them.”
“Sounds great. See you around seven?” June said.
Tilly nodded and backed out of the store, waving and a little confused. Frankie watched her go, smiling and waving, but she could feel her own eyes, unnaturally wide as panic rose inside of her.
When Tilly was far out of sight and Frankie realized she was waving at nothing, she rounded on June.
“You’re welcome,” June said, looking far too happy with herself as she busied herself around the store.
“I’m welcome?” Frankie yelled. “For what? What on earth did you just do?”
June shot her a look. “I invited Tilly over for a night of pizza and games.”
Frankie glowered. “Yes, thank you, I’m aware of that. It’s the why part I’m confused about. You’re just asking girls I know out now?”
June snorted, greeting a member of her staff who arrived, took one look between June and Frankie, and quickly took themself to the back room with a nod in June’s direction.
“Seriously,” Frankie pressed when they were alone again. “What the hell were you thinking?”
“I was thinking you said you wanted to hang out and be friends,” June replied, leaning on the counter and watching Frankie. “Are you now admitting that asking Tilly to hang out was, in fact, romantic, even though you’re convinced she’s straight?”
Frankie spluttered and stumbled on flat ground. “No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m just wondering why you asked her out, knowing that she’s straight and that I’m trying to befriend her.”
“Well,” June replied, drawing the word out in a way that irritated Frankie immensely. “She said yes to me.”
“She’s straight, you fucker. Tell me what you’re doing.”
June sighed and walked around the counter to take hold of Frankie’s shoulders. “I was inviting her over to hang out with two people she is acquainted with for a friendly evening. Nothing romantic, all above board. I’m literally making friends with someone I’ve known for ages because my roommate has an unhealthy fixation on becoming friends with her and I want to stop having an escort to work. This way, you get what you want and I get to walk to work alone. Plus, we’ve confirmed you’re a little more interested than just being her friend.”
Frankie opened and closed her mouth a few times, the only response she mustered being some incoherent sounds. The sounds of someone caught in her own lie and unsure where to go from here.
June patted her head a little patronizingly, but that was hardly Frankie’s biggest issue. “It’s okay that you like her. It’s okay that you want to be friends. But that has to be where it stops.”
“You don’t think I know that?” Frankie groaned, more annoyed with herself than she was with June now. She never got like this. What was it about Tilly?
“This way, the three of us can hang out as friends, you can figure out how to get your brain to function like a normal human around her, and maybe you’ll get out of this with a good friend. Honestly, I can’t believe she’s even willing to be around you if that’s what you were like at Tapenade.”
Frankie felt her face burning with humiliation. “I wasn’t like that then. I was… normal.”
“A difficult task for you, I’m sure.”
“Hilarious.” She rolled her eyes. “I was my usual self. It’s just… I don’t know. Maybe it’s the anticipation of trying to find her and then running into her when I didn’t think I would and just all of the emotions around that.”
June took a deep breath like she got it, her nose scrunching just a little. “Well, now you know where you’re going to see her again, and when, so might I suggest you work on acting like your normal, human self for that. I don’t think we need another impression of a deeply lesbian fish staring at a pretty girl.”
“Who are you calling a lesbian fish, weirdo?”
“There’s only one lesbian here, Frankie.”
“Not true,” Abby—one of June’s staff members—called as she came in through the front door.
“You’re not a lesbian fish, though,” June told her. “I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt that you can manage to function around women you find attractive.”
Abby paused, snorting. “I don’t know if I’d say that, June. You’ve met lesbians. And you like women. Don’t tell me you have some kind of bisexual superpower that means you don’t become hopeless around people you like? Is that a thing? If it is, can I petition to get it added to my playbook?”
June rolled her eyes. “Fine. Maybe you’re a hopeless lesbian fish too, but that doesn’t mean Frankie here isn’t one.”
“Ooh.” Abby’s eyes lit up. “Who are you fishing for?”
Frankie recoiled. “Ew. Never ever say that to me again. I’m not fishing for anyone. I’m making friends.”
“Sure you are. We’re all friends until we’re not. One second, you’re watching a movie as friends, the next, you’re having sex on the coffee table.”
“Remind me never to touch your coffee table,” June said.
“Nobody is having sex,” Frankie cried.
“Pretty sure plenty of people are having sex, actually,” Abby replied, looking unnecessarily pensive.
Frankie huffed. “I didn’t mean— I don’t— Oh my god. I actually cannot stand you two.”
“Yes, you can.” June grinned widely.
“I’m leaving now.”
“Oh, of course. Got to go home and make sure the apartment looks perfectly presentable before your new best friend comes over.”
“Well, with friends like these…” Frankie started that sentence strong, waving a hand at the two of them. However, the further she got into it, the less sure she was that it made sense as a retort and the more aware she became that she actually did have to go home and make sure the apartment was perfect for later. “Oh my god, I have to go.”
As she turned and headed for the door, she heard Abby ask June, “Straight girl crush?”
June laughed. “How’d you know?”
Frankie didn’t wait to hear the answer, nor did she want to hear it. What she wanted was to get home, make everything perfect, and figure out a way to get over her crush on Tilly so they could be friends. She’d be in extra need of a new friend when she murdered June, after all, and she only had about ten hours to make the apartment right.
Ugh. She was a lost cause.




Five



After the initial awkwardness of knocking on the door, coming in, being told she could remove her coat and sit down, and getting used to being around Frankie and June, Tilly was doing great. Well, that and the whole day of stressing about what she should wear and how many cookies she could reasonably bring before she was inviting questions about how much she’d been baking.
Snap and her moms had been helpful, at least. All three knew she wasn’t great in new social situations, but they still found the time to point out that she’d known June for a long time now, and that she was overthinking the dress code for what was, ostensibly, a casual hangout at someone’s home.
Tilly wasn’t usually fond of her anxiety, but she’d found she was when she sent off her sixth message to Snap asking about which sweater to wear and she could hide behind her usual discomfort. She hadn’t mentioned to them or her moms that there was something extra stressful about socializing with Frankie. Even internally, she couldn’t understand why that was—what it was about Frankie that was so much more intimidating than anyone else—so she wasn’t about to try talking about it.
Now, she sat on a floor cushion at one end of Frankie’s and June’s coffee table and felt reasonably okay. She wasn’t struggling to breathe at least, and that was a huge improvement on how she’d felt on the way over and while ringing the buzzer outside the building.
June sat on another cushion opposite her and Frankie was stretched out on the couch between them. Tilly wasn’t certain whether June had only taken a floor cushion to make her feel better, but the longer they sat there, the less she worried. When they’d offered her the floor, the couch, or the chair, the floor had been her instant choice. Maybe June was a fellow floor-sitter? They did own floor cushions after all, someone here was clearly interested in them, and Frankie seemed in her element on the couch, so June was probably the obvious choice.
“Okay,” Frankie announced, lifting her head to look at Tilly. “I need another slice of pizza and then I’ve got questions.”
Tilly’s steady heart rate took off apace again. “Uh, about what?”
Frankie laughed. “You. We’re friends now, we have to get to know each other.”
June shot Tilly a sympathetic look. “Most people aren’t usually so forceful with their bonding,” she told Frankie.
“Most people aren’t me, Junie. It’s part of my charm.”
Tilly took a deep breath. Her head was full of all of the things Frankie might ask her and how she didn’t want to answer some of them, even if they were entirely innocuous. It was less about the questions and more about her discomfort in talking about herself. “Okay. I guess we can do that…”
Frankie tilted her head as she chewed and swallowed a bite of the slice of pizza she’d picked up. “You can veto any you don’t want to answer,” she said, less forceful than before. “And you can ask questions too. It’s not like a ‘spill your darkest secrets while we tell you nothing’ thing. I promise.”
Tilly felt a slight slackening of the knot in her stomach, not enough to feel comfortable, but a little thing at least. Part of her felt warm at the thought that Frankie had understood her enough to know she needed that reassurance. Perhaps they would be friends after all? Frankie seemed determined and, while she was significantly more confident and outgoing than Tilly, she was at least paying attention and attempting to find ways to meet both of their styles in the middle. Tilly appreciated that.
With Frankie certain she wouldn’t want another slice of pizza, June piled up the two boxes and took them to the kitchen, leaving Tilly sitting in silence while Frankie finished her slice and considered her. She wasn’t used to being watched this much. It made her want to squirm and hide under the table. Knowing that wouldn’t be socially acceptable, she simply adjusted herself a little on her cushion and fidgeted with the edges of it under the table where Frankie couldn’t see.
The last bite of her pizza had barely been consumed before Frankie was flipping over onto her stomach, her face now close to Tilly, and grinning widely. “What was your favorite subject in school?”
Tilly laughed in surprise. “Not where I thought you’d start.”
“No avoiding the question, Ms. Fenchurch.” She smirked proudly.
“Math.”
“Math?”
Tilly watched the way Frankie’s nose crinkled in disgust and was surprised when she found herself thinking it was cute. She’d never thought that about Snap when they wrinkled their nose at her—a relatively common occurrence.
“Math is great,” June said, rejoining them and bringing a large orange teapot and three mugs with her. “You can do so much with numbers, Frankie.”
“I know that,” Frankie said, her voice very slightly whiny. “But, like, art was right there.”
“Oh,” Tilly said, looking down. “I’m no good at art, sorry. Never have been.”
June patted her shoulder, offering her tea. “Don’t worry about it, she’s just got a one-track mind sometimes.”
“Yeah, I guess I get that,” Tilly said, shooting Frankie a shy smile. “I forget sometimes that math can be a little… divisive?”
Frankie snorted. “That’s one word for it. And maybe it wouldn’t have been divisive if my teacher hadn’t hated me.”
“Your teacher didn’t hate you,” June told her, rolling her eyes and handing Tilly her tea.
“You don’t know that. You weren’t there.”
“I do know you, though, and I know you like to be a little… dramatic about these things.”
Frankie scowled at her before turning to Tilly. “She knows nothing. The teacher definitely hated me.”
Something about the way she leaned in, whispered—intentionally loud so June would hear—in Tilly’s ear, and the warm cup of tea in Tilly’s hands made her feel fuzzy inside. She liked Frankie and June, she liked their dynamic and hanging out with them, and being part of these non-secrets of Frankie’s. She was sure Frankie was like this with everyone, but it made her feel special and important.
June simply laughed. “Let me guess. You spent all of your time in their classes doodling and not concentrating on what they were trying to teach you?”
Frankie pouted. Her lip seemed even pinker than usual when she stuck it out like that.
“Not all of it,” she said, watching June in a disgruntled way.
Tilly couldn’t help but laugh at the cute expression and was happy to laugh with June until Frankie cracked too, her pout fading away into that massive grin that seemed to be almost constantly plastered across her face. Tilly loved the way it brightened her face, the way her lips parted to show off perfectly aligned teeth. She just liked to see people happy and Frankie was one of the happiest people she’d ever met.
As June launched into a story about how history had actually been the best subject at school, Tilly’s eyes bounced back and forth between her and Frankie. She loved watching the way they interacted, the way they were so comfortable with each other, the ways they knew each other and teased each other. They’d obviously been friends a long time. She hoped, one day, she might be at that level with them. And it didn’t hurt that she was amused by the way June had such a similar name to her mom but was much more the Mona in their dynamic than Frankie was. Frankie was a Jules through and through. Tilly was certain they’d get along.
“Do you still see a lot of people from high school?” Tilly asked them both when June had finished a story that implied she didn’t so much like history in school as learning about actual history. As far as Tilly could tell, she’d spent a decent amount of time complaining about how limited the history curriculum was and a lot of time learning outside the classroom. And she wasn’t wrong.
“No,” June said immediately. “Not at all.”
“You’re such a liar,” Frankie laughed. “You see loads of them when you go to your parents’.”
June paused with her mug halfway to her mouth. She huffed, blowing the steam from her tea twisting off in a different direction. “Okay, fine. I guess that’s true.” She shot Tilly a level look. “When I visit my parents, I see some of them. Mostly around the holidays, you know? If other neighborhood kids come home, I’ll see them then. I hear all about what everyone is doing and stuff. Parents love dishing those stories out.”
“What she’s saying,” Frankie cut in, waving her mug dangerously through the air, “is that she knows about a lot of them because her parents keep up with what their friends’ kids are doing, but she doesn’t care.”
“Do you care about kids you knew fifteen years ago?” June asked pointedly.
Frankie laughed. “You know I don’t, but that’s not what we’re talking about.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, nothing interesting on your end. You stay in touch with a few through social media, but that’s about it.”
“Exactly.” Frankie shot her a smug grin. “How about you, Tilly?”
She’d started the conversation, but the minute it landed on her, she felt awkward about answering. There were a few people she went to school with still in the area. She saw them sometimes, they’d chat maybe, catch up as if they’d ever been close, and then carry on with their separate lives until they ran into each other again. It wasn’t that big of a town, you knew you were always going to run into each other again at some point.
She took a breath. “Well, Snap, of course. People who are still in the area when I run into them. Oh, and Andi Huang. She was part of our group in high school. We’re not as close as I am with Snap, but she hangs out with us sometimes.”
“Andi?” Frankie asked, her voice sounding very slightly strangled. “Tall Andi? Like, Andi who works in the bank?”
Everything in Tilly told her she shouldn’t answer. The room suddenly felt tight and claustrophobic. She didn’t like it, but she couldn’t very well not answer. “Uh. Yeah. Her.”
June let out a deep slow breath. “That’s great.” She didn’t sound like it was great at all.
Tilly’s heart pounded painfully in her chest. She had no idea why that was wrong or how to fix things, no matter how much she wanted to. Five minutes ago, she’d been having a great time. She wanted to go back and try the last few minutes again, without mentioning Andi. She didn’t know why she’d even brought her up. They hardly ever saw each other. Once a month, maybe. It wasn’t like they were hanging out on the regular.
Frankie dove from the couch for something under the table, resurfacing with a deck of cards. “Let’s play Rummy,” she said, already pulling the cards out.
“Sure,” June said.
Tilly agreed mechanically. Something was wrong and she wasn’t sure what or why Rummy was going to help, but she’d take anything to fix her mistake.
And so they played.
As they did, the mood relaxed again, conversation came easier, and the earlier energy returned. Tilly didn’t dare ask any questions that weren’t about the game, but she joined in the conversation with the other two as best as she could.
When Frankie won her third hand and jumped up to dance, Tilly breathed out another bit of tension she was holding onto from the sudden change in mood. She watched, mesmerized, as Frankie twirled and moved. It was somewhat uncoordinated and she and June laughed while watching, but it was still one of the best things Tilly thought she’d ever seen. She was so in awe of this woman who was just unapologetically herself. Frankie knew who she was and what she wanted and she wasn’t afraid to express that. For Tilly, who kept herself so tightly buttoned up around other people, it was intoxicating, refreshing, beautiful.
When Frankie flopped back onto the couch, June’s laughter faded out and she got up, telling the other two she needed to get some rest. Had Frankie seemed worried at all about her, Tilly was sure her panic about having upset June would have come back in force. As it was, Frankie simply rolled her eyes and said, “Yeah, sleep tight, old lady.”
“Not old,” June told her. “I just have respect for my body’s natural rhythm.”
“I have respect for my body’s rhythm. It just beats to a different tune.”
“I’ll remind you of that tomorrow when you’ve had about four hours of sleep and are angry at yourself for staying up all night, shall I?”
Frankie smiled sweetly. “You absolutely should not.”
June moved to collect up the tea, but Tilly stood up, stopping her. “I can get this. You head to bed.”
June smiled gratefully. “You’re a good one, Tilly. You’re welcome back anytime you like.”
Tilly smiled, feeling more emotional than she should. She’d been worried all night that they’d never want her back. After her messing up by mentioning Andi, she was sure she’d be banned forever.
In a bid to hide her emotions, she bowed her head, gathered the cups, and headed into the kitchen, wishing June a good night as she went.
She was on the third mug when Frankie appeared behind her.
“You don’t need to beat yourself up,” she told Tilly softly.
“Sorry?” Tilly asked, looking over her shoulder at her. She was a little closer than Tilly would have expected.
“About the Andi thing. You don’t need to beat yourself up.”
“Oh. Right. That. Yeah, I wasn’t going to…”
Frankie laughed lightly. “Yes, you were. But it’s really okay.”
Tilly sighed. She was a terrible liar, clearly. Either that or Frankie, impossibly, knew how to read her already. “I didn’t mean to upset June. I didn’t know she even knew Andi.”
“She knows that. And it’s not upsetting in the way you might imagine. Well, maybe it is. I don’t know what you’re imagining.”
Tilly finished washing the teapot before setting it to dry and turning to face Frankie. “I don’t really know what to imagine, honestly,” she said, leaning back against the cabinets. There was room for Frankie to back up to the wall opposite the sink, but she stayed close to Tilly and Tilly didn’t know what to make of that either.
“She said it was okay to explain that she and Andi had once been close. It didn’t end very well.”
“Oh. I didn’t know, sorry. I wouldn’t have…”
Frankie smiled that soft smile at her again. It disarmed Tilly. “I know.” She paused, chewing her lip. “I wonder…”
When she said nothing more and the anticipation was killing Tilly, she prompted, “Yes?”
“Well, with me planning to move away when I get this animation job, I’ve been thinking about June. About Andi too.”
The reminder that the friendship Tilly was trying to build with Frankie was going to be short-lived hurt more than it should. Tilly tried desperately to push it down. June would still be here, they could still be friends, right? June was great, but Tilly felt like she already missed her friendship with Frankie as if it were years old. She didn’t understand any of this.
She shook her head and gestured for Frankie to go on.
“Well. You know Andi. I know June. I mean, I kind of know Andi too, but like, that’s a whole mess.” She cringed like she wanted to reject whatever memory she was thinking about. It was enough to make Tilly not ask, even as she burned to do so. “But, together, we could fix things between them.”
“Fix things?” Tilly had no idea what that would look like, or what Frankie was asking of her.
“Yes.” She clasped her hands excitedly. “This can be my going away quest. My chance to fix the past and make sure my closest friend here is happy and taken care of when I’m thousands of miles away.”
Tilly was pretty sure June was a perfectly functioning adult who could look after herself but she didn’t want to crush Frankie’s joy. “Okay,” she said slowly, drawing the word out. “What do you want me to do?”
Frankie laughed, confusing Tilly further. “Operation Jandi. Me and you.”
“Operation Jandi?”
“Yep. It’s June and Andi. Jandi.”
“Yes, I know what it is,” Tilly laughed. “But what is it? What are we doing?”
“We’re fixing the past and making two people happy. And we’re going to do it together, Tilly. Me and you. Monday night. Your place? We can have our first meeting?”
Tilly found herself nodding without really understanding. Making two people happy sounded great. Keeping Frankie this happy sounded even greater. As did them doing it together.
Maybe she would get that close friendship she apparently ached for with Frankie after all.




Six



Frankie was wiggling as she settled onto a round ottoman in Tilly’s living room, her legs crossed.
Tilly’s house was adorable and very her. Honestly, it was a little more eclectic than Frankie had been expecting at first, but, now that she was in it, she realized it suited Tilly perfectly. The kitchen was still piled high with baked goods, even in spite of the number Tilly had brought around to her place. She and June had spent all weekend working through them and had barely made a dent in all of the cookies. Part of her wanted to ask why Tilly made so many—was she feeding the whole town? But she knew if she started asking questions about Tilly, she’d be sidetracked all night and they didn’t have time for that.
Since agreeing to Operation Jandi with Tilly, Frankie had been filled with a sense of direction she hadn’t felt since she turned in her application for Neptune Animation. They’d been her goal for so long that once the application was in, she felt a little lost and aimless. Plus, there had been a sense of dread about leaving June alone. Of course, deep down, she knew June would be just fine, but there was something huge and painful and unresolved in June’s life and part of it was Frankie’s fault. How could she feel good about leaving her like that?
If she and Tilly could pull off fixing June’s relationship with Andi, she wouldn’t be alone in the same way when Frankie left. And Frankie could make up for the most egregious error she’d ever made against a friend.
Well, there was that time she’d thrown chocolate pudding all over Henrik at lunch in fifth grade, but that kid had been asking for it. Who abandoned their best friend to team up with some random girl for their science project, leaving said best friend without anyone to team up with because they always teamed up with Henrik? Not to mention the fact that the girl in question was Charlotte Rigby. The Charlotte Rigby who would go on to be Frankie’s gay awakening.
Ugh. Henrik. How could you?
Frankie shook her head. This wasn’t about throwing pudding on Henrik. This was about helping out her closest friend and finally having every little thing fall into place for when she, inevitably, got the job at Neptune.
She didn’t realize that she’d been relaying the Henrik story and her rationale for Operation Jandi out loud until Tilly let out a heavy breath and collapsed onto the sofa opposite Frankie.
“I guess I said all that out loud, huh?” Frankie asked with a nonchalant shrug.
Tilly nodded slowly, her eyes wide. “That you did. I’m, er, sorry to Henrik for getting covered in pudding, sorry he abandoned you for Charlotte Rigby, sorry she was your gay awakening, and, uh… do I want to know what happened with you, June, and Andi?”
“Maybe later. For now, we need coffee and planning.”
Tilly frowned ever so slightly at Frankie. “Do you need coffee?”
She laughed. She supposed between the wiggling and the rambling, she probably had seemed pretty amped up since she arrived. There was also the tune she’d been playing on the front door when she knocked, only stopping when Tilly wrenched the door open, shot her a quizzical look, and asked if she should let Frankie finish.
Tilly was very patient with her. Frankie liked that.
“You can give me decaf if you like,” Frankie offered. “I just need the taste of it. It fuels me.”
“I’m sure it does,” Tilly chuckled as she walked away.
She looked at home moving around the kitchen. Frankie had noticed that when she was cleaning up on Friday night. Even as the night had worn on, she’d never looked entirely relaxed in the living room, but the minute she was in the kitchen, something relaxed, like a switch being flipped. If they hadn’t had that conversation about her loving math, Frankie might have been tempted to ask why she’d gone into bookkeeping rather than baking. The cookies, plentiful as they were, were some of the best ones Frankie had ever had. She’d even had words for June when she’d learned Tilly sometimes brought baked goods to the store when she popped in so June had had those delicious morsels of heaven before.
Realizing she was watching Tilly move around the kitchen too closely, she looked around the living room. Wooden pieces she assumed were from her moms made up most of the big furniture, interspersed with cool fabric pieces, a whole collection of cookbooks, pictures of her family and Snap, and the most beautiful wood-burning stove that Frankie was certain must make the place cozy and romantic. She fought the urge to ask Tilly to light it.
“Decaf,” Tilly said, handing her a speckled mug as she rejoined Frankie in the living room. As she put her own cup down, Frankie realized Tilly was drinking some kind of tea, not coffee, but she couldn’t make out what flavor it was from the interesting collection of aromas coming from it.
“Thanks,” she said, shooting Tilly a massive grin.
Tilly pulled a notebook from under the coffee table with a pen, rolled up her sleeves, hovered over the page, and looked up at Frankie. “Okay. What’s first?”
Frankie was momentarily distracted by how much she liked Tilly looking at her before she pushed that thought down. They were friends. That was all. “Well…” She bit her lip, looking up at the ceiling as she thought. “How well do you think it would go down if you went to see Andi at work?”
Tilly tilted her head adorably. “Fine. We’re friends. I bank with them, my moms bank with them, I’m in there fairly frequently.”
“And everything is cool when you see her? Not awkward or anything?”
“No. Why would it be? I haven’t done anything to upset her.” She hesitated. “You know this is only making me more curious about what happened with you and her, right?”
Frankie took a sip of her coffee. It was good, not that she’d expected anything else from Tilly. “I know.”
“But you still don’t want to…”
She laughed. “You’re obsessed with me. I get it. It’s fine. Everyone is.”
Tilly narrowed her eyes at Frankie, lips pursed. The look was adorable and hilarious in equal measure, and not at all intimidating if that had been her goal.
“I’ll tell you later,” Frankie said, wondering when she meant later to be. “I want a plan without it being muddied by me.”
Tilly’s bottom teeth came out to graze over her top lip as she thought. Frankie didn’t think she’d ever seen anyone do that before, and, while it wasn’t the typical lip biting, it was every bit as interesting and distracting. Perhaps more so for being so entirely Tilly.
“Fine,” she said after a minute. “But, if any part of this plan is a terrible idea because of what happened, you have to tell me immediately.”
“Deal.” Frankie drummed her fingers on her knees. “So, would it be weird if you asked Andi to dinner?”
Frankie had never seen anyone’s jaw drop like Tilly’s did. It was so funny she had to cough to hide her laughter. She didn’t think she was fooling Tilly, though.
“Look,” Tilly said after a deep breath. “I know I said I’d help you with this, but my idea of helping you does not include asking my old friends on dates. I’m not interested in Andi, she’s not interested in me, and I don’t know why you’d want me to ask out someone your best friend is into. What kind of plan is that? How would that even work? Is this for the jealousy angle?”
By the end, she seemed to be talking less to Frankie and more to herself. It made Frankie smile as she watched her argue with her own mind out loud.
When she’d worked herself out of words, Frankie cleared her throat. “I don’t want you to ask Andi on a date.” She waved her hand in Tilly’s direction. “That whole thing was adorable, though.”
Tilly blushed instantly. “I’m not adorable,” she muttered. “But what do you mean? You want me to ask her out to dinner, but not as a date? How would that work?”
Frankie laughed again. “Well, it’s called hanging out with friends. Much like we’re doing right now. Me, you, coffee, hanging.” She wasn’t certain whether she was trying to convince herself or Tilly. Not that Tilly needed convincing. Based on her response to thinking Frankie wanted her to ask Andi out, Tilly might not be interested in dating anyone, but especially not women.
“Oh.” Tilly looked around her own living room as though surprised they were there. “Right. Sorry. That makes sense. I think.”
Frankie had never been around someone so nervous but she found it endearing. “Yes. Think you can ask Andi out to dinner just as friends?”
Tilly chewed on her top lip again, drawing Frankie’s attention once more. “Maybe? I’ve never really hung out with her one-on-one.”
“Ah,” Frankie said lightly. “Hence why your brain jumped to thinking I wanted you to date her.”
“Uh, sure. Yeah. That.”
She was so adorably awkward and lost that Frankie couldn’t help but smile.
Tilly leaned over her notebook and began writing. Frankie craned to see what she was doing without moving from her spot on the ottoman. “Tapenade? Marina’s? These are all restaurants in town.”
“Exactly,” Tilly replied, still writing. “This way we can decide which is the right one for Operation Jandi.”
“Hey, you’re coming around on the name.”
She rolled her eyes affectionately at Frankie and Frankie found she liked that, too. She liked awkward Tilly and she liked Tilly who relaxed around her, who seemed at home in the kitchen, and who rolled her eyes at Frankie being ridiculous. She just really liked Tilly. At least they got to be friends before she went to LA.
When Tilly was done, she handed the list to Frankie. “Here. Every restaurant I can think of in town and the surrounding area.”
Frankie scanned the list, it was longer than she’d have been able to come up with. She looked up at Tilly. “I’m pretty sure this is literally every restaurant in town.”
“I just know a lot of the businesses here,” she said, looking down and shrugging.
“Amazing. Well, I haven’t been to a bunch of these. Think we should scope them out together first to see where’s best?” When she said it, Frankie was thinking only of how doing so would be a great opportunity to get some food and to hang out with Tilly more. Once it was out, she realized that the woman who thought she was telling her to ask Andi out might think she meant as a date.
She didn’t, but oh, how she wished they lived in a world where she could mean that.
Thankfully, it seemed as though Tilly’s brain didn’t go there because she simply shot Frankie a slightly confused look before she blushed and agreed, quickly hiding her face behind a sip of her tea. It hadn’t become a less confusing scent as it brewed, but Frankie was learning that being around Tilly was an awful lot of confusing and wonderful things. And now they got to go try out restaurants together. Like friends did. They definitely did that, Frankie was sure.
“Which one first?” Tilly asked after sipping her tea.
Frankie scanned the list again. The ones like Marina’s, where she was something of a regular, were out. As was Tapenade, for obvious reasons. Her eyes hesitated on Mercutio's. She’d wanted to go there forever, but it was definitely date territory. And not the kind of date where you wanted to take someone you weren’t going to connect with. She’d been unwilling to waste Mercutio’s on a random fling or a dead end.
Tilly was neither of those things. But she also wasn’t a date.
Maybe she’d come back to that one.
“Bar 415,” she said eventually. It was nice—low lighting, electric candles on each table. It was perfectly suited to a date but also entirely fine for friends to hang out at. And the dress code was very slightly fancier than business casual, which was as dressed up as she’d seen Tilly. She knew she shouldn’t want to know what Tilly dressed like when she went on dates, but she couldn’t help but wonder.
Friends were allowed to wonder what the other looked like dressed up, right?
She’d never wondered about June, but she’d seen her dressed up pretty early on in their friendship. She mentally ran through her other friends, concluding that yes, she would be interested in their outfits for different events, so it was fine that she wanted to know what Tilly looked like at Bar 415.
Tilly nodded, only a little awkwardly, so Frankie felt reassured that she’d made a reasonable choice. “And you don’t want me to ask Andi out until we’ve tested the places and we know where you want me to take her, yes?”
“Yes.” Frankie grinned, partly at herself, partly for Tilly.
“And are you going to explain the rest of the plan that comes after us going to dinner at every place in Coalfield?”
“Oh. Right.” Frankie laughed. “Sorry. Thought you were just in my head with the plan. Not like, in my head, but in my head, you know?”
“I really don’t,” she laughed.
“Nevermind. What matters is Operation Jandi.”
“Of course. And that is…?”
“Well, we’re going to scope out the best places to have June and Andi run into each other. At first, we want it to be casual. June and I run into you and Andi. We all know each other, we chat, have a laugh, and the bond is reestablished. Then, it’s a little more intimate. Maybe she and I join you at your table. Eventually, we get them on a date together.”
Tilly frowned, sipping her tea as she studied Frankie. Frankie waited for her thoughts, bouncing in her seat. She knew it was a lot, but she also knew she could pull it off.
“One thing,” Tilly eventually said, putting down her now-drained mug.
“Shoot.”
“I’m not sure Andi and I have the kind of friendship where I can keep taking her to restaurants, just the two of us, without her thinking I’m trying to date her.”
“She doesn’t know you’re straight?”
Tilly flinched and Frankie wished she hadn’t asked. She didn’t understand the reaction and Tilly tried hard to stifle it, but it was there and Frankie immediately wished she could take the words back. But Tilly soldiered on.
“She does know that,” she said stiffly. “But if you want me to take her to increasingly romantic restaurants, it might have a vibe, you know?”
Frankie thought about that, looking over the woodgrain on Tilly’s coffee table. She wondered whether it was reasonable to point out that Tilly didn’t seem to have any issue with the idea of going to those places with Frankie. And, if that were the case, why would it be different with Andi? But she did figure it was to do with the fact that both of them knew why they were going, whereas Andi really wouldn’t.
Eventually, she shrugged. “Bring Snap.”
“What?”
“Have dinner with Snap and Andi. It’s a casual hangout if there are other people there. Plus, it makes it easier for me and June to join you if it’s a group thing.”
Tilly nodded slowly. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense. How much of Operation Jandi do you want me to tell them?”
“Only as much as you need to. It’s our little secret.”
Something about the stress in Tilly’s shoulders melted away and Frankie realized just how tense she had been. It made her feel bad for not immediately just laying the plan out and then talking Tilly through the details. She’d need to remember that for future interactions—big picture upfront, details after.
She liked knowing how to interact best with Tilly.
She liked knowing Tilly.
“Okay,” Tilly said, sitting back on the couch at last. “I can do that. When do you want to go to Bar 415?”
“Tomorrow?” Frankie suggested hopefully. “Too soon?”
Tilly laughed. “Not too soon, but I have TSL.”
Frankie froze. “Is that an illness? Sorry.”
Tilly’s laugh grew strong. Frankie knew she was being laughed at but found she didn’t mind. She enjoyed hearing Tilly laugh too much to be bothered.
“No,” Tilly finally said. “It’s a TTRPG. Thirsty Sword Lesbians.”
Frankie raised her eyebrows. “Thirsty Sword Lesbians? I didn’t know you were thirsty, swordy, or lesbian, Ms. Fenchurch.”
Tilly went redder than Frankie had ever seen her. “I’m not. I mean, it’s just a really sweet game and it’s about, like, relationships and things between characters. It’s really cute. Our game isn’t all that thirsty. It’s just sweet. And, you know, most of my friends are queer, so it’s, you know…”
Frankie watched her squirm as she attempted to explain. It was fascinating. “What I know,” she said slowly, “is that I need to sit in on this thirsty lesbian game of yours.”
“What?” Tilly coughed, looking at her with wide eyes.
“Yeah, sounds like it would be right up my alley. Plus, I want to watch you playing a cute little sword lesbian, who may or may not be thirsty.” She grinned widely. “Think your group would be cool with that?”
Tilly looked like she might die, but not in a way that made Frankie regret her teasing. She sighed. “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind in the slightest. But like… I’m not… It’s not… It’s…” She huffed, her head falling back on the couch, seemingly giving up trying to explain.
Frankie finally stepped off the ottoman, moving to sit next to her on the couch. “Well, that sounds like I definitely have to be here to see exactly what it is and is not, wouldn’t you say?” Her voice was full of too much teasing. She knew she should be reining it in but, since Tilly didn’t seem to mind it and Frankie knew she was straight, she figured it was fine.
“I suppose so,” she replied, pulling her sweater up over the bottom half of her face so it came out adorably muffled.
“Wonderful. Shall we text your group so they know I’ll be here tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow?” Tilly’s head whipped towards Frankie.
“Of course. We’re missing our dinner date, so I’m clearly free. We can have dinner here instead. While we get our thirsty lesbian on.”
“Argh,” Tilly whined. She was clearly at a loss of what to do with Frankie, but, again, it didn’t seem to be in a bad way, so Frankie continued.
“You don’t want to see me thirsty?” she asked, making her voice just a little wheedling. It was a voice June hated, but that a couple of women she’d dated had been into. It was the voice that wrapped them around her little finger. She was unnaturally curious to know how it worked on Tilly.
“Frankie,” Tilly whined, her eyes closing and her face getting ever redder.
Wrapped around her finger it was.
“Yes, Tilly?”
“Kill me now.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“I know. But still.”
Frankie laughed. “Shall we message them, then?”
Tilly cracked one eye to look at Frankie. “You are unbelievable. You know that, right?”
“I know, babe. Thanks for noticing. Let’s go.”
The ‘babe’ was really pushing her luck. She knew it, Tilly knew it, even June knew it, and she wasn’t even here. She’d just know it through some ridiculous sixth sense. But Frankie couldn’t help herself. The more she hung out with Tilly, the more she saw her like this, the more she loved it.
She really was going to work on her little crush. And desensitization was clearly the way to do that. The more time she spent around Tilly, the more she’d get used to her, and the less at risk she’d be of pulling her into an unwanted kiss.
It was a great plan.
Tilly looked like she’d disagree. She was barely able to look at Frankie and seemed to be internally dying and externally melting into the couch. She sighed. “Fine. But dinner is on you tomorrow night. Chinese.”
“Sounds great, babe,” Frankie laughed, far too happy with herself and the situation. It was going to be great.




Seven



“Ready for TSL again tomorrow?” Frankie asked, stealing a chocolate chunk from the bowl Tilly had put them in, ready to make a ganache.
She scowled. “Do you promise not to make fun of me this time?”
“I didn’t make fun of you last time. Or the time before,” Frankie insisted. “I was just absolutely delighted. Your character is so cute and the whole thing is so wholesome. And a little bit thirsty. And very, very gay. And you know who else is very, very gay?”
“You.”
Frankie grinned. “Yep. Me, indeed.”
Tilly poured the warm cream over the chocolate. “Fine. You can come, but, if you want to make this a regular thing, you’re going to have to make a character and actually play, you know that, right?”
“I know. I just love having everyone in the group telling me that. It makes me feel wanted and important.”
“You are insufferable.”
“And yet you love me.” She grinned, helping herself to an orange Tilly had zested for the ganache.
Tilly hummed doubtfully but felt herself going red. Even after two and a half weeks of hanging out with Frankie, Tilly still wasn’t quite sure how to react when she said things like that. Or when she whipped out babe, which she did a little too frequently for Tilly’s liking.
“Hello, again, Frankie,” Jules said as she walked into the kitchen, returning from her walk with Parsley and Mona. “Nice to find you in my kitchen again.”
“She’s just playing,” Mona said, appearing with Parsley and folding his cat leash up to return to the drawer it lived in. “You’re always welcome here. Both of you.”
Frankie laughed. “Yeah, she just likes it better when I bring snacks.”
Jules nodded seriously. “Well, of course. Our child is here making a delicious cake for us and you come into my house, to eat my cake, and bring me nothing? The shame, Frankie. The shame.”
Mona rolled her eyes and moved around the counter to watch Tilly work on the cake. “These two,” she muttered as she wrapped an arm around Tilly briefly.
“I’m terribly sorry, your most honorable highness,” Frankie said, bowing to Jules. “Next time I shall be certain to bring a delicious snack.”
“Good—”
“Perhaps some pickled onions.”
“Ew. No. A good snack. Or you’re banned for life.”
“She doesn’t mean that,” Tilly and Mona said at the same time.
“I know,” Frankie replied, laughing.
Jules finally cracked, breaking into a massive grin and moving to sit next to Frankie. “Of course. You’re always welcome here, kiddo.”
“What do you two have going on this week?” Mona said, looking between the two, right as Parsley jumped up into Frankie’s lap and made himself comfy.
Tilly spluttered. “Look at this little traitor. He almost never sits on my knee. And he’s known me way longer.”
“Your family just loves me, Tilly,” Frankie said, stroking Parsley’s head but looking at Tilly. “Don’t worry, though. I still love you.”
“Such comfort. Thank you,” Tilly deadpanned, but she struggled not to smile.
She hadn’t been surprised that her moms took to Frankie so easily. She had been a little surprised that Parsley did.
After three Operation Jandi dinners with Frankie, her moms had insisted Tilly bring her round for dinner so they could get to know her. It had been one massive queer love fest—Frankie had been ridiculously excited to, as she put it, ‘get advice and insight from older queers’, and her moms had been happy to oblige.
Tilly’s favorite thing, though, had been how she hadn’t felt pushed out or rejected or not part of the conversation. For all the ways she loved Snap, they did tend to draw attention to the fact that she didn’t know things the same way they did because she wasn’t queer. When Frankie had mentioned wanting to meet older queer people, Tilly had been terrified of being singled out and ignored again. She’d very nearly canceled the whole thing. But, when they’d gotten there, everything was fine. Her moms didn’t leave her out of the conversation—as she should have known they wouldn’t—but neither did Frankie, and she loved that.
“But,” Frankie said, rubbing her hands like a cartoon villain, “we have dinner at Marina’s, dinner here tonight, obviously, TSL and Chinese tomorrow night, and Shake’s on Thursday.”
Mona and Jules looked between them both, a little confused.
“Yes?” Frankie said, drawing it out as though she knew what they were thinking but wanted to hear them say it.
“You’re going to Shake’s? Tilly hates that place.”
“Hate is a strong word—” Tilly ventured before getting cut off by the other three laughing at her. Was it only Parsley who was on her side?
“You do hate it,” Frankie said. “But we’re trying every place around here to know which ones are best for setting up Operation Jandi.”
“I’m sure,” Mona started carefully and Tilly thought she might not want to hear the rest of the sentence, “you two have tried enough places at this point to be able to figure it out.”
“I mean, probably.” Frankie shrugged, unconcerned. “Like, we both know Marina’s, and know it’s an easy place to set up a run-in, but it’s like a mission at this point, you know? Get through all the restaurants in the area.”
“Uh-huh,” Jules said, looking between the two of them with a smirk. “Just can’t get enough of dating our baby girl, huh?”
Frankie laughed but Tilly dropped the offset spatula she was smoothing the ganache with. “Mom! It’s not dating. It’s a plan to help our friends. We’re just… eating.”
“She knows that, darling,” Mona said soothingly, moving to side-hug Tilly while shooting a smug-looking Jules a glare.
Jules reveled in her chaos for a moment longer before saving Tilly—who knew she was bright red—by changing the subject. “Are you actually playing TSL this week, Frankie? I’m sure Tilly appreciates your commentary and takeaway provisions, but you need to get in on the action. Not like you to sit on the sidelines.”
Mona laughed, one hand still resting supportively on Tilly’s back. “She’s going to be the most chaotic player.” She paused, looking at Jules. “Ah, she’s going to be you.”
Frankie lit up and Tilly suddenly wanted to drown herself in ganache. “You two play?”
“Of course we do,” Jules said, amused. “Who do you think introduced our baby to TTRPGs? And, when she came to us saying her friends were doing a queer one, we were on that quicker than she could bake two dozen celebratory cookies.”
“Wow. That is fast. Pretty sure she bakes that many each night in her sleep.” Frankie shot Tilly a cheeky grin.
Tilly was about to roll her eyes when Jules said, “Well…”
“Jules,” Mona warned.
“There was that one time…”
“Oh my god.” Frankie straightened up so quickly that Parsley was startled awake and jumped off her lap, disgruntled. “You baked in your sleep?”
Tilly watched Parsley slink out into the hallway and towards his bed, wishing she could follow him out. They could both sleep in his cozy little bed and she wouldn’t have to answer this question.
She bit her lip before looking back at Frankie. “Maybe. One time.”
“Sorry for spilling the beans, kiddo,” Jules said. She didn’t look sorry at all, so Tilly figured she mustn’t look upset. She didn’t mind people knowing the story, Jules knew that, but, if she had been upset by Frankie knowing, she knew her mom would at least have the decency to be contrite.
“I was really stressed at the time,” Tilly said. “Sleepwalked my way to the kitchen, clanged around for a bit, and they managed to come down and find me while I was mixing flour and cocoa powder together in a big bowl.”
Frankie’s hands went to her face and she watched Tilly as though she was torn between Tilly being the cutest thing she’d ever seen and wanting to protect her from all of the things that made her stressed enough to sleep-bake. “Of course, you’re a stress baker. Am I worried that you’ve been baking a lot since we started hanging out?”
“No,” Tilly replied, a little too quickly, she was sure. She was thrown by the quick look her moms shared, as if they were a little worried. But they liked Frankie, so that didn’t make sense. “No, not at all. I always bake a lot. Just more when I’m extra stressed.”
“That is true,” Mona agreed.
“Well, I’ll just have to work extra hard to help you keep your stress down.”
Tilly snorted. “And you’re planning to do that how exactly?”
Frankie leaned over, stealing a swipe of ganache from the bowl Tilly wasn’t quite done with yet. “Don’t know, but you know I’ll figure it out. I’m a genius like that.”
✈
Tilly jumped slightly when her front door opened and Frankie burst through it. She’d been expecting her, of course, but there was something about the way Frankie entered rooms that just demanded attention. It always threw Tilly a little off balance.
“Food is here, and, more importantly, so am I,” Frankie called as if Tilly hadn’t just watched her walk in.
“You’re late,” she said, shaking her head, as she took one of the bags from Frankie. The woman always showed up with far more food than either of them could eat and, with their frequent meals out, they would both end up eating leftover Chinese for lunch for a couple of days. Or breakfast, if Tilly was feeling lazy, but she didn’t talk about that.
“No, I’m not. The clocks are just rushing. I’m perfectly on time.”
Tilly flopped down onto the floor and stared at Frankie. “You know time is pretty universal, right? Goes at the same speed every day, people understand what you mean if you say a set time, that’s how we all avoid chaos…”
“I dunno. Sounds fake to me.”
“Oh my god.”
“Yes, Tilly? But you can just call me Frankie.”
“I am going to murder you.”
Frankie opened a carton, took out a spring roll, and chomped on it exaggeratedly as she grinned at Tilly. “I really don’t think you will. But maybe there will be someone in-game you can take your anger out on.”
“Oh, that game that starts in five minutes, that we all know the time of so as to facilitate being able to play together? That game?”
“That’s the one.” She looked ridiculously self-satisfied.
Tilly had nothing to do but roll her eyes and open up the server for the game.
“Hello, everyone,” Frankie half-yelled in Tilly’s ear when they joined the group. Apparently, along with conventions of timekeeping, Frankie was also disavowing rules on conversational decency.
The rest of the group laughed and greeted the pair of them.
“Are you going to start playing soon, Frankie?” Henley, the gamemaster, asked. “This is your third week with us. We’re going to have to start charging a spectator fee if you don’t.”
Frankie laughed. “Yes. Next week. For sure. And my character is going to be Tilly’s wife.”
Tilly choked on a piece of broccoli. Everyone else just laughed. She really might have to murder someone in-game.
After a few sips of water and her ability to swallow righting itself, she spluttered. “My wife? What?”
“I mean, you two act like an old married couple most of the time anyway,” Henley said, giggling, “so what’s the difference really?”
“We do not,” Tilly insisted.
Frankie nudged her, leaning into her side. “We totally do. Just accept it, babe. You’re stuck with me forever and ever and ever. And aren’t you lucky?”
Tilly’s insides were a swirling mess of confusion and embarrassment and something tingly she didn’t quite understand. She did understand that the whole group could see her blushing on camera while Frankie leaned into her, looking up at her adoringly. It was all for the joke, but it still looked a little too intense.
Tilly shook her head and nudged Frankie away. “Fine. Be my wife, whatever. But. If you annoy me I’m leaving you trapped in a closet somewhere.”
Frankie laughed. “That’s so you. Can’t even murder me in-game.”
“We don’t even play the game with murders,” Tilly protested. “Plus, I think you’d hate being stuck in the closet more than you would being able to come back as a ghost to haunt me.”
Frankie paused, chopsticks halfway to her mouth, and tilted her head to consider that. Eventually, she laughed. “That’s true. Yes, Henley, let the record show that if my character ever dies, I’m coming back as a ghost, and Tilly and I will still be married. She’s not getting away that easily.”
Tilly groaned, leaning forward to rest her head against the table.
“And you tried to tell us you aren’t a total married couple?” Henley laughed. “Absolute wives, I swear. The pair of you are ridiculous. But, for now, shall we?”
The rest of the group responded excitedly and Tilly sat back up, trying to shake off whatever it was being told she was married to Frankie did to her and focus on her character. It didn’t make sense that it caused such a swooping sensation inside of her, and she was struggling to come up with a rational explanation for it, even though she was certain there was one.
For the sake of the game, she decided to shelve that crisis, get entirely into character, and not look at Frankie until she could do so without blushing. Which, with Frankie pressed so close up against her, she imagined would take a minute. Hopefully, the game would have a lot for her to do as a distraction.




Eight



Frankie stopped in her tracks and whipped a hand out for Tilly’s arm. “Oh my god. Oh my god.”
Tilly looked at her, bewildered and worried, her fingers closing over Frankie’s where they gripped her arm. “What’s wrong?”
“Oh my god. Tilly.”
“Yes? What’s wrong? Frankie? Are you okay?” She moved closer, her eyes raking over Frankie’s face.
“Oh my god.”
“Frankie, I love you, but I’m going to need more info than that. What’s wrong?”
Frankie looked back at the phone. “I got an interview.”
“What?”
“I got an interview.”
“With Neptune Animation?”
“Yes,” she replied, suddenly squealing and unfreezing entirely. She jumped up and down, dragging Tilly with her. “I got an interview. I got an interview. I got an interview. Oh my god. I’m going to get the job.”
Tilly smiled at her as they stopped bouncing up and down. “You are.”
Frankie knew Tilly genuinely believed that, but there was something about her expression that suddenly looked a little sad. She pulled Tilly into a tight hug. “What’s wrong?”
“Oh. Nothing.”
“Don’t believe you.” Frankie hugged her even tighter. “It’s okay, you can tell me.”
“It’s nothing.” She sighed. “I’m just going to miss you, is all. But I’m so, so happy for you.”
Frankie smiled into Tilly’s shoulder. She was suddenly reminded of the first time they met, of the way she’d pulled Tilly into a hug before she’d even heard her speak. And now, here they were again—Tilly with her, hugging her, for the second part of her journey to LA. The only difference was that, rather than being in Tapenade, they were standing in the middle of Main Street.
She pulled back, watching Tilly softly. “You don’t have to worry, you know? I’m sad I didn’t know you earlier so we could have knowingly lived in the same town for longer, but even if I’m far away, you’re not getting rid of me. We’ll video and call all the time, I promise.”
Tilly’s sad smile grew a little. “I know.”
Frankie knew part of her doubted it and she wished she had a magic spell to embed the knowledge in Tilly’s brain that their friendship wasn’t going to change just because she was moving away. She loved being around Tilly. There was zero chance she was giving up what was possibly the best friendship she’d ever had for a job. She wanted the job and she wanted Tilly. And if there was one person who wouldn’t give up anything they wanted, it was Frankie.
They started walking again, Frankie wrapping her arm around Tilly’s shoulder as they did in a bid to take away the lingering edge of sadness around her. She hid it well, and she was genuinely happy for Frankie, but Frankie knew her better than that. They’d spent more than enough time together over the last few weeks for her to be something of an expert in reading Tilly Fenchurch.
“We should practice interview answers and stuff,” Tilly said confidently as Marina’s came into view.
“Why?”
Tilly rolled her eyes with a laugh that Frankie found just a little bit too endearing to be entirely platonic. “Because it’s important to practice these things so you can get the job.”
Frankie released her and moved to open the door, holding it open and gesturing Tilly inside. “Uh, excuse me, but have you met me? I make a great first impression and I know how to do my job. They’re going to love me.”
“I’m sure they will, so long as you remember to leave that ego at home,” she replied as she nodded to the hostess and held up two fingers, confirming that they were a table of two.
Frankie knew such a thing shouldn’t make her stomach swoop delightfully, but she couldn’t help it. She’d been to restaurants with one other person before, been a table for two plenty of times. She’d even been a table for two right here, with June, at least once a month. But, when it was Tilly, it was just different.
She really had been hoping that the more time she spent with Tilly, the more she’d become desensitized, the less she’d have a crush, and the more they could just be friends. After all, friendship was all Tilly could offer, and that was more than enough. Frankie was lucky to get that.
But here she was. Over a month from when they first met and she was more and more in love with Tilly every single day. No longer could she imagine a morning where the first thing she did was something other than checking to see if Tilly had texted and texting her back. No longer could she imagine not having Chinese and TSL at Tilly’s every week. No longer could she imagine not having dinner with her multiple times a week, or hanging at her moms’ house and getting to be part of the inner circle in the Fenchurch family.
Almost everything about finally getting LA and Neptune was wonderful. Having to give all of this with Tilly up was not.
Tilly put her menu down. “Let’s not pretend you even need to look at the menu.”
Frankie laughed. Tilly knew her just as well as she knew Tilly and that was special, wasn’t it? Didn’t that mean something?
How she wished it did.
“Okay, fine. I don’t need to look at the menu,” she replied eventually. “I know what I’m getting and I know I’m getting a large because this is now a celebration.”
Tilly grinned. “Large it is.”
“You don’t have to go large too. I didn’t mean—”
“I know.” She shrugged as if the decision had been ridiculously simple. “But I’m proud of you and I want to celebrate you.”
Frankie knew it was ridiculous that she felt her eyes welling up, and she blinked furiously to avoid it becoming obvious to Tilly, and the rest of the people around them. She didn’t have the words for the way Tilly made her feel.
She was a little annoyed at herself for falling so hard for a straight woman, but she’d defy anyone to meet Tilly and not fall for her. Especially if they got to hang out with her as much as Frankie did. Extra especially if they’d spent the last three weeks basically going on dates with her. She was magnetic and wonderful and Frankie was too weak to resist.
And it wasn’t a problem since nobody was getting hurt. Frankie knew where she stood with Tilly and, even if some of the time they seemed like a married couple and that might be weird for a straight woman, so long as they were both happy, it was fine.
When she got the job in LA, she’d be away and her feelings would sort themselves out. While she was still in Vermont, she wasn’t wasting any time not being around Tilly, no matter what it did to her heart.
“So,” Tilly said, looking expectant. “Do you want me to ask you potential interview questions?”
Frankie chewed on her lip, thinking. “Sure. But not yet. First, we need to sort out Operation Jandi.”
Tilly furrowed her brow slightly. “Okay…”
“I think we should do it here?”
“Do it? Do what?”
Frankie snorted. The places she could go with that.
Tilly’s confused expression said she didn’t understand the joke and that was potentially one of the most adorable things Frankie had ever experienced.
“What?” Tilly asked, looking increasingly lost.
“Nothing, sorry. I’m just a child.”
“What else is new?”
“Oh, Ms. Fenchurch has sass now, huh?” Frankie laughed, a hand going to her chest. “But, I mean the run-in. I think we should plan for the first one to be here.”
“Okay, sounds good.” There was only the slightest quiver in her voice that suggested it might not seem entirely smooth sailing to Tilly.
“Think you can get Andi here? Say, Saturday night?”
“Assuming she’s free, yeah, I can try.”
“Good. I don’t like waiting around.”
“Interestingly, I’ve noticed that about you.”
Frankie’s chest felt warm again, the way it did when Tilly was paying attention to her, when Tilly knew things about her. Tilly’s attention was like the sun. Frankie was going to need all the Californian sun she could get when she moved. She feared she’d be freezing without Tilly’s constant attention.
✈
Frankie let herself into her apartment and flopped down on the couch without taking her bag, shoes, or coat off.
June looked over at her. “Another date with Tilly, I take it. Did you have fun?”
“I had a great time, thank you,” she said, eyes narrowed as she watched June.
“Then what’s with the long face again?”
“Nothing. I’m fine. Great, actually. Oh.” She perked up, sitting more upright. “Yes, actually amazing. I got an interview.”
“Hey,” June said, her face breaking out into a huge grin. “Congratulations. I mean, I never doubted you, but congratulations.”
“I mean, of course you didn’t. I’m amazing. Of course they want me.”
June rolled her eyes, opened her mouth to say something, but stopped abruptly. “Ohh. I get it.”
“Get what?” Frankie shook her head to indicate that she had no clue what June was getting at.
“The mood.”
“I’m not in a mood.”
“You so are. And you always are when you get back from your dates with Tilly—”
“They’re not dates.”
June shot her a critical look. “I might have been more inclined to believe that if you’d caught it the first time.”
Frankie frowned, going back over the conversation. She deflated when she realized that June had called it a date and she’d just gone along with it because of course she had. Her desperate little heart was such a betrayer.
“And this time, you’re extra upset,” June continued, “because you’re realizing there’s an expiration date on whatever it is you and Tilly are doing.”
“Doing? You mean being friends?”
“Sure. If that’s what you both need to tell yourselves.”
“June, she’s straight. That’s not just what we’re telling ourselves, it’s a fact. Can’t date a straight girl.”
“Yes, thank you. I am aware.” June rolled her eyes and shook her head as if Frankie was missing the most obvious thing in the world, but that didn’t help Frankie at all. Tilly was straight.
“So, your point is…?”
June moved the laptop she’d been working on from her knee to the coffee table and leaned towards Frankie. “She spends basically all of her free time with you. When you’re apart, you never stop texting. And I know you’re not going to insult me by assuming I haven’t heard you chatting with her on the phone late at night, like, every night for the past week.”
“Okay, I’m not going to insult your intelligence on that, but it doesn’t mean anything. That’s totally what friends do.”
“Is it?” Her tone was such that Frankie would have been able to imagine her expression exactly even if she hadn’t been looking right at her. But none of that was helping the ache in Frankie’s heart. The one she tried desperately to ignore. The same one that snuck in when she hung up with Tilly, tucked up in her bed, far later than either of them should be up on a work night. It was the voice in her head and her heart that told her this wasn’t what platonic friends did. But she knew Tilly was straight, so she told herself over and over and over that this must just be how Tilly did friendships. And, to be fair, she was pretty open and available to hang out with Snap. The very first time they’d met, Tilly had told her she took lunch to see Snap. She just was that type of friend.
June reached a hand out and touched Frankie’s arm carefully. “Talk to me, Frankie.”
Frankie took a deep breath. “Look, Junie, I’m amazing. I’m pretty sure if she were into me, she’d have been unable to resist by now and would have taken me up against the nearest wall.”
June narrowed her eyes, her expression morphing from its soft concern of a moment ago. “Why do I feel like that’s something you’ve been thinking about?” She shuddered.
Frankie laughed. “Actually, I haven’t.”
“Doesn’t matter,” she replied, shaking her head. “You don’t need to be full of bravado here. It’s okay to tell me how you’re actually feeling.”
Frankie sighed, deflating back into the couch again. “Fine. Okay. I know some of the things we do seem too close for friends. I know the amount of time we spend together is too much. But I also know she’s straight. She’s told me. I’m not going to push that. And, yes, I know I’m a fool for falling for a straight woman and letting myself get so tangled up with her. Of course I do it with the one woman who is nice enough to put up with me wanting to be around her all the time.” She huffed. “And, of course, I feel horrendously guilty when I do things I shouldn’t.”
“Like what?” June asked, tilting her head.
Frankie looked at her with wide eyes. “Really?” She laughed when June only shook her head. “You know, when I’m alone.”
“You feel guilty when you’re alone? About hanging out with Tilly?”
“No.” Frankie hesitated. “Well, kind of. A little bit. But that’s not what I mean.”
“So what do you mean?”
“I mean after I… give myself the happy feelings.” She winked exaggeratedly.
It took a second but Frankie saw the exact moment the penny dropped. June recoiled with a splutter. “Oh my good god. Are you trying to talk to me about getting yourself off thinking about Tilly?”
“Hey, dude, you asked.”
“Not about that.”
Frankie laughed. “Kind of about that, you just didn’t realize.”
June scrunched her face up and scowled at her. “I suppose you win on a technicality. But… do I need to be more worried if that’s something that’s happening? Are you actually falling for her? Do you need help getting over her?”
Frankie blew out a heavy breath. “Yes, I am falling for her. I’ve been falling for her since the minute I dragged her into a hug in Tapenade. There’s nothing you or I could have done to stop it. And, no, I’m good. I know where we stand. I expend massive amounts of energy trying not to think about how I feel about her and, any time she just… pops up and I can’t help it, I feel like I need to apologize to her afterward.”
“Somehow, I don’t think ‘sorry I masturbated over you again’ would go down all that well.”
Frankie laughed. “Yeah, they do not make a cake for that.”
“Tell me you didn’t check,” June said, also laughing.
“I did not.”
When the laughter subsided, June just looked at her. “You sure you’re going to be okay? You don’t want to take time away from her or something?”
She shook her head. “No, definitely not. I’ll be gone soon anyway, and it’s really fine. I know what we are and I know how to control myself and just be her friend.”
“Okay.” June looked doubtful still, but Frankie didn’t have the emotional capacity to deal with that. She and Tilly knew their relationship and dynamic and that was it, no matter how June felt.
“I’m going to nail the interview because I’m amazing, get the job, and then be thousands of miles away from Tilly, where I’ll easily be able to get over her.”
“I hope you aren’t planning to bring all of that ego into your interview or they’ll never hire you.”
Frankie had begun finally taking her coat off but paused as June’s words registered. “Why does everyone keep saying that? I don’t have an ego.”
June just stared. “Oh, you so do. I know it, you know it, I’m guessing Tilly is the other one who knows it.”
Frankie huffed. “Good thing she’s straight and I’m leaving. You two would gang up on me and I’d never get away with anything again.”
As Frankie moved to hang up her coat, she heard June mutter about how Tilly would forever give her everything. Any other time, she’d have argued back to June’s mutterings. This time, though, it was just too painful.
Tilly would give her everything she ever wanted. Except herself.




Nine



Tilly was nervous as she sat down in Marina’s—the second time this week. Only, this time, she was sitting at a four-top with Snap and Andi along for the ride.
When she’d texted Snap to see if they were free Saturday night, part of her was secretly wishing they wouldn’t be so she wouldn’t have to text Andi about it and potentially end up in a disastrous situation.
The whole time they’d been planning, Frankie still hadn’t mentioned what exactly happened with June and Andi, and there was nothing like an unknown mystery to terrify Tilly as she waited for them to orchestrate a meeting.
Even with Snap available, part of Tilly had been wondering whether Andi would agree to dinner. She felt terrible being sneaky about it like this. What if Andi couldn’t stand the sight of June? Or if it was incredibly painful to see her?
She groaned internally. She really should have gotten an explanation from Frankie. How had she been so easily led without all of the relevant information? Clearly, she had been led astray by cute laughs and heart-melting smiles. She was such a pushover when it came to her friends.
And how was she ever going to get Andi to agree to a second meal anytime soon? It wasn’t like she and Snap had dinner with her that often.
Tilly tried hard to concentrate on her menu and the conversation Snap and Andi were having. Nothing but panic seemed to be registering.
Her heart pounded, she felt sick, and her palms were slick. She just could not handle deception.
The door to Marina’s opened behind her and the sound of Frankie’s unmistakable laugh—the one that had landed Tilly in this predicament—registered. It took every ounce of strength to lock down and stay in place rather than running for the door and refusing to stop until she was safe in her bed, under about fifteen blankets.
Tilly looked up in time to watch Andi freeze. There was no way she’d be able to do this again. It was now or never. She’d be lucky if Andi ever agreed to have dinner with her again if the look on her face was anything to go by. Tilly couldn’t do this to her friend again. This whole thing had been a terrible idea.
“Tilly. Hey,” Frankie suddenly called, and even through her dismay, Tilly was aware of how much of a good actor she was. Even Tilly could temporarily believe Frankie hadn’t expected to run into her.
“Uh, hi,” she replied, losing all of the confidence they’d been practicing for the last few days. Why was conning your friends so awful and hard, even if you were trying to do a nice thing?
Snap shot her a look of confusion, likely at the sudden tension and extreme stress written across her face.
Frankie had it together, though. “Snap, good to see you again.” She turned to Andi a little too slowly and dramatically. It was as though she lived in a TV show half of the time with the way she moved. “And Andi. Long time no see. How have you been? You remember June, I’m sure.”
Andi resolutely was not looking at June and, when Tilly glanced her way, June was staring directly at Andi, sheer shock written across her features, so perhaps it was a good thing Andi wasn’t seeing that.
She took a sip of water before replying, but even then, it sounded hoarse and unsure. “Yeah. Long time. Fine, thank you. I, uh, yes. I do. Remember.”
Tilly felt like she wanted to rip her own skin off. Every part of this had been a mistake. Who had she been trying to kid, acting like she could help orchestrate things like this?
Frankie laughed. “Well, June, say hello, why don’t you?”
June’s throat and mouth moved in a way that could have been her attempting speech. It could also have been her fighting throwing up. Tilly was pretty sure it could go either way.
When nothing was forthcoming from June, Snap cleared their throat. “Would you two like to join us, since we all apparently know each other?”
“Oh, absolutely,” Frankie said, grinning widely before she turned to grab another chair to pull up to the table.
Tilly wasn’t prepared for any of this. She wouldn’t be able to eat anything. Nobody would be able to say anything without it feeling loaded and awkward. Her heart raced uncomfortably.
Frankie moved to sit in the seat next to Andi. Tilly was glad she at least had enough sense to know she shouldn’t push June to sit there.
June stiffly moved into the seat Frankie had pulled up at the end of the table. Her knee brushed Tilly’s as she sat down. It felt like a jolt of electricity to Tilly but June didn’t even seem to notice. She simply sat on the edge of her seat, coat and bag still on, looking around the room like a caged deer.
Tilly wished she had a magic word that could get them all out of this. Her nerves were pulled tight and she could feel the way June’s and Andi’s were too, the way Snap was itching to know what was going on, the way even Frankie was beginning to doubt that this was a good idea but was forcing a smile and a relaxed posture anyway. Tilly had explained very little to Snap and she was now massively regretting that. They’d have known what to do if she’d explained first.
The whole restaurant was too loud and their table too quiet and Tilly needed to fix it. But how?
A waiter arrived to take their order and something about the moment snapped. Before he’d even finished introducing himself and asking what they wanted, June jumped up. “Sorry. I can’t stay. I’ll see you… all… around.” She turned and almost ran back the way she’d come.
Frankie immediately followed after her, apologizing to the group, claiming she’d be right back, and briefly squeezing Tilly’s arm as she passed her, but even that wasn’t enough to make Tilly feel better.
Andi’s posture relaxed slightly with the departure of June, but now, she just looked drained, exhausted, like the worst thing she could have imagined had happened and she didn’t know what happened next.
Tilly wanted to take back every part of this night. She wanted to go back in time and tell Frankie they couldn’t do this. It didn’t matter how nice her dinners with Frankie had been, it wasn’t worth this feeling—disgust and anger and bitterness at betraying her friends roiled her stomach.
“I should probably go too,” Andi finally said, her voice hollow, her gaze somewhere in the middle distance.
The waiter, who still stood by their table, watched in confusion as she rose slowly—much taller than June but looking every bit as much like a cornered mouse—picked up her coat without putting it on, and walked back towards the door. His table of five had suddenly become a table of two and Tilly doubted either of them looked like they wanted anything to eat.
“Give us a minute, sorry,” Snap told him, receiving only a nod and a slow backing away in response.
“Sorry,” Tilly said when they were alone. She wasn’t sure if it was for Snap, June, Andi, or just the universe in general.
“For what?” they asked, confused. “You didn’t do anything.”
“Well…”
She felt them studying her. “Yes?”
“I might have done something,” she said, barely audible.
Snap looked from her to the table as they thought through everything that had transpired. Tilly simply waited for them to figure it out, as she knew they would.
“You invited me and Andi here because you knew Frankie and June would be here,” they said eventually.
“Yes.”
“But not because you wanted to see Frankie.”
“No.”
“Because there’s something going on with June and Andi.”
Tilly winced. “Yes. Or there was, at least.”
They moved in their seat, twisting to look at her more fully. “Was when?”
“Not sure.” And she wasn’t. That was another thing Frankie hadn’t explained.
“But the two of you are trying to get them back together?”
She shrugged. “I think so. I guess.”
“It was Frankie’s idea?”
Tilly nodded. It was, but she’d been all too willing to go along with it to make Frankie happy, in the hope it would make June and Andi happy too, but now she saw every mistake she’d made along the way. All of the questions she hadn’t asked, all of the answers she hadn’t gotten, all of the things she hadn’t worried about not knowing because she’d do anything to make Frankie happy. And that was weird, wasn’t it? She knew she wasn’t usually like that, that she shouldn’t be like that. The one time she did and it had hurt two people she cared about and gotten them all into this mess.
Snap sighed. “Okay, well, I intend to get the whole story out of you, but this is painfully like watching paint dry, so we’re going to need some drinks and some food.” They turned to get the waiter’s attention again.
“There’s a film about paint drying,” Tilly said, not sure why.
“What?”
“A film. Paint drying. It was crowdfunded. It was a whole thing. You can read about it online.”
“I absolutely will not, but thanks.” The waiter came up beside them again and Snap clasped their hands together. “Ah. Large classic cheese, one house red, and… a hot chocolate for this one.”
Tilly knew she must look bad if they were ordering her a hot chocolate. Especially with a pizza. Kind of an odd combination.
She stared at the table, listening to Snap flirting just a little as they thanked the waiter and sent them back off to the tills.
“He’s cute,” they said, once he was out of earshot.
Tilly had barely looked at him. Either way, she was sure she wouldn’t be interested, but that was hardly the point of this whole thing.
Snap rambled about random things while they waited for their drinks to be delivered, but, after some more flirting with the waiter and a large gulp of wine, they turned to Tilly in business mode again. “Okay. Sip of hot chocolate, please.”
She felt like a child as they helped it to her mouth and she sipped obediently, but the sugary warmth was exactly what she needed. Plus, it was only Snap. They weren’t judging her.
After they had placed the glass mug back on the table, they looked at Tilly. “Spill.”
“My drink?”
Their expression dropped. “Ha, ha. So very funny.”
Tilly knew it wasn’t. She didn’t know why she’d even said it. She’d just needed something, she supposed.
“What’s going on with June, Andi, and Frankie?”
“Frankie’s going to leave soon for LA.” Even outside of this evening, that fact stung Tilly more than it should. “And there used to be something between June and Andi. She wanted to help them sort it out before she left.”
“And you thought forcing an encounter at Marina’s was the best way to do that?” Snap’s voice sounded doubtful and Tilly regretted not telling them the plan. They read an awful lot of romance books, they’d probably have had a much better suggestion for something like this.
“Frankie did.”
“And you just went along with it?”
“Yep.”
“Why?”
“Not sure.”
Honestly, she wasn’t sure about much when it came to Frankie, other than the fact that she absolutely wanted her in her life. There was something so magnetic and wonderful about her and about being around her. She made Tilly feel better, more at peace, and like she belonged in the world, even when things were going sour. It made no sense, but she was probably the best friend Tilly had ever had and she didn’t want to give that up or disappoint her.
Snap was still thinking the situation through when their waiter arrived back with the pizza. They pulled a slice onto Tilly’s plate before helping themself. “Eat,” they instructed, and Tilly did.
From the way Snap moaned, Tilly knew it was good pizza. Of course it was, Marina’s always was, but her tastebuds seemed as confused and depleted as the rest of her. The taste of pizza registered, but it could have been any pizza. Normally, that would be a massive insult to Marina’s, but tonight, she didn’t have the capacity to even feel guilty for thinking it.
When they were onto their second slice, Snap took another swig of wine and turned back to Tilly. “I know it’s eating you up right now, and you’re wasting the taste of a delicious pizza by not paying it enough attention, but it’s really fine.”
“The pizza?”
“No. Not the pizza. The pizza is excellent. I meant the situation.” They wiped their hands on a napkin. “Frankie knows June and must have been pretty sure reconciling her and Andi was both a good idea and a possibility. Yeah, this might have been awkward, but it was clearly attempt one, and it was a nice thing to do.”
A lot of that was stuff Tilly had been telling herself as she’d been going along with Operation Jandi and it had been believable, too. Right up until they were all in the same space and it no longer seemed like a reconciliation between June and Andi would be possible or positive.
She took another sip of her hot chocolate, needing the sugar to help settle her nerves. “Wouldn’t you be angry at me forever if I tried to set you up with one of your exes like that?”
“Honestly, no. I don’t think so. I mean, sure, I might be momentarily annoyed if it had been the car crash situation that whole thing was, but I don’t think I’d be angry in the end. It came from a place of love and of believing in a relationship, a place of wanting good things for the people involved. And who is angry at their friend for trying to make them happy?”
“Do you think so?”
They nodded. “I really do. And maybe this was a mess, but who’s to say it won’t be a funny story they look back on in the future? If Frankie’s right that they still want to be together and could be happy like that, they’d have to get through this weird stage at some point. And that’s not worse than avoiding it forever and missing out on a good thing.”
“But what if they can’t get through it?”
“Then at least they’ll know.” They shrugged. “Better than spending forever wondering what could have been.”
“Really?”
“Definitely. It’s not the awkward encounters that keep you up at night. It’s all of the what-ifs. And, right now, June and Andi are a what-if. If you want an answer and some peace, you’ve got to fall down one way or the other. And I can still see this going the right way.”
“Me too,” Frankie said, dropping into the chair opposite Tilly and startling the life out of her. “Oh, cheese. Nice choice.”
Snap laughed. “Please do help yourself,” they said, watching her do exactly that.
“Oh, I will. Don’t worry.” She shot them a grin before taking a bite.
Tilly’s brain felt like it was spinning in her head. Nothing made sense and everything was upside down and what on earth was happening?
Snap patted her arm. “I think our dear Tilly needs an update on what’s going on and reassurance that she’s not a terrible person who has wrecked her friends' lives.”
Frankie shot her a soft, comforting look. “I promise you’re a good person and nobody has had their life ruined.”
“But— But— But—” Tilly didn’t even have words for all of the things she needed answers for.
“No buts,” Frankie said before winking at her, “except your cute butt.”
“Jesus Christ,” Snap muttered to themself.
Tilly felt herself blush, but this wasn’t even close to what she needed to talk about. “June? And Andi? What about them?”
Frankie shrugged one shoulder. “They’re both going to be fine, I’m sure. We’ve established their first run-in in quite some time. It was bound to be a little fraught. What matters is that it happened and now they can both let thoughts of the other back in and see where they want to go.”
“I don’t think I can help coordinate another meeting like this.”
“I know. Don’t worry. We’ll reassess and regroup and go from there with a new plan.”
Tilly wasn’t sure there was anything she could help with. This whole thing had been so anxiety-inducing and stressful that she didn’t know if she had it in her to do anything further, especially if she didn’t know that both Andi and June were onboard with it.
“You don’t have to do anything you’re not completely comfortable with,” Frankie said, correctly interpreting her expression, and at least that little thing felt safe and comfortable and familiar—Frankie knowing her, even in all of this chaos.
“Is June going to be okay?” she asked, voicing her most urgent concern. It was joint with wondering whether Andi was going to be okay, but she pulled her phone out to get the answer to that herself.
Frankie nodded. “She’s going to be fine. She just needs some space. Which reminds me—can I stay at yours tonight?”
Tilly looked up from her phone. That didn’t sound like she was okay at all. Wasn’t it bad if Frankie was avoiding going home? She was sure it was. “Of course.”
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“I suppose I should go home,” Frankie murmured, cracking one eye very slightly to look at Tilly. An hour ago, she’d been the only one awake and more than happy to watch Tilly sleep. However, once Tilly had stirred, Frankie had known better than to be caught mooning after her, all heart eyes at her bedhead.
Tilly chewed on her top lip again. Frankie knew she was still worried about June and Andi and everything that had happened last night. She couldn’t blame her, but Frankie knew it was going to be okay. It had to be.
“I suppose so,” Tilly whispered eventually. “You have to check on June and everything. I really hope she’s okay. I’ll feel awful if she’s hurt because of us.”
“She’ll be just fine,” Frankie said, partly willing it into being, but also somewhat distracted by the way Tilly referred to the two of them as one entity. It happened every time Tilly referred to the two of them as a pair, but, this close to her, wrapped up in her soft, cream sheets, how could it not set off the deepest of longings in Frankie’s soul?
“I hope so.”
Frankie reached out and pulled her into a hug. It was too intimate, too close, too easy to want to kiss her, but she was Frankie’s friend and she needed comforting and Frankie would be damned if she wasn’t going to hug her when she sounded so very sad and worried.
There was something floral about her scent. Frankie didn’t know what it was, but she breathed it in deeply as her nose pressed into the top of Tilly’s head as a pair of arms wrapped around her and held her so tightly she thought she might break.
Part of her wondered whether she’d brought nothing but stress into Tilly’s life. Tilly had assured her last night that wasn’t the case and this was just how she was, but Frankie couldn’t help feeling a little guilty. She saw the way Tilly’s happiness plunged when they talked about Frankie’s interview. She knew Tilly was worried she wasn’t doing enough to help prepare Frankie for her interview of a lifetime. The truth was nothing like that—she was doing way more than she would ever need to do, but she was touched that Tilly worried. And then, on top of that, there was now the worry that they’d hurt June and Andi.
Frankie sighed. She needed to do something big to make this up to Tilly. And to June.
How was it that every time she was trying to help, she somehow managed to hurt people?
“I kissed June,” she whispered into the top of Tilly’s head.
Tilly moved against her chest, confused. “What? When?”
Even with the warmth that Tilly being pressed against her brought, she could hear the hurt and confusion in Tilly’s voice. Perhaps she was sad at being left out of the news?
“Years ago,” Frankie said, remembering in perfect detail the moment that she’d realized her mistake, weeks later, long after the damage was done.
“You were dating?”
Frankie laughed, the sound a little more bitter than her usual tone. “No, definitely not. It was just supposed to help June. It ended up messing things up between her and Andi. That’s what I’m trying to put right now.”
Tilly pulled back, staying close to Frankie but moving to look at her face. “What happened?” Her voice was soft, fragile as if she was worried about breaking the delicate glass of this moment.
Frankie sighed. “She’d been spending a lot of time with Andi and I knew June liked her. She never shut up about it. And, you know, you’ve met June, she’s not like that about anyone, but Andi was different. They were best friends and spent so much time together. Then June would come home and lament how they could never be together.”
“Why not?” The heartbreak she felt for the two of them was so clearly written across Tilly’s face that Frankie was sure she was falling a little more in love with her just from seeing how deeply she cared for the people around her.
“Andi was straight and into someone else, June said.”
Tilly’s jaw actually dropped. If the moment hadn’t been so tense, Frankie might have laughed at how comedic it looked.
It took Tilly a minute to regain the ability to form words and, when she did, all she got out was, “You and June thought Andi was straight?”
“Hey,” Frankie protested, tapping Tilly lightly on the nose with one finger, “she was different back then. She wasn’t as out as she is now. And she’s bi, June had known her when she was with her ex-boyfriend and she never mentioned her sexuality when she was with him.”
Tilly shook her head. “She’s literally been out since high school.”
Frankie huffed. “Well, we didn’t know that.”
Tilly laughed. “Okay, you didn’t know that. So, what happened?”
“June’s heart was breaking. She was a mess with wanting Andi, feeling awful for wanting her when she knew—or thought she knew—that Andi was straight.” Frankie pushed down a similar sense of guilt for wanting the straight woman currently lying in her arms. “And then we were at a New Year’s Eve party one year. Andi was there. June wanted to kiss her at midnight. Well, you know, ask if it would be okay to kiss her. She knew it was going to hurt her in the long run, we’d talked about it at length, but it was what she wanted.”
“It didn’t go well?” Tilly whispered, her voice and her body taut with tension.
“It never went at all.” Frankie’s fingers traced up and down Tilly’s back. She was barely able to hold her gaze as she told the story, more ashamed of it than she had ever been before. And she’d been plenty ashamed. “Andi was being kind of weird that night, June was tense and nervous, so I kept dancing with her. You know, to try to keep her mind off things, to help her relax. And then Andi caught up with her at the makeshift bar. Said some things about the two of us, some things about me swooping in and stealing all of her attention. I didn’t realize before that that she’d ever had a problem with me.”
“It wasn’t that you were generally a problem, it was specifically—”
“Exactly. But I didn’t know that.” She swallowed heavily. It had been a long time since she’d talked about this with anyone and she hadn’t expected to be so emotional while telling Tilly. Up until this moment, she’d only worried about Tilly judging her, but here they were. “I found June sobbing in the bathroom. She told me what had happened. When she was okay, I left her with one of our friends, found Andi outside, and tore her a new one. I said some things I shouldn’t have.”
“About what?”
“About how she’d been stringing June along. Just a straight girl trying to get her jollies knowing a queer woman liked her, using June for an ego boost and stuff. Stuff about how she was a terrible friend and she’d never deserve June, even if she was queer.
“As I was walking away, she said she hadn’t realized I had such a thing for June, but she hoped we’d be very happy together. I told her we would and stormed back inside.”
“So, you did like June?”
“Not at all. Not like that. I just didn’t want Andi to think she’d won. I wanted her to realize June didn’t need her, she had options and could be happy without some straight girl playing with her heart.”
Tilly nodded, her mouth twisted. “That makes sense.”
“Does it?” Frankie asked hopefully. She’d been so horrified by the way she’d yelled at Andi, how protective she’d been over her friend, that the last thing she’d expected was for Tilly to get it.
“Well, yeah. You were protecting June.”
Frankie hummed. “I went back inside and, when midnight rolled around, I didn’t want June to be alone and sad. Andi was still there and I wanted her to see just how much June didn’t need her. So I offered to be June’s midnight kiss and that was that. Andi left as we parted, I saw her walking out over June’s shoulder. June and I laughed the kiss off, we both knew it didn’t mean anything. And her friendship with Andi was over.”
Tilly’s eyes were awash with tears and Frankie could feel that her own were no better. Sometimes, even things from years ago still got to you and hurt like they were fresh and raw. And maybe they were. Maybe Frankie hadn’t dealt with it as well as she thought she had. Maybe she was still carrying too much guilt over the damage she’d caused. Maybe that was what had led them into last night’s debacle.
“What happened after?” Tilly asked.
“June cried. A lot. I was there for her, so were our friends. And then about a month and a half later, when she was finally starting to do better, we all went out for drinks.” Frankie paused, remembering the look on June’s face. It was one of the most gut-wrenching expressions she’d ever seen. “Andi was there. On a date. With a woman. They were very handsy.”
Tilly winced. “Poor June.”
“Yeah. All of her recovery was undone in the space of two minutes. We got her out of there as quickly as possible. She and I went home and, at about 2 am, when she was lying on our bathroom floor, her head in my lap, she told me it had obviously never been that Andi was straight, just that she was so uninterested in June that she hadn’t even mentioned her sexuality for fear that June would get ideas.”
Frankie remembered those words crystal clear—the broken tone, the sound of June’s sobs, the way she’d believed it, the way she still did. How, after that, June had put a piece of herself and her heart away, and they hadn’t emerged since. This whole, beautiful piece of June, just gone forever.
“I tried to apologize to Andi one day,” Frankie continued. “A few weeks later. I went to see her, to explain, to make things better. She wasn’t interested. What was done, was done, and all that. June obviously didn’t care that much if she’d just jumped into kissing me… A bunch of other stuff like that.”
“And they haven’t spoken since?”
Frankie shook her head. “Not once. Well, until last night, kind of.”
“And you still think it’s a good idea to try to get them back together?” Tilly looked at her expectantly.
“Definitely. They don’t speak, but there’s something about the way they look at each other when they accidentally end up in the same place, something about how loaded things still are between them, even after all this time. Plus, it’s June and Andi, you know? Harsh things were said and done, but it’s not them to be like that. They were just hurting.”
Tilly looked at her seriously. “It’s not like you to say things like that either. You were just trying to protect your friend.”
Frankie smiled sadly. She’d always wanted to believe she was better than that. She’d spent the last few years trying to never let things get away from her like that again. However, snuggled up with Tilly, looking into her brown eyes, she knew she’d go exactly that hard against anyone who ever hurt her like Andi had hurt June, even accidentally.
She squeezed Tilly tighter for a second before moving to get up. “Okay,” she said, forcing her voice to be cheerful and regular volume again. “Time to go home and let June rip me a new one for setting her up.”
Tilly grimaced. “Does she know?”
Frankie laughed. “Not yet. And don’t worry, I won’t be dragging you into the ring beside me. But I can’t not tell her what I did. Time to face the consequences of my actions and help her figure out the next step.”
“And, for some reason, you think that’s going to be a positive and not lead to her burying you in a shallow grave?”
“You’re cute when you get dark like that,” she said with a grin, enjoying the way it made Tilly blush, which made her even cuter. She was possibly the best thing Frankie had ever seen. “But you don’t need to worry, babe. June loves me too much to murder me, plus, I’m trying to hand her everything she’s ever wanted on a platter. Who murders the person offering them that?”
Tilly looked a little doubtful and, truth be told, Frankie was too, even once she’d headed out into the early morning and the short walk between Tilly’s place and hers.
Their apartment was still and quiet when she quietly slipped her key in the door and stole inside. June was clearly still sleeping.
Ordinarily, Frankie would wait for her to get up to have a conversation but part of her wondered whether June would be less likely to murder her if she was half-asleep?
Fueled by fear and unfounded confidence, she knocked on June’s bedroom door and let herself in, looking down at her feet. “Morning, June. I just wanted to explain last night and say sorry for the whole Andi thing—”
Possibly the weirdest noise Frankie had ever heard from June emitted from somewhere deep in her throat, a kind of strangled squeal that caused Frankie to look up.
Whatever she’d imagined finding here, and however she’d imagined this going, the vision before her had not been an option. Two bodies, naked and lying together, one on top of the other, had not been anywhere close to her wildest imaginings. Tilly’s shallow grave idea had honestly seemed more of a possibility than this.
“Oh my god,” she gasped, backing out of the room, fumbling with the door and her phone, and tripping over her own feet. As she slammed the door shut, she called out, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt or see any of that.”
“It’s fine, Frankie,” June’s voice called back, a combination of irate and embarrassed and just amused enough that Frankie thought she might possibly make it out of this alive.
Frankie hurried towards her own room, shut the door, and slid down the back of it until she was sitting on the floor. She could feel her face burning and she felt glad for the low light that felt like it allowed her to hide in the shadows.
She pulled up her conversation with Tilly and, fingers trembling, sent,
Well, that could have gone better…!
Oh, god, Tilly replied immediately. What happened???
June was in bed with someone.
Oh, NO. Do I even want to know who?
Andi. 
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Wait. What? Tilly didn’t know how to process that. If it was a joke, it was possibly the worst one Frankie had ever told her.
Not even an hour ago, Tilly had been hearing all about how Frankie had accidentally helped decimate June and Andi’s budding relationship and now, after years and years, and the world’s most awkward dinner encounter, they were just in bed together?
Yep, Frankie sent back immediately. Naked and evidently in the middle of having sex and everything.
How did this happen?
I have no idea.
Wow.
Yep. Oh, shit. June’s knocking on my door. Oh, god. Get me out of here, Tilly. Think I can just ignore it until she goes away?
What? Tilly laughed to herself, hidden under a blanket as she died from secondhand embarrassment for them all. Open the door right now! You two have to work this out immediately.
Ugh. Of course you’re being reasonable. Fine, I’ll open the door, but if I die, it’s on you, Fenchurch.
I think you’ll survive. Keep me posted.
Will do, she sent back with a heart emoji that made Tilly feel just a little warmer and softer than it should do, especially in a situation like this.
She dragged herself out from under the blanket, suddenly filled with too much nervous energy to sit still. After pacing her kitchen four times and with no updates from Frankie, she gave up imagining she’d be able to pull together breakfast for herself. She changed quickly into jeans and a sweater and headed out the door, making a beeline for Tapenade. For unknown reasons, she’d decided a smoothie was soothing. It was probably something to do with the fact that those two words sounded so similar.
She was so wrapped up in thinking about the two words that she rounded a corner and almost collided with Snap. As she stepped back, apologizing, she was glad it was only them and not someone carrying a mountain of coffee that might have burned them. That would have been the last thing she needed.
“You look frantic,” they said, giving her the once over.
A single, slightly hysterical laugh burst from her and she knew that didn’t do anything but confirm their statement.
They looked at her, a little confused. “Everything okay?”
“Uh, yeah. I think so. Maybe? I don’t actually know?”
They examined her for another moment before their expression darkened. “Wait. This isn’t about last night, is it? You’re not having a breakdown over that, right? Do we need to get you to a doctor or something?”
“A doctor?” She laughed. “No. I’m good. I just need… breakfast.”
Breakfast was why she was here, right? Almost colliding with Snap in the street outside Tapenade because she’d been too amped up to trust herself in the kitchen and smoothies were soothing and all that…
She laughed to herself and Snap still looked like they wanted to bundle her into an ambulance, but they took her arm gently and led her into Tapenade. “Come on, then. Let’s get breakfast and you can tell me what’s going on because I don’t believe you’re fine for one second.”
“I’m completely fine.”
“What do you want?” they asked as they slid into the booth opposite Tilly.
“A smoothie. Smoothies are soothing,” she replied without thinking and a little too sing-songy.
They frowned. “Did you get any sleep last night?”
“Oh, yes, lots, actually. I was pretty exhausted after everything at Marina’s. Plus, Frankie was there, so I was safe. Lots of sleep.”
“Okay,” they drew the word out. “So, care to share why you’re so frantic right now? Because you’re scaring me a little.”
Tilly took a deep breath. She felt guilty for worrying Snap, that hadn’t been her intention at all. She hadn’t even been planning to run into them, she’d just really wanted ricotta toast and a smoothie. “Well, you know Frankie stayed at mine?”
“Yes, I do know that.”
“She went home this morning to speak to June—you know, explain things and such. Well, when she got there, she found June and Andi. Having sex.”
Their head jerked and they stared at Tilly. “June and Andi. Having sex?”
“Yep,” Tilly replied, nodding furiously, her eyes wide.
“The same June and Andi from last night’s trainwreck?”
“The very same.”
They stared into the middle distance, thinking. “How is that even possible?”
Tilly shrugged. “No idea. Frankie said she’d keep me posted, but she’s talking to June right now and I guess they have a lot to talk about.”
“I’ll say.” They shook their head. “Sapphics, seriously.”
Tilly frowned. “What?”
“Well, they don’t talk for years, their friends orchestrate one meeting that turns out to be the world’s most awkward encounter, and then they immediately fall into bed together?”
“I don’t think that’s a sapphic thing.”
“Maybe not.” They waved a hand lazily through the air. “But still. They’ll have moved in together by tomorrow, just you wait and see.”
“They will not. They’ve got loads of stuff to work out, I’m sure.”
“Oh, I’m sure they worked out plenty in bed last night,” Snap said with a smirk.
“Oh my god. Can you not?”
They laughed. “Just saying. But I now definitely need a smoothie too, so hold on.”
They jumped up to order, heading towards the counter as a few other people streamed in for breakfast, and as Tilly called after them, “Ricotta toast too, please.”
She placed her phone on the table as she took out cash to give Snap, tapping it to light the screen up every few seconds, desperate for news from Frankie.
It was wild how, twelve hours ago, she was certain they’d screwed up their friends' lives irreparably, but now, here she was waiting to hear whether their plan had been more of a success than they’d ever imagined. Was that possible? Could one encounter be enough to push you back together with someone, even with all of that history?
She thought about it until Snap slid back into the seat opposite her. Tilly had never felt that way about anyone so she couldn’t say for certain that she’d do the same, but she could see how it could happen. All of that emotion and longing and pent-up aching just spilling out when you’re finally forced into the same space after all that time.
Frankie had been right when she’d sensed something between them all those times. You didn’t jump into bed with someone you couldn’t stand.
“Think I can text Andi and ask her about it?” Snap asked after a moment of consideration.
“Absolutely not. I don’t want her to know we’ve all been gossiping about Frankie finding her in bed with June.” Tilly couldn’t think of anything more mortifying than information like that getting out about her.
“It’s not gossiping. It’s relaying the facts. It’s like the news.”
“It is absolutely not like the news, and you can’t tell her you know unless she brings it up.”
“Ugh, fine.” They paused. “You should text her then.”
Tilly’s head snapped up and she stared at them. “What? Why? How is that any better?”
They rolled their eyes. “Because, come on, we all know you and Frankie tell each other everything. There’s no way June and Andi think she didn’t immediately tell you what happened.”
“She might not have told me. That was a very private situation.”
“Yes, but it’s like how you just expect couples to tell each other everything, you know? Like, sure, some things are kept private, but it’s a couples thing.”
“But Frankie and I aren’t a couple, so it’s nothing like that at all.”
They watched her, deadpan. “You act way too much like a couple for a pair of friends. I swear, if you weren’t straight, you two would have gotten married weeks ago.”
Tilly felt herself blushing, which she worried might undermine her argument when she insisted that they were nothing like a couple.
Whether luckily or unluckily, though, she was cut off before she could argue too much by Frankie’s face lighting up her phone.
Snap gasped and tried to snatch up her phone but Tilly beat them to it, hitting answer, and pressing the phone hard into the side of her face.
“Hello,” she breathed.
“Hi,” Frankie said, laughing.
Laughter was a good sign, right? Tilly was pretty sure she wouldn’t be laughing if the conversation with June had gone horribly, or if June and Andi were trying to murder her.
“Are you okay?” Tilly asked, impatiently waving off Snap who was trying to get her to put the phone on speaker. She was never a speakerphone person but especially not in the middle of a restaurant, or when the topic of conversation was something this delicate. Snap would just have to control their nosiness.
“I’m good, yeah.” She let out a breath that whooshed down the line. “That was one hell of a conversation.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Where are you? I’ll come meet you and fill you in.”
“Tapenade.”
Frankie laughed. “Of course.”
“Of course,” Tilly replied with a shrug Frankie couldn’t see.
“Be there in two.”
And she was. Tilly had barely managed to fight off Snap’s questions and thank the person who brought their food over before Frankie was dropping onto the bench beside her, her face pressing into Tilly’s shoulder in a deeply intimate way Tilly loved but thought might add fire to Snap’s earlier point that they were like a couple…
Luckily, Snap seemed more interested in gossip than I told you so. “Well? What happened? How’d they end up in bed together?”
Frankie looked up at Tilly. “You told them?”
Tilly squirmed in her seat. “Well, I ran into them—quite literally—outside and I, apparently, seemed frantic.”
“You were super frantic,” Snap said, shooting her a look.
Frankie laughed. “Sounds about right. Sorry for making you frantic.”
Tilly moved to reply, to tell her it was fine, but Snap cut her off. “It’s fine, she doesn’t care. Just tell us how Andi and June ended up in bed.”
Frankie watched Snap for a minute, clearly wondering whether to put them out of their misery or not. Tilly could imagine just how much it would annoy Snap if she refused to spill, and how much that reaction would amuse Frankie.
Eventually, though, she laughed. “Fine, but only because I’m desperate to tell Tilly.”
Snap rolled their eyes but didn’t seem to care about the fact that Frankie wasn’t desperate to tell them the news. Whereas Tilly felt special—warm and liquid inside—because Frankie wanted to tell her things. Snap had always been the more social and popular of the two of them. She’d hear things, sure, people would ask her questions and have conversations with her, but she wasn’t usually the priority, wasn’t usually the one they just had to tell something to. But here was Frankie, so desperate to tell Tilly something that she was giving up the opportunity to torment Snap. And that felt huge.
Frankie smiled at her before helping herself to a sip of Tilly’s smoothie.
“You can drink later,” Snap said, desperate for gossip. “Tell us what’s going on.”
Tilly and Frankie both laughed. Tilly had known Snap liked gossip but she’d seldom seen them so very urgent for it. Although, she supposed she wasn’t usually the keeper of such big news.
“Well,” Frankie said, grinning, “they don’t want to kill us for making them run into each other.”
“No?” Tilly said, relief flooding through her.
“Definitely not.”
“I should think not,” Snap said, smirking. “They got sex out of it. What would they be complaining about?”
“Probably the part that came before the sex, I’d imagine,” Frankie shot back. “They did have to get through the awful part at Marina’s and then a rather long conversation about how June and I had never been together after they ran into each other, both just wandering around town after leaving the restaurant. I guess it must have been pretty obvious when Andi found June alone that she and I weren’t together. I don’t think you’d leave your girlfriend like that.”
“So that was the problem, then? Andi thought you and June were dating and was jealous?”
Frankie looked at Tilly and Tilly tried to communicate with a look that she hadn’t given Snap all of the details on the situation. Tilly was glad the two of them seemed to know and understand each other so well when Frankie nodded slightly, as though the message was received.
She looked back at Snap. “Basically, yeah.”
“Kind of a waste of life to not just talk about it and admit your feelings, don’t you think? They could have been having sex ages ago.”
Frankie smiled. “Of course, it’s a little more complicated when we’re in it and our hearts are on the line.”
“Maybe,” Snap said, shrugging, “but you’ve got to be in it to win it.”
Tilly laughed. “I can’t believe that’s your take on dating.”
“Hey, don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it.”
“I think I’m good, thanks.”
“So that’s it, then?” Snap said, looking back at Frankie, expectantly. “They ran into each other, finally talked it out, and ended up in bed back at your place?”
Frankie shrugged. “Basically, yeah.”
Tilly could tell, both from watching Frankie and from knowing more about the situation that there was more to it than that, but she wasn’t Snap, she could wait to hear everything when she and Frankie were alone.
“Huh,” Snap said, digging into their food finally. “Kind of a boring story, in the end. I was hoping for something a little juicier after the mess that was last night.”
Frankie looked at them and there was something about her expression that told Tilly she didn’t like what Snap had said. Tilly was sure Snap wouldn’t catch it, though. She half-shrugged. “Sorry to be a disappointment.”
She didn’t mean it, Tilly knew that, she was just annoyed with Snap seeming so dismissive of this being a huge thing in two people’s lives. Honestly, Tilly was a little surprised, too, though perhaps it was harder to view the situation as anything but a fun story when you didn’t know the whole thing and weren’t close enough to it?
Snap was unbothered, simply laughing and eating their food.
In a bid to make her feel better, and because they kind of just shared everything, Tilly held out one of her slices of ricotta toast for Frankie. The softening of Frankie’s expression as she leaned in and took a bite, one hand wrapping around Tilly’s to hold the toast together, made even the way Snap scoffed at them worth it. They didn’t need to understand her friendship with Frankie, Tilly and Frankie understood it and that was all that mattered. That and making Frankie feel better.




Twelve



Frankie collapsed onto Tilly’s sofa, to-go smoothie in hand, much like she had three weeks ago on Jandi Day, the day she’d found June and Andi in bed together. She was exhausted. Even without having to run interference with Operation Jandi—as she’d been imagining she’d have to—the last few weeks had been hectic.
Tilly headed into the kitchen, pulling out pans and food as she set about making them dinner. It was different from Jandi Day. That day, she’d sat down beside Frankie to hear the rest of the story without prying ears looking for juicy details. And Frankie had taken her through it all—everything June had told her about how she and Andi had run into each other in a dimly lit street, how Andi had made a comment about June still being with Frankie, and where was her little girlfriend now? How they’d argued, too loud and too publicly. And how, when everything came out, June had inadvertently confirmed the explanation Frankie had come to Andi with years ago, all of Andi’s defenses had fallen, and the two were suddenly kissing. How June wasn’t sure how it had happened, just that it had and that she hadn’t wanted it to stop. Frankie had filled Tilly in on it all. All the while, mesmerized by the way Tilly hung on her every word, how she nodded and sighed in all the right places.
And she’d been doing the same thing every time they heard more from June and Andi over the last three weeks.
They kind of had been working out some frustrations and pent-up tensions in bed. When Frankie had broken the mood, they’d been forced out of their blissful bubble to deal with all of the things said and unsaid over the last few years, all of the things done and undone. As far as Frankie could tell, it involved a lot of talking, a lot of tears, and a lot of being vulnerable. They’d even signed up with a couple’s counselor together to help them work through all of the hurt and the feelings. And the best part was, it was working.
Frankie hadn’t seen June so happy in a long time. Tilly said the same about Andi, even when the pair of them had popped into Frankie’s flat to find Andi there alone, waiting for June, and she’d pulled Frankie aside to apologize, profusely, for all the things she’d said and for not believing Frankie when she’d shown up to set things right.
Forgiving her hadn’t been difficult. Frankie had been a fool back then, too. They were practically kids and they’d handled things ridiculously. Now, they were older and wiser and calmer. They understood a million things more than they did back then, and they were aware of all the things they didn’t know. The arrogance of youth washed away by the years helped them deal with things better.
And they knew they were still so young, really, but they all wanted to be better. In the end, that’s all it really came down to.
But, whatever the sum of its parts was, Frankie was happy because June was happy. June wouldn’t be alone when she left.
She looked over at Tilly again, moving around the kitchen, and the thought of leaving speared through her like a lancet of pain.
LA was her dream, Neptune was her dream, but Tilly…
Frankie’s interview with Neptune had been days ago now. She’d practiced over and over with Tilly, had Tilly with her right up until it was time, and she was waiting outside the door once the video call was over.
They’d celebrated hard. It had gone well, Frankie was sure. She’d worked hard for this, she was ready for it.
The only thing she wasn’t ready for was leaving Tilly. But, as the days went on, they got closer and closer to the call. And maybe she wouldn’t get it, but maybe she would.
June had asked her a couple of days ago how she was feeling about potentially having to leave Tilly, given that they spent almost every day together. She’d listened as Frankie had attempted to give words to her complicated feelings. And then she’d ruined the mood by asking again if Frankie was sure she and Tilly weren’t dating. As if Frankie wouldn’t know if she was dating Tilly. As if things wouldn’t be just slightly different. As if Tilly wouldn’t mention it if she’d realized that she was never straight to begin with.
She shook her head. “What are we having?” she called into the kitchen, really just wanting anything else to think about. She’d hardly slept last night, wondering whether Monday morning might be the day they finally called her back about the job. Worrying about what it would mean for her friendship with Tilly if they did.
Tilly looked up and smiled, that radiant, glorious, light-up-the-room smile. “Vegetable risotto.”
Frankie grinned back, taking a sip of her smoothie. Tilly had worried lately about the lack of sleep Frankie was getting, and how busy she was during her waking hours. As such, she’d taken to cooking for her in ways that were comforting and loaded with nutrients. While she was an accomplished baker, it turned out she was quite the home chef too. Frankie was a little jealous of the person who would eventually get to come home to her and her many skills and wondrous smiles every day. It had been Frankie for the last few weeks, but it wouldn’t be forever.
“You spoil me,” she replied, forcing on her usual, jovial smile. She didn’t want Tilly to worry more than she already was.
Tilly laughed. “Wait until you see dessert.”
Frankie perked up, rising slightly from her slouched position. “Why? What is it?”
Tilly pursed her lips, holding up a zucchini as she considered whether or not to answer. “Cherry and chocolate molten lava cakes.”
“Oh my god.”
“With ice cream.”
“Ahhh.” She practically melted off the couch, collapsing onto the floor. “I am the luckiest person ever.”
Tilly laughed. “You’re ridiculous is what you are.”
Frankie opened her eyes, barely able to see Tilly’s head as she chopped the zucchini. “You say that as if it’s impossible to be both.”
Tilly leaned over the counter to look at her. “Evidently it’s possible.”
“Ah, so you agree I’m the luckier one because I have you.”
“I absolutely do not agree,” she replied, pointing the half-chopped vegetable at Frankie.
Frankie laughed before sighing and moving to get up. “I should do some work while you make dinner. Make myself useful.”
“Absolutely not.”
“What?”
“You need to rest,” Tilly said, coming around the island, drying her hands on a towel that hung out of her apron pocket. She was ridiculously adorable.
“I can rest and draw at the same time.”
“Sometimes, sure, but not today.”
“And why not?” Frankie said, not bothering to fight as Tilly led her back to the couch without her tablet.
“Because you’re dead on your feet. You’ve been working almost non-stop, doing about ten different projects, and checking in on June constantly. Plus, worrying about whether Neptune are going to call and hire you. It’s a lot.” She’d gotten better at masking her feelings when they talked about Frankie leaving. Frankie had gotten better at reading every one of her emotions.
“It’s fine,” she replied with a sigh. “I just need to get it all done, all the open stuff. You know, just in case Neptune does call and say yes, I can’t just leave my current contracts hanging.”
“I know,” Tilly said softly, sweeping Frankie’s hair from her forehead. “And you will, but not tonight. Tonight is for resting, eating yummy food, and then curling up in bed with a good movie that you inevitably fall asleep five minutes into.”
Frankie laughed. She wanted to argue that she’d make it through the movie, but they both knew she wouldn’t. She’d be lucky to make it through dinner at this rate. They both knew that the minute she was tucked up next to Tilly, in a bed that had become remarkably familiar over the last few weeks, she’d be out like a light.
They both also knew that if she didn’t give up and just relax right now, Tilly wouldn’t leave her alone and dinner would take twice as long. So she did. For the sake of dinner but also because she wanted to, she relaxed back into the couch cushions, took out her phone to do some mindless scrolling, and sent Tilly a grateful smile.
And she stayed that way until Tilly brought dinner in, at which point she was allowed to sit up again.
“Anything good?” Tilly asked, nodding at Frankie’s phone as they tucked into a delicious, creamy, flavorful risotto.
“You mean other than the fact that you’re a genius chef?” she said, winking at Tilly and loving the way it always made her blush.
“Very funny. I’m nothing special. You know what I mean.”
“You’re very special,” Frankie said, pointing her fork at Tilly. “But no, not really. Couple of nice rock pictures, some hilariously funny bad jokes, and reams and reams of people complaining or giving unsolicited, bad opinions.”
“Well, it’s the internet, what else is new?”
“Exactly.”
They made it through the risotto and the divine chocolate and cherry cakes with Frankie getting sleepier and sleepier, to the point that she seemed to be talking nonsense when Tilly helped her up from the couch and to the bathroom. Tilly’s giggling filled Frankie’s ear as they maneuvered up the stairs and Tilly said she was going to clean up downstairs while Frankie got ready for bed.
“Tell the dishes I said good night and I hope they sleep well,” Frankie said, waving even though Tilly had already closed the door.
“Will do,” Tilly called back, still giggling.
Frankie moved around the room, attempting to get ready for bed, but mostly found herself jerking every few minutes from where she was nearly falling asleep in the bathroom.
Somehow, and with no idea how long it had taken her, she managed to finish brushing her teeth and amble into the bedroom that was ostensibly her second room. She even had a drawer here.
She was sure Tilly was still downstairs, cleaning up, so she began pulling her clothes off on her way to the dresser, making it there when she was topless. She pulled out her pajamas and turned to the bed.
“Oh my god,” Tilly said, eyes wide, face bright red, as she took in Frankie’s topless form.
Frankie began laughing at her expression and the way her eyes couldn’t seem to help but dart around. Even mostly asleep, she knew that was so Tilly. Unable to hold her gaze whenever she was flustered. Usually, Frankie loved trying to get her like this. In her sleepy state, it just seemed funny.
“I’m naked,” she told Tilly, laughing.
“You are somewhat naked, yes,” Tilly replied, her voice a little too high. “I’m just going to… get out of your way.”
“You can stay. You sleep here too. We sleep together. Ha. We sleep together. But we don’t. Do you get it?”
“Oh my god. Yes, I get it. I’m leaving. I’ll be right back.” She darted around Frankie, who was laughing as she stumbled to get ready and crawl into bed, and out of the room.
On any other day, Frankie might have worried more about Tilly’s response, but she was too tired for any of it to bother her or to make sense in the way it should. As such, she spent the time waiting for Tilly to return from the bathroom forcing herself to stay awake and choosing a movie for them to watch.
When Tilly finally did slip into bed beside her, pressing play on the movie before they had to sit in silence together, she was tense and uncomfortable. But, when Frankie snuggled into her side and wrapped an arm around her, she relaxed.
“You love me,” Frankie said, her speech mostly slurring into one word.
Tilly laughed, not awkwardly enough for Frankie’s sleep-consumed brain to pick up on. “I do, indeed. You’re my best friend.”
“Of course I am,” Frankie replied. “I’m amazing. Why would I not be your best friend?”
“You are indeed. I’m very lucky to have you.”
Frankie hummed, snuggling further under the blankets and into Tilly. “You’re lucky too. No. Wait. Me. I’m lucky too.”
Tilly giggled softly. “You should sleep now. You’re mostly gone, I think.”
“Mmm, yes. Sleep. But first I have to tell you something. I love you more than anything. You’re my best friend ever.”
“And you’re mine,” Tilly replied quietly, her voice close to Frankie’s ear.
Frankie felt herself drifting off to the quiet sound of the TV and the warm embrace of Tilly’s arms, and the last thing she registered before she was pulled under was the feeling of soft lips pressing into her head. A kiss she wouldn’t remember come morning. 




Thirteen



Tilly woke to the sound of Frankie’s phone going off. Her first thought was that this was it, this was the call they’d been waiting for, the news that Frankie really was leaving. It took her the few seconds before Frankie rolled over and switched it off to realize that it was just her alarm—as it was every time she stayed over—and that it was way too early for any calls from California to be coming in.
“Got to go,” Frankie muttered, her voice still heavy with sleep. Even with nine hours of sleep overnight, she’d been so exhausted that she sounded like she could sleep for nine more and still not be fully rested. “Got to check in with June before work and then get stuff done. I’ll see you tonight for TSL and Chinese.”
Tilly thought about arguing the takeaway. She’d been trying to feed Frankie as many home-cooked meals as possible, filling her with as many nutrients as she could humanly fit into meals, as she stressed about Frankie working herself into the ground. However, there was a place for their delicious Chinese tradition and, selfishly, she didn’t want to give it up yet. She didn’t know how many more of these nights they had left.
She nodded, one hand already snaking to Frankie’s abandoned pillow. “I’ll see you later then. Have a good day.”
“You too,” Frankie said, pausing at the bedroom door with her things to smile at Tilly.
Tilly’s mind flashed back to last night, to seeing Frankie naked from the waist up. She’d seen other women naked before, in showers and changing rooms, but there was something different about it when it was your closest friend, in your bedroom, right before you got into bed together.
She was glad Frankie didn’t seem to remember most of last night, or, if she did, didn’t seem to think it was anything out of the ordinary. It was more likely that she simply didn’t remember—she had been particularly out of it by that point. Tilly was in favor of whichever option led them to not talking about it and her not dealing with whatever that strange tangle of feelings was that consumed her when she’d been watching Frankie strip her clothes off and expose her perfect, smooth back. And worse, whatever it was that had drawn her eyes to Frankie’s small, perfect breasts when she’d turned around, a feeling Tilly was entirely unfamiliar with shooting through her, white-hot and hungry.
As she heard Frankie open and close the front door, she tried to force the memory into the back of her mind, out of her awareness. She pulled Frankie’s pillow closer, cuddled it to herself, but that only made things worse. Her senses were filled with Frankie again and her mind played that moment of Frankie turning in front of the drawers on repeat.
Eventually, she gave up trying to push the thought out to get more sleep. She rolled over, turned her own alarm off, jumped out of bed, and headed straight for the shower, putting her music on extra loud as she went. Frankie hadn’t showered here this morning, but there were plenty of mornings she did. The last thing Tilly needed to be thinking about while she was in the shower was Frankie naked in there too. Especially now she knew how most of that looked.
No. She was not going to mentally undress her best friend and think about her in ways she knew she shouldn’t, in ways that didn’t make sense. She was going to concentrate on the lyrics and the music and the task at hand—getting ready for the day, with undue thought given to every little part of getting ready just to keep Frankie out of her head.
If she’d been capable of letting her thoughts in, Tilly would have known long before she was pulling on her work clothes and leaving the house without breakfast that she’d be eating with her moms. As it was, it was more autopilot that brought her to their door, arriving just around the time they’d be getting up.
She pulled her keys out and was in the process of attempting to get the correct one into the door when it swung open in front of her, revealing her two moms and Parsley. They all looked at her slightly bleary-eyed and somewhere between surprised and happy to see her.
Tilly could understand their expressions. Ordinarily, she arrived before they were up to make them breakfast, or much later in the day. Seldom did she arrive at this time.
She awkwardly stuffed her keys back into her pocket and shuffled into the house. “Sorry. I didn’t realize I was coming until I was on the way.”
Her moms looked at each other and back at her.
“Are you okay?” Mona asked, concern lacing her tone as she passed Parsley to Jules.
“I’m fine,” Tilly replied, suddenly not sure whether she was or not. The last three weeks, or more, really, had been a weird blur of high-stakes emotions, and time with Frankie, worrying about her, and the constant threat of Frankie leaving hanging over their heads, and now there were the weird feelings about having seen Frankie undressed, and what was Tilly supposed to do with that? How was she supposed to be okay?
Jules snorted. “So that’s a no, then.”
Mona subtly tried to shoo Jules off to the kitchen to feed Parsley. Despite him peering up at her with his one eye, she didn’t budge.
“Is that the kind of fine where you don’t know what’s up, or the kind of fine where you know but don’t want to talk about it?” Mona asked gently.
Something deep inside Tilly wanted to act like everything really was fine. She wanted to brush their comments and questions off and assure them she was okay, but it would be a lie. She didn’t know how to answer them, but she knew she didn’t want to lie. It felt as though she spent so much time pressing down all of her feelings that she was finally out of the strength to do so, even when she didn’t know what she was feeling.
She took a deep breath, feeling shakier than she’d have imagined on the way over. “I’m not sure,” she said, her voice small.
“That’s okay,” Mona soothed, wrapping an arm around her and leading her into the kitchen.
“Do you want some breakfast, baby?” Jules asked when Mona had her situated at the breakfast bar.
Tilly nodded slowly. She didn’t feel hungry but she knew she needed to eat something. Mostly, she just wished that the burning feeling in her stomach would go away. It felt like something was itching to get out of her, it had just forgotten to communicate what it was. She knew she was in the right place, but she didn’t know why.
Her moms moved around the kitchen, feeding Parsley and making loaded smoothie bowls for the three of them. Tilly barely registered any of it, her mind preoccupied with the images of naked Frankie, sleepy Frankie, Frankie next to her when she woke up in the morning, the way she’d smile at Tilly across the table when they ate, how she’d press into her side during TSL… Her brain was too busy to register anything that was happening around her particularly well. Her internal monologue felt like it was shouting a million different things at her so that none of them became coherent thoughts she could follow, just a swirling yell of different feelings, each more intense than the last, even though Tilly couldn’t name them.
Her moms sat on either side of her, bowls before each of them, and it was only when they touched Tilly’s hands on top of the granite countertop that she was brought back to reality.
She looked down into her bowl. Three dragon fruit stars, artfully arranged beside granola and shaved chocolate, stared up at her, floating in a sea of pale pink smoothie.
Smoothies are soothing.
She didn’t feel very soothed this time. She felt as though her insides were tangled up like spaghetti and every minute she didn’t speak whatever it was that was eating her up, the tangle got worse. It became harder to see what was bothering her, harder to understand what was making her feel so weak and drained and tearful. It was an odd experience to know she was so intensely upset about something but have no idea what it was.
Jules stroked her hair back. “Want to try some food, kiddo?”
Tilly nodded mechanically. She knew she was worrying her moms. She hated that she was. She just didn’t know what to do or say.
They ate in silence for a few minutes, Parsley wrapping himself around Tilly’s legs as though he, too, sensed that she was not okay and needed as much support as she could get.
Tilly made sure to move her hand up and down between the smoothie bowl and her mouth. She sensed her moms watching her and she tried desperately to figure out what she needed to tell them, how to ask for help, and what she needed help with exactly.
Nothing happened for several minutes, but, after eating one of the dragon fruit stars, a question fell from her lips without her even having time to consider why she was asking or to vet it first. “How did you know you were gay?”
Mona carefully swallowed her food while Jules attempted to cover her slight choking. The two of them shared a look. Tilly thought she understood it. They’d been through this before. Tilly had asked when she was younger, a teenager, maybe, or just before. She’d reached that age where she understood that most of her friends’ families didn’t look like hers. She’d never been ashamed of hers, but she had been curious. She’d wanted to know how her moms had known, how they’d figured it out, how coming out had gone, how they’d found each other and decided to stay together.
Her moms had never had any problem talking about it, so she assumed they wouldn’t now either, but she understood their surprise.
Part of her wanted to take it back, rewind time and stop the question from coming out. The other part knew it was important to get an answer. For the life of her, she couldn’t recall what they’d told her about knowing they were queer. She knew she should, she’d heard the story enough, but it was just gone. Plus, it was the first thought she’d been able to unlock. That had to mean it was important.
Her emotions felt like one of those fidget puzzles she’d had as a kid. With her question, one part of it loosened up and started to feel like it could be solved. The other side just twisted further. Moves ten ahead of the one she was on were suddenly a hundred times more complicated for something she was doing now but there was no way to stop it.
“Well,” Jules said after a gulp of coffee to clear her throat, “I kind of always knew. When I was young, lots of adults around me would talk about having a little boyfriend or about when I got married, what my husband would be like. I always knew I didn’t like the idea of that. My toys were always girls in love with other girls. Drove your grandma wild when I kept marrying off all the Barbie dolls in the house and ignoring the Ken dolls. When I came out, she said, ‘I’ve known that since you threw your Ken dolls literally out of the room so you could get two Barbies married.’”
“You never had to think about it?” Tilly asked. The answer felt important to her, more so than it should. Something in her was sad that her mom had just always known. And more than a little panicked.
“No, not really. I was doing stuff like that before I was interested in dating. When I finally was interested, I didn’t once look at any of the boys in my class. It was always the girls who caught my eye, the girls I wanted to date and kiss and dance with. It just always was, you know?”
Tilly nodded even though she didn’t really know. Somewhere in her mind, she knew she was asking precisely because she didn’t know, precisely because she’d never had that sense of certainty before, but she also didn’t want to let that in. The fear of what letting that in meant was far too much.
“But it’s not like that for everyone,” Jules said gently, gesturing to Mona.
Tilly looked from Jules to Mona and found her other mom smiling at her. Her face was genuine but worried.
“You didn’t always know?” Tilly said, feeling a million miles from the place where she sat and as though she was being torn into pieces and scattered to the wind.
Mona shook her head. “Not at all. I mean, when I was growing up, nobody said the word pan, it wasn’t something people around me even knew about. Your grandparents knew about gay and lesbian and a little about bisexuality, but I don’t think they’ve even fully grasped pansexuality now. There’s no way they would have thought to bring it up back then.”
Tilly felt heavy, like she couldn’t fully breathe, and like she’d never get up from this barstool again. “How did you figure it out?”
“Well,” Mona laughed softly, not at Tilly, more at something she was thinking or remembering. “Comphet was as much a thing around me as it was around Jules, but it took me a lot longer to figure out I didn’t need that in my life, because boys were fine, you know? The idea of being with a boy, of potentially marrying a man one day, didn’t feel as wrong to me as it did to her. Which makes sense, of course. I just spent years thinking that it would make so much more sense if we were interested in marrying the person we most liked spending time with, who we connected the most deeply with. What did gender have to do with it?”
“Pansexual through and through, this one,” Jules laughed.
Tilly watched her moms, fascinated and desperate for their comments.
“And then when I was about fifteen, I got a legitimate crush on my best friend. Anything before that hadn’t been very serious, I’d easily brush it off by thinking it was just me being a good friend or thinking everyone thought girls were pretty, it didn’t mean I was gay. But then I definitely wanted to kiss a girl and it wasn’t platonic at all. Turns out, thinking it would be okay to marry a woman is kind of a sign you like women.”
Tilly’s muscles felt as though they were pulled so tight they might snap. “How did you know you wanted to kiss her?” she whispered.
Mona ran her fingers through Tilly’s freshly-washed hair. “When we weren’t together, I wished we were. When we were together, I could hardly keep my eyes off her. I wanted to hold her hand, I thought about it all the time. And I’d imagine her lips against mine, I’d think about where we might kiss and how it might feel. She was so beautiful to me and I just wanted to spend all my time talking to her, getting to know every little thing about her.”
Tilly felt her eyes burning, a lump in her throat she couldn’t swallow properly around, and her hands shaking. Too much of that sounded too much like her feelings. She didn’t know what to do. It felt like the ground she thought she walked on was shifting with no clear end in sight, and no safe path ahead of her.
Mona wiped a tear Tilly didn’t know had escaped from her cheek. “So, for a while, I thought I was bi. But people’s genders didn’t matter to me at all in terms of my attraction to them. It was all about who they were as people. When I was in my thirties, I finally read about pansexuality. It sounded right, it fit what I felt like I experienced. So I learned more, I looked to connect with people who were pan, and it was me. It has been ever since.”
“Your thirties isn’t too late to change what you are?” Tilly barely got the words out through the tears that were thick in her throat. The question wasn’t exactly what she meant, she knew you couldn’t just change your sexuality, but her moms understood what she meant.
“Of course not, baby,” Jules said, wrapping an arm around her.
“Is your twenties too late to realize that maybe you weren’t what you thought?”
“Not at all. Things change, people change, sometimes it takes a long time to realize something about ourselves, sometimes we need a specific catalyst to realize it, and that catalyst might take a minute.”
“And that’s okay?” Deep down, Tilly knew it was. Or, she knew it was for anyone but her. Her moms knew she knew that, but they were wonderful parents, ready to reassure her no matter how old she was or how much she already knew the answer to the questions she was asking.
“It’s more than okay,” Mona said. “There’s no time limit on realizing who you are, or on embracing it.”
“Do you think it’s okay to think you’re straight and be older when you think you might not be?”
“More than okay.”
“Even if the person coming out has had queer community around them forever?”
“Even then,” Mona said as Jules nodded fiercely.
“Comphet is a powerful tool,” Jules said. “Even for those people growing up with super accepting and supportive families. Even for those growing up in queer families.”
Tilly felt like her chest was splitting in half. How could this have happened to her? Was this the reason it hurt so much when people called her straight? Was it possible she could have been queer all along? But if it was, how could she not have known? How could it have taken Frankie to make her realize? None of it made sense.
She sobbed and attempted to force her tears back in, even as she knew that wasn’t how it worked. “You’d be okay with someone you knew coming out later?”
“Of course, baby,” Jules said at the same time Mona said, “Always.”
“What if they don’t really know what they are, or what’s happening to them?”
“That’s okay, too,” Mona insisted. “These things take time and there’s no time or age limit on that. There’s no saying it’s going to be easy for anyone, but it’s easier when you know you’re not alone in it.”
Tilly nodded. Still, her heart ached and she felt like she might throw up.
She took a deep breath. “What if it were me?” she asked, unnecessarily, really, since they all knew they were talking about her, but she needed to say it out loud and she needed to hear the answer. She knew people would think she was being silly being so worked up about it, so worried about her parents still loving her—they were queer after all—but Tilly needed to know. She couldn’t explain any of it, but it felt like her world was tilting on an axis she hadn’t known to expect and she didn’t know what to do with that. “What if I wasn’t straight? What if I didn’t know what I was anymore?”
As she said it, she realized she’d been feeling lost in herself a lot longer than the last twelve hours. And that was the really terrifying part. She couldn’t remember the last time she hadn’t felt lost and alone in a deep way, in the darkest recesses of her mind.
Her moms stood up and pulled her into a tight hug.
“Then we would love you every bit as much as we do right now,” Jules said.
“And we’ll be here for you for all of it,” Mona added, pressing a kiss into Tilly’s head much like the one she had given Frankie last night.
And it was all too much. Every part of Tilly ached and it felt like her skull might split from the pain in her brain.
She did the only thing she could, succumb to her aching sobs and hold on tight to her moms. Maybe she wasn’t the person anyone thought she was, and that terrified her, but at least her moms still loved her.




Fourteen



Tilly awoke on her moms’ couch. Her head was pounding, her face stinging and tight. She felt lost, unknown and unknowable. Could she really be reassessing who she’d been for the last twenty-six years? Her heart pounded uncomfortably in her chest, her anxiety kicking in again the minute she was awake and facing her world, herself.
She looked around, attempting to place herself in time. When she’d arrived this morning, she’d wanted to talk to her moms, sure, but she hadn’t anticipated it going like that, or for her to become so overwhelmed that she’d end up crying herself to sleep on their couch and missing the day.
Parsley was sleeping on the back of the couch and the rest of the house was so quiet she assumed her moms had gone to work without her. Guilt stabbed through her. There were so many other things she should be doing other than having a breakdown and sleeping on the couch.
She wanted to stand up, brush this morning off, and go to work. She tried desperately to will her body to cooperate. But it wouldn’t.
Every one of her muscles felt heavy and weighed down, keeping her on the couch, buried in the cushions, covered by the blanket one of her moms must have brought her. She couldn’t even find the energy to search for her phone.
She sighed. She felt ridiculous. Nothing actually bad was happening to her, so why did she feel so lost and confused? Why were her thoughts and emotions so heavy she couldn’t seem to physically get out from under them?
Frankie’s face popped into her mind and she closed her eyes tightly, as though the woman were standing before her.
How could she face her again? Tilly’s whole understanding of herself was spinning on its axis and she was losing her best friend too?
She knew that was the only way forward. It had been fine to be friends, to be as ridiculously close as they were when Tilly was sure she was straight. But now, she’d broken the barrier, she’d looked inside her mind at all the things she fought not to know, and what she’d found had been feelings for her best friend. A best friend who loved to teasingly call her pet names and laugh about how they were married. A best friend who was leaving.
Those things had been hard enough when Tilly hadn’t thought she was… whatever she was. Now, they’d be unbearable. She couldn’t spend every day with Frankie when she made Tilly feel this way. She couldn’t pine for every spare second with her when Tilly was going to end up heartbroken and alone.
Tilly’s lungs burned. She wanted to cry at the idea of losing Frankie, and at the fact that she couldn’t have waited a little longer for this realization. If she’d waited until Frankie had left, she could grieve and move on without making things weird. As it was, she needed to find a way to pull back without hurting her friend. She didn’t know how to do it, especially since she didn’t really want to.
And then there was Snap.
How was she going to explain to them? Would they laugh at her? Tell her she was faking it? They’d always been so sure she was straight.
Was she faking it? Wouldn’t she have known sooner if she weren’t straight?
Tilly had no idea how long she’d been lying on the couch, frozen by her fear, her head full of a million different things she needed to worry about and figure out. So, when the door opened, she jumped, startled back to reality by the sudden appearance of her moms.
“Ah, you’re awake,” Mona said softly. “How are you doing?”
Tilly wanted to answer. She wanted to tell them she was fine, everything was fine. She wanted to take back this morning, put everything back into the little box in her brain where it had lived and make everything go back to normal. But her mouth would not cooperate.
“I don’t know,” she said eventually, truthfully.
“That’s to be expected,” Jules said, walking into the room and handing her a small paper bag.
Tilly managed to move so she was sitting upright, though she was still under the blanket and half-hidden in the pillows. She opened the bag and peered inside. “Triple chocolate chip cookies?”
Jules sat on the other end of the couch. “Triple chocolate chip cookies. Figured you’d need them.”
Tilly nodded, not fully registering what she was nodding about. “What time is it?”
“Four-thirty,” Mona said, scooping up Parsley and nuzzling his little face.
“Oh, no.” Tilly’s head whipped up from her cookies to look at her moms. “I’m so sorry. I wasted the entire day.”
Jules snorted. “No, you didn’t. You looked after your needs and what you needed was to check out from reality for a while and rest. It’s to be expected after everything.”
“No, but I have work to do and stuff.”
“You work for us. We have it covered.”
“But…”
“No buts. I know you’re beating yourself up right now, but it’s healthy to take time for ourselves when something has rocked us.”
Tilly tried to find words to argue but her brain felt as though it had been filled with static and nothing else.
“Now eat your cookies,” Jules said, pulling out a second bag that had cookies for her and Mona inside.
“I’ll make some tea,” Mona said, sweeping off with Parsley in tow.
Tilly took out one of her cookies, listening to Mona in the other room giving Parsley some of his own treats before she put the kettle on.
Jules ate half of one of her cookies before looking at Tilly and waiting for her to finish her bite. “Frankie came by.”
Even though she swallowed her food, Tilly somehow still managed to choke on her own inhale. She coughed. “What? Why? Is everything okay?”
Jules shrugged. “I think so. She seemed fine. She just couldn’t get hold of you and was desperate to find you.”
“Oh. Right.” Tilly finally reached for her phone. Six missed calls. Seventeen texts. Her stomach dropped.
“You’re going to have to talk to her at some point, you know?” Jules said, examining her own cookie as if it were a work of art.
“I— I mean— I—” Tilly sighed. “I don’t know if I can.”
“Tilly, she’s your best friend. You two practically live in each other’s pockets right now. You can’t just drop off the radar because you realized you have a crush on her.”
Tilly’s brain immediately wanted to deny the accusation, to insist that wasn’t true. But it was true, she did have a crush on Frankie, that was the cause of all of this.
She deflated. “I know. I just don’t know what to say to her.”
Jules hummed as she took another bite of her cookie. After she swallowed, she fixed her gaze on Tilly. “You could just tell her the truth, you know? I’m pretty sure she’d be fine with it.”
“I can’t,” Tilly replied immediately, shaking her head furiously. “We’re friends. This ruins everything. I can’t mess things up by making them awkward and making her worry about everything we’ve done together. She’s going to think it was her fault and she was doing something wrong in being so close with me, and I don’t want that. She shouldn’t have to worry about changing how she does friendship because of me.”
Jules frowned and opened her mouth to reply, but Mona entered the room carrying a tray with three cups of peppermint tea and cut her off. “Well, Frankie’s quite persistent, so you should be prepared for her to show up here looking for you sooner or later. Plus, it’s Tuesday, of course she’ll be by.”
Tilly’s body felt itchy and jittery, like she needed to leave and run, to find someplace Frankie wouldn’t find her. “What am I going to do? What am I going to tell her?”
“Here,” Mona said, handing Tilly a mug. “Drink this.”
“I still think you should tell her the truth,” Jules said, sipping her own tea.
“I can’t,” Tilly said, eyes wide.
Mona shot a glare at Jules. “We told her you’re sick and sleeping it off. You can just tell her you’re ill for now, that’s okay. You’re allowed to take time to figure out how to communicate who you are and what’s going on with you. And being sick gets you out of TSL too, if you need it.”
Tilly thought she might throw up. “I don’t even know who I am. What I am. How do I tell anyone when I don’t even know? How can I even trust myself when I haven’t known until now?”
Mona sat beside Tilly and stroked her hair. “It’s okay to feel lost and confused right now. It’s okay to take all of the time you need to figure things out. You don’t owe anyone anything. But ignoring your best friend isn’t who you are. You know that, we know that, Frankie knows that.”
“We can be here to help you explain if you want,” Jules said, her voice uncharacteristically soft. It took Tilly back to all the times she’d come crying to her moms as a kid, the time she’d broken her arm falling out of a tree, the times she’d felt so alone when she’d first gone to college.
“But we’ll also be here if you need to lie for now, to give you the time to figure out what you even want to say,” Mona added.
“Absolutely,” Jules agreed without hesitation. She was the bolder of Tilly’s two moms but she knew her child was not very bold. “Do you want us to call your therapist and try to get an emergency appointment?”
Tilly shook her head. “I can wait a couple of days. It’s fine.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay, well, what do you want to tell Frankie for now?”
Tilly pictured her face and felt her stomach tangle in knots. There had always been something that felt under pressure inside her whenever Frankie was around. Understanding it as she did now did not make it any easier to deal with. “Just that I’m sick. If I’m sick, I can be excused for not being around a lot.”
Both of her moms looked like they wanted to point out that Tilly being sick might not be enough to keep Frankie away for long. Tilly didn’t need them to say it, she knew it too. What she needed was for the three of them to find a way to make it work. She could figure it out herself, but her moms seemed to want to help. Maybe she’d just camp out at their place and knowing Jules and Mona were looking after her might be enough to prevent Frankie from showing up at every minute.
It was agonizing. Part of Tilly, a part that burned bright and hot and demanded attention, wanted Frankie to be around. But that wouldn’t work. Tilly didn’t know what exactly was going on with her, but she knew she didn’t want Frankie around in a platonic way. No matter how easy it would be to give in to having her around all the time, it wouldn’t be fair to her, it wouldn’t be honest.
If there was any way for them through this, the least Tilly needed to do was figure herself out, and be honest with Frankie. And she wasn’t there yet.
“Oh,” Mona said, drawing Tilly’s attention right before someone rang the doorbell.
Tilly didn’t need the slightly nervous furrowing of her mom’s brow to know who it was. After all this time together and how well they knew each other and all of the ways Tilly was now realizing she was keyed into Frankie, she knew there was nobody else it could possibly be at the front door.
Her heart took off racing and her palms became slick. She pulled the blanket tighter around herself as Jules moved a hand to one of her knees where Tilly had pulled them into her chest.
She shot her mom a panicked look, wishing the confident but gentle look she got in return would do something for her panic.
Frankie came into the room chatting happily to Mona, unaware of the crisis Tilly was currently having over her.
And Tilly suddenly wondered how she hadn’t figured it out sooner. Frankie was objectively gorgeous. She was kind and confident and funny and there was the way her short hair flopped forward over her forehead—dark red on soft skin—and the way that almost permanent smile lit up the room. Tilly wanted to groan about how oblivious she’d been.
Maybe she did need that therapy appointment sooner. She felt like she was eating herself alive with criticism and frustration and acute awareness of wanting Frankie without having known a day ago that she even liked women.
She wanted to ask the world if this was how it happened to people. Was it just like running headlong into a brick wall one day? All of the air stripped from your lungs yet you somehow landed on the other side of the wall where everything made sense in a different way. And none of it made any sense at all.
Frankie looked at her and Tilly wanted to die.
None of this made sense. Tilly had never been the dramatic look at me or I’ll die, don’t look at me because I’ll die kind of person. She’d never needed anyone’s attention like that before.
“Oh, wow. Super sick,” Frankie said, scrunching up her nose slightly.
Great. Tilly was finally in front of the woman she now knew she had a crush on and she looked so awful said crush was looking at her like that? She wanted the ground to open up and swallow her.
“I’m fine,” Tilly said, even as her voice and her hands shook. She didn’t even know why she said it. Everyone knew it wasn’t true. It was just a reflex.
Frankie laughed. “You are categorically not, but at least you have me and your moms to wait on you hand and foot until you get better.”
“Oh, no. You don’t need to do that. I’m fine, I promise.”
Frankie stripped her light jacket off and flopped down in a vacant armchair. “As if you wouldn’t do the same for me.”
Tilly started to argue before realizing that she absolutely would. “That’s different.”
“Pfft. How is that different at all?”
“Well…” Tilly cast around for anything that could justify her point. Her brain felt like she was clawing through sand, looking for impossible-to-find shells. “My parents are here to look after me. I’m okay.”
“Yeah. And so am I,” Frankie replied, folding her arms and implying that the matter was settled.
Tilly couldn’t take sleeping next to her again. There was no way she’d get any rest or sort anything out. But she had no way to tell Frankie to leave.
And maybe she didn’t really want a way to, but she needed one.
Luckily, Jules laughed. “You, kiddo,” she said, pointing at Frankie, “have a job and a life you need to attend to. So, you can stay for now, but you’re going home tonight. You need to rest, and so does Tilly.”
Frankie had looked like she wanted to argue right up until that last part. Whether it was Jules’ tone or the fact that Frankie assumed they’d stay up too late chatting together, her argument collapsed and she looked back at Tilly. “Yeah, okay.”
Tilly didn’t know what she looked like, but, based on that reaction, she assumed she must look exhausted. Weird for someone who had spent the whole day sleeping to look tired, but she wasn’t going to question it if it meant she didn’t have to navigate sleeping in the same bed as Frankie.
“Good,” Mona said, clapping her hands. “Do we want some dinner, then? I can get something on the go.”
“That would be great actually,” Frankie said, enthusiastically. “I haven’t eaten anything all day.”
“How have you not eaten all day?” Tilly asked, worried for her.
“Oh, I just forgot.”
“You forgot to eat? Is everything okay?” Tilly’s heart was suddenly racing with a different kind of panic. It wasn’t like Frankie to forget her food.
“Oh, yeah, everything is great. You’ll understand in a minute.”
Tilly looked at her, willing her to explain, but Frankie just grinned slyly.
Jules looked between the two of them. “I’m guessing you want me out of the way for that?”
She was asking Frankie but she looked at Tilly, attempting to gauge whether Tilly could handle being alone with Frankie right now. So worried and confused was Tilly that she didn’t even hesitate to nod at her mom to signal that she would be fine.
“If you don’t mind,” Frankie said, entirely unaware of the silent conversation between Tilly and Jules happening before her.
“Sure,” Jules said, with a last look at Tilly. “I’ll go help my wife with dinner.”
“I’ll clean up afterward,” Frankie called after her as she went.
“Oh, I know you will,” Jules called back, laughing.
Frankie grinned before moving to sit beside Tilly, too close and not close enough.
Tilly didn’t know if she hated this new awareness of Frankie or whether she wanted to live in it forever so long as nothing else changed. Though, of course, she was not doing a very good job of pretending like nothing had changed, so she wasn’t sure how that would work.
They watched each other for a moment before the suspense became too much for Tilly. “So, what’s up?” she asked, nervous and tense.
She was glad she’d kept her hands hidden under the blanket when Frankie reached out and took hold of one of them. It was still too much for Tilly’s fragile heart to handle, but at least the blanket hid how sweaty her palms became when Frankie held her.
Frankie leaned into her side. “I got it.”
Tilly’s head whipped to Frankie’s face. “Got it?”
“Yeah.” Her grin was soft and shy and unusual for Frankie but so, so beautiful. It broke Tilly’s heart. “Neptune. I got the job.”
Tears welled in Tilly’s eyes. She laughed, unsure of why, and pulled Frankie into a hug. “I knew you would. Congratulations,” she said, barely more than a whisper. Her insides were in turmoil—the pain and bitterness of losing Frankie, of how her newly admitted feelings were a waste and too soon and not soon enough and were so unimportant in the light of everything going on in Frankie’s life but so important to Tilly. All of it was too overwhelming to categorize. All she could do was cry and laugh and tell Frankie how happy she was for her.
She was happy for Frankie. So, so happy for her. So proud of her.
And so heartbroken at the same time. 




Fifteen



“I’m surprised Tilly isn’t here to help you,” June said, a little too smug as she leaned against the frame of Frankie’s bedroom door.
“She’ll be here in five minutes, thank you very much,” Frankie retorted before sticking her tongue out at June.
“Of course she will.”
Frankie scowled at her, looking her up and down. “As if you’re one to talk.”
“How’d you mean?”
“Look at that outfit. You’re definitely about to head out on a date with Andi.”
“Maybe I am, but that’s different. Andi and I know we have feelings for each other. We’re not running scared, pretending to be friends.”
“Wow.” Frankie looked at June, her eyes wide, accusations written across her expression. “I know you have not forgotten the last few years. You are the very last person to be judging anyone.”
June studied her nails. “I have no idea what you mean.”
“Is that right?” Frankie threw a stuffed animal from her desk at June. She was only mildly annoyed when June managed to catch it rather than getting hit in the face. “You’ve magically forgotten the way we avoided Andi’s bank and any place you thought she might go and how we’d have to leave immediately if we ended up in the same place? For years, I might add. You’re just writing that out of history, are you?”
June huffed, clearly wishing she could argue. “Fine. I suppose that’s all true.”
“You suppose.” Frankie rolled her eyes and continued packing the contents of her desk into their designated box.
“But, maybe you should take heed from that. Maybe don’t spend the next few years of your life pining desperately when you could so easily get everything you want with one conversation.”
Frankie gestured around the half-packed room. “I got the job at Neptune, I’m moving to LA. I’ve already gotten everything I want. See.”
June’s eyes followed Frankie’s hands to her growing piles of packed belongings but she remained skeptical. “And you’re writing how much you want Tilly out of history?”
“Tilly is amazing, and yes, in other circumstances, I’d be first in line to tell her how much I adore her. As it is, we live in this reality and I will not.”
“Frankie and Tilly sitting in a tree…” June sang, her voice higher pitched than usual.
“How old are you?”
June laughed. “Older than you, so listen to your elders.”
“You’d have needed to get here long before you did if you wanted a version of me that listened to my elders,” Frankie replied, also laughing. It had been a very long time since she was a little girl who went along with whatever people told her simply because they were older. She’d figured out younger than most that such authority was based on nothing of substance. Older people were taking just as many guesses as kids, and making just as many mistakes too. They just tried really hard not to let anyone know when something went wrong.
Things were much more fun Frankie’s way—jump in, both feet first, own it, laugh it off and try again when things inevitably went wrong.
June nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.”
“Do you want this?” Frankie asked, holding up a generic desk lamp. She wasn’t going to cart it across the country when she could buy one exactly the same in about fifty different shops in LA.
June shook her head, prompting Frankie to add the lamp to the donations pile.
“So, you’re not planning on saying anything to Tilly before you leave then?” June asked, her voice more careful than before.
Frankie looked at her. “It’s not like we’re never going to talk again. It’s not a now or never situation. We’ll still be friends when I’ve moved, so no, I’m not about to make my best friend feel awkward by telling her I have a huge crush on her right as we have to try to navigate the awkwardness of suddenly never being in the same place.”
“Even if she’s interested?”
Frankie sighed and fell backward on the floor. It annoyed her when June came in with questions like that. Mostly because it wasn’t like her own mind hadn’t spotted some of the inconsistencies in the whole Tilly is straight thing. She actually did a lot of things Frankie was sure straight women didn’t do with their best friends. For weeks now, their relationship had walked a very, very fine line between friends and something more. They clung very tenuously to any form of plausible deniability. Frankie’s problem was that, while she knew she was doing it on purpose, she was pretty sure Tilly wasn’t. If Tilly wasn’t straight, she didn’t know, and that space wasn’t the one you confessed everything in.
“Fine,” Frankie eventually said out loud. “If tomorrow, Tilly turned around, came out, and told me she wanted to be together, of course I’d be reciprocating. Emphatically and immediately. Until then, I shall be living my pining little life of a lesbian in love with her straight best friend.”
“Pretty sure she’s not straight,” June replied, doing that annoying one eyebrow lift thing again.
“It’s not for us to decide what anyone is or is not,” Frankie replied, her voice flatter than she wanted. It wasn’t for them, but she couldn’t deny that she was beginning to sense the same thing.
“I know that, believe me,” June said, waving a hand at herself and clearly referencing all of the trouble she’d gone through with Andi over the last few years. How quickly that could have been solved if the two of them had faced things a little more head-on. Frankie got that. “But you can’t deny there are signs.”
Frankie laughed. “Right now, I’m trying really hard to convince myself that there are not. I’d thank you to help by denying all of them too.”
June watched her for a second before sagging slightly. “Fine. If that’s what you both need. Tilly is the straightest woman I think I’ve ever met. Just so, so straight and into heterosexual relationships.”
Frankie laughed again, this time at how artificial and awkward the words sounded coming from June. “How right you are.”
“You two are ridiculous.” June had barely gotten through the words when the buzzer rang. “Ah, and there’s number two ridiculous. Just the straightest of straight people, here to see her platonic best friend.”
“Oh my god. Do not say anything like that in front of her.”
June paused as she was heading to get the door, looking back at Frankie. She grinned evilly. “See, if you really believed she was straight, you wouldn’t be worried about me saying things like that to her.”
Frankie rolled her eyes even though June had continued walking and wouldn’t see. “Yes, because that’s exactly how straight people talk to each other.”
“It might be. How would you know?”
“How would you?”
“Touché.” She laughed and hit the intercom button. “Hey, Tilly. Come on up.”
“Not even going to wait to confirm that it is her?” Frankie called. “You could be letting a murderer into the apartment.”
It didn’t take long for Tilly to reach them. She walked into Frankie’s room, smiling more genuinely than Frankie had seen in recent days. It was a relief to see. “I promise I’m not here to murder you,” she said. She paused dramatically before adding, “Yet.”
“There are worse ways to go,” Frankie said, nodding her head solemnly.
“You two are ridiculous,” June laughed, turning to Tilly. “I was just wondering where you were. Not like Frankie to be packing up her room alone.”
Frankie shot June a warning look that was promptly ignored. Luckily, Tilly just laughed. “I was with Snap. Their family is planning their trip for this summer and they wanted help coming up with a pitch for Wyoming over Minnesota.”
“Snap wants to go to Wyoming?” Frankie asked, her face contorted in confusion. “Over Minnesota? How is that possible? They don’t strike me as being into horses and… Well, I don’t actually know what people do in Wyoming but I would have guessed Minnesota was more their vibe.”
Tilly grinned wickedly. “Oh, they are so into horses. You should ask them about it the next time you see them.”
Frankie studied Tilly with narrowed eyes, measuring her expression carefully. “Yeah, no. Thanks, but I think I’ll pass on that.”
“Fair enough,” Tilly laughed. “But yeah, wide-open spaces, horse stuff, it’s totally their secret dream aesthetic. The rest of their family has a list of like thirty different things they want to see and do in Minnesota. And, sure, their plan is to get to all of the states eventually, anyway, so arguably it doesn’t matter where they go, but I think Snap’s lost this one.”
“Huh,” June said. “I think I’m a little disappointed.”
“Me too,” Frankie agreed, nodding. “I want to see what they’re like when they get to spend the summer amongst the pastures of Wyoming chasing photo ops with wild horses, buffalo, those weird giant hay bundles. You know, all the good stuff that I automatically think of when I think of Snap…”
Tilly giggled. It was a relief to hear.
Ever since Frankie had told Tilly she’d gotten the job with Neptune, they’d been celebrating, for sure, but there had been this undercurrent of sadness. Frankie felt it too, she was just better at finding the joy in the little moments when she was impossibly sad about something big.
“I’m telling them you said that,” Tilly said.
“You wouldn’t dare.”
“I definitely would.”
“Ugh,” June groaned. “You two are such a weird little married couple. Tilly, tell me you’re here to pack your stuff too, so we can pack you and your wife off together.”
And just like that, Tilly’s mood slipped. Frankie could see it in the way her muscles worked to keep the smile on her face, the way that pained, distant look crept back into her eyes, and she could kill June for causing it.
Even if she was the one ultimately causing it.
Tilly forced a laugh. It convinced nobody. “No, just here to help this one with her packing. We both know she’ll pack way too much stuff she doesn’t need if I don’t help.”
June laughed, looking around the room. “I think you might be too late. I think she took the opportunity to sneak some things in while you were gone.”
“Hey,” Frankie protested, but one glance around the room proved she didn’t have a leg to stand on. “Okay. Fair. But still.”
Tilly and June laughed and Tilly took the moment to change the subject. “So, where are you heading dressed like that?”
Frankie knew her well enough to realize what she was doing. So long as they steered clear of too direct a conversation about Frankie leaving or someone teasing Tilly about going too, she could pretend it wasn’t happening, even if they were literally packing Frankie’s stuff.
If anyone else had described that approach to Frankie, she’d have called them out for being ridiculous. For Tilly though, so long as it was working and she was happy, Frankie would go along with whatever ridiculousness and denial of the truth she needed.
“Isn’t it so obvious she’s going on a date with Andi just from the outfit?” Frankie shot June a shit-eating grin when narrowed eyes stared her down.
“It kind of is, yeah,” Tilly replied, just a little shy and with a giggle threatening to break her polite expression.
Frankie loved how well she knew Tilly and how well she could read all of her emotions and expressions. She also loved how Tilly had relaxed enough around her and June to engage in a little light teasing. It was a massive contrast to the first night they’d all hung out together. Tilly had been so nervous and willing to shut down at a moment’s notice for fear of upsetting one of them. Now, she was Frankie’s partner in crime in tormenting June. Unfortunately, she was also June’s partner in crime for tormenting Frankie, but Frankie would take that in exchange for seeing Tilly laugh.
“I’m still not super clear on how all of that even happened,” Tilly ventured carefully. “Like, one minute you two can barely look at each other and the next you’re inseparable? It’s kind of amazing, like in a movie or something.”
She was such a sap underneath it all. Frankie loved it. Every time they watched a romantic movie together, Tilly would positively melt at all of the mushy parts, even in the movies where it went slightly wrong and landed on the wrong side of cheesy. Tilly was such a sucker for a happy love story, and real-life was no different, it seemed. Frankie just wanted to wrap Tilly in her arms and tell her all the love stories her heart desired.
June shifted from foot to foot. “It’s a little complicated.”
“You really don’t have to explain,” Tilly replied urgently.
“No, it’s okay. I don’t mind. It’s just…”
It took Frankie a second to realize that this was June embarrassed. She’d seen it so few times she didn’t believe it truly existed in the realm of possible things, but here it was.
“An epic tale of love,” Frankie finished for her.
“No.” June huffed. “Not that.”
“Oh, but it is,” Tilly agreed, moving to sit in Frankie’s desk chair and looking up at June with dreamy expectation. Frankie might have been jealous if she wasn’t entirely certain that Tilly had no interest in June.
“It’s really not.”
“Of course it is. A tale of longing and pain and years between you, and then you get together after a chance encounter in a pizzeria.” Tilly sighed. “It’s definitely an epic.”
June rolled her eyes but Frankie was sure it was affectionate. “You two are the worst.”
“We know,” Frankie said, grinning.
“Fine. We both left Marina’s and wandered in separate directions for a while. Eventually, we both ended up at this bridge we’d gone to together, way back when. Now, that sounds cute and poetic and a little like we were both pining, I’ll give you that. At the time, we both started snapping at each other. Andi wanted to know where my ‘girlfriend’ was, I wanted to know what the hell she was talking about.” She shrugged. “Turns out, sometimes, yelling and making assumptions will get you to the answers you want. I wouldn’t recommend it, but it worked.”
“So, you just yelled at each other on a bridge until the truth was out?” Tilly’s brow was furrowed in confusion while the bottom half of her face looked ready to giggle at the absurdity. When she’d heard the story from Frankie, she’d clearly imagined there was more to it.
June scrunched up her face as she replied, barely above a whisper, “Basically, yes.”
“Hilarious, right?” Frankie said. She’d told June the same thing the first time she’d heard the story and been left with the vision of June and Andi at opposite ends of the covered bridge in question, yelling at each other about whether June was dating Frankie, whether she ever had. And later, about what a fool Frankie was for deceiving Andi to protect June, attempting to take it all back a month later and doing a terrible job of it, and managing to derail what was a promising relationship because her ability to notice Andi was sapphic was worse than zero.
“Kind of wild, yeah,” Tilly said, looking stunned.
June refused to meet either of their eyes. “Yeah, well, ridiculous and hilarious as it might be now, we managed to work our way through all of the history and our avoidance of each other and we just kind of… yelled ourselves out. And then it was just us, alone on the bridge, with years of hurt finally out in the open and, for the first time, looking like it might pass.”
“Wow,” Tilly breathed. “That’s so beautiful and heartbreaking and poetic.”
“Ask her what happened next,” Frankie said, knowing she was being cheeky and had already told Tilly everything she knew.
Tilly looked between her and June eagerly, excited to hear it from June. “What happened next?”
June let out a defeated sigh. “We just kind of… ran to each other in the middle of the bridge and kissed.”
“Oh my god.” Tilly’s hands went to her face like they did when she was watching the couple finally get together in her favorite movies. It was like she hadn’t heard the story from Frankie weeks ago. Though, to be fair, Frankie now realized she had skimped on the most romantic details. She should have known they’d make Tilly melt. “It’s exactly like a love story.”
“Yeah. Turns out that when you air everything explosively, there’s nothing left to hold onto except the one thing you’ve been wanting for years. And, at that point, what use is there in resisting?”
“Oh my gosh. That’s so perfect.” Tilly looked like her heart might explode. She was the sweetest, cutest person Frankie had ever met. “Totally makes sense why you ended up falling straight into bed together.”
June cleared her throat. “I, uh, didn’t actually know you knew that part.”
Tilly froze, her eyes going wide. “Oh. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to know it. I just— Oh, no.”
June laughed. “It’s okay. You know everything else, and Frankie knew about that so of course you knew. If I’d have given it a modicum of thought, I’d have known to expect it.”
Tilly chewed on her top lip again. Distracting as it was, Frankie was still aware of how much she liked it when June talked like that, like it was just an incontrovertible fact that if Frankie knew something, Tilly would too. It was dangerous ground to be on, it put her and Tilly into the same category as romantic couples, but Frankie couldn’t help but love it.
“I mean,” Frankie said, diffusing Tilly’s tension and distracting herself from her thoughts, “I’m amazing. Of course I have to provide the world the joy of sharing my knowledge.”
“Your knowledge of finding me in bed with my girlfriend?” June deadpanned.
“My knowledge of everything. Though, to be fair, I think the world would much rather hear about your epic second-chance love story with Andi than, say, the brand of mouthwash you buy. I also know that, but I don’t think even Tilly cares about that.”
“Oh, well, if it’s important to you, June, it’s important to me too. You can tell me which brand you like to buy. I’m your friend, I care about your things.” Tilly looked so earnest that Frankie could have kissed her and never stopped.
“You’re very sweet,” June said, smiling at her far more genuinely than she ever smiled at Frankie. “But I promise I have no need or desire for you to care about which brand of mouthwash I use.”
“Oh, okay, well, just let me know if you change your mind.”
“You are far too lovely,” Frankie told Tilly, enjoying the way Tilly blushed and ignoring the pointed looks from June.
“I just don’t want June to think I only care about hearing who she’s in bed with.” She paused, realizing how that sounded. “Not that I think about who you’re in bed with. That’s not any of my business. I didn’t mean—”
“I know,” June replied, cutting her off with a soft laugh. “You’re very sweet and I know you’re not keeping tabs on who I sleep with. That would be super weird after all.” She pulled her phone out, smiling impossibly widely as she read her messages. “But now, I must love you and leave you. Andi’s here.”
Tilly and Frankie both watched as June somehow seemed to both float and skip out of the room and away to Andi and their date.
“Ah,” Tilly sighed. “She’s so happy. I’m so happy for her.”
“Me too,” Frankie said, smiling even as she realized that the way June looked floating off to Andi was painfully close to how she felt about Tilly. She sighed and looked at Tilly. “Come on then—packing and very important party planning to do. I need to be celebrated.”




Sixteen



Tilly stared at her therapist, Rory. She often found she didn’t have answers to her questions but this one was so obvious it left her questioning why she’d need an answer to begin with.
Rory smiled gently. “Would you like me to rephrase?”
“No, not really. Or, maybe?” Tilly tilted her head. She didn’t need the question rephrasing, she was just curious how Rory would think to ask that a second way.
“Would it really be the worst thing to explain to Frankie what you’re working through? You’ve named that she’s a great friend, she’s also queer so has been here herself, I’m sure she’d understand.”
Tilly felt her mouth twist. It wasn’t any better this way than the blunt ‘Have you considered just telling Frankie?’ from before. “It categorically would be the worst thing because, you know, she’d hear me, and then she’d know.”
“What happens when she knows?”
I die. “Things get awkward.”
Rory nodded, pausing for a moment. “Why do they get awkward?”
Tilly fidgeted with the teal and mustard yellow pillow on her lap. It had taken her seven months of coming here for her to feel comfortable holding the cushion, even though Rory had offered Tilly both it and the blanket in every session. Now, the feel of the fabric under her fingertips was as much a part of therapy as Rory’s voice and gentle gaze. “Because our whole friendship is built on a foundation of me being straight. If I tell Frankie I’m not, suddenly things look a whole lot different. Maybe she wouldn’t have done certain things if she knew I was… whatever I am. And that’s not even going into the specifics of it being her that I… like.”
Rory shifted in her seat, pulling one of her ankles up under her in the armchair she occupied. “Would you be upset if Frankie came to you and told you she’d done some thought and her sexuality was different than she’d told you?”
“Well, no.” Tilly furrowed her brow. That would never be a problem. It never had been and it wasn’t about to become one now. “But it’s different.”
“Because it’s different for everyone else or for some other reason?”
Tilly knew this conversation, they had it a lot. She knew it was normal to be having it over and over again when she had such different standards for everyone else than she had for herself. She was just glad that Rory was never judgemental when she asked, she was just making Tilly think about things, attempting to get her to be nicer to herself. “Firstly, because I’m sure Frankie would have a better understanding of herself than I do. If she asks me questions, I don’t even know how to answer half of them since I don’t know what exactly I am. Secondly, because she likely wouldn’t be telling me she’d realized all of this by finally acknowledging she had a crush on me.”
“You think she’d respond poorly to knowing you like her?”
Tilly thought about it. She’d done nothing but think about it. And no, she didn’t actually think Frankie would react badly. “It’s not that she’d be angry at me, or react poorly, it’s that it changes things. It makes things awkward or uncomfortable. It makes you overthink everything you do around the other person. I know, I’ve been overthinking everything around Frankie since I realized and learned she’s moving soon. Every move, every thought, every word, all of it to try to be the same as we have been without giving away that I like her because I have no real idea who I am or what I’m doing.”
“That sounds exhausting,” Rory said softly, pulling a box of tissues from under the coffee table at the crack in Tilly’s voice.
In the time Tilly had been seeing her, they’d spent a lot of time discussing how exhausting Tilly’s anxiety was for her. Even now, just hearing Rory validate it helped a little. Tilly nodded, fighting the urge to cry and the urge to collapse in exhaustion. She worried that when Frankie actually left, she’d fall into bed and not leave for days from the exhaustion and sadness of it all.
“Tilly,” Rory said, looking at her directly, “all other things aside, do you want to tell Frankie that you’re not straight?”
Over the last few weeks, Tilly had talked and thought around the issue a lot, but nobody had directly asked her whether she just wanted to tell Frankie. She took a deep breath. “Maybe. She’s my best friend. I think I would like to discuss it with her, but, you know, under different circumstances.”
Rory nodded. “I know there feels like this time pressure because Frankie is leaving soon, but the two of you won’t stop being friends just because she lives in another state. You have time. You can always take all the time you need to be ready to talk about who you are with anyone.”
“Maybe,” Tilly said with a sigh. She’d already changed her whole approach to Frankie upon hearing that she’d gotten the job and they had such little time left together. She’d been planning to pull away for safety, but that was impossible from the minute she’d heard Frankie’s news. “Maybe it’s better that way. When things get awkward because she has to reject me, at least we won’t have to run into each other all over the place.”
“I think we should spend some time next week thinking about what it would be like if she didn’t reject you. There are several other perfectly plausible ways Frankie could respond and I think it would be good for us to at least go through them.”
“Okay.” Tilly wondered whether they would even get there next week. When she had therapy, it would be the day before Frankie’s flight to LA. She knew herself well enough to know she wouldn’t be in the best space.
“I also think we should spend some time talking about compulsory heterosexuality and how that might have influenced you. It’s important to understand that just knowing that you’re not straight is enough. You can, for the rest of time, know that and nothing more specific, and that would be enough. However, I think, for you, it feels important to get to know your queerness a little better and to explore some identities that might feel right, at least for right now. How does that sound?”
“Good. Yeah. Thank you.”
Rory smiled and nodded. “For now, though, I think it’s important for you to be able to feel everything you’re feeling about Frankie’s departure. You’ve named that you’re trying to be constantly upbeat and happy around her. Why do you think that is?”
“Because I don’t want her to feel guilty. I don’t want her to think I’m trying to pressure her into staying, or that I’m not happy for her, because I really am. And I don’t want her to realize that I’m a little too invested in our relationship.”
“Do you think there’s any way Frankie’s investment in your relationship could feel like it was too much?”
“Well, no, but I also want to be with her for the rest of time, so I think that’s a little different, maybe?” She laughed a little, it was somewhere between self-deprecating and bitter, but it fit.
“Fair.” Rory thought for a second, shifting around again in her chair. “Do you think there’s any way for you to feel as though Snap is too invested in your relationship with them?”
Tilly blew out a breath. “No, probably not. Like, it’s nice to feel like your friends care about you deeply. It’s… reassuring, I guess? Like, a sign that they care as much as you do?”
“Right. And, if you were leaving, would you only expect to see your friends being happy or would it be okay if they were a little bit sad too?”
Tilly looked at the floor. “It would be okay if they were sad. I think I’d feel guilty, but I always feel guilty. And I think it would be a bit weird if they only seemed happy about me leaving.”
“So, do you think it might be okay if you tell Frankie, or show her, how you’re actually feeling? At least about her leaving?”
Tilly twisted the fabric of the cushion between her fingertips. “Maybe. But what if it makes her sad?”
“Sometimes that’s okay. You can’t carry the weight of every emotion someone might feel. You can only feel what you feel and do the best things you know how within that. When things in our lives are changing, it’s okay to feel a lot of complicated emotions about them. I’d wager Frankie’s already feeling just as sad as you are about the fact that you’re going to be far apart. And it’s okay for Frankie to be ecstatic about her new opportunities while being desperately sad about the things she’s losing. It’s especially okay when the thing you’re sad about is not being able to see your best friend every day. Knowing they feel the same way, knowing that you’re both going to try to make things work the best you can, can help you both through this.”
“Do you think so?”
Rory nodded. “I really do.”
Tilly ran her hands over the pillow in her lap again. “What if I end up crying all over her?”
“I’m sure that will be okay. The people who love us don’t deny us the experience of all of our emotions. Just as you won’t be upset if she cries on you.”
Tilly nodded. She knew she’d never be upset with Frankie for being human, for having emotions. She could cry all over Tilly’s favorite shirt and that would still be okay.
“I think it will be good for both of you to get some of those emotions out. It sounds like, right now, you’re both bottling them up, trying to avoid hurting the other, but all that’s doing is building up walls and hurting you both more in the long run. Now, you’re stressed and worried about how you’re feeling and all of the things that are happening. Letting your feelings out will likely release some of the pressure and make carrying some of the other things easier.”
Tilly thought over those words for the rest of the session and the entire walk to Frankie’s afterward. It had become routine for them to check in after therapy, but today was especially important for Tilly to be over at Frankie and June’s. Friday night was Frankie’s going away party and she needed help finishing packing up the majority of her belongings—everything she wouldn’t need over the next week—and getting the apartment ready for the party before tomorrow.
She wondered whether Frankie might have been keeping a lot of the same emotions Tilly was locked inside. Rory had never steered her wrong yet, and Tilly knew she was right that letting out some of the emotions swirling like a hurricane inside her would help, but it didn’t seem possible that happy-go-lucky, life-of-the-party Frankie could be carrying such an intense and deep sense of loss inside of her.
If Tilly hadn’t been in therapy as long as she had, she’d wonder how a loss could feel so acute and painful even before it happened. As it was, she’d learned a lot about emotions and anticipation and the way her anxiety went wild in the run-up to something difficult. Without anxiety, was it even possible Frankie could be feeling the same thing? It had never occurred to Tilly to ask anyone without a mental illness what anticipation was like, or how things felt in the run-up to something huge. She was tempted to pull her phone out to call her moms and ask. However, one second of imagining the questions they’d ask and what she’d be forced to own up to for the second time in two hours deterred her quickly from that route.
As she got closer to Frankie’s, Rory’s question about whether she wanted to tell Frankie she wasn’t straight played in her mind. It might not be the time for that, but the same principle seemed to apply here. While it was almost impossible to do, Tilly attempted to put aside all of the feelings of guilt and worry she had about being emotional on Frankie and asked herself whether she wanted to be honest with Frankie about how her imminent departure felt.
Like playing tug of war with herself, she went back and forth the rest of the way. It was only as she rang the buzzer that she finally decided to heed Rory’s words. If it went badly, she’d beat herself up about it later—probably for the rest of time—but, as Frankie’s voice filtered over the intercom and buzzed Tilly in, Tilly knew she wanted to be honest with her best friend. It was Frankie, it would all be okay in the end. It was her and Frankie and she owed Frankie the truth. And maybe she wasn’t responsible for everyone else’s feelings but she was responsible for her own and she wanted to tell her friend she would miss her.
Really, she wanted to tell her that the thought of being three thousand miles away in a week felt like a hole in her heart, like she’d been speared through with a particularly painful sword, one that was blunt and not up to the job. She knew she wouldn’t say it like that, though, it was too gruesome and kind of ruined the point. That was just where her brain went when it thought about things. But the point remained—she couldn’t help or change her or Frankie’s feelings, but she could be honest about them.
She got to Frankie’s door and knocked.
The door flew open as though Frankie had been waiting on the other side of it for Tilly to knock. She might have been for all Tilly knew, though why she’d wait for the knock and not just open the door, Tilly did not know, but that would be Frankie all over.
And that was the final push. This was her and Frankie. They would be okay, their friendship could withstand Tilly being whole and human and hurt, even if it broke Frankie a little too.
She stepped forward into the apartment and surprised a grinning Frankie by wrapping her arms around her and pulling her in close.
“Hey,” Frankie said, her voice immediately concerned. “Is everything okay?”
Tilly breathed her in, attempting to memorize the exact way she smelled and how it felt to hold her like this. Behind her, Frankie used one hand to nudge the door closed before her arms wrapped tightly around Tilly.
Tilly felt like she was breaking apart and being put back together a million times over as she stood in Frankie’s arms. They’d hugged before, but this was something different.
“What’s going on?” Frankie whispered, her voice close to Tilly’s ear.
“Nothing. I’m just going to really miss you,” Tilly said, her voice thick with tears.
Frankie seemed to relax against her. “Oh, thank god,” she sighed, her own voice suddenly heavy with emotion. “I thought we were just pretending everything was fine forever.”
Tilly laughed, it was a wet, sad sound. “Sorry. I was trying not to make you sad or make you feel like I was trying to manipulate you.”
Frankie returned the laugh, the sound of it was somehow worse than a sob alone would have been. “I was trying not to make you sad.”
“We’re ridiculous.”
Frankie squeezed her tighter. “Yes, so I’ve heard from June about a million times over.”
Tilly nodded as best she could with her face buried in Frankie’s shoulder. She’d heard that from June too. June was right.
Against every bit of logic and better judgment she had, Tilly never wanted to leave. She wanted this moment to last forever and for things to never change. She knew it wasn’t possible but, as Rory had told her many times, she couldn’t control her feelings, only how she responded to them.
She took a deep breath. “I love you so much,” she whispered.
Frankie sniffled into her shoulder. “I love you too. I’m going to miss you so, so much. I can’t even stand it.”
“Nor can I.”
Frankie laughed. “You’re so proper when you’re upset.”
“I… don’t even know what to say to that.”
“Nothing. Just… never change.”
Tilly nodded, tears burned her eyes and ran down her face. She wished she could promise to never change but everything about her was changing and she had no idea what to do with that.




Seventeen



Frankie watched June as she took in their living room and kitchen.
“You and Tilly did a great job. I’m impressed,” June said, no actual surprise in her voice. “Well, Tilly did a great job. I’m assuming you just threw things around, tried to make chaotic decisions, and generally made things a lot more difficult for Tilly than needed.”
“Hey! That’s not true. I was super helpful at all times. And I made great decisions.”
June snorted. “I’ve lived with you long enough to know your design skills are amazing in your work, but around party planning, you’ve never once had a vision this cohesive. This has Tilly written all over it.”
Frankie looked around at the sophisticated gold and sage green decor. It had, indeed, been Tilly’s idea. A color scheme inspired by California without being too in your face. Initially, Frankie had thought about pushing for an explosion of absolute color but then Tilly had said something about the decorations being a background to let Frankie shine as the main attraction and Frankie had been a goner. Both for the way she loved being the center of attention and for the way Tilly thought of her being the focus of everything.
She shook her head, mentally adding that to her list of things platonic friends probably didn’t do but refusing to examine it too closely for fear her carefully constructed dynamic with Tilly might fall apart. “Fine. It was mostly Tilly holding it together, but she showed me options and styles and ideas and everything. She had whole mood boards and stuff.”
“I’m sure she did.”
Frankie paused. “What’s that mean?”
June rolled her eyes. “It means you’re both a pair of fools. You think I haven’t seen the way you two just stop what you’re doing to hug each other extra tight over the last couple of days? You think I haven’t noticed the way you both have been throwing everything you’ve got into this party? It’s like it’s the most important party of your lives. Not that it’s not important, it is, but there’s something else to it with you two. And, apparently, it’s obvious to everyone but you.”
Frankie felt the tiniest twinge of embarrassment. She wouldn’t usually be embarrassed, especially not by hugging her friend, but June was right. There had been something different between her and Tilly since she’d shown up after therapy yesterday and they’d both finally owned how devastated they were about Frankie’s departure. Like a cap being released on a pressure cooker, it helped ease things inside. Leaving still hurt, but it was better if she could tell Tilly just how much leaving her hurt. Well, not exactly how much. Frankie was still attempting to ride the line of plausible deniability, though, honestly, she doubted there was much of it left. It seemed the only ones willing to believe it were her and Tilly. Tilly was the only one who needed to believe it, though. And the only one Frankie desperately wanted not to believe it.
June sighed, interrupting Frankie’s tortured thoughts. “You are so gone for her and so ridiculous. Next thing you know, you’ll be telling me you’ve declared your love for her, but it’s still totally platonic.”
Frankie dropped the stack of bamboo plates she’d just picked up, wincing when they hit the floor and she realized she’d just exposed herself.
June groaned and dropped onto the couch. “Good god, Frankie. Tell me you haven’t.”
Frankie grinned. “Okay. I haven’t.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Good, because I’m lying.”
“Of course you are.” June sighed, fixing Frankie with a sympathetic look. “What happened?”
Frankie debated whether she wanted to tell the story as she picked up the plates and moved them to the spot she’d been aiming for originally. But, as she flopped down onto the couch next to June, she figured she might as well. What would be the point in not getting into the details? June already knew the big picture and not explaining it would allow her mind to run away with itself. Frankie could picture all of the unnecessary, ridiculously romantic, and entirely untrue situations June’s brain would conjure up.
“Well,” she said with a sigh, “yesterday, she came over—”
“After therapy as she always does, yes.” Frankie was going to choose to ignore the tone.
“Yes, then. And, you know, the last few weeks, we’ve both been trying to be upbeat and happy and not be too sad around each other.”
“Right. Because you can’t bear the thought of hurting her, and she’s clearly so in love with you and so anxious that she can’t stand the thought of making you sad or feeling like a burden for having emotions.”
Frankie’s head whipped to June. “Are you sure you work in a shop?”
June squinted at her. “What? Yes.”
“You’re not a therapist? Andi still works at the bank? She’s not moonlighting as a therapist or something?”
“What on ear— Oh. I see.” She rolled her eyes again. “Hilarious, Frankie. Get on with the story. And thanks for the confirmation that I’m right. Not that I needed it. I’m a genius.”
“Now you sound like me,” Frankie said, grinning widely at her.
“Horrifying, truly. Story.”
Frankie laughed. “Okay. So, yeah, we’ve both been avoiding talking about the reality of me leaving and how sad that is. But when she came over yesterday, she hugged me at the door and it just kind of… came out, I guess.”
“Hence the increase in long hugs. Makes sense.”
If Frankie wasn’t about to move out, she might get worried that June was paying a little too much attention to her and her life. Although, after Operation Jandi—successful as it was—she wondered if she had a leg to stand on.
Frankie nodded, thinking back to holding Tilly in the doorway, the way her tears soaked through Frankie’s shirt, the way Frankie’s own tears rolled down her face and saturated Tilly’s hair, turning it slightly darker in spots, the scent of that hair in Frankie’s face, and the way it had felt so very right to have Tilly in her arms. “So, yeah, we decided we were over pretending to be fine about things.”
“That’s good. At least you can be grownups about that. And it is better this way.” Sometimes, June talked like she had thirty years on Frankie rather than the four she actually did. It was kind of like talking to Tilly’s moms—the snark of Jules and soft familiarity of Mona, all rolled into one.
“Yeah,” Frankie said, nodding. “It is.”
“So, how did you get from there to the massive declaration of love? And, more importantly, how are you still acting like it’s platonic?”
Part of Frankie wanted to keep it private, a moment for only her and Tilly. The rest of her wanted to say it out loud, to have someone know, to hear that it was every bit as romantic, and definitely not platonic, as she wished it was. “We were holding each other and talking about how much we’d miss each other and she just told me she loves me so much. I said it back, of course.”
June sat bolt upright. “She said it first?”
Frankie looked around, startled by June’s sudden movements and intensity. “Well, yes…?”
“Tilly tells you she loves you and you still think it’s platonic and she’s straight?” June put her hands on Frankie’s shoulders, her face coming a little too close for comfort. “In the nicest way— Actually, no. Strike that. In the exact way that this comes across, what the hell is wrong with you?”
Frankie laughed, surprised. “Many, many things, my friend, but you already know that and you still love me.”
“You know what I mean,” June replied, huffing and still too close.
“I really don’t, actually.”
June let go of Frankie and collapsed forward, folding herself over her own knees. “I’m going to murder you.”
“Eh, I’m a bit busy today. Can we reschedule for another time?”
“Frankie,” June groaned. Frankie couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard June this frustrated with her. It was kind of amusing.
“Yes?” She drew the word out, even though she knew she was pushing her luck again.
“The woman you are in love with told you she loves you and you replied the same and you’re still acting like you’re just friends. Why?”
“I tell you I love you all the time. It’s not like I’m secretly up all night wishing I could be Andi.” Frankie shuddered at the thought of being with June. She loved her as a friend but they would be a nightmare together and they both knew it.
June closed her eyes, clearly thinking the same thing. “Thank you for that unwelcome visual. But it’s not the same at all. You’re not actually in love with me and, as I’ve pointed out many, many, many times, we aren’t nearly as coupley as you and Tilly are. For god’s sake, you’ve slept together pretty much every night for the past two weeks, she’s off now getting you a three-tiered cake she’s made especially for you—which, like, wedding cake vibes much? You are together and you don’t even realize it. And now you’re saying you love each other and you’re still not admitting it?”
Frankie suddenly regretted the conversation. This was the confirmation she wanted. Somehow, though, it made it hurt a million times more. If it seemed so obvious that it was romantic and still Tilly hadn’t said anything or even questioned her sexuality, surely that placed her permanently and fixedly in being straight? Before June’s confirmation, Frankie had had the tiniest shred of hope to cling to. Now, that was fading and she wanted it back.
“Lots of people tell their friends they love them,” she told June, her voice quiet.
“Yes, and lots of people fall in love with their best friends and go on to have amazing relationships. You should try it.”
“June,” Frankie said, her tone more curt than usual. “She’s straight. And, if we’re being so obviously coupley and she’s not said anything, she’s clearly so straight she can’t see it.”
“Maybe she is, but maybe she’s not. And, if she’s not, I’m sure she’s stressed out about it and has no idea how to bring it up. This is Tilly we’re talking about. There’s no way she’d bring it up if she thought she was straight until you came along.”
Frankie tried to start several sentences to argue with that logic but found she couldn’t. June was right. Maybe, deep down, Frankie had even already known that. Now that she thought about it, it seemed obvious that Tilly wouldn’t bring it up, that she couldn’t. She’d be eating herself alive thinking about all of the things she believed she’d done wrong and she’d never be able to put any of it on Frankie.
It made sense in the worst possible way.
In Frankie’s wildest dreams, there was going to come a day when Tilly would come to her and tell her she wasn’t straight and was in love with her and wanted to be together. And Frankie would come back here because she couldn’t see Tilly being able to leave, and she’d figure it out, and Tilly would panic a million times over that she was ruining Frankie’s life by pulling her away from LA and her dream job, and Frankie would tell her it’s more than okay and this is her dream too, and, eventually, they’d be happy and together.
But that was just a pipe dream. Tilly could barely tell Frankie she’d miss her, there was no way she’d do anything that could pull her focus from LA. And what did that mean for them? Frankie needed to be in LA now, it was important, and they could absolutely do long distance for a while, but there was no way Tilly was ready to hear all of that yet. Even if she happened to be interested, she’d worry that this was just some emotionally-fueled leaving declaration, not an account of the true way Frankie felt about her, and she’d worry about pulling focus from Frankie’s job when it was new and important.
Frankie groaned, her head in her hands. Tilly must be so exhausted all the damn time with this stuff in her head every minute of the day. Frankie wasn’t used to overthinking things, just overthinking Tilly was draining her. She couldn’t believe how strong Tilly was. Well, she could, but it felt like she needed a medal or something just for making it through every damn day.
“You’re right,” Frankie said, looking back up at June. “Of course you’re right, but that doesn’t change anything. Tilly’s not ready for all of that, it’s not the right time, there’s just too much going on.”
June put a hand on Frankie’s shoulder. “Love doesn’t really care about your supposed timetable. It’s going to find you when it thinks it’s time, and it found you. You can try running away, but it’s not going anywhere.”
“That’s fine,” Frankie said, pouting slightly. “It can come with me to LA. I can love Tilly from there and be just fine with that.”
June gave her a sympathetic look and Frankie knew what was coming. “I know you will. Feelings like that don’t go away just because we’re trying not to let them in.”
They both knew that better than most, June infinitely more than Frankie. They’d both been there as June tried desperately to get over Andi, they’d seen the things she’d tried, the difficulties she’d faced. And Frankie could only hope that one day, she and Tilly would get a happy ending just like June and Andi were now getting.
“What’s that saying,” Frankie asked bitterly, “about if you love someone, let them go?”
“Yeah, that would be it.” June’s face contorted in pain and sympathy for Frankie. Frankie didn’t like it. She wasn’t used to being like this. “And, while I fully believe you two will find your way to each other no matter what happens, you’ve got less than a week of living in the same town left. Maybe just consider talking to her about it? It doesn’t have to be some big declaration, it could just be a little something, something real about your feelings for her. Don’t do you and go massive and scare the poor woman, but maybe float the idea that your relationship feels like more than just friends. What’s the worst that could happen?”
“She could panic, end up in the hospital, and die.”
June huffed. “Now you sound like her.”
“Eh, you know how it is, couples become like each other and all that.” Frankie tried to sound bold and brave and like the idea didn’t bother her, but she heard the crack in her voice.
“So you admit you’re a couple then?”
“I resolutely do not. I’m just looking forward to the day you morph into a sunshine butch like Andi, rather than this snarky dark and indie thing you’ve got going on.”
“You say that like you don’t love me.”
“I do love you. See, friends say it all the time.”
June shook her head. “Fine. Friends say it all the time. Tilly will be back soon, say it to her, and tell me it doesn’t feel different when you say it to her versus when you say it to me.”
Frankie scowled at her and pulled out her tongue. They both knew it would feel different, it would be different. And they both knew how much Frankie wanted it to be.
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Guests started arriving before Tilly made it back with the cake so Frankie had the time, inclination, and need to get back to her usual bubbly self before Tilly was walking in with Snap and a cake box that looked way too big for her to be safely handling.
Frankie walked over to them, laughing. “Do you need a hand?”
“Yes,” Snap replied. “We made it all this way without you but these last two feet are where this gets really difficult.”
“Okay, snarky, it’s good to see you too. And you’re supposed to be nice to me tonight, this is my party. You can be nice to me or you can collapse on the floor at my feet and sob about not wanting me to leave, how your life will be empty without me, all that good stuff.”
Snap shot her a look that told her she didn’t want to hear their next comment. They went ahead anyway. They looked from her to Tilly and back again before pointedly saying, “I’m not sure it’s my life that’s going to be empty without you.”
Frankie watched the way the color drained from Tilly’s face and suddenly had no idea what to say. The more she let in the idea that Tilly might like her too, the harder it became to sidestep comments like that and what they did to Tilly. If someone said that to June, she’d make some sarcastic comment back and she wouldn’t be embarrassed at all because she knew it wasn’t true. But Tilly didn’t respond like June would. She responded like Snap was hitting a nerve. And they were her second closest friend. That had to mean something, right?
Tilly somehow recovered quicker than Frankie did. “Can we put this down before something terrible happens to it?” she asked, indicating the cake.
“Oh, yes, of course,” Frankie replied, instantly directing them to the table.
Had she not been so distracted by pining over Tilly, she’d have insisted they put it down immediately. Tilly had told her about most of the party things, but she had refused to share anything about the cake or let Frankie see it while it was a work in progress. She’d insisted it was her gift to Frankie and it was going to be a surprise.
Snap and Tilly got the cake situated and Snap gave Tilly an intense look. “Ready?”
Tilly took a deep breath and nodded, and Frankie was sure the interaction meant that what was under the box was even more spectacular than she’d been imagining and that Snap knew all about it.
They reached up and gracefully removed the box, revealing the most incredible cake Frankie had ever seen. Three perfectly formed and placed tiers, decorated in shades of gold and green to match the decorations. But the technical precision of the thing wasn’t even the most impressive part.
Frankie felt a lump forming in her throat and a knot in her stomach. Breathing normally suddenly became a more difficult task.
Several people nearby stopped what they were doing to look at the cake. Their comments about how amazing it was, how long it must have taken, and how cool the design was washed over Frankie like she could barely understand the language they were speaking.
It was a cake of them. Of her and Tilly.
Tilly in her ridiculously wonderful and incredible and dedicated skill had made a three-tier dedication to their relationship.
Frankie’s eyes ran over the fondant depicting Marina’s, a slice of pizza next to the recreation of the signage, and onto the dice Tilly had used to depict their time playing TSL, a replica of the cartons of Chinese food they had each week beside them. An Operation Jandi checklist—smartly labeled ‘Top Secret Operation’ to avoid them having to explain to their friends—sat beside a sugar mold of Parsley and his one-eyed, content little face.
And, on the top tier, was Tapenade. It wrapped around the whole tier. Frankie started walking around the cake to see it all. The booths and the counter perfectly cast onto a cake. It was incredible.
She stopped when she found two deep green silhouettes on the back. Two women, hugging each other tightly. In the middle of Tapenade.
This really was her and Tilly.
She looked over to Tilly, taking her eyes off the bakery masterpiece for the first time. She didn’t even know what to say. If she hadn’t already been an emotional wreck, she definitely was now.
Tilly shifted awkwardly, barely able to hold Frankie’s gaze. “The top tier is cookie dough flavor, the middle is chocolate orange, and the bottom is chocolate and cherry.”
Frankie burst into tears. She couldn’t help it and she couldn’t hold it back. This cake was everything about her and Tilly. The cookies she’d brought over the first time she came here, the cake they’d made for dessert at her moms’ house, the molten lava cakes Tilly had made when Frankie had been exhausted and barely with it.
“Oh, no,” Tilly said, moving closer to Frankie. “Do you hate it? I’m so sorry. I can take it away. I can go to the store and get something else. I’m so sorry.”
Frankie pulled her into a tight hug. “Don’t you dare,” she said through tears. “It’s perfect. I love it. I just… I don’t even know what to say. Nobody has ever done anything like this for me.”
Tilly paused. “Oh. So… you like it?”
Frankie laughed into her chest. “I love it. And I love you. Thank you so much. It’s perfect.”
“Ah. Okay. Good. I’m glad. Thank you.” Tilly ran a hand up and down Frankie’s back softly. It was one of the best things Frankie had ever experienced. It would have been better if they’d been alone.
“Are you thanking me for liking the world’s best cake?”
“It’s definitely not the world’s best cake. Not even close. I wish I could have gotten you the world’s best cake, but this is just… a cake that I made.”
“And that makes it even better than the world’s best cake because it’s you and you’re amazing.”
“Well, so are you,” Tilly replied, obviously a little awkward and overwhelmed about Frankie getting so emotional on her, but Frankie was over pretending to be fine and like everything was just okay. This cake was the best thing ever. Actually, Tilly was the best thing ever. The cake was a distant second.
“You two are such saps,” Snap laughed as everyone else went back to their conversations and drinks. Someone turned on the music and nobody but Snap seemed to be paying Frankie and Tilly much attention. In some ways it was better, in others, Frankie didn’t understand how everyone was planning not to spend the whole evening just gazing at that cake. Or better, at Tilly. Though she knew Tilly would hate it if everyone spent the night watching her.
“It’s my party and I’m allowed to be emotional,” Frankie said, twisting her head slightly to look at Snap without letting go of Tilly. “You’d be emotional too if someone had made you the world’s best cake.”
“It’s really not—” Tilly began.
“Yes, it is,” Frankie, Snap, and June all managed to say at the same time.
Frankie pulled back as they laughed to look at Tilly. She looked embarrassed but also happy that Frankie liked the cake, and possibly that the others also thought she’d done a good job on the cake. Tilly, Frankie had learned, found it hard to trust her own assessment of things related to herself. As such, she seldom felt like anything she did was good enough, even if she knew she’d given it her all. It warmed Frankie’s heart to see that even she was having a hard time telling herself the cake sucked when multiple people were telling her it didn’t.
As she let go of Frankie, Tilly shuffled awkwardly from side to side, waving her hands as she thought of a way to change the subject. Eventually, she looked at the three of them. “Who wants a drink?”
Frankie laughed while Snap said, “About time. I deserve all the drinks after helping you drag that cake over.”
“There was no dragging involved,” Tilly replied, mildly horrified at the suggestion. “But yes, you do. So, let’s go get drinks.”
She dragged Snap off towards the makeshift bar in the kitchen. Frankie didn’t need to ask to know Tilly would bring her one back, just as Frankie would do for her.
As Frankie looked again at the cake and dried her face, June wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Are you still going to try telling me this isn’t basically a wedding cake?”
Frankie waved a hand at the masterpiece before them. “Of course it’s not a wedding cake. Nobody here got married. This is a celebration of me in Coalfield.”
“Frankie. Really? This is a celebration of your relationship with Tilly, and it is exactly like numerous wedding cakes I’ve seen.”
“You’re just jealous I’ve got the best cake ever.”
June sighed heavily. “Nope. Not jealous. I’m astounded you’re somehow still wandering around trying to convince yourself this isn’t the gayest thing ever, but not jealous.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s jealousy. As it should be. I have the best cake ever.”
“Everyone here will be eating the cake. There’s nothing to be jealous of, other than your uncanny ability to bury your head in the sand.”
“I’m not buried anywhere. I’m not missing this cake.”
Andi called June from over her shoulder. June shot her an adoring look and gestured that she’d be right over before looking back at Frankie. “Just, please. For your sanity and mine, just… talk to her.”
Before Frankie could reply, June spun on her heel and walked off towards Andi and the small group Andi was chatting with. Frankie was left momentarily lost, wanting to protest and debating whether she was above just yelling it across the room at June’s back. Ordinarily, she would do that but, in this particular case, she assumed it would draw too many unwanted questions.
Instead of yelling at or chasing after June, she allowed herself to get swept into conversation with the other guests. Their living room had now filled up with a huge chunk of the people she knew from around town, food had been laid out from Tapenade, and boxes of pizza from Marina’s stacked in the corner for those who didn’t wish to try the beautifully presented and oddly thought out individual portions of cinnamon cheesecake baklava and french fries.
Frankie honestly wasn’t sure if she wanted to try it but she knew she was going to. She never backed down from a new experience. And it couldn’t be worse than that time Alexis had decided that the best new panini was banana, avocado, hummus, and tapenade. After that, Frankie had always at least asked what was in the food they were serving her.
She could kind of see what they were going for with the sweet and salty combination, but there was a reason there were already classics in that area. Not to mention the fact that once you got through the crisp crust of the bread, it was just mush. A panini full of indecipherable mush that tasted sweet and olivey and disgusting. Even though she’d failed in hiding her reaction, they didn’t seem to care. The thing was still on the menu and they hadn’t blinked twice at giving her two free smoothies to wash the taste away. Of course, it still haunted her in her nightmares, but that was a different issue.
She doubted the baklava-french fry thing would lack crunch and texture, but it was still weird. She did like weird, though.
Frankie shook off the memory of banana-olive nonsense and enjoyed the food at her party, enjoyed laughing with her friends, reveled in being the center of attention and having person after person tell her how happy they were for her and how they wanted to come to visit her in California. She supposed that was part and parcel of moving from Vermont to California, people were desperate to escape to the sun sometimes. She doubted most of them would visit her but she wouldn’t be surprised if, come March, when the winter was dragging on a little too long, there was a queue of people begging to come to see her. As long as they came individually, if they were planning to stay with her, they’d be fine. She was, after all, trading real estate space for all the things that LA offered. Spare bedrooms were not one of them.
It took a long time for her to make her way back to Tilly, barring brief interactions when Tilly brought her drinks when she was out. Each time, even with how much she was loving the attention and time with her friends, it made her want to sneak away with just Tilly. Everyone here cared about her, of course, but the way Tilly knew her, understood her, and cared for her was something else entirely and part of her wanted a moment away to appreciate that, to appreciate Tilly. They had such little time left for that.
Frankie hadn’t spent a lot of time wondering whether Tilly would be one of the people visiting her in LA. She hoped she would but she doubted it. Tilly wasn’t someone who had traveled a lot and LA was far and busy and likely anxiety-inducing for Tilly. As such, she’d made her peace with the fact that she’d be the one coming back to see Tilly here, which was great because it would mean seeing other people here too, she didn’t want to leave and never come back, but she knew it would take a while for her to be able to take vacation time, she knew it would be a long time until she and Tilly were in the same room, and she was about to be on beaches she could imagine sitting with Tilly on without Tilly. It felt as though she needed every minute she could get with her while they had them.
And who knew whether she’d take June’s advice and tell Tilly how she was feeling? She wasn’t planning to, but she also hadn’t been planning to throw herself into Tilly’s arms in Tapenade and that had been the best non-decision she’d ever made. She was willing to go with whatever happened.
Eventually, she found herself collapsing onto a tiny window seat next to Tilly. Her head fell onto Tilly’s shoulder. It felt like coming home, even though she’d been in her own home all night.
Snap gave them one look and rolled their eyes, muttering something about food and leaving them alone.
Tilly leaned her head on top of Frankie’s. “Having fun?” she whispered. Given the music and conversations swirling around them, whispering wasn’t needed but Frankie enjoyed the way it helped create a private space just for the two of them.
Frankie nodded. “Yeah, loads. I just miss you.”
“I’ve been here all night.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah… I do.” The melancholic ache in Tilly’s voice twisted up in Frankie’s stomach, took root there, and made her yearn for something more, for some understanding of what it meant when Tilly sounded like that.
She sat up and looked at Tilly. “Come with me?”
Tilly watched her stand and hold out a hand. She nodded, placing her palm in Frankie’s, and went willingly when Frankie led her to the door and out of the apartment building. They walked to the end of the street and around the corner before Frankie stopped them, keeping her fingers clasped in Tilly’s. If she were staying, could this be their every day? Could she be the one who got to walk down the street holding Tilly’s hand?
Could it be even if she was leaving?
Tilly looked back at her, seeming to crackle with nervous energy and the question burned deeply in Frankie’s throat—why are you so nervous right now? Is it the same reason I am?
She chewed on her top lip again and it was every bit as distracting as it had always been. Frankie watched her mouth, knowing as she did that it was too much, too obvious. She was rapidly leaving plausible deniability behind. She didn’t think she was sad about that, but what if it went drastically wrong?
Tilly took a step closer to her. Their hands were still entwined.
Frankie’s breathing was uncomfortably fast, her awareness of the moment sharper than she could ever remember it being.
“Are you okay?” Tilly asked quietly, nervously.
Frankie nodded and took a step towards her too. “Yeah. I’m good.”
“Why did you want to come out here?”
From the way Tilly’s gaze was darting around—restless and tense—Frankie would have wagered anything she knew the answer to that. She should know the answer, just as Frankie should have known without a doubt that they’d end up here the minute she took Tilly’s hand.
She shrugged. “Just miss you and wanted a minute alone, you know?”
Tilly nodded or shook her head, Frankie wasn’t actually sure. It was something between confirmation and confusion and seemed to perfectly match a number of the feelings battling within Frankie. Did she just come out and say it? Could she just tell her best friend she was in love with her?
Could she kiss her?
Frankie’s eyes flicked from Tilly’s mouth to her eyes and back again. Tilly saw the movement but didn’t stop chewing her lip in that dangerously tempting way.
They moved closer to each other, well over the line of platonic, a million miles from plausible deniability. Frankie didn’t even know which one of them was moving. It was probably both of them. They both seemed to be leaning in, both looking for the contact Frankie had been dreaming of for months now.
“You know I love you, right?” she whispered to Tilly. The night was dark and quiet around them, she didn’t need to whisper, but it felt right. This was a moment for her and Tilly alone, and, if she spoke too loudly, she might kill the moment and all that it meant.
Tilly’s face was impossibly close to Frankie’s as she nodded.
There was no way Frankie was getting out of this moment without kissing her. She needed to kiss Tilly. She needed to know what it felt like to have those soft lips pressed against hers.
She was working on a way to say that, to verbalize the million things Tilly made her feel, when Tilly sucked in a shaky breath and whispered her name.
Something broke in Frankie. She couldn’t hold it back anymore. There was nothing left to deny, just the two of them in a quiet alley, on a warm night, desperate to kiss.
She leaned forward, right into Tilly’s space. They’d been almost this close before, but never quite like this.
Tilly looked at her, eyes wide, before her gaze dropped to Frankie’s mouth.
Frankie didn’t need telling twice.
She moved forward, her nose pressed into Tilly’s soft cheek as their lips brushed.
It was light and electric and consuming and perfect. But it wasn’t enough.
When Tilly’s grasp on her hand tightened, Frankie pressed forward with more urgency, her lips on Tilly’s, her free hand reaching up to hold her waist. Everything about the moment was perfect.
Tilly’s mouth moved against Frankie’s and everything felt right in the world.
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Tilly’s senses were filled with Frankie—the warmth of her hand and the feel of her muscles under Tilly’s fingers, the scent of her in every inhale, and her lips brushing against Tilly’s, somehow both urgent and tentative, soft and desperately wanting.
Tilly wondered how long Frankie had wanted this, how long she’d been planning it if she had. Frankie loved a plan in life, but in kissing women? Tilly wasn’t sure, but she was the one who had brought Tilly out here, and now they were kissing. Was that indicative of a plan?
Frankie’s tongue teased along Tilly’s lower lip and Tilly gasped into the kiss, suddenly wondering whether she was any good at kissing or whether she was messing it up. Was kissing something you could be bad at? She wasn’t a rookie but she wasn’t an expert either. And Frankie definitely seemed to know what she was doing.
A hand slipped around Tilly’s back and pulled her in closer. Frankie held them pressed together so tightly they might merge into one being. For one wild second, Tilly wished they would. There was something burning inside of her that told her she needed to be closer to Frankie, as close as it was humanly possible to be.
She moved forward instinctively, backing Frankie up against the wall. Frankie went willingly, grinning into the kiss, so Tilly assumed she must be doing something right. But she still wasn’t close enough.
If we were closer, maybe we wouldn’t have to be apart in a few days. The thought came unprompted, but it burned Tilly like a hot iron. It tore at her insides.
She faltered.
In a few days, Frankie wouldn’t be here anymore. There would be three thousand miles between them. Tilly would be all alone, still trying to figure out exactly what was going on with her while also being ripped open by the loss of Frankie. Her leaving as a friend was already unbearably painful. In all of the conversations about telling Frankie how she was feeling, Tilly had never been able to imagine the pain of losing her as something else.
And here it was, filling her up and weighing her down, simultaneously burning her insides and chilling her to the core.
She couldn’t do this.
She pulled back.
Frankie tilted her head. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know.” Tilly scrubbed her hands over her face, not caring what it did to her makeup.
“What’s wrong?” Frankie asked, gently, but Tilly could see the hurt, the rejection creeping into her eyes. “I’m sorry if this was too much. I didn’t think… I just… Sorry. I should have at least asked. I know you’re straight. I’m so sorry.”
Tilly winced. She wasn’t straight, she never had been. She’d just been weighed down by what everyone thought she was supposed to be, what she thought she was supposed to be. There was a reason she’d always been so uncomfortable with the label, she just hadn’t understood it until Frankie. And now she was pulling back from all of that possibility. “I just… I don’t know if I can do this.”
Hurt sliced across Frankie’s expression for a moment before she could school it. “Of course. I’m so sorry. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want.” She looked down at the floor, kicking a small rock with the toe of her shoe. “Always have been too confident. That’s my problem. Too convinced everyone must be in love with me.”
Pain shot through Tilly’s heart. She was more than familiar with her mental state messing with her physical health but this was something different. Somebody else’s statements had never hurt like this before. And the worst part was that she didn’t know how to explain. She did love Frankie. Even if she’d been in denial before, the last ten minutes had demonstrated just how differently she felt about Frankie than every person who came before her. And Frankie was confident—rightly so—but she wasn’t too confident, she hadn’t done this on some ill-advised assumption that Tilly just had to be interested. She’d done it because she’d been feeling the same thing Tilly had. And it was real.
But so was Frankie leaving.
Tilly just couldn’t take that. She couldn’t take holding her back or dragging her down. And, selfishly, she couldn’t take having Frankie walk away from her.
If they stopped before they went too far, they could still be friends, right? But, if Tilly got her for a few days and never again… How would she ever recover from that?
“It’s not that,” Tilly said, her voice small, frightened. “You weren’t… You didn’t… It’s not…”
“It’s okay,” Frankie said. Tilly hated the way she could see her shutting down, closing herself off. But they needed to in order to survive this. “It was a mistake. I shouldn’t have done anything. We’re friends. I’m leaving soon. We’ll just chalk this up to too many emotions tonight. Move on, be friends, like always. It’s fine, I promise.”
Tilly’s breathing sped, panic set in, her eyes burned, and her head ached as she tried to process what was happening and not cry.
It was a mistake.
Was it?
She wanted to ask. She wanted to know that it wasn’t a mistake for Frankie because it wasn’t for her. But maybe it was. Maybe they could both have meant to kiss and it would still be a mistake because of the circumstances? Tilly didn’t want it to be true. She didn’t want to be any kind of mistake to Frankie, but what other choice did they have?
Frankie moved away from the wall. “I should get back inside. Kind of rude to disappear from your own party.”
“Right…” Tilly didn’t think she’d be able to hold Frankie’s gaze, but that didn’t stop her from aching inside with the way Frankie wouldn’t look at her. Or the way it hurt like a physical wound when Frankie just walked away, leaving her standing there in an alley alone and regretting every decision she’d ever made.
Tears ran down her face, sobs coming harder when she realized Frankie wasn’t coming back for her when a door slammed and rang out in the night as if it were closing directly on her heart.
She didn’t know what to do but she knew she couldn’t stay here, crying in the street. Ignoring the fact that all of her things were inside Frankie’s apartment, she started walking.
It was only when she got to her moms’ door and realized she didn’t have her keys and couldn’t let herself in that she was glad her instincts had brought her here. If she’d gone home and found herself locked outside, she didn’t know if she’d have had the strength to keep moving, to come here, to go back for her keys, to go somewhere else.
She had her phone but she was in no state to call anyone.
A light came on in the hallway through the door before she heard the sound of the lock and the door cracked open.
Jules looked at her in confusion for one moment before opening the door more fully and taking hold of her only child. “What happened? Are you okay? Did someone hurt you? Where’s your key?”
Tilly sobbed into her mom’s chest. “Frankie,” she managed to gasp. It was no explanation and yet it was the only answer she had to any of those questions, to anything in her life. As it had been for months now, everything was Frankie. And Frankie was suddenly gone.
✈
Tilly woke up on her moms’ couch again. She felt like a child, constantly going to her moms to cry until she crashed on their couch. But she didn’t know what else to do. She hadn’t even consciously decided to come here, she’d just needed somewhere safe.
She rolled over and found both of her moms nearby. They were sitting on the floor, Mona reading a book while Jules scrolled on her phone. At the movement, they both looked up and moved closer to her.
Mona stroked her hair. “Hey, angel. How are you doing?”
Tilly felt tears welling up inside her again. She shrugged as she attempted to push them down. It was a protective response but it was also true. She had no idea how she was. For one wild, glorious, glowing second she’d had everything she wanted. And then she’d ruined it, ruined everything.
“There’s a fresh loaf of bread that just came out of the oven,” Jules said. “We thought you might want something to eat. Some nice bread and a cup of hot chocolate? I even made that herbed butter you like.”
Tears rolled down Tilly’s cheeks again as she nodded. She didn’t deserve their kindness. They’d baked a loaf of bread in the middle of the night for her, stayed up into the early hours to be with her while she slept. It wasn’t fair what she was doing to the people around her.
Jules stood up from the floor with a stretch. She paused before heading to the kitchen. “Don’t beat yourself up about it,” she said, watching Tilly. “When you sign up to be a parent, you know sleepless nights are part of the deal. As is feeding your child at weird hours.”
Tilly let out a wet laugh. She was so safe and loved here. She was so known. Even if she had done something awful. “That’s usually when they’re a baby.”
“You’re always our baby. That doesn’t stop being true just because you’re an adult.”
Mona caressed Tilly’s face as Jules left the room and Tilly tried to internalize that her moms still wanted to look after her like this, that she wasn’t a burden but someone they loved and wanted to look after.
“What happened with Frankie, angel?” Mona asked.
Tilly looked up at her mom, terrified. She wasn’t sure what exactly she was terrified of, but she felt fear in every atom of her body. “I don’t know.”
“It’s okay to cry. Let it out.”
Tilly held her mom tightly, tears flowing freely. Right as Jules walked back into the room with a tray of bread, butter, and hot chocolates, Tilly managed to choke out, “She said I was a mistake.”
Jules put the tray on the coffee table a little too heavily. The sound caused Tilly to jump.
“You’re safe,” Mona said, rubbing a hand up and down Tilly’s back.
Jules simply stood there watching her. “She said you were a mistake? Frankie did?”
“Yeah,” Tilly sniffled.
“How?”
“Jules,” Mona warned.
Jules rolled her eyes. “No, babe, come on. You’ve seen them together. There’s no way Frankie thinks she’s a mistake.”
Mona reached for the bread. She carefully loaded a slice with the herbed butter Tilly loved so much. “Here,” she said, handing Tilly the plate. “Eating something will help.”
Tilly couldn’t tell whether she wasn’t hungry or was famished so she complied. As she swallowed the first bite, she found it helped. It was reassuring, familiar, comforting. She took a deep breath. “We went outside together. Alone. We were talking and then we were kissing.”
“I was hoping to be able to be a bit more celebratory when you finally told us that,” Jules muttered.
“Jules.” Mona rolled her eyes, handing her wife a buttered slice of bread.
“What? I was,” Jules replied, waving her bread around as she spoke.
Tilly took a sip of hot chocolate. It was comforting in an entirely different way than the bread but no less wonderful, even if it was a little unseasonal. Tilly no longer cared for what was seasonal. She just needed the sweet and savory comfort of herbed butter bread and hot chocolate with whipped cream.
“Carry on, angel,” Mona said, tucking into her own bread.
Tilly sighed. “Well, we were kissing and I realized that we only had a few days before she… leaves… and I didn’t know what to do with that. Thinking about her going has always been hard but this felt like…” She shook her head, at a loss.
“Like having your heart ripped out,” Jules said. Something about her tone implied she knew the feeling and wasn’t so much asking as stating.
Tilly looked at her, eyes filled with tears, and nodded. It was exactly like that.
Her moms shared a look before Mona turned back to Tilly. “Do you want to tell us the rest?”
Tilly shrugged. She did but she didn’t know why it mattered. It wasn’t going to change anything. “I pulled away, wanting to talk to her about what we were going to do, about how we’d probably be better staying friends because being more for five days and then losing everything was going to be unbearable.”
“She didn’t take it well?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t get to say anything. She told me it was a mistake, that we should pretend it never happened, and then she walked off and left me in the street alone.”
Jules scowled. “Again, I ask, how? Why? It doesn’t make any sense. That girl is in love with you.”
Tilly sobbed. It was a pained, hollow sound. “She doesn’t. I ruined everything.”
Mona’s arms wrapped tight around Tilly. “Okay, I think that’s enough for tonight. We’re so sorry this happened to you, angel. We’re here, we love you, and you can cry as much as you need to. You’re not alone. You’re loved.”
Tilly wanted to scream. Her emotions were such a tangled mess. She was loved, but not by Frankie. Not in the way she wanted or hoped. Not in the way she loved Frankie. She’d never felt this way about anyone. It was too raw and real. It hurt too much. It didn’t make any sense. And it was all her fault. She’d let people’s mean and hateful comments about her being raised by two moms get into her heart before she’d been old enough to understand them and they’d made her so anxious, so sure she was supposed to be the perfect little straight girl so people couldn’t say anything mean about her moms, so she could prove there was nothing wrong with her family that she’d failed to comprehend who she was until it was too late.
She wanted to go home. It was the underlying thought in her brain. It didn’t make any sense. She was already home. She was in her moms’ house, in her mom’s arms. There was no more home to go, and still, she ached for it. Ached for the safety of the home in her mind, one where things didn’t hurt like this.
She wanted to go back to being a child when home was a less complicated phenomenon, when Frankie wasn’t everything she loved and wanted and everything that tore her heart to pieces.
For what felt like hours, she cried into her moms’ shirts between sips of hot chocolate and finishing her slice of bread. She could no longer taste either of them.
When she felt herself finally drifting off to sleep again, one of her moms slipped out from under her and pulled a blanket over her.
Distantly, she heard a knock on the door. Tilly had no idea who it was or why they were here when it was still dark outside, but she couldn’t care enough to wake up.
Jules disappeared from the room and there were distant voices as Mona tucked Tilly in.
“Who was that?” Mona said softly, moving away from Tilly. The words barely made sense as Tilly drifted further into slumber.
“Frankie,” Jules replied and Tilly was certain she was dreaming. Frankie wouldn’t be here, she wouldn’t come for Tilly. Tilly was a mistake.
“Frankie?”
“Yep. And she’s a mess. She looked almost as bad as Tilly. I don’t get it. There’s no way she thinks them kissing was a mistake.”
Tilly drifted off wishing that were true and hoping desperately for a world in which it might be, even if only in her dreams.




Twenty



“Any word from Tilly?” June asked.
Frankie startled and turned from where she’d been unseeingly staring out the window, a pair of jeans in one hand, socks in the other. “No. Nothing.”
“We’re really sorry,” Andi said, appearing from around the corner.
Frankie smiled sadly. “It’s fine.”
“It categorically is not,” June said, frowning. “You’re sure you don’t want to go see her?”
“I think she’s made it pretty clear she’s not interested in talking right now.”
“She might be thinking the same thing about you.”
“How could she possibly be thinking that?”
June sighed. “Well, you haven’t exactly been trying to reach out to her over the last few days either. If you’re hurt that she’s not reaching out, I think it’s possible she feels the same way and doesn’t know what to do.”
Frankie threw the clothes she was holding into her suitcase. “I think it’s pretty clear where I stand. I’m the one who took her outside to be alone together, I’m the one who kissed her, and I’m the one she pulled away from.”
June raised an eyebrow. “You’re also the one who told her it was a mistake.”
Frankie remembered. For the last six days, all she’d done was play that moment over and over and over in her mind. Each time, her stomach dropped the way it had when Tilly had pulled away. For one glorious moment, she’d had it all.
Then it was gone.
Now, so was Tilly.
“I told her it was a mistake because that’s what she was clearly thinking. All I did was beat her to the punch.”
“And I’m sure she felt like she was being punched,” June muttered.
Frankie took a deep breath. She wasn’t having this argument with June again, not on her final night. They had gone back and forth on the issue enough times already. And, honestly, Frankie wasn’t here for June acting like she knew Tilly better than Frankie did, like she could interpret her actions more accurately than Frankie could.
What had happened, happened. The only thing left to do was to move on.
“Okay,” Andi said, breaking the tension. “That’s enough of that. This is Frankie’s last night. Shall we celebrate?”
Frankie looked around the room, taking a deep breath. She was pretty much packed. Everything that was left, she needed either tonight or in the morning. This was it. “Yes,” she said, decisively. “Let’s do it. I’m hungry.”
Andi and June laughed as June said, “You’re always hungry.”
“What’s your point?”
“No point,” Andi said. “Just good luck.”
“Why? Because some things might change but others never do?”
“Well, that too.” Andi waved a hand at the coffee table, loaded with food. “But actually because we have a lot of food.”
Frankie’s heart melted a little. “You didn’t have to do all this.”
“Oh, don’t worry, we didn’t,” June said, shooting Frankie a grin as she climbed onto the sofa.
“Clearly, you did,” Frankie said, staring at her incredulously.
“Nope. Marina’s and Tapenade insisted on sending you food. We just had to be here to receive it.”
“Ah, the two best restaurants in the whole state. At least you two got me cupcakes.”
“Er…”
“Yes. Yes, we did,” Andi said, resolutely. “Now. Let’s eat.”
Frankie shot the two of them an odd look. In the end, however, the pull of the food overruled her questions about whether the cupcakes were secretly going to murder her and she sat down to join them. She refused to acknowledge that it was the exact spot Tilly had sat in the first time she’d been over. At this point, she’d become something of an expert at denying Tilly-based memories. She’d been doing it all week as she said goodbye to everyone and to the town. It felt like she was going through a breakup. Her flight couldn’t come soon enough. She needed out of Coalfield, out of Vermont, out of being on the same coast as Tilly.
✈
Tilly paced her mom’s dining room. Every few seconds, she tapped her phone screen, watching the time tick by.
She’d barely slept but she was impossibly wired. She hated every part of this.
Rory had been right. Just as she always was. Of course Tilly would regret not reaching out to Frankie while she could. But, every time she’d picked up the phone, she hadn’t been able to call, hadn’t been able to type a message.
And just as Rory had said, however bad it felt, it was going to feel worse when Frankie wasn’t around the corner anymore. When she’d been there, Tilly could cling to the idea that she’d muster the courage to go around, or that they’d run into each other and magically start talking.
Now she was gone, so was that.
“How are you doing?” Mona asked, walking into the room and coming to stroke Parsley’s head where he’d been sitting on a dining chair, watching Tilly pace.
“Shit, from the looks of things,” Jules said, appearing behind her and leaning against the wall to sip her coffee.
“You were right. Rory was right.” Tilly looked at her mom’s fingers running over Parsley’s fur. Anyone’s face was impossible, even Parsley’s, all she’d see there would be pity and judgment, she was certain. “She’ll be gone now, on the way to the airport. Nothing left to do.”
“With time,” Mona said softly, “things will get better. You will heal.”
“Or…” Jules said, dragging the word out, and Tilly wasn’t sure she needed to hear how she’d never get over this. “Does Frankie like romance movies?”
Tilly was so surprised at the question, and it not being at all what she’d expected, that she looked up at her mom. “What? How is that important?”
“Just answer the question,” Jules said, right as Mona appeared to figure out what she was getting at and groaned.
“Uh, yeah, I guess. More rom-coms, honestly, but yeah, she likes them,” Tilly said, still in the dark.
“Cool. Grab your coat.”
“It’s summer.”
Jules huffed. “Fine. Grab your bag and a bottle of water.”
“Why? Where are we going?”
“You don’t need to go anywhere,” Mona assured her, ignoring the look Jules shot her as she spoke.
Tilly’s head whipped between her moms. “I really need someone to explain.”
“We’re going to the airport,” Jules said, matter-of-factly, before downing the rest of her coffee, dropping her mug in the sink, and gesturing everyone towards the door.
Tilly felt like she might pass out. From the way Mona rushed over to her and held her up, she likely looked like she was passing out too.
An airport dash was probably the worst idea in the world. It was rash and cornered Frankie and was way too romantic for their dynamic.
Although, they had been kissing on a moonlit street less than a week ago, so perhaps romanticism was no longer a reason not to do something with Frankie. If it ever had been to begin with.
Tilly shook her head.
“It’s okay,” Mona said, misinterpreting the action. “You don’t have to go.”
“No. I do,” Tilly said, focusing on her mom’s face. “It’s my last chance. I have to fix this. Everyone was right, it’s already worse when she’s gone, and she’s only on the way to the airport. It’s going to be even worse when she’s actually gone and I… I just— I can’t.”
Mona smiled softly and nodded.
“Okay,” Jules called, jumping up and down. “Then let’s go. There’s only so fast I’m willing to drive, even for this, and if we don’t leave now, we’ll never make it in time.”
Tilly looked at her phone again. Her mom was right, they didn’t have much time. Frankie already had a massive head start on them, too.
As she ran to grab her bag and shoes, Tilly tried to hold on to the fact that, while Frankie had already left, she would get held up at check-in and the security line. If they left now, Tilly might just catch her.
✈
“Thanks for bringing me to the airport,” Frankie said, looking at June more fondly than she ever had before. She’d always loved June, but their friendship just wasn’t one with a ton of sap. They did sarcasm and snark and, underneath, they both knew what it meant. But time was up on the need for that. Sure, they were going to stay friends and see each other again, but it was still the end of an era, there was still processing and goodbyes and grieving to be done.
June looked back at her with a similar expression. “As if I’d leave you to fend for yourself.”
Frankie laughed. She refrained from pointing out that she was a grown-up and about to be on her own on the other side of the country. It wasn’t about whether she could look after herself, it was about the fact that, with June around, she didn’t have to. And neither did June while Frankie was around. Things might look different soon, but they’d still have each other.
“Here,” June said, handing her a Tupperware as they took a seat on the ground, their backs pressing up against the wall. Burlington airport wasn’t so busy that they would have struggled to find seats together, but they’d gravitated towards this and it fit them.
“Making sure I’m fed before my flight?” Frankie asked. She was aiming for amused but was a little too soft to make it sound right.
“Kind of. I’m not expecting you to eat it right now. I just wanted you to have something to eat before you flew, even if they have food on your flight.”
“They have snacks. A June Liu lunchbox is much better.” Frankie placed the Tupperware down beside her and pulled June into a hug. “I’m going to miss you, Junie.”
June’s breath faltered. “I’m going to miss you too.”
“Of course you are. I’m amazing.” Frankie knew they could both hear the emotion in her voice and how it undermined her message, but June still laughed.
“Insufferable.”
“You love me.”
“I do.” She sighed as if putting up with Frankie was a chore. Neither of them believed it, though. “I suppose you haven’t been too bad.”
“Not too bad?” Frankie was incredulous. “I’ve been amazing. I’ve been your friend, looked after you when you were sick or down, I’m an amazing housemate, and I got you back with Andi. Show some respect.”
“Yes, because that last one went very smoothly and was an absolutely flawless plan.”
“There’s the respect I’m looking for.”
June laughed and pulled back, tears in her eyes. “Thank you. Even if you sometimes go about things in an… individual way, I appreciate it. All of it.”
Frankie had said goodbye to people before. Sometimes it had been sad, sometimes easy, but she found, again, that you never really knew just how much leaving someone was going to hurt until it was happening and it was suddenly very hard to imagine your life without them in it every day.
She held June’s gaze. “Thank you too. For all of it. This isn’t the end for us, but I will miss you so much.”
“I mean, yeah. You think I’m losing contact with you and losing a free place to stay in LA?”
“Hilarious, Junie. As if you could imagine your life without me.”
“Yeah, I really don’t think I could.”
Frankie nodded. Her life without June would have been a million miles from where she was, and she didn’t want that now, or in the future.
“Come on, then,” June said, standing up and holding a hand out to Frankie. “We’d better get you checked in.”
✈
Tilly raced through the parking lot, carefully watching for cars, desperate to make it to the terminal. She still didn’t know what she was going to say to Frankie, even with the time in the car to think about it. She just hoped it would come to her when they were finally face-to-face again.
She could feel her moms behind her, jogging towards the terminal, weaving through the cars. When she reached Frankie, she was sure they’d give them some privacy. Well, she was sure Mona would. Jules would want to stay and watch.
She burst through the doors and located the nearest screen. Her eyes scanned the list of destinations for JFK and LA. She wasn’t sure which one would show up, the layover or the destination, and she didn’t want to miss Frankie. She hadn’t spent nearly enough time around airports to know how they worked beyond what she’d seen on TV.
Before her moms fully caught her up, she’d located the check-in desk numbers and started winding her way down the terminal towards them.
There was a line of people waiting to check in but, as her eyes ran over the crowd, again and again, none of them were Frankie. She checked one last time as her moms came up beside her. In reality, she didn’t need to—she’d be able to spot Frankie immediately—she knew she wasn’t here, but, with adrenaline surging through her, she didn’t want to take any chances.
“She’s not here,” Jules said.
“Security,” Tilly replied, taking off running again.
Her eyes tore over the small crowd waiting to pass through TSA, each second her hopes dying, the bottom dropping out of her stomach.
“Tilly?” a voice called.
For half a second, Tilly’s heart soared, thinking Frankie had found her. Then her brain got back in gear and she knew it was June even before her eyes landed on her. Alone.
“Hi,” Tilly replied, her voice cracking as the heaviness of the last week and her last-ditch attempt came crashing down on her.
“What are you doing here?” June looked like she’d been crying. It made sense. She and Frankie liked to pretend to rub each other the wrong way but they were like family. Of course she was here and crying.
“I… We…” She gestured behind herself to where her moms were standing, their expressions crumpled as they, too, realized they were too late. “Frankie.” Tilly’s voice cracked and tears ran down her face again. It seemed like she’d barely stopped crying all week.
June nodded. “She’s already gone through.”
Tilly looked longingly at security.
“I’m sorry,” June whispered. “If I’d have known you were coming…”
“It’s okay,” Tilly said, her voice thick. Nothing was okay, not really.
“We can get you a ticket,” Jules said. “Get you through security.”
“No.” Tilly looked between them all and back to security. “We weren’t meant to make it.”
“Do you even believe in signs like that?” Jules frowned.
Tilly shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. This is the way things were meant to be, clearly.”
June pulled her phone out. “I can call her. We can tell her you’re here. You can talk to each other, sort this all out.”
“No,” Tilly replied, panicked. “You can’t tell her I was here. Ever. Promise me.”
“What? Why?” June’s eyes ran over Tilly’s face, searching for an answer she couldn’t comprehend.
“It would be too hard, knowing. If the roles were reversed, I wouldn’t want to know that I’d just missed her. She’s gone now, on her way to a fresh start, a new life. I won’t keep dragging her back to this one.”
“But Tilly—”
“No.” She shook her head again before fixing June with a stare. “Promise me. This is my thing and I don’t want you telling her.”
June’s mouth twisted. She looked like she wanted to argue but, as she watched Tilly’s broken, resolute, pleading face, her expression softened. “Okay. I don’t agree, but I promise I won’t tell her.”
Tilly nodded and turned to look back at security and the sign to the gates, gates that now held Frankie so close and yet so far out of Tilly’s reach.
✈
Frankie stretched, setting her book back in her bag. Half an hour before boarding would begin. She could eat now, run to the bathroom, and be ready in time for boarding.
She paused while reaching for the Tupperware June had given her. She sounded like Tilly. Worrying about timing the bathroom just right was such a Tilly thing. When had that crept in and become part of her? How much of Tilly was part of her? How many things would she not be able to escape no matter how far away she went?
She pulled the Tupperware onto her lap and lifted the lid off. Inside, the larger side was filled with a mixed vegetable pasta in tomato sauce, the smaller side with one of the cupcakes from last night resting atop a napkin.
There was something about baked goods that just conjured Tilly in her mind now, even if they weren’t made by her. That was probably just another thing she’d need time to lose the association with. Perhaps one day, a year from now, she’d be able to eat a cupcake without thinking of Tilly.
The pasta was delicious and filling and everything she needed before her flight. It settled her and energized her in the exact way she’d hoped. Her emotions were still a mess. She hadn’t known all week whether she was coming or going. She lived in this space between extreme excitement about Neptune and LA and deep sadness at all of the things she was losing, all the things she’d already lost.
But the pasta helped. It was a piece of June, still with her even if they didn’t live together now. It was a sign that she’d be just fine.
She picked up the cupcake. June’s handwriting caught her eye immediately.
She stared at the napkin where it sat in the container, seemingly so innocent, yet it was spinning her whole world upside down again.
Snap dropped the cupcakes off. They were from Tilly, June’s handwriting said.
Tears welled in Frankie’s eyes. A desire to murder June and Andi bubbled up too. Last night suddenly made a hell of a lot more sense, even if them keeping it from her didn’t. Why would they wait until this moment? It didn’t make any sense to Frankie.
Last night, she could have done something, could have changed something. Tilly did reach out, in the only way she knew how.
Or the only way she wanted to?
Suddenly, it made some sense why June had taken the decision out of her hands, because what was the right choice? If she’d seen these last night and known, would she have gone after Tilly? Most likely, she’d have been frozen, trapped between whether this was Tilly reaching out or Tilly saying goodbye.
Marina’s, Tapenade, and Tilly’s. Of course that was what she’d eaten on her final night.
Tears ran, hot and wet, down her face. It had to be goodbye, right? But… what if it wasn’t?
Perhaps Frankie had been wrong to be frustrated with June acting like she understood Tilly better. Perhaps June knew that this was goodbye and that’s why she’d waited until now to tell Frankie. Perhaps it was something else entirely.
The only thing Frankie really knew was that anything to do with Tilly was always going to hit her hard and maybe that was okay. Maybe it was okay to ache and hurt and yearn. The feelings meant it had all been real. And at least she had that.




Twenty-One



“So,” Rory said, her forehead crumpling slightly and warning Tilly she wasn’t going to like the question. “One month since Frankie left. How are you feeling?”
Tilly looked at her. “You want to do a one-month review on her leaving?”
“Kind of. More of a one-month review in general, but I think it would be foolish of us not to factor in that Frankie’s leaving was a huge event in the last month.”
“Oh.” Tilly knew she was right but she almost didn’t want to talk about it. It felt like she was only just beginning to emerge from the anxious, depressed funk she’d been in since missing Frankie at the airport. Of course, therapy had been helping, extra so since Snap was now away with their family in Minnesota and Tilly felt bad only confiding in her moms. She didn’t want them to worry more than they already were.
“I think we need to acknowledge that you’ve made some important strides in the last month. You’ve been growing and learning a lot about yourself. That doesn’t mean things haven’t been hard, or that they won’t continue to be, but it’s still worth acknowledging how far you’ve come.”
It didn’t feel like Tilly had done anything particularly special or impressive, but it rarely did and Rory still tended to insist it was.
She took a deep breath. “Well, I started returning June’s texts when she asked how I was doing. I told her I know that when Andi reaches out it’s actually both of them, so she doesn’t need to hide behind Andi anymore. And she has kept her word and not told Frankie that I was at the airport as far as I’m aware.”
Rory nodded. “Okay, great. And how does it feel to be connecting with June again?”
“Good, I think?” Tilly thought about their brief interactions. She never asked anything too deep for fear that June would take it as an invitation to ask how she was actually doing, but they got along, sometimes they had a laugh, and things hadn’t felt too loaded when they’d run into each other that one time. “She’s nice. I like her. I like Andi. I just…”
“Yes?” Rory smiled like whatever Tilly might say would be the most okay thing in the world to say. It was both helpful and confusing when Tilly thought it wasn’t okay at all.
“She’s just so Frankie, you know?”
“As in, she’s like Frankie?”
Tilly barked a laugh. “No, not really. They’re quite different. I mean she’s… just… tangled up in Frankie. It doesn’t make sense. I knew June first, but now, when I think about her, I just can’t untangle her from Frankie. It makes being around her hard.”
“Do you like her?”
Tilly frowned. “As a friend, yes. Not as anything else.”
“Don’t worry, I only meant platonically.”
“Oh. Okay. Then yes.”
“Do you think you want to be friends with her?”
Tilly thought about it. Again, there was Frankie, in everything, consuming all of her thoughts, just present in every part of being friends with June. But June was a good person. She was fun and friendly and she cared enough about Tilly to keep her secrets and check in on her, even when Tilly hadn’t been good at replying.
“Yeah,” she said finally. “I think I do.”
“That’s good. You’re open to the possibility. You’re doing great. But you know it’s going to take effort on your part to keep a friendship going?”
“I do know that. I just don’t know how to be around her, you know?”
“At all? Or in certain spaces?”
“Bit of both, I guess. But mostly in certain spaces. I ran into her at the grocery store and that was okay.”
“Which spaces feel difficult?”
“Marina’s. Her apartment. Friends go to each other’s apartments. I just don’t think I could.”
“June sounds like a good friend. I’m sure she’d understand completely why you wouldn’t want to do that.”
“Do you think so?”
“I do. And you can always ask her. Remember, it’s okay to ask for the things we need. If they clash with the things June needs, you can find a way to navigate something safe together. However, in this case, I’m guessing June understands and would be more than willing to find places you felt comfortable.”
Tilly wondered whether that could be true. She wondered whether she’d even be able to ask for something like that. The last thing she wanted was to be difficult and make things complicated for June.
“You’ve been making good progress going back to Tapenade. How do you think you’d feel about seeing June there?”
Tilly sucked in a breath involuntarily. Her immediate thought was to panic. It didn’t make sense, but she’d found that nothing with mental illness did.
She took a moment to level out her breathing, to remind herself where she was, to feel grounded and safe.
“Good work grounding yourself,” Rory said when Tilly had calmed down.
In the last month, Tilly had found herself more in need of praise when she used strategies to help her mental health. Initially, she’d felt weird about it, guilty even, but as she’d talked about it, she’d realized that everything else felt like such garbage fire that she needed to know she was doing something right.
“Thank you,” she said, still a little embarrassed. “Uh… I think I don’t want to meet June on purpose at Tapenade.”
“That’s okay,” Rory said, nodding.
“I think I could run into her there in the future. But not yet.”
“That’s okay. Still too many emotions there, and that’s valid.”
Tilly nodded. It was odd, really. Tapenade had been hers and Snap’s place long before she’d met Frankie there, but, since Frankie dragged her into a hug, it had become such a Frankie place. And, while Rory had helped her get back to being able to go in, running into June, who was so much of Frankie, in a place that was so much of Frankie just seemed like a terrible idea.
“And we’re still uninterested in contacting Frankie?” Rory asked, her voice exceedingly gentle.
Tilly’s heart clenched, her lungs felt stripped of air, panic set in again. She concentrated on her breathing. In and out. Nobody was forcing her to talk to Frankie. Frankie wasn’t going to yell or reject her again. Everything was fine.
Tilly swallowed hard. “I don’t think I can. It’s been too long. It’s too hard to know what to say.”
“What would you want to say, if you could reach out?”
So many nights in the past month had been dedicated to exactly this thought. Hours upon hours of Tilly trying to will herself into being a braver person, to reach out, to somehow find a way to rewind and fix things. “That I’m sorry.”
“What are you sorry for?”
“Kissing her.”
“Do you think that was only your doing, or do you think it was both of you?”
Tilly tried not to picture the kiss but it was always there, in the back of her mind. “I think it was both of us.”
“Would you want Frankie to apologize for kissing you?”
“No.”
“Is there anything you’d like Frankie to apologize for?”
Tilly hated feeling like she wanted someone to apologize to her. In her mind, everything bad was her fault. She was the only one who should ever need to apologize. Logically, she knew it wasn’t like that, but that was how it felt. Any other option was just anxiety-inducing. But they’d been over this a lot. “Maybe for saying it was a mistake? Not if she really thinks that but—”
“It’s okay. This is therapy, you’re allowed to say how you feel without rationalizing it away.”
Tilly nodded. That was a reminder she got a lot here.
“So, thinking about that, do you think there’s anything Frankie might want you to apologize for? Do you think it’s the kiss?”
“I don’t know. When we were kissing, it felt… right? I guess. It felt like we were both into it. I was so certain for one moment that she wanted it. And I’m never certain about anything.”
Rory smiled knowingly. They both knew that about Tilly. It was one of the things Rory had used to point out that Frankie probably had wanted to kiss her.
“Maybe for pulling away?” Tilly mused. “Maybe for not going after her when she walked away? Maybe for not telling her about my sexuality?”
“Do you think you’d want to tell her about it now?”
Tilly hesitated. She’d told Rory long ago that she’d be ready to tell Frankie when she knew how to explain it. Her answer was going to give away more than just an answer to that question. “Yes.”
Rory nodded. “Should I take that to mean you’re feeling a little more comfortable in describing and experiencing your sexuality now?”
Tilly nodded while taking a deep breath. It was still a journey but she was willingly and enthusiastically on it now. So many things made sense now.
“Would you like to talk about your thoughts on it?”
“I think I’m pansexual.” Tilly’s stomach felt like it was flipping over as she said it. It was the first time she’d said it aloud with someone else in the room. It felt different than just saying it to herself as she walked around her home—more loaded and more freeing. Mildly terrifying, still.
“That’s great,” Rory assured her, grinning—not so wide that Tilly felt like she’d be letting her down if she later discovered her sexuality was something else, but enough to make Tilly feel comfortable and confident in herself. “How are you feeling about having a specific description for yourself?”
“Better, honestly.” Tilly fidgeted with the cushion in her lap. “Labels aren’t for everyone, but it makes me feel less lost. Does that make sense?”
“Of course. Our relationships with labels are our own. There is no right or wrong way to do that.”
It was, perhaps, an offhand comment, but something about that idea felt like a balm on Tilly’s soul. She had spent so much time internally rejecting being labeled as straight without understanding why. Now, she understood but worried about getting it wrong again, but there was no wrong way. This was her relationship with herself, she got to choose what felt right for her in each moment. Pansexual felt like it described her and that was enough.
She smiled, looking at Rory. “It feels right.”
“I’m so glad.”
Tilly thought of her conversation with her moms about how they’d known they were queer. “One of my moms told me that it took her a while to figure out she was pan because she didn’t mind the idea of being with a guy. My other mom is a lesbian and she was always uninterested in men. But it wasn’t like that for her. Boys were great, and the idea of marrying a man—as everyone was telling her she would—was completely fine. It wasn’t until she had a full-blown crush on her best friend that she realized she’d like the idea of marrying a woman too. That someone’s gender didn’t have any bearing on whether she could be attracted to them.”
Rory nodded thoughtfully. “Is that how it has felt for you?”
“Yeah, I think so. I’ve liked boys before. I think I’ve liked girls too. I’ve never minded the idea of potentially marrying a woman or someone who is nonbinary. I just didn’t know it was different from how all girls talk about women being pretty.”
“Ah, yes, the whole do I want to be her or be with her thing.”
Tilly laughed. “Exactly. Because people don’t talk about it enough, I didn’t realize. Maybe that’s silly given that my moms are gay, but you know?”
“Society is a powerful tool, no matter the messaging we get at home. Nobody is formed in a vacuum. Plus, you had all of the messaging around your family to contend with. That impacts a person. It’s not silly at all.”
Tilly sighed. “And then Frankie came along and she wasn’t like anyone before her. I’ve liked people, but not how I like her. It just became impossible to avoid how I felt. But it’s been confusing because I’ve never felt like her gender was a particularly important part of being attracted to her. She’s just Frankie and I like Frankie.”
Rory watched her, head tilted a little. Tilly wasn’t sure, but she felt like Rory might be a little bit proud of her, of all the work she was doing. Tilly was a little bit proud of herself too. It felt good getting to talk about who she actually was, to be talking about her sexuality without recoiling from the label she’d taken up.
“You seem a lot more at peace talking about your sexuality, Tilly. You’ve come a long way. I am glad we’re taking this time to reflect on how far you’ve come. It’s not easy figuring ourselves out, especially in a world that’s been giving us messages about who we should be that are contrary to who we actually are.”
Tilly breathed out a laugh. “I just feel kind of silly for not figuring it out earlier, you know?”
“You don’t need to. We all do this in our own time. It’s never too late to figure out who you are and where you’re going, or to share that with the world.” Rory paused, looking at her. “Do you think this is something you’d like to share with the people around you?”
A huge, genuine smile broke out on Tilly’s face. She nodded. “I want to tell my moms first.”
“How do you think that’s going to go?”
“Oh.” She laughed. “Well, I imagine. I had far too many breakdowns on them about Frankie for them not to know it’s coming.”
“I think that’s a good choice. They’re both queer, they know what it’s like coming out, they’ve seen you going through this journey, and I’m sure they’ll be delighted to get to meet this part of you.”
“Do you think so?” Tilly hoped it was true, but she couldn’t stop the niggling little fear in the back of her brain.
“I really do.”
Tilly smiled. So many things were still complicated and difficult and scary, but maybe she had come a long way in a month. Maybe the people she loved would be glad to meet the real her. She wasn’t sure about how it would go with Snap, but she had some time before they were back to figure it out, and, no matter how it went, it would at least be an honest description of herself. Everything with Frankie still hurt so much, but this was one place that wasn’t feeling quite so bruised as before. Tilly was finally confident in something about herself and that had been a long time coming. No matter what else was going on, at least she was starting to feel at home in her own skin.




Twenty-Two



“So,” June said over the phone, “one month in LA. How are you feeling?”
Frankie laughed. “Conflicted.”
“Conflicted how?”
“I love LA. I love Neptune. I’m learning so much there and it’s so great to be involved in these incredible projects.”
“But?”
“But I miss you, I miss people in town.” She paused. “I miss Tilly.”
“There it is,” June said, her voice deadpan in a way that told Frankie this was exactly what she’d been waiting for and exactly what she wanted to discuss.
“You’re a sneaky little fucker, June Liu.”
“As if you don’t want to talk about her.”
Frankie shifted the tablet she’d been sketching on to the side. “Okay, fine, maybe I do, but you’re still a little sneak.”
June laughed as Frankie heard the sounds of her arriving home—keys, the familiar sound of their apartment door opening and closing—and she added extra sneak to her assessment because June had somehow even timed it so they’d get onto Tilly exactly as she arrived home.
Although, in June’s defense, she brought this conversation up at least once a week, so Frankie figured she should have both expected it and wondered whether the timing really was a coincidence.
“You should text her,” June said as if there were no potential problems with that.
“Believe me,” Frankie replied, sinking down in her chair. “I think about it every single day.”
“And you don’t do it because?”
“Because we’ve been over this a million times.”
“Let’s try a million and one then.”
“June.”
June sighed. “I just think you’re both wandering around, being fine enough to get by but sunk in a fog of missing each other when you could just be adults and message one another.”
Frankie snorted. “You are hardly one to talk.”
“Which is precisely what qualifies me to keep telling you this. I know you’re trying to get over her with distance, but trust me, that’s not how it works.”
“I don’t know.” She sighed heavily. It wasn’t like she didn’t want to. But she also didn’t want to. “Have you seen her?”
“Well, she’s started replying to my texts more frequently but other than that time I ran into her at the grocery store, she hasn’t seemed especially willing to meet. I’m just going at her pace.”
That sounded like Tilly. Even if none of this was her fault, she’d shut herself in and shut herself down and try not to cause any problems. As if she could ever cause problems.
“So, she seems better than when you ran into her?” The memory of June describing an exhausted, nervous Tilly in the grocery store had been haunting Frankie since it happened.
“Yeah, she does.” June paused. “Which makes it the perfect time to reach out.”
“I went on a date last night.”
June paused and, if the bump on the end of the phone was anything to go by, dropped whatever she was holding. “Come again?” Her voice was suddenly stern.
Frankie wanted to laugh. “I didn’t mean to.”
“Frankie, what the hell are you talking about? How and why were you on a date when you’re clearly in love with Tilly? And how could you not mean to but still go?”
“Well…” She tried hard not to picture Simone’s face when Frankie had finally caught on and had to admit she didn’t realize it was a date. And, worse, that she didn’t want it to be. “You know Simone from the office?”
“Yes, the one who has been talking to you constantly and insisting on showing you around.” June’s tone now sounded like she wanted to tell Frankie she’d known something like this was coming. Maybe she had. Maybe it had been obvious to everyone except Frankie, who was still too hung up and hopeful over Tilly.
“That’s the one. Well, she asked me to go get Ethiopian food with her last night. She asked at lunch and it’s not like I had better plans for dinner, and you know I love socializing, so I just assumed it was like the million other outings she’s insisted on taking me on.”
“But it wasn’t?”
“Apparently not. I mean, perhaps I should have known when we met up and she was dressed way more fancy than usual, but I just thought maybe the restaurant had a dress code.”
“Were you dressed up?”
“No.” Frankie laughed. “I was just in what I’d worn to the office. I didn’t realize we were supposed to dress up, in my defense.”
“Only you, Frankie,” June replied, somewhere between amused, disbelieving, and resigned.
“Right?” Frankie shook her head. “So, yeah, we’re sat eating some absolutely delightful food—have you ever had Ethiopian? It’s great. We need to go when you come out here.”
“Focus, Frankie,” June chided.
“Oh, right. Well, yeah, we’re in the middle of dinner and she starts going on about how glad she is that I agreed to the date and how much she’s liked me since I arrived. And I’m there, my mouth full of heavenly lentils and my head spinning, because, like… what the actual fuck?”
June laughed. From the sound, Frankie was sure she was suffering from secondhand embarrassment. “What did you say?”
“Well, I struggled to swallow my food, took a sip of water, and said, ‘Sorry, what?’”
“That’s it? Oh my god, Frankie.” She was definitely cringing. Frankie could just see the way she’d be pushing herself into the corner of the sofa, a pillow pulled half over her face as if Simone could see her.
“What else was I supposed to say?”
“I don’t know. Anything.”
“Well, she thought I just didn’t hear. So she repeated it. And I didn’t know how to stop her, so I just listened to it all again. And, when she was done, I told her I didn’t realize it was a date.”
“Oh my god. I’m going to die.”
Frankie laughed. “Everyone just loves me, what can I say?”
“Please tell me you didn’t say that to her.”
“I did not.” Frankie chuckled, looking around the room. It was different from her previous apartment, the place where she’d had most of her conversations like this with June—smaller, brighter, warmer—but it was still home. “When she became a little flustered and asked how I didn’t know it was a date, I told her that she asks me to go to stuff all the time. I didn’t realize this was different. Between you and me, I honestly just thought she needed a friend and was glad to have someone who loves socializing so always says yes. I had no idea she was trying to date.”
“Everyone else did.”
“Ah.” Frankie cringed. “That’s going to be awkward around the office. Which is the other thing—why on earth would I think it was a date when it was a work night?”
“People can date on work nights.” June was slightly pouty and Frankie wanted to laugh because she knew June and Andi loved a midweek date night. But that was different.
“I know they can, but for the first date? Pretty unusual.”
“How sure are you that it was your first date?”
Frankie paused, momentarily horrified. She hadn’t thought of that. Did everyone at work think she and Simone were dating? They couldn’t, right? She’d talked to enough people about Tilly that they surely couldn’t. She was having a hard enough time understanding Simone’s thought process when she definitely knew about Tilly. Surely the rest of the office couldn’t be thinking the same thing?
“Frankie?” June said tentatively after a moment of silence.
“Oh. Uh. Oh! No. She definitely would have brought it up sooner and she seemed very first-date-nervous when she was thanking me for agreeing to the date.”
“Okay, well, at least that.” June hummed lightly as she thought. “You didn’t see her today?”
“Thankfully not. I’d planned to work from home anyway. I wonder if that’s why she asked last night. Maybe she knew I was working from home today and that, if it went badly, we wouldn’t have to see each other.”
“Maybe,” June replied, obviously thinking the whole thing through. “But that won’t help either of you come tomorrow.”
“I suppose not.”
“So what happened after she realized you didn’t know it was a date?”
“Well, then things got really awkward.”
“Oh. God. What happened?” June was cringing again. While the whole situation was objectively awful, Frankie quite liked June’s reactions when she told her things like this.
“I said I didn’t realize it was a date, and I assumed we’d just turn it into not-a-date and move on with our lives.”
“Of course you did.” Frankie could practically hear June banging her head against the wall.
“But no. She decided to ask if that’s why I was dressed so poorly.”
June paused. “She said what?”
“Yep.” Luckily, Frankie was confident in herself and not put out by comments others made about her appearance. She was only wondering whether she should write it off as Simone just being nervous after finding out the person she was on a date with didn’t know it was a date, but it was still rude.
“That’s horrendous. Didn’t you say you came in your office clothes?”
“Yep. And it’s not super formal, but my outfit was pretty cool and more than appropriate for the restaurant.”
“Okay, a minute ago, I was feeling bad for the woman. Now, she deserves it. You don’t say stuff like that to people.”
Frankie felt warm inside hearing June’s protective instinct. She also felt validated for being put out about the comment, even if she was over it now. “You’re very sweet, Junie.”
“I’m serious. I don’t care what’s happening to you, you don’t start insulting people just because they’re not doing what you want them to.”
“Some people do.”
“Yes, well, some people apparently don’t realize you’re taken, which is also odd, because I know you’ve been talking about Tilly at work.”
“Naturally.” Frankie rocked back and forth in her chair, thinking about what Simone had said. “She said something about how Tilly didn’t deserve me and it was time to get over her and move on.”
“Of course she did.” Frankie could positively hear June rolling her eyes.
“So, then she said we should do it again when we were both clear it was a date and I could make more effort—also implying I had to pick the place to make it up to her—and I said no. She was confused. I made it clear that I liked her as a friend but that I wasn’t willing to be anything more.”
“I don’t even think you should be friends at this point if she’s saying things like that.”
“Eh. She’s okay as a friend, and I’m pretty sure a lot of that was just coming from mortification at the situation.”
“You are far too kind. I’d never speak to her again.”
Frankie thought about how long June had gone without talking to Andi, someone she definitely wanted to talk to, and nodded to herself. “I’m sure you wouldn’t.”
“Did you leave then?”
“No?” Frankie’s face contorted in confusion. “Why would I do that?”
June laughed incredulously. “Because you just found out you were on a date you didn’t want to be on and the person you were with was insulting you.”
“Well, yes, but the food was so good. I wasn’t walking out of there before I was done.”
“Good god. Did Simone leave at least?”
“She did not. We sat in complete silence for the rest of the meal while I looked around happily and she glowered at her plate. I think she only stayed to try to prove a point. I finished my food, chatted to the waitstaff as I paid, then left. She slipped off to the bathroom while I was paying so we didn’t even say goodnight.”
“Did you pay for her meal?”
“Of course.”
“Why?” June was so appalled at this point that it amused Frankie immensely.
“Because it was probably a rough night for her. She thought she was on a date and she got shot down for that and for a second chance. It was the least I could do.”
June hesitated. “I honestly never thought I’d see the day when you were being more reasonable than me.”
Frankie laughed. “You? She who avoided talking to her crush for years didn’t think I’d be more mature in a similar situation?”
“You aren’t more mature. You might have been with Simone, but with the person you’re actually into, you’re being exactly as ridiculous as me.”
“Touché.”
“So… why not be the bigger person and text her?”
“Simone?” Frankie knew who she meant but asked in her most innocent tone. It didn’t get past June.
“Very funny. Tilly. And you know that’s who I meant.”
“Maybe.” Frankie drummed her fingers on her desk. She could text Tilly. It would be so easy to do, and so hard, but it would be worth it. “I don’t want to hurt her more than I have.”
June sighed. “How about,” she said after a moment of thought, “I bring her with me to LA for your birthday? Would you talk to her then?”
Frankie’s stomach swooped at the idea of having Tilly with her again, but reality soon smacked into her. “I mean, you can try but I don’t see it happening.”
“Why not?”
“Because Tilly doesn’t go places. She’s a homebody. She’s never even been out of New England. That’s not a criticism, it’s just the reality. If she ever were to leave the area, I highly doubt it would be for me.”
June didn’t speak for several minutes and Frankie wondered what was going on. It was only the shuffling and rustling at the end of the line that told her June was still there.
Right as Frankie was about to say something to make June respond again, June hummed. “Okay, challenge accepted. I’m going to get Tilly to you and then you’ll both have to stop acting like children.”
Frankie laughed, attempting to ignore the excitement taking root in her stomach. She knew it wasn’t going to happen, but what if it did? Just… what if? “Good luck,” she told June, still not really believing it would happen.




Twenty-Three



Tilly settled in at the breakfast bar in her moms’ house. She’d arrived after therapy and, as such, there was nothing she could do to help with dinner. Her moms had gotten a lasagna in the oven and individual cheesecakes chilling in the fridge long before she’d walked through the door. She’d offered to make drinks but they had that covered too.
Feeling antsy for a lot of reasons, she sat at the bar and pulled out her tablet to check any emails she’d missed while in therapy. She had to be quick, though. If her moms caught her working after hours, they’d likely be trying to confiscate her tablet for the rest of the night.
For Tilly, though, it was soothing, it distracted her from the fact that she was about to come out to them. She supposed she could do it immediately and get it out of the way but that felt odd. There was something needlessly urgent about walking through the door and screaming at them that she was pansexual as if she hadn’t spent twenty-six years figuring it out. It could at least wait until they were sitting down with dinner.
She pulled up the company’s email account and began scanning. A couple of things that could wait for tomorrow, some junk emails, and, most confusingly, a booking confirmation.
Tilly clicked on the email, certain it must be a mistake. However, as she scrolled down, she realized it wasn’t a mistake at all. It was flights in her moms’ names. To Bora Bora.
Her eyes flicked over the email again and again. She wasn’t imagining it. Her parents, who hadn’t left New England the entire time Tilly had been alive, were going to Bora Bora.
She knew they had vacation time coming up. All three of them were taking it at the same time since Tilly was of little use without the two of them carving things, and it just made sense to shut up shop for two weeks rather than scatter their vacations. Her moms weren’t keen on doing all of the things Tilly did when she was out for weeks either. It just worked better for them this way.
But Bora Bora?
They hadn’t talked about this. They hadn’t mentioned it. How could two people be going to Bora Bora and not mention it? Any two people, let alone her parents who hadn’t left the country in at least twenty-seven years?
She felt her mouth opening and closing, attempting to work up to sound, though she had no idea what sound she was going for.
Parsley was apparently the only one aware of her current turmoil. He lifted his head from where he was curled in his bed and watched Tilly, his one remaining eye intently focused. Sometimes, Tilly was certain he was the wisest person in this whole house, herself included.
“Moms,” she called when she finally rediscovered her voice.
Mona appeared from the laundry room while Jules came downstairs. They both studied her, their expressions becoming worried when they took in the alarm Tilly knew she was exhibiting.
“Baby?” Jules said, reaching out to place a hand on Tilly’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”
Tilly nodded, then shook her head, then shrugged, then nodded.
“That was a lot of contradictory responses. What’s going on?”
Tilly wasn’t really sure. She was okay, everything was fine. She was genuinely happy and excited for her moms, though a little hurt and confused that they hadn’t mentioned anything to do with their trip. There was just the slightest sense of being rocked off balance that she didn’t understand or like.
Everything lately had been so much and things were changing, Tilly was changing, and change was good and important, but did everything have to change all at once?
Her moms were changing into people who went abroad—went to Bora Bora—and Tilly had thought them homebodies her whole life. It had been easy to be one too when it seemed acceptable, when it was all she knew. What did this mean?
“You’re going to Bora Bora?” she croaked, a little angry at herself for being hurt.
“Jules,” Mona groaned, a hand coming up to her forehead.
Jules winced. “Oh, no. I used the autofill when booking the flights. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Tilly said, shaking her head. “Just… Well, why didn’t you tell me?”
Mona and Jules both moved to wrap their arms around Tilly.
“We were going to, angel,” Mona said. “We just wanted to wait until Snap got back. You know, with them being away and the whole Frankie moving away thing, we thought this might seem a bit much. We didn’t want to hurt you or make you feel like you were being abandoned.”
Interestingly, she didn’t feel like that at all. It was a two-week vacation. They’d be back in no time. She understood where they were coming from—she had been kind of a mess lately—but she wasn’t worried about being abandoned. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she wondered whether that was a sign that what she’d been doing in therapy was working. Once upon a time, she was sure she’d have been worried about that exact thing. Maybe, even in the midst of being a wreck over Frankie and life and her sexuality, she was healing and growing and that was kind of amazing.
She cleared her throat. “No, no, I’m good. Also pansexual.”
Both of her moms pulled back, frozen for a moment.
“Come again?” Jules said, frowning.
“Pansexual. I was going to tell you over dinner. I’ve been working it out with Rory. I’m pansexual.”
Her moms hugged her tightly.
“We’re so proud of you,” Jules said.
“Thank you for telling us,” Mona added. “We love you so much.”
“We really do. But this is not the reaction we were expecting and, honestly, you do look a little frazzled. Are you sure you’re okay?” Jules’ eyes raked over Tilly’s face in a way that made Tilly feel guilty for worrying them.
“Yeah, I— I mean, well. Uh.” Tilly paused, gathering her thoughts. “You’ve never gone abroad before.” She was all over the place. It was a wonder they were following the conversation, Tilly could barely follow her own train of thought.
“We went to Canada a few years before you were born,” Jules said, matter-of-factly.
Tilly huffed, amused. “Okay, well, in the last twenty-seven years, you’ve never gone further than the next state over. I thought you didn’t like going far away.”
“Oh, well, that was more about circumstances.”
“Yeah,” Mona agreed. “For a long time, we didn’t have the money, then we were building the business, and raising a child, and then it was just habit that we’d do our camping trips, and they were so much fun, you know?”
“But now,” Jules said, smiling that smile she wore when they talked about how far they’d come, how they’d built the life they wanted, how they didn’t have to worry about paying the bills as they had when Tilly had been young. “We have the money and the time and the ability and we’ve always wanted to go to Bora Bora, so we decided to treat ourselves to a long-overdue honeymoon.”
Tilly smiled, her eyes filling with tears. They were both so happy and excited. She hated that she’d been the reason they’d been tamping down their excitement. They’d worked so hard and given up so much over the years. They both deserved this trip and a million others.
Mona wiped at her face. “Angel? Are you okay?”
She nodded. “I’m good. I’m really happy for you both.”
“But?”
“But nothing. I’m just wondering if it’s a bad thing that I’ve never gone anywhere or thought about leaving the area.”
Jules studied her for a moment. “Is that because you don’t want to or because you’re afraid?”
It wasn’t judgemental, it was just a question and an accurate and important one at that. Tilly thought maybe that was what was bothering her most of all. She tried not to let her life be run by her anxiety, but the more she dug into it, the more she saw all the ways her life was shaped around it. And maybe this was another thing it was easy to pretend was just the way her family was. Once that rug was pulled out from under her, she had to face all the things she’d been hiding under there.
Did she want to go to other places? Did she want to travel?
It had always been something other people did. She got to look at the pictures and enjoy their stories but she never went. Maybe she could go. She wondered what that would be like. It was easier to say she didn’t want to travel than it was to do it and get it wrong.
She wasn’t sure exactly how you got traveling wrong, but she figured if anyone could, it would be her.
“I don’t know,” she whispered.
“That’s okay, angel,” Jules said as Mona reluctantly pulled away from them to remove the lasagna from the oven, its beeping cutting through the otherwise tender atmosphere in the room.
Parsley took the opportunity to jump into Tilly’s lap and she wasn’t sure whether it was for comfort or in an attempt to get closer to the lasagna in the hope that he could steal a bit.
Tilly ran a hand over his fur as she spoke. “What if I went somewhere and it was the wrong place or it went badly? What if the bus or the plane or the boat crashed? What if—”
“Tilly, I’m going to cut you off there,” Jules said, and Tilly was glad she did. Spiraling wouldn’t help. “I know the unknown is scary. It’s okay that it is. You’ve been working on so many things with Rory and you’re doing so well, I know that if you want to work on these fears, you can. And we’ll do anything we can to help.”
Mona nodded, leaning over the kitchen counter. “We know it’s hard. So much is changing at the minute. You’re experiencing and learning some really big things about yourself and we’re so proud of you, but we know this can’t be easy. It’s bad timing on our part, sorry. We didn’t know when we first booked the hotel and planned the trip…”
“No,” Tilly insisted, looking between her moms. “I promise I’m okay. I’m just… reassessing a lot of things about myself at the minute and that’s a lot, you know? I feel like I don’t know who I am half the time.”
“That’s valid. Life is hard and long, even if it seems to whip by sometimes. But that idea that you need to know exactly who you are and have things figured out? That’s not real. None of us really know anything. We’re all just doing the best with what we have and figuring it out as we go along. We take risks and change things. We try things and walk away if they don’t work out. And it’s okay if they don’t. It’s okay if we fail at things, we get to try again. It’s okay if we’re not exactly who we thought we were. What’s important is that you don’t shut yourself down. You are wonderful and expansive, and you have so much to offer the world, Tilly. You deserve that.”
Tilly felt herself crying but she wasn’t sure exactly what kind of tears they were. Quite possibly, they were tears of relief, of having someone say the exact thing she needed to hear, right when she needed to hear it.
She thought about those flight tickets with her moms’ names on them. She thought about pictures she’d seen of Bora Bora, things she’d heard about visiting there, about those overwater bungalows that she suddenly desperately hoped her moms had booked. And she thought about what it would feel like to see things like that for herself, to live life and experience incredible things. She wasn’t ready to go as far as Bora Bora yet, but maybe she was ready to go further than the next state over.
“I think it might be nice to go places,” she admitted, shy and embarrassed and worried about being judged.
Jules pulled her into a tight hug. Mona watched them, clasping her hands together. They both looked overjoyed and proud, and that helped. Tilly had admitted to wanting something and the world hadn’t come crashing down around her. Maybe it was okay to want this one thing after all?
The scent of the lasagna finally registered with her again and she laughed, pulling back from her mom. Her stomach rumbled, loud and demanding, and her moms laughed too. This was exactly what she needed but she also needed food.
She gestured to the lasagna. “Shall we?”
“Yes,” Jules said, happily. “Celebratory lasagna. I mean, pasta is always a celebration, but it’s extra special this time.”
“You just love carbs,” Mona said with a smile.
“Of course I do. But don’t worry, I love you more.”
Her moms shared a quick kiss as the three of them moved around the kitchen, dishing up and avoiding Parsley, who was becoming more insistent in his desire to steal food. He loved pasta too.
Tilly smiled, wiping the remaining tears from her face. She knew it was going to take time to work through all of her fears and all of who she was, but this felt like a good start. And, most surprisingly of all, she felt good owning up to who she was and what she wanted. She had somehow managed to bury her coming out in the midst of everything else but she was sure they’d come back around to it, and the best part was that it had gone well. She was allowed to be pansexual and it was okay. She was allowed to come out in her twenties and it was okay. She was allowed to want to see the world. She was allowed to be.
As she pulled cutlery from the drawer, her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was June.
Feeling empowered and excited, she answered and moved the phone to her ear. “Hey, June. How are you? We’re just sitting down to dinner, sorry.”
“Oh.” June sounded a little surprised to have gotten an answer, which Tilly understood with how she’d been lately. Or perhaps it was because Tilly sounded so amped up. “I’m good. Sorry for interrupting. Just a quick one.”
“Sure. What’s up?”
“It’s Frankie’s birthday in two weeks.”
Tilly knew that, of course she did. The high she’d been riding wavered a little, uncertainty creeping in. It was nice of June to pretend like Tilly would need reminding of that, rather than calling out the fact that she was thinking about it constantly. “Right.”
“Well, Andi and I are going to LA to see her, and I’m wondering what I need to do to get you to come?” It sounded like June was waiting with bated breath.
A million reasons to push back, to say no, to hang up ran through Tilly’s mind. It was a terrible idea. She didn’t travel. She wasn’t talking to Frankie right now. The last time they saw each other, it was a disaster. Frankie didn’t have room for three people to descend upon her in her tiny apartment. The list went on. But…
“Yes,” Tilly said, astounded at herself.
June hesitated. “Sorry? What?”
“Yes. I’ll go with you. To LA.”
Her moms both looked at her, delightedly surprised, as June made confused sounds down the phone that would be hilarious in any other situation.
“Just like that?” June asked, clearly certain she was being pranked.
“Just like that. We can sort out the details later?”
“Yeah, yes. Of course. Wow. Didn’t think it was going to go like this.” She took a deep breath. “I’m so excited.”
“Me too,” Tilly replied, her eyes wide.
She was pretty sure, somewhere deep inside, she was excited. She was also terrified.
She’d never been an 'in at the deep end' person, but she supposed there was a first time for everything.




Twenty-Four



Tilly wrung her hands, caught herself, dropped them, and tried not to look so suspicious. She’d heard plenty about going through airport security, learned everything she could about the process before arriving at the airport, grilled Snap for days about it, and the last thing she wanted was to look as anxious as she felt. She knew doing so would make her sweaty and suspicious and she couldn’t afford to get arrested on her very first flight.
She doubted whether they’d arrest her, anxiety wasn’t exactly an arrestable offense, but you never knew, and she didn’t want to take any chances. At the very least, she’d be taken into the back, questioned, potentially miss her flight, and maybe be abducted by aliens. That felt like the kind of thing that could happen in random back rooms.
“Doing okay there?” Andi asked, mildly amused.
Tilly looked up to find both Andi and June watching her. She glanced around before whispering, “What if I get arrested?”
June and Andi both smiled and leaned in.
“Why would you get arrested?” June asked.
“What exactly did you get Frankie as a gift?” Andi added, wiggling her eyebrows at Tilly.
Tilly felt herself pale. “What? Nothing bad. Not— No— Nothing—”
“Nothing?” June said at regular volume. “Frankie will be disappointed.”
Tilly’s head span at the serene expression on June’s face. “Not nothing. I got her something normal. But, you know, just in general?”
Andi patted her shoulder. “You’re going to be just fine. Just take some calming breaths and, if they ask, tell them you’re a nervous flier.”
“Or you could tell them you’re on your way to see your almost-girlfriend who you’ve had a bit of a lovers’ tiff with,” June said, grinning.
Tilly choked on her own saliva.
“Try not to kill the poor woman, dearest,” Andi told June, wrapping an arm around her back. They were almost sickeningly cute together.
“We’re not almost-girlfriends,” Tilly insisted. “And it’s not a lovers’ tiff.”
“Sure it’s not,” Andi said. “But at least this seems to be distracting you from thinking someone’s about to jump out, throw a bag over your head, and kidnap you.”
Tilly froze halfway through her step forward as the line shuffled on. “Could that happen?”
Andi reached out to help her finish her forward movement. “No. I was just joking. I’m very sorry. It was a terrible thing to joke about, especially when you’re this nervous. I promise you’re going to be just fine.”
“Do you think so?”
“We really do,” June said, helping move Tilly forward again.
This whole thing was a genuinely terrible idea. There was a world in which she’d have been excited to be in an airport for the first time in her life, taking a plane somewhere for the first time ever.
This wasn’t it.
This was terror and confusion and panic and what if Frankie was awful to her?
She didn’t actually think it was likely but it was going to be awkward and, sometimes, awkward was worse than outright hostility.
Really, what had she been thinking when she agreed to come on this trip? She’d been so wrapped up in everything that was changing, in trying to be her authentic self, in the whirlwind that had become her life since Frankie came into it that she hadn’t even thought things through before agreeing. It was so unlike her and so very much like Frankie and what the heck was she supposed to do with that?
They were almost at the front of the line now and her mind was running through everything she needed to remember—grab trays,
shoes off, laptop out, phone from pocket, wait until they call you forward, stand very still…
“Ready?” June asked, looking Tilly over again.
“Not at all.”
“You’re going to be just fine,” Andi said. “Here.” She maneuvered Tilly so that she was between June and Andi.
“Ah, good idea,” June said. “This way, you’ll be between us and we can protect you from anyone you don’t know pushing in beside you.”
“Oh. Right.” Tilly hadn’t even thought about that. She knew there was pressure to keep things moving. She knew the agents would tell them to keep moving. She knew she had to be efficient. She somehow had not considered that there might be an angry person beside her. Given Snap’s descriptions of airport security, she wasn’t totally sure how she hadn’t considered that, but she was considering it now.
It was their turn next. She took a deep breath. Soon, the first hurdle would be done. She could do this. Probably.
✈
Frankie paced her apartment. It was too early to be up but she’d tried sleeping and it just wasn’t happening for her.
She’d tracked Tilly, June, and Andi’s flight from Burlington to JFK. They’d only just landed. They had their layover and a six-hour flight to LA before they’d be with her. At this rate, she’d be every bit as tired as they were but without a reasonable excuse. I couldn’t sleep because I was thinking about seeing Tilly and having her in my apartment again likely wouldn’t cut it.
Well, it might, but it would give away far, far too much. It was just… Tilly. Tilly was coming. She was taking her first flight, her first trip out of New England. And it was for Frankie.
Add to that the fact that they still hadn’t spoken and confusion was Frankie’s overwhelming emotion. She’d been so sure June wouldn’t have been able to get Tilly on that plane, so sure Tilly would never want to see her again. What did it mean that she was coming?
And what had June bribed her with to get her here?
The thought ate at Frankie. It must be something big. She wanted to know what it was. She wanted to know what June knew.
She wanted to throw up.
Her apartment was not big enough for three guests. Well, it was, but things were going to get very awkward and very cozy and she didn’t know if she could handle that. Technically, she had just enough bed space for three guests. Her couch pulled out into a double bed, the kind you’d only share with someone you were intimate with, and then there was a space next to her in the actual bed. Two months ago, that would have been fine, she and Tilly would have been able to share either. Now? She wasn’t so sure. Did she invite Tilly to join her in bed? Was there a way to do that without it sounding like a proposition? Did she ask June to share the bed and put Andi and Tilly in the sofa bed? They were friends but Frankie wasn’t sure they were that close.
She flicked the coffee machine on, anxiously drumming her fingers on the countertop. It was possible she was becoming Tilly with this level of anxiety. She paused. If she was this anxious, she could only imagine how anxious Tilly must be. The poor woman was likely imagining an alien abducting her plane while they were in the air. She really hoped Tilly didn’t choose to watch any scary movies on the flight. That would be the last thing she needed.
Her phone chirped and Frankie jumped out of her skin, somehow managing to bang her hip into the counter as she did. She spun around to pick her phone up, deciding as she did that she was going to have to make do with decaf coffee today. She didn’t need to be more highly strung.
Landed in JFK safe and sound, June’s message read.
Frankie breathed a sigh of relief. The first leg was done and it didn’t sound like they’d been abducted by aliens so that was promising.
Sense would have dictated that she not immediately reply, that she pretend to be asleep, at least for another few hours, but she’d never really been one for sense.
How was the flight? How’s Tilly doing? She could picture June’s smug expression as she read the message only too well, but what did it matter at this point? Tilly was coming. Frankie was about to get to see her two favorite people in the same place again. Not to mention the massive show of bravery from the woman she adored most in the whole world. This might be the best and worst birthday Frankie had ever had.
She looks like she’s going to pass out during takeoff and landing. She’s done her research, of course, and she knows those are the most dangerous times in the flight. June replied. Also, why are you up? Or do I not even need to ask?
She knows that statistically it’s still very safe, even during those moments, right? Frankie replied, ready to insist June tell her that if she didn’t already know.
She does. But it’s Tilly… Also, I’m taking your lack of a response as confirmation that you’re up because you’re having a gay panic over seeing Tilly again.
It wasn’t as though Frankie could deny it. That was exactly what was happening. Even if she denied it, there was no way June would believe her.
She shook her head and exited the conversation. It didn’t matter if June knew. They both knew. Acknowledging it didn’t make it go away. What mattered was Tilly and how they were going to get through this weekend.
Tilly needed reassurances right now, she needed one less thing to worry about.
Frankie needed to talk to Tilly.
She opened their conversation thread, quiet for far too long now. I hope you’re doing okay on your first flights. I can’t wait to see you.
It was true and Tilly needed to know it. She needed to know things could go back to normal between them, that this weekend was going to be okay, that Frankie wanted her here.
Frankie put her phone down again and set about making her decaf latte. One with lots of milk and too much sugar, but she needed it. It was fine. When she calmed down, she’d eat something sensible for breakfast. Maybe, by that point, it would be a reasonable time to be up and eating breakfast.
✈
Tilly stared at her phone. Frankie had texted her.
Part of her was convinced it was a stress-induced hallucination, her brain giving her the thing she wanted most because it couldn’t handle any more anxiety. She briefly wondered what the protocol was if you had a mental break in an airport.
She clicked out of the message and then came back to it. The text was still there. Frankie really had texted her.
Her breathing sped, her heart pounding. She had no idea how to deal with this, or what it meant. For weeks, nothing. Now, this? Was it a good thing? Did it mean they were okay?
Was she supposed to text back? She probably was, right? Showing up having left Frankie on read would not bode well for the weekend. But what was she supposed to say? She had no idea what the etiquette was when your best friend who you were in love with and made out with but then stopped talking to texted you again when you were on your very first flight ever to see them.
She winced. That probably wasn’t a situation a lot of people found themselves in. There likely wasn’t any etiquette, which meant they were making this up as they went along and that meant a million wrong turns she could take.
“Here,” June said, reappearing in front of where Tilly was sitting with their carry-on and holding out a milkshake for her. “I got you chocolate. I know it’s early but it feels like a day where you might need a morning chocolate shake.”
Tilly nodded gratefully. June had no idea exactly how much she needed that chocolate shake. Honestly, even Tilly hadn’t known how much she needed it until it was being thrust upon her.
June smiled, sitting down with her own and Andi’s milkshakes. “You doing okay?”
“Yeah,” Tilly managed to say between sips. She wasn’t sure she was, but the chocolate was soothing and her previous anxiety about seeing Frankie had morphed into something slightly different, something slightly more hopeful and tingly.
“You’re doing great,” June said sincerely.
“Thanks. I’m really glad you and Andi are here.”
“Me too.” She hesitated, looking at Tilly carefully. “And I know it’s been hard between you and Frankie lately, but she’s really looking forward to seeing you.”
Tilly was certain the bottom of her stomach had dropped out. That did seem to be the case, but hearing it from June ramped up the nervous butterflies in Tilly’s stomach. “I’m looking forward to seeing her too.”
It was true and maybe that was all she needed to tell Frankie.
✈
Frankie rolled up and down on the balls of her feet. This was it. Their flight had landed. June, Andi, and Tilly were here. In LAX.
She was so excited to see June and thrilled Andi had come too, but all of that paled next to the fact that Tilly was here.
When she’d texted Tilly while they were in JFK, she hadn’t expected a reply, and, if she had imagined something, she would not have landed on the I can’t wait to see you either she got in response. She’d looked back at it almost every five minutes since, her heart doing a funny little dance each time. And now, the moment was finally upon them.
She glanced up at the arrivals screen again as if it would give her a live camera feed of Tilly and exactly where she was in the terminal. Most likely was that they were in baggage claim, which Frankie could totally go down to… But that could result in them losing each other in the terminal and a longer time before they saw each other.
She and June had agreed on a place to meet and she was going to stay put no matter how difficult doing so was.
“Frankie,” June’s voice called, and that alone—knowing she was back in the same place as June—made her feel fuzzy. But, when she whirled towards the sound and saw Tilly, bright red and nervous and every bit as perfect as Frankie remembered, she felt like she could happily die.
“Hi,” Frankie gasped, suddenly unable to move from her spot. She was overcome with emotions too complicated to name. But here, in LAX, she was with Tilly again.
And Tilly was giving her that beautiful, nervous little smile that felt like everything.




Twenty-Five



Tilly stared at the bed—a double, but still. She wasn’t sure why it hadn’t occurred to her earlier that sleeping would be complicated in a studio apartment in LA where space was at a premium. Though, it was probably a good job it hadn’t. If she’d even begun to entertain the options now before her, she’d never have gotten on that plane.
Frankie faltered. “Or, you know, we can go get an inflatable mattress from the store. That would probably be better. I probably should have done that before you arrived, sorry.”
Tilly looked at the others. Frankie was fidgeting and barely able to look at her, June and Andi were standing awkwardly off to the side, barely able to take their eyes off her.
She took a deep breath. It was two nights. “No, it’s fine. This is great. There’s not enough space to start installing inflatable mattresses comfortably, and it’s only two nights, right? It’s not like we haven’t slept in the same bed before.”
She said it before really processing whether drawing attention to that was the best idea. Once the words were out, she couldn’t take them back, but she was mortified at the look on everyone’s faces as she referenced their before life.
This weekend was going to be every bit as awkward as she’d worried, but it was still time with Frankie and she couldn’t be dismayed entirely.
“Well,” June said in what she clearly hoped was an upbeat voice that could sidestep all of the awkward energy bouncing around the room, “if that’s settled, it would be great to get a little rest. We want to be alert for the beach later.”
“Sounds good,” Frankie said, still not looking at Tilly. “I’ll grab some coffee and hang out on the balcony while you all get some sleep.”
Tilly glanced again at the glass doors that opened onto the tiny balcony. She imagined it would be a wonderful place to sit in the evening or to watch the sunrise in the morning.
Land might come at a premium in LA, but it wasn’t like she couldn’t see the appeal. The weather was famously wonderful, the apartment was exactly the right size for one or two people, it had a balcony, and things just seemed to feel alive here. All of it made Tilly glad she’d come. There was so much to see in the world outside of Vermont and, while she still loved her home, she couldn’t wait to catch up on all of the things she’d been missing.
Including sleep since she’d been up since before the crack of dawn.
She waited for Andi and June to each be done in the bathroom before heading in herself. The momentary respite from being trapped in a small space with Frankie was helpful. She breathed deeply, washed her face, and tried not to think about Frankie in the shower.
When she finally lay down in the surprisingly comfortable bed, the exhaustion of traveling for the first time and having been up so early collapsed down on her so heavily that she only spent a few minutes panicking about the fact that she was in Frankie’s bed and wondering what it was going to be like at night when Frankie was there too before sleep overcame her.
However, when she awoke and the first thing she saw was Frankie watching her sleep, all of those worries rushed back in in point two seconds flat. She hoped she hadn’t been talking or snoring or doing something else embarrassing, doubly so when she realized the other two were already awake.
Attempting to be subtle, she looked around for a clock, wondering just how long she’d been asleep.
“Don’t worry,” Frankie said, evidently deciding to bypass all the awkward, unspoken rules to demonstrate just how well she knew Tilly. “You’ve only been asleep for an hour and ten minutes. These two only just woke up.”
Tilly watched her hand gesture to June and Andi who were in the kitchen helping themselves to coffee and fruit juice. She felt better for not having slept for hours while everyone else waited for her but the ache in her chest when Frankie was like this hurt. It was like nothing had happened between them, as if everything in the world was just fine. Tilly wasn’t really sure what to do with that. Was she supposed to be glad, or was she allowed to be confused and upset about what it meant?
She wanted so badly for things to be okay between them. Perhaps if she wished it hard enough, she could will it into being while they were in the same place. She smiled. “Great. When are we leaving?”
Frankie turned to look at June who, despite not being the one who lived here, was the event organizer for the weekend. She’d insisted Frankie was not in charge of her own birthday celebrations.
June turned to look at the clock on the cooker. “In about an hour? That gives us time to wake up. Then, we can go buy picnic food and head to the beach?”
“Sounds good,” Tilly said, forcing herself to meet Frankie’s eye. It was a giddy thing to do. Every time they looked at each other, Tilly’s whole system seemed to malfunction. She’d never had anything like that happen to her before Frankie and she wondered how she’d managed to live so long without having known that rush.
She clambered out of Frankie’s bed, trying to ignore the way Frankie watched her and the way she seemed a little bereft at Tilly leaving it. As she walked by Frankie on her way to the kitchen, she peered into Frankie’s mug. “Is that the same coffee as before or another one?”
Frankie laughed sheepishly. “Another one.”
Tilly smiled. It felt nice to do this with Frankie again, even with the barely concealed undercurrent between them. “You want to be careful. Too much more coffee and you’ll be bouncing off the walls all night.”
Frankie smirked. “More than I usually am, you mean?”
Tilly paused, tilting her head. “Fair point.”
“Are you telling me,” Frankie said, leaning against the wall and watching Tilly find her way around the kitchen to help herself to a glass of water, “that you don’t want to sleep next to someone who is amped up on caffeine?”
“That is exactly what I’m telling you,” Tilly replied with a smile before taking a sip of her water. She was fighting the urge to ask if using a glass and drinking water were okay things to do. Every bone in her body wanted to check it was okay, but, with the way Andi and June were moving around the room, Tilly knew she’d look weird if she asked.
“Shocking,” Frankie said over the rim of her mug before taking another swig. “But don’t worry, it’s decaf.”
“Ah,” Tilly said lightly. “So you’ll just be hopped up on all the sugar you add to it.”
“Hey!” Frankie protested with a laugh. “There’s not that much sugar in it.”
“Oh, there definitely is.” Tilly laughed and her whole being felt lighter than it had in months. It was like going back to before they knew which date Frankie would be leaving. She realized she hadn’t felt calm or at peace the whole time she’d been counting down to Frankie leaving, and she definitely hadn’t since they kissed. But this, this was them again almost, and that was the best feeling in the world.
She reached around June to grab a couple of the chocolate-covered pretzels June and Andi were snacking on and saw the look they were giving each other. She knew that look, knew what they were thinking without either of them speaking. But she didn’t know if she was happy about the loaded look, the expressions that acknowledged that everyone in the room knew Tilly was flirting with Frankie, or whether it was just another reminder of how she was setting herself up for heartache yet again.
✈
Tilly sat down as close as she was willing to get to Frankie, aided by the fact that they were four people squeezing onto one blanket with a pile of food in the middle.
It wasn’t yet sunset and the sand off the edge of the blanket was warm where Tilly dug her feet into it. Something about a warm Saturday night with friends at the beach, the Santa Monica pier alive with lights and life in the background, made Tilly feel glad to be alive, glad she’d made it all the way to the other side of the country. She was sure everyone who lived here didn’t spend every Saturday night picnicking at the beach—especially not with the special two-tier cake June had secretly ordered from a nearby bakery in tow—but there was nothing to say that this couldn’t be life. Tilly thought she might be able to get used to it without too much trouble. She loved her life in Vermont, but being in California was already showing her all of the other things there were in life. Even through her anxiety, she couldn’t wait to experience them all. Maybe she’d even be able to leave the country sometime soon.
She watched a bird soar overhead, out towards the water. It felt like a metaphor for all the ways Tilly was starting to be free. Everything about the moment took her breath away.
“How’s Parsley?” Frankie asked quietly.
Tilly looked down from the sky to find Frankie watching her. “He’s good. Spoiled, as always, but he misses you.”
Frankie’s smile slipped slightly, becoming bittersweet for a moment. “I miss him too.”
Something inside Tilly burned to ask whether Frankie missed her too. “But you like the new job and everything here?”
Frankie looked away, nodding. “Yeah, it’s great. I’ve already improved so much. Everyone who works there is so
good and so professional.”
“So are you.”
“You only say that because you’ve never met the others.”
Tilly laughed. “I don’t need to meet them. I know you and your work, and I know they wouldn’t have hired you if they didn’t believe in you.” She didn’t mention the fact that she still had three different art prints Frankie had given her around her house. Seeing them was both comforting and painful, but even with the pain, taking them down had never been an option, not really.
Frankie glanced at her before looking back to watch Andi and June setting out the food far too artistically for the beach. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it. I just know I’m lucky to be there.”
Tilly nodded, loving the way something deep inside Frankie lit up when she thought about Neptune and her new job. If there was anyone who deserved to feel that way, it was Frankie, without a doubt.
“And we’re all lucky to be here,” June said, interrupting Tilly and Frankie’s moment to hand them each a glass of pink lemonade. They’d all had far too much fun picking out products to bring to the picnic when they stopped at the store, but now, with the first glimpses of sunset sneaking in on the horizon, beautiful and pink and moving, Tilly appreciated the choice of beverage even more.
Tilly and Frankie glanced at each other at the exact same moment, both looking away in embarrassment when they realized the other was looking. Tilly tried to rationalize that it was okay that she’d been caught looking at Frankie again with the fact that Frankie wouldn’t have even known unless she, too, looked.
Being around Frankie like this was simultaneously the most wonderful and most disconcerting thing in the world. Tilly didn’t know how to behave. All she knew was that she was glad they’d only brought lemonade with them. Everything felt heady and intoxicating enough without adding alcohol in.
As June proposed a toast, talked about all the wonderful things they all knew about Frankie, and how glad they were to be here to celebrate with her, Tilly watched Frankie a little too adoringly. She knew she was doing it but she couldn’t bring herself to stop. Against the growing background of sunset, the lights of the pier glowed brighter and caught in Frankie’s red hair in mesmerizing ways. They felt like Tilly felt—all lit up and magical against a background of a beautiful California evening. Everything about it was so perfect, too perfect almost. The only thing she was missing was snuggling up to Frankie in the same way June did to Andi as they all toasted to Frankie.
Frankie preened under everyone’s attention, drinking it in and loving it. It made Tilly smile wider than she had in some time. It was so very Frankie and she adored everything Frankie was.
When Frankie laughed and stopped basking in the attention, they all leaned forward to dig into the food they’d brought, except the cake. June insisted that they had to do a whole thing with candles once it was a little darker and would look magical. Frankie, of course, had readily agreed.
Tilly leaned back, ready to dig into her plate, and found Frankie watching her. “Do I have something on my face?”
Frankie laughed, shaking her head. “No, I was just thinking about how much being here suits you.”
Tilly felt herself blushing and hoped it wouldn’t be visible in the dimming light but she wasn’t especially hopeful. The look in Frankie’s eyes told her it was a fruitless hope. “I’m really glad I came.”
“Me too.” Frankie shuffled slightly closer to her and Tilly couldn’t tell whether it was conscious or not but it set her on fire. “I kind of can’t believe you did, but I’m so glad.”
Tilly laughed. “Yeah. If you’d told me six months ago that this is where I’d be right now, I would never have believed you.”
Frankie watched her. Her expression was something both tender and intense. “You’ve come so far in the last six months. I’m really proud of you.”
Tilly was certain that, between Frankie’s gaze and words, her whole body was going to turn to jelly. “Thanks. I’m proud of you too. You got everything you ever wanted.”
Frankie looked down at her plate. “Almost everything,” she said, barely above a whisper.
Tilly’s heart pounded uncomfortably. She was certain that was a reference to them.
She glanced at June and Andi. They seemed wrapped up in their own conversation. Knowing the two of them, it was probably at least half a ploy to give Frankie and Tilly some privacy.
She looked back at Frankie, watching her scoop up some of her pasta salad.
This could be the moment. She could tell Frankie. The setting was beautiful, Frankie would probably respond well, and even if she didn’t, they were in public and she wouldn’t do anything terrible there, right?
Tilly wasn’t even sure what she was really worried about. Of course, Frankie wouldn’t respond badly. That was just her anxiety talking.
She took a steadying breath. “I, uh, figured out I’m pansexual,” she said quietly and a little too quickly.
Frankie’s head whipped up and her body tried to gasp. Unfortunately, Tilly’s timing was awful and she’d just taken another mouthful of pasta salad and instead inhaled that.
“You’re pansexual?” Frankie gasped as she choked, a little louder than Tilly would have liked.
Tilly looked at June and Andi who were now moving to help her help Frankie. “I, uh… I hadn’t actually told them yet.”
Frankie was bright red from choking, even as it began to subside. She winced, seemingly remembering that they weren’t alone. “Sorry.”
Tilly smiled, mostly from relief that Frankie was recovering and wasn’t going to die on Santa Monica beach because Tilly came out. “It’s really okay.”
“I mean, it’s not the most shocking news we’ve ever heard,” June said, shooting Frankie an intense look Tilly didn’t quite understand but that made her feel a little exposed. She had wondered how many people had figured it out. It wasn’t like she’d been subtle around Frankie, even she could own that.
“Well,” Frankie said after another mouthful of water and seemingly returning to normal, “that is very good to know.”
Something inside Tilly’s stomach clenched in an unfamiliar way at how Frankie spoke and watched her. Tilly nodded and looked down, concentrating on her own food and being careful not to also choke.
It’s good to know, huh? That sounds… promising? 




Twenty-Six



Waking up next to Tilly again was an experience. It wasn’t like Frankie had forgotten she was there overnight, indeed, she’d spent most of the night trying to remember, even in slumber, that she could not get too close or too snuggly. But still, waking up and actually seeing her there, peaceful and asleep, was something else. Especially after learning she was pan.
The whole time she’d been telling June that Tilly was straight and they shouldn’t speculate about her sexuality, she had been trying to convince herself just as much as June, maybe even more. Because, it turned out, when you were queer and behaving like that with your best friend, your brain was constantly setting off sirens to tell you she was probably queer too. However, she’d been desperate to meet Tilly where she was and Tilly thought she was straight. It wasn’t Frankie’s—or June’s—job to tell her otherwise.
Now, though, Tilly knew. She’d voluntarily told Frankie last night. At the beach. At sunset.
Did it mean something?
Frankie hadn’t been able to get the thought out of her head all night. Coming out to your friends wasn’t usually indicative of anything except you telling them who you were. But in this case, did that still hold true? What if Tilly was trying to tell her something? They’d kissed. And Frankie had pulled away because she thought Tilly had confirmed she was straight. Did it mean something different when a girl you’d kissed, and basically been in a relationship with, came out to you? Especially if she did it in the most romantic location possible?
Frankie hoped it did, but she wondered if it even really mattered. It was huge that Tilly had come all the way out to LA to see her, but she was going back to Vermont tomorrow. Frankie only got two nights with her, two mornings waking up to her.
She wasn’t opposed to long-distance, but it would never be entirely casual dating between the two of them. They’d already done all of that when they were just ‘friends’. How did you do long-distance when it was more? How did you do long-distance when the question of which one of you would move hung over you? The last thing she wanted was to pressure Tilly. Tilly had only just realized she wasn’t even straight. It was too much to jump right in.
But what did that mean for them? Frankie wanted to groan. Things were too complicated and too much and she was far too in love with Tilly to be able to figure any of it out. Her heart ached with wanting her, even worse than before for having gotten this weekend together, and for having Tilly come out. She felt sick with wanting and wondering and hating the resignation that none of it likely mattered.
It wasn’t like her to be so lost or stuck. She was an 'act first, figure out the plan after' kind of person. Tilly just brought out something in her. Well, a lot of things, but also this. And she’d lived over a month without Tilly. The last thing she wanted was to go back to that. They were fixing things, the least she could do would be to respect that and have it be enough. They could be friends again. Maybe she could rejoin TSL again. She’d missed it more than she was willing to admit. She’d missed Tilly more than she’d been willing to admit, but now, with her lying beside her, Frankie knew she was completely and utterly in love with this woman, and willing to do whatever it took to keep her in her life, even if that looked different than she really wanted. Some Tilly was better than none.
None had been agony.
She looked from Tilly to the window. Another beautiful day was breaking. Every day was beautiful here. It was so different. A month in was not long enough to have gotten used to it yet. She hoped she never would. She wanted to forever be in awe of the way the light looked here, the way it twinkled on the water at the ocean, the way the world came alive, and the way it inspired her work.
She was like a new person here, but that person still wanted Tilly.
Without consciously wanting to, she imagined what it would be like if Tilly moved here. She had seemed relaxed and at home last night once they’d moved past the awkwardness between them. She seemed happy. It had been too long since Frankie saw her like that. But her job, her family, her home, everything she’d ever known was three thousand miles away. It was a lot to ask someone to give that up. Tilly would need to want it for herself, not just for Frankie. And Frankie had no idea how likely that was, but the odds didn’t seem great.
She sighed. Part of her wanted to lie there and watch Tilly sleep until she was ready to wake up. However, she was aware that that might be too much and more than a little creepy, so she pushed herself out of bed and crept quietly to the bathroom. With four of them dancing around her tiny studio, it was going to take a minute for them all to get ready and get going with the day so she figured she might as well get a headstart.
With how quiet she was, she was hoping she’d manage to get through her shower and getting dressed without waking the others—it was still early, after all. However, when she reemerged from the bathroom, she found all three of them alert, sitting up, and chatting quietly about the joys of waking up to yet another perfect day.
Perhaps Tilly would enjoy living here?
It only took her a minute to realize that the jet lag was probably getting them too. When she’d first moved, she’d been up at about five every morning because her body was still running on somewhere else time. The others had stayed up late, so they’d hoped they wouldn’t wake up too early, but jet lag was like that. It could get you even when it didn’t make sense.
“Good morning,” Frankie said with a smile, pushing away her earlier agonizing over Tilly. She had one more day with her, June, and Andi. She was going to enjoy it without being melancholy. She could be sad once they all left. And she would. “And what is on the agenda today, esteemed planner?” she asked with a bow at June.
The others laughed while June rolled her eyes and said, “Fred62 for breakfast—”
Frankie laughed. “Did you look up classic LA diners?”
June scowled. “Maybe, but don’t act like you don’t want to go.”
“Oh, I definitely do. I just think it’s cute that you act all cool and grumpy, then you come out here and want nothing more than a beach and a diner.”
June harrumphed and looked deliberately away from her. “It’s also on Vermont Ave and that felt poetic and appropriate.”
“Ahh, there she is.” Frankie giggled and looked at Tilly, delighted to see she was grinning too. She was so cute.
“Anyway,” June said, allowing Andi to pat her back comfortingly, “then, I thought we’d go to The Broad.” She looked back at Frankie with narrowed eyes. “Maybe you can make yourself useful there and tell us about art.”
Frankie smirked. She’d already been to The Broad, so she absolutely could tell them about the art there. It was a great place.
Before she could reply, however, Tilly gasped softly and said, “That’s the place with the mirror installations, right?”
Frankie and June both nodded. June’s expression softened slightly now that her plan was being met with excitement rather than Frankie’s sarcasm.
“You’re going to love it,” Frankie told Tilly, unsure whether she was excited to see a million Tillys in one room or not. It will certainly be the most beautiful work of art that museum has ever seen.
She almost rolled her eyes at herself. She was silly in love. It was ridiculous, if a little amazing and overwhelming.
“And then,” June continued, “I got us tickets for the Melrose Rooftop Theatre.”
“Oh, cool,” Frankie said. “I’ve been hoping to get down there.”
June looked satisfied and Frankie was glad she realized just how happy Frankie was to get to spend this day together.
“Well,” Andi said, ever the sensible one, “sounds like a packed day, so we should all get ready because I could murder some diner breakfast right now.”
June shot her a besotted look and Frankie loved that for them. They were so very happy, like everything was finally right in the world, just as they both deserved.
She resolutely did not think about whether she looked as ridiculously in love every time she looked at Tilly. Nobody needed to be going down that road.
✈
Frankie might die. It was a distinct possibility at this point. June’s plan had seemed great in theory, quite a lovely day out, but in practice, it was a whole different story.
She’d had an amazing breakfast at Fred62, she’d had an amazing time looking at and talking about art at The Broad, and so much fun taking pictures in the mirrors, and now, she was so looking forward to watching a movie on this awesome rooftop with great snacks and comfy bean bag seats and so much ambiance she was desperate to draw it.
But.
At breakfast, she’d been pressed up against Tilly in their booth. Their thighs skimming together under the table, their arms brushing, that light pink across Tilly’s cheeks glowing each time it happened. Not to mention the blissful expression she got on her face when she dug into her French toast and looked like she was ascending to another plane. Frankie had always loved and hated that. When they’d been planning Operation Jandi, she loved taking Tilly to restaurants and was constantly wrapped up in her expressions, while simultaneously feeling guilty because she really shouldn’t be that into it.
At The Broad, she’d looked so enamored when she watched Frankie talk about art, she’d hung on every word, every thought, every mention of why Frankie loved certain pieces. It was only then that Frankie had realized it was the first art gallery they had attended together and that she could happily spend her life taking Tilly to galleries and chatting about art.
Well, she could happily spend her life doing anything so long as it included Tilly.
Then they’d reached the mirrors and all of Frankie’s earlier thoughts had been realized. Tilly was the most beautiful piece of art ever. Nothing that came before or after her could do her justice. And to see her repeated a million times over in a sea of sparkling lights was so much more than Frankie could have ever hoped for or imagined. All she wanted to do was live in that moment and tell Tilly how perfect and beautiful she was forever.
And now, they were here. On a perfect rooftop, with an amazing view, on a perfect night, marred only by the fact that Tilly was leaving in the morning, and everything about her was transcendent.
Their bean bag chairs were tilting to the side, leaning into the way they gravitated towards each other. They were sharing their popcorn and Buncha Crunch, and Tilly was so excited to be there. She seemed so happy and so alive and her eyes strayed back to Frankie constantly.
It was much like when Frankie had been forcing herself to ignore signs that Tilly might not be straight. Only, this time, she was ignoring signs that Tilly might be happy here, with her. She told herself time and time again that this was just a vacation. It was easy to be happy for a weekend.
But did someone look at you the way Tilly looked at her if it was just joy at seeing their friend for a weekend?
She didn’t know the answer and she had no time to figure it out or ask anyone else to solve it for her. All she knew was that she desperately wanted to lean in to kiss Tilly and that every person who walked by them would undoubtedly be placing them as two couples. June and Andi were undoubtedly a couple, snuggled together enjoying their snacks and each other, and Frankie wasn’t foolish enough to convince herself that she and Tilly didn’t look exactly the same.
The screen lit up and everyone around them began to settle down. Frankie breathed a sigh of relief believing that she would at least be able to concentrate on the movie for the next hour or so.
Tilly, however, was doing no such thing.
She leaned in to take another handful of popcorn but, rather than scooting back over, she ate it and moved in closer. She rested her head on Frankie’s shoulder, the familiar scent of her shampoo filling Frankie’s senses.
Frankie’s heart took off apace. She worked on keeping her breathing even, which was harder than it should have been. Suddenly, she wondered if she’d even be able to remember which movie they watched once they left. Every inch of her body was acutely aware of Tilly. She yearned for her, to be closer to her, to be consumed entirely by her.
She knew she was trying to be casual and keep things platonic, but all she wanted in the world was for Tilly to stay with her forever.




Twenty-Seven



Something didn’t feel right. Something deep inside Tilly. It was something bigger than the fact that she had to say goodbye to Frankie for the first time properly. She’d said a temporary goodbye to friends before. It wasn’t like this.
Since they were only here for a couple of days, none of them had packed much. It took Tilly almost no time at all to throw her few items into her duffel bag and she found herself wishing it would take her longer, as if it could take so long she had a reasonable excuse to miss her flight.
But then what? Was she planning on squatting here forever? Her whole life, her family, everything she knew was back in Vermont.
She wondered whether this was just how people felt when they had to leave after a great vacation, or whether this was to do with how it felt waking up to Frankie. Both mornings, Frankie had been up and out of the bed before Tilly awoke, but the memory of her still lay between the sheets with Tilly.
It turned out that once you knew you were attracted to your friend, sleeping in the same bed came with a whole host of other feelings. Wonderful, tingly feelings that Tilly couldn’t get enough of.
Andi zipped the suitcase she and June were sharing and Tilly was forced to shut her own bag and accept that she couldn’t put it off any longer. It was almost time to go.
She looked at Frankie and felt as though the same loss she was feeling was mirrored back at her. Not for the first time, Tilly found herself being so frustrated with her inability to simply ask for what she wanted. She wasn’t even sure exactly what she wanted. Frankie, definitely, but beyond that, she didn’t know what that would look like. Would she be asking for a long-distance relationship? Would she be asking Frankie to come home? She couldn’t do that. The last two days had shown her just how happy Frankie was here. She was living her dream, Tilly couldn’t and wouldn’t ruin that.
So, what? Was she saying she’d come here?
Maybe.
Vermont was home, but the last few days, the last few weeks, had shown her that maybe she wanted something more, something different. And being here felt right. Every single thing they’d done had been joyous and right. While she knew every day wouldn’t be like this weekend, she thought maybe she could take every day here, with Frankie.
But her job. Her moms. Her friends. She’d barely left Vermont her whole life, she wasn’t about to up and throw it all away from someone she was in love with but was just friends with.
Frankie cleared her throat. “Ready?” she asked, and Tilly didn’t think she was imagining the barely concealed emotion there. It caused Tilly’s eyes to burn with unshed tears.
“Ready,” Andi and June said simultaneously.
Tilly smiled sadly. “Ready,” she lied, because what other choice did she have? She could already see exactly how the goodbyes were going to go, the way they’d both put on a brave face and promise they’d talk soon, and how they’d hug for just a little bit too long, write it off as emotion at having their best friend back, and then be separated by three thousand miles again.
Tilly was already exhausted. She’d only been up for two hours and she already wanted to crawl back under her quilt and never get up again.
✈
Frankie pulled back from Tilly and watched the light die in her eyes, just as she felt it die in her own.
The weekend had been the best weekend she’d had in a long time. This morning was the worst one in a while, probably since the morning after her party when she’d woken up to her relationship with Tilly in ruins around her. At least they were still friends this time, she supposed, but that didn’t make it easier that Tilly was leaving. Tomorrow morning, Frankie would wake up and there would be only empty sheets beside her, an empty apartment around her. She hated that.
She reached a hand up to brush a strand of Tilly’s hair back into place. She loved that soft, long, dark brown hair so much.
Tilly looked at her with an almost pleading expression that very nearly broke Frankie’s resolve. Tilly just burned inside of her—something more than want, something deep and ancient and desperate.
She took a deep breath and turned to hug Andi. “Thanks for coming. Take care of Junie for me.”
Andi laughed lightly. “I will endeavor to do so.”
Frankie let go, putting on the best smile she could muster. She really hated goodbyes, especially when it was her favorite people she was saying goodbye to.
“Thanks again for having us,” Andi said before moving aside to let June hug Frankie.
“You’re all welcome anytime,” Frankie said, wondering whether there was any way she could reasonably ask them to come back next weekend.
Or just stay all week. Or forever.
“I’m going to miss you again,” June whispered into her ear as they hugged. That was June all over. She was never especially loud, but when she was emotional, she only ever whispered. Frankie breathed a laugh. Except for that time she yelled at Andi, apparently, but that seemed to have worked out.
“I miss you already, Junie.” She squeezed June tightly. “Look after Tilly for me?”
She said it quietly, so the others wouldn’t hear, but when June pulled back and gave her a serious look, Frankie worried they might catch on anyway.
After a moment, June nodded. “Of course.”
Something about the way she looked and spoke told Frankie they’d be talking about this later. At least she had about twelve hours while they were in transit to cry by herself first.
She turned back to Tilly. Tears were swimming in both their eyes. She tried hurriedly to blink hers away. She just needed to make it back to the car. Just a few more minutes.
“Thanks for letting me come,” Tilly said softly, her voice heavy with tears.
Frankie looked at her, her heart breaking. “Always. You are always welcome where I am.”
She wished Tilly understood how very true that sentiment was.
“Well,” Tilly said, attempting a smile, “I know June and Andi still have your old room at their place, but you’re always welcome to stay with me anytime you’re in Coalfield too. Just so you know.”
Frankie nodded. Her throat ached with the sobs threatening to escape her. She swallowed painfully. “Thanks. I’ll make it back as soon as I can reasonably take time off work.”
Tilly tilted her head. “You mean other than calling in sick for a day.”
Frankie laughed. The sound was off, broken, wrong. “That was an emergency.”
“Sure,” Tilly laughed, just as tearfully, as she pulled Frankie in for another hug.
It was true Frankie had figured calling in sick was the only way to get her Monday morning clear to do the airport run. Now that she was here, though, she realized she was very likely to need the whole day off. She was heartsick and there was no way she could do anything productive. If she managed any drawing at all today, she was sure it would only be of Tilly.
“Tilly, we need to go,” June said delicately. Frankie could hear the regret in her voice.
Tilly nodded into Frankie’s shoulder. Her breathing was off, Frankie could feel it where they were pressed together. She squeezed Tilly closer again for a moment. “Text me when you make it home.”
“Of course,” Tilly replied as she finally stepped back. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks but they both pretended not to notice.
Frankie took two steps towards the door. “Well, bye, then. I’ll see you all again soon. Thanks for coming.”
The others waved as she began backing away. Tilly looked every bit as despondent as Frankie felt.
As they turned to join the security line, Frankie took one last look at Tilly’s back before turning and almost running to her car. She’d barely slammed the door shut before racking sobs erupted from her.
She wanted Tilly back. She hated this. She couldn’t keep doing this. The next time they saw each other, there was no way she wouldn’t be able to tell Tilly how she felt. At least then she’d know and that had to be better than this, right?
✈
Tilly dropped down into her plane seat. June, who was actually booked in the window seat, had told Tilly in the terminal that she wanted her to take the seat. Ordinarily, Tilly would have argued, insisted she was fine in the aisle seat, that everything was fine. But nothing was fine and they all knew it. There was no point pretending otherwise, so she’d nodded and gone back to staring at the carpet, lost in her exhaustion and sadness. All she wanted to do now was cocoon herself against the wall of the plane and sleep the whole ride home.
Andi took the middle seat, despite being much taller than June, patted Tilly’s thigh briefly, and took June’s hand. Tilly could feel June watching her still. She’d tried to put on a brave face when they first made it through security but it hadn’t worked, she’d just been getting more and more anxious about everything until she was more drained than she could ever remember being. She knew she’d feel guilty for worrying June so much later, but, right now, she didn’t have enough energy to act okay.
She wasn’t okay.
She wanted Frankie back. She wanted to understand exactly what was between them. She wanted to be a better, braver person, the kind who could just name who they were and what they wanted and deal with the fallout without falling apart.
The number of people in the aisles dwindled until it was just the staff closing the overhead bins and locking the doors. Tilly’s heart clenched so hard she thought it might physically break. She didn’t know why it was the locking of the doors that got her, Frankie was long gone at this point, but it did. She swallowed rapidly, trying to concentrate on her breathing.
She didn’t hear a word of the safety announcements. It was lucky she’d looked them all up online before their trip. She hoped that even in this state, in an emergency, her brain would boot into gear and she’d know what to do. She was eternally grateful to Andi and June. If something bad was happening, they wouldn’t leave her to die.
They pulled back from the terminal. Tilly’s heart ached, her stomach roiled.
They made it to the runway. Her fingers clenched the armrests uncomfortably. Andi and June each put a hand on top of one of Tilly’s.
She kept her eyes on the window.
They sped up. Tilly felt like she was being pinned to her seat and was too weak to resist it. The only thing grounding her was the warm weight on top of her hand.
They took off.
LA became smaller and smaller below them. Frankie became further and further away. The tiniest dot in the distance. And then she was gone.
Tears streamed down Tilly’s face and she didn’t bother to wipe them away.
Andi and June squeezed her hand tighter but she didn’t look at them.
She moved her pillow to the wall, leaned into it, and cried herself to sleep.
✈
“What the fuck are you doing?” June’s voice said down the phone line.
Frankie blinked. She’d been sitting in the dark for far too long, one of Tilly’s hairs in her hand from where she’d found it in the bed. “Sorry?” she croaked.
“With Tilly. What the fuck are you doing?” Something about June’s tone reminded Frankie of the way she’d spoken to Andi once upon a time when she’d been certain Andi was messing June around on purpose.
“I don’t understand.” Frankie was too tired for this. She didn’t understand how June wasn’t. She was the one who’d been on planes all day. Plus, it was three hours later there. How did she muster the energy to be this annoyed?
“That poor woman was heartbroken on the way home. She cried herself to sleep on a plane, Frankie. On. A. Plane. Do you understand how hurt she must be to do that?”
Frankie did understand. Tilly hated having emotions in public, hated making people uncomfortable or being a burden to them. It hurt Frankie’s already aching heart to think about.
She sighed. “I don’t know, June. I love her so much.”
“Then tell her that, you fool. Before either of you breaks any further.”
“It’s not that easy, and you know it.”
June huffed and Frankie heard Andi in the background telling her everything was going to be okay. “I don’t care about your excuses. I don’t want to hear that she’s straight—”
“Well, she’s not. Why would I say that?”
“Oh, finally got the memo, did you?”
Frankie thought about pointing out that they got that memo—officially—at the same time, but she didn’t think June would appreciate that.
“I also don’t want to hear about the distance or you being friends or any of that other garbage you’ve been spewing for the last few months. Tell her. Before I kill you both.”
Frankie took a shaky breath and asked the one thing she was most scared of, the one thing that had been holding her back this whole time. “What if she says no and I lose her forever?”
June practically growled with frustration. “She’s not going to say no.” She paused and Frankie was sure there was some kind of mostly silent, partly acted-out conversation happening between her and Andi. “Ugh. Okay. I wasn’t supposed to tell you this, but I’m over you two dancing around each other and both being in love and heartbroken and getting in your own way.”
“June, what are you—”
“Tilly came after you. At the airport, the day you were leaving. She and her moms came after you. But she was too late. When they got there, you’d already gone through security. She told me I wasn’t allowed to tell you because she didn’t want to ruin your life or pressure you or steal your dreams or make things awkward or any of the other nonsense things you’ve been worrying about with her. She loves you and she came after you. Now, it’s your turn.”
Frankie’s mind was too busy to make sense of anything other than Tilly came after her?
Her heart raced. Her stomach swooped.
“Oh.” 




Twenty-Eight



Tilly woke up with a start. Someone was knocking on her door. Pounding on it. Who even knew she was here?
Well, everyone, probably. But that wasn’t the point.
She groaned and pulled her quilt over her head. The banging didn’t go away.
She stumbled out of bed and to the front door, peering through the peephole once she got there.
“You look like shit,” Snap said when she opened the door.
“Thanks,” she replied, flatly. “It’s nice to see you too.”
Snap breathed out a laugh. “Of course it’s nice to see you. It’s been a while. But, like, you do look genuinely awful and I wanted to check if you’re okay?”
Tilly stepped out of the doorway to let them in. “‘Okay’ is a relative term. I’m alive if that’s what you mean?”
They paused on their way to the couch. “Wow. In Tilly terms that must mean you’re practically dead.”
“I’m really fine,” she said, knowing that was probably an unbelievable statement. “It’s not important. I want to hear all about your trip. How was Minnesota?”
“It was great, but you already know that from all of my texts whilst I was gone.” They fixed her with a serious stare, draping themself over the couch. Even just in Tilly’s living room, they looked every inch the pinnacle of style and class. “Tell me what’s going on with you. You finally travel somewhere for the weekend and the day after you’re back you look like this? What went wrong?”
Tilly sighed. She didn’t want to do this, but she did want to see her friend and hear all about their trip. Though, she did imagine it would be hard to regale someone looking as bad as she did with tales of your amazing vacation. “Nothing went wrong. It was a really great trip. I loved LA.”
“So why do you look like someone peed in your Cheerios?”
Tilly frowned in confusion. “I haven’t eaten Cheerios in years.”
They laughed. “It’s a figure of speech. What’s up?”
Where to start? There was so much going on, so many feelings swirling uncomfortably inside her. It was hard to make sense of anything or to think in any kind of logical pattern.
“I’m not straight,” she blurted out. It wasn’t what she’d imagined she’d lead with. She hadn’t even decided whether she was ready to come out to Snap consciously. It seemed, though, that her body had decided she was.
Their eyebrows shot up, almost in danger of disappearing under their wide-brimmed hat. “Come again?”
Tilly pulled a blanket around herself. “Not straight. Me.” She pointed at herself unnecessarily.
“I go away for a few weeks and you get a whole new sexuality? My gift is going to look crap in comparison now.”
Tilly’s head span. “You didn’t need to get me anything.”
“I know I didn’t. We have this conversation every year.” They smirked. “But your new sexuality. Tell me about it, and why it’s making you so miserable.”
“It’s not making me miserable,” Tilly insisted. She knew she meant it. It had been a hard-won journey but, now that she was here, she wasn’t unhappy with being pan. It felt right. “And it’s not new. Not really. I assume I’ve always been pan, I just didn’t know about it.”
“Pan? Just like your mom, huh?”
Tilly nodded. “It’s just something I’ve been thinking about and working out the last few months, and yeah… Here we are.” She gestured to herself awkwardly.
Snap looked away from her, obviously concentrating on something. “The last few months?” they said eventually. “As in, the time you’ve been hanging out with Frankie?”
Just the mention of her name made Tilly feel like she’d forgotten how to breathe right, like every inhale took so much more effort to do correctly. She nodded.
“That explains a few things,” they replied, sounding far more amused than seemed appropriate to Tilly.
“What things?” she asked, a little defensive as she pulled the blanket tighter around herself, needing its warm comfort.
Snap laughed, waving a hand through the air. “There always was something a little too intense to just be friendly between the two of you. Like, I like my friends but not enough to spend that much time around any of them. Then, you randomly fall out and it’s like the worst thing that’s ever happened to you.”
Part of Tilly wanted to argue, but there really was no arguing. Everything they were saying was completely accurate.
“So,” they continued, “you look like shit right now because you were dragged to LA against your wishes and had to make nice with someone who spurned you?”
Tilly scowled at them. “She did not spurn me.”
They lit up, moving instantly to sit more upright, and clasping their hands together. “Yes! So you’re together and devastated because you’re far apart right now? We can work with that.”
“What? No. No.” Tilly shook her head furiously. “No.”
They slumped backward again. “Oh. So, what’s going on with you two? It doesn’t make sense.”
They were right about that, at least. Tilly didn’t understand at all what was going on.
“That’s it?” she asked. “No other commentary on the fact that I’m not straight?”
Their expression softened. “Well, I’m proud of you and grateful for you telling me, but like, now we’re talking about it, with the Frankie thing… I don’t know. It just makes sense.”
“Does it?” Tilly felt like she’d been dropped into an alternate universe. “You were always going on about me being the straight friend.”
“Oh.” A million emotions flashed across their face. Tilly almost felt bad. “That was just because I didn’t want you to feel invalidated. You know, all your friends were queer, your moms are queer, people said things they shouldn’t, and a lot of them assumed you were queer too. Which, like, you are, but we didn’t know that.”
It really was everything Tilly had ever known getting rewritten lately. She thought back on all of the times Snap had talked about her being straight. All those times she’d been too uncomfortable with the label to understand what they were doing, that it was well-meaning.
It probably would have been validating if she had been straight.
She laughed bitterly. “I always hated it. I didn’t understand why.”
“Of course you did,” they replied, looking alarmed. “You’re not straight. It sucks when someone is forcing a sexuality on you that’s not yours.”
They reached a hand out to Tilly and she pulled one of hers out from under the blanket. “It wasn’t your fault. That’s what I’d told you I was.”
“It doesn’t really matter that it wasn’t my fault,” they said carefully, watching her intently. “Something I was doing was making you feel awful and you didn’t know how to talk about it. I’m sorry.”
Tilly smiled and felt at least one of the tight coils in her soul unwind slightly. “It’s really okay. Thank you, though. And thank you for taking it well.”
“Always.” They moved from the couch to sit beside Tilly and pull her into a tight hug. “So, what’s going on with Frankie?”
Tilly blew out a heavy breath. “Nothing. At least, nothing of consequence. We’re friends again at least, but that’s it.”
“Why did you fall out?”
“We kissed.” Tilly held her breath as she felt them tense.
“You did what?” they almost yelled after a moment of processing. “You’ve been keeping such juicy gossip from me? How could you?”
Part of Tilly wanted to point out that it wasn’t gossip and she didn’t want it to be. This was her life and Frankie’s. But she knew she was just feeling fragile and they likely didn’t mean it how she was taking it.
She shrugged. “It was private. Nobody knew. It didn’t end well so I didn’t want to talk about it. We fell out, didn’t talk for a month, and that was that.”
Snap twisted so they could look at Tilly’s face. “But you went to LA for her?”
“Yeah, we’re friends again. But that’s it.”
“You could—”
“No.” Tilly looked at them firmly. “No. We’re good like this. It doesn’t matter how much it hurts me, she’s okay, we’re okay, and that’s all that matters.”
Snap looked like they wanted to argue, but something in Tilly’s expression managed to convince them not to. She didn’t know what it was but she was glad. She couldn’t take another conversation about going back, going after Frankie.
When she’d gotten home, she’d called her moms. They’d sat on the phone with her for hours while she cried it out, gone through all of her options, and finally collapsed into sleep.
She glanced at the clock. “Oh, sorry, Snap, I have to go. I’m meeting my moms at Tapenade.”
They raised an eyebrow. “Not like that, you don’t.”
She opened her mouth to protest before realizing, again, that they had a point. “Oh.”
“It’s okay, we’ll get you in the shower, I’ll pick out a stylish outfit for you, and then we can walk over together. I’m sure your moms will be delighted to see me.”
She nodded, getting up, but paused on her way out of the room. “Just, nothing too fashiony, yeah?”
They laughed, shooting her a look. “Darling, there’s only so much stuff in your closet. And that’s without you hiding in it.”
Tilly shot them a puzzled look before the penny dropped. “Oh. Hilarious. Thank you so much for the gay closet joke.”
They posed, proud of themself. “You’re so welcome.”
She moved automatically through her shower and getting ready in the outfit Snap had picked out—a shirt and jeans, thankfully—and as they walked to Tapenade. She listened to Snap talking and responded appropriately, but the world just felt blurred, all of the sharp edges and contrast shaved off.
The closer they got to Tapenade, the more anxious she became. When her moms had asked her about lunch and told her not to come into work, she’d wanted to pick anywhere but Tapenade, but she couldn’t avoid it forever, and she needed to get it out of the way. If she was going to be friends with Frankie, she needed to get used to places being reminders of her friend, not whatever they currently were.
They walked in, Snap chatting away about Minnesota, and Tilly did her best to suppress the ingrained urge to look around for Frankie. She wasn’t here and Tilly needed to stop looking for her in all of their places.
She concentrated on looking for her moms and spotted them easily. As they made their way over to the booth her moms sat in, she kept her eyes down, concentrating only on seeing her moms again.
Mona reached her first, pulling her into a tight hug that Jules quickly joined, pressing against Tilly’s back and wrapping her arms around the pair of them.
Tilly took a deep breath, inhaling the scent and safety of her moms. She was still so exhausted and she wanted to stay trapped between them forever while she slept.
“Welcome home, kiddo,” Jules said quietly.
“We love you so much,” Mona added.
Tilly reached one arm around Jules' back, keeping the other firmly around Mona, and squeezed them both tightly. She wondered if she hugged them tight enough whether they could crush her out of existence.
“It’s good to see you too, Snap,” Jules called over Tilly’s head.
“Yep,” they replied from the direction of the booth. “Just a bunch of gays being great.”
“Ah,” Mona said quietly, so only Tilly and Jules would hear. “You told them. How did it go?”
“Totally fine, honestly. They were more interested in what was going on with Frankie.”
“Isn’t everyone,” Jules said so quickly Tilly was certain it was automatic. That didn’t stop her from wincing, though.
“Jules,” Mona chastised.
“Sorry,” Jules said, wincing as it registered what she’d said.
Tilly couldn’t help but blow out a laugh. The whole thing was ridiculous and she wasn’t surprised people were concentrating on the Frankie thing, she was focused on that too.
Her moms finally let her go and led her into their booth, Mona sitting beside Tilly while Jules took a seat beside Snap.
“Strawberry peach?” Jules asked Tilly, nodding her head in the direction of the counter.
“Yes,” Tilly began saying before sense caught up with her. “No. Sorry. Uh, pineapple mango, maybe.”
“You got it,” Jules replied, shooting her a concerned look before she got up to go order, Snap accompanying her so they had more time to decide what they wanted.
Tilly could have gotten strawberry peach, it was her favorite after all, but it was too much wrapped up in Frankie. It was the flavor they both loved, the flavor they’d both had the first time they met here.
Plus, the colors made it look a little too much like the glorious sunsets she’d seen with Frankie in LA over the last couple of days. She wasn’t strong enough to handle any of that right now.
Mona held her until the others rejoined them and then they listened happily to Snap telling them about Minnesota and all the adventures their family had gotten up to. Tilly was genuinely happy to hear it seemed like they’d had a good time and weren’t too sad to not have gotten to go to Wyoming this year. She was sure that would be up next year and she couldn’t wait to hear all about it.
It was a small thing, really, but it felt good to have something to look forward to. Her life would go on and get better, she’d get over Frankie. Or, she wouldn’t, but she’d get used to it and things wouldn’t hurt so much. Maybe by the time Snap was going to Wyoming, Tilly would be better.
“Strawberry peach?” a voice asked from beside the table and Tilly thought she might pass out.
That wasn’t her order but it was so much her order.
Snap gasped.
Not truly believing what her ears were telling her, Tilly took a deep breath and looked up at the person standing beside their booth.
She felt herself shaking when it registered that it really was Frankie. Here. In Coalfield. With Tilly.
“How?” she breathed.
Frankie smirked, but her eyes were glistening. “Oh, well, the kitchen takes some strawberries and some peaches, a banana, some other bits, and blends them all together until smooth. Then, they put it in this very pleasant glass and bring it out for you to enjoy.”
“Not that, you fool,” Tilly said through tears. “How are you here?”
“Surprised, babe?”
Tilly laughed, nodding. Surprise didn’t even begin to cover it.
Mona stood up. “We’ll give you two a minute.”
“What?” Jules said immediately. “No. I want to watch this.”
“Me too,” Snap protested.
Mona let out a long-suffering sigh. “Children, the pair of you, I swear. Get up. We’re giving these two a minute.”
Jules groaned but they both got up and headed to the counter with Mona.
Tilly slid out of the booth and stood before Frankie. She was perfect, standing there, holding that sunset-looking smoothie that was so very theirs.
She looked exhausted and as though she’d spent a fair amount of time crying in the last twenty-four hours too. Tilly was comforted that it wasn’t just her, even if nothing else made sense.
Why would Frankie be here? How could she be? Even just logistically, she must have gotten the next flight after Tilly’s and that wouldn’t leave her too much time for sleeping.
And what about work?
Frankie laughed wetly and set the smoothie on the table. “To answer your unasked questions, no, I haven’t slept. Yes, I did call in sick to work again. And yes, I did call your moms ridiculously early this morning to get info on where and when I could find you.”
Tilly hadn’t even gotten to that last question but she knew herself well enough to know it wouldn’t have been far behind her others. Part of her just melted. So much of the pain of late was soothed with Frankie here, looking at her like that, and there was something so very special about the way Frankie knew her, how all it took was a look for her to understand the questions burning in Tilly’s brain.
Ah, to be known so well. It was magical and wonderful and every single good thing in the world. She’d dreamed of this her whole life, watching her moms and wanting what they had. She just hadn’t realized how it had been Frankie giving her that all along.
She knew now.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” she whispered, unable to take her eyes off Frankie, and more than a little frustrated with the tears blocking her view.
Frankie took a step forward. “Same. Do you have any idea how much last-minute tickets are?”
Tilly winced. “I’m so sorry. I can pay you back for it.”
Frankie tilted her head, watching Tilly in a way that was so besotted even Tilly couldn’t deny it. “I don’t want you to pay me back. It was worth it. You are worth it. And I would do it again in the blink of an eye.”
Tilly was crying in earnest. “You would?”
“I would,” Frankie said, tears running down her face as she nodded.
“Why?” Her voice was barely audible.
Frankie reached out a hand to run over Tilly’s hair and Tilly found herself melting into the touch. “Because I love you. I love you so much. I’ve loved you for so long now. I tried to deny it, tried to hide it, tried to stop it, but you are unstoppable.”
Tilly sobbed. The restaurant around them seemed to disappear, the only thing of any importance was Frankie and the way she was looking at Tilly, the words she was saying, reserved for only her.
“I know there’s a lot to figure out and I picked the worst possible time to find you and then move away, but I don’t want to live without you. I don’t want to just be friends,” Frankie said, the fingers of one hand weaving into Tilly’s hair. “We can be if that’s what you want, but I am so desperately in love with you, Tilly. You’re my best friend, my love, my everything.”
Tilly reached up to wipe away some of the tears streaming down Frankie’s face. “I don’t want to be just friends. I don’t know if I ever did.” She sniffled happily. “From the minute you hugged me, right here, I think somewhere deep inside, I knew it was you, it would always be you.”
Frankie began sobbing, relief washing over her features, and it was only then that Tilly realized that this brave, bold, beautiful woman had been just as afraid as she had. She was sure they’d laugh at the way they’d caused themselves more trouble than necessary at some point, but that point wasn’t now.
Tilly closed the final bit of distance between them, her hands cupping Frankie’s face. She loved the feeling of Frankie’s arms wrapping around her back. “You changed my life, Frankie Holt. You changed me. But only in good ways. You showed me all the possibilities in the world, in who I could be. And best of all, you showed me what it’s like to love someone completely, with my whole heart, my whole soul.”
“You love me?” Frankie whispered.
“More than anything,” Tilly said, suddenly feeling more right than she ever had, and bolder than she’d ever been.
She shifted her gaze between Frankie’s eyes and her lips, loving the way they parted slightly when her intention registered. She looked up questioningly.
Her tears came thicker when Frankie nodded and she leaned in, pressing her lips gently against Frankie’s.
They were even more perfect than Tilly remembered. Kissing her was better than she could have imagined. This was the difference between a surprised and seemingly one-sided kiss one night and kissing the person she loved, knowing they loved her too.
Every atom in her body felt like fire. Electricity shot through her.
She’d never been one for massive displays of public affection before, but she figured, just this once, she could do what she wanted and needed to do. It turned out that was so much easier when you were with someone who wanted and needed it just as much. And she knew Frankie wanted her every bit as much as she wanted Frankie. Tilly could feel it in the way Frankie’s hands moved over her back, the way they gripped her like she was afraid of ever letting Tilly go, like she loved Tilly with her whole heart.
When they pulled apart, Tilly felt like she was turning to jelly again, only this time, it was a million times better and they really were both getting everything they ever wanted.
Frankie laughed, a lightness filling her that Tilly hadn’t seen enough of lately. It was exactly the same way Tilly felt.
She wiped the tears from Frankie’s face, giggling when Frankie reached up to do the same to her. She was so unbelievably happy. Before this moment, she’d never even known it was possible to be so happy.
Frankie’s arms wrapped back around Tilly, a huge smile on her face as her eyes ran over and over Tilly’s face. She looked so in love. Tilly couldn’t believe her luck.
Tilly gestured with her elbow to the table beside them. “You know that’s not what I ordered, right?” she laughed.
Frankie rolled her eyes, her head falling forwards so her forehead leaned against Tilly’s. “I’m not what you ordered either but you seem pretty happy about that.”
Tilly giggled. “Happier than you’ll ever know.”
“Of course you are. I’m amazing,” Frankie said, her regular bravado missing, made soft by the emotion of the moment.
“You really are,” Tilly agreed.
June groaned from behind them. “Don’t tell her that, Tilly. Her ego is big enough as it is.”
“You’re just jealous because I’m amazing and Tilly likes me better than she likes you,” Frankie said, pulling her tongue out at June.
“Yes, I’m so very sad that your girlfriend likes you better than me. Whatever shall I do with my life?” June rolled her eyes, wrapping an arm around Andi’s waist, entirely unaware of the butterflies she had set off in Tilly’s stomach with the word girlfriend. She and Frankie needed to talk about it, probably, but Frankie was going to be her girlfriend. She could die of happiness but she didn’t want to because then she’d miss out on Frankie and that was entirely unacceptable.
“Don’t worry,” Andi said, kissing the top of June’s head. “I like you more than I like anyone else in the entire world.”
Tilly smiled. All of those times she’d known the way she looked at Frankie was too similar to the way Andi and June looked at each other solidified in her mind, they were okay, they were real and true, and they made sense.
Tilly’s moms and Snap rejoined them, huge smiles on each of their faces and her moms more than a little misty-eyed.
“I think we’re going to need a slightly bigger booth,” Jules said, indicating their suddenly doubled group size.
Tilly leaned into Frankie. There was nothing better than having all of her favorite people in the same place. She felt so loved and so connected and that was definitely something new for her. She thought she might be able to get used to it.
“Too right,” Frankie told Jules. “This just became a celebration.”
“We’re not throwing you a Frankie party,” June said, laughing.
“I mean, obviously you all want to celebrate me, but I’m here to celebrate my beautiful love. And so should you be. She’s the best thing ever,” she said, beaming at Tilly and leaning in to kiss her again, slow, soft, and perfect.




Epilogue

Six months later


Tilly was positively bouncing in her seat as they taxied to the gate. She’d spent so much time going back and forth between LA and Vermont over the last six months that she was an old hand at flying now. A year ago, she’d never have imagined she’d be that kind of person, but here she was. She’d come so far—both literally and figuratively—over the last twelve months and she was proud of herself.
But that wasn’t why she was so excited.
The person in the seat next to her eyed her, confusion written across their face, as they waited for the plane’s staff to let them disembark. She supposed she did look a little like she was hopped up on too much caffeine, but she couldn’t help herself. She hadn’t even had any caffeine. She hadn’t slept on the way here, either. She imagined once she arrived at Frankie’s apartment and it registered that, this time, she didn’t have to leave in a couple of days, she’d crash hard.
The last week had been a whirlwind of packing everything she hadn’t already left in LA on previous visits as they built up to this moment, spending as much time as possible with the people she loved, and reassuring them she and Frankie would come back to visit lots. There had been tears and laughter and the most epic day of playing TSL with her moms, Snap, June, and Andi yesterday, with food from Tapenade and Marina’s, of course, and Frankie video calling in once she was done with work.
Frankie had initially been upset that she couldn’t take time off work to come help Tilly pack up and say goodbye, but Tilly secretly loved this. She’d always found it romantic when one of them was meeting the other at the airport, and she imagined it would be doubly so when they didn’t have an imminent departure hovering over them.
The doors of the plane unlocked and people packed the aisles. Even in her excitement, Tilly stayed seated. She’d learned a lot about traveling in the last six months, including that she preferred a window seat if she thought she could get away without going to the bathroom because she liked to wait until most people were off the plane before getting up. When she was in an aisle seat, there was pressure to jump up immediately and that gave her astronomical levels of anxiety—pressure from her seatmates, the oddness of squeezing into the crowd of people all desperate to surge forwards, the question of what if a crewmember needed to get by in an emergency and she couldn’t get out of the way…? It just wasn’t worth it.
Plus, with baggage claim, she’d learned that getting off the plane didn’t get you out of the airport any faster, so, unless she was desperate for the bathroom, she couldn’t bring herself to run off the plane as quickly as possible.
When it was mostly clear, she grabbed her things and headed towards the door, a huge smile on her face. She thanked the crew whilst marveling at the sunny day streaming in through the plane’s little windows. It was such a change from the Vermont winter she’d left behind and felt so reflective of her mood.
The minute she was out and free, her head was whipping this way and that to locate Frankie. They’d done this enough times that they were both professionals at it but she couldn’t shake the excited eagerness that filled her.
As soon as she spotted that shock of cropped red hair and the tan skin she’d gotten used to since Frankie moved here, she felt like her insides were all shifting, dropping into place like the tumblers in a lock. She was happy and home, here, with Frankie.
Frankie’s grin was just as enormous as Tilly’s as she strode purposefully to meet her, brandishing a bouquet that looked like a strawberry peach smoothie in floral form.
Tilly laughed and felt herself welling up. She’d cried so much in airports over the last six months, there were no words to describe the joy of knowing this was the last time they had to do that. She assumed she’d still cry about things, crying was healthy and healing she had learned, but at least it wouldn’t be over having to leave Frankie again.
Frankie wrapped her arms around Tilly and pulled her into the tightest hug. “Never letting you go again,” she said, her voice low and husky in Tilly’s ear.
Tilly giggled. “Luckily, you don’t have to. I live here now, don’t you know?”
“Funnily enough,” Frankie said, pulling back to look at her, “I do know that.”
Tilly smiled, leaning in to kiss her. The first kiss after they reunited was always so sweet and filled with longing and emotion. She couldn’t wait to see which other kisses they discovered now that they got to live together.
Frankie smirked at her. “You know, while it’s technically winter here too, this outfit is entirely unseasonal.” She waved the hand with the bouquet to gesture to Tilly’s fleece leggings, denim shirt, and knitted sweater.
“Interestingly, I had noticed that, thank you. But it was freezing where I left, so this was necessary.” She had made the decision on the basis that she often got cold on planes, that LAX was air-conditioned, and that Frankie loved to blast the AC in her car, so she doubted there would be many places before the apartment that she’d be getting too hot.
Frankie offered her the bouquet. “Well, then, shall we get you home so we can get you out of those clothes and into something a little more appropriate?”
Tilly looked at Frankie over the flowers she was smelling, knowing exactly what that tone meant. Heat that had nothing to do with the climate shot through her and then kept on coming the whole way back to the apartment with the way Frankie would reach over and run a finger teasingly up Tilly’s thigh before returning her hand to the wheel. She’d then drive as if nothing had happened, wait until Tilly’s breathing evened out again, and repeat to keep Tilly constantly on the edge of desperation.
“You know,” Tilly said, her voice a little shakier than she’d have liked, as they were pulling onto their street, “we did just have sex two days ago.”
“I know,” Frankie replied emphatically. “I got you off with that remote control vibrator. It was amazing. But it was still phone sex. I haven’t had you in person for far too long, and I’m not going to be sorry that I think my girlfriend is the sexiest person alive.”
Tilly still felt tingly at being Frankie’s girlfriend, even six months later. She wondered if that would ever go away. She hoped not.
Frankie insisted on getting her suitcase so Tilly led the way with her flowers to the familiar apartment. So much time had been spent here over the last six months, so many of her things already moved in, that it already felt like her home. Of course it did, this was Frankie’s space and Frankie was home, but it was Tilly’s space now, too.
She ran her fingers over the pansexual flag magnet Frankie had bought her a few months ago. It lived right next to Frankie’s lesbian flag one on the fridge and made Tilly’s heart swell every time she saw them together.
As she walked into the main living area, her gaze caught on the extended desk set up they’d installed under the window—half hers, half Frankie’s. It was so much the two of them. Frankie’s half was filled with art and chaos. Tilly’s half was meticulously organized and minimal. She smiled, thinking about getting to work from there every day. Over the last six months, she’d already begun working remotely so that she and her moms could test out all of the logistics and things they needed to figure out. It had gone surprisingly smoothly, which they were all happy about. Tilly had been sad about the prospect of having to find another job and no longer working at Fenchurch Furniture. Luckily, when she’d brought it up with her moms, they’d looked at her in sheer confusion and insisted she wasn’t allowed to leave unless that was what she really wanted. Fenchurch just got to be bi-coastal now, and her moms were convinced it was going to be great for business.
Frankie came up behind her, sweeping her braided hair out of the way to kiss her neck. Tilly felt herself melting backward into Frankie and the kisses.
“Do you want me to take a shower first?” she asked. “I have been on a plane all day.”
“Absolutely not.” Frankie paused, pulling her lips away from Tilly’s neck. “Well, unless you want to?”
Tilly shook her head. She wanted a shower, but she wanted Frankie first.
“Good,” Frankie said, her voice that low octave Tilly hadn’t realized she had until the first time they’d had sex. Now, all she had to do was break it out and Tilly would become ridiculously turned on. It was a power Frankie enjoyed more than a little.
Tilly turned around to pull her into a deep, sensual kiss, moving willingly when Frankie began maneuvering them towards the bed.
They stopped when the backs of Tilly’s legs met the frame. Frankie pulled back to look at her. She loved it when Frankie looked at her like that, like she was the best, most beautiful thing in the world. It made her feel so loved. She knew she looked at Frankie the exact same way because, to her, Frankie absolutely was the best, most beautiful thing in the world, and she felt so lucky to be hers.
Frankie kept her eyes locked with Tilly’s as her fingers trailed down her sides to the hem of Tilly’s sweater. Agonizingly slowly, she pulled it up and over Tilly’s head.
Tilly had been surprised to find out just how soft, slow, and deliberate Frankie was in bed. She was so bold in most areas of her life, but she made love how she drew—like she was creating art.
As Frankie began unbuttoning Tilly’s shirt, Tilly moved her hands slowly under Frankie’s t-shirt, pulling it up as her hands traced over soft, smooth, beautiful skin. She stopped when she reached Frankie’s bra, teasing her fingers over the clasp, the t-shirt just covering her breasts.
Frankie hummed happily as she got Tilly’s shirt open and began running her fingers along the edges of Tilly’s bra.
Tilly leaned in to kiss her again and she undid the catches on Frankie’s bra and teased the straps down her arms to allow Tilly to sneak her hands inside to brush her thumbs over Frankie’s nipples.
Frankie moaned into the kiss, her hips bucking eagerly. Tilly loved having her like this, loved being with her like this.
She slipped her hands out from under Frankie’s bra and shirt to remove the rest of both their clothes. She couldn’t wait any longer to have Frankie naked again. Frankie had been right when she said it had been too long. Any time not having her like this was far, far too long.
Once they were both naked, Frankie’s eyes ran up and down Tilly’s body like she couldn’t get enough of her. As their eyes met, Frankie’s darkened and Tilly felt a jolt in her core, excited at whatever Frankie was about to suggest for them.
“Vibrator?” Frankie asked, reaching a hand out to run from Tilly’s thigh up to her nipple.
Tilly nodded. They had multiple vibrators and she didn’t know which one Frankie meant but she didn’t care about the details, she just wanted Frankie and wanted her now. Her core was aching with need, electricity pulsing between Frankie’s fingers on her nipple and her clit making her wetter and more desperate every second.
Frankie leaned in to nip at Tilly’s breast, making something delicious erupt inside Tilly, before she moved to the side and pulled a box out from under the bed.
She stood up a moment later holding a purple couple’s vibrator in her hand and Tilly just about died. She needed it immediately.
She moved onto the bed, spreading her legs eagerly. Before Frankie, she had never been so comfortable sexually. With her, she felt safe and adored, and adoring. She wanted and that was perfectly okay. It was more freeing than Tilly ever could have imagined. And more of a turn-on than she’d expected.
Frankie watched her with dark, needy eyes as she moved around to clean the vibrator again before they used it. When she returned to the bed, standing between Tilly’s spread legs, she looked as desperate as Tilly felt.
She put one foot up onto the bed frame, exposing her hot, wet core to Tilly. She was perfect, beautiful, and so, so sexy. Tilly could never get enough.
As Frankie inserted one end into herself, they both moaned. Tilly writhed on the bed, beyond desperate to have Frankie between her thighs, pressing against her.
Frankie looked almost delirious with pleasure once the vibrator was in place and she was positioning herself on top of Tilly, pressing their clits towards one another, the vibrator between them, sending them to another place entirely.
Tilly’s head fell backward, her eyes closing as sensation ripped through her. This was one of her favorite ways to have sex and she loved that it was what Frankie had chosen to welcome her home at long last.
She opened her eyes to look up at Frankie. She was so beautiful like this—hovering above Tilly, her hips gyrating as she rode her pleasure higher and higher.
Tilly moved one hand to play with Frankie’s nipples, teasing her fingers over them each in turn, trailing her hand across Frankie’s chest lightly. She loved the way it made Frankie moan. She loved how guttural Frankie’s moans became the closer she got to coming.
Frankie’s fingers laced into Tilly’s free hand, pinning it to the mattress. Tilly squeezed her hand harder and harder the closer she got, her hips moving desperately and erratically to meet Frankie and the vibrator held between them.
Their eyes locked and Tilly knew that her own were as filled with love and desire as Frankie’s were.
Frankie began to tense and twitch and Tilly knew she was going to come soon. She let herself go completely, allowing herself to give in to her own oncoming orgasm. Still, they held eye contact—intense, consuming, incredible—right up until the moment Frankie’s orgasm tipped over and her head whipped back as she moaned loudly and erotically.
The sight and sound of Frankie coming, pushed Tilly over the edge. Everything in the world disappeared except her, Frankie, and the pleasure surging in her clit.
She heard herself gasping, seemingly from miles away with the way her ears popped from the pleasure.
Frankie sagged over her and kissed her, reaching between them to turn off the vibrator when she was certain they’d both finished coming.
Tilly had barely come back from her orgasm when she was floating and sinking into Frankie’s kiss. She felt as though all of her limbs were in a different plane of existence as they fizzed with ecstasy.
Frankie moved to lie next to Tilly, a hand trailing over her stomach as she propped herself up on one elbow.
Tilly smiled up at her. “Thank you.”
“Oh, no, thank you,” Frankie replied with a grin.
Tilly giggled. “I didn’t just mean about that. I mean, that too, but for everything—the flowers, coming to get me, letting me move in, loving me. Just, all of it.”
Frankie’s expression softened. “You’re welcome. Thank you too, for all of it.”
Tilly lifted herself awkwardly to meet Frankie in a kiss. Her body still felt melted and uncoordinated. She was going to need more time before she could stand, but kisses were important and worth the effort.
When she fell back towards the mattress, Frankie followed, running her nose over Tilly’s cheek. “And welcome home,” she said softly, but her voice was thick with emotion.
Tilly’s heart exploded with happiness and she let herself get lost entirely in the scent and feel of Frankie against her, in all of the love she had for this woman, in the journey that had brought them here, and in finally being home. 
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