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  To my tribe of geeks. This one is for you. 
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The day had turned from a fender bender to a full-blown car fire.

Roxie stepped into her house, her phone buzzing with the texts and calls she ignored. Beer. She needed a fucking beer. And maybe some food after, but priorities. The tangerine scent of her plug-in sprays filtered her way, mingling with the rich fir from the sturdy floorboards.

Belmont bolted forward, the fluffy white beast a blur of plaintive meows.

“Yeah, you’re hungry. I know,” Roxie muttered, dropping her messenger bag on the floor.

She slogged over to the pantry beside the kitchen and poured kibble into the porcelain bowl Bel shoved his little face into. The loud crunches echoed a moment later. Her feet ached, and she teetered on the precipice of a headache after all the issues lobbed at her today. Most of them came from Tabletop Tavern, the bustling board game café she co-owned on the sunny streets of San Francisco.

Derek quit this morning, i.e. stormed out right in the middle of a rush, which had been the first problem.

Then their back fridge started leaking, which would need replacing, and Julian burnt his hand, which took their main chef temporarily out of action. Her mother’s phone calls cinched the garbage day. Based on the somewhat coherent messages her mother had left, Clara Esposito wanted a meetup. And by meetup, she meant money. Roxie swallowed hard, her throat too dry. For her mother, love was conditional.

Roxie leaned against the counter and swept a hand through her thick hair, still in waves from pulling it into a bun all day. Right. Beer. Beer was good. She cracked her fridge open and snagged one of her mango IPAs. With a crack from the bottle opener on her fridge, the top popped off, and she took the first refreshing sip.

Fuck, she needed to place an order for a few new expansion packs that had fallen by the wayside today. Trouble with running a board game café was they had to stay current on the latest and greatest in the industry. She swigged another sip of beer, hoping that ever-elusive relief would burst through her veins. Nope.

Her phone buzzed in her bag again, and she resisted the urge to kick it.

An hour. One hour to eat, decompress, and then she’d start looking at reviews for commercial fridges. Caleb handled the hiring, so he’d deal with the Derek absence, and Jasper plunged neck-deep in editing their website. The stack of bills glared up at her from her flecked granite kitchen counters. Most days, she loved owning a business, especially one geeky, like-minded folks flocked to. However, the odd day out, she drowned in debt and a to-do list that multiplied every time she looked at it.

Thank god she shared this business with her two best friends.

Roxie tugged off her hoodie and flung it to the floor beside her bag. She swigged another sip of the mango IPA and let out a sigh before she cracked open the fridge and peered inside. Dinner was a thing she needed to figure out.

Days like these, that hollow thump she tried to ignore grew stronger than ever. She’d resigned herself to singlehood, but goddamn, sometimes the longing threatened to tug her under. The idea of having someone to come home made her ache like a fresh bruise.

The doorbell rang, a shrill bzzzzt that had her rolling to her tiptoes like she’d bolt. Belmont raced toward the door, stopped, stared at her, and then scampered off in the opposite direction. Roxie glanced at her hoodie feet away on the floor and down to the weathered Empire Strikes Back shirt she wore. Not worth reaching down to slip that back on. Exhaustion stretched her like stale gum.

Roxie headed for the door, hoping the visitor was anyone but her mother.

She cracked the door open.

A hot-as-sin redhead who looked to be about her age stood in front of her. The woman couldn’t be more than an inch over five feet, but her gaze burned with intensity that screamed “don’t fuck with me.” With a skintight tank top and jeans ensemble placing those sinuous curves on full display, Roxie couldn’t help but linger. Flame hair fell in cascades down her shoulders, and when she offered a smile, all the formidableness melted with the way she lit the room. Damn.

Roxie shut her jaw, slipping a lock of hair behind her ear before she responded. “Hey, can I help you?” Her worn T-shirt stood out like a neon sign. She should’ve gotten changed, maybe washed her hair, or leapt into a vat of bleach—anything but her status quo.

The woman thrust her hand out to shake. “I’m Melody Roberts, though you can call me Mel. Pleased to meet you.”

Roxie stared at her for a second, the name not registering. The woman stared at her like she was supposed to be here.

Oh, shit.

“You’re here about the room for rent, aren’t you?” Roxie said, wanting to smack herself in the head. After searching for weeks, she’d settled on an applicant who passed the credit check, had a decent job, and via email seemed like she wouldn’t snort coke in the bathroom. The one she’d invited over tonight to get situated. “I’m Roxanne Esposito. Please, forgive me for being so rude.”

Mel’s brows drew together. “Did I mess up the date and time or something?” The dim amber lights of her foyer placed her freckles on clear display, like those details didn’t make her more adorable. God, she needed to stop staring like a creeper.

Roxie ran a hand through her hair. “You got the date and time right, I’m just a moron. I swear, I’m normally not this absentminded. Come on in and I’ll show you around the place.” Guess she didn’t need the hoodie with the way embarrassment cloaked her right now. Her cheeks reddened.

“Thank fuck,” Mel responded, stepping past her into the house. “I’m not going to lie, I’m super anxious, and this rental was a lifesaver, so I didn’t want to screw anything up. My job had me flipping my life upside down in a matter of weeks.”

The scent of black tea and berries wafted Roxie’s way, and she couldn’t help the way her heart started pumping faster. She needed to get out or get laid more—this woman would be renting a room from her, not sharing her bed.

Though her bed had been empty for far too long.

“Where are you from?” Roxie asked, heading over to the fridge. “Can I offer you a beer? Coffee?”

“East Coast, around Philly area,” Mel said, walking in stride with her. “And I would kill for a coffee.”

The brisk accent made sense now. So close, she couldn’t help but notice the height difference between them or the woman’s petite features, from her button nose to her rounded shoulders.

Even though she’d been seconds from passing out on the couch before, her body woke up like she’d chugged a five-hour energy shot. Roxie tugged at the hem of her shirt, hoping it didn’t ride up to expose her too-wide hips.

“Right, let me get some coffee prepped so I don’t end up a human sacrifice,” she said, offering a grin in Mel’s direction. The woman’s eyes crinkled with her smile, the friendliness like overdosing on sunshine.

“I’ll spare you,” Mel responded with an impish grin, “for now.” She trailed her fingers along the countertops and peered around the kitchen, curiosity reflecting in her aquamarine eyes. Roxie’s heart hammered loud enough Mel could probably hear it, but she worked on pouring the water, grinding the locally roasted beans, and setting the beast of a machine to brew.

“Want to see the rest of the place while the coffee’s going?” Roxie asked, jerking a thumb toward the steps. Mel’s stare landed on her with an intense scrutiny that made her wish she’d met her fresh-faced and dressed in at least a clean T-shirt that fit rather than this threadbare thing. She scratched the back of her neck. “Crap, I should’ve asked before. Did you have anything you’re moving in today?”

Mel shook her head. “We were figuring out the details today, so I left a mixture of my stuff in the car and the hotel. And I’d love to see the rest of the place. This Victorian looks adorable outside and in.”

Roxie tilted her head, leading the way to the steps. “Got it from my aunt after she passed, quirky paint job included. She figured the lesbians of the family needed to watch out for each other.”

She almost stopped midstep, realizing what slipped out. Fuck. Her cheeks burned as she waited for the reaction to hit. Either folks didn’t blink, or she’d see the telltale recoil.

“Your aunt sounds like an awesome lady,” Melody said, again with a sunshine smile revealing white teeth and a few crooked ones. Roxie’s chest thumped harder. Relief cascaded through her so strong she forgot to breathe. On the scale, Mel didn’t blink, which was a win.

“Yeah, she was,” Roxie responded with a grateful grin. “Aunt Mandy was my safety raft growing up. The woman was an out lesbian when things were a lot tougher around here.” Ever since the lung cancer hit and they lost her, Roxie had never quite found her footing. She tugged on the hem of her shirt for the thousandth time, the thin fabric almost tearing with the movement.

The narrow hallway stretched before her with Aunt Mandy’s floral paintings on either side and copper sconces that gave it a more antiquated feel. She’d been walking this corridor since she was a kid, and even now, nearing thirty, the same comfort filtered through her. When they came up to the first dusty blue door on the right, Roxie rapped the wall. “This is my room. You need anything and I’ll be right here.”

Damn if that didn’t sound like a come-on. She was two seconds from slamming her head through the plaster wall and hoping the collision would erase the memories of her awkwardness.

Mel swung her arms at her side, a slight skip in her step as she peered in through the doorway. “Cute. Am I this one?” She pointed to the next door to the left.

“Nope. I’m not one for keeping people in closets,” Roxie responded. “In case you weren’t able to tell by the lesbian about me.”

Mel snorted, her eyes sparkling in amusement. “Good, because I don’t like getting stuck in any.”

Roxie’s heart stuttered at the quick response and how Melody’s piercing gaze swung her way. Was that a hint? If her new roommate was into women, she might die on the spot. Get it together, Esposito. Even if she was into women, Roxie never topped anyone’s attraction lists.

“All right, let’s get you to an actual room,” Roxie responded, trying to cover the flush to her cheeks. She sped to the open door at the end of the corridor. “You’ll be in this one.”

Mel slipped past her, their arms brushing against each other’s. Electricity arced up her spine. Roxie sucked in a sharp breath. She’d experienced entire relationships without this punch of attraction.

Mel strode around the room, her eyes widening as she soaked the place in. The overhead lights caused the cream sheets of the four-poster bed to glow, and the hickory dressers soaked up the rest of the rays. Between the Edison bulb lamp on the desk in the corner, the elaborate exposed clock on the wall, and the absinthe-green curtains, this room had a definite steampunk vibe she’d worked hard on. Fixing the house always relaxed her.

“You can do whatever you like with the room,” Roxie said, slipping the escaped strand of hair into place. “Make it feel a little more like home.”

“Thanks,” Mel said, spinning to face her. Those cerulean eyes were earnest in a way she couldn’t look away from. “With the way everything shifted so fast, I’ve barely gotten a second to breathe let alone get to know San Francisco. If I wanted the promotion though, the transfer was my one shot.”

“Congrats on the new gig,” Roxie said, clutching the doorframe.

Mel ducked her head, glancing to the ground. “Let’s hope I made the right call.”

Roxie chewed on her lip. The woman broadcasted her emotions like no one she’d ever met. She took a few steps to close the distance between them and placed a hand on her shoulder, even though her nerves jangled. She half expected Mel to shake it off. Instead, the woman lifted her chin to stare her in the eyes.

“Hey, I’ve spent my whole life here, so if you need someone to show you around, I’m your girl. Change is terrifying, I get it. But you took the risk for a reason, right?”

Mel’s gaze warmed, and the smile returned to her face. The look swirled through her like whiskey on a cool night. Roxie realized her hand still rested on Mel’s shoulder. A flush rose to her cheeks as she snatched it back.

“I’ll take you up on that,” Melody said, tugging at the end of her ponytail. “I would die without people.”

“You talk about killing and death a lot. Should I be worried?” Roxie asked, heading back toward the door. She couldn’t help the amused grin tugging her lips.

“Don’t worry, I won’t pull a Ted Bundy on you,” Melody responded. “I get my aggression out on the track.”

Roxie cast a glance back, her eyebrow raised. They continued through the hallway, the familiar creaks echoing with their steps. In the distance, the coffee maker spat and hissed.

“I play derby,” Mel clarified, swerving past her to clatter down the steps. “Or at least, I did in Philly. I’m assuming you guys have leagues out here I can join?”

Oh, holy hell, this wasn’t fair. On top of being smoking hot, sweet, and funny, Mel played roller derby. Roxie fanned herself, pretending she got overheated and hadn’t become far too attracted to this woman.

“I can help with that one,” Roxie responded. They returned to the kitchen, the rich scent of roasted coffee waiting to greet them. “I’ve got a bunch of friends on the local leagues. We’ll get you situated as soon as possible.”

The coffee maker sputtered like it’d seized in its last death throes when they stepped into the kitchen. Roxie winced and placed her palm on the counter. “It just complains sometimes. You’ll get used to the grumbles. The sound’s endearing, kinda.”

“I mean, I get it,” Melody responded in pure sarcasm. “I love bowels of hell gurgles and Cthulhu screams. Best wake-up ever.”

Roxie snagged a mug and poured her a cup, trying to ignore the desperate thump-thump-thump of her heart. “How do you like your coffee? Do you have any questions for me about rent or bills or whatever?” Roxie set out a spoon, the sugar, and half-and-half and gestured to Melody before she snagged her neglected IPA.

“We went over that in the emails, so I think I’m solid, but I do have a question,” Melody said, dumping a heaping spoonful of sugar into her coffee before tapping in a splash of half-and-half. Roxie swigged another mouthful of beer and leaned against the counter. Melody glanced back to her. “What do you do for a living? We went over my job security and financials before signing the rental agreement, but I don’t know much about you.”

Roxie ran a hand through her hair—she couldn’t seem to stop trying to smooth out her appearance. “I just opened a board game café with a few friends this past year. So, we’re there pretty much all the time. In case the Star Wars tee or the vast collection of board games weren’t a tip off, I’m a huge geek.”

Mel clutched the mug of coffee, took a sip, and then moaned. Damn if the sound didn’t make Roxie’s libido kick-start to life again. She clutched her beer a little tighter, as if the chilled liquid might cool down the inferno inside her.

“This is perfect,” Mel said. “And a board game café sounds like an amazing spot to get to know people. I haven’t played a bunch or anything, but I’m hoping you’re open to teaching newbies there?”

Roxie leaned back, her elbows on the counter. “I’ll teach you anything you want.” Christ, everything came out of her mouth suggestively. Mortification slow-dripped through her. “Just find me at the café and I’ll set you up.” Like her follow-up was a solid save. Her mind scrambled in this woman’s presence, and she would be living with her, at least for the next year.

“I’m relieved you’re a geek,” Melody admitted, her palms wrapped around the mug and the steam wafting off the cup. “My last roommate was a neat freak who swooned over The Bachelor all the time and pretty much strove to be a Kardashian. We had nothing in common, and the awkward conversation eventually turned into silence when we both stopped trying.”

“Well, I can’t promise any award-winning conversation,” Roxie said, taking another swig from her bottle. “I’m awkward on my best days.”

Mel shook her head, those gorgeous eyes gleaming as she stared at her. “I get gut feelings about people, and you’re one of the good ones. I think we’ll be just fine.”

Roxie flushed at the praise from the woman she’d been lusting after these past seventeen minutes. Rooming with her was probably a bad idea. A bad, bad idea. She opened her mouth to respond when Mel continued.

“I hope it’s okay with you if Will comes to visit in a few weeks,” Mel said, casting her a questioning look. “When I first made the call to move, I promised to fly him out so we could spend time together.”

Roxie’s stomach sank. “Will?”

“Oh, yeah, my boyfriend,” she responded, taking a sip from her coffee again before she scrunched her nose. “Well, ex—fuck, it’s still new. He didn’t approve of the move, but we’re trying to give the whole friendship thing a go.”

Roxie’s hopes shattered on the concrete. Of course. Not only was someone like Mel fresh out of a relationship, but she also wasn’t gay. She forced a grin. “Of course he can stay. Can’t wait to meet him.”

Liar. Liar. Liar.

She might’ve just met Melody Roberts, but the crush flared more intensely than any in a long, long while. One year of close proximity with this bombshell and Roxie was pretty sure she’d detonate.
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Move-in day had arrived.

Mel pulled into the driveway to the gorgeous Victorian she’d be renting a room in, at least for the next year, in the colorful, splashy SOMA district. Throughout the week, she’d brought some of her boxes over, and this was the remainder. Good riddance, hotel room. Relief flooded through her at the idea of having a kitchen and a stable location again. A little less transitory. She turned the engine to the car off and sat there for a moment, drumming her fingertips on the steering wheel.

Her head still spun from the quickness of the move. One minute she was living in her apartment in Ardmore with Will, feeling so stuck she could burn down the whole building, and the next, she’d packed up to find a place in San Francisco.

She and Will had fought something vicious the day she got the offer, and the venom he spewed clanged around in her head even now, leaving deep scratches in her psyche. She’d felt like a monster calling it quits between them, but after six months of trying to end the relationship, she finally cut that cord. The best she could offer was an attempt at friendship. Mel squeezed her steering wheel tight. She still wasn’t sure if he’d gotten the memo, given the insistent way he’d been calling.

The front door creaked open, and Roxie stepped out. The breath snagged in Melody’s throat.

Roxie had pulled her dark, thick hair into a ponytail, and the muscle shirt she wore showcased toned arms on an already solid frame. Mel studied the tattoo wound around Roxie’s bicep, an outstretched tree and the phrase “But in the end it’s only a passing thing, this shadow; even darkness must pass.” Because of course her new roommate had a Lord of the Rings tattoo. Her careful eyebrows, those deep brown eyes, and dimples caused her to stare every time. Living with someone as sexy as her would be an exercise in restraint.

No one needed the shitshow of baggage she was toting along from her last relationship.

Mel hopped out of her car and slapped the top of it with her palm. Roxie descended the steps in front of the house, heading her way. The woman didn’t broadcast some big or bombastic personality, but the small grin she offered seized all of Mel’s attention.

“You know I could do this myself,” Mel said. The last thing she needed was for her new maybe-friend to think she was needy, even if she felt that way most days. “You’re already offering me a place to live, which is sweet enough. You don’t have to help me move in.”

“Hey, I’ve been working so much my gym membership lapsed,” Roxie said, flashing her a grin. She flexed her arm, revealing smooth, defined muscle. “Don’t take away my chance at exercise.” Her tan skin gleamed in the sun, and Mel’s gaze lingered a little longer than intended.

“All right, champ,” she said, hoping she wasn’t too obvious with all her blatant stares. She snagged the first box from the back. “Here you go.”

Roxie lifted a brow and ducked past to hoist one over her shoulder and then snag the box Mel held. “I can handle a little more than that.” Roxie emanated this earthiness Mel found herself drawn to, and her low voice scraped like fingernails over skin, causing a delicious shudder.

With a grunt, Roxie strode for the steps again. Heat rose to Mel’s cheeks, and she resisted the urge to fan herself at the sight of her roommate throwing around those boxes like they weighed nothing.

Mel tightened her ponytail and leaned in to grab another big box. Couldn’t look like a total weakling. The length strained at her shorter-than-average arm span, and sweat pricked on her brow by the time she reached the staircase inside. Of course, her room lay at the very end of the hall. Roxie saluted with two fingers when she passed her, and Mel flashed her a grin.

“We’ll be able to knock this out in no time,” Roxie called back, all light optimism.

Maybe if she just raced the rest of the way… Mel scampered ahead with the box, and the damn thing almost flipped to the floor. She pulled an about-turn to try and catch up, jogging down the first set of steps and then the outdoor ones to find Roxie hefting another two boxes.

A couple of strands of hair stuck to the woman’s neck, and her forehead glistened, her cheeks flushed as she slung them up and over again. Mel’s breath quickened by the time she reached the car. Fuckballs. Two at a time again—which was a temptation for falling on her ass. Roxie vanished inside the house by the time Mel tucked the first onto her shoulder, and then she attempted another, because she was full of great ideas today.

Mel hadn’t taken three steps forward when the box on her right shoulder slid. She clutched stubbornly to it even though her small, rounded shoulders gave a hearty “fuck you” to the extra weight. Another box was nothing compared to the lumps she took on the track. Her old league would laugh if they saw her struggling with these measly boxes. Mel sucked in a sharp breath and then forced her way up the stairs, one careful step at a time. Sweat beaded on her palms, and her grip slipped a few times.

By some miracle, she reached the top of the outside steps and passed through the front door to make it inside, even as the box on her right threatened to teeter over to the side. Mel fixed her gaze on the narrow staircase to the second floor, striding through the foyer toward it. Her palm grew even sweatier, and her grasp on the box slipped again. She leaned to try and hike it over her shoulder.

The box on the left shoulder decided to join in on the sliding game too. Mel tilted to the side too late. The box of god-knew-what tumbled for the floor. Mel lunged forward, but the weight on her other shoulder threw her off-kilter. She stumbled.

The box thudded to the ground with a heavy whumph, but a pair of hands wrapped around her waist, steadying her. Roxie stood in front of Mel, keeping her upright, and this close she caught the scent of amber and honey. A flush lit her cheeks. Melody tried to ignore the way those palms burned into her waist, like the touch tattooed on her skin.

“You okay?” Roxie asked, concern clear in her dark eyes.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Melody said, pulling away to straighten the box on her left shoulder. “I got little overexcited and blew my load. Clearly, these shoulders aren’t made for lifting.”

Roxie snorted, bringing a hand up to try and cover her grin. “Right. Why don’t we both carry one box at a time, for safety reasons.”

Melody’s blush grew darker. Ugh, this woman was sweet enough to cause a toothache. “Okay, sure. Safety reasons.”

They made quick work of the remaining boxes, repeating the walk to her new room until she had it memorized. By the time they’d finished the carload, Melody’s stomach rumbled something fierce.

“Please tell me you know a close place to grab food,” Melody asked Roxie as they both stepped into the kitchen. “I would murder someone for a burger right now.”

The lazy afternoon sun crawled through this spacious kitchen from the wide, arched windows. An island sat in the center of the room, and tons of counter space lined the sides, made from gleaming, flecked granite. She hadn’t gotten much of a chance to absorb the house between her quick tour and trips to move boxes, but damn, this place had charm. Little details struck her now, from the polished hardwood cabinets to the spotless backsplash. Everything seemed to have a place, an order—something she was likely to mess up quick.

Her last roommate hated that about her. Mel swallowed hard. Not like she was swimming in friendships.

Roxie grabbed two glasses and filled them with water.

“So bloodthirsty,” she said with a smile before offering her a glass. “Lucky for you, I know the perfect spot. No murder necessary. We can even walk there from here.”

Melody chugged the glass of water, trying to focus on the liquid in her cup rather than the sheen of sweat making Roxie’s biceps gleam. Even if her heart hadn’t taken the “newly single” memo, her traitorous body clearly had. “That sounds perfect. Let’s head over now. Before I chew my arm off.”

Roxie cast a glance down. Her muscle shirt was glued to her chest from sweat, highlighting her curves. “Like this?”

A wolfish grin spread on Melody’s face. She was just as sweaty and disheveled. “Exactly like this. Unless you’re planning on dragging me to some fancy steak house or something.”

Roxie shook her head, a half-smile clinging to her lips. “All right, let me take you to Cari’s Diner. We can get there in minutes, before you go on a murdering spree.”

Relief thudded through her at the flow of their conversation. Talking to Roxie felt as easy as speeding down the highway in the middle of July, a comfort she missed. Not like the constant game of “who can feel worse” that came with Will or the prickle of expectations from most of the folks at home.

Melody dipped down to grab her purse, and Roxie slung her messenger bag over her shoulder, taking the lead out of the house. After locking up, they headed down the block, a parade of brightly colored houses on either side, ones similar to Roxie’s Victorian. The sounds were casual around here, the occasional shout in the air when neighbors called to each other, and the people in this city sauntered by. San Francisco was night-and-day different from the bustle on the East Coast, all honks, clipped footsteps, and hollers. The scents of roasted meat filled the air, and her stomach rumbled.

“So, is this your day off or something?” Melody asked. “I kinda figured I’d be hauling everything myself since it’s a Friday.”

“I’m heading in later,” Roxie said, heaving a sigh. “Days off aren’t possible right now with the business being so new. But I’ve made sure to cram in partial days so I don’t entirely lose it.” She ran a hand through her dark, shoulder-length hair with a natural wave.

Melody shook her head, beyond impressed that her new roommate owned a business. How fucking cool. “Consider me jealous. I’m just some boring marketing manager who’s probably going to bork her first week and get sent back to Philly.” Even as she said the words out loud, familiar anxiety prickled to the forefront. She was buzzing with nerves about Monday, and she didn’t have any solid ground to plant her feet on here.

Roxie snorted but cast her a glance. “I’m sure you’ll knock it out of the park. This is the job you’ve been waiting for, right?”

Melody nodded, the simple statement melting through her like hot cider. She flashed a grin. “I’m in the whiplash phase after diving off a cliff—the ‘oh fuck, where am I going to land part.’”

That wasn’t even the half of it. When she left home, she’d sliced off everything familiar—her relationship with Will, the job she’d worked at for ages. Even her friends had fucked off, thinking she was making insane choices, and while her family loved her, they were on the opposite side of the country. She let out a sharp breath.

A sign popped up at the end of the block for Cari’s Diner, the stylized script and chrome embellishes screaming fifties diner. Black-and-white checkerboard tile made up the bottom wall, while wide, black-framed windows offered a full view inside the place which gleamed with dim, retro lighting.

“Your feet look pretty firm on the ground to me,” Roxie said, lifting her hand to gesture to the sloping sidewalks, the colorful overhangs of different businesses, and the constant flurry of movement in every direction. “Got the job lined up, you’re all moved in, and you’re just about to discover your favorite place to eat in town—apart from my board game café, of course.”

Melody’s chest twisted. If it could be that simple. “You’re beyond sweet to take time to show the new kid around. I know you don’t have a lot of it with how much you work.”

Roxie opened her mouth and then closed it, scratching the back of her neck. The sheepish look on her face coursed through Melody’s veins like honey.

Roxie pushed the door open. “Come on, let’s get some grub.”

The scents of greasy burgers, salty fries, and lemon cleaner filled the air, which trembled with the chatter from the full booths, even midday. The black-and-white checkerboard motif continued in here along the floor, which complemented the glossy fire-engine-red seats in each booth. Neon signs hung around the walls, arrows pointing to restrooms or spelling out the diner name along the far wall. Roxie slid into the nearest seat, and Melody claimed the other side. Despite being on the opposite end of the country, dropping her ass down in a diner booth caused a wave of familiarity to settle over her.

Her phone buzzed, and she glanced to see it was Will calling. She silenced the ring, trying to ignore the brush of guilt that clung to her like dried soap. Fuck, she hated being the person to do the dumping. No better way to feel like a monster. Still, this was her chance to get to know her present, not linger in her past.

She skimmed down the menu, her gaze snagging on the burger list. “So, what do you guys do around here for fun?”

“What’s this fun you speak of?” Roxie responded, placing her plastic menu on the table. “That doesn’t gel with my all work, all the time thing.” Mel didn’t miss the subtle quirk of her lips.

Melody rolled her eyes, unable to help her grin. This woman’s dry sense of humor worked for her. “So, you’re telling me there’s pretty much Tabletop Tavern and the rest of the city’s a wasteland. A-plus sales strategy.”

“Wait, you’ve never even visited here before, have you?” Roxie asked. Their gazes locked.

Melody glanced away, because damn, the woman had mesmerizing eyes. “Nope. Never seen the Golden Gate bridge, at least until I drove into the city, or any of the big touristy sites. Don’t you guys have some panda at a zoo here or something?”

Roxie smirked. “You’re thinking San Diego.”

The waitress strolled their way, her apron as askew as her crooked smile. “Hey, ladies, what can I get for you today?”

“The mushroom burger,” Melody blurted out as if she were running in a sprint. She could eat half of this menu right now. “And I could use a glass of water and a coffee, please.” She cast an apologetic glance to Roxie as panic fluttered through her. Being rude was a great way to build a friendship, clearly. Thankfully, her roommate just smiled.

“Waffles and bacon and an iced tea for me, thanks,” Roxie said, casting a gorgeous grin toward the waitress, who all of a sudden tucked her stray strands of hair behind her ear. When the waitress stepped away to go place their orders, Roxie’s gaze returned to her, and the oxygen might as well have evacuated the room. Melody looked away first, mostly because the thump-thump-thump in her chest made her head swirl.

“All right, so once you get settled in, we’ll do the whole tourist thing,” Roxie offered. “Fisherman’s Wharf, Ghirardelli Square, and the Golden Gate Park. Sound good?”

Spending all that time with her hot roommate? Sounded dangerous.

“I’d love to” came out of her mouth anyway. Even only knowing Roxie a couple of days, she felt like they’d been friends for years. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d experienced that connection with…well, anyone. Most times it was bitching about work or politics with no one offering a real answer to “how are you.” Mel continued. “I’ll grab the fanny pack and binoculars for extra effect.”

Roxie snorted. The waitress swung back over with her coffee and Roxie’s iced tea, placing the drinks in front of them. Melody snagged the sugar packs and began tearing, attacking the coffee with her spoon next.

“You grew up here, right?” Melody asked, looking up from fixing her coffee. “Do you have family in the city?”

Roxie flicked at her straw, staring into her iced tea. “Mom lives wherever her transient ass can find a place, my Stepford sister’s parked herself at Presidio Heights, and Pops has a permanent residence at Holy Cross.” Behind the droll tone flickered the hesitancy of old scars.

Melody took a sip from her coffee, the dark, sugary taste coating her tongue. “Is your dad a priest or something?”

Roxie let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “Nah, dead.”

Well, now she was an asshole.

“Fuck, I’m sorry.” She tugged at the end of her ponytail, wishing she could sink into the floor. Maybe this was why her friends back home were so eager to ditch her. Between her and Will, they’d made their allegiance clear.

Roxie waved a hand at her. “Seriously, don’t apologize. It’s always awkward to bring up, and I haven’t found a good way to tell people yet—had over a decade to practice too.” She offered a grin, even though those brown eyes flickered with unspent sadness. Mel itched to reach out and hug her, but that was what psychos did to their new, easily frightened away friends.

“Well, that sucks regardless. I wasn’t trying to dig into any old wounds,” Mel responded, taking another sip of coffee. “Why don’t you tell me more about your crew at the board game café?”

Roxie’s shoulders relaxed, and Melody breathed a sigh of relief. Crisis averted. Maybe her new roommate wouldn’t think she was the worst like her last one did. Or most of her friends back home. Fuck, she’d become so sick of standing on the outside looking in on friendships, tapping at the glass but never being able to step through. The jealousy consumed her, a yearning she’d never been able to neatly zip up.

“Caleb and Jas are fucking amazing,” Roxie gushed, her eyes growing more animated. Cautiousness departed her features while she talked about them. “I’ve known those guys for almost a decade now, and we’ve all pretty much kept each other from drowning. Everyone’s got their damage, you know? I can’t wait to introduce you to them.” She paused and bit her lip, glancing to the iced tea in front of her. Mel’s heart thumped harder. “Enough about me though. Do you miss your family and friends back in Philly?”

Mel let out a sharp exhale. “I’m supposed to answer yes, right?”

Because that didn’t sound cranberry bitter.

Roxie’s eyes locked on her, not judging, but with a searing intensity. She’d never been good at bottling things up anyway—it was that and her awkward timing that usually sank the nail into her coffin.

“My family, yeah. I miss them,” she said. “Friend-wise though, I never had anything like the tight-knit group you’re talking about. I mean, I had folks to grab drinks with, parties to swing out to, but I don’t know. Like…no one I’d call if I got stranded on the side of the road or something.” Melody lifted her brow, fixing Roxie with a stare. “And don’t start giving me those puppy-dog sympathy eyes either. It gave me the push to come out here, right? So, progress.”

“Well, if you’re looking to meet folks, I know this killer board game café,” Roxie said with an impish grin.

A smile spread on Melody’s face to the point it strained her cheeks. “You’re fucking shameless, you know that?” She’d been feeling numb ever since she moved—like the wind stung all around her as she fell—but the first cracks of sunlight burst in her chest.

Roxie raised a hand. “Guilty as charged. But seriously, my friends are yours. I’d be happy to introduce you to folks.”

Melody swallowed, hard. No one had ever welcomed her in like this. She was the feel-good friend, great for a laugh and a drink, easy to forget. Before she could respond, the waitress swung over with their food. The burger smelled amazing, a mess of cheese, mushrooms, and meat dripping with grease. Roxie’s waffle overtook the entire plate, and she set to pouring so much syrup it floated.

“Are you sure you’ve got enough syrup there?” Melody teased. “I think there’s a spot you missed.”

Roxie poured another dollop of syrup on the waffle, casting Melody a look in challenge. “I’ll take a sugar coma any day over nasty mushrooms. Why’d you have to go and ruin a perfectly good burger?”

Melody brandished a fork in her direction. “You take that back. These mushrooms are damn delicious, and I’m going to savor every single one in front of you.”

Roxie made a gagging noise in response. Melody’s heart thudded harder. She’d been searching for this sort of connection for so long, a friendship that didn’t feel forced or conditional. Spending time with Roxie offered the first gasp of relief ever since she’d gotten the offer at her job and upheaved her life.

Sitting here in Cari’s Diner, sinking her teeth into a salty, delicious burger, and laughing with Roxie—she might survive this after all. The woman might be hot enough that she needed an extinguisher, but she needed to pump the damn brakes on her libido.

New job, newly single, and alone as hell, Mel wasn’t going to fuck up the first chance of real friendship she’d come across in ages over a crush.
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“Boss, you got a second?” Kelly poked her head in through Roxie’s office door.

Roxie straightened from her hunch in front of the computer, trying to readjust her vision from staring at something other than the glow of the screen. She’d gotten completely lost in the work. The time glared at her, a complete surprise at how many hours had passed while she’d been placing orders. “I’m all yours. What’s up?”

Kelly sauntered in and ran a hand through her thick black hair. The Guatemalan girl’s long legs and tattooed arms drew eyes with her levels of stunning. Unfortunately for everyone else, she was already scooped up in a committed relationship. Not like it mattered. After her crash and burn with Brittany, Roxie had sworn off dating entirely.

“Derek showed up out front demanding his paycheck,” Kelly said, glancing at her manicured nails. “He’s making a scene.”

“Fuck me,” Roxie muttered, pushing up from the desk. “Thanks for coming to get me, doll. I’ll get this situated.”

He’d quit a week ago in a storm of unnecessary drama, and good riddance. They were training a new guy, Hunter, who’d already proved himself a more promising hire. One thing this job always provided was a new set of curveballs every week.

“Thanks, Roxie,” Kelly called out. “I’ve got some orders to rush out, so I’m going to get on it.”

“You’re the best,” Roxie called back. She passed her to head up the hallway to the front of house.

She walked by the storage room and the staff room along the way before reaching the end where the corridor spilled into the massive space stretched before them. Dozens of long tables outfitted with bright blue chairs took over most of the floor, and on the far back wall lay six-tier bookshelves carrying their huge board game collection available to play. Vintage Dungeons and Dragons posters donned the back walls, and bright lights beamed down from the high ceilings, casting the place in off-white hues.

The old warehouse had been a bitch to renovate, but she wouldn’t have chosen any other place. The exposed brick, the wide windows that midday streamed sunlight, and the loft above they rented out for private Dungeons and Dragons, Pathfinder, or LARP games—this was the only building she, Caleb, and Jas would even consider.

By the time she stepped into the main area, raised voices traveled her way, pinging her internal alarms. Julian stood at the front desk arguing with Derek, who kept slamming his hands on the counter to try and make his point. When she got a little closer, her nose wrinkled. The guy smelled like he’d taken a bath in Natty Ice. Already, customers turned from their tables covered in game boards and meeples to look at the scene. At this time of night, Tabletop Tavern bustled in full swing.

“We’re already cutting your paycheck, and it’ll be in the mail tomorrow, Derek,” Roxie called as she approached. Even though irritation rubbed at her chest, she maintained her external calm. “Showing up drunk and making demands isn’t going to get things done any faster.”

Derek whipped toward her, his hands balling into fists. She kept the threat in her peripheral even as she stayed level. De-escalation was the key here.

“I’m not coming back again to pick it up,” he growled.

Roxie flexed her fingers and rolled her shoulders. “That’s fine by me,” she said, pasting on a smile. “The plan was to mail you your final check.”

“Come on, man, stop making a scene,” Julian said, a saint among men right now. While he usually worked back of house in the kitchens, since he burnt his hand, he’d been taking desk duty. A trim guy like him with full sleeves of tattoos and a penchant for guyliner, he’d been racking up numbers ever since. He cast Roxie an apologetic glance. She nodded to him, hoping she conveyed “I got this” in her look, not “I’m going to murder this asshole.”

“Well, what if I’m not at that address anymore,” Derek countered. “I need to get paid, now.”

Entitled prick.

“Then we’ll send the check to whatever revised address you give us,” Roxie responded. Honestly, maintaining control wasn’t hard, because she felt like she was talking to a petulant two-year-old. She just wanted this asshole to stop making a scene in her place of business. “If you keep this up, we’ll be forced to call the cops, Derek. Neither of us wants that.”

Julian inched his hand to the phone, a motion Derek caught. He paled and began to back away.

“Just send me my check,” he spat before storming out the door. It jingled and slammed shut, and he stomped off.

Roxie heaved a breath and cast a glance to Julian. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with his mess, J. You’re a real-life angel.” She cast a quick glance around the room—thankfully most of the patrons seemed to be focused on games of Catan or Seven Wonders, not the drama dousing their doorstep.

Julian smirked and tugged the hem of his Jedi Code shirt, affecting a curtsy. “Thanks, boss. I appreciated the assist. The way you handled him was nothing short of badass.”

The door swung open again, and Roxie’s attention zeroed in on it, shoulders braced to eject Derek with force this time.

Instead, the person who’d been rotating through her mind on repeat stepped inside. Mel strode in looking all office-professional chic, and Roxie couldn’t pull her gaze away. After a week of living together, they got on better than she could’ve hoped—easy conversations and zero awkwardness, apart from when Roxie lost her senses about how hot this woman was.

Mel’s auburn hair was pulled into a low chignon, and she wore mascara even though those gorgeous blues didn’t need brightening. The whole glasses thing worked for Roxie, as did the slate pantsuit with a cream blouse highlighting her petite frame. Roxie needed to pick up her jaw from the floor. She didn’t miss the way Julian glanced at her.

“Who was that guy?” Melody jerked a thumb to the door. “The big drunk dude was shouting to himself, cursing about asshole employers the whole way to the end of the block.”

“Ugh,” Roxie said, sliding her palm down her face. “That was the asshole employee who we fired last week.”

“Exciting, I like it,” Melody said, flashing a dazzler of a grin. “I mean, you did say this was the happening spot, so I suppose a little drama’s to be expected.”

Roxie found herself smiling back. Around Melody it came as a reflex. Every time the woman stepped into the room, she brought the light in with her, like the first pearly rays of dawn. “Don’t worry, I won’t throw you to the wolves. Lilah and Rose were looking for an extra for a three-player game. I’ll introduce you.”

“If you don’t stop being so sweet, I’m going to think you’re a secret serial killer,” Melody drawled.

“Thanks, I guess?” Roxie shrugged, even as her chest warmed. She wasn’t used to blunt compliments like the ones Mel gave.

Could look better.

Should work out more.

Not hot enough.

Brittany’s voice still echoed in her head, even months later.

“She’s always like this,” Julian responded. “Frankly, her extreme patience is obnoxious. Though, if Derek stayed a few more minutes, you might’ve seen the scary side come to play. My girl knows Krav Maga.”

“Now, that I would’ve paid to see,” Melody said, her grin widening. When their eyes met, Melody’s flashed with an intensity that made Roxie want to hope, no matter how futile. Lord, she needed to get back in the dating pool, if only as a distraction. Truth be told, she didn’t think she was ready to face the slew of rejections she knew came with online dating.

“Thanks, Jules,” Roxie muttered, flipping him the middle finger as she walked by. Asshole had a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Hey, Lilah,” Roxie called over. Her friends sat at the far end of one of the long tables, chatting over coffees. “I’ve got a third player for you if you want to check out Blackbeard’s Oath.”

If she couldn’t pick out Lilah in a line-up from her lavender hair, it’d be from whatever new swing dress the woman happened to be donning. Her girlfriend, Rose, was slender but built with a right hook meant for breaking noses. More recently, she’d gotten a side shave to her neon blue pixie cut, which made her and Lilah an enviably stunning pair. She’d never admit it out loud, but the two of them made her so jealous she got heartsick sometimes. They glanced over when she approached.

“Whoa, whoa,” Melody said, stepping beside her. “Don’t pitch it to them like I can play. I’m a total newbie at this.”

Lilah glanced between them before casting Roxie a glance. The woman’s sanguine lips curled. She couldn’t miss the question in her eyes, even though it made her want to groan.

“This is my new roommate, Melody. She moved here from Philly and doesn’t know anyone, so take good care of her, you hear?” Roxie placed a hand on Mel’s shoulder. “They won’t mind teaching, and this game’s a good starter one.”

“She’s right, Mel,” Rose said, patting the empty seat at the table across from them. “Lilah and I came to play some games, not sit here making googly eyes at each other. As long as you’re open to learning, we’d be happy to teach.”

Melody slipped off her purse onto the bench and took a seat. She flashed a grateful grin in Roxie’s direction. “Thank you, seriously.” She offered a salute. “I promise to try and not suck too hard, boss.”

Roxie sucked in a sharp breath. She needed to get her crush under control. “I’ve got to go leave a note for Caleb about the Derek situation, but I’ll swing back to check in when I can.”

Roxie took off, stopping at a couple of tables along the way to ask how they were enjoying the Tavern. For the most part she received smiles and some grunts depending on how in-depth folks concentrated on their games.

The scent of ale mingled with the ham and gruyere flatbreads they specialized in, and she soaked in the comfort of the low murmur of pleasant chatter. Some days when she walked through Tabletop Tavern, she had to stop and remind herself that she, Jas, and Caleb had created this. After dreaming about it for so long, this place still seemed surreal.

Her gaze flickered over to where Mel sat with Rose and Lilah, her eyes animated. Tonight, she needed to take a cold shower and reactivate her Tinder or something. Anything to distract her from her very hot roommate, who was now learning how to game. If they roped her into their Dungeons and Dragons game, she was a goner. Even still, the idea of dating left Roxie feeling shakier than her old hypoglycemic spells. Her bank account and her self-esteem still hadn’t recovered from Brittany.

Roxie tugged at the hem of the Tabletop Tavern tank top she wore as she headed down the hall.

“Wait up, sweetheart,” Lilah called, jogging over her way. The skirt of her pretty pastel blue dress bounced with the motion. Roxie let out an exhale. She should’ve known Lilah wouldn’t let her off the hook after all the knowing looks she’d been tossing her way.

“So is she a roommate, or y’know…roommate,” Lilah asked with a grin.

Roxie scrubbed her face with her hands, wanting to sink into the floor rather than answer her question. “She’s just out of a relationship…with a guy,” Roxie said, cutting her friend off at the pass. Liles loved to play matchmaker.

“Who’s with a guy?” a deep voice sounded behind her. “Because I’m one hundred percent positive it’s neither of you.” Roxie didn’t hide her groan this time.

Caleb stepped up, settling a hand on her shoulder. Her co-owner wore his Tabletop Tavern shirt even though he wasn’t supposed to be working tonight. Gel swept back Caleb’s dark hair, and he’d been rocking the scruff as of late—they’d all been so busy their Google calendars were synced and scheduled to the hour, but Caleb and his wife had a one-year-old girl on top of all their business stuff.

Lilah placed a hand on her hips. “We’re talking about the hot redhead Roxie invited out tonight.”

Cal’s eyes sparkled with the news. “Don’t tell me you’ve started dating again. I better get to meet her.”

“No,” Roxie said, giving him a flat stare. “Mel’s my roommate, not my girlfriend. Also, like I was telling Lilah, she’s just got out of a relationship with a guy.”

Lilah snorted. “Caleb knows better than anyone that doesn’t mean shit. She could just as easily be into women.” She arched a carefully trimmed brow. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t be thrilled. I saw the way you eyed her there.”

“Yeah, Roxie-girl, get it,” Cal said with a mischievous grin, and he strode past her to the back room. “You better be introducing us before the end of the night. I’ve got to meet your future wife.”

“I hate you guys,” Roxie muttered, mortification lighting her whole body on fire. “Go, play your game, Lilah. Leave this spinster alone.” She turned on her heel before her friend could respond and headed down the hall to follow Cal. Christ, Lilah wouldn’t let this up. After the whole Brittany situation detonated six months ago, Lilah had been in mother hen mode. Roxie, on the other hand, had one foot in “permanently single” ever since.

However, she needed to fill Cal in on the Derek situation since he’d randomly showed during his rare time off. Roxie’s footsteps echoed as she headed down the hall. When Roxie strode by the open door to the staff room, Kelly waved and blew a flirty kiss. She couldn’t help her grin. This place was more than just work for her—these people were family.

Roxie peered into the office all three of them shared. “So, our favorite ex-employee showed up,” she announced, stepping into the room. Cal sat up from the slump in his seat. His dark eyes grew a little more somber, and the slight crease in his forehead appeared, the one when he worried. Roxie’s stomach sank at the sight. Something was definitely wrong.

“Derek?” he asked. “Julian mentioned he had a hissy fit about his final paycheck.”

“Yeah, I dealt with him. If he returns, we’ll call the cops,” Roxie said, strolling over to Cal’s desk and leaning against the edge. “What’s more important is why the hell are you here on your day off? You’ve got time to spend with your wife and gorgeous little girl.” Little Kaylee had all of the staff wrapped around her tiny pinkie. Sara, on the other hand, well—she was consistent, at least. As of late, consistently irritated.

“That was the original plan,” he muttered, slumping forward until his forehead pressed against the surface of the desk. “Sara got mad again. She accused me of cheating on her the other night when I needed to stay here late to conduct interviews.”

Roxie bit back most of the comments rising to her lips. Sara had been picking fights and conjuring issues ever since the business became a reality. His wife had been fine with entertaining the idea when they’d talk about their “silly dream” over dinner, but ever since they opened the shop, this past year had become hell on Caleb.

She ran her fingers through his hair, slow strokes until his breathing evened a bit. “I’m sorry she doesn’t get the demands of running a business. Would some time off help? A family vacation or something? Jas and I can cover the extra hours if you guys needed a getaway.”

“Is it bad I’d rather have a getaway with just me and my baby girl right now?” Cal mumbled into his arms.

Roxie skimmed her fingers through his short strands again. “Not in the slightest. The constant fights are stressful. Trust me, I remember them with Britt. There’s a reason I haven’t gotten back out there yet.”

“She fucked with your head real bad though, babe,” Cal said, peering at her. “I know we tease you, but trust me, we all get why you’re not eager to date again.”

“Hey, we’re talking about your damage, not mine,” Roxie teased, pushing off the desk and onto her feet again. That little twinge of shame could get swept right into the closet where she locked away all of her overflowing baggage. “If you’re going to hide here though, why don’t you try to play a game or two instead of working yourself to death? It’ll get your mind off of things, and you can scope out the business from the ground level. Consider it a marketing exercise.”

“Think there’s room over at the table with your roommate?” Cal looked at her, a grin on his face. “I’d love to meet the girl who’s causing the flush on your face.”

On cue, her cheeks heated, and Roxie’s hands balled into fists. “She’s probably straight, and she’s fresh out of a relationship, so no dice on that front. I just didn’t expect my roommate to be so friendly and hot.”

Caleb lifted a brow. “Oh shit, Roxie-girl, you’re in crush mode.”

“Yeah, because what I need right now is an unrequited crush,” Roxie said, striding over to the door. Her asshole brain wasn’t taking requests though, clearly. Ugh, she better get a handle on herself before she alienated Mel when the girl really needed a friend.

Cal shrugged. “Hey, maybe it’ll be the impetus you need to get back out there.”

“The wilds of internet dating, oh joy,” Roxie responded, her tone bone-dry. The idea of going on a date made her want to heave. “Get your ass out here, Cal. Stop working.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” he said, his brows drawing together. “I just need a little more time away from everything.”

Roxie met his eyes and nodded. She understood. Jas and Cal had been her lifesaving AED when her relationship with Brittany thrust her into a permanent state of cardiac arrest. She strode back up through the corridor, the conversation clanging around in her head. When she reached the end, the cozy amber lights and contented chatter filtered over her, like sitting around a firepit in the fall.

Lilah, Rose, and Melody sat on the far side, leaning forward as they played whatever Rose taught them. Roxie leaned against the brick wall, crossing her arms. The coolness soaked into her back, offering relief. Mel’s eyes crinkled with her smile when she laughed at something Lilah said, and she’d already shrugged off her blazer and rolled up her sleeves.

Mel looked up, meeting her gaze. Those blue eyes softened, and Roxie’s heart thundered. Mel lifted her hand, waving her over, and Roxie pushed up from where she’d been leaning to join. She’d need to put some distance between them or set up some dates, because the carousel lurch of her heart right now could only spell regret.
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“I’ll see you tomorrow, Betty,” Mel called to her assistant.

The woman offered a bright nod, still peppy even after a long shift. Mel shut down her computer for the day and snagged her purse before she made her way to the door. After a few weeks on the job, Mel had begun to find her flow rather than searching for where they kept extra pens and navigating the lunch break room. Still, she missed a lot of the hands-on work involved in her old position, and management took some time to get adjusted to.

“See you tomorrow, Mel,” Betty responded as Melody passed by her desk. Her strawberry blonde assistant always wore carnation-pink lipstick and Gucci dresses to work, the sort of femme Mel never wanted to be.

She strode through the office space that during the day transformed into the bright, spacious sort she’d expected from the West Coast. Wide open windows with bold orange frames, shared tables instead of the maze of cubicles, and an open floor plan made the room even more inviting. The marketing executives and top management had their own private offices on the fringes of the room, a luxury she could seriously get used to after years of that cubicle life. Her phone began to buzz by the time she reached the elevator.

Oh, Will.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Mel asked, answering the call. Once the elevator dinged open, she quickstepped in. Not like too many people lingered at the office at this point.

“I’m tired of going out to places without you,” Will bombarded her, without even a hello. Guilt knotted her insides like macramé, the way it always did when they talked now. “Last weekend, I kept getting approached at the bar, and all I could think of was what we used to have.”

Mel swallowed her irritation, which tasted a lot like aluminum. She’d wanted to try for friendship, but the passive-aggressive guilt trips got longer and longer with every phone call to the point she barely wanted to answer anymore.

“Well, flirt away, stud,” she responded, her temper getting the better of her. She sucked in a breath to try and make a recovery. “We’re not together, and you deserve to be happy.”

“Right, I guess you’ve already moved on.” Will’s voice came in sharp. She’d stomped onto bubble wrap, and any wrong step could end in a pop. What part of broken up did he not understand? Her grip on her phone tightened.

“First off, no. I’m still settling into my new house and job. Secondly, yeah, I’m going to eventually. That’s why we’re working on our friendship now, so when that future happens, we’ll be okay,” Mel responded, not falling for his bait. She leaned against the back of the elevator, her weary expression staring at her in the mirror paneling. “I like it here, Will. San Francisco’s a gorgeous city.”

“Yeah, but this is where your family and friends are,” Will reminded her. “Don’t go getting too attached when you could probably get a transfer back here within the year.”

Each conversation sawed at her nerves a little more, but the one thing that kept her in the game was Dorothy. When Will’s mom had passed a year ago, the blow had been devastating for both of them. And she’d promised the woman she’d be there for him. That she’d stay in his life.

“Those positions don’t crop up often though.” The elevator settled on the ground floor and opened. She headed out through the main building foyer, the lights dimmed for the evening.

“What are you planning on doing, living out there forever? We had something good, Mels, and you just left it behind,” he responded.

Her jaw clenched. This constant, constant tension refused to abate between them no matter how hard they both tried.

The woman behind the security desk waved to her, and Mel tilted her head in a nod.

“Look, I’m getting dinner right now, okay?” she said, quickening her pace toward the door. “Why don’t I text you when I’m done.”

“Don’t take too long,” Will said. “I really miss you.”

Mel winced. He meant it to be endearing, but even those words came out like a guilt trip, and she’d grown so tired of them. Was she fucking this all up by trying for friendship? She thought it was the right thing to do. After witnessing the destroyed look in Will’s eyes the night they broke up, hell, she still hadn’t forgiven herself.

“Miss you too” was what she said on automatic before she hung up, even though the words sounded hollow and fake. She emerged out from the building, that fresh, breezy San Francisco air threatening to sweep her off her feet. Mel sucked in a deep breath and strode out onto the sidewalk before firing off a text to Roxie.

You at the house?

Her phone buzzed by the time she stepped in front of Thai-dal Wave, the Thai café midway between the fifteen-minute walk from the house to her job. Being able to walk to work already woke her up in the mornings better than the massive mug of coffee she slammed down.

Walking home now. What’s up?

Mel grinned as she placed her order of panang curry and pad see ew.

Just making sure I’ve got someone to bother when I get back. I don’t think Bel likes the musical sing-a-longs I force him into.

She settled into the plastic bucket seat and stared at the paneled ceiling. She couldn’t wait to get home and collapse, but after the phone call with Will, this casual chat with Roxie soothed her frayed nerves like getting to smash around for a couple of jams on the track. Maybe for a few brief hours, she could live without the damp cloud of guilt for a little while and enjoy her night.

He’s a snob—will only meow along to Hamilton and Les Mis.

Mel snorted out loud, then realized she was sitting in a public place and covered her mouth in a fake cough. A couple of folks in line glanced over to her, and she offered a flippant grin. Roxie’s cat Belmont was a fluffy sweetheart, and she’d enjoyed every second of living with an animal again. She’d had cats her entire life, but Will was allergic, so when they moved in together, a feline companion hadn’t been an option.

When they called her order, she skipped out fast, power walking her way back to the house. Before long, the beautiful Victorian rose into view at the end of the street, on the top of one of the many hills in San Francisco. The white scalloped edgework stood out against the lavender exterior of the house, a splash of color she adored. From here, she could see the whole city sparkle below, and a brisk salt-stricken breeze batted her hair around. She sucked in the crisp air, letting it cleanse her from the inside out before she headed to the front door. From the moment she’d first seen the house, standing outside on the sidewalk surrounded by the steep heights of the city, a breathlessness had filtered through her veins that felt a lot like hope.

Mel fiddled with the knob, and it turned, which meant Roxie had already arrived.

“Hey, chica, I’m home,” she called out.

“Be right down,” came a muffled voice from upstairs. “Just getting changed.”

Belmont raced down the steps first in a thundering clatter of paws. The fluffy beast’s bright blue eyes and cream mane made him appear elegant even if he tripped more often than not.

His owner descended a moment later. Roxie wore gray yoga pants and a loose pastel yellow tee that slipped off her one shoulder, exposing her smooth tanned skin. With her hair pulled into a loose ponytail, she looked softer, like she’d been painted in watercolors. Seeing Roxie like this didn’t help tamp the flutter in her chest even a little bit.

Mel kicked her flats off and strode over to the living room before plopping onto the couch. Roxie always ate at her couch and coffee table, and Mel fast picked up the same habits after the long days she’d pulled at Awake Industries. After checking out Roxie’s shop, she had the sneaking suspicion the massive coffee table had been chosen because it was big enough to play games on.

“All right, pick your poison,” she said, lowering the takeout bag onto the mahogany surface. “I’ll happily eat either, so it’s your call. And look, both are mushroom-free.”

Roxie sank into the couch beside her and peered into the bag before pulling out the pad see ew. “You’re fucking amazing, doll. I’m starving. Let me know how much I owe you.”

Mel formed an x with her hands. “No way, this is on me. Or if it makes you feel better, payback for not charging me the play rate when I went to Tabletop Tavern.”

Roxie pursed her lips and gave her a look, but she didn’t push. “Well then, thank you. When I forget to eat at the shop, I usually end up scrapping together some terrible sandwich combinations at the end of the day. I do not recommend peanut butter and marmalade.”

Mel’s mouth quirked. “Yeah, that sounds nasty.” She leaned back into the couch and picked through the curry, the nutty and salty scent luring her in. “This is a far better decision. The food’s great at your place though. I’m surprised you don’t eat it more.” Mel basked into the comfort of leaning against the couch and sharing a meal—the slice of normalcy was something she’d been longing for.

Roxie chewed on her lip, chasing around a piece of broccoli with a fork. “Half the time once we wrap up the kitchen’s closed, or I’m on a mission to get home and know if I wait around, I’ll get suckered into more work.”

“I’ve always lived with someone, so we’ve always just kind of split the whole dinner thing,” Melody admitted. “Even though I’ve had my share of shitty roommates, I’d die if I were alone, eaten by cats or something.” She’d always needed people, even if they hadn’t always needed her back.

Roxie lifted one of those curved brows. “I’m starting a death counter for you, drama queen.”

“Too many horror movies,” Mel said between bites. “Zombies, vampires, slasher flicks, you name it. Everything except the torture porn shit.” She couldn’t get over how natural she felt sitting here cross-legged on the couch with Roxie, shoveling food into her face. With most folks, a subtle buzz coursed through her, the need to be on, like she had to break into tap dance at the slightest dip in conversation. Around this woman, she could just be.

Roxie jabbed the fork in her direction. “That explains the morbidity. Makes perfect sense now.”

Mel tugged off her blazer, the room already feeling way too hot. Probably the spice from the curry. She began unbuttoning her blouse next. Even though she tried to focus on the buttons, she didn’t miss the way Roxie’s gaze flickered to the movement, and her eyes flared with spellbinding intensity. Mel fumbled with a button, sweat pricking on her fingertips. She was playing with fire here. She cast both the blazer and blouse over the arm of the couch, down to her purple tank top and black skirt now.

“I’m pretty sure office clothes were designed to make you feel like you’re being swallowed by a boa constrictor,” Melody said, trying to throw the attention off her before she immolated on the spot. “I wish I could wear more casual stuff.”

“Yeah, but you look damn good in them,” Roxie responded. Her eyes widened for a moment, those thick lashes fluttering. Then she switched her focus to chasing around another piece of broccoli. “I did the whole office thing for a stint, but suits never looked flattering on me.”

Like the mental visual of Roxanne Esposito in a suit helped tamp down her libido.

Mel shifted in her spot, the room turning a thousand degrees hotter.

Will would be coming next week. She would be straightening out whatever baggage remained between them to try this “being friends” thing in person. Truth be told, Mel had her doubts. Still, she shouldn’t be flirting with her hot-as-hell roommate while she had all these complications to wade through.

Roxie’s phone buzzed on the table, loud enough to shatter the quiet that descended. She leaned forward, and her forehead creased before she shut off the ringer. “Not fucking again.”

“Someone you’re trying to avoid?” Mel asked, unable to curb her curiosity. The weariness in Roxie’s tone didn’t feel like average irritation.

Roxie leaned back and scrubbed her face with her palms. “Most definitely. In fact, if anyone by the name of Brittany shows up at the door, shut it in her face.”

“Bad relationship?” Mel hazarded. She had her fair share and knew what damage remained in the aftermath of the rough ones—she was still wading through the wreckage of her and Will.

“One of my worst,” Roxie said, slumping deeper into the couch. Her dark eyes flickered with sadness, reflected in the somber tilt of her eyebrows. “Britt was gorgeous—totally out of my league, which she never hesitated to remind me.”

Mel’s chest tightened. No one deserved abuse, especially not someone as caring as Roxie. “That’s some bullshit, because you’re an absolute stunner. She sounds like a bitch.”

Roxie ducked her head, her cheeks flushing as she stared at the floor. Mel opened her mouth and shut it again. There she went making things awkward again.

“You’re not wrong,” Roxie said, swiping her fingers through her hair. “About the bitch thing, at least. Caleb and Lilah both pulled me aside to express their concerns after she started fights in public. Thing is, she kind of just wanted someone to float her financially—she always flowed in and out of jobs, and I picked up the bill.”

Mel resisted the urge to reach out and rest her hand on Roxie’s thigh or offer a hug, because she didn’t want to make anything uncomfortable. She settled on nudging her knee. “I’m glad you’re out of that toxic mess, but it sucks you’re stuck dealing with the aftereffects.”

“No kidding,” Roxie muttered. “I need a beer. You want one?”

Mel nodded. Roxie headed into the kitchen, and the clink of beer bottles sounded from the other room. She swallowed hard. Roxie’s pain radiated off her like she was drowning, and that familiar itch to make it better resurrected. The “fixer” impulse always got her into trouble, time and time again. Last time she’d tried with Zoe back home, the woman had iced her out.

Roxie re-emerged with two witbiers and passed one over. “Britt fucked me up so badly I can’t even get back out there and try to date. Every time I come close, I feel sick to my stomach, and all the shit she said to me starts clanging around in my head, killing my self-confidence.”

Oh, fuck it. She couldn’t sit here and watch Roxie bleed all over the pavement. “Do you want a hug? I mean if that’s weird for you, I understand. I just hate that someone made you feel so shitty.”

A crease formed between Roxie’s brows, and she stared at her with an unreadable look. Mel’s throat squeezed tight. Great, she’d overstepped her bounds. Mel needed to stop offering hugs every time someone made sad eyes at her.

Roxie’s features softened, and she nodded. “Yeah.”

Mel blinked for a second before she realized Roxie had given the go-ahead. She reached forward and wrapped her arms around Roxie, drawing her in tight. The feel of her heat and her soft, smooth skin pressed against Mel’s had her pulse quickening. Roxie’s shoulders rose and fell as she let out an exhale, relief saturating the air between them. An amber-and-honey scent drifted her way, and she squeezed Roxie one more time before pulling back.

Roxie offered a hesitant smile when she sat against the couch. She lifted the bottle to her lips and took a swig. “I’m really glad you’re my roommate, Melody Roberts.”

Mel’s lips turned in a smile, one that reflected the cozy warmth that flickered to life inside her. “Back atcha, Roxanne Esposito. If you ever want to talk about stuff, I’m always willing to listen. It blows that Brittany came in, wrecked your life, and went on living while you’re stuck with these scars. When you’re ready to head out there, I’ll wingman for you. Winglady? Whatever it is.”

Even as she made the offer, her stomach twisted. The idea of scoping out hotties for her roommate felt weird.

Roxie’s gaze went distant even though a smile remained on her face. “That’s real sweet of you. Cal and Lilah have been on me for months. I’ll probably reactivate my dating accounts sooner rather than later. Can’t let her win, right?”

“That’s the spirit,” Mel said, clapping a hand on Roxie’s knee. She needed to push past the squirming discomfort in her chest at the thought of Roxie dating. “Now, let me introduce you to the wonders of George Romero, Miss Zombie Movie Virgin. How the hell did you miss the bubble on this one? There are at least like twelve different zombie board games at your shop.”

Roxie shrugged. “I never dipped my toes into horror much. I’m more of a sci-fi and fantasy gal.”

Melody leaned forward on the couch and grabbed the remote. Excitement thumped in her chest. “Well, we’re going to remedy that. Consider this the beginning of your education in horror.”

Roxie lifted the bottle of beer to her lips, even though her smile peeked out at the corners.

Mel glanced at her phone lying there on the coffee table next to Roxie’s. Every time she felt this connection with Roxie, this friendship that was everything she’d been searching for, it made her want to drop the attempts at keeping in contact with Will. She’d felt lighter this past hour here with Roxie than she had all day, and every phone call with Will made her dread his upcoming visit.
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“You are not using that picture,” Roxie said, trying to grab the phone out of Jasper’s hands. The other co-owner of Tabletop Tavern leaned back in one of the comfy sage sofas along the far wall, his feet propped up on the other end. Jas was the sort of lean and muscular to turn heads, his Japanese heritage giving him gorgeous cheekbones and thick black hair highlighted by the way he shaved the sides. Recently he’d taken to growing a light bit of scruff, though in the past, he’d always kept his face shaved.

Jas smirked. “Do you want pussy or not? This one will get you laid, guaranteed.”

The overhead lights were off at Tabletop Tavern for the “meeting” turned hangout she, Jasper, and Caleb had started on Sundays since their shop closed earlier. Roxie crashed into the wicker chair beside the couch, ready to kick off her Chuck Taylors here and now.

“First off, the picture’s false advertising, from like five years ago. Secondly, I’m barely wearing anything—all I’m going to attract is chicks wanting a casual hookup, and I’m not that girl.”

The idea of potential dates judging that much of her body before they’d ever even met—her stomach dropped. Then their gazes would drop to her wide hips, her thick thighs, and Roxie shuddered.

“Life’s better when you’re getting some, babe,” Jas drawled, swishing his foot back and forth over the arm of the sofa.

“Your mantra, not mine,” she responded, tempted to stalk over there and snatch the phone from his hands. With Mel’s ex-boyfriend coming to visit this week, Roxie needed to stay far away from that situation that screamed unresolved. No more making moon eyes at the woman she kept internally swooning over. Which was how she agreed to letting Lilah and Jas help her set up a new dating profile. Idiotic move on her part.

Lilah strode from the back where she’d been chatting with Caleb and Julian. “Jas, are you finished yet? We need to start finding this woman a date ASAP.”

“Guys, six months isn’t all that long,” Roxie protested. “You’re acting like I’ve been a celibate recluse for the last decade. I’d rather spend time with my vibrator than a bad date.”

Jas waved a hand at her, dismissing the statement even as he refused to look up from his phone. The gentle glow highlighted his features. “Still trying to perfect this.”

Roxie rolled her eyes. “Fabricate lies, you mean.”

Jas gave her the side-eye. “With the bland paragraph you had before, it was a miracle you got any hits. You don’t know how to sell your strengths at all. We do.”

“Ugh,” Roxie muttered again, but she let Jas continue his work. Truth be told, she hadn’t found much to love about herself in a long while, and Brittany brick-and-cemented those feelings. Half the time she couldn’t even look herself in the mirror without cringing.

Lilah strolled over with a six-pack of cider and began distributing bottles. She cracked it with her key chain opener, and the top let out a satisfying hiss. After-Hours Sundays had become a hallowed tradition for not only her, Jas, and Cal, but best friends and employees too. This tradition was the closest she’d come to her family dinners when she was in grade school. When Dad was still around.

A knock reverberated the door, drawing her attention.

Mel stood on the other side of the glass, an excited grin on her face that highlighted cheekbones Roxie wanted to take a bite of. Her sky eyes sparkled. Roxie hopped up from her seat, not missing the knowing smirk from Lilah as she passed by.

Roxie unlocked the door and opened it wide to let Mel in. She tried to avert her gaze so she didn’t always flat-out stare at the woman, even though she couldn’t help herself. The jeans Mel wore highlighted her fantastic ass, and the casual red tank top and black hoodie made her cream-colored skin pop. Truth be told though, Roxie hadn’t seen this woman in a look she didn’t like, which probably meant more than she’d let herself mull over.

“Hey, guys. Hope you don’t mind me crashing the party,” Mel announced, sweeping in and offering her a hug in greeting. Roxie tried not to sink too hard into that comforting embrace, the tantalizing scent of berries luring her in.

“Crashing? Girl, you were invited,” Lilah called over from her perch on the arm of the sofa. She peered over Jas’s shoulder. “We’re trying to set up a dating profile for Roxie. Want in on this action?”

Mel sauntered over to the sofa, and Roxie followed, her scales tipping a little off-balance. She’d been loving the time getting to know Mel at the house, but now the two worlds were colliding, and her friends could gauge more from a look than most people could from a two-hour conversation. Roxie tried to shoot her best friend a “back off” stare, one that made Lilah grin with teeth.

Mel leaned in toward Jas, thrusting a hand in front of his face. “I’m Roxie’s roommate, Mel. I’m going to place a wild guess you’re the mysterious other co-owner I haven’t met yet?”

Jasper glanced at Roxie. “Where’d you get this one, Roxie? She’s a thousand times better than Brittany.”

Roxie’s whole face lit like a bonfire. “Not that kind of roommate, Jas. Get your head out of the gutter.” She didn’t miss the intense, unreadable glance Mel passed her. Mortification dripped down her skin like wax. Like Mel would ever find her attractive. She swallowed, hard. “Sorry,” she muttered, casting an apologetic glance to Mel.

Mel shook her head. “What, for this lovely man here thinking I’m a thousand times better than your shitty ex? I’m flattered.”

Roxie tugged on the end of her ponytail and slumped into the chair she’d claimed before. She could kiss Mel for the save right then, but those thoughts had gotten her into trouble in the first place.

“Better put on there that she’s afraid of Little Shop of Horrors,” Mel said, peering at what Jas had already wrote. “People go nuts over niche facts.”

Jas looked up from his phone, his eyes dancing in amusement as he focused on her.

“Talking plants are not my thing,” Roxie interrupted, glaring at Jas. “They’re weird, and creepy, and shouldn’t be singing.”

He snorted and continued typing. “You’re adorable, Esposito. Some girl is going to snatch you up, pun intended.”

Lilah made a gagging noise. “That was horrible.”

“You’re welcome.” The feline smile on Jas’s face either meant mischief or that something would burn. She prayed for the former.

“Is that the photo you’re going to use?” Mel asked, leaning against Jas like they’d been friends for years rather than just met. She let out a wolf whistle. “Damn, girl.”

Roxie’s heart rumbled, and she focused on dragging one breath in at a time to stay level. Just a compliment. Completely innocent. Roxie tilted back her cider, the cool liquid a contrast to the current furnace replacing her body. All this attention made her skin prickle, and she forced herself to focus to shut out hips too big, so stocky, you could be prettier if…which all came out in Brittany’s voice.

Her phone buzzed, and she plucked it out of her pocket. A number she didn’t recognize, joy.

She picked up—she always did, just in case. “Hello?”

“Miss Esposito? This is Officer Sherwin.” The gruff tone pinged her alarms, and Roxie pushed herself from the chair to stride over to the opposite corner of the room in a flimsy attempt for privacy. She didn’t miss the concerned glances Jas and Lilah batted her way.

“This is she,” Roxie responded, leaning against the glass of their front windows. The chill soaked in through the thin fabric of her shirt and what passed for hoodies these days.

“Ma’am, we have Clara Esposito in police holding. She’s under arrest for driving while intoxicated. We found her swerving down Market Street, and she blew the breathalyzer. We are holding her in custody until she sobers up,” the guy on the other end continued.

Roxie’s insides clenched, the tired way they did ever since Dad died and her mother started tipping back Jim Beam. She sucked in a deep breath. “Do you need me to come pick her up?”

Part of her begged he’d say no. She was so exhausted from the late-night phone calls from bartenders, her mother’s drinking friends, or whoever to come get Clara Esposito. So many times, she rolled up for her mother to stumble into her car smelling like cigarette smoke and too much whiskey, and then the slurs began. Roxie’s nails had bit into her steering wheel so often they’d left permanent marks.

“Tomorrow we’ll release her providing she makes bail, but we’re going to be looking at jail time.” The guy on the phone’s tone lowered, something like sympathy. Roxie bit back a caustic laugh. It was a miracle her mother hadn’t gotten jail time before for her DUI. She’d already stacked up misdemeanors for her antics while drinking too, because her mother made for one mean, miserable drunk.

“No problem. Let me know when she needs someone to pick her up or post bail.” Her voice sounded wooden, hollow, resigned. By some miracle, she still stood upright. She’d come to terms with the fact her mother would drink herself into an early grave, but unlike her sister, Daria, who’d stepped out of the picture once she met her husband, Roxie couldn’t extricate herself. Reliable was a term she’d come to hate, because it meant “deals with everyone’s shit.”

“Thank you for your time, Miss Esposito,” the officer responded before the call ended with a click. Roxie brought the phone to her chest, but all she could feel about this was bleak, wintry numb. Disappointment had long faded to resentment when it came to Clara Esposito’s BAC.

A heavy hand clapped onto her shoulder. She glanced up to see Cal standing in front of her. She hadn’t even noticed him approaching.

“Roxie-girl, what’s going on?” Cal asked, concern in his knitted brows.

She forced a smile. Only now did she realize even though everyone remained on the other side of the room, Lilah, Mel, and Jas all kept glancing her way. “Just the usual family bullshit. I’m going to have to post bail for Mom’s latest offense. Bitch finally got herself into enough trouble that she might be facing jail time.”

“Oh fuck,” Cal said, wrapping his arms around her and hugging tight. Roxie sank into his embrace, her cheek pressing against his warm chest. “You can leave her in the cell,” Cal murmured into her hair. “We won’t judge.”

They wouldn’t. They’d seen her mother stagger in here drunk or drop by her house during their business meetings. Cal always tap-danced around the subject, offering support and a hug, but Jas would flat out ask why she hadn’t cut her out yet. Roxie still couldn’t summon a solid answer.

“No, my sister won’t pull her out, and someone has to,” Roxie murmured, a shuddering sigh racking through her. Already, the numbers started clicking in her head, how much bail would set her back—money she couldn’t afford to spend right now. She sagged into Cal’s chest, and he stroked her back. Damn, she loved these guys more than she could ever express. If she didn’t have them in her life, she might be right alongside her mother, drinking her life away.

“Well, let’s kick back and play a game or two to get your mind off of things,” Cal said, leading her over to everyone else. The question reflected in all three sets of eyes, but none of them asked.

Roxie heaved out a sigh. “I’m guessing you overheard me anyway. Mom got locked up with a DUI.”

“Let her rot” was all Jas said, a wary look in his eyes from dealing with his own damage too young.

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry,” Lilah murmured.

Mel squeezed her hand. Out of everything, that touch reached her right now, the warmth spreading through her numbed limbs and bringing them to life again. A shaky breath escaped Roxie.

“Hey, this news isn’t going to ruin After-Hours Sunday,” Roxie said, dragging one of the foldable chairs over and flipping it around to perch on a seat. “Let’s play some games so I can kick your asses.”

“You get first pick, baby doll,” Lilah said, striding over to one of the massive shelves along the side wall, which contained hundreds of board games.

Roxie sucked in a deep breath, and she settled into a slouch at her seat. Even though the shakiness from the adrenaline bump and crash filtered through her, she drew strength from the apples-and-honey scent the plug-ins sprayed around the place, the bright colors and rectangular boxes of all the games lining the bookshelves along the back wall, and the soft, loving glances from the important people in her life.

“Whatever the new Jack the Ripper one is,” Roxie called. She folded her arms over the top of the chair and sank her chin down. Her phone hung heavy in her pocket, but right now, she needed to put thoughts of her mom’s situation to rest. Clara Esposito would sleep the booze off in a holding cell and be their problem for the night. The sheer amount of relief that brought her tapped at the glass wall she’d built around her problems, a reminder.

Julian approached from the back where he’d been hanging in the staff room. He’d slipped his glasses on today, thick black frames that worked well with his longer face. “Y’all ready to play some games?”

“Please and thank you,” Roxie responded, forcing her tone to sound normal. She hated being treated like a porcelain ornament.

Mel reached over and plucked Jasper’s phone from his hands. “Also, we finished your dating profile and picked a more on-brand picture. Want to see?”

“Sure thing,” Roxie said, even though the words felt half-hearted. She didn’t want to go out and date. If she were truthful, the one person who’d snared her interest in a long while sat right beside her.

She skimmed down the profile. Jasper and Mel had chosen one of the shots from the store opening. That day, she’d been so proud she could explode, and joy radiated into the glow in her eyes, the crinkle at the creases, and a smile so wide she couldn’t fake it.

The details they’d woven into her old profile made her personality pop in a way she couldn’t have accomplished on her own. A lump formed in her throat at the words “dedicated,” “loyal,” and “a sore loser,” at the weird facts they’d listed, like how the dark still terrified her and how she loved working with her hands on practical projects. This profile made her feel seen, the way this family of theirs always did.

The way somehow Mel already did.

“I call rules lawyer,” Jasper said, making grabby hands for the box Lilah carried over.

Lilah snorted. “Like anyone’s going to fight you for the role. I only keep playing these games with you guys because you’re all willing to give me the short version.”

Jasper pried open the box and began placing the pieces across the coffee table. Roxie bit her lip and handed the phone over to Mel.

“Thanks, guys,” she murmured. The quick glances she got in return were all the acknowledgment she wanted.

“Let’s get on this game night,” Cal said, dragging over a chair for himself and plopping down. Roxie tilted back the bottle of cider and took a deep sip.

Tonight, she would enjoy herself.

Tomorrow, she’d deal with the damage.








  
  6

  
  
  CHAPTER SIX

  
  







Mel paced back and forth for the thousandth time tonight.

For the first time since she’d arrived here, she and Roxie were hosting something at their place. Well, more like Roxie was having the gang over for their monthly Dungeons and Dragons game, something Roxie insisted she try out.

Everyone had been so damn welcoming that she could barely believe they were for real. Which was how she was in the kitchen making nachos and scanning over her character sheet for a half-orc rogue, which apparently was a weird combination, but what the hell did she know? Mel ducked down to check the oven again as Roxie strode into the kitchen.

“Ready for your first game?” Roxie asked, leaning against the kitchen counter with an effortless grace that made Mel jealous.

“Do you guys really want me weighing down your game?” Mel asked, a little helpless. “I don’t know how to play at all.”

Roxie’s lips curved with a stunning grin. Fuck, her roommate was too pretty. “Please, part of the fun of Dungeons and Dragons is welcoming new people into the fold. There’s no prize for knowing the most about D&D, and no one’s going to give you shit for having questions.”

“See, the thing is, I have so many questions I can’t even pick one,” Mel responded, popping open the oven. The cheese had just started melting on the chips and black beans, not fast enough. Something as simple as having folks over shouldn’t be getting her worked up like this, but it had been so long. She and Will had never hosted anything at their old apartment.

Roxie nudged Mel’s shoe with her own, a grin still on her face. “You’ve got a character which is all you need to start. I’ll be handling the rest, guiding you through the story, okay?”

Mel nodded, even though her throat dried. She hadn’t pushed to have people over with Will for a reason. She rarely hosted get-togethers, because so many times it just summoned shitty memories.

Better if she wasn’t the reason people congregated.

Were those nachos done yet? People were going to get here any minute. She checked the oven again.

A hand settled on her shoulder. “Hey,” Roxie said, her brows drawing together. “I’m going on a hunch here, but this doesn’t have to do with playing D&D, does it?”

Mel straightened so fast that Roxie almost snatched her hand away to avoid whiplash. She sucked in a sharp breath. Was she going to dive into this now? Her gaze darted to the door, but no one had arrived yet. Maybe if she just ripped the Band-Aid off…

“So,” she started, reaching for her bottle of cider that she’d already downed half of. If she was drunk enough, tonight might not freak her out as much. “It’s not that I haven’t hosted anything in years and all, but it’s really rare. And every time, I get jittery like this.”

“Any reason?” Roxie asked, close enough that Mel could almost taste the amber-and-honey scent of her. For some reason, the proximity settled some of her misfiring nerves. Mel leaned against the counter, letting the coolness sink in past the fabric of her jeans.

“Give me a minute,” Mel muttered, trying to quell the rusted old memories and the way they still sliced. “It’s mortifying.”

Roxie arched a brow. “I think I’m familiar with mortifying, doll. Remember, I’m driving my mother to prison tomorrow.”

“Ah, that old chestnut,” Mel teased back, trying to cling to her composure. Still, part of her wanted to voice these thoughts, to get them the hell out of her head. She took a swig of cider for liquid courage, and Roxie slid a little closer, their elbows bumping against the countertop. The connection bolstered her.

“I used to host stuff all the time in my college dorm,” she started. The familiar gut punch followed, but she continued anyway, trying to push out the memories of stale popcorn, messy blankets, and the low murmur of conversation. “At first it was great—it felt like I found my tribe, friends I’d be with forever. We studied together, went to the dining hall, late movie nights—everything. Then one of the times I was hosting a movie night in my dorm room, I had stepped out to use the bathroom.”

The bile rose in her throat, and she clutched the bottle of cider tighter, staring at the rim. “Maria, Lily, and Tia were talking about me. Saying it’d be better off without me there.”

“Do we really need to keep doing this? We could be going to parties and actually enjoying ourselves instead of wasting time with her.”

“I tried to fake it that night, but I stopped hosting stuff, they stopped inviting me out, and eventually I just started my recurring thing of bouncing from group to group, everyone’s grab-a-beer friend, but no one’s bestie.” Mel’s cheeks burned. God, why had she spilled all of that out? Roxie probably thought she was crazy now.

Roxie nudged her with her elbow, drawing her gaze up. Those dark strands framed her face, all deep-set eyes and heartbreaker lips. “Those girls sound like assholes. Trust me though, I know how hard it can be to feel welcome. The folks here aren’t just humoring you though. My friends are too opinionated for that. If you want a bestie, well, I’ve got room on my roster.”

Mel swallowed hard, her eyes stinging. This woman. From the second she’d arrived into town, Roxie made her feel like she fit in effortlessly, something Mel never, ever took for granted. She forced a wobbly grin. “Even if I suck at Dungeons and Dragons?”

Roxie’s returned smile was blinding. “Especially if you suck at Dungeons and Dragons. Clever players are a bitch to DM for.”

Mel leaned in a little closer, keeping that skin-to-skin contact of their arms against each other. It grounded her like nothing else. “You’re one of a kind, Roxie Esposito.” Their eyes met, and she sucked in a sharp breath. “Thank you.”

Roxie shrugged. “No need to thank me. If anyone’s going to understand what being an outcast feels like, it’s this girl.”

Mel shook her head. “I mean, we could have a ‘whose friends hate them more’ competition, or you could explain to me what a DM is when you’re not sliding into someone’s?”

Roxie snorted, bringing her bottle of beer in front of her face as if she could hide her amusement. “Dungeon Master. Wrangler of players, or herder of cats, based on the group.”

“Ah, okay,” Mel said, placing her bottle back on the counter. Unexpected relief flooded through her veins, replacing the jitters that had gripped her mere moments before. Nothing like bleeding out all over the pavement to make her feel a thousand times better. She glanced at the oven. “Oh, fuck, the nachos!”

Mel whipped back around to the oven and pulled the nachos out right as they were beginning to get a little too crispy.

A knock sounded at the door, drawing both of their gazes front and forward.

“Ready for this?” Roxie asked, her eyes sparkling in amusement.

“Actually? Yeah,” Mel murmured, unable to help her grin. “Bring it.”

Roxie strode to get the door, and Mel busied herself with grabbing the nachos to bring to the big dining room table, already set out with everyone’s character sheets, dice, and pencils. How she’d gotten this lucky was mystifying. The last thing she’d expected with her move was to find someone who made her feel like she fit in, whose motives she didn’t question, who seemed to genuinely enjoy having her around. Will had made her happy for a while, but their last year together had been a slice of hell.

Mel placed the nachos down on the table and walked over to her seat, right beside Roxie’s. Cal strode into the dining room with a broad smile, emanating all the warm friendliness he had from the moment she’d met him. With his red-and-black flannel shirt, broad shoulders, and scruff, he was rocking the whole lumberjack look.

“Roxie-girl told me you were joining the game.” He swung over to her side and opened his arms out. “We’re all used to hugging in greeting, but let me know if that’s not your thing.”

Mel accepted the hug at once, squeezing tight as she tried to restrain her grin. “That’s perfect, because I’m an obnoxious hugger type.”

He took the seat across from her spot and skimmed over his character sheet. “Did you read over the rule book? How boring did you find it?”

Mel’s lips twitched. “Oh, thank fuck. So, I’m not the only one who skimmed?”

Cal nodded, tilting his head toward the entryway where Rose approached. “This one’s the rules lawyer. Her and Jas, but he’s closing the store tonight. He and I trade off on games.”

“One of us needs to pay attention to the rules,” Rose said, plunking down beside Cal. She pulled out a drawstring bag and began to unload dice from it, setting different-sized ones out on the table “Otherwise, it’d be all lawlessness with this crew.”

“You mean we’d annoy Roxie more than we already do?” he responded. Mel couldn’t help but bask in the sway of the casual banter between this crew. It was a melody she hadn’t quite memorized yet, but one she found she liked.

Julian entered in through the doorway, light brown hair pulled back in a man bun and his nails a glittery purple. Kelly slunk in right after, smokey eyes and black attire from head to toe.

“We’re here,” Julian announced, offering waves all around before he found his spot at the table. Kelly gave her a sweet smile as she took a seat beside Mel.

“If the whole shop’s here, who’s working tonight?” Mel asked, crooking a brow.

Kelly smirked. “Hunter got suckered with that duty, since he’s the new guy. Mason and Jas are working tonight too. We all sit in when we can, but the game’s way more casual than the weekly White Wolf LARP I play in.”

“White Wolf what?” Mel asked.

Kelly’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, sweet summer child.” She placed a hand on Mel’s shoulder. “Keep hanging with us and you’ll get roped into all of this.”

Roxie stepped into the room and took her seat beside Mel, her gaze flitting to Kelly’s hand on her shoulder. Kelly waggled her brows and retracted her hand in a fluid motion as she grabbed her character sheet. Mel locked gazes with Roxie, a curiosity sparking in hers. The woman’s presence was a tether that kept her connected here, bolstering her with a true confidence she hadn’t felt in years.

“Right, let’s get down to business,” Roxie said, settling in her seat.

“To defeat the Huns?” Mel followed up with, unable to help the dumb joke. Rose snorted, and Cal’s smile split his face.

“I like her,” he announced. “We’re keeping this one, right, Roxie?” Warmth seeped inside Mel at the way they all made the effort to welcome her in.

Roxie bit her lip and nodded, though Mel didn’t miss the slight flush across her cheeks. “We’re picking back up at the Gold Ivy Inn. Everyone was recuperating after the fight against the group of mercenaries that beset you down the road. Most of you failed your rolls, so you’re nursing hangovers—everyone except Jules.”

He snickered. “Not my fault you all roll like garbage. Now I’m the only functional one.”

“Funny, because I’m pretty sure in real life you’re the first to drop,” Cal teased, his lips quirking.

“Shut it, handsome,” Julian said, lifting a middle finger.

Roxie coughed into her hand, a solid power move to grab attention back. “So, yeah, everyone except Jules stumbles down for breakfast.”

“Eldrin’s already there bright-eyed and chipper, tipping back a breakfast tea,” Julian piped in. Mel shook her head, trying to rein in a smile. How did Roxie get anything done with everyone interrupting every five seconds?

“Right,” Roxie continued, placid as ever. “While Julian’s character Eldrin is tipping back some tea, the rest of you enter the scene and notice a half-orc in the corner of the room dining by herself,” Roxie continued.

Mel swallowed. Right, that was her introduction. If only it didn’t feel so real.

“You notice a marking on her cloak similar to the people who attacked you. What do you do?” Roxie asked, glancing over to the other players. Mel braced herself. Roxie had already forewarned her what she planned on doing with her character to start, but now it was all unpredictable.

“I’m going to roll perception,” Rose said. “Do I notice anything else about her?”

“While Rose is busy wasting her time, I’m going to walk right up to her,” Cal said. Rose lifted him a middle finger before she rolled her dice. Roxie rolled her eyes. Mel’s shoulders tightened a smidge. Crap, she was going to be playing this character any minute now.

“Bold move showing your face here after we wiped out your crew,” Cal said, staring straight at her.

Right. Her character didn’t know their deal. “What are you talking about?” she asked, pretending to be affronted. “I don’t run with anyone else.”

Well, if that wasn’t too true. Mel tried to ignore the flip of her stomach.

Roxie nudged her foot underneath the table, offering an encouraging grin.

“I got a six in perception,” Rose said with a huff.

Roxie snorted. “You notice there’s some lint in your pocket.”

“I step up next to Tavros,” Julian said. He glanced at Mel. “Cal’s character.” Mel nodded in appreciation as he continued. “Then why do you bear their insignia?”

Mel pursed her lips. “Because I lifted this cloak off of the last guy who asked me too many questions.” The snark came from her unbidden. Cal let out a sharp bark, and the amusement dancing in Roxie’s eyes filled her with warmth.

“So, they’re after you too?” Cal asked, his tone serious.

All too easily, she fell into the spell of interacting as these characters, dealing with some crazy scheme. Mel, Cal, and Julian began to untangle the mystery together while Rose and Kelly caused chaos in the background, ending up picking a fight with some of the bar patrons that got them all kicked out. An hour had passed before she’d realized it, their nachos whittled away to nothing.

“Should I make more?” she asked, pointing to the center of the table.

Julian bobbed his head. “Yes, please. I’m starving.”

“How? Didn’t you eat before we left work?” Cal asked, arms folded as he leaned back in his seat.

Julian’s lips lifted in a flirty smirk. “Maybe some of us have bigger appetites.”

Roxie pushed up from her seat. “Why don’t we take a five-minute bathroom break and I’ll help?”

Mel quickstepped to the kitchen, Roxie not far behind her. The nerves from earlier felt miles away after diving into the story Roxie had created. Kelly helped her a couple of times in figuring out what dice to roll and what bonuses to add, but no one seemed to be impatient or judgmental that she didn’t have the slightest clue. In fact, Cal asking for clarification on a random rule midway through made her feel a hell of a lot better.

She grabbed the tortilla chips, salsa, and more cheese and set them on the counter. Roxie had already grabbed a Pyrex to cook them on, a soft smile lingering on her face.

Mel tilted her head to the side. “What’s got you so happy?”

“You’re doing great,” Roxie said, her voice filled with warmth. “Are you having fun?”

Mel nodded. “Yeah. I love the fact that you’re guiding the whole thing. Keeps me from overthinking too much.” Truth be told, Roxie had been that way with her from the moment she showed up in this apartment. Something about the woman, whether it was her gentle, welcoming nature or that care and consideration she showed her friends reached in and grabbed her by the chest.

“See?” Roxie’s dark eyes sparkled. “You fit in.”

Mel fought with her own grin as her insides squeezed tight. Though she still felt a little tentative and stumbling here, tonight she’d been able to let go of the past, if only for a while. Tonight, she’d felt like she was part of something rather than an outsider, and she had Roxie to thank for that.
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Roxie could think of a few more awkward places to be, but driving her mother to prison topped the list.

She’d only done this circuit a few times; however, being in any sort of confined space with Clara Esposito was the sixth level of hell.

Her mother slumped in the passenger’s seat, blissfully quiet on the drive over, mostly because the woman was hungover as hell. The stench of Jim Beam radiated off her mother, a cheap scent she’d gotten used to after Dad passed and she spent her mornings picking up the empty bottles throughout the house. The woman’s hair was in tangles, and the bags under her eyes were permanent at this point.

Roxie tapped a finger on the steering wheel as she soared down the street, trying to ignore the acid churning in her stomach. She’d thought she was past the disappointment, but Clara tended to prove her wrong at every turn. She glanced at the GPS. Five minutes until they reached the prison, and then her mother would be someone else’s problem for a little while. Was it terrible to be relieved about that? Maybe she deserved this mess.

Clara began to stir in the seat next to her. “Where…going…” she mumbled, her words coming out in a slur.

“To the prison, remember? You needed a ride,” Roxie said, trying to keep her words as simple as possible. Nerves hummed under her skin. Her mother could latch onto anything and turn it into a fight.

“Fucking pigs pulling me over,” Clara growled, a little spittle pooling in the side of her mouth. “Should have better shit to do. There are crackwhores on the street, fucking crackwhores, and assholes shooting up each other, and they’re worried about me?” Her voice rose in volume with the rant, one that was probably about to go off the rails.

Roxie focused on the road ahead, trying to ignore the woman stirring into one of her rages. She sucked in a sharp breath. The idea that she’d ever been the kind mother Roxie had known while Dad was alive broke her mind every time.

“And you,” Clara growled.

Roxie’s shoulders tensed, an all-too-familiar reflex around her mother. The faint taste of aluminum lingered on her tongue, one that bubbled up every time a confrontation with Clara Esposito emerged. Don’t say anything. Don’t engage.

“Driving me to prison like some fucking do-gooder. You should be driving me across the border to Canada or trying to smuggle me to another state so I don’t go through this bullshit. Just nod your head and listen to everything they say, do you? Do you?”

Roxie swallowed hard. Two minutes. The prison was two minutes away. She was so, so tempted to respond, but she knew better. The second she said anything, Clara would escalate, and depending on what stage of inebriation she was in, that could mean a lobbed punch or her mother trying to commandeer the steering wheel. Better to stay quiet, even though her insides crackled with nerves.

“Oh, don’t have anything good to say, do you? Just like a fucking sheep. Bet you do everything the government tells you. They say how high, you say jump,” Clara slurred.

Roxie pursed her lips together to refrain from correcting her mother’s obvious mix-up there. Not like the woman was coherent enough to catch herself. Her temper stretched like taffy, a weary, ragged thing about to snap. She turned a corner, and at the end of the street was the corrections facility, standing in all its barbed wire glory like a gift from the heavens above.

The longer she had to stay in this car with Clara, the closer she came to just driving them both into the nearest wall.

Roxie sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm herself as she shut out whatever rants Clara continued spouting, the babble getting less and less coherent the longer she went. Her jaw ached from keeping her mouth shut, but she didn’t dare. She was so close to not having to pick up this woman when the bartenders called for the next few months, and if she were honest, that freedom sounded exhilarating.

She pulled into the correctional facility, and guards waited out front. Clara had started screeching her rants at this point, the volume so loud it reverberated through the car. Roxie braced herself, because at any moment the woman could switch from vocal threats to physical.

“We’re here,” Roxie said, coming to a stop and putting her car into park. The guards approached her vehicle, and she rolled the window down and unlocked the doors. “She’s in the passenger’s seat,” Roxie volunteered with a bitter grin. “Have at it.”

The moment the guard opened the door, Clara sprang out as if she was going to try and make a break for it. Good fucking luck. Roxie reached over and pulled her passenger’s door shut as the guards restrained Clara before leading her toward the door.

Roxie sagged against her seat, relief flooding through her as the tension escaped with the woman. She didn’t bother waiting around. Clara Esposito had been delivered to prison, so they could have fun dealing with her for a while. She pulled back onto the road, her jaw aching and her fingers shaky. Every time she was in the same car as that woman, she felt like she was one pill away from an overdose.

Her surroundings melted around her as she made her way home, the drive going much faster now that there wasn’t a ticking bomb in her car. Before she knew it, she’d pulled in front of her house, the familiar sight causing her heart to ache. Aunt Mandy’s house had been her solace after Dad died, and even though Aunt Mandy had passed away, the place still felt like home, her safe haven against an unforgiving world. Mel’s car was in the driveway, a sight that had her heart picking up speed.

Most folks took years to get to know her, but in the short time they’d been roommates, it already felt like Mel did. If she were a random roommate, Roxie would probably head inside and lock herself in her room for the rest of the day, but with Mel? The woman already knew where she was heading today and would probably drag her out until she talked about it. Roxie couldn’t help the lift of her lips at the thought.

She got out of her car and headed for the door. The second she stepped inside, she could hear the rustle and clank of Mel bustling around the house. The woman seemed to be in constant movement.

“Hey,” Roxie announced herself as she made her way into the kitchen. Savory scents wafted in her direction before she entered.

Mel whirled around from the stove pot which she guarded vigilantly. “Ah, crap, I thought you’d be longer.” Those deep blue eyes locked on hers.

Roxie’s brows drew together. “Upset I didn’t take enough time dropping my mother off?”

Mel shook her head. “Nah, I just thought my soup would be ready before you got back. Not that you need chicken noodle soup since you aren’t sick or anything, but when I think comfort, that’s where my brain goes.”

Roxie’s heart stepped up a beat. “You made me soup from scratch?” Her voice came out raspy. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had done that for her.

Mel ran fingers through her gorgeous auburn hair. “It’s probably crap soup, to be honest, but I thought you could use it after the whole Mom mess.”

Roxie shrugged a shoulder. “I’ve been cleaning up those messes for years.” The silence that fell between them felt weighty, and Roxie regretted her admission at once. She shouldn’t be putting her baggage on other people. Mel made it too easy to open up with her encouraging smiles and enthusiasm, but no one needed to hear about the heaping amount of depressing shit Roxie waded through daily. She opened her mouth, an apology at the ready.

“Okay, soup isn’t ready yet, and I’m suspecting talking about it isn’t going to cheer you up right now,” Mel said, pursing her lips as she scanned Roxie over.

“Hey, it’s not your job to cheer me up,” Roxie said, tugging on the end of her ponytail. Embarrassment flushed across her skin. She needed to put on a better game face.

“Bullshit,” Mel said, pointing a finger gun her way. “It’s my current quest, and I’m a competitive motherfucker.”

Roxie’s lips tilted up slightly, even with all the heaviness weighing her down. Mel shifted her weight from one hip to the other, scanning her with an intensity that made her blush even more. The more time she spent around this woman, the more her heart lunged in her chest.

“Got it,” Mel announced. “Jumping jacks.”

“Excuse me, what?” Roxie spluttered, trying to process the lightning-fast pace Mel operated at.

“We’re going to do jumping jacks, because I don’t think it’s humanly possible to feel gloomy while you do them.” Mel’s pretty eyes brightened, and the optimism in her voice should’ve been infectious if Roxie wasn’t in such a mood.

“Do I look like the exercising type?” Roxie asked, leaning against the counter.

“Doesn’t matter, because you’re so obliging you’ll do them with me anyway,” Mel challenged, a sexy smirk on her lips. Damn. She had her there. “Fifty,” Mel continued. “That’s all I’m asking you to do.”

“I’m not doing them by myself,” Roxie murmured. Mel’s grin deepened, and Roxie restrained her groan. Because of course she was caving already. Mel had her pegged from the start.

Mel stood beside her and spread her stance as if she was preparing herself. Roxie heaved a sigh and pushed off from the counter, giving enough space so she wouldn’t smack into her roommate. Roxie gave her one sidelong glance that she hoped conveyed “really?” Mel responded by widening her grin.

Jesus, Roxie felt stupid, but when Mel aimed that goofy smile her way, she couldn’t help but melt.

“All right, let’s start the count,” Mel said, pumping her arms with the first jumping jack. “One.”

Roxie forced her arms up in time, even though the effort was half-hearted and lame. Mel didn’t make any judging comments though, just continued to count off until before she knew it, they’d reached ten. Her strokes grew more even, the bounce reverberating through her bones as she fell into the rhythm of the jumping jacks.

By the time she reached twenty, her shoulders felt loose, and her mind started to clear of all the gunk that had been weighing her down. She couldn’t help but notice the elegant way Mel moved, with power to her limbs and a brightness that radiated outward. The jumping jacks were worth it just to watch her gorgeous roommate, if she were honest.

When they reached thirty, she found herself really getting into them, her arms and legs pumping in time with the count. A slight sweat broke out on her forehead because she rarely did this type of exercise, and while Mel grinned like a lunatic, Roxie couldn’t deny the movement seemed to dispel the cloud hanging over her. Like this, focused on swinging her arms and legs, her mind freed up and her heart a little lighter for the first time all day.

At fifty, Mel shouted the number out with a flourish and sagged against the counter. Roxie swayed as she let her arms settle, the blood pumping with renewed fervor.

“Mood booster, am I right?” Mel gasped out before she swung back over the stovetop to check on her soup.

Roxie shook her head, unable to help the wild way her heart thundered—and not from the exercise. She couldn’t help the longing that had taken up residence in her chest, even though Mel was still dealing with her ex and Roxie was too terrified to ever put herself out there.

Still, the woman knew how to make her smile like no one else.
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In the days before Will’s arrival, a pit formed in Mel’s stomach, one that twisted and writhed until the anxiety infected her. What was she fucking doing inviting her ex-boyfriend to hang with her for the week? Why the hell had she thought it’d be a good idea?

Her Uber screeched to a halt in front of the baggage claims exit of the airport, and she clutched the door handle.

“I’ll be right back,” she said to the driver before darting out of the car. Her feet landed on the pavement, and she strode to the sliding glass doors. Her fingers numbed like she’d tossed back seven cups of coffee, even though at the moment she batted one.

After a sweep of the entrance, she spotted Will’s tall form. Her ex was easy to find in a crowd, tall and lanky, with features more effeminate than he liked, even though it had always worked for her. Her heart thudded with nerves more than anything at seeing him for the first time since they’d split.

He turned around, and his pale blue eyes caught hers, a genuine grin lighting his face. “Hey, babe,” he called out, the click-click-click of his wheeled suitcase following behind. The endearment had her skin crawling, like he still hadn’t gotten on the same page.

Bad idea, bad idea, this had been a bad idea.

Mel balled her hands into fists and summoned her strength to not word vomit all the shit she’d been holding back. She forced a smile she hadn’t felt all morning and strode over.

“Hey there,” she called, closing the distance between them. She reached up and threw her arms around him to squeeze tight. The scent of him, smokes and sweat, reminded her of home, and some affection throbbed in her chest. For a moment she could remember their yearly Evil Dead marathons, the Sunday dinners at his folks’ place before they lost Dorothy, and the goofy voices he made when he was in a good mood.

He lifted her off her feet the way he always had, and a laugh escaped her.

Maybe this week would be the healing they needed. Maybe she didn’t have to lose his friendship in all of this.

“Let’s get going,” Will said. “The plane ride was miserable. Had some kid squalling in my ear for the entire flight. You’re lucky I made it out to see you.”

And there the guilt arrived, always slipped in between casual comments. Because those memories and the affection had become part of her past, not her present. No wonder she felt murderous half the time.

“How’s everything going back home?” Mel hazarded, dreading the responses she would get. They strode through the glass doors again, heading over to the red Mazda, her Uber, waiting. The wheels of his suitcase clicked on the pavement behind them.

“Oh, you know,” he said, waving a hand in front of him. “Work’s a nightmare. We’re understaffed, and Fred refuses to hire anyone else. I’ve been going out a lot with Brandon, Kyle, and Zella.”

“Who’s Zella?” Mel asked. He cast her a coy glance, like he expected jealousy. Little did he know, hope curled in her chest that he’d found someone new. That maybe she could absolve herself of some of this guilt. That she wouldn’t be letting Dorothy down.

“She’s a coworker of Brandon’s. Really sweet girl, a marketing exec like yourself. You guys would talk each other’s ears off.” The trunk popped open, and he slipped his suitcase in. Together, they slid into the back seat of the car.

The driver leaned around from the front seat. “Where are we heading?”

“Back where we came from,” Will announced.

“Actually, this one,” Mel said, passing her address up front. Her shoulders tensed as she glanced at Will. “I came from Tabletop Tavern, which is a good fifteen-minute walk away from where I live.”

The driver nodded, punched in the address, and set off down the street, not bothering with much chitchat.

Will’s brows furrowed, and those piercing blue eyes met hers. Over the phone, his tone slid like paper cuts across her skin, but in person, it sliced like a bare blade. “What’s Tabletop Tavern? Were you hanging out at the bar while I flew all this way to come see you?”

“It’s my roommate’s business,” Mel responded, her hackles rising. “She opened up a board game café, so I’ve been going over there in my free time.” She glanced to the front, half expecting the driver to be staring at them through the rearview—thankfully, this guy was wrapped up in the road and his ’90s R&B. She didn’t want another fight. Mel was beyond sick of fighting with Will, even after they’d split.

“Didn’t think you were into board games” was all Will said, but the look in his eyes delivered pure judgment. “Though I guess you’ve always been a geek, Mels.”

She swallowed the bitterness and took his words at their surface value even though frustration and jealousy brimmed off him. “Yup, that’s me, geeky as shit. I never played them until now though. I’m not that great, but the company is good, and I’ve been having fun.”

“Glad you’re enjoying your new life here,” he said, his tone clipped.

Mel lapsed into silence. The “without me” was always implied, a resentment that only grew with every passing day since she’d first told him she was moving to San Francisco and ending their relationship.

When they pulled in front of Roxie’s house, reluctance tugged at her heels the whole walk up the driveway. They’d started to talk again on the car ride over, and Will filled her in on how Danielle had brought a new guy around who she might be dating, and how Brandon had tried out at one of the local theaters. She thought hearing about her old friends might cause some of those connections to flare back, but instead, a bitter ache bloomed in her chest. Not like any of them bothered reaching out.

Mel stepped to the door. Walking up here with Will made the whole place feel unfamiliar, like she hadn’t spent the past month carving a new life for herself. Like she’d vaulted back to last year, so stuck she could scream.

“Cute place, even if it could use some work,” Will murmured beside her, soaking in his surroundings.

Mel turned her key and stepped inside, not bothering to respond. Every positive statement from him came with a negative now, as if he was incapable of anything else.

“Hey, roomie,” Mel called in, not sure if Roxie had headed into the shop yet or not. She’d been chatting with Cal at Tabletop Tavern before she set out to the airport.

“Hey,” Roxie said, striding out of the kitchen into the foyer. “You succeed in your quest?” She had her shoulder-length waves pulled into a practical ponytail, which accentuated the intensity of her dark eyes. Her small half-smile softened around the edges.

Mel waved a hand in flourish at Will. “Here in the flesh,” she commented. “As you can see, not a figment of my imagination.”

Roxie had been teasing her earlier in the week when she’d talked about his upcoming arrival. She’d promised if Mel showed up with a stick figure drawing of her imaginary ex, she would even go along with the pretense.

“Hey, I’m Will,” he said, striding past her to shake Roxie’s hand. “Thanks for giving Mels here a place to live.”

“I should be thanking her,” Roxie responded, glancing over to Mel. “I’m sure you’ve heard, but living in San Francisco ain’t cheap.”

Mel’s heart tangled like kudzu from the moment she’d walked in, and for the first time since she arrived here, she wanted to get out of this house fast. Seeing Roxie and Will in the same space felt so wrong, and she could guarantee no one in this room was happy right now. She speared fingers through her hair.

“Sorry to jet, but I need to get to the shop,” Roxie apologized, taking the strides to the door. The quickness of her statement and the shadows in her eyes told Mel the rest.

Mel swallowed hard and nodded. Will’s presence weighed at her side, crushing, crushing, crushing. He set his suitcase down and met her eyes before glancing up the steps.

“So, am I relegated to the couch?” he joked.

Mel gave him a look, not naïve to the edge in his tone. “I set up an air mattress in my room, but we’re not sharing a bed.” Even the idea of sharing a room with him felt weird. Why had she agreed to let him come visit again? Oh, because she was a complete fucking sucker.

She’d tried to break up with him five times in the last year, but none of the attempts seemed to stick. Even with this final split, she wasn’t sure if he was taking her seriously. Which was why she dove into the icy river and moved across the country in the first place. Cutting the strings on her own had been the only way to summon the courage to end the toxic Ouroboros their relationship had become.

“Why don’t we head to the coffee shop up the street?” Mel said, a little too loudly. She switched her gaze to the door. “I’m sure you could use a chance to stretch your legs after all the sitting on the plane.”

“Yeah, sure, babe,” Will said, leaning in behind her and wrapping his arms around her shoulder. Her jaw twitched. The endearments needed to stop, and this “friendly” closeness was making her skin crawl.

While they walked to GlassView Coffee, Will prattled on, a steady stream of chatter she relaxed into. Even though she loved to talk, the words stuck to the roof of her mouth right now. What would she chat about? Board games? The Star Wars marathon she’d just done with Roxie? He always tried to tone down her geekiness, whether telling her to calm down or giving an eye roll, but ever since she’d arrived in San Francisco, she’d flourished.

“How’s the job?” Will asked as they walked to the front doors of the shop.

A good two hours had passed, and he just asked about her now. Truth be told, friendship probably wasn’t on the menu, even though she’d felt the need to try.

Mel sucked in a sharp breath and plastered a grin on her face. “It’s wonderful. They’re teaching me a lot of the new managerial role, and I love my team. They’re all so enthusiastic.”

“Oh, I’m glad,” Will said, even though the statement came out toneless. “Shame you couldn’t have learned all of that stuff in Philly.”

Mel softened for a moment at the brief gasp of something honest to latch onto. “I know. I had been waiting years for this opportunity, but in the Philly office, Brenda refused to retire.”

The scent of fresh-roasted beans overtook her senses once she stepped inside, and she took in a deep inhale to ground herself. She strode to the counter and ordered herself a café au lait. Mel glanced to Will. “What can I get for you?”

“A no-foam, nonfat latte,” he responded. “Make sure there’s no foam.”

Mel chewed on the inside of her mouth, trying to hold back the flare of irritation at his prissiness. The barista nodded and set to work, steaming the milk and pulling the shots, while the other barista rang her up. As they strode toward the side of the coffee shop, she spotted a familiar face.

Jasper sat at a table with a slender preppy guy across from him, looking fresh-faced and enthusiastic. The rays of the sun cast his cheekbones in starker lines, and he wore a button-down with the sleeves rolled up and khakis, a little more dressed up than his normal gym ensemble he donned on After-Hours Sundays. He cracked a blinder of a smile, and she could hear his laugh from here.

Ah, he was on a date.

Jasper looked up at her, and their eyes locked. Mel ducked her head too late.

He patted the table between him and the other guy before hopping up from his seat. Oh joy, more awkward introductions. She offered a grin she didn’t have to fake when Jasper came striding over with the casual saunter in his step like he owned the place.

“Hey, pretty lady,” he drawled, placing his hands on her shoulders. “What are you doing here this early?”

“Is this your new boyfriend?” Will whipped toward her, a furious look on his face. Mel let out a groan, hiding her face in her palms. Kill her now.

“Who’s this?” Jasper asked her, his eyebrow raised a half inch higher.

“This is my ex-boyfriend from back home, Will,” she muttered. “Will, meet Jasper, one of the co-owners at Tabletop Tavern and a friend of mine.”

“While Mel and I would look adorable together, she’s not my speed. Though if you’re single, I wouldn’t mind an excuse to ditch this date,” Jasper said, waggling his eyebrows.

Will blanched, and Mel’s stomach sank. Was he homophobic? She’d always just thought the shitty way he rolled his eyes over her bisexuality had to do with jealousy, not anything more. Her stomach flipped at the idea that she hadn’t known this about him. Not like there’d been much of an opportunity to see that side since she was the queer outlier of their old friend group. The barista called out their drinks, and she snagged hers, wrapping her palms around the porcelain.

“You’re on a date here?” she asked, trying to break the awkward silence.

“One that’s going horribly,” Jasper said. “This guy is so pretentious I want to gag, and not in the good way.”

Mel snorted. “What can we do to help?” she asked.

Jasper squeezed her shoulder again. “You’re a lifesaver. Act like you just told me some bad news.”

Mel tried her best frown on for size. She didn’t have to try hard given the whole Will situation. “How’s this?” she asked.

“Convincingly miserable,” he said. “I’ll be back in a flash, and you can pretend to walk me out.” At that, he bolted over to his table and pointed in their direction.

“Why don’t we go sit down. Your friend can deal with his own problems,” Will said, his gaze boring into her. She’d deluded herself into thinking this week might be okay, but ever since Will had arrived, she’d realized how damn uncomfortable she felt around him now. Not the best for a friendship.

“Pick out a seat for us,” she suggested. “He’s already on his way over, and it’ll just be a minute.”

Will didn’t respond, but he grabbed the porcelain mug from her hands and stalked over to one of the clear booths along the big glass windows. A cinnamon shade of irritation brimmed off him as he went.

Jasper came bolting beside her, fake dismay on his face. “In the clear,” he said. “Now get me the hell out of here.”

She quickstepped with him towards the exit, dodging past a couple of folks sweating up a storm in their running gear as they approached the line. Mel headed out with Jasper, placing a hand on his shoulder in her attempt to get him out of the bad date. In all honesty, she was sort of hoping he could just take her with him too—escape all this self-imposed awkwardness with Will.

Jasper’s shoulders sagged in relief the moment they strode out into the sun’s rays. After taking the step away from Will, she could feel the sunlight on her skin again.

“So, that’s the Imaginary Ex?” Jasper asked, casting a glance inside to Will. “He’s pretty, I’ll give you that.”

Mel pursed her lips and crossed her arms over her chest. “But…” she continued, giving him a look. She knew he tried to hold back for her sake.

“You want honest?” Jasper asked, hesitation in his gaze.

“Like you have another setting,” Mel cracked back, even though her insides twisted like the filament of an incandescent.

“I know you guys are recently split, but that dude does not look like he’s over you. Even that aside, I would’ve thought he was a coworker you hated, not your boyfriend. I was expecting you to be a little more ‘Mel’ around him, all hugs and enthusiasm. Poker face, you have not.”

“Thanks, Yoda,” Mel muttered, trying to ignore the whiskey splash on open wounds that came with the revelation. Jasper’s words clanged around in her head. The man had known her for a few weeks, and even he’d figured out how wrong they had been for each other.

Inviting Will here had been a mistake. She’d broken up with him but told him they could still be friends, and that was her bad. That shit never worked, and it clearly hadn’t with him.

By the end of this trip, she’d need to sever ties for good.








  
  9

  
  
  CHAPTER NINE

  
  







Roxie glanced at her phone for the dozenth time since she sat in the coffee shop with Candace, the nerves getting the best of her.

After she’d activated her dating account, in a matter of days she had her first date lined up, which couldn’t have been more perfect timing. Ever since Will arrived in the house, the casual camaraderie between her and Mel vanished. Her roommate wasn’t cold, but she seemed saturated by whatever cloud of negativity her ex-boyfriend had packed along with him for the trip. Even though it was clear Mel thought they were attempting friends, Will didn’t seem to be on the same wavelength in the slightest with his possessive comments and longing looks.

Candace took a sip from the cup of black coffee she’d ordered, twisting the hemp bracelets around her wrist. Roxie tried to focus on her date, despite the way her mind kept drifting to her gorgeous roommate.

Clearly, she wasn’t in the position to be out here dating.

“So, favorite movie?” Candace asked. She was friendly enough, with long blonde hair, winsome eyes, and ears that looked kind of elvish. Aesthetically, Roxie could appreciate her, but she didn’t even get a zap to the starter plugs by way of attraction.

“I’m going to cheat and go with the best trilogy out there,” Roxie said, clutching the sides of her porcelain mug tighter. “Want to take a guess?”

“Star Wars?” Candace asked, her brows tilted in concentration.

“Lord of the Rings,” she responded. “I’m a fantasy gal. What’s yours?” She took a sip of her vanilla latte, as sweet as she’d been hoping for. The sun faded outside the big glass windows as the day waned, magenta streaks creeping across the sky, unfurling like a drop of ink in a glass of water. Maybe this wouldn’t all be a disaster.

“Blade Runner’s my favorite flick,” Candace said. “I’m more on the sci-fi end of the spectrum.” She placed her cup down on the table with a clink and reached over to take Roxie’s hands in hers. Roxie went with it, but if she were being honest, the skin-to-skin connection didn’t offer the slightest jolt. Candace was a looker, but she also looked to the door every five seconds.

“What about comics? Into them? Have a side?” Candace continued directing the conversation, which offered Roxie some relief. After posting bail and picking up her mother the other day, her thoughts had been pureed and spat out, which destroyed her ability to hold a regular conversation.

Roxie pursed her lips. “I enjoy both—not an avid reader of comic books though. Again, lean more toward fantasy novels. What about you?”

“Marvel all the way, baby. Started with Fantastic Four and kept going from there.” She started rubbing her thumb over Roxie’s hand in circular motions that fast grew irritating. Roxie stared at the connection, trying to figure out a polite way to snag her hand back.

Candace’s phone buzzed, and she pulled her hands out of Roxie’s to put it on silence. A frown line creased her brow, and she cast the phone another glance.

“If you need to get the call, I’m not offended,” Roxie offered. Not like she caught much of a vibe here. Honestly, she could use the extra time to start answering emails from vendors.

“Nah, it’s no big deal,” Candace said, even though her gaze drifted to the phone. A minute later, the phone began to buzz again, the name Natalie popping up on the screen. Candace clicked it off. “Sorry,” she murmured, leaning in a little closer. The movement brought her leg in accidentally-on-purpose until her calf brushed against Roxie’s. “Hey, want to head to the bathroom?”

The sultry look Candace leveled at her made her intentions clear, which moved way too fast for Roxie. Her chest sank. They hadn’t been here for more than a half hour and barely scraped past the “so where do you work’s” of getting to know each other. Roxie didn’t do one-night stands, even at her most miserable, and she wouldn’t start with a sloppy fuck in the bathroom of a coffee shop.

“Uh, look,” Roxie said, skimming fingers through her hair. “Maybe I wasn’t clear when we chatted—I’m looking to meet people to date, not just hook up.” Crap, she hated this. A flush stained her cheeks, and she glanced away.

“Why can’t there be a little of both?” Candace asked, a persistent edge to her voice Roxie didn’t like. Her phone buzzed again, and Candace gripped it tight, fumbling to shut the call off again. Same name on the screen, Natalie. The pieces clicked into place, and a pit widened in Roxie’s stomach.

“You’ve got a girlfriend,” Roxie murmured. “Hence the quick hookup.” Disappointment thudded through her veins, followed by the peppercorn rub of irritation for wasting her time in the first place.

Candace offered a terse smile. “Technically, yes. But our relationship’s careening toward oblivion anyway.”

“I’m not going to help that along,” Roxie said, trying to pin back the flare of annoyance. The first date she’d been on in six months and this happened, of course. “You seem nice, but being someone’s side fuck was never my thing.”

Candace’s gaze darkened. “Screw you, thinking you’re hot shit.” The mellow sweetness vanished. Her thin brows drew together in a haughty expression that fit her refined features all too well. She pushed up from the table and grabbed her purse, sliding the strap over her shoulder. “You’re not even that pretty, anyway.”

Candace turned on her heel and stormed toward the door on the opposite side of the café. A few glances from other patrons darted her way at the commotion, and Roxie desperately wanted to melt into her seat and disappear.

The phrase “not even that pretty” cycled on repeat, one Brittany had declared time and time again. The one-two punch slammed in, and she hadn’t even been able to swing back. Tears burned in her eyes, but she refused to cry in the middle of a coffee shop and make even more of a scene.

Roxie sipped at her vanilla latte by herself as she tried to swallow down the ugly emotions threatening to rise in her throat. The normal ebb and flow of the coffee shop drew those stares away from her, yet she didn’t need their judgment, because her font overflowed. She tugged at the hem of her maroon tee, wishing she hadn’t spent the extra time picking out the right outfit or flat ironing her hair. Her eyes stung. Not like the effort mattered anyway, like tugging couch covers over a broken-down sofa.

She finished the last drops of the latte and brought the cup over to the counter before setting out the door. The numbness started to filter through her system, a bunch of cotton balls soaking up those words, those ugly looks, and all the hatred until she was saturated with it.

Ugh, she needed to head home and pray Mel and Will weren’t there.




* * *




Roxie opened her front door to the sound of murmurs from the kitchen. Her gut twisted like a sodden rag. The walk home from the coffee shop hadn’t done anything but permeate the outside chill until it soaked into her marrow. Having grown up here, she should have known better than to leave a coat or hoodie behind with the gusts that swept through San Francisco at night.

She crept inside, avoiding the floorboard that always creaked. Maybe she could sneak to her room and drown out the mortification of this bad date by her lonesome. Truth be told, she didn’t feel like talking about any of this with Mel while Will was in the room. From the moment she’d met him, she got an acid taste in her mouth, one that always meant people were bad news. She’d felt the same the day she met Brittany, but she’d ignored the signs back then, because the loneliness had stolen tome after tome from her library until she lay barren.

Looked like she’d vaulted back to where she started.

Roxie crossed the foyer and headed toward the steps when Mel peeked out from the kitchen. Her heart lurched at the sight of her, like a reprieve from rain after torrential downpours.

“Oh, you’re home already?” she asked, a weird hesitation in her voice.

Roxie nodded, unable to voice the words on how bad the shitty date went or on how stupid she felt for even trying. Not like she needed to. Mel’s eyes softened, and she strode to close the distance between them.

“Hey, what happened?” Mel murmured, her voice softening with concern. She wrapped her hands around Roxie’s shoulders and drew her close. Roxie’s eyes stung, but she forced the tears back from sheer will alone. She inhaled the comfort of Mel’s berry scent, wishing for all the world this woman could be hers.

Even if she’d never be interested in someone like Roxie.

A pair of footsteps creaked in from the kitchen, signaling Will’s arrival.

“Just a bad date,” Roxie said, swiping at the edges of her eyes on reflex more than anything. Mel gave her a light squeeze before letting her go. “I don’t want to bother you guys though. Leave it to me to end up on a date with a chick who’s trying to cheat on her girlfriend.”

“With a chick?” Will repeated, his voice deepening in a way that set her on edge.

Mel turned to speak to Will, but he’d already stormed up to her. He grabbed her by the wrist, and Roxie’s hands balled into fists, her shoulders tensing.

“We need to talk, now,” Will spat, trying to tug Mel toward the steps.

“Don’t you dare.” Mel yanked her hand back, her voice filled with a foreign venom. She glanced to Roxie, a grimness settling in the press of her lips. “I’ve got this.”

Roxie’s chest squeezed tight. The rage in Will’s face set her nerves on edge, but what could she do? Mel’s jaw was set in determination.

Will bolted up the steps, and Mel scrambled to keep pace with him. Their feet clattered up the staircase, but neither of them looked back. Roxie trudged up the steps after, heading for her room. She must’ve mentioned she was a lesbian, or at least she assumed Mel would’ve told her ex at some point. The way Will seized on the mention of her going out with a girl was too familiar for her to mistake the reaction though.

Roxie shoved a hand into her hair, wanting to hide away from everything right now. Her heart felt bruised at this point, just some battered, worthless thing. She should’ve grabbed a handle of something strong to nurse in her bedroom, but she couldn’t summon enough willpower to drag herself back downstairs. As she trudged through the hallway toward her room at the end of the hall, voices boomed from Mel’s room, even with the door shut.

“What are you freaking out about?” Mel said, her voice as sharp as if she’d taken it to a whetstone.

“You didn’t tell me your roommate was a fucking dyke,” Will spat. “Is that why you’re pushing away any chance of getting back together? Is she who you’ve moved on with?”

Roxie stilled in mid-stride. The word dropped like a grenade the way it always did, whether it came from Mom, from strangers, or even from folks she believed were friends.

Her defenses had been obliterated, so his statement slid right into her chest and gouged.

“Don’t you fucking dare call her that,” Mel shouted, a raw scrape of fury in her voice. “I won’t sleep with you because we broke up, asshole.”

Roxie continued striding down the hall, the voices echoing through her head louder and louder.

“Really? After I came all this way for you? You’re still clinging to that?” Will fired back. Their voices shook through the corridor, the tall ceilings of this place amplifying the noise and giving her a front-row seat even though she wanted to be anywhere else. Her fingers trembled, the tremor traveling up her arms.

Roxie’s throat squeezed tight. Everything was so damn ugly.

Bel wound around her legs, his fluffy tail sweeping by. Together they reached her bedroom. The handle felt cool against her palm, a sensation she clung to right now amidst all the numb, numb, numb. She tugged the door open and stepped inside, but her feet wouldn’t carry her further, like someone had poured cement over her shoes. The moment she shut the door, she slid to the floor. The shouts from the fight continued reverberating around the house, reminding her far too much of growing up with Clara Esposito.

She pressed her forehead to her knees, and Bel curled into her side, beginning a rhythmic, body-quaking purr. The motion sent her careening over the edge. Hot, stinging tears coursed down her cheeks, staining the stupid shirt she’d taken so much time picking out today. Her shoulders full out shook as the sobs took over, racking her entire body.

Mom was in jail, her sister wouldn’t talk to her, and now her roommate was going to hate her too. Her stomach curled, and acid pooled in the back of her throat. Part of her wanted to call Cal or Jas, but words refused to bubble to her lips, and her frozen limbs wouldn’t respond.

Her first foray back into dating had been an utter disaster. Time to consider herself off the market for good.
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Mel woke up with the ache of exhaustion like she’d gotten the flu. To be fair, she also hadn’t fought with anyone like that in a long while. The argument last night erupted into the culmination of years of passive-aggressive digs and every confrontation he’d avoided. Honestly, this hit worse than the night she’d broken up with him.

Her heart should be hurting more than this feeble thump-thump-thump. They’d been together for three years, friends before they dated, and he’d been a big part of her life. Hell, she’d promised Dorothy she’d stick around, but after last night?

She didn’t think she could uphold that promise anymore.

Somehow along the way, she and Will had turned into strangers, and those memories lay on the opposite side of the country. Now, all she felt was relief.

She shoved the covers off her and glanced to the air mattress on the floor, half expecting to see Will. He had trudged downstairs to take the couch last night after their wall-quaker of an argument concluded with their friendship ending for good. Mel tugged on a scoop-neck sweater to guard against the slight chill sweeping through the old Victorian house, and she pulled on a pair of loose cargos.

The memories of the fight last night crashed through her mind over and over.

Mel had been planning on having a talk with Will yesterday, but then Roxie came home, and the situation spiraled out of control faster than she could handle. Ever since their relationship started to strain, Will’s jealousy had turned into a massive problem, and once she’d broken up with him, he’d barely tried to hide it.

She only regretted inviting him here in the first place. They wouldn’t have been able to maintain a friendship when he still hadn’t come to terms with their breakup. She realized that now. Roxie had slumped into the house, her soft mouth strained and her ebony eyes shattered, and then Will made a fucking scene, like the big damn drama queen he was. Mel knew how thin the walls were too—no way Roxie hadn’t overheard their fight. Anger combusted in her like a carburetor.

From the day she’d arrived in this city, Roxie had welcomed Mel into her house, her life, and her friend group. Mel repaid her by bringing over her baggage from back home, and he’d added to the scars Roxie already struggled with. Mel swallowed, trying to rid herself of the acidic taste in the back of her throat. She sucked in a shaky breath at last. All she could do now was try to clean up the rubble she’d caused and hope Roxie didn’t hate her.

Mel strode toward the door and settled her palm on the cold knob. She could do this. One step at a time.

Even though a few hours passed from their normal wake-up, Roxie’s door remained closed, the darkness at the end of the hall breeding more shadows. Mel’s heart tugged—she wanted to knock on her door, check in on her, and ask about what had happened to upset her on the date last night. But the last stitch of her unfinished business waited for her downstairs.

Mel trudged down the steps barefoot. Rustling sounds from below alerted her Will had already woken up and was moving around. Even though her stomach soured like she’d swallowed expired milk, she kept on going down the staircase. She owed Will this final goodbye.

She reached the bottom of the staircase at the same time Will strode into the foyer.

His bushy brows drew tight together, and his mouth formed a thin white line. His tousled sandy hair and the bags under his eyes hinted he’d slept about as well as she had.

He looked her in the eyes, and for a moment, she thought she recognized the guy she’d first become friends with, the one she’d eventually fallen for.

“We could still try to be friends…” he started, and Mel raised her hand.

“We couldn’t,” Mel said. “We attempted that, and you can’t seem to accept that we’re broken up, Will. Maybe some time and space will help.” The words came from her surprisingly steady, even though she knew in cutting him off, she was also losing the rest of their friend group back home.

Will reached down and picked up his duffel bag in one hand, hefting it over his shoulder. “Don’t make me the monster for trying to fight for our relationship.” Just as fast, his winter eyes grew sharper and harder, filled with all the anger percolating under the surface as their relationship crumbled like a matchstick cabin in a storm. “Everyone thought I’d be able to win you back. That we’d be coming home together.”

Mel’s stomach twisted at the thought of all her friends backing his play like that. Clearly, they didn’t know her as well as she thought. “That was never going to happen, Will. We broke up before I ever moved here,” she murmured.

“Don’t,” he ground out, his voice hoarse. “You’re the one choosing to leave me behind.” His stubborn jaw didn’t budge, but hurt and condemnation flickered in his gaze. His eyes were red-rimmed from last night, and the skin around hers still felt puffy and tender. Grief swept between them like an autumn breeze in a lonely park. Mel understood why he’d held on as long as he had, but they hadn’t stayed together for the right reasons.

They’d both been in tears by the end of the fight, when rage crashed into the futility of what they’d been struggling to continue.

Mel should’ve been terrified when she moved here. She was living across the country in a brand-new job, with brand-new friends, and a brand-new life. Yet in a mere month, she felt like a honeysuckle about to bloom in early spring. Will’s arrival reminded her more than anything that even though she missed her family and friends back home, she’d needed to take this step.

“With time you’ll come to realize that we weren’t happy, Will. You deserve someone who fits with you, and so do I,” Mel said, strands of the truth knitting together in her heart. He’d been the old, familiar car she clung onto for far too long, even when the tires went threadbare and the transmission died.

Despite the months of guilt and the constant strain of the fights begging to break free, she could still remember the goofy guy she’d fallen in love with, the friend who always tried his hardest to make her laugh and picked up pepperoni-and-mushroom pizza from the shop up the street for her every Friday. However, she wasn’t the fresh-out-of-college girl who fought to find her stride at work. The more she stabilized, the more their relationship fragmented. And when his mother passed away, an irreparable crack had formed that neither of them could fill in.

They were never going to be friends after she left him. She saw that now.

Will’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he glanced at it. “My Uber’s here.”

So many words and thoughts leapt to her lips, but they all dried there.

“Have a safe flight back,” she murmured. She refused to apologize for their fight, no matter how badly she felt this time. This had been inevitable from the moment she’d dumped him.

Mel reached forward, hesitant at first, before she closed the space between them and crushed Will into a hug. He smelled like home, like her past, and she missed the scent already. He remained stiff at first but then softened into the hug, even though he didn’t return it. Mel pulled away at last, her chest tight and aching.

Will snagged his rolling suitcase and tugged at the duffel bag around his shoulder before he took his first steps forward. “Have a nice life, Mels.” His words resonated like the first chord from a pipe organ, reverberating around the room. The old nickname on his lips came as a bitter rub, one she once loved and had come to loathe.

He stepped out the door, and it clicked shut behind him.

She sucked in one breath and then another. The reality hadn’t slammed into her yet, just the trickle of numb as it leeched away the feeling from her fingers and toes. After months of trying to move forward, she’d finally severed him from her life completely.

Yet she felt like she stood at the top of a skyscraper, feet hanging over the edge. One stray wind could knock her to oblivion. When tires screeched and Will’s Uber took him away from this place, her breaths came shallower.

Roxie hadn’t left for work yet. She had the chance to make things right with her. Mel would take whatever handful of earth she could pat into solid ground right now.

She trudged to the stairwell. The steps loomed ahead of her like there were a thousand of them. Her head tangled further, the more she tried to think. She ascended the steps with heavy creaks and thumps. Her throat burned from the fight last night, her voice still hoarse.

Her sweaty palm snagged as she trailed it along the railing, but Mel kept moving forward, even though her fears swirled in chilled layers. She was a tiny dinghy in the middle of the rising water and the impending crash of thunder with no lighthouse in sight.

Roxie had been uncomfortable ever since Will arrived. Mel couldn’t turn off her ability to sense people’s emotions if she tried. Yet Mel hadn’t been normal during his visit, as if a weighted blanket tried to smother everything she liked about herself. As much as the emotions squeezed her throat tight right now, resolve settled in her gut.

She just wished she’d never tried to stay friends with Will in the first place.

Mel strode down the hallway, Roxie’s room still a void of darkness at the end. She took the steps toward her anyway. She had no idea what she would say to her roommate, but she needed to apologize.

Truthfully, she just wanted to do anything possible to take away the visceral downpour of pain that emanated from Roxie last night.

Mel reached the door, summoned her nerves, and knocked.

“Yeah?” a muffled voice came from inside.

“I’m coming in,” Mel warned as she turned the knob. She couldn’t play the avoidance game on her best days, not while she was raw like this. She cracked the door open and strode inside.

Roxie peeked out from under her gray blankets, still in bed. Her dark hair lay in rumpled waves around her shoulders, the sort of thick and glossy Mel’s fingers itched to run through. Roxie’s eyes were red-rimmed and puffy from last night. Mel’s heart ached to think her mess had contributed to hurting her.

“Give me a second to get presentable,” Roxie said, pulling the down comforter up and over her head. “I look like crap right now.”

Mel strode forward, closing the door behind her, and took a seat on the edge of the bed. “Shush, you’re beautiful,” she said. “Besides, if you doll yourself up, then I have to, because I’m a competitive motherfucker.”

Roxie offered a weak grin and sat up, even pushing the blankets away. Her roommate wore a loose tank top with no bra, her nipples peaked against the fabric, and the shorts she wore exposed far more of her tan skin than Mel had seen before. God, she was so fucking stunning. The sight slammed her like a pair of paddles to the chest, electrocuting her heart back to life. Mel averted her eyes before she got caught staring.

“Look.” Mel took the reins again. “I owe you a massive apology. You’ve been nothing but perfect since I arrived, and I subjected you to the awkward hell of my attempt to be friends with my ex. I felt bad when I broke up with him, and I guess he took wanting to be friends as hope for another chance.”

Roxie’s hands balled into fists on her blankets, and Mel’s stomach plummeted. She must’ve ruined things beyond repair.

“He didn’t fight with you over the fact you’ve been living with me, did he?” Roxie asked, a crowbar edge to her voice. She refused to meet Mel’s eyes.

Mel’s brows drew together, and she rocked forward to brush her fingertips over Roxie’s fist. Roxie stared at her, those deep-set umber eyes lost and hopeless.

“He was looking for any excuse to fight at that point. He hated the fact that I’ve moved on,” Mel said, her heart thumping hard. The idea that she’d contributed to Roxie’s pain made her want to retch. “I’m so sorry he freaked out about you. And I’m extra sorry if you heard our fight last night. I know these walls aren’t super thick.”

Roxie released her hands from their clutch on the blankets, and Mel realized her hand still lingered there. She pulled it back.

“I thought you’d hate me after last night,” Roxie said. “For starting a fight with your ex-friend-whatever.”

Mel swallowed hard. This woman was too damn caring. She caught the scent of her tangled up in these sheets, the amber and honey that lingered long after Roxie left a room. She placed a hand over Roxie’s again, needing the physical connection right now. The softness of her skin, those delicate fingers, that steady heat calmed Mel like nothing else.

“You didn’t do a single thing besides exist, doll,” Mel said, squeezing her hand. “How could I ever hate you for that? Will and I ruined our shitty attempt at post-breakup friendship on our own.”

Roxie bobbed her head before running her fingers through her hair, something Mel fast caught as a nervous reflex.

Mel’s heart thumped harder, despite its bruised and battered state from the night before. “Do you want to talk about what happened last night?” she asked.

“Do you?” Roxie countered, a flash of challenge in her gaze.

Mel grinned despite herself. “If you want to avoid the torment a little longer, I’ll dive into my self-flagellation of this entire week.”

To be honest, she wouldn’t mind someone to talk to in the slightest with the way her mind bounced from one failure to the next.

“You don’t have to,” Roxie started.

“Come on, this is my specialty.” Mel rocked back on her tailbone, placing her palms on either side of her outstretched legs as she got comfortable on Roxie’s rumpled blankets. Roxie pulled her knees to her chest, a move that not only exposed more of her smooth thighs but also made Mel struggle to keep her focus front and center.

“Will and I met before I had my life together,” she started, tapping a finger on the mattress. Even though she was comfortable here with Roxie, her heart felt like she’d run it through the wash, tossed and wrung out. “We were both in rough places, but while I climbed out of mine, Will never did. I kept wanting to move forward while he wanted to remain in the past. And then his mom passed away last year…and yeah. How do you leave someone after that?”

Mel scrubbed her face with her palms. “It took moving here to end things, but…fuck, I promised his mom I’d stay by his side. What sort of monster am I for breaking that?”

Roxie’s foot nudged at her leg. “Not a monster at all. And you’re not the first to think maybe you could stay friends post-breakup. I’ve fallen for that trap before plenty. Usually, Caleb and Jasper pull my head out of my ass,” she offered.

Mel accepted the safety net. “Jas tried with me. Will pretty much assumed that everyone I befriended here was someone I’d either slept with or was dating. Apparently, I worked my way around San Francisco in record time.” Bitterness plucked at her chest. She pursed her lips and moved her leg to nudge Roxie back. Roxie’s smile reached her eyes at last, honeyed warmth glowing in those depths. Thank god.

Roxie hesitated, and her gaze swept to the blankets. “Yeah, the date sent me for a tailspin. I don’t know if I’m ready to try for a while now—if ever. Brittany, past exes, my mom—with all of those voices crowding my head, how am I supposed to hear my own?”

Her bleak words struck Mel square in the chest, deflating those fragile hopes that had begun to rise in her chest that maybe, maybe Roxie might see her as something more. Mel let out a small exhale. Even if this stunning woman never wanted her in any way other than friends, Mel would take whatever hefty helping she could get of Roxie in her life.

“You start listening to yourself rather than them,” Mel murmured. “Easier said than done, I know.”

“You’re telling me,” Roxie muttered. “I’m so fucking tired.” When she glanced up and their eyes locked, Mel couldn’t bring herself to look away. Heat coursed from the other woman, warming her like flames in a fireplace as she sat on Roxie’s bed. Roxie’s eyes flared with an intensity that made her swallow.

Mel clapped a hand on Roxie’s knee, needing to break the tension somehow. “If you’re exhausted, there’s coffee. I’ll head down and brew a pot.”

Roxie’s eyes softened with an amused smile which fit her rumpled clothing and tousled hair. “Hey, Mel?” she said, her voice tremulous. Mel stopped mid-stride toward the door. “Thank you.”

“I’m glad we’re okay,” Mel said, the truth spilling from her lips the way it always did. The tension stretched at her insides like a gray morning with that crisp scent of impending snow, filled with anticipation of something more. She sucked in a breath. She couldn’t let her mind travel in that direction right now. “But we’ll be even better once there’s coffee in our systems.”

She exited the door before she could fall more under the spell of the solace with Roxie, of the warmth, the comfort, and the ache of relief.








  
  11

  
  
  CHAPTER ELEVEN

  
  







A week had passed since Mel’s ex flew back home to Philadelphia. Despite their talk, Roxie hadn’t missed how subdued Mel had been or how she’d caught her sitting in the living room staring at her phone more than normal. She’d asked Mel if she wanted to talk, and occasionally, she did. Other times, she drifted further and further away.

Roxie leaned against her kitchen counter. The idea had been percolating in her mind all week since she got the rare Saturday off today. She was supposed to cover the late shift, but Caleb asked to switch with her for his Monday because Kaylee had a doctor’s appointment.

The soft pad of Mel’s steps sounded from upstairs, and Roxie’s heart accelerated like she was speeding on the I-80.

Mel stepped into view, and the breath snagged in Roxie’s throat. Not like she should be indulging in this reaction. Mel had just cut out the last of her baggage from back home, and Roxie wasn’t about to throw hers onto the woman. Wishing for more was an exercise in heartbreak. Light soaked into the burnt-orange sunset of her hair, which was twisted into a messy bun, those flame strands brushing against her porcelain nape. Her eyes didn’t hold their normal brightness, but she lifted her petal lips in a smile anyway. Roxie tried to look away before she focused too much on the snug fit of those Levi’s or how perfect Mel’s ass looked in them.

“Hey, roomie,” Mel offered upon approach.

“What are your plans today?” Roxie asked, cutting to the quick. If Mel was busy, she’d probably just head into work.

“It’s my day off, so a heaping pile of nothing. Are you going to be at the shop?” Mel asked, reaching past Roxie to snag the near-full carafe of coffee. She poured herself a mug and then took a sip.

Roxie shook her head. “I traded shifts with Cal. I don’t want to take away from your heaping pile of nothing, but since we’re both free, if you wanted to check out Golden Gate Park and do a little sightseeing, I could use the sunshine.” Roxie chewed on her lips, trying not to appear too hopeful.

Mel looked up, and the first flare of excitement sparked her sapphire eyes. “I’ve been dying to get out into a little nature. When do you want to go? Now?”

Warmth fluttered in Roxie’s stomach, better than a mug of coffee with cream. A grin rose to her lips. “Calm your tits. Finish what you’re drinking and if you need to change into clothes to tromp around in, do that. We’re not in any rush.”

Mel nearly slammed the mug of coffee on the countertop in her haste. “Maybe you’re not” was what she called as she rushed for the stairs again.

A second later, her footsteps thundered up the staircase and down the upstairs hall. Roxie ran a thumb over the heated porcelain from Mel’s cup of coffee, fighting with her own grin. Except the reality crashed in moments later. She needed to stop pining for her roommate. This adrenaline, this excitement would only lead to hopes shattering like glassware in her mother’s hands.

Her crushes ended in disaster, every single time.




* * *




The yellowed overhead lights shuddered on the train. The brakes slammed, and it pulled into another stop, these ones above ground. Roxie clutched the pole tight, aware of Mel’s hand inches beneath hers. She couldn’t help but fall into Mel’s enthusiasm as the woman soaked in the view of the city, her wide eyes fringed with midnight lashes.

Roxie tugged on the bottom of the black vest she wore open with a plain white tee. Since Mel went up and changed, Roxie had too, cursing herself as she brushed her hair out in the bathroom like this was a date. It wasn’t. Roxie wasn’t dating anymore.

Mel’s skintight green pants and brown tunic shirt flattered her porcelain skin and delicate features, making her look otherworldly, like she’d been plucked straight out of a fantasy, or at least one of Roxie’s.

Roxie swallowed and stared back out the window again.

The landscape shifted, the first fringes of greenery peeking into view.

“Our stop’s next,” Roxie murmured, swaying along with the movements of the train. “Once you’ve taken the full trifecta of bus and trolley, you’ll have conquered our weird-ass metro system.”

Mel snorted and cast her a glance. “Please, this is European levels of public transit luxury compared to dear old Philly transit.”

The light-rail car came to an abrupt halt, and the doors opened.

“Let’s jet.” Roxie tilted her head toward the exit and made her way onto the landing. The sun gleamed on her skin the moment she stepped out, and the crisp breeze curled strands of her hair back and forth. When her soles settled on the asphalt overlooking Golden Gate Park, she couldn’t stave away the nostalgia, like a soft, worn blanket. All too fast, the warmth turned hard, serrated, and those teeth sank in past skin. Coming here always felt like a mistake, yet she found herself returning again and again.

Roxie led the way along the walking paths, basking in the salt scent in the breeze and the trill of birds in the nearby trees. In the far distance, she could see the Golden Gate Bridge peeking out from the swirls of mist. Mel tugged at the pack at her shoulder, her gaze switching from right, to left, to up, and down, like she was trying to drink in every detail.

“So, why Golden Gate Park, out of everything in San Francisco?” Mel asked. “I mean, it’s gorgeous, but everyone talks about places like Alcatraz and Fisherman’s Wharf.”

Roxie’s lip curled on reflex, which she fast tried to hide.

Mel’s eyes widened, delight sparking in her gaze. “What was the snobby look? Come on, spill.”

“Fisherman’s Wharf is drowning in tourist schlock,” Roxie said, not bothering to guard her tongue for once. “Anytime you spot a Ripley’s Believe It or Not! you’ve stepped into the trap of loud crowds, trash, and bland, corporate-owned junk. Most of the small-business shop owners steer clear.”

Mel let out a low whistle. “Wow, tell me what you really think, small-business owner.” The amusement in her tone struck something soft inside Roxie. Time and time again, Mel made her feel seen. “Okay, so then why’s this spot different?”

Even though plenty of folks strode around the park today, everyone kept an amiable distance, making this place feel wide and open, like someone scooped out the skyscrapers and let nature roam free.

The real answer leapt to her tongue, but she swallowed it back. Rawness prickled across her skin even just being back here, more than she’d expected. Out of all the places she could’ve gone in San Francisco, this one unearthed a time capsule of memories, and worse, the good ones.

Before her family fell apart.

“This is the biggest green space in the city, for one,” Roxie said, striding past the statue featuring two American flags on either side as she led them in the direction of one of her favorite spots. “And honestly, I don’t need to justify my choice—the park will do that for itself.”

“Lofty words,” Mel responded, a glint in her teasing eyes. “We’ll have to see what San Fran has to offer. Fairmount and Valley Forge Park are going to be damn hard to beat—we’ve got forests for days.”

“We’ve got the ocean,” Roxie countered. Mel grinned, yet as they continued striding down the pathway, her smile faded around the edges, and the pensiveness returned. Roxie chewed on the inside of her mouth. “What’s been on your mind, Eeyore?”

Mel glanced up with a half-smile. “Have I been that obvious?”

“Considering I’m as dense as a dying star, pretty much,” Roxie responded, hooking her thumbs through the belt loops in her jeans. “If you don’t want to share, it’s okay. I just figured…”

Mel tucked a strand of her fire opal hair behind her ear and ducked her head. “I appreciate it. As much as Will’s constant guilt trips and texts irritated me while we tried to stay friends, the absence of them is a lot. Apart from my normal once-a-week phone calls with my family, barely anyone texts me, and the silence is scraping at my resilience. Back home, my phone buzzed from the beginning to the end of the day, and I loved the noise—I need people to survive.”

Roxie’s chest twisted tight. She was the opposite. She’d be happy if her phone could stop ringing for once, whether calls came in about her mother or the ones she used to get from Britt when her ex drank too much. While she loved her group chat with Caleb and Jas, they both talked more than she could keep up with on most days. She chewed on her lip and pulled out her phone, skimming her fingers over the keyboard while they walked along. Mel’s stare pressed into her, but she focused on the screen.

Roxie pressed Send. Mel’s phone buzzed.

Mel lifted her phone, her eyes dancing with amusement, the We can always talk text on the screen. “Well, thanks, Rox. I’ll make sure to text you more when I’m feeling lonesome.”

“Jas and Lilah would love to hear from you too. I know you’re getting to know everyone, but you fit in great,” Roxie said. “Plus, once the conversation train starts rolling down the station, you’ll be inundated with so many messages you’ll have to hole away in Yosemite.”

She shielded her eyes and stared out to the left. The fragrance filtered her way, the distinct strain of rose that swirled her memories like soft serve. The rose garden had always been one of her favorite spots in the city, bright splashes of color from all the different flowers in bloom year-round.

“Are those all roses?” Mel asked.

“And other flowers, but yeah,” Roxie said. “Want to go check them out?”

Before she could react, Mel grabbed her hand and tugged her forward. The sudden touch coursed through her like buttered rum, and she gripped tight as if for a few moments she could just pretend this was more. That Mel was hers.

Mel raced across the lawn, her sneakers thudding against the ground with the force of her footfalls, and Roxie stumbled, trying to keep pace. A giddy laugh slipped from her throat. They bolted across the lawn like they were six years old, not pushing thirty.

Mel slowed once they reached the rose garden with flower beds on either side of them along the trail. Canary and tangerine roses bloomed, offset by the verdant leaves glowing under the sun. Yet even as Mel relaxed her tread, she kept her hand pressed against Roxie’s. Roxie’s throat dried with want, but she couldn’t bear pulling away, even if the touch fed her wildest, impossible daydreams.

Mel stopped in front of a bush of yellow roses, the petals butter soft. At last, Mel let go of her hand, but Roxie could still feel the imprint of heat against hers. Mel leaned over the rosebush to sniff the flowers, the angle placing her stunning ass in view. Heat crept to Roxie’s cheeks, and she glanced away, pretending she was searching for other flowers or some shit.

“All right, your park is getting some bonus points for all of this,” Mel said, waving her hand around. They continued forward, passing by the miniature statues on either side of the thin asphalt path.

“What did I tell you? This place is gorgeous.” As they ambled down the trail, Roxie realized what direction they were headed. Her feet had subconsciously brought her here, reigniting old muscle memory of traveling this path hundreds of times as a kid.

“Where are we going?” Mel asked. “Somehow I have the feeling you know this park a lot better than you’re letting on, Miss I’m Too Cool for Tourist Spots.”

The words pooled in her mouth, but she swallowed them down again. Her skin prickled, a little raw like she’d taken a meat tenderizer to it. Mel stared at her with those sunny-day blues, her expression so earnest that Roxie found herself speaking anyway.

“We’re heading to Strawberry Hill,” Roxie murmured. “I used to come here almost every Sunday as a kid.” She lapsed into silence. The “before” hung heavy in the air, unsaid. After Dad died, their family disintegrated more and more with every following year. She and Mel passed the parking lot to the right, one her family had frequented for their visits. As much as they could’ve taken the Metro, most times her parents hadn’t wanted to shuffle her and Daria around.

Stow Lake glittered under the midday sun, as welcoming as it had been at seven years old, when she’d run up with Daria to skip rocks across the surface.

Before Dad died.

Before she lost Mom to liquor.

Before she lost Daria to her bigoted views.

“Come on,” Roxie said, her heartbeat thrumming like a frantic moth trapped in her chest. The need to push forward and retreat yanked her back and forth. “You’ve got to see the pavilion.” She quickened her pace, and Mel kept up despite her shorter gait. Even though every step forward felt like striding through a gossamer dream, so far the memories weren’t suffocating her like she’d been tossed into the casket and not her father.

She’d stayed away from here for a long time. The place gouged into healed wounds and added fresh salt to the sting. Yet once the idea infected her brain earlier this week, she not only wanted to come here, but she needed to. Roxie couldn’t think of anything like this place to pull someone out of a funk, and she’d been missing the sunshine in Mel’s smile ever since she and Will had fought.

“So this is where the cool kids hung out,” Mel murmured, amusement in her tone.

Roxie cast her a flat glance. “You know as well as I do that I was never one of the cool kids.”

“What were you?” Mel asked. “If I had to make a wild guess, I’d say a goth kid.”

“Bingo,” Roxie murmured, reaching out to skim her fingers along the twigs sticking from bushes they passed. “I have no idea what you would’ve been—somehow, I feel like you were able to blend well.”

“Band geek, but if you make the ‘one time at band camp’ joke, I’ll slit your throat,” Mel warned.

Roxie snorted, crossing her finger over her heart. “I wouldn’t dare. Not going to lie though, the idea of you as a band geek is absolutely adorable.”

Mel opened her mouth as if she might continue, her tongue slipping out to wet her bottom lip. Roxie found the sight of those pink, kissable lips mesmerizing. As they came around the bend on the trail, the little stone bridge spanned before them, and to their right lay the beautiful red columns and green arches of the Golden Gate Pavilion. Roxie snuck a glance over to Mel, whose jaw dropped open.

“This feels more like a treasure hunt than a stroll through a park,” Mel breathed, skimming her fingers along the stone railing they crossed.

Roxie’s heart roared in her ears the closer they got to the pavilion. How many years had she stood beneath it staring out at this lake?

“Dad used to sing us ‘Papaveri e papere’ whenever we’d come here.” The words tumbled out of her mouth as the memories escaped. “An old Italian lullaby. My father was from Naples, but when Mom studied abroad, they met, fell in love, and then he moved over here to be with her.”

As they approached, the wind whistled through, and she could almost hear the low, warm scrape of her father’s voice in the breeze. Heat stung her eyes when she turned behind her to look. Empty, of course.

“You really miss him, don’t you,” Mel murmured with the seriousness of a rainy day, as if she understood the weight in the air and those first initial drops that splashed down like tears. The distance between them closed, and they walked until they stood mere inches apart.

“Every damn day,” Roxie said. Thinking of the warmth in Dad’s chocolate eyes, the smell of grappa, and the pristine melody when he spoke his native tongue vaulted her back. She took the first steps under the pavilion, the shadows soothing her sun-warmed skin. “I’ve had a lot of time and space to grieve him, but returning to places like this remind me of when we had a family. Before Mom started trying to drink herself into a grave and my sister coped by cutting us out.”

She stood by the overlook facing Stow lake and watched the water ripple. A few geese floated by, or paperina as Dad would’ve called them. She’d been terrified of returning here, but as she stared out over the water, the first stirrings of peace swept over her like early morning dew. Mel stepped beside her, and a second later, a palm pressed against hers.

Roxie swallowed hard when their fingers intertwined. She clung onto the connection with all her might, just wishing, wishing, wishing. Mel wasn’t someone she could have, but her heart and mind ceased listening to logic.

With every passing day, Roxie fell for her a little more.
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One of the negatives about being able to read a room was that Mel could always pick out the bullshitters.

She finished the presentation, her team watching with focused attention. The vice president, Bill, was the typical California slick—tan, beachy, and relaxed. He sat opposite to her at the table alongside Susan, a middle-aged executive from upper management, whose pinched nose made it look like she’d caught the scent of the Schuylkill River back in Philly. They’d asked to sit in on her meeting, and she’d been walking across strained plastic wrap since she stepped into the room. They both plastered feigned interest all over their perfectly polite faces.

“Any questions?” Mel asked, pointing to the handouts in front of them. Her team members shook their heads. She grinned. “Then this meeting is over. Go ahead, run, you’re free.”

The mass exodus began in a flurry of squeaking chairs on the linoleum as the meeting concluded. Her team members rushed for the door, though a few cast glances to Bill and Susan. She wasn’t the only one who tap-danced on nerves with them sitting in on the meeting. And now, the duo strode in her direction rather than leaving. Mel swallowed, but her throat squeezed tight like she’d tried to chew down dry oats.

“Melody, may we have a word?” Susan asked. Mel didn’t trust the prim purse of the woman’s painted lips, but she wrangled a smile in response anyway.

“Sure thing,” Mel said, resting a hand on the nearby chair, mostly so they wouldn’t see her palms sweat. “Want me to go over any of the updates from the client?”

“Well, that’s what we planned on talking to you about,” Bill said, taking a step forward until he stood a foot away. “While the client loves you and your creativity and we’re very satisfied, the board has some reservations about the approach. So, for this project, we’re adding another team member—Jace, one of our other marketing managers. We think you’d work well together.”

Mel’s stomach sank. Oh, screw that. They’d encouraged her to take risks and think outside of the box since she started here. And she’d been getting results too. The client she worked with had been all exclamation points about the changes she’d made to the project upon taking over.

Both Bill and Susan stared at her, waiting for a response. Right.

“Is there anything I could be doing better?” Mel asked, her nerves picking up like she’d slammed on the gas down the freeway. “If there’s more of a formula I need to follow, I’d be happy to comply.”

Susan gave her a grin, sterile at best. “You’re doing great with your clients and your team. This client recently became more of a priority for the company, and we wanted to make sure you had enough help for the upcoming responsibilities.”

I.e., they didn’t want this large of a project going to the new kid. Mel schooled her features and nodded. Bully for her. Their lack of confidence stung after how long she’d worked for the corporate of Awake Industries back in Philly, but this was a different branch. She needed to learn the way they operated before she could try making changes.

“I understand,” Mel said, even though she didn’t. “I’m looking forward to working with him on this.”

Another lie.

Susan offered a pinched smile again. “I’m so glad. Jace will start with you guys tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Mel,” Bill said, his voice cavalier as he strode away. “Keep up the good work.”

Susan followed in his footsteps until they both exited, and the door clicked after them. Mel’s hand balled into a fist at the table, and she resisted the urge to slam it down. All those hopes for a flashy new career, for rising the ranks and feeling that sheen of success, rose like bread baked with bad yeast. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Maybe she shouldn’t have torched her old life for this.

She leaned against the table, the edge jutting into her hip. Mel tugged out her phone and fired off a text to Roxie.

Work’s pulling a weird move on me.

She skimmed up the text chain, which had grown at a rapid pace ever since she’d admitted how lonely she felt. Roxie had been true to her word, sending random pictures of the shop and weird facts about everything from Dungeons and Dragons to home repair throughout the day. Mel’s heart skipped a beat while she skimmed over them.

The move here hadn’t all been for nothing. Roxie had become her best fucking friend in a short time. Warmth clutched hesitantly at her chest. She slipped her phone into her pocket and pushed up from the desk before heading for the door.

Time to get back to work.

* * *




Mel sank back in the passenger’s seat as Roxie pulled the car into the lot. Her pulse ran faster than an Olympic sprinter, but after the upset at work today, she didn’t want to be anywhere else.

Golden Gate Roller Rink waited for her at the end of the lot, the yellow neons of the sign already turned on at this time of night. Roxie had finished a day shift today at Tabletop Tavern and agreed to take her out to meet the Bay Badasses, one of the local derby leagues in the area. Her skates lay in her lap, and she itched to slip her feet in and lace them up.

Mel had been the best jammer on her league back home, the Lawless Libertines. The feel of the rink beneath her feet and whizzing faster, faster, faster until all her problems melted away—she needed the outlet. Roxie had made the suggestion earlier, and Mel could’ve kissed her. The idea of kissing Roxie got her so hot she was liable to combust, but considering Roxie had sworn off dating, Mel didn’t know what to do with the fact.

Friendship was good. Roxie’s friendship was even better. She couldn’t risk that by indulging in some stupid fantasy. Her stomach squeezed. Head in the game, Roberts.

“Rose has been on the league for ages. She’s thrilled to introduce you to the girls. They’ve got a full roster, but they’re always looking for fill-ins,” Roxie said, shutting the engine off.

“You didn’t have to go out of your way to take me here,” Mel said, wiping her hands on her pants. The woman barely had any free time, and here Mel was taking it up. “Guaranteed you’d rather be unwinding at home right now.”

“Are you kidding me?” Roxie drilled her fingers on the top of the steering wheel. “I missed the last few bouts, so I owe these girls a visit. Lilah and I come to cheer Rose on, though if you end up joining the league, I’d be happy to cheer for you too.”

Mel’s cheeks heated, and she couldn’t ignore the way her heart lunged. In the dim light of the car, the shadows accentuated Roxie’s raven strands, the hollow dip at the base of her neck, the strong line of her straight nose, and those firm, enticing lips. Mel had been drawn to the woman’s earthiness from the moment they first met, and she’d only gotten hotter the longer Mel knew her.

“Well, I’ve got to prove myself in the rink first,” Mel said, trying to distract herself from the hummingbird thrum in her chest. “So, let’s go meet these Bay Badasses.”

With that, she pushed up from her seat and clicked the door open. The crisp air curled across her bare arms, the San Francisco chill that descended at night. She carried her roller skates in one hand and tugged on the strap of her duffel bag with the other.

Once they neared the entrance, she caught a flash of short, neon blue hair. Rose leaned against the wall, clouds of smoke pluming from her like a one-woman chimney. She wore leggings and a tank top, looking like she was prepared to dive right into practice. The first nerves worked their way under Mel’s skin. What if she skated like shit out here?

Yet the moment Roxie stepped beside her, those fears ebbed away. Something about this woman’s presence always soothed her. Mel resisted the temptation to just sink against her. They might be close, but they hadn’t gotten that close yet.

“About time you guys got here,” Rose called out. “The girls were beginning to think I made you up. Ready to strut your stuff in there, Mel?”

“Fuck yeah,” she responded, all the energy converting to adrenaline.

“You guys owe me for finding you a new jammer,” Roxie said, walking beside her with her thumbs hooked into the pockets of her jeans. Roxie’s uniform on most days was a geek tee, jeans, and a hoodie, but damn if she didn’t look stunning every time.

“They’ve got to see if I’m any good first,” Mel said, trying to ignore the flush staining her cheeks. She was amped, and the accelerated emotions got the better of her—that was all.

Rose tilted her head toward the door and flicked her cigarette to the ground, crushing it under her heel. “Let’s roll, ladies.”

The moment they stepped through the glass double doors of Golden Gate Roller Rink, Mel was home. The scents of sweat, old linoleum, and the faint tinge of cigarettes filtered through the air. The shup-shup-shup of wheels to the rink transported her to the old roller rink she’d grown up going to, the one with the shitty pizza and the run-down bathrooms where she’d shared a first kiss with Cindy Cooper back in high school.

Already, members of the league skated out on the track, cutting circles and practicing falls. Watching them in action reminded her so much of her league at home, a group of fierce-as-hell women who weren’t afraid to let out their aggression. She missed those friends and the outlet bad, even if they’d only ever been folks to grab a beer with. Mel needed to let loose more than ever. She’d been riding win after win with the new job only to lose her entire bet in the span of a single meeting.

Mel headed to the nearest bench and plopped onto the seat, shucking off her shoes. She tugged her kneepads over her leggings and then slipped her feet into the skates. Only six months had passed since she’d last set foot in a rink, but it stretched out like the desolate sprawl of January after all the holiday chaos. The weight of the wheels under her feet was so familiar she almost gasped with relief. The steady sound of the skates to the rink formed a comforting melody of its own.

Mel tugged out her helmet from the duffel bag and settled it on her head. She popped in her mouth guard and nudged her bag under the bench before looking for Roxie and Rose. The pair stood over by the edge of the rink, chatting with another woman. Mel skated forward, enjoying the glide as she approached.

The woman who they talked to possessed a solid frame and an easy, friendly smile. Her dark hair was cut short, and tattoos marked her arms and hands. She reached forward to cup Roxie’s cheek, and Roxie laughed in response, her eyes light. Mel’s stomach twisted. Hello, jealousy, her old friend. Maybe if she weren’t still shaking off her baggage, she could be bold enough to touch her like that. Fuck. Her mouth dried with want as she skated up.

“Hey, guys,” Mel said, stopping on her skates in front of them. “I’m all ready to go.”

The other woman thrust a hand forward. “The name’s Tabby,” she said as they shook. “Are you dating our Roxie?”

A furious blush stained her cheeks, but before she could respond, Roxie stepped in and swiped a hand out.

“Not like that, Tabby. She’s my roommate.”

Mel swallowed. Right, roommates. Friends. Nothing more. Too bad her heart refused to take the memo. Roxie had become the first person she wanted to talk to every morning and the last one she spoke to every night. Still, if Roxie was interested, she would’ve responded to Mel’s shit attempts at flirting by now. It wasn’t like she was subtle. Mel needed to move the hell on.

“Well, gorgeous,” Tabby said, fixing her intense gaze on Mel. The woman seemed to be pure, undistilled flirtation. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Rose hung back with the whistle around her neck. “I’ll ref. Go jump in with the girls.”

Mel passed a nervous glance to Roxie, who nodded, her dark eyes emanating a campfire warmth that boosted her confidence. She could do this.

The moment her wheels settled on the smooth, lacquered surface of the rink, her body buzzed. A group of about seven ferocious-looking women waved at her, none of them able to stay still for long. She skated over in long, loping strides, enjoying the skim across the surface, the way the breeze batted loose strands around. The weights of the pads around her knees, her elbows, and her wrist guards all felt perfect.

She followed Tabby over to the group, and then they began to skate, launching into laps around the track. The click of their wheels reverberated in her ears, and she could feel each glide up her legs. She lingered in the back of the group, waiting for the whistle from Rose.

A couple of glances flickered her way, but most of the women were focused too much on the forward motion to bother scrutinizing her. As ref, Rose would be the best gauge of her ability. Even though six months had passed since she last set to the track, Mel felt like it was yesterday with the way she glided around alongside the rest of the group.

Her nerves hummed as she waited, waited, waited.

The whistle pierced the air.

Showtime.

Mel burst forward in the pack, trying to squeeze through the slim gap between the women before her. The blockers went on the attack, wheeling in front of her to keep her from passing them. Bully for them. Mel zipped to the left, bolting for the far end. Her skates made a shup-shup-shup sound against the track, the melody sweet to her ears. A blocker crashed into her, the hit reverberating through her entire body. A laugh escaped her, the giddiness bubbling up inside. Fuck, she missed this.

Sweat beaded across her forehead, compressed by her helmet, strands of her hair pasting to her skin. Even as she continued on, the women in front of her formed a solid block. She needed to make it through. Mel pushed off on her right foot, zipping forward quicker. She seized onto the nearest blocker’s left arm, tugging hard to vault herself ahead.

Mel whipped past the initial blockade, but she couldn’t rest easy.

Her skates clacked against the ground, and she surged forward, grappling with one of the other girls. One of the blockers zoomed in from the left, knocking her in the side. Mel leaned hard on her right heel, and in the process of righting herself, she used the momentum to send her forward, faster, faster, faster.

One of the girls in the lead whipped her arms back and forth in a pivot to intercept her. Mel skimmed past her, pushing her in the side before the woman could connect. The thrust gave her the impetus to launch ahead, and she zoomed in front of the pack. Mel channeled everything from the past few months into this lap—the stress of the move, the fights with Will, and the complications at work. She poured all of those feelings into each stroke of her wheels to the rink, vaulting so fast the entire world blurred around her.

She whipped past where Rose stood with the ref whistle and caught sight of Roxie watching her. Her chest warmed, and for a moment, she let herself pretend Roxie might be hers. That these feelings welling inside her weren’t just one-sided.

Mel zipped faster and faster until the end of the pack zoomed into her peripheral again. Based on the shouts in the air and the laughs erupting from their throats, she was doing just fine.

Her chest thudded with exhilaration, with adrenaline, and with the hope that maybe she could make a home here after all.








  
  13

  
  
  CHAPTER THIRTEEN

  
  







This week had been Tabletop Tavern’s busiest yet.

Word about their board game café continued to spread among the locals, and the themed nights, Magic the Gathering tournaments, and one-shot RPG nights were a hit with the other geeks in the area. Roxie tugged at the end of her ponytail before pushing up from her desk. The screen glared back at her. She’d spent the past three hours staring at it until her vision grew fuzzy, placing orders and running through numbers for the end of the week.

“Hey, boss?” a deep voice called from the door, drawing her attention. Hunter stood there leaning against the frame. He’d been a perfect fit for the staff, working seamlessly with Julian and Kelly. The quieter man possessed a blinding smile on the rare occasion he shared it, but right now his careful brows drew together, and a concerned look flickered in his mahogany eyes.

“What’s up?” Roxie pushed from her seat and strode to Hunter. “Are you going to be staying to hang with the rest of us tonight?” She’d been waiting for the After-Hours Sunday unwind time all day.

He offered a hesitant grin. “I’m hoping to, yeah. There’s a woman up front asking for you.”

A frown creased between her brows—there were quite a few women she didn’t want to see, and based on the pensiveness rolling off Hunter, this was probably one of them. The only comfort she clung to was that her mother remained in prison for another few months. If Clara didn’t mouth off too much, she might get out before Christmas.

“Thanks, I’ll go handle them,” Roxie said, striding down the corridor. Her heart thudded louder in her ears the closer she got to the front of house. Based on the sinking feeling in her gut, she knew who was waiting for her before she ever reached the end of the hallway. A few folks clustered around the long tables, finishing their final games before Tabletop Tavern closed for the day.

Roxie’s attention went to the woman who stood by the door, her blonde curls perfect and her plush lips turned in a frown. Even now, the woman looked like she’d stepped out of a pin-up calendar, wearing a navy pencil skirt and red crop top. Roxie’s stomach throbbed like she’d been socked in the gut. Brittany’s gaze flickered her way, and the woman locked on. A genuine grin lit those model features, and Roxie approached with caution. The last few times she’d seen Britt, all she’d received was bitterness lobbed like pressure cooker bombs.

“Babe, I can’t believe what you’ve done with the place,” Britt purred. “I heard you’ve been packed.”

Unease filtered through Roxie’s system. “What do you want, Britt?” she asked, unable to keep the wariness from her tone. “We’re about to close for the night.”

“Yeah, but you’ll have your shindig after, right?” Brittany asked. “I thought we could talk.”

No. The word formed in Roxie’s mind, but it didn’t pass her lips. The sudden streak of pleasantness, the coy looks in her direction—Roxie had already figured out what Brittany had shown up here for.

“Won’t Janice be pissed you’re over here having a talk with your ex-girlfriend?” Roxie reminded her, hoping to derail this locomotive fast.

Brittany shook her head. “We split up last week. The woman couldn’t handle the ‘excitement’ of living with me. It didn’t help that she was as bland as unsalted grits.”

And there, the angle Roxie had been waiting for. Brittany had launched on the rebound, and guaranteed more than wanting a hookup, she was searching for somewhere to stay. Roxie had missed the warning signs when they first started dating—how Brittany never had her name on a lease and moved in early on in their relationship. All too fast, Roxie became her one-stop ATM.

“That’s not my problem, Britt,” Roxie said, keeping her voice firm. Hunter’s heavy footsteps sounded behind her as he stepped behind the counter again, near dwarfing it from his height. She couldn’t afford to start an argument with Brittany here, not in the front of her place of business. Hence Brittany showing up at work and not her house.

“Yeah, but it helped me realize how much you got me in a way no one else had. I made a mistake,” Brittany said, twirling a strand of golden hair around her finger. She bit her lip, offering a winsome look. Once upon a time, Roxie might’ve fallen for the whole charade and tumbled into bed with her, but she was so, so tired. Her heart couldn’t take another round in the ring with Brittany Jameson.

Before she could say another word, the door to Tabletop Tavern swung open.

Mel stepped inside, a bright grin on her face that illuminated her stunning sky eyes. Roxie’s heart hammered harder. Her copper hair fell in tumbles around her shoulders, offsetting the olive-green tunic she wore with a pair of gray leggings. Bronze bracelets jangled at her wrists. Mel’s gaze switched from her to Brittany, and her brows rose. Acid bubbled in Roxie’s stomach. Great, her current crush had arrived just in time to witness what a doormat she’d been for her ex.

Roxie tried to catch her eyes to give warning, but Mel stepped right up to them. “Ready to get this After-Hours started?”

“Who’s this?” Brittany asked, her tone growing subzero as she gave Mel a once-over. “Another one of your staff?”

Roxie withheld her groan. Britt had always been jealous while they dated, and now that she was trying to flirt her way back into her life, of course it’d flare to the surface. So much for avoiding drama. “This is my ex, Brittany,” Roxie said, locking gazes with Mel. She tried to convey her frustration with a pointed stare.

Mel offered a nod in response, looking thoughtful for a second. Then, those gorgeous blues sparkled with mischief, and Mel closed the space between them. Before Roxie could register her roommate’s plan, Mel slipped an arm around Roxie’s shoulders and squeezed tight.

“I’m Mel,” she responded. “Roxie’s girlfriend.”

Roxie’s mouth dried the moment those words left her lips. She was mortified at the number of times she’d masturbated to the idea of Mel saying those words. Her chest twisted with a painful jerk. Mel shot her a devious glance. An act. Of course. Her heart sank. Someone as hot, vibrant, and talented as Mel wouldn’t be interested in her for real. She should know better by now.

She leaned into Mel’s embrace anyway. Even if pretend was the closest she’d ever get, she wanted these stolen seconds. The heat of Mel’s body sparked her libido to life, and Mel’s scent, lush, ripe berries made her head swirl like she’d tipped back too much merlot.

Brittany glanced between them, her jaw dropping for a moment. She shook her head, composing her features back to her normal arrogant mask, and stared straight at Mel. “Funny, Roxie never mentioned she was seeing anyone.” Her tone came out forced, as if a mere bobby pin held back all of her vitriol.

“We’re still brand-new, so we’re both getting used to this whole being in a relationship thing,” Mel responded, unruffled. Not like she had any reason to be—Brittany was Roxie’s business, not hers.

Her heart twisted and released again, like a fish on the line. She longed to call Mel hers, more than she’d ever admit aloud. But not only was Mel way out of her league, but she’d just gotten rid of her ex, a feat Roxie still struggled with. The last thing she needed was Roxie’s hot mess of a life.

“Ah,” Brittany said, crossing her arms in a way that pushed her breasts front and center. “Well, I was just in the area and stopped by to catch up. See you around, Roxie.” Brittany’s crimson lips pressed together, and she forced a smile before twirling her fingers in a wave and heading for the door.

Once the door clicked shut, Mel jostled her shoulders. “Sorry if that made you uncomfortable,” she said. “I figured you didn’t want her in here.”

Roxie’s heart squeezed tight. She longed to sink against Mel, to claim those clever lips, and to run her tongue and teeth over every square inch of her lithe body. Instead, she met those smiling eyes and forced a grin of her own. The sheer want that flushed through her system was dizzying.

“Yeah, thanks for the rescue there,” Roxie said, daring to loop her arm around Mel’s slim waist and draw her closer. “I was worried she would make a scene.”

“What are roommates for?” Mel responded, reaching up to tap a finger to Roxie’s nose before she pulled away.

Roxie swallowed hard, her body protesting the space between them. Roommates, right.

The final group of gamers rose from their table and returned the board games to the shelves, the shuffle of their steps echoing up to the vaulted ceilings. They waved to her and Hunter before they exited out the front entrance. Jasper slipped through those glass doors a minute after, his shoulders heaving as if he’d come from a jog.

“Don’t tell me, there’s a horde of zombies sweeping through San Francisco,” Mel said, strolling up to give Jasper a hug.

“I’ll lock up,” Roxie called to Hunter. He crouched behind the counter, beginning to go through the till. She stepped past Jas and slipped her keys into the lock, clicking it shut behind him.

“Worse, ex-boyfriend,” Jas said, sliding a hand through his hair. “I couldn’t run fast enough.”

“Must be in the water today,” Mel responded, rocking back and forth on her heels. “Roxie’s ex just showed up here too.”

Roxie withheld her groan as Jas glanced back at her, the “don’t you fucking dare” clear in his eyes. To be fair, she’d earned the look after she’d gone back to Brittany twice now since they’d split up—weekend-long stints she regretted.

“Let me guess—she’s single again and her old relationship made her realize how much she missed you,” Jas said, his tone bordering on incredulous.

Roxie chewed on her lip, not responding. Jas was on the money, like always.

He reached out and squeezed her hand, drawing her attention to his face. “Please tell me you didn’t agree to get back together.”

Roxie let out a hiss of a sigh. “No, I’m done with her, and I meant it. Mel came to the rescue anyway, pretending to be my girlfriend. Sent Britt off in a huff.” Even saying the words “Mel” and “girlfriend” in the same sentence pained her, and she couldn’t help the hitch in her voice. Jas seized on that, giving her an unreadable look she sure as hell didn’t want to discuss in front of her roommate. “Come on,” she said, taking the first steps to the counter where their sound system hid. “Let’s wind down—sounds like we could both use a break.”

“Hope you guys like rose cider,” Mel said, lifting her bag. She strode over to one of the empty long tables. “Because that’s what I’m drinking tonight.” She unloaded a six-pack onto the table, the bottles clinking. Jasper trotted after her and snagged a bottle, twisting the top off with a hiss.

Roxie flipped through the tablet they’d synced to their music system and threw on the ’80s station. After seeing Brittany, she needed an injection of fun. Rose and Kelly planned on swinging by in a little bit, but in the meanwhile, she’d crack into the liquor.

“There’s beer in the back fridge too,” Roxie said, placing a hand on Hunter’s shoulder. The guy was pure muscle, the sort who could find a job as a bouncer or in security in a heartbeat.

“Thanks, boss,” he said, offering a nod. “I’m all wrapped up for the night.”

“You’re doing good work,” Roxie responded. “I hope you’re comfortable here.”

Hunter’s mouth twitched in a hint of a smile. “You guys have a way of making it impossible to feel otherwise.”

“Hey, not everyone likes the ‘family’ vibe we’ve got, but Jas, Cal, and me have been in this together way before we decided to open a business. Family’s about who’s there for you when things are rough.”

Roxie’s chest burned. She’d met Cal and Jas back in college, and they’d been each other’s lifelines. Between her drunk mother, Jasper’s homophobic parents, and Cal’s complicated relationship with his father, they’d all been lost and looking for somewhere to belong. When they found each other, they’d become inseparable.

“I dig it,” Hunter said, his voice soft. “You’ve got something good here.” With that, he strode toward the back room. “But if we’re going to have these care and shares, I need a beer.”

Roxie snorted and sauntered over to the table where Mel perched beside the six-pack of cider. She leaned past her and snagged one, always, always aware of the proximity, of the intoxicating scent of this warm, wild woman she longed to bury herself into. The cider felt cool against her palm, the pink liquid sloshing around. She dragged out a seat across from Jas at the table, sank back, and cracked it open. The first chilled sip on her lips was bliss.

Mel’s feet swung back and forth, back and forth, the woman brimming with more energy than she could summon on her best days. Roxie had seen her out in the rink—after spending five minutes with Mel, she knew she’d be a perfect fit for the league.

The song switched to a new one, the familiar chords of Heart’s hit “Alone.”

Mel hopped up from her seat. “Fuck yeah, I love this song.”

She swayed to the music and sang along, her voice bright and strong. Warmth curled in Roxie’s chest. She couldn’t look away as Mel began getting into the song, belting out the lyrics with enough force to believe them. Jas let out a laugh and kicked back in the seat, resting his Vans on the table.

“Strut your stuff, babe,” he called out, encouraging her.

Mel blew him a kiss, continuing to sing her heart out, unafraid of who might hear her. That sort of confidence drew Roxie in every time. The way she moved mesmerized from the graceful swing of her hips to how she sashayed around like she didn’t give a damn if they watched. Mel’s freckles grew more pronounced under the dim lighting here, and her blue eyes almost appeared cobalt, flaring with an intensity that made Roxie’s insides flutter.

Mel belted the lyrics out, a huge grin on her face. She swung her hips again, facing the two of them.

She pointed to Roxie, throwing her a suggestive wink that rolled through her like honey. Roxie just about died on the spot. Her heart couldn’t take much more of this. She sucked in a sharp breath, but she couldn’t look away.

Mel sang out the words, her voice seductive and powerful as she strutted closer to them. She paused to wink at Jasper. Of course, the attention was part of the performance. Her breath snagged in her throat anyway when Mel’s gaze returned to her.

“How do I get you alone?” she sang. The sultry look in her eyes was a goddamn sexual awakening. Roxie never wanted anyone this badly before, so much that each breath in her presence grew loaded and a little bit painful. The woman dominated her thoughts from the moment she woke up until her head hit the pillow at night.

Yet the truth hit harder than a breakup—this would only ever be a fantasy.

Nobody wanted a broken toy.

Mel hit the high notes with a resonant clarity, diving right into the drama as she slammed her knees to the ground. Roxie pasted a smile on her face, but inside, she yearned like she was standing in a field staring at the distant stars above—longing, longing, longing. She wanted to reach out and touch, but she restrained herself.

Jasper passed her a glance that felt a little too meaningful—like he always did. The man knew her well enough to gauge her moods by what board games she played. She might fool a lot of people, but she could never hoodwink Jas and Cal. He reached out and brushed his thumb over her knuckles. She offered a weak smile even though her heart pulsed hard. She loved this family with all her soul.

Mel, thankfully, was too preoccupied with losing herself in the song to notice. She continued to belt out the lyrics, her voice carrying throughout the whole place, filling the tavern with sound. Roxie had already been falling, but watching the joy light her face, the freeing way she just danced around like she didn’t give a damn who judged her—Roxie careened.

As the song wound to a close, Mel amped it up with more drama, lowering to her knees again, eyes closed, looking penitent. The woman’s curls tumbled around her shoulders, and those long lashes appeared even darker against her pale skin. The breath snagged in Roxie’s throat. When Mel’s eyes fluttered open, her gaze locked on Roxie, but Roxie couldn’t look away.

The moment the music ended, the spell broke. Mel hopped up again, dusting off her knees. Roxie found her breath again. She tipped back her bottle of cider even as Jasper’s gaze pressed harder into her. He wouldn’t ask here though, not with Mel striding over to them.

“Damn, girl, you’ve got some pipes,” Jas said, leaning against the chair.

“I’m not the worst,” she responded, sitting on the table right beside Roxie. Roxie snuck a glance in Mel’s direction. This time, Mel looked back. A flush rose to her cheeks, and she stole another swig of cider.

“You’re pretty damn incredible,” Roxie murmured, feeling those words in her bones. Mel’s smile caused the incandescent blue in her eyes to flare, lighting them up like fireworks. She was so earnest and real Roxie didn’t have a hope of avoiding this descent.

All she knew was when she dropped to the sharp rocks at the bottom, she might not recover from the crash.
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“I’ll still be able to find turkey, Mom,” Mel responded, biting back her laugh. “I’m in San Francisco, not Antarctica.” She leaned against the sofa, the phone nestled to her ear.

“I know,” Mom responded on the other line. “But I hate the idea of you being on the other side of the country for Thanksgiving. I can’t help but make up for it in shipments of food.”

Mel’s heart warmed. Out of everyone she’d left behind back home, she missed her family the most. Not like she’d heard much from her old coworkers, her and Will’s friends, or her former derby league. Each reminder sliced like a paper cut.

“I mean, I’m not going to turn down food. I promise to be home for Christmas though. Frank’s going to be around, right?” She missed her older brother as much as her folks. His wry sense of humor had gotten her through more rough spots than she could count, even though they’d wrestled and slung punches as kids.

“He wouldn’t miss the chance to see you, sweetheart,” Mom replied in a soft tone that comforted like a down blanket. “We’ve all been worried about you living so far away.”

Mel’s throat tightened as she nudged her socked foot against the carpet. On the nights she felt isolated, the urge to return home to her family slipped onto her like an old cashmere sweater. “I’m doing just fine here, Ma. You don’t need to worry about me.”

Except that wasn’t all true. Collaborating with Jace each day at work got harder and harder. He seemed to think she couldn’t do anything on her own and consistently undermined her decisions, even in front of the team. Fucking asshole.

Mom snorted. “I always worry—it’s part of the job description. Give us a call on Thanksgiving?”

The steps creaked with Roxie’s approach. She’d returned home for the night after closing Tabletop Tavern and scurried up to get changed. Mel tried to ignore the way her heart kicked up a notch at the sound.

“Of course,” Mel responded. “I love you, Mom.”

“Love you too, baby girl,” Mom answered before hanging up. Mel stared at the phone in her hands for a moment before she looked up.

Roxie stood across from her, the coffee table between them. “Phone call back home?” she asked.

Mel should hate Roxie’s effortless gorgeousness, but she appreciated the eye candy. The woman’s hair gathered into a loose ponytail, the thick, dark strands spilling over her shoulders, a perfect contrast to the sepia shade of her tan. The cupid’s bow shape of her strawberry lips and the way her long lashes framed those soft, winsome eyes had Mel’s heart thundering every time Roxie stepped into a room.

“Yeah, Mom’s upset I’m not able to fly home for Thanksgiving,” Mel said, offering a half-grin. In all honesty, she didn’t know what she would do for Thanksgiving, and the idea of spending it alone here hovered over her like a personal rain cloud.

“Do you have plans?” Roxie asked, slumping into the couch beside her.

“Grocery store roasted chicken and a can of cranberry sauce currently.” Mel reached out with a socked foot to nudge her in the thigh. She didn’t draw her foot back, resting it against her there, even though her breath stuck in her throat. When Roxie didn’t make any attempts to move, she sucked in a shaky breath, the headiness of the connection rolling through her.

“Okay, first off, the canned shit is terrible,” Roxie stated, leaning further into the couch. Mel liked her in casual attire the most, the stretchy yoga pants and geek tees fitting her personality in a way fancier clothes didn’t. “And secondly, if you’re going to be in the area, you can join us. Cal and Sara always host Thanksgiving.”

Mel winced, reaching to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “I don’t want to just stomp on into your Thanksgiving plans though.”

Sure, everyone at Tabletop Tavern had been beyond welcoming, but she hated being the lame person crashing everyone’s plans uninvited. She’d spent her whole life feeling that way, looking in from the outside.

“Trust me, the guys would be furious if I didn’t extend the invite and they found out you spent Thanksgiving by your lonesome. Besides, I’ve got to educate you in taste by introducing you to some real cranberries.”

Mel snorted. There Roxie went making all the acceptance she offered as natural as daylight. Christ, she couldn’t be more smitten with this woman. Yet while they’d shared plenty of lingering looks, she couldn’t risk torpedoing her one solid connection right now over something she might’ve misinterpreted.

“You’ve got a deal,” she said. “I’m a hard sell though—I look forward to those canned cranberries every year.”

“Right. I’ll bring my A game,” Roxie said, tugging out a folder from her backpack. “I’ve got a question for you, doll. I know you’re in marketing, so I figured you might know some graphic designer contacts.”

“Is that a question?” Mel teased before pulling her foot away to tuck beneath her. Already, she missed the casual connection between them. She sat forward.

“Ha, funny,” Roxie responded, bringing out some of the papers from the manila folder. “We’re looking to hire someone to do the graphics for our official theme nights, game nights, etc.”

Mel skimmed over the list of items Roxie set on the table in front of them. Already, designs and colors circulated around in her mind—a bold font with splashy cobalt accents for their Doctor Who Trivia Hour, some gears and brown shades for Steampunk Night. She’d missed working on this sort of stuff so badly, but in her new role, she didn’t have much room to dabble in anything creative. She’d gone with the safe option—with friends, with partners, and with her job. Some days, she hated that.

“I can do these,” Mel said. “Free of charge.”

Roxie’s brows drew together. “First off, I didn’t know you did graphic design. Secondly, we can pay you—we’re doing well.”

Mel shook her head. “Let me do this for you. I miss graphic design so much—it’s what I went to school for.”

Somehow, they’d gotten closer on the couch, the distance between them mere inches. Heat emanated from Roxie’s body, and Mel basked in the honeyed scent of her. God, she wanted to kiss those lips so badly, to see if they tasted as sweet as they looked.

“What brought you to marketing, then?” Roxie asked, stretching her arms over her head. Mel couldn’t help but peek at the way her breasts swelled with the arch. The woman was hot as hell, and Mel found it harder and harder to keep from reaching out to touch her.

Mel tugged her knees to her chest and hugged them tight. “Money and job availability, I guess,” she murmured, resting her chin on her knees. “Graphic design jobs were scarce when I graduated, and there’s a lot more room for corporate climb in marketing.” Even as she said her answer, the words sounded lame. Lately, those regrets had been bubbling up more and more.

“Hey, if you want to dip your toes in the water again, we wouldn’t mind,” Roxie said with a grin. “Though, I’m serious about paying you.”

Mel shook her head and leaned in, closing the space between them until their shoulders touched. “You’ve been my guardian angel from the moment I arrived in town without a friend in the world. Let me do this for you.”

When Roxie leaned in further, resting her head against Mel’s shoulder, Mel’s breath snagged in her throat. She wanted to taste Roxie’s lips so badly, to feel her sun-kissed velvet skin, and to explore those gorgeous curves. Yet if she crossed the line, she might lose her. And she’d lost far too many friends at this point.

“Fine, you win,” Roxie murmured.

Mel sucked in a shaky breath. Her heart swelled to burst at this closeness all while it threatened to shatter. The feel of Roxie’s body pressed against hers, a steady presence she found herself sinking into more and more, and the way she cared with every action, every breath—Mel had never experienced this free fall with anyone before. And she’d never been more afraid of how this could all go wrong.

Except she couldn’t pull herself away. Even if just for a few moments, she’d bask in this time with her for as long as she could.
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Roxie sat on the sidelines next to Lilah, the scent of rubber and sweat heavy in the air at the rink. The Bay Badasses were up against the Golden Goliaths, and it was a toss-up as to who would win the pre-Thanksgiving match. Obviously, Roxie knew who she was rooting for. She’d gone to a handful of games since Mel joined the league, and she couldn’t get enough of watching the woman in action.

If she were being honest, she couldn’t get enough of the woman, period.

They were ten jams in, and the Bay Badasses were in fine form. Squeals and the shup-shup of skates to the rink echoed through the air as they launched into another jam, this one ending quick. The scuffle was sometimes hard to keep track of, but Mel stood out amid the crowd, her flame-red hair and lithe form mesmerizing.

Lilah elbowed her in the side. “Better wipe your mouth. You’re drooling.”

Roxie lifted her middle finger. “I’m showing my support.”

Lilah waggled her brows. “I bet she wouldn’t mind you supporting her all the way to the bedroom.”

Roxie elbowed Lilah in the side. “You know it’s not like that.” She tried to keep her focus on the game, loud hollers coming from all around them as Mel fought to break past the other team. The girls in the Golden Goliaths were good, but so far, the Bay Badasses were better. In the corner of her eyes, she could still see Lilah watching with a smug grin.

She loved her best friend, but sometimes she wanted to strangle her.

The screech of the whistle sounded as the refs made more calls, ones that Roxie could at least admit to herself she lost track of because she was busy staring at Mel. It wasn’t her fault that the woman’s ass looked perfect in those black shorts.

“What jam was that?” Roxie asked, leaning in right as Lilah let out an earsplitting hoot in support of Rose.

“I’ll tell you if you admit you were too busy mooning over Mel to pay attention,” Lilah teased.

“The team’s just doing really well right now, and I got caught up in the game,” Roxie said, even though they both saw through that paper-thin excuse.

“If you were caught up in the game, you’d know what jam they were on,” Lilah responded, her tone dry as anything. Roxie probably should’ve sat somewhere else if she didn’t want to be ribbed by her best friend for this out-of-control crush. Mel was hot, vibrant, and so much fun, all of which meant she was way out of Roxie’s league.

Another jam started, and Roxie’s gaze locked in on Mel. The woman zipped ahead, breaking through the defenses with an unstoppable ferocity. She whipped around at lightning speed, her thighs flexing with each powerful move and her gaze focused in determination. Roxie couldn’t look away. Her heart stuttered in her chest as Mel got blocked, body-slamming into the group of Golden Goliath girls.

Yet just as fast, Mel wrestled past them and was zipping past again.

The woman was unstoppable.

A shout ripped from her throat as she joined the rest of the crowd in cheering the Bay Badasses on that one. Lilah’s gaze pressed on her again, but Roxie pointedly ignored it, a ruddy flush rising to her cheeks.

When Mel returned to the huddle, she scanned out over the crowd for a moment. Her eyes locked with Roxie’s, and the air might as well have evacuated the skating rink. Roxie’s heart thundered as she offered a grin. Mel’s eyes crinkled, even though the mouth guard hid half of her smile.

Lilah began blowing Rose kisses beside her, and not for the first time, Roxie felt that throb of jealousy. The idea of being here for Mel as something more than a friend? A total fucking fantasy, one that embarrassed her with how badly she wanted it. Yet Roxie had learned a long time ago that life rarely gave her what she wanted.

Roxie sat back and watched as the game began again, the clack of wheels to the rink, the shouts, grunts, and whistles riveting. She couldn’t help but memorize the fluid way Mel moved, or the sheen of sweat that made her skin glisten. The jams flew by, to the point that they were nearing the end as Roxie just soaked in the movement, the ferocity, and the thrill of seeing these women in action. Truth be told, seeing Mel like this had her so turned on she could barely breathe, but there wasn’t a whole lot she could do on that front.

Lilah leaned in. “You know, you could just ask her out instead of all this pining.” For once, Lilah’s eyes weren’t dancing in amusement, a serious expression on her face.

Roxie chewed her lip. “She just finished dealing with her ex—the last thing she needs is my shit. Hell, I work too much, my mom’s a train wreck, and I’m not much of a catch in the looks department. What the hell do I bring to the table?”

“Oh, fuck that,” Lilah said, lobbing a punch at Roxie’s arm. “Your dumbass ex might’ve done a number on your self-esteem, but you’re beautiful, Rox. Any girl would be lucky to tap that ass.”

Roxie tried to force a smile, even though she didn’t feel it. Britt wasn’t the only one who made the shitty comments that looped in her head. Even her last date had dug in deep. Great for a fuck or to foot the bill, but not worth keeping. “Not all of us can be all femme and pretty like you, Lilah.”

Her best friend had worn a pencil skirt and formfitting blouse tonight, her wingtip eyeliner on point and ruby-red lips that could entice anyone. No wonder women lost their shit over Lilah. Meanwhile, Roxie had shown up in a faded Batman tee and a pair of worn jeans. No one was going to give her a second glance.

“You’re making me mad as hell, Rox.” Lilah’s eyes flashed. “You’ve got your own brand of beautiful that’s all you, hon.”

Roxie nodded, even though none of those words sank in past her skin. “Oh shit, this is the last jam,” she said, trying to switch the focus off her and her insecurities.

Lilah lifted a brow, but she followed Roxie’s gaze to the rink where the final jam was about to take place. The Bay Badasses were ahead, and chances were they’d have this in the bag, but Roxie didn’t want to miss her last chance to see Mel strut her stuff.

The ref whistle sounded, and the girls were off. Already, the teams were forming defensive circles, and the jammers were struggling to break through. Mel fought her way past one and then faltered on another, getting slammed back. Roxie’s hands balled into fists, but she didn’t dare look away. With a fluid quickness, Mel was up and at ’em again, racing back in to make up missed time. She swerved past the defense this time, moving faster, faster, faster. Roxie watched, her breath snagging in her throat.

Mel passed them, and the ref’s whistle went off, signaling the end of the game.

A scream ripped from Roxie, one that matched Lilah’s in decibel. The crowd roared. The Bay Badasses all huddled and cheered, fist pumps and rowdy pushing following as they celebrated their win. Roxie watched for a beat, letting the jubilation rush over her like liquid sunshine, so much better than the crappy self-doubts that had been swarming moments earlier. Mel and Rose waved them on over, the huddle beginning to break up as everyone rushed toward the people waiting for them in the crowd.

Roxie’s heart thudded hard in her chest, and Lilah grabbed her hand as they headed for to Mel and Rose.

Tabby cuffed Roxie in the arm as they approached. “You going to join us for drinks after?”

Roxie shook her head. As much as she wanted to stay out with everyone, she had to get a head start on cooking for Thanksgiving dinner at Cal’s tomorrow. “Have one for me, Tabs.”

Mel swept up beside her, chest heaving, skin glistening, and looking so beautiful it broke Roxie’s heart.

“You came,” she said, a radiant smile splitting her face.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Roxie said, trying to ignore the way her voice tightened. God, she wanted to spend every damn second around Melody Roberts. “Are you going out for drinks?”

Mel shook her head, an amused look on her face. “Did you think I forgot our cooking date? I’ve got to attempt this casserole nonsense.”

Roxie’s cheeks flushed. Mel always seemed to know exactly what to say to make her fall harder.

“Come on,” Mel said, grabbing her hand and dragging her forward as she skated toward the edge of the rink. “I just have to grab my stuff.”

Roxie lifted a hand to wave goodbye to Lilah and Rose. Lilah met her gaze and mouthed, “Good luck.” Roxie rolled her eyes as she followed Mel to the edge of the rink. Roxie could at least admit to herself she hated when Mel dropped her hand to head onto the carpet. With a whiplash speed, Mel had ripped off her skates, grabbed her sneakers and jacket from the locker, and was rocking on her heels and ready to go to the car.

They made a beeline for the exit, away from the sweat, rubber, and heat heavy in the air at Golden Gate Roller Rink. Roxie’s heart thudded, imagining this was real between them. That she was taking Mel home as her girlfriend, not just because they lived together. The longing almost suffocated her.

Mel turned to face her, walking backward as they entered the parking lot. “Did you have fun? I feel like the team played their fucking hearts out tonight.”

“You were amazing,” Roxie said, her voice coming out hushed. Crap, she was being awkward. “I mean, the team really did well tonight.”

Mel took another step back, that grin reaching her dancing eyes. Roxie glanced to the side as headlights swung into their peripheral. A car was speeding their way, clearly not paying attention.

Heading right toward Mel.

Roxie moved on instinct, grabbing Mel by the wrist and yanking her close. The car whizzed by, a honk sounding in the aftermath. Roxie’s gaze trailed after the car, adrenaline shooting through her veins, leaving her limbs shaky in the aftermath. She let out a low swear before she realized how close Mel was. Her one hand wrapped around her wrist and the other around her hip, the woman crushed up against her chest.

This close, Mel smelled like sweat and her berry shampoo, the scent intoxicating. Roxie glanced down as Mel looked up at her, eyes wide and far too pretty. Mel’s lips were a mere inch away, and intense desire shot through her, enough that her knees wobbled.

The tension stretched between them, agonizing, but Roxie couldn’t look away. Couldn’t seem to find it in her to drop her hands off this gorgeous woman. She wanted her so bad she could taste it, and as she swallowed, her throat bobbed. Those petal lips were mesmerizing, and the look in Mel’s eyes was dark and heady, something that promised to completely tear her apart.

“Hey, you guys are still here?” Tabby’s voice broke through the haze.

Just as fast, the tension shattered.

Roxie dropped Mel’s wrist and stepped back, removing her hand from the woman’s lush curves. She took a hesitant step back, unable to glance in Mel’s direction without the mortification taking over. She’d been eyeing her with a hunger that would probably send Mel packing.

“Thanks for the save,” Mel said, her voice soft.

Before Roxie could respond, Tabby crashed in the mix, throwing a hand on Mel’s shoulder and distracting her.

Roxie took the moment to suck in a deep, shaky breath, her body still swirling from the impact of that closeness, to the feel of the woman’s skin against hers. She cast a glance over to Mel, who barked out a laugh at something Tabby said.

Roxie speared fingers through her hair as she came back down to earth. Better she get her head on straight before she ruined what they had.
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The scent of candied sweet potatoes wafted from the dish Mel clutched in her hand while she strode out to the car. She wasn’t as much into sweets, but everyone else had claimed all the other staples, so she tried her hand at the casserole. Hopefully no one expected culinary perfection. Roxie brought dinner rolls and way too much of her homemade cranberries to try and prove her point, plus Julian’s Thanksgiving pie, since he was going to his own family thing.

The weeks before Thanksgiving had flown by in a flurry of work meetings and trying to keep herself from punting Jace out the window. Every condescending comment and smug glance made her knuckles itch. The couple of days off couldn’t come at a better time. She stepped outside to where Roxie waited in her Jeep Cherokee.

Even though the breeze in the air warranted her canvas jacket, the night felt so different from all her East Coast Thanksgivings when the winter bite would be forcing them to layer up and bustle from one warm place to the next. For this occasion, she’d upgraded from jeans to wear a knee-length black skirt and a flowy white blouse. She’d even popped in her rose-gold hoops and swiped on some mascara and lipstick.

Mel strode to the passenger’s side and climbed in, a bit more height to the Jeep than she was used to. “You sure Caleb’s okay with me joining?” she asked.

“No, he hates you and wants you to be alone for Thanksgiving,” Roxie said, dripping with sarcasm. Her face softened in a grin. “Come on, you’re a part of this crew, whether you like it or not.” Roxie wore her long, thick hair in a low ponytail today, and the khakis and button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up highlighted muscles Mel wanted to sink her teeth into.

Despite her nerves at joining, with the amount of time she’d spent with these folks and the way they’d just open-arm welcomed her in, for once, she actually felt like she fit in.

Mel clicked her seat belt in place, and Roxie turned the key in the ignition, the engine roaring to life. “Did you get to talk to any family today?” she asked. She knew Roxie’s family dynamics were complex, but apart from the occasional comment, her roommate remained closemouthed on the subject. Mel couldn’t imagine. She had spent an hour on the phone earlier with Mom, Dad, and Frankie, the three of them making her laugh so hard her ribs hurt.

Roxie pursed her lips. “Mom called from the prison. We swapped a few back-and-forths before calling our shit attempt at communication quits. Neither of us was feeling it.”

Mel winced. She hated that Roxie had to deal with the mess all by her lonesome. “When’s she out of jail?”

Roxie drifted down the sloping streets, heading in the direction of the freeway since Caleb lived right outside of town.

“Around Christmas. Is it bad a part of me hopes she has to stay in longer?” Roxie asked. Her voice took on the cynical edge of having traveled down this path far too many times in the past.

Mel reached out and rested a palm on Roxie’s thigh. The woman’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. She didn’t move her hand away, wanting to comfort Roxie the one way she knew how. They’d reached this precipice where neither of them pulled away, yet an invisible line remained that neither of them crossed.

“Not bad at all,” Mel murmured. Roxie sped onto the freeway, picking up speed as she tore across the asphalt. “It sounds like you’ve been cleaning up her messes on your own for a while. If I had to deal with that sort of bullshit, I’d go insane. You’re allowed to walk away or take the time you need.”

Roxie shook her head. “Dad’s gone, and Daria won’t talk to either of us anymore. Her super-Christian husband doesn’t approve of my lifestyle.”

Mel let out a disgusted noise. “That’s fucked. How are we still in a world where people pull that prejudiced shit?” She didn’t expect an answer. A few friends back home still rolled their eyes or got weird with her when she talked about past girlfriends, and Will had never taken her seriously, like she’d been going through a phase or some shit. At least around the crew she met here, she never needed to justify or explain.

Roxie drummed her fingertips on the steering wheel while her gaze remained on the road. “But yeah, I’m the last one left. I can’t abandon her.”

Mel’s heart strained. This woman possessed a softness and care she’d never experienced before, and she couldn’t help but fall. “I get it” was all she said in response. Her palm began to sweat, so she squeezed Roxie’s thigh before letting go. The loss of the connection shocked her system.

Mel gripped the sides of the dish she brought, still warm from the oven, but it didn’t compare to the Taser jolt of electricity dancing through her veins every time she touched Roxie, or the deep stroke of comfort that glided over her every time they talked.

“Any weird traditions I should be prepared for?” Mel asked, breaking the quiet between them. “Forced charades? Awkward family fight at the dinner table?” The car zipped across the freeway, but in San Francisco, they wouldn’t need to worry about icy spots or the potential for snow.

“You’re going to be shocked by this, but we play board games,” Roxie responded, an amused smile on her lips.

Mel snorted. “Totally shocked. I figured we’d be watching a football game.”

“I think Cal’s wife wishes we’d be doing that,” Roxie commented. “She’s never been the biggest fan of his geeky side, but she puts up with it.”

“Will was like that too,” Mel responded. “He always ‘tolerated’ my interests.” Roxie quieted. She speared fingers through her hair. Crap, she’d put her foot in her mouth there. “Not like I’m criticizing Cal and his wife. They’ve probably got a fine marriage.”

“Not so sure. I’ve been wondering about the two of them for a while now,” Roxie murmured. “This stays between us though. Cal’s in it for keeps with Sara, especially after Kaylee was born.”

“Lips are sealed,” Mel responded, making the motion of turning a key and tossing it back. “I was the queen of sticking with a relationship because I thought I had to. Will needed me, and having someone rely on me made me feel strong. Made me feel like I had my life together, like I was on top of things.”

“Now that he’s not in the picture?” Roxie asked, her husky voice like a paintbrush across canvas.

“I’m terrified,” Mel admitted for the first time out loud. “I’m nearing thirty, risked everything for a job that’s been really shitty lately, and I’m not married, settled down with a house, or have any of the life goal boxes checked like I thought they’d be by now.”

Truth be told, when she imagined her future, she never thought she’d be here. Her folks made settling down look so easy, just like Frank made a successful career look natural. Anytime she tried to carve something for herself, it all crumbled like a deck of cards.

“Hey, the only reason I’ve got the house is due to my aunt,” Roxie said with a grin. “I’m in the same spot as you. We’re each following our own paths, and all we can do is keep walking forward.”

“Way to sink into the deep end,” Mel teased, even though those words soothed some of the sting. She loved the way Roxie sliced past the surface.

Roxie got off at the exit, and the surroundings shifted, a little closer to the suburbia she’d grown up in. Around here, the trees stretched tall, and even more green erupted through all the slate from the city.

“You started it,” Roxie responded, her eyes dancing with amusement.

She turned down a side road lined with adorable ranchers. They all had wide windows and sprawling front yards accented by the mailbox at the end of the drive. Each of them possessed a different vibe, between the varying colors of tan, slate, and mahogany and the mixture of sprawling yards of green or ones filled with bushes, mulch, and stone pathways. Roxie pulled to a park in front of a white house with a warm amber glow in through the bay windows from candlelight. The black roof offset the cream color, and a few manicured shrubs lined the front of the house.

Roxie shut off the ignition, the engine dying down. “All right, let’s get this Thanksgiving started.”
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The moment Roxie stepped inside Cal’s house, the rich scents of sage, roasted turkey, and gravy wafted her way. She took a deep inhale, more than aware of Mel walking in beside her. Even when she’d been in a relationship with Brittany, they’d done separate Thanksgivings—this was the first time she’d brought someone to their Friendsgiving.

“Hey, we’re here,” Roxie called, striding toward the clanks and clinks coming from the kitchen. Caleb and Sara owned one of those beautiful ranch houses with pine beams across the ceiling, recessed lights along the way, and a mixture of modern and rustic she expected from Cal. All the cream furniture, the ornate throw rugs, and the glass vases were Sara’s touches throughout the house. Roxie always felt like they clashed.

“Come on in,” Cal called, his voice echoing from the kitchen. Roxie gripped the covered bowl of cranberries and closed the distance. Before she could enter, Jasper slipped through the doorway. With his lavender button-down and slate slacks, he’d dolled up for the evening.

“Babe, it’s about time,” he said, slipping his arms around her and squeezing tight, even with the bowl of cranberries between them. Roxie leaned in to give him a quick peck on the cheek.

“Are we the last here?” she asked, striding past him into the kitchen.

“We’ve been waiting a whole five minutes,” Jasper called to her. “Now get your ass over here and give me a hug, Mel.”

Roxie couldn’t help her grin. She strode into the kitchen, the white floor tiles and oak countertops decking the place out with a summer vibe even in the middle of winter. She didn’t need to worry about Mel feeling welcome—not with Jas and Cal here.

Cal stood in front of a skillet, stirring the gravy with a wooden spoon while balancing Kaylee on his hip. Roxie peeked around but didn’t see any sign of Sara.

“Come here, baby girl,” Roxie said, swooping in beside Cal to grab Kaylee. “Time to hang out with your Aunt Roxie.” The little munchkin looked at her with those stunner brown eyes and chubby fists before letting out a huge giggle. Warmth stuttered in her chest, and she held Kaylee tight. “Where’s Sara?”

“Hello to you too,” Cal said, glancing back from stirring the skillet. “She wanted to swing over her folks’ place before the carnage. She’ll be here by dinnertime.” If he sounded a little stiff about that, she wouldn’t be the one to bring it up.

“Good.” Roxie nudged him in the side before swaying with Kaylee, back and forth, back and forth. “Got to have the whole family together.”

Cal grunted, not looking over at her. Roxie’s stomach twisted. Cal had always been the rock of their group, and she hated seeing him go through this instability. His pensiveness had grown more frequent as of late, to the point that she was about ready to corner him for answers.

“Jules sends his love—in the form of a Thanksgiving pie,” Roxie said, tilting her head toward the bag she carried. She’d been waiting for this pie ever since he’d made one for game a few months ago, a Thanksgiving twist on a chicken pot pie.

“Considerate bastard,” he murmured, his lips lifting with a smirk. “You bring Mel with you?” he asked, glancing over to meet her eyes at last.

“Yeah, she tagged along,” Roxie commented, trying to tamp down her excitement.

“She’s good for you,” Cal mentioned, his voice raised in an attempt to be offhand. Roxie shot him daggers, clutching Kaylee a little tighter. Lately, the longing had grown as agonizing as a silent dream, yet every time they cuddled up on the couch together or Mel passed her another lingering look, fear froze her tongue.

Roxie couldn’t take another rejection—not after everything had crashed down on her.

“A good roommate, you mean,” Roxie responded, guarding her words. “That’s all.”

Footsteps scuffed behind her, and ice coated her skin like frost.

“Sorry, am I interrupting?” Mel’s voice sounded cheerful but off. Oh god, had she heard?

Cal passed Roxie a pointed look before he glanced to Mel. “Not at all. Welcome to my home, and happy Thanksgiving. We’re so glad you could join us.”

“Where can I put the sweet potatoes?” Mel asked, keeping her gaze away from Roxie as she strode past her.

Roxie clutched Kaylee close, those tiny fingers forming a fist around the end of her ponytail and giving a tug. She felt like she’d entered the ring in Mike Tyson’s Punch-Out. Mel had definitely overheard her. She swallowed hard, trying to shove down the discomfort that threatened to rise. What would be worse—if Mel might’ve been interested and she fucked it up or if her roommate was uncomfortable about Roxie’s stupid crush? Either way, she’d stepped in it.

Jas slipped behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. His brows drew together. “You okay?”

She nodded and forced a smile. “Just getting hungry. Hope we don’t have to wait too much longer for Sara.”

Jas wouldn’t believe her for shit, but they had a Thanksgiving dinner to enjoy, and she wouldn’t let her fumble ruin their night. She headed toward the dining room, Kaylee waving her fists around and gurgling in her ear.

They stepped inside to find Lilah and Rose sitting at the table, their lavender and teal hair offering a splash of color to the room. Hunter sat there as well in a neat forest-green button-down with the sleeves rolled up, looking more formal than she’d ever seen him. Like the rest of them, he didn’t have anywhere else to go. Caleb settled into the seat at the head of the table, the chair beside him empty and a high chair on his other side.

The dining room was as elegant as the rest of the house, featuring an ebony cabinet for china in the far back Cal had mentioned filling with board games on more than one occasion and their big gaming table in the center of the room. Tonight, it had been repurposed to hold a feast. The turkey adorned the center of the table, the skin a rich golden brown, and a massive bowl of creamy mashed potatoes next to it. Julian’s Thanksgiving pie sat right by it, ready for consumption. Mel’s sweet potatoes and her cranberries sat beside the green bean casserole and mac and cheese Jas brought. Just looking at all the delicious food made her mouth water.

“Still no Sara?” Lilah complained. “I’m fucking hungry.”

“Have a dinner roll, sweetheart,” Rose said, reaching forward to grab one of the golden rolls. She popped it in Lilah’s palms. “No one wants you hangry.”

Mel snorted, sitting on the other side of them. She looked to Roxie and patted the empty seat, hesitation in her eyes. Roxie swallowed hard and let a real smile through the gates. Mel had a way of smoothing things over and easing uncomfortable feels, every damn time. She walked Kaylee over to the high chair and buckled the little girl inside before taking the spot Mel had offered.

“Thanks for letting me join you guys,” Hunter interjected amid Lilah’s loud chomping as she scarfed down the roll.

Caleb rapped his knuckles on the table. “None of this thank-you nonsense,” he said, casting a glance in both Hunter and Mel’s direction. “Thanksgiving is about being with family, and we’re happy to welcome you both to ours.”

Roxie’s chest flared, and she resisted the urge to walk over and throw her arms around Cal. Jas and Cal had saved her once upon a time. Really, they’d all been saving each other from the moment they met. Every time they brought someone new into this family of theirs, their openness made her love them even more.

“We have the time to fit in a game of Arkham Horror, right?” Jasper teased, an amused note in his voice. Asshole always liked to stoke the flames.

“If I have to wait the six hours that game takes to play to get fucking food in my mouth, I will massacre the whole table,” Lilah said, her dinner roll long gone apart from a few crumbs. “Kaylee excepted.”

“Sara won’t be that long,” Caleb reassured them, even though Roxie caught his gaze flicker toward the door. The dishes all sat out looking more than inviting, the savory scents of rosemary and sage from homemade stuffing making her stomach rumble. Roxie chewed on her lip, placing a hand over her stomach.

“You sure we need to wait for Sara?” Jasper asked, tapping his fingers on the tabletop. A frown creased Hunter’s forehead when he glanced between them.

Kaylee gurgled again, smacking her hands on her high chair.

“Look, even Kay is hungry,” Rose murmured with a grin.

Caleb heaved a sigh. Out of the three of them, he always came across the most laid-back, but as of late, he’d been as grim as if he’d stepped into Westeros, the smooth responses a little more aggressive. Jasper was worried, and Roxie too, but when she tried to check in on Cal, he remained close-lipped. Not like she had much room to talk—she hated dredging up the shitshow of her family and dating life.

“Okay, let’s play a game to pass the time,” Mel volunteered. After living with her for five minutes, Roxie recognized the fact that Mel was a fixer, so awkward situations like this launched her into high gear. “Would you rather be a part of the Justice League or the Avengers?”

“You’re making some mighty assumptions that everyone at this table knows who those teams are, missy,” Jasper responded, his smirk telltale.

Mel pursed her lips. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

Roxie’s chest warmed at how Mel dove into the fray, like she’d been part of their lives forever.

“Justice League all the way,” Cal jumped in, leaping for the distraction. He tore up some roll to feed to Kaylee. “I’d like a Diana Prince and Bruce Wayne sandwich, please and thank you.” Kay chomped on the pieces with a toothy grin, babbling to herself in between bites.

“Shouldn’t you be watching your filthy fucking mouth around your daughter?” Lilah asked, a shit-eating grin on her face.

Cal lifted his middle finger. “If that were the case, none of you fuckers would be allowed in the house.”

“Are we talking comics or movies here?” Hunter asked. “Because my answer is Avengers either way, but Chris Evans as Cap is an influencing factor.”

Cal snorted. “His ass alone is an influencing factor.”

“Hear, hear,” Jasper said, lifting his beer. “I’ll drink to that.”

“You’ll drink to anything,” Roxie shot back, relieved some of the tension had ebbed from the room. From the moment Mel walked through her door, she’d been the best thing to happen to her, something she couldn’t let herself dwell on for too long. Far too easily this tenuous situation between them could shatter—either by Mel deciding to move back to Philly or Roxie fucking things up with her feelings, the way she always did.

“Neither,” Rose commented. “I’m so over superheroes right now.”

“Oh sure, act all high-and-mighty,” Lilah countered. “Like you didn’t masturbate to Wonder Woman when we first met.”

“I mean, who hasn’t?” Caleb volunteered, an amused spark in his eyes again. Roxie’s grin strained her cheeks. She loved this crew so damn much.

The front door creaked open and shut, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Finally,” Lilah proclaimed, raising her fists in the air.

Mel passed Roxie a glance and smiled. Roxie mouthed, “Thank you,” to her, wanting to reach out and squeeze her hand. With the way all of these busybodies would interpret that gesture though, she kept her hands to herself.

The click of heels echoed through the house until Sara appeared in the doorway. Caleb’s wife was fine-boned and slender, her chestnut hair pulled into a loose chignon. The black A-line dress she wore highlighted her elegant frame.

“Hey, babe,” Caleb called, rising from his seat. “Welcome home. We waited for you.”

Sara’s brows drew together, and she strode toward him at a fast clip. Her lips pinched like she’d swallowed something sour. “You didn’t have to do that,” she murmured. “I ate at my parents’ house.” When Caleb wrapped his arms around her, she leaned in but didn’t make an effort to return the hug. Roxie’s stomach churned.

“I thought we talked about that,” Caleb said. His voice strained as he struggled to keep it level, but Roxie could hear the hurt there. “You’d go over and visit and then eat with us for our family Thanksgiving.”

“They’re my parents,” Sara reminded him in a tone bordering on preachy. “So, it was a family Thanksgiving for me.”

Irritation percolated under Roxie’s skin at hearing Cal’s wife talk to him that way. She met Jas’s eyes, seeing the similar flash of anger in his gaze. Caleb pulled away from Sara and strode back to the head of the table before taking a seat. He didn’t continue their conversation, but the unsaid echoed around the room until it deafened.

“All right, let’s dig in,” Rose announced, coming in with the save. “I can’t wait to taste these sweet potatoes.”

Roxie grabbed her bowl of cranberries and spooned a hefty helping on both her and Mel’s plates. “And you’re going to try real cranberries.” Her heart felt lighter at once, the distraction necessary with the tension brimming off Cal and Sara.

Mel wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, but you miss the sweet, sweet satisfaction of sliding a knife through the jellied cranberry.”

Jasper made gagging noises. “Don’t tell me this darling child is used to eating garbage.”

Mel lifted a middle finger at Jasper. “I eat just fine, thank you very much. And look,” she said, lifting a spoon of the cranberries to her lips. “I’ll try your cranberries, Rox.” She chewed on them and swallowed. Roxie watched intently, waiting to see the change in expression—though, she’d take any excuse to stare at Mel’s lips.

“So, are you a convert?” Jas asked, his impatience catching up.

In her peripheral, she could see Cal lean in to whisper something to Sara, who whispered back, but everyone at the table tried to focus away from the two of them to give some space. Roxie zeroed in on Mel, who lifted her spoon as if prepared to make a pronouncement.

“The cranberries you made are really good,” Mel started, an impish grin on her face.

“But,” Roxie continued, noticing the amusement in her gorgeous blues.

“I still like my canned cranberry jelly better,” she said, ducking her head. “I know, I know, blasphemy.” Fuck, she looked so cute cloaked in all that sheepishness.

“Hey, I’m with you, girl,” Rose said, reaching across the table to extend a fist. “Bump it.”

Mel bumped fists with her, a wide grin returning to her face. “Canned cranberry forever.”

“It’s okay, you’re allowed to be wrong,” Roxie teased, nudging her leg with her own, even though the contact made her shiver. Mel stuck her tongue out in response, and Roxie’s heart stumbled. She was so relieved her fuckup in the kitchen hadn’t wrecked things between her and Mel.

“Why isn’t the corn out?” Sara’s voice grew loud enough to draw attention.

Cal ran a hand through his hair. “Is the corn that important, sweetheart?”

Roxie’s nails bit into her palm as she kept her words back. Jasper’s jaw started working like he might interfere.

“Can you help me get the corn?” Sara asked, her voice terse. Didn’t take a genius to know that was code for “talk in private.”

Cal glanced to Roxie. “Would you keep an eye on Kay?”

Roxie nodded, ripping off another hunk of roll to pass on to the munchkin. Kaylee already made grabby hands for the bread, the little girl unaware of the growing earthquake between her parents. “You’ve got it, boss.”

He and Sara bustled from the room, heading into the kitchen. The moment the footsteps stopped, the strained voices followed, both Sara and Caleb trying to keep their volume down. Whatever had been going on between them hit a boiling point. Roxie’s stomach roiled, any sort of family tension sounding her internal alarms, a good old reflex leftover from life with Clara Esposito. Roxie rested a palm on Kaylee’s back. She hoped for the little girl’s sake they could work things out. All three of them couldn’t be colossal fuckups in love. Cal was the only one who’d managed something stable.

Jas passed her a glance, and she shrugged. Not much they could do now but make the best of their Thanksgiving dinner.

Jasper clutched a hand to his chest. “It’s like a real Thanksgiving dinner with Mommy and Daddy fighting.”

Roxie couldn’t help the snort that flew from her. Leave it to Jas to rampage on through. “This is leagues better than trying for a Thanksgiving dinner with my family. I don’t have to drive anyone to the hospital for alcohol poisoning.”

“Or pull a needle out of anyone’s arm,” Hunter contributed. Roxie’s brows lifted—that was the most the guy had volunteered since he’d started working for them. She met his gaze and nodded. She understood.

“Christ, what kind of Thanksgiving dinners have you guys been going to?” Mel jumped in. “We just have turkey, mashed potatoes, and a pun-off.”

Lilah blanched. “Oh god, that’s way worse.”

Mel snorted and lifted a spoon full of mashed potatoes. “Points are deducted for fowl play.” Roxie had to bite back a laugh.

“Shame, shame,” Jasper called out, slamming his silverware on the table, loud enough to drown out Sara and Caleb’s argument. Lilah groaned, and Rose covered her face with her hands.

“Roa, roa,” Kay said, waving her fists as Roxie passed her another piece of roll. Those adorable eyes crinkled, and Roxie riffled her fingers through Kay’s silken hair.

She then leaned in close to Mel and placed a hand on her back. “That was a word crime, doll.”

Mel’s lips curled with a pert grin, and her blue eyes gleamed. “Hey, you’re the one who invited me.”

Roxie’s chest flickered to life, the way it always did around her. No matter what happened, she couldn’t regret a single moment with this sunshine woman.
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“Deck the halls with corporate bullshit” had been playing on repeat in Mel’s head for the past two weeks leading up to the Christmas holiday. Just a few more days of this and she would fly home to Philly to spend time with her family. Part of her buzzed in excitement, yet another part dreaded the return.

Mel sank into her desk for the first time in hours, her feet aching. They’d been in nonstop meetings, since the deadline with her and Jace’s joint client loomed. The man himself strolled through her door, and she had to physically pin back her grimace. He epitomized the square chin, blond city-slicker douche she loathed.

“Susie wanted to have a word with you,” he said, rapping on the side of the door as an afterthought. Every time he opened his mouth and the nasally drone poured out, her gut chewed itself up like she’d tossed back shots of lye. “She and I already had a discussion.”

Bully for her. Susan had gotten far too hands-on with this project, and she didn’t hesitate to play favorites. Jace was the patron saint of marketing in her book, and everything Mel did came out wrong. With the way Jace and Susan always chatted after hours, held meetings with the doors closed, and shot each other longer than average looks, Mel had the feeling they both needed to be sat down and educated about ethical workplace boundaries.

“Care to clue me in on what I’m expecting?” Mel tried, even though she knew the plaster wall she talked to.

Jace shook his head, a smirk on his face. “I can’t divulge that. Susie will fill you in on the changes.”

“We’re making changes this late in the game?” Mel asked, unable to avoid the sinking in her stomach. Somehow, she doubted they’d be good.

“Necessary ones, since we’re almost finished with this client. Then you’ll be on your own for projects from here on out. You feel up to it?” Jace asked, his cockiness coating her skin like Vaseline.

Mel forced a smile that vibrated from the strain. She’d been with the company three years longer than Jace, who was only six months ahead of her in their current position. Yet he’d been condescending at every turn, never missing the chance to rub her nose in the fact she was new and the upper management hadn’t trusted her enough to handle this client on her own.

“Absolutely,” Mel said. “I’m ready to dive in.”

Jace rapped his knuckles against the doorframe again and glanced back. “Here she comes. Good luck, Roberts.” With that, he swept away, his footsteps echoing down the corridor and mingling with the click-click-click of Susan’s heels. Mel’s nails dug into the surface of her desk, and she sucked in a deep breath to try to pull her composure from the floor.

Susan appeared in the doorway, her blonde hair pulled into a headache-inducing bun and her lipstick a deep shade of carmine today. “Melody, I need a word with you.”

She brought the door closed behind her, and Mel’s gut percolated like a stovetop espresso. That never indicated good news.

“Sure thing, Sue,” Mel said, not making any effort to get up. Not like she could without her legs shaking in an anger that built with every passing second. If they were coming in to fire her, what the hell could she do? She was on the opposite side of the country from her family, and San Francisco wasn’t a cheap place to live.

“We need to talk about several of the team members on your project,” Susan started.

Mel’s brows drew together. Susan calling them hers couldn’t be a good sign—every time she pulled a win, they chalked it up to her and Jace’s teamwork, digs she still hadn’t gotten over. “What’s going on?”

“Well, the quarterly numbers weren’t what we anticipated, and with the fourth quarter coming to a close, we had to make some tough decisions. Once the project concludes, there are several members on your team we’re going to need you to lay off.”

Mel fought to keep her jaw from dropping. This close to Christmas? Because of course this horrible place would fire people right around the holidays. She’d known this might be a part of her job description, but the whole process had been intangible until now. She’d never fired anyone before, and the very idea made her insides mix like vinegar and milk. “So Jace and I will need to sit them down after the project concludes?”

Susan’s shoulders rose a fraction, and her careful gaze settled on Mel. “About that. We believed it’d be good experience for you to handle this. Jace has gone through the process of letting people on his team go before.”

Right. So, he could come sweep in, take all the credit and praise for the project she spearheaded and did all the work on, but when it came time to handle the difficult things, they left her on her own.

Mel offered a tight-lipped smile in return. “Sure thing. Let me know who’s getting laid off before the project ends?”

Susan nodded and offered a conciliatory smile. “You’re doing a great job, Mel.”

Too bad her tone sounded anything but authentic. They’d proved with every decision and action they had zero faith in her abilities. Dread had replaced her blood with cyanide after each consecutive day she headed to work. Mel hated the idea of throwing in the towel after everything she’d sacrificed to come out here. She hated the idea of hurling herself back into the vortex of the online search for another soul-sucking marketing job. And she hated the idea she might have to leave San Francisco most of all.

All she knew was she couldn’t survive here much longer.




* * *




Mel tugged at the scarf around her neck, accenting the light canvas jacket she wore with a tunic and wool leggings. Even when the temperature dropped in December, San Francisco’s winters weren’t as cold as the Philly ones she’d grown up with.

“Are we heading to Union Square?” Roxie asked, striding beside her.

They’d finished off the project for the client today at last, which meant Mel had to break the bad news to three different employees on her team. Barb, Joe, and Kylie would no longer be working for the company. And she’d handed out the pink slips right before Christmas, like a monster. Their faces had paled in defeat, and the tears in their eyes would haunt her for ages to come. The residual feelings clung to her like a sodden blanket that never dried.

She’d needed to get out of the house and throw herself into a distraction, which was why she and Roxie headed to Union Square to ice-skate. If Mel couldn’t release this aggression in their derby bouts which were postponed for the holidays, she’d get all of these feelings out on blades.

“If you keep asking every five minutes, it’ll ruin the surprise,” Mel responded, skipping ahead of her. She’d mentioned a little bit about how bad things at work had been, and Roxie offered a sympathetic ear, but Mel wasn’t ready to dive into this. Even though Roxie just thought of her as a roommate, Mel didn’t want to ruin the connection between them with the reality that she might have to leave.

The only thing she’d grown sure of after today was that she couldn’t stay with this company any longer.

Every bit of stability she’d gathered for herself shattered like a glass pane, the bits clattering to the ground.

Folks bustled around them, the San Francisco streets swarming with throngs of people this close to the holidays. She’d be heading home in mere days to the suburbs of Philly, which offered the warmth of whiskey with a twist of bitters. No matter how excited she was to see her family, she would miss Roxie and the crew from Tabletop Tavern. Somehow, in a few short months, they’d become her closest friends.

The massive Christmas tree in Union Square beckoned them closer to their destination. It towered in the center of the city, the huge yellow star and thousands of lights twinkling.

Mel glanced at Roxie. She sauntered behind her, hands tucked in the pockets of her jeans. The black hoodie she wore highlighted the round curve of her breasts, and she moved with a casual comfort that stroked Mel’s core. She wanted this woman more and more with every passing day. Roxie’s long black waves were pulled into a side ponytail, and even though she rarely wore makeup, her lush lips and deep-set eyes didn’t need any embellishment.

“Hey, are you okay?” Roxie asked. Every damn time, the woman read her like no one else could. “I’m not trying to pry, but you seem off. Normally you talk circles around me.”

Mel forced a smile, her breath unsteady. “Hellish day at work, and I don’t think it’s going to get much better on the job front.”

Roxie dug her hands deeper into her pockets, and her shoulders moved forward a little. “Look, I don’t know much about the corporate life, but those graphics you did for Tabletop Tavern have been a hit on social media. You’ve got a real gift for design.”

Mel’s heart lurched. Design was what she’d dreamed of doing, not this upward climb in marketing where each level got more and more cutthroat. She loved tooling around on the creative elements with her clients, but after today, the realization splashed her like ice water in the middle of summer.

She hated management.

Working on the designs for Tabletop Tavern had her mind reaching for the stars again, the way she had when she’d first graduated. She’d even contemplated starting to offer freelance services—she had a decent portfolio to draw from. After spending so long chasing security and success, she’d ended up miserable. Maybe it was time to be brave.

“I can look into it,” Mel murmured. “All I know is I can’t stay at this job.” Those words hit the air for the first time, and the reality sank in. Fuck. She would have to make some hard choices in the upcoming months. Roxie hadn’t responded, but Mel couldn’t bring herself to look back, her throat tightening.

Up ahead, Union Square glittered with its spectacle of lights, and the cool air kissed her cheeks. She’d come to forget about the day, at least for a little bit, and there wasn’t anyone else in the world she’d rather be with right now. The ice rink gleamed in the middle of the square, neon blue and purple lights giving it an otherworldly glow. Tons of folks clustered on the ice, skating around in circles, laughing or holding hands. The crisp breeze smelled like pine.

“Okay, enough of my sad sacking,” Mel said, sucking in a sharp inhale. “We’re going to get our ice skating on.”

“Wait a second, you didn’t say anything about ice skating,” Roxie said, stopping in her tracks.

Mel rolled her eyes. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise, then, right?”

Roxie tugged on the end of her ponytail, staring at the ground. “I don’t know how.” Her voice came out low, hesitant.

God, she was so fucking adorable. Mel resisted the urge to tilt her chin up and kiss her, even though those lips were damn tempting. A huge grin broke out on Mel’s face. “Well then, consider me honored to show you how.”

“Even if I’m terrible?” Roxie asked, glancing up. The uncertain look in those coffee eyes had her heart thundering.

Mel longed to reach out and touch her, to draw her into her arms and press close against her. Except Roxie had made it clear she viewed her as a roommate, and Mel’s intentions were a bit more than friendly. “Especially if you’re terrible. Come on, Rox. Let’s lace up some skates.”

They reached the line to get into the rink, and before long, they got their rental skates and set out onto the ice.

She’d loved doing this back in Philly—anything to get out and moving. Something about the ice rink with the fresh snow scent reminded her of home, even on the other side of the country. Chatter buzzed around them as they both crouched to put on the skates. Mel slipped her feet into the rentals and rose, her nerves dancing to get out and feel the first snick of the blades to ice. Roxie laced hers up, her lips pursed.

“Remember, never done this before,” Roxie said again, glancing to her.

Mel extended a hand. “No one’s judging you. We’re here to have fun.”

Roxie slipped her palm against Mel’s, the electricity arcing through her veins at the touch. Mel gripped tight and helped her up to her feet.

“All right, let’s clomp our way to the rink,” Mel said, her cheeks hurting with how much she was grinning right now. The sight of the illuminated ice had her heart bouncing, and for the first time all day, she let all the ugliness melt away. They hobbled over to the entrance, and Mel never let go of Roxie’s hand. She could use the excuse all day that she was helping her skate, but any connection to this woman soothed her in a way little else did.

She slipped onto the rink, the blades beneath her gliding forward.

Roxie followed suit, but her legs began wobbling, and she crashed into Mel’s side. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

Mel’s grin widened. “A gorgeous woman hurling herself at me? Talk about the stuff fantasies are made of.”

Her heart thudded a little harder. Just once, she wished Roxie would respond to the flirty comments she made.

Roxie lifted a middle finger. “Very funny, Roberts. You’re going to have your work cut out for you if you want to teach me how to move out here.”

Mel squeezed Roxie’s hand, trying to stifle her brief flicker of disappointment. “Cross my heart, we’ll have you comfortable on the ice by the end of this.”

“We don’t have until the next century,” Roxie grumbled.

“Okay, slide one foot forward, then follow with the other,” Mel said. “I’ll keep you stable, so don’t let go.” At this point, she’d take any excuse to touch Roxie. The nights they’d both fallen asleep on the couch slumped against each other and the way they were always, always touching fed those distant dreams that Roxie might be interested too. Mel yearned for her like those first flakes of snow drifting from the sky in the middle of winter, a tremulous, wondering thing.

Roxie bit her lip and slid one foot forward, her leg wobbling with the movement. She began to careen, but Mel held steady, keeping her from moving too far. She followed with the other foot like Mel instructed and glided forward a little more. Mel’s calves itched to skim across the ice at top speed. All around, the schick-schick-schick of blades to the rink formed an intoxicating melody.

“You can go skate around without me,” Roxie said, attempting another glide forward. This one, her leg didn’t wobble as much, and instead of careening, she brought her other leg in a sweep to keep moving.

“And miss watching this fumbling fawn on the ice? Never,” Mel teased.

Truth be told, no matter how much she’d love to zoom around and lose herself in the physical, that only gave her a superficial rush which faded fast. Spending time with Roxie sank deeper into her veins, coaxing her out of the muddy whirlpool threatening to drag her under.

Ever since she’d moved in, she and Roxie had been inseparable, but she’d be going home for the holidays. Mel squeezed Roxie’s hand a little tighter and kept pace with her on the ice. Part of her was terrified that when she came back, everything would be different. These past months had been some of the best in a long time, despite the terrible job. Roxie’s stance steadied with the more glides she took, and Mel skimmed the ice along with her, hand in hand.

Mel took in a deep inhale of the crisp scent that washed over her, the hint of honey intensifying. Her heart roared as loud as the surrounding chatter, and the lights twinkled all around them, like the stars descended from the sky. Even with the external chill of the caressing breezes, the heat of their palms pressed together, fingers intertwined, traveled all the way up her arm until it flooded through her entire body. Roxie glanced to her, biting her lip again as she tried to hide a smile, and Mel careened.

Everything unsaid dried on her tongue, but the truth flickered like these Christmas lights. She didn’t want to leave. Mel was so in love with this woman she could barely breathe.
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Roxie paced from her kitchen to her living room for the hundredth time this morning. Mel would head out the door any moment now for her flight to Philly, and Roxie still hadn’t given her the Christmas gift she bought. The parcel sat on the couch in the living room, staring at her mockingly.

She’d spent far too much for a friend gift, but Mel had become such an important person to her, and she wanted to communicate that whatever way possible. Even if she could never summon the right words.

Roxie ran her fingers through her hair for the thousandth time. If she were honest, Mel leaving terrified her. What if she never returned? Philly had been Mel’s home for so long, and with the job dive-bombing, she didn’t have any other reason to stay in San Francisco. Not like Roxie had offered another one—she’d been too chickenshit.

Whenever she got close to spilling her guts, those words would resurrect again—ugly, not that pretty, dyke. They grew louder and louder, and her stomach twisted with a sickness spreading fast throughout her whole body.

Except every time Mel passed her a lingering glance or called her gorgeous in that liquid-smooth tone, her heart peeked past the veil, as if she might learn how to hope again.

The click-click-click of suitcase wheels sounded from the second floor, which meant Mel would be coming down any minute. Sweat broke out on Roxie’s palms, and she wiped her hands on her pants.

Mel swept down the steps, carrying the rolling suitcase along the length. The breath snagged in Roxie’s throat as she soaked in the sight of her. She’d pulled her hair into a high ponytail that swung back and forth with her stride, and her maroon tunic hugged her curves in just the right way. The black leggings she wore placed her toned legs on full display. She looked fucking mouthwatering.

Roxie felt underdressed in her cargos and gaming tee, but she wasn’t heading into work for a little bit now, while Mel had a flight to catch.

“Hey, my Uber to the airport is en route, but I wanted to give you your Christmas gift now instead of after, if that’s cool,” Mel announced upon reaching the bottom of the steps.

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” Roxie said, unable to help the blush rising to her cheeks.

“Fuck right off. Of course I’m getting you a Christmas gift,” Mel argued. She strode past her to grab the box sitting beside the coffee table. Roxie swallowed hard. Every time, her candid words punctured another defensive layer she’d wrapped around her heart.

Mel stepped to her and offered the package. “Come on, open it,” she said, her ocean blues twinkling.

Roxie nodded and cracked the swing-top of the box open. The box was filled to the brim, and Roxie took a moment to soak in most of the contents. Mel had gotten her a mix of Kit-Kats and Hi-Chew from Japantown, three sample-size bottles of Sailor Jerry’s, a gorgeous metallic dice set, a honey scrub from her favorite company, and a mess of other things she hadn’t even begun to dig into yet.

“Let me explain,” Mel said, stepping in a little closer. “I made you a self-care box. You put everyone else above yourself, and you’re constantly taking care of others. You deserve the same care too, sweetheart.” When Mel looked at her, the tenderness in her gaze sucked the air from the room. Roxie swallowed hard. Her eyes burned, and her chest ignited. This close, she could almost taste the gardenia and berries in the air, and she’d never wanted to reach out and touch her more.

“Thank you,” Roxie said, closing the top of the box before she careened over the cliff’s edge. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”

Mel offered an impish smile. “Maybe a little. You’re not as good at hiding your emotions as you think you are.”

“Right,” Roxie said, striding over to the couch to grab Mel’s gift. “You’ve got to open yours before you leave too.” She stepped back in front of her and extended the wrapped present.

“Turnabout’s fair play,” Mel said, accepting the box. She ripped open the paper and crumpled it into a ball she lobbed for the trash can. It skimmed the rim before tipping in. Roxie hooked her thumbs into her belt loops as Mel’s gaze landed on the box. Her nerves simmered.

“Rox, you shouldn’t have,” she murmured, her voice thick. “That’s way too generous.” Mel held up the box containing the Riedell skates Roxie had picked out. They were top-of-the-line derby skates, because as Mel went to practice and bouts regularly, hers grew more and more worn.

“I’m going to leave these here for when I come back from the holiday visit.” Mel placed the box on the coffee table and strode up to her, arms extended. “Bring it in.”

Roxie closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around Mel’s slim waist, resting her hands on her low back. Mel squeezed Roxie tight, crushing against her body in a way that traveled straight between her legs. Mel’s chin dug into her shoulder as they intertwined together, and Roxie drew in a shaky breath. She didn’t want to let her go. If she could, she’d freeze this moment and live in it forever—where Mel stayed here, with her.

The heat from Mel’s body and the delicious scent of her skin made her delirious. She’d never felt this way before, like she was standing at the shore staring out at the starlit ocean, the undulating waves roaring as they crashed onto the sand over and over and over. The idea of spending the next week without walking downstairs to share a cup of coffee with Mel every morning extinguished every one of those stars from the night sky.

Mel began to pull back first, but she paused, arms still encircled around Roxie’s shoulders, and stared into her eyes. Mel’s gaze was magnetic, the blue of a deep lake in the middle of summer. Roxie couldn’t look away—she never could when it came to Melody Roberts. Her lips were a breath away, lush and inviting. The air between them grew tense, thick enough to drink.

Roxie didn’t know who moved first, her or Mel, but she found herself drawn in even closer.

Their lips brushed as they met in a kiss.

Every cell in Roxie’s body vibrated with awareness. Roxie’s hands slipped to Mel’s waist. She drew her body flush to hers, and instincts took over. She deepened the kiss, drinking in the sweet and dark taste of her, coffee and cream. Her veins sparked with adrenaline. Mel wrapped her arms around Roxie’s neck, meeting her lips in a crash that fast turned from gentle to desperate. Bliss traveled through her, until her core throbbed.

Mel’s breasts pressed against hers, their hip bones touching as they kissed, again and again and again. Roxie needed more. She wanted Mel splayed out on her bed so she could taste every inch of her gorgeous body. Roxie swept her tongue into Mel’s mouth, kissing her with abandon. A moan slipped from Mel, one that reverberated through her with unadulterated lust. Roxie wanted to bury into the scent of her, mouthwatering, ripe berries. When it came to Mel, she just wanted.

Their lips met again, and her mind dizzied like she’d tipped back too many ciders. Roxie was three steps away from lifting Mel by the thighs and carrying her to the bedroom with the ferocious way this woman kissed. Each time their lips met, Mel got a little more aggressive, biting down on her bottom lip and tightening her grip on the back of Roxie’s neck like she owned her. Truth be told, she did.

Her heart and her mind couldn’t even process, lost in this fantasy brought to life. She’d dreamed of this moment for so long, but she’d never believed Mel would kiss her back—that she’d be moaning against her mouth like she longed for her just as badly. Roxie caressed Mel’s lips with her own in a desperate prayer. She wasn’t sure how much time passed—minutes, hours, an entire lifetime. Yet she couldn’t pull herself away.

She could taste the tang of Mel’s swollen lips from the way they clashed together. She was fucking perfect. Roxie’s fingers wove through those copper strands, the silk she’d been dying to stroke for so long. She gripped tight and slid her tongue in again, gliding it against Mel’s. Their breath met in shallow puffs as they both gasped for air, barely pausing as they dove in for another kiss.

The sinful thrill of the woman in her arms sent a shudder through her. Her panties were soaked, and her pussy throbbed with a need that had burned inside her for months now, growing stronger moment by stolen moment.

Mel drew her mouth back to scrape her teeth against Roxie’s neck. A gasp flew from her throat, desire shooting through her like heroin. It traveled straight between her thighs, and she almost sagged into Mel’s arms. Instead, she placed a light bite on Mel’s lower lip before stroking her tongue in again, needing to taste her, to feel her. The honeyed lure of her mouth drew her back in.

A helpless noise came from the back of her throat as she tightened her grip around Mel’s waist, her hair. She didn’t ever want to let go of this woman. She didn’t want her to go. Roxie teased with her kisses, featherlight, then fierce, and Mel responded with a fury of teeth, of tongue, of the same desperation circulating through her veins. Roxie’s palm heated against the thin fabric of Mel’s tunic, one layer away from her lush skin.

The buzz of a phone sliced through the air.

Mel pulled away, the shock of the separation like diving into the Pacific in midwinter. “Oh fuck, my Uber.”

Roxie reeled from the incendiary heat between them, the sheer thrill of their collision, and the aching, aching hope. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Mel took a step back, and old, familiar fear inched its way in.

Did Mel regret what they’d done?

She glanced to her phone. “My Uber’s here. I’ve got to go.” Mel’s eyes locked with Roxie’s, and they softened. “Hey, I’ll be back before you know it, and we’ll talk every day.” She leaned in to whisper her lips against Roxie’s in a ghost of a kiss. “Merry Christmas, Roxie.”

At that, Mel grabbed her suitcase and made her way to the door. Roxie stood there stunned at the whiplash speed her world had altered. She played the slow and methodical game because she’d spent her entire life dealing with bad turns, yet in mere moments, she’d unraveled all of that. Mel cast her one last glance back before she stepped through the door. The devastating look in those gorgeous blue eyes sucked the breath from her lungs. She’d never met anyone like Melody Roberts, and she doubted she would again.

The door clicked shut behind her, and the sound jump-started Roxie’s senses.

She strode to the door in time to watch Mel climb into the Subaru parked outside. The car screeched down the street, bringing Mel to the airport for her return to Philly. Sending her a lifetime away.

Roxie’s lips were still swollen from the heated kisses they’d shared, and she couldn’t help but lift her fingertips to brush against them, feeling the tender sting.

She reached out to touch the glass, but it was ice-cold. “Merry Christmas, Mel.”
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Mel had been on a high from kissing Roxie the entire flight to Philly, and the good mood continued once she stepped foot in her parents’ house. She’d fired off a text to Roxie that they’d talk when she returned, and after the scorching kiss they’d shared, her heart gorged on the hope this could be something more.

She leaned against the table in her parents’ kitchen, trying not to swoon at the memory. Her phone buzzed more than it had ever since she left. Her nose wrinkled as she purposefully didn’t pick it up. Probably more of her so-called friends wanting a piece of her time now that she was in the area. No matter how much she’d tried to shake the thought, it lingered—these were Will’s friends, not hers.

Even still, she’d agreed to head to Moe’s for drinks with the girls tonight. Once upon a time, that would’ve been a chill roundtable, tossing back a beer and bitching about the workday, but now? The idea amped her anxiety to eleven.

“Melly, you’ve been brooding all day,” Frank said, coming up behind her. He clapped a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Don’t tell me three months in San Francisco has soured you on Philly forever.”

Mel swiveled around in the stool she sat on at the kitchen counter to face her brother. Frank was older by a year and the only tall person in her family, with a chestnut mop of hair like Mom and Dad, unlike her random ginger locks. Still, they both possessed the infectious Roberts smile they’d inherited from Mom. “Philly’s not the problem. I’m just not feeling going for dinner and drinks with folks who haven’t bothered to respond to my messages for months now.”

“Fuck ’em,” Frank said, plopping onto the seat beside her. “You should hang with your loving family anyway. We’re way better.”

Mel shot him a look even as she grinned. “Excuse me for having a social life.” While she thrived on people, her brother always preferred dogs, cats, or no one at all. He had his few friends and was content with them. “Tell me more about this business you’re launching.”

“IT consultant work,” Frank said, drumming his fingers on the flecked countertop. “Three of us at AE Tech have been working on this for a while now, but I didn’t want to say anything until we had something concrete.”

Jealousy sizzled in Mel’s gut, stripping her bare like vinegar to rusted metal. Her older brother had accomplished something big, launching his own business to follow his dreams, and he’d never looked happier. Meanwhile, she’d wasted her time climbing the corporate ladder, hating it more and more every year. When Mom and Dad asked about work, she’d almost burst into tears when she told them about having to lay off folks around Christmas.

Maybe she was too much of a bleeding heart for the role, but she’d never known any other way to be.

“I’m proud of you, Frankie,” Mel murmured, tracing her fingertip along the countertop. “I think you’ll do well.”

“Will you come home for our launch party?” Frank asked. “It’ll be in a few months, but I’ll cover your plane ticket if it gets you here for the event.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Mel said, a genuine warmth in her chest mixed with the envy, creating one confusing brew. “Look at you go, leaving your mark on the world.”

Everyone seemed to be doing that—everyone except her. Roxie, Jas, and Cal had opened their own shop, Lilah was almost finished up with law school, and all of Mel’s friends around here worked positions where they raced to the top with zero effort. Either that or they were getting married and popping out millions of babies.

Somehow, she’d gotten left behind. Mel swallowed hard.

“Whatever, sis,” Frank responded with a grin. “You’re some bigwig manager now on the other side of the country. Don’t forget us little people when you take over the company.”

Mel’s chest sank like a weighted corpse. Once upon a time, that had been the goal. But the higher up the ranks she got, the more she hated Awake Industries. “Part of me wishes I’d found a job in graphic design.”

“Well, if we end up hiring, you know you’re first on the list,” Frank said, squeezing her shoulder again.

She leaned against him. “None of the nepotism bullshit. I’d interview like everyone else, got that?”

The back door creaked open, and Mom stepped in carrying plastic bags filled with groceries, followed by Dad, who brought the rest with him.

“Who wants to help me make gingersnaps?” Mom asked, her voice filled with a warmth better than any hearth fire. God, Mel had missed her.

“The kids don’t want those. They want to make coconut macaroons, Mel’s favorite,” Dad joked, the same way he did every Christmas. She’d been waiting and hadn’t been disappointed.

Mel made a gagging noise. “Coconut is disgusting.”

Every year since they were old enough to reach the countertop on a footstool, they’d been baking the same gingersnaps, a recipe passed down from their grandmother. The tradition continued even as they got older and their schedules grew more complicated, making the cookies closer and closer to Christmas.

The spice of the ginger and the heavy syrup of the molasses all led to one mouthwatering cookie that never failed to remind her of how much she loved her family. Maybe she could bring some with her back to San Francisco for Roxie. The mere thought of her had Mel’s heart skipping a beat.

No matter what shitty stuff had happened, that kiss had been the heady dose of hope she’d been searching for. A glimpse of light on a too-dark horizon.

Mel hopped to her feet and scampered over to help grab bags and bring them over to the countertops. “Let’s get to work on some gingersnaps.”




* * *




The moment Mel parked in the lot of Moe’s Tavern, her nerves misfired. She wiped her palms on her jeans to dry them off from the sheer amount she’d been sweating. The old tavern sign was backlit, and the dark wooden exterior with the soft citrine glow from the windows created an inviting ambiance she’d always loved. But she’d never been able to let loose here or with these folks the way she did with the gang at Tabletop Tavern, especially their Sunday hangs.

The front door creaked open, and a familiar figure emerged—Zoe.

Mel sucked in a deep breath and exited her car. Once she stepped outside of the bubble of warmth, the searing chill of winter on the East Coast seeped past her jacket and made her wish she’d remembered gloves. Rookie move on her part, but she’d gotten used to San Francisco’s temperate climate faster than she’d expected.

Mel strode to the front of the building where Zoe leaned against the wall, smoking a cigarette. She kept her dark chocolate waves pulled back, her maroon lips in a perpetual smirk. Smoke filtered up in the freezing air with each drag.

“Hey, lady,” Mel called out, offering a big wave.

When Zoe looked up, her eyes widened. “Mel, what are you doing here?”

Mel’s chest sank. Great, this would be awkward. “Didn’t Danielle tell you I was coming?”

Zoe shook her head and flicked the cigarette to the ground before crushing it under her heel. “Nah, she didn’t say a word. Good to see you though.”

Yet again, Mel cursed her ability to read people. Zoe was never a care-and-share type, but she would’ve given her a smile and a hug in the past. Instead, the short distance between them fast turned into a football field. Mel’s shoulders twitched as she suppressed the impulse to reach out.

Instead, she thrust her freezing hands into her pockets. “Everyone else inside?”

Zoe nodded. “Most of the crew’s here to get our Christmas drink on. Damn, girl. How’s the fancy new job treating you?”

Mel swallowed, biting back the truth. “It’s going great,” she murmured, even as the words sounded hollow and phony out in the air. All too fast, she realized if she’d been back in San Fran, she would’ve confessed all her woes to Cal, or Jas, or Lilah. Here, she’d always kept her weaknesses close to the cuff. “What’s new with you?”

“Oh, same old, same old,” Zoe said, grabbing the door and swinging it open. “Teaching’s insane, and the kids turn into rabid gremlins around this time of year. But winter break’s been my salvation.”

Once Mel stepped inside Moe’s, she began to melt, the heat blasting in this cozy tavern. The bartender zipped around behind the bar, which teemed with people for the holidays. The scent of porter and cedar flooded her senses, mingling with the spice from the cinnamon wreaths decorating the doors. Tonight, every single black leather stool was taken, an array of the young and the old all crammed together in the tight space. Mel didn’t have to search far before she spotted her old crew, who’d taken over the back two booths.

Zoe strode forward with the confidence of knowing she belonged, while Mel faked it the whole way. Danielle caught sight of her, the short-haired brunette looking ever the professional in her cashmere sweater. She offered a genuine grin, one that lassoed Mel and dragged her back in. At least Danielle had invited her out tonight.

Jared caught sight and offered a nod, patting the seat beside him. “Welcome back, Mel,” he called.

Mel offered a grin. “Hey, Jared, how’s it going?”

She slipped into the seat next to him and Danielle, while Zoe squeezed into the other side with Kyle. Once upon a time, Zoe and Kyle had been an item, but they’d split up last year, managing to stay friends by some miracle.

“You’re looking good, Mel,” Jared said, skimming a hand over his slicked-back hair. “Joining the singles club?” She couldn’t miss the way his gaze zeroed in on her tits if she tried. She bit back a groan. Jared always got like this when any woman in their crew became single, like a rabid coyote on the prowl. Mostly, he was in for a hookup and out the second anyone caught feelings.

“Happily single and staying that way,” Mel said, an instructive edge to her tone. Based on the gleam in his eyes, he hadn’t taken the hint.

Not like she had any interest. The one person who’d dominated her mind as of late was Roxie Esposito. She could still remember the sugar-and-cream taste of her lips and the way she’d melted against her when they kissed. God, she’d replayed their kiss a thousand times since it happened, the collision giving her the first gasp of hope that Roxie might be feeling more than friendly toward her.

Honestly, she didn’t want to be fending off Jared’s advances in the tiny booth of this musty tavern. She might’ve once had some good memories here, but most of them included Will. When she thought of him, things felt complicated and so distant she didn’t know how to reach that time in her past again. Or if she even wanted to.

“Everyone enjoying a few days off for the holiday?” Mel asked, hoping to smooth some of the tension out. The glances Kyle and Zoe passed each other made her skin prickle.

“Couldn’t come soon enough,” Danielle proclaimed. “My firm gives us the week between off too, so I’m going to take advantage of every second. I’m so glad you made it out, Mels.”

The nickname scraped against her chest, another reminder of Will, but Mel offered a grin anyway, relieved at least Danielle was acting normal. “Me too. It’s been great getting to see everyone back home. San Francisco’s totally different.”

“Has the West Coast turned you into a granola hipster yet?” Zoe asked. Mel didn’t like the sharp tone to Zoe’s voice, as if she needed to step around broken glass. It set her even more on edge than she already was.

“I’m still a meat eater if that’s what you’re asking,” Mel said with a shrug, trying to shake off her discomfort. The waiter came around, and she ordered a Guinness. “But I will say the public transportation there is leagues better than SEPTA.” She wasn’t sure whether Zoe’s tone or the question bothered her more, the judgments over a city she’d fast fallen in love with.

“When are you leaving again?” Kyle asked with an unreadable look.

“Two days after Christmas,” Mel murmured, wishing she had a pint glass to cling to. “I’ll have to get back to work—last-minute things to wrap up before the end of the year.” Conversation used to flow so easily, complaining about their jobs, talking about the latest gossip amongst their friends, but after the period of silence, she felt like a robot spitting out generic conversation lines.

“Are you spending all your time with family?” Jared asked, his voice suggestive. Mel restrained her groan. The last thing she wanted to deal with right now was fending off his skeezy advances.

“Oh my lord, keep it in your pants, Jared,” Danielle said, smacking him in the arm. “Just because she and Will aren’t together doesn’t mean she wants you.”

Mel passed Danielle a grateful glance. Her old friend smiled at her, seemingly oblivious to the awkwardness from the opposite side of the table. Both Zoe and Kyle’s gazes kept lingering in her direction. In normal situations, she never minded being the center of attention, but this felt more like an inquisition than a conversation.

The waiter returned with refills for Zoe and Danielle and the pint of Guinness for her. Mel reached forward and grabbed the glass to take the first creamy sip of the stout. Maybe alcohol would smooth these ragged edges. If that were the case, she might need to down the entire keg. Her calves twitched, begging to bolt at the awkwardness smearing the air between them. Mere months away, and these people had become strangers.

Mel glanced up in time to see the front door open and close.

Will strode in, his thick curls tossed from the wind and a ruddy flush to his cheeks. Ice filtered through her veins, even with all of the cozy heat pumping through their systems. Mel ducked her head to take a deeper sip from her pint. Maybe he wouldn’t be heading over here.

Fat chance. These were his friends too, and unlike her, he hadn’t left.

Will’s footsteps echoed as he strode up to them. His eyes narrowed when their gazes met, but he didn’t say anything. Should she initiate conversation? Should she just ignore him? He stepped up to the empty seat on the opposite side of the booth and slid in.

“Hey, babe,” he said, and for a moment Mel thought he was speaking to her. However, Zoe leaned in, and their lips met in a long, lingering kiss. Nausea swept over Mel like she’d caught the flu.

That was why she’d been getting the Queen Frostine stares from Zoe. When had he started dating her? Had this been happening the entire time he’d been trying to “win her back”? Her stomach curdled. She swallowed another sip of Guinness, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep it down.

When Will and Zoe pulled away from each other, he glanced at Jared, avoiding her. “So, who’s ready to start drinking for real?”

Kyle let out a hoot, all the awkward tension dissolving for everyone but her. Danielle made a comment, and laughter resounded around the table, but Mel couldn’t hear past the buzzing in her ears, like a grenade had dropped and she’d been the only one to witness the explosion.

Invisible. She might as well be invisible around these guys.

Coming out here had been a horrible idea.

“I’ve got to go,” Mel mumbled, slipping some cash onto the table to cover her drink. She didn’t remember walking across the bar or parking lot. In fact, her mind screamed so loud she could focus on little else even as she drifted outside without looking back. The wintry wind prickled her skin, stinging any bare skin from the tip of her nose to her neck. It wasn’t until she slid into the driver’s seat and shut the car door that the weight of everything slammed into her.

A shaky breath evacuated her, and heat pooled in her eyes. Within seconds, the sobs began, starting deep in her chest and spreading throughout her body. A hot trickle of tears glided down her cheeks.

She’d been so stupid to come out tonight, thinking they wanted to see her. Thinking she still had friends here. If Will was dating Zoe now, that meant all too fast, folks in her old crew would turn on her. Already, she’d seen it in the whispers and looks from Zoe and Kyle.

Her shoulders shook, and the tears wouldn’t cease, sticky trails leaking down her cheeks. She was tired, so damn tired of trying to fit in. Of trying to find a place where she could just be herself, where people liked having her around, where she wasn’t the one people forgot to invite. The loneliness coated her like winter cold, and she couldn’t get warm, no matter how hard she tried.

Mel let out a hiccupping sob as she relaxed her grip on the steering wheel and plucked her phone from her bag. She could barely see the screen through her tear-blurred eyes. Right now, she wanted to sink into someone’s arms and cry her eyes out, but she sat in the parking lot of Moe’s Tavern, alone.

People changed, they moved on—she understood that. She just wished she didn’t keep getting left behind.

At least one person made her feel like she mattered. Even though she had to squint to see the screen, wiping her eyes down a few times in the process, she managed to type out a text to Roxie.

I miss you.
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Roxie’s Christmas Eve plans had been drinking alone at her house until Lilah and Rose decided to be the usual interfering busybodies she loved. So, she headed out to the bars with them. Probably for the best. She needed to get out of her head, and since Tabletop Tavern closed early this morning and would be closed tomorrow, she couldn’t pull her usual move of burying herself in work.

She dug her hands deeper in her canvas jacket and strode a little quicker down the sloping street. The purple awning of Wild Street stood out at the end of the block, her and Lilah’s preferred lesbian watering hole in the city. Back in college, they’d explored the different haunts, but this one was where Lilah met Rose.

Guaranteed, they’d be trying to play matchmaker for her tonight.

Yet all Roxie could think of was Mel. The kiss they’d shared before she left had been every daydream come to life, but then Mel texted they’d talk when she returned. And her stomach twisted a little more with each passing day. She knew what “the talk” meant, and it had never been anything good—whether she got “I’m not into you anymore,” “This is never going to happen,” or “My husband doesn’t approve of your lifestyle.” Thanks, Daria, for the last one.

No matter how much she tried to hope, dark thoughts sank their nails in deeper and deeper. While Mel was in Philly, she would realize she’d made a mistake, and this connection Roxie treasured would disintegrate, just like all the other ones.

Roxie reached the entrance of Wild Street, the bass from the inside causing the windows to reverberate. She stepped in, the strong mix of perfume, whiskey, and pine washing over her. The chatter of a full bar slammed into her, but it held a warmth she needed right now. Anything to get her mind away from the rejection she knew would be pierced with lath nails into her heart.

Lilah and Rose sat with Tabby at the opposite end of the bar. Roxie strode in their direction. A minx of a woman at the bar gave her the eye, furtive glances followed by a delicate sip from whatever neon pink drink she nursed. Roxie bobbed her head in a nod as she passed by, not wanting to be rude. She wasn’t in the mood for a random hookup.

She wanted something real.

She wanted Mel Roberts.

“Get your ass over here, Roxie,” Lilah called out, her voice warbling a little. She slung her arm around Rose’s shoulders. Based on the lascivious grin on her lips, she’d tipped back more than a few drinks.

“Yeah, come save me from being a third wheel,” Tabby called. Thank fuck Lilah and Rose had dragged out another single person to hang with.

While Lilah dressed femme in a slim white dress and styled her tousled hair in perfect waves, Tabby and Rose had butch on speed dial. Rose wore a button-down rolled to the elbows and khakis, and Tabby donned jeans, a white tee, and a leather jacket.

Roxie had always fallen somewhere in the middle—not quite femme and not quite butch. Because of course she didn’t even fit in amidst her own folks. Made her even that much harder to date, since a lot of the women she tried to go out with wanted her to be more butch. Tonight, she’d picked out a maroon scoop-neck sweater and jeans with combat boots, because comfort always warred with style.

Roxie pulled at the hem of her sweater, as if it might hide her hips a little better, before she slipped onto the stool beside Tabby. Maggie, the normal Tuesday night bartender, swaggered on over with an easy smile, her honey waves pulled into a low ponytail.

“Hey, Mags,” Roxie said. “Can I get a cider? Whatever you’ve got on draft.”

“Sure thing, sugar,” Maggie responded, heading over to the taps.

Tabby scanned the bar and let out a sigh. “Damn, it’s been way too long since I got laid. The amount of gorgeous girls lining the bar here is like a freaking buffet.”

Roxie snorted. “Amen to that.” Even as she said it though, she had to admit her gaze hadn’t lingered in the slightest. No one had snared her attention like Mel. Mags returned with her golden cider, and she took a sip of the nectar.

Lilah leaned in against Rose. “You could wingman for each other. See if you can get lucky on Christmas Eve.”

Roxie prepared a protest. The last thing she needed was a setup when all she could think of was the way Mel tasted, the divine way she kissed.

“You’ll be getting lucky on Christmas Eve,” Rose murmured in Lilah’s ear, her voice husky. “You’re so fucking hot, babe.”

“Bathroom, now,” Lilah responded, hopping up from her seat and grabbing Rose’s hand. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

“Or more,” Rose called out. The pair sauntered toward the bathroom. Didn’t take a genius to figure out what they’d be getting up to.

Roxie chewed on her lip and stared at her cider. She couldn’t help the yearning that rolled through her with the force of the San Francisco earthquake. She longed for what they had more than she could ever express. Rose and Lilah were smitten with each other years into their relationship, and no matter what spats they got into, the pair of them always found a way to make it work. Nothing like any relationship Roxie ever had.

“Not a bad idea. Want to be my wingwoman?” Tabby asked, rubbing her thumb along the glass of her lager. “Or better yet, want to give me the scoop on your roommate? She’s single, right?”

Roxie had been sipping on her cider, and she spluttered. “Who, Mel?” Panic fluttered through her system.

Tabby snorted. “Like you have any other superhot roommates you’re hiding away?”

Roxie’s mouth dried. What was she supposed to say? That she died a little at the idea of Mel dating someone else? That she’d do anything to have the sunshine woman back here in her arms? All they’d done was kiss, and that could mean anything. They hadn’t discussed where they stood or made any commitments.

“Yeah, she’s single.” Roxie ducked her head and took another deep drink from her cider, hoping Tabby wouldn’t notice her awkwardness on the subject.

“You’re not a thing, right?” Tabby asked, shifting in her seat. “I wouldn’t want to step on any toes.”

Roxie tried to avoid the burn of Tabby’s gaze, hating that she didn’t have the nerve to tell her to back off. That Mel belonged with her. The words abandoned her. At the end of the day, they hadn’t made any promises. She could hope all she wanted the tender look in Mel’s eyes meant more, but she’d gotten duped by folks wanting a good time before. And she was too terrified to ask.

Roxie shook her head. “We’re not dating,” she managed to get out, casting her gaze to the surface of her cider. She swallowed hard, hating the thump-thump-thump in her gut and the coating of self-loathing that settled across her skin.

“Cool, cool,” Tabby said, tipping back her lager. She slammed it down on the countertop. “Let’s you and me find some tail tonight.”




* * *




Roxie had stayed out with Lilah, Rose, and Tabby until the clock passed midnight and it was officially Christmas Day. She’d gotten up at a decent hour, planning on spending the day by her lonesome. Cal and Jas made offers, same as Lilah and Rose, to join them in their family dinners, but this year she needed to be by herself. As much as they were all her family, when she went to theirs, she felt like an intruder, and she wanted to relax this year.

Her own family was either six feet under, removed from her life, or a shitshow of epic proportions, so she didn’t want to spend the holiday with them either.

Belmont trotted into the kitchen with her, lured by the scent of bacon. She moved the sizzling rashers back and forth on the frying pan. Roxie primed the toaster with slices of bread, and she’d dragged out another skillet to make some over-easy eggs. Her phone buzzed with Merry Christmas texts, mostly from the crew from the shop, but plenty of other friends reached out too.

Mel’s name popped up in the mix with Merry Christmas and a selfie attached. Roxie swallowed hard at the sight of those brilliant blue eyes and the generous smile that brushed away the cobwebs from an old house like this. Even if Mel didn’t want anything more with her, maybe they could still salvage the friendship.

Roxie snapped a picture of the bacon and eggs cooking on her skillet and sent it along with a Merry Christmas back.

She received a response almost at once. That’s not your gorgeous face.

A flush ran through her body, and all she could think of was the possessive way Mel had claimed her mouth, the feeling of her teeth sinking into her lower lip, and the lush scent of berries surrounding her. She flipped the camera on her phone around and snapped a selfie, trying on a smile. Her heart thudded hard, but she pressed Send.

Her phone buzzed a second later. That’s better. Hope you have an amazing Christmas. See you in a few days.

Christ, this woman turned her upside down.

The moment she took the bacon off the skillet, Belmont began to yowl, as if the entitled little asshole thought he would get a piece. Not like he was wrong. She fell for the plaintive meows every time. Roxie snapped a piece off the end and blew on it before she passed the bite of bacon to her cat. He gobbled it from her hands.

Coffee, breakfast, and Bel. Those three things were all she needed for a relaxing, chill Christmas.

A knock pounded on her door.

Roxie let out a curse. So much for her quiet Christmas. If she was lucky, it’d just be carolers. However, Roxie was never lucky. She trudged to answer the door, and another impatient knock sounded again. If Jas or Cal had arrived to drag her out, she would smack them upside the head with her skillet. She didn’t plan on leaving her pajamas for the entire day.

Right when she reached the handle, another knock pounded, even more insistent. Roxie bit back a sigh and opened the door, plastering a smile on her face.

Her smile fell when she saw the visitor on her doorstep.

The dark, thick hair Roxie had inherited was bedraggled and streaked with gray, and those mocha eyes that used to be clever and gentle had now grown bloodshot with permanent red rings. Clara Esposito had been released from jail. Roxie shouldn’t have forgotten, but with everything going on with sales at the shop for the holidays, it slipped her mind.

“Going to let me in?” Clara asked, her breath smelling like whiskey. Based on the way she clutched the doorframe, she’d already started drinking. Roxie’s stomach tightened. Part of her wanted to shut the door in her mother’s face, and the other part of her felt like a monster for thinking that way. Except it was Christmas, and her mother was the only family she had. Roxie sucked in a breath and nodded.

“Yeah, come on in, Clara,” she murmured. Roxie took the step back as her mother staggered in through the door. Her cozy morning vanished with the arrival of Clara Esposito, who brought with her shattered futures, ugly words, and a distillery’s worth of hard liquor. She didn’t miss the half-empty bottle of Jim Beam sloshing in her mother’s hand. She’d never missed it the countless times her mother showed up drunk—whether to parent-teacher conferences or her college graduation.

“When did you get out?” Roxie asked, even though there wouldn’t be much of a coherent answer. Apparently, her mother had gone straight from prison to the bar. The bitterness had become a stubborn stain she couldn’t remove no matter how hard she tried. Bel came up and nudged her calf, as if the little guy knew she’d been bracing herself from the moment she opened the door.

“Yesterday,” Clara responded. “I shouldn’t be surprised you or your sister weren’t there to pick me up. I was born alone in this world, and I’ll die alone.” She was slurring her words at this point.

Roxie tried to hide the internal flinch every time her mother levied these guilt trips. She should be immune by now, but they always descended like bombs over Nuremberg, unexpected blows rocking her to the core.

“Sorry I wasn’t there,” she murmured, turning her focus to the kitchen. “Do you want something to eat?” Anything to soak up some of the alcohol.

Her mother sniffed the air. “I’ll take some food.”

No “Merry Christmas,” no “I missed you,” no “how have you been.” Her mother always took, took, took until nothing remained. Roxie swallowed hard and headed to the kitchen, feeling the weight of that woman’s presence like a vulture tearing at the scraps that remained. Clara stalked in behind her.

She divided up the eggs, bacon, and toast on two separate plates and then handed one over to her mother. “Merry Christmas.”

Her mother let out a derisive snort before she began to tear into the toast, and Roxie tried not to wince. Each time she got like this, Roxie attempted to remember the earlier days. How she’d made her breakfast every morning before school when she was younger, or the bedtime stories she used to read her and Daria, her low voice soft and soothing. All of those hazy memories were the before times. Before Dad died and her mother took up a permanent relationship with the bottle.

Bel slid against her again, the comfort she needed right now.

“What are you doing alone on Christmas?” Clara asked through bites. She leaned against the counter, near tipping over. “Don’t you have some slut warming your bed? That’s what dykes like you do, right?” Her mother’s eyes locked with hers, the taunt there in her reddened eyes.

Roxie’s hands balled into fists. Her stomach squeezed as if she’d been punched in the gut. In a way, she had. Her mother always got like this when she drank, some barbs worse than others.

“I’ve told you before,” Roxie started. “Don’t call me that. I’m not going to sit here and deal with your abuse.”

Clara let out a caustic laugh, the plate wobbling in her hand so her piece of toast slipped over the edge. “You’re so sensitive. You’re the one with the whole lifestyle, so you shouldn’t be shocked when people have something to say about it.”

Roxie sucked in a sharp breath, all glass shards.

Enough.

Every time her mother came over, she delivered more abuse, more rejection, and more devastation. The woman had taken until little remained, and in the brief moments she sobered up, she forgot the things she said, proclaiming innocence. All Roxie had wanted was a quiet Christmas, away from this scrape of pain. All she’d wanted for far too long was the chance to heal. To maybe deserve someone like Mel.

Something inside of her snapped.

“I need you to leave,” Roxie said, barely believing the words escaping her. She’d choked them back for so long, but now they bubbled over. The pain sharpened her stance and bolstered her words. “Go down to the bar, or go to a church and sober up. I don’t care. If you want to be a part of my life, the abuse has to stop.”

Clara snorted, a smile rising to her lips as she dropped the plate. It smashed against the ground, fragments flying up. Several sliced into her forearms, and Roxie flinched, but she didn’t budge.

“Either you leave, or I’m calling the cops,” Roxie said again, thrusting her chin forward even though her fingers shook. Her throat tightened, and her entire body hummed with the tidal wave slamming at her defenses, but she remained steady. This was every bitten-back word for years, every time she sealed her lips when she wanted to scream, every time the weariness sawed at her insides a little more. The fires built, built, built until they froze.

“You wouldn’t call the cops on me,” Clara slurred again, not bothering with the shattered mess she left on the floor.

“Watch me,” Roxie said, her voice level and calm by some miracle. She lifted her phone and began to dial.

Her mother’s face purpled, and her brows tugged down with her frown. “Some daughter you are,” Clara spat as she strode toward the door. “You and your sister are worthless, and you always will be. No one could ever love you.”

Roxie’s entire body numbed over, but she remained still, watching as Clara stumbled for the door. She shut it behind her with a slam that resounded through the entire house. It wasn’t until the door closed that Roxie sank to the floor, her knees hitting the cold tile.

Hot tears welled in her eyes. She spread her palms on the floor, looking at the shattered plate, the remains of her breakfast, and always, always, those horrible phrases circulating in her head. She stood up to her mother. She should feel good about what she’d done, but she just wanted to vomit.

I wish you’d died and not your father was one barb that lingered on her worst days.

Me too, Clara. Me too.

Clara’s final words sank deep into her bones and etched themselves there, ones she’d known for a long while.

No one could ever love her.
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Mel had been dying to return to San Francisco ever since she had to leave. The second the plane landed on the tarmac, adrenaline began circulating through her veins again, lifting her like she was soaring. The city flashed by through the window of her Uber, and she stared out the way she had the first time when this place was brand-new to her. Now San Francisco’s bars, sloping streets, and the glittering ocean in the distance contained a kaleidoscope of memories.

She clutched the handle of her luggage a little tighter as the car turned onto a street so familiar her heart lurched. The old Victorian house with the pale shutters and the white trim stood out at the end of the street. Even after a week apart, she could still taste the sweetness of their kiss, and her insides contained hundreds of butterflies at the idea of having “the talk” with Roxie. Her friends back home had abandoned her, her job was a nightmare, but she was coming home to Roxie, and that meant something.

The Uber driver screeched to a halt, and Mel almost leapt out of the seat. Excitement thrummed through her veins, and she squeezed every drop of composure to keep from running like a kid up the driveway. She slowed to climb the steps, lugging her suitcase up each one. By the time she reached the door, she’d begun to finger comb her hair. She’d refreshed her lip gloss and mascara on the car ride over.

When she slipped her key into the lock, reality descended on her. She’d been thinking of their kiss all week, and her fantasies about Roxie had driven her to spending a whole lot of time with her vibrator. She wanted those lips on hers, on her skin, on her sex. A flush rose to her cheeks, and her mouth dried with want. Mel turned the knob and entered.

The house smelled like Roxie, the twist of amber and honey that made her heart ache.

“Hey, Rox,” Mel called, her voice echoing through the house. “I’m back.”

Bel clattered down the steps, his fluffy tail whipping back and forth and those gorgeous blue eyes focused. She let go of the luggage and sank to her knees to offer the little guy pets.

“I missed you too, Bel,” Mel murmured, running her hand through his fur. She hadn’t even lived here six months, yet this place was the first to feel like a home since she moved out of her parents’ house.

The creak of steps came from the staircase, and Mel’s heart thundered so loud she couldn’t hear anything else. She willed herself to look up, despite the giddiness bubbling in her chest.

Roxie strode down the steps, her palm trailing along the banister. After a week without her, the sight punched Mel in the chest. The gray muscle shirt Roxie wore showed off toned, tan arms Mel wanted to sink her teeth into, and her black yoga pants highlighted those sloping thighs she longed to dive between. The mere sight of this woman had her blazing inside, her pussy pulsing with all the filthy things she wanted to do to Roxie.

“Welcome back, doll,” Roxie said, her lips tilted in a soft smile. She reached the bottom step, and it took everything in Mel to not rush over and throw herself into the woman’s arms. Instead, she rose and measured her steps forward, forcing herself to keep a normal pace, despite the way her heart already bolted past her.

“How was your holiday?” Mel asked. She crossed the space between them, short yet infinite in the same breath.

Roxie cast a glance to the door, looking away from her. “Quiet for the most part. Bel kept me good company—even tried to slide down the chimney to deliver gifts. Your visit with your folks was good?”

Mel snorted, though she hadn’t missed the subdued cloud around Roxie or the way she avoided eye contact. They hadn’t talked as much as usual while she was gone, mostly because she’d been caught in a whirlwind of family visits, but something must have happened over the holidays. “Yeah, we binged on gingersnaps and sang Christmas songs so loud we frightened away the other carolers.”

She closed the distance and threw her arms around Roxie, crushing against the other woman like she might never see her again. Mel buried her face in her shoulder, the perfect height for her, and she took in a shaky breath. The heat from Roxie, the way her fingernails dug in with her embrace all coursed through Mel with so much relief her chest flared, threatening to set Muir Woods ablaze.

Mel didn’t want to move. She wanted to lean against Roxie for the rest of eternity, pressed against this woman who made her nerve endings spark like lit fuses. As much as the temptation rose to lean up and capture her lips, they needed to talk about what their first kiss meant. Her palms pricked with sweat, but she never claimed to be great at waiting. Mel pulled away from her.

“So, I figured we could talk in person,” Mel started. “I’m sorry I dashed out the door to catch my flight before I left.”

“Hey, it’s okay,” Roxie said, stepping back. She slipped her hands into her pockets and glanced to the floor. “You were heading home. But seriously, we don’t need to talk about anything.”

“We don’t?” Mel asked, her voice catching. Roxie’s casual tone, the way she refused to glance at her—fuck, had she misread everything? Her insides wobbled.

Roxie shrugged. “Two single girls in a dry spell? We were both looking for a little fun.” The coolness in Roxie’s tone struck her first, and then those words descended like a slap.

The air evacuated the room, and Mel took a step away from her. All of the joy zipping through her veins drained out, and in its place dwelled a hollow nothing that threatened to consume her whole. A bitter tang rose in her throat, and she opened her mouth, even though her words were stolen away.

After the kiss, she’d been so sure Roxie felt the same. No matter how much people lied, their bodies rarely did. The sparks that sizzled between them, the soft warmth that had seeped into her veins all the way down to her core—had that all been one-sided?

“Oh.” Mel forced words out, stumbling and uncertain. Fuck, she’d been so stupid. “Never mind, then.” Her throat dried, and tears encroached, but she willed them back. She stared at Roxie, who refused to make eye contact with her. The woman’s soft edges had grown chitinous right now, her walls so far up Mel might never bash them down.

No matter what they shared, Mel couldn’t force her way in where she wasn’t wanted. She’d spent long enough feeling unwelcome and wasn’t about to dive into a futile fight with Roxie. Like always, folks got tired of her—too cheerful, too brash, too sensitive. She’d been an idiot to think Roxie would’ve wanted more.

“Oh, Tabby asked if you were single,” Roxie murmured, wiping her palms on her pants, all while her gaze swung anywhere but her. “I think she’s interested in you. Didn’t know if you were ready to get back out there though.”

“Yeah, I’ve been over Will for a while now,” Mel said, gathering the courage to stare at her pointedly when she said it. She swallowed back the other words threatening to spill from her lips, like how Roxie had been the first person to capture her attention so completely, how after spending five minutes with her, she’d known Roxie was the type of woman she could face forever with.

Not if she wasn’t interested or emotionally available though. Mel didn’t splash around in the shallows when she dated.

An awkward tension that had never been there before spread through the air like a sickness.

“I better head up and unpack,” Mel said, attempting a grin that fell flat. She’d never been a good liar, and the way she broadcasted her emotions gave her away every time. “Glad to be back, roomie.”

Mel turned from Roxie and began to lug her suitcase up the steps of the narrow Victorian. She couldn’t bring herself to look and see if Roxie hurt as much as she did. Whether she did or not, Roxie had made her intentions clear. Mel had been prepared to confess every secret feeling she’d been clutching onto for far too long, but none of those mattered now.

Each step she climbed, the more those fantasies and daydreams she’d been harboring over the last week died like embers in the snow. She might have a great group of friends here, but she didn’t have a future.




* * *




One day back in the office and the loathing returned.

At first, she’d gotten a brief glimmer of relief when the client sent an email over the holiday detailing how much they loved the work she and Jace had done. Mel took some bitter satisfaction that each specific thing listed had been her idea. Jace’s only contribution was his noxious presence, which had been more of a detriment than anything.

Maybe once she managed a team on her own, she might feel better. If she could keep up client relations and steer clear of Susan, maybe this job wouldn’t be the absolute worst.

Except then the onslaught of meetings began, sucking away any brief enjoyment she might’ve seized onto.

The current one sent her teetering close to sleep. Bill led the meeting at the head of the table with the six other marketing managers in attendance. She’d met some of them, and they seemed like a fun, energetic bunch, but they all worked with their own teams. The only other manager she’d gotten to know well was Jace, but his companionship hadn’t been a blessing.

She pinched her arm to try and keep herself awake while Bill droned on and on, jabbing a finger at some projections for the upcoming quarter. If she hadn’t already scanned over these figures a thousand times in her emails, she might pay more attention. Not like she’d been sleeping well. Ever since she’d returned, Roxie had been making herself scarce around the house, but maybe the avoidance served them best right now.

Things hadn’t been the same between them since the kiss and subsequent rejection. Mel wished the thought of it didn’t make her chest throb like she’d been gutted, but she couldn’t pretend otherwise.

“So that’s what we’ll be expecting from you this quarter,” Bill continued, his nasal drone getting more irritating by the minute. “Make sure you make every day count.”

Each manager sat poised, the air vibrating as everyone prepared to bolt, like watching the clock at school for the dismissal alarm.

“Oh, before we leave, I wanted to congratulate Jace,” Bill said, sweeping a hand in her nemesis’s direction. Even his name aloud set her teeth on edge. “Susan passed along the message that Reynolds Industries, the client on the joint project from last quarter, called singing his praises today, so a round of applause. They’ll be a major asset to the company.”

Oh, fuck this place.

Mel maintained a mask, but just barely.

“Thanks, Bill,” Jace drawled, the toxic sludge in his voice oozing out. He didn’t even look her way as he sat there taking all the credit for the work she’d done.

The rage percolating through her threatened to burst free in an explosion of shards and twisted metal. Her grip tightened around the papers to the point the edges crinkled, and she clenched her teeth hard enough to crack.

“All right, meeting’s over. I’ll talk to each of you soon,” Bill finished up.

Mel fired out the room like a gunshot.

She strode toward her office, not making eye contact with another soul. Her hands balled into fists, and her nails bit into her palms with the fury she barely held back. Betty sat in one of the desks outside of Mel’s office, the receptionist for a few of the marketing managers. Mel sucked in a deep breath to keep from snapping at the poor woman.

“I’ve got a lot on my plate today, so can you hold my calls?” she asked.

“Sure thing,” Betty said with a grin, unaware of the Mount Vesuvius ready to blow inside Mel.

Mel stepped inside her office and closed the door.

She was the one who’d done the brunt of the work on the project. She was the one who’d come up with most of the solutions the client loved. She was the one who’d spent the after-hours time going over additions and a few new twists on the presentation while Jace simply showed the fuck up.

Yet he got the credit.

They’d dumped him on her, and not only had she dealt with his interference without complaint, but she’d also continued to do the lion’s share of the work even though he now split the project. And Bill had the gall to congratulate him alone for the praise they’d both received from the client.

She was beyond done with this company.

Mel strode to her desk and plunked down in the seat. In fact, she had begun to think she’d worn out her welcome with San Francisco. Not like she had a ton waiting for her back home, but here, she didn’t even have family to fall back on. She loathed this job like each friend who’d betrayed her, like her uncle who told her she’d never amount to anything, like her sixth grade art teacher who disliked every piece she created. She waited for the tears to heat her eyes, but they didn’t come. Instead, the steady rage blazing inside her scorched them away.

She was done trying to chase success in this career. Becoming a manager just made her realize how much she hated this end of the industry. Even if she had to move to fucking Alaska, she was going to find a graphic design job.

There might not be the prestige or the high paycheck there, but she wanted to be happy. She wanted to feel like she belonged, somewhere.

She opened up her resume. Time to update this thing, because she was getting the hell out of here.
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Land and Hearth buzzed with casual chatter, perpetually busy whether at two in the afternoon or six in the evening. Matt and Ryan had opened the business a few years back, and it had fast become one of Roxie’s favorite places. They took the hobbit’s approach to meals—all artisanal cheeses, breads, and meats, and any other comfort food. Right now, she wanted to carb away the pain.

Roxie had never felt more like a monster than when she blew off the talk between her and Mel and watched her roommate’s face fall. She’d misread the situation and made a mistake, but she didn’t know how to fix it. Every time she opened her mouth, all she could hear was the coarse scrape of her mother’s voice, those hateful words cycling on repeat.

Mel would be better off without her.

Lilah sat across from her, finishing a BLT on house-made bread. Roxie plucked another fry from her plate. She’d gone the roast beef sandwich route, eating fast if only for the excuse to let Lilah keep talking so she could avoid diving into her own shit. Panels of polished wood made up the floors of this place and the walls and ceilings too, giving it a rustic vibe. The owners leaned hard into the look, Edison bulbs dangling from above and the meals on earthenware bowls and plates. The crisp, woodsy scent in here mingled with the salty bite of cheese and the cozy warmth from the bread ovens.

“Okay, Longing Looks,” Lilah said, pushing her plate forward. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

Roxie lifted a brow. “Truthfully? Not really.”

“Typical,” Lilah muttered. “I swear, Roxie, sharing your feelings won’t make you spontaneously combust. And you’ve been moody as shit this past week. Some folks might not notice, but I think I’d know you better.”

Roxie shrugged, trying to pretend her stomach wasn’t a pit of acid right now. “I was an idiot, and there’s not much I can do.”

Lilah pursed her lips, magenta this time, and a frown creased her brow. “Is this Mel related?”

Roxie glanced away. “What makes you say that?”

“So it is.” Lilah’s eyes locked on her, the woman sinking teeth into her business like a dog tugging at a toy. “Did she reject you or something?”

Roxie scrubbed her hands through her hair and bored holes into the polished pine table in front of her. “We kissed before she left. But she doesn’t need a mess like me—I’ve got way too much baggage. So, I just brushed it off as no big deal.” The mortification washed over her in waves, and just like that, she hated herself all over again.

“You fucking didn’t,” Lilah responded, her brows drawing together in concern.

Roxie clenched her jaw. She already felt like garbage about this. She didn’t need to be reprimanded here too. The temptation to bolt rose up fierce. “Like I said, I’m an idiot.”

Lilah’s hands wrapped around hers, forcing her to look up. Lilah watched her with careful eyes, a deep brown filled with a wisdom she didn’t always listen to. “You’re not an idiot. You’re scared, baby girl. You’ve been hurt so much, and I’m astounded at how you continue to get back up and open your heart again. But I’ve gotten to know Mel these past few months. She’s the real deal. If she kissed you, she’s interested.”

“I pretty much shoved her into Tabby’s arms,” Roxie groaned, rubbing her palm into her forehead. “She’s been planning on asking Mel out.” She crunched down another fry, trying to rid herself of the bitter taste in her mouth at the thought of Mel dating Tabby—hell, dating anyone else. The thought of Mel seeking comfort in someone else’s arms, of her cuddling on the couch with another person, made her sick, and she only had herself to blame.

Lilah squeezed her hands tight, a sad look in her eyes. “Look, as much as I’d love to tell you what to do—and believe me, I would—you can’t go at any pace but your own. If she doesn’t know you’re interested, she can’t take the chance on you, but if you’re not in a place where you can tell her, then maybe you need a little while before you start dating again. And she might still be single, but she might not be. However, there’s an entire city of women out there looking for a catch like you, sweetheart. Whatever path you pick, I can promise you won’t end up lonely.”

Roxie swallowed hard. This was why she didn’t do emotional talks. Lilah’s words burrowed under her skin like a chestburster, leaving her raw and exposed in the aftermath. “Trying to convince myself to get anyone to take the chance on me gets wrenched every time my mother shows back up.”

Lilah folded her arms over her chest. “This is where I will tell you what to do. I know it’s hard, but the woman has been a toxic stain for too many years. She’s abusive, she’s not making any effort to change, and she drags your heart through the dirt whenever she crashes into your life.”

Roxie snorted, if only to hide the hiccup of a sob caught in her chest. Lilah wasn’t wrong. Yet the guilt threatened to consume her every time she considered not picking up the phone or closing the door in her mother’s face. The same guilt still lingered about kicking her out on Christmas, even though she hadn’t regretted the choice once.

Her phone buzzed. Roxie cast a glance to the number, and her throat dried. Fucking hell.

Daria Esposito.

“Speaking of family,” Roxie murmured. “Do you mind if I take this?”

Lilah waved at her. “Go for it. I’m going to the counter to order some food to take home to Rose.”

Roxie pushed up from the seat and strode for the double glass doors. The second she stepped outside, a chill settled over her bare forearms, but she wasn’t sure if a jacket would’ve fixed it. Before she could psych herself out of answering, she picked up the call.

“Hey, sis,” Roxie said, leaning against the brick siding. The coolness of the stones seeped through the thin fabric of her T-shirt, but it grounded her right now, and she needed that. Even the anticipation of hearing her sister for the first time in ages had her gut rocking back and forth like a sailboat in a storm.

“Roxie, I need you to come take care of this,” her sister’s clipped voice responded.

Her stomach clenched at the usual words from the family—need, take care of—ones that never ended when it came to them. Daria hadn’t talked to her in five years, yet she was calling now, making demands. As much as Clara hurt Roxie on the regular, Daria’s silence cut just as deep. Out of everyone, she’d thought she would’ve had her sister to weather this with, but once Daria met Clark, she ditched her personality, her friends, and her family to become a Stepford wife.

“Excuse me?” Roxie answered. “I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”

“Mom showed up on our doorstep,” Daria said, the terseness vibrating through the phone. “She’s a drunken mess and telling us you won’t take care of her anymore.”

Right.

Even with the damp coals inside her, a fire still sparked. “Let me get this straight. You dumped Clara on me for years to deal with on my own, and now that you’re getting the first taste of this, you’re demanding I come and clean up her mess?”

The entitlement was dizzying. A hysterical laugh bubbled in her chest and slipped out.

Screw her. For abandoning the family the second an easy solution came up even though they should’ve banded together. For cutting Roxie out over stupid, misguided religious beliefs. For making her feel utterly worthless time and time again.

“What’s so funny about this?” Daria responded. “I have a family to look out for, and she’s a mess. I can’t be dealing with her right now.”

“No, that’s the deviant sister’s job, right?” Roxie responded, her voice coming out caustic. “Because I don’t fit into your picture-perfect life with your born-again husband, so of course, it’s my responsibility to care for the abusive alcoholic our mother’s become.”

“It’s not like you have a lot going on,” Daria shot back. “You’re not married or anything.”

Fuck her.

Roxie shook her head, unable to believe the words coming out of her sister’s mouth. She was as bad as Clara. Her sister’s judgments used to slice into her a lot more, but when Daria met Clark, she got body snatched, just like the flip of their mother before Dad’s death and after.

“Not like you’d know, but I have a business to run,” Roxie responded at last.

“That’s great, but I need you to come to pick up Mom. She’s upsetting Cole and Jennifer.” As fast, her sister switched back to the demands, because she couldn’t be bothered dealing with anything difficult. Because she refused to acknowledge anyone who didn’t conform to a heterosexual life with a husband and a thousand goddamn babies.

“You do realize you’re trying to play a sympathy card on the niece and nephew who don’t know their Aunt Roxie even exists, right?” She’d found out about them, but Daria never once allowed her to come visit. She’d be lying if she said the complete shut-out didn’t sting. So many years she’d wondered if she’d been closer with Daria or if she’d been a better sister, then maybe she wouldn’t have ditched her. The realization slowly sunk through—it would’ve never mattered. “How are you going to explain me away if I show up in person?”

“I’ll figure out something,” Daria hissed. “Stop messing around, Roxie. Come and deal with our mother.”

“No.”

The moment the word left her lips, it hit her like an inhale at the top of a mountain, the crisp air circulating through her veins and a heady rush swirling around her brain. Holy shit, had she said that? She’d imagined saying those things to her mother and her sister for years, but every time, the guilt snuck up behind her, knocked her out with a crowbar, and stole the words away.

“What do you mean, no?” Daria spluttered. Her sister had become a stranger years ago, but this conversation between them now felt surreal. Roxie was sailing on a high she could fast become addicted to.

“I’ve dealt with Clara’s bullshit for the past five years. I’m done,” Roxie said, her voice somehow remaining steady. “If you don’t want to deal with her, I understand. But I’m not going to continue cleaning up her messes to keep you from feeling guilty.”

She’d been shouldering her mother’s problems on her own for far too long.

Before Daria could respond again, Roxie hung up.

She slipped her phone into her pocket, buzzing from the confrontation that just happened. Roxie exhaled a shaky breath. In the past, she might’ve careened backward and caved, gone to pick Clara Esposito up. But she owned a business doing what she loved. She had friends who’d become her family.

And she had a roommate she owed more than an apology to.

She owed Mel the truth.

Roxie strode back to the seat. Lilah stood at the counter chatting with Simon, who bustled around getting the takeout order prepped for her. She sank into the seat, staring at the smooth wooden surface beneath her fingers. A smile tugged at the corner of her lips, and a laugh bubbled from her chest, half-hysterical. Any normal day, the guilt would slip the chloroform over her mouth and smother her, but right now she burned.

Between Lilah’s advice, the way she’d let their abuse undermine any attempts at her happiness, and the stuck-up entitlement from a woman who didn’t deserve the title “sister,” Roxie had snapped. And it felt fucking good.

Her phone buzzed again. She glanced at the screen, expecting her sister to be calling back to complain. Nope, just Jasper calling.

“Hey, how’s it going?” she answered, bursting at the seams to tell him what she’d done. She bounced in her seat a little and snagged a cold fry from her plate.

“Roxie, have you heard from Cal?” Jas asked, the sharpness in his voice making her warning bells clang.

“Not since yesterday,” she said. “Why?”

“He never showed for work. Hunter called me in, worried, because he’s not picking up his phone. I tried Sara, and she’s not picking up either.”

Oh, fuck. Cal was one of the most reliable people she’d ever met, and for him to not show meant something serious must’ve gone down. Roxie’s veins iced.

“I’ll head to his house to check on him,” Roxie said, up and walking toward Lilah to tell her she needed to go.

The silence on the other end of the line spoke volumes. Jas was worried. She was too.

“I’ll find him, Jas.”
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The smell of sweat and adrenaline dominated the rink, and Mel’s shoulders heaved up and down in the wake of the intense practice they’d run through. She’d thrown every ounce of herself into the drills, needing something, anything to distract her from the dumpster fire her life had become. Sweat pooled beneath her elbow pads and knee pads and drenched her chest, sticking her shirt to her skin.

She tugged out her mouth guard and rolled to the side of the rink to glide out and grab her water bottle. The shup-shup of wheels to the smooth surface sounded all around her, echoing to the vaulted ceilings of this place. Where before, she and Roxie spent most of their time together, now they’d become depressing tugboats passing in the night. Mel put on a brave face, but every time she walked by Roxie in the hall, she got stabbed in the chest all over again.

The potential had been doused like water on a campfire.

She chugged from her water bottle, some dribbling down her chin in the process. Not like she could get any more drenched.

“Hey, Mel, you got a minute?” Tabby called, rolling her way.

Mel swiped her forearm over her mouth to get rid of the excess moisture. She couldn’t forget how Roxie flung Tabby’s interest in her face. If she were honest, she’d been avoiding Tabby at practice for that reason—mostly because she didn’t feel any chemistry with her. The only person she’d felt that spark for had also extinguished it.

“Sure thing, what’s up?” she asked, even though she knew what was coming. Her skin prickled with discomfort. Tabby was cool as hell and handsome—dark gray eyes, a strong chin, and a disarming smile. However, when Mel met Roxie, the attraction flared to life, instantaneous. Something in her body reacted to hers like sodium to chloride, and they’d just worked from the start—at least, she’d believed they did.

“Want to go to dinner with me tomorrow night?” Tabby asked, coming to a halt right in front of her. Her hand perched on her hip, and an impish grin spread on her face. Not surprising that Tabby would gun straight for the ask. The woman oozed confidence, which Mel should’ve been attracted to. Yet all she could think of was the way Roxie softened around her, how her guard crept down even for a little bit.

Crap, she needed to give an answer. What were her choices? Turn her down and sulk around the house alone? At least if she went on the date, she could enjoy the company and a night out of the house she’d once considered a home. What could it hurt?

After all, Roxie didn’t want her.

“Sure,” Mel said, running a hand through her sweaty strands. She regretted the motion at once as they stuck to her fingers. “Where should we go?”

Even as she responded, she couldn’t help the throb of guilt in her chest. Maybe this would clear her mind of Roxie. Liar. Liar. Liar. Like she could stop thinking about the woman even if she tried.

“Want to go to Sparrows?” Tabby leaned in a little closer so they stood inches apart. Mel resisted the urge to roll back. This was a terrible idea. “It’s a bar not far from Fisherman’s Wharf, but they’ve got great food and even better beer.”

“Sounds solid,” Mel responded, her tongue a traitor. “How’s seven work?”

“See you there, sweetheart,” Tabby said. “Looking forward to it.” She clapped a hand on her shoulder before she rolled away to the lockers where she kept her stuff. Mel wanted to sink to her knees and drop her head, but she couldn’t do that in the middle of the room.

What was she doing? If she’d been lost before she went home, it didn’t compare to how she felt upon return. She was single and sans friends, and to make matters worse, she loathed her job.

Roxie had become her rock for a brief period of time, but they’d both ruined that when they locked lips. The idea of living with all the painful reminders of everything she hoped would happen between them was excruciating.

Mel needed to find herself a graphic design job and get the hell out.




* * *




Mel settled onto the couch with her laptop. Bel lumbered onto the cushions beside her, and once he curled into place, he began to let out some steam-engine-level purrs. She’d run into Roxie for a hot minute, but as usual, her roommate rushed out of the house with barely a goodbye. Not like Mel had much to talk to her about when their conversations reduced to a drizzle.

“You going to help me find a job, little dude?” Mel asked Belmont. She stretched her legs out in front of her, beginning to scroll through the listings in the Philadelphia area again. She’d been focusing on graphic design jobs this time around, some in Philly, some in San Fran, and some in other areas like Austin or Portland. One thing this move had taught her was that she was capable of making connections, even if they didn’t last or turn out the way she’d hoped.

A cozy warmth spread through the house despite the old framing of the place, which meant Roxie must’ve cranked the heat before she left. Mel appreciated the thoughtfulness, though the reminder of all she’d fallen for pissed her off a little. Even after Roxie shut her down, the woman still brewed her coffee in the morning when she got up. She ordered extra takeout to share, leaving notes in the fridge for her. How was Mel supposed to get over the woman when every bit of care made her tumble head over heels?

Mel tugged on the end of her ponytail and heaved out a sigh. The screen had begun to blur in front of her eyes after skimming through pages and pages of job listings. Some of them jumped out, and she kept her updated resume on standby to submit to the listings she liked. Not what she preferred to be doing after a long day at work and derby practice, but if she wanted change, she needed to make it happen.

Her phone began to ring. She snapped it up without looking at the caller, anxious for the distraction.

“Hey, Mellifred,” came Frank’s voice from the other end of the line. The sound filled her with a familiar warmth. Right now, she’d grasp onto any lifeline she could hold.

“Well, if it isn’t Frankenfurter,” she shot back with his old nickname. “What are you doing calling me this late on a weeknight? Don’t you have some fancy business to launch?”

“Maybe this doting older brother just wants to check in on his little sister,” Frank responded.

Mel tucked her feet beneath her, curling into the side of the couch. “Horseshit,” she said. “Not doubting you care, but you’d rather go to the dentist than talk on the phone, so you’re calling for a reason.”

“Guilty,” Frank responded. “You’re planning on coming home for the business launch, right?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Mel said, staring at the pale ceiling. The light fixture looked antique, frosted glass covering the bulbs which gave the room a homey glow. From the moment she’d arrived here, she loved details like this about the house. Everything about this place held the sort of careful attention Roxie emanated. “And the break can’t come soon enough,” she continued. “Work’s gotten real bad. I’ve started sending resumes out.”

“About that…” Frank trailed off, a hint of humor in his tone.

“What’s up?” she asked, running her fingers through Belmont’s fur. He preened under the attention.

“Remember when I told you if any graphic design positions opened in our company I’d be hitting you up?” Frank asked. “Well, I talked to the other partners in the business, and not only do we need a graphic designer for the business, but we also could use a permanent one on the staff to hire out to the clients we work with and troubleshoot design issues with companies. Given your marketing background, you’d be the perfect fit.”

Mel’s jaw dropped, and the phone almost slipped from her hands. She’d just started searching and hadn’t expected anything to drop from the sky.

While she hesitated to work with family, the job he proposed sounded like a dream. She’d get to work one-on-one with clients but with more of a design focus than managing a team and trying to hit shareholder goals.

It also meant she’d be going home to Philly.

“If I remember our conversation correctly, I said I’d only consider a position if you interviewed me along with other candidates so there wasn’t any nepotism in play,” Mel responded, trying to tamp down the churn in her stomach—part excitement and part regret.

“Don’t worry, sis,” Frank responded. “We’ll be opening the position to the public before the launch. I hoped you’d put your hat in the ring though. You can always interview with one of the other partners. That way things are as fair as we can make them. Only catch is we’d need you back in the area for the job.”

Mel sucked in a sharp breath. After everything she’d been through the past few weeks, she couldn’t turn this down.

If something had been meant to happen between her and Roxie, it would’ve already.

“Yeah, I’m in,” she responded, a knot forming in her chest. “Hope I do well in the interview.”

Frank snorted. “Miss Cheerful at Eight in the Morning? You’ll be just fine. Plus, I know how good you are at what you do. The other designers won’t stand a chance.”

Mel clutched the phone a little tighter. His confidence in her gave her the boost she needed right now. Maybe she didn’t fit in with her old crew back home, but she could always meet new people and make new friends. Might suck for a while, because she’d come to really love the folks around here, but the idea of living with Roxie in this purgatory made her gut clench. Not only that, if Roxie ever decided to date again, having to share a house with her and a girlfriend…Mel wouldn’t be able to handle it.

“Thanks, bro,” she murmured.

“Don’t thank me,” he said. “If you get the job, you’ll be doing us a favor. An annoying little sister of mine had the decency to point out our logo and website needed a graphics overhaul, and when we talked with a few more folks, they agreed with her opinion. Your suggestion already wowed the other partners.”

God, she hadn’t even interviewed for the job and they treated her better than her current employer, giving her credit for the work she did.

“I’ll start toying around with the logo for fun,” Mel said, remembering the website she’d taken a look at. Already, her mind whirred to life again, that creative spark something she’d been missing fierce in her current position. She could come up with several samples on the off chance she did end up impressing the other partners in the interview.

“See, I knew you’d be perfect,” Frank said. “Now I’ve exhausted my phone time for the next decade. I’ll shoot you the job listing once we get it up, and I’ll see you when you come home.”

With that, her brother hung up. Mel stared at the screen of her phone for a moment, the situation not quite sinking in. She’d booked the flight for the launch event in a few weeks. After she’d spent so much time trying to make roots for herself in San Francisco, the idea of heading home to Philly sent her into a tailspin whirl.

Regret corroded her stomach at the thought of everything she’d imagined this city could hold for her. At the job she believed would be the stepping-stone to success, at the group of friends she’d connected with on a deeper level than any at home. At the potential she’d seen in Roxie.

However, she couldn’t stay where she wasn’t welcome.

In a few weeks, she’d interview for the job at her brother’s company, and if all went well, she’d be heading back to Philly for good.
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Cal hadn’t been at his house. When Roxie rolled up to their rancher last night, the door was locked, and while Sara’s car sat in the driveway, Cal’s didn’t. She’d tried rapping at the door for fifteen minutes straight, but no one answered.

Jasper sent her a steady stream of worries, concerns, and bleak jokes, because his humor rarely strayed from sarcastic or dark. After not being able to find Cal at home, Roxie had gotten freaked too. Jas agreed to hold down the fort at Tabletop Tavern while she searched for Cal.

By lunchtime, she’d exhausted most of the normal spots. She’d checked Musée Mécanique. As much as they veered away from Fisherman’s Wharf most of the time, the plethora of vintage games had an allure for any gamer looking to escape for a little while. She’d taken the line out to the Presidio to see if Cal had paid the Yoda statue a visit, but no dice there either.

Roxie leaned back in her seat on the light-rail, stretching out her legs. The next spot on her list was a long shot, but Cal had been the one to show her the place a few years ago after a bad encounter with her mother threw her into a funk.

She kept glancing to her phone, waiting for a text back from Cal. To be honest, she’d been hoping to hear something, anything from Mel, but she didn’t deserve the reach out. Not after the way she’d stonewalled her.

Besides, if Lilah was right on her gossip, Mel had agreed to go on a date with Tabby. Her best friend had probably told her to get her to pull some crazy Say Anything move, but the thought twisted in her gut like an old cleaning rag. Tabby possessed all the confidence she never would, but Roxie would hate herself for an eternity if she didn’t find the courage to tell Mel.

Somehow.

The city flickered by through the window as the train neared Lands End. She hadn’t come out here since before they’d opened the shop, but this slice of raw nature reminded her of why she loved San Francisco so much. The tranquility of this place, the crash of the ocean, and those strong breezes were unique to this beautiful city teeming with life and laughter. The train pulled into the stop with a shudder, and the automatic doors slid open.

Roxie hopped up from her seat and slung her backpack over her shoulder. Her mind hadn’t stopped whirring on a roulette of all the spots she might find Cal. He’d never checked out for this long before. Something serious must’ve happened for him to head away from home and not respond to a single call or text. Her throat dried. Those darkest fears loomed in the distance like the memory of the worst day of her life.

If something happened to him, she would’ve found out. Roxie clung to the scrap of logic like her favorite books from childhood, a bastion against a cruel world.

She stepped off the train to the bright flash of rolling green lawns around her. Cal better be here—she didn’t know what she’d do if he wasn’t. Roxie tugged on the strap of her backpack and set down the beginning of the path.




* * *




By the time Roxie reached the top of the steps to the labyrinth at Lands End, a sheen of sweat had broken out on her forehead, and she spent a lot of time thinking—on her family, on the business, on Mel. Yet more than anything, her thoughts cycled back to how once she found Cal safe, she would wring his neck for worrying them like this. The breezes grew stronger up here, leading to a cliff overlooking the Pacific.

Cal had taken her years ago to escape, and they’d sat next to each other, the beautiful stone labyrinth splayed out before them, and watched the surging waves for hours. He never forced her to talk or pushed, because the man possessed a gentle, molten-chocolate core she loved. Her heart thundered from the five billion steps she must’ve climbed, the physical exertion something she wasn’t used to and hadn’t prepared for today.

Jas kept texting her updates from work, most of them pithy. Roxie sent him a picture back of the steps, to which he’d responded, Lucky you, getting a vacation. She could’ve taken the shift at Tabletop Tavern, but if Cal had gone through something massive, of course Jas would hand the baton to her. He avoided feelings like he was allergic.

As Roxie reached the crest, she took the first steps toward the labyrinth, scanning the area for any sign of Cal. Her heart sank when she spotted the massive spiral of stones that comprised the labyrinth. Empty. She took another couple of steps forward.

To the left, someone sat past the labyrinth, near the curve leading to a jagged peak.

Roxie’s legs carried her in that direction before she could even distinguish the details. Her chest squeezed tight with hope. The figure had to be Cal. Up here, the wind buffeted around like it had something to prove, whipping her strands against her cheeks with stinging force. Once she got closer, she caught the tousled chestnut hair and a gaming shirt on the lean, muscular figure hunched forward.

Relief coursed through her stronger than the swell below.

“Cal,” Roxie called out as she approached.

He didn’t look her way, and for a brief moment, worry flickered through that she’d made a mistake and it wasn’t him after all. However, she stepped closer, and his gaze drifted her way. He bobbed his head in a vacant nod, as if his heart and soul had left the building. His eyes were red-rimmed like he’d been crying, and the sight caused her alarm bells to clang. In all her time knowing Cal, she’d only seen him cry once.

Roxie dropped her backpack on the ground first before she slumped next to him. “Jas and I were worried,” she murmured, sinking into the spot beside him. She fired off a quick text to Jas that she’d found Cal.

He kept his gaze focused out past the cliff on the sprawling blue sky. “I’m sorry, Roxie-girl. I know I put you guys in a pinch by ditching.”

Roxie thwacked him in the shoulder. “You ass. We weren’t upset about that. We didn’t know if something happened to you.”

Cal let out a shuddering sigh. “I mean, I’m here in one piece.”

That was a lie. He might not be physically injured, but something had happened. She’d never seen him tossed into a centrifuge and spat out like this. “You don’t have to talk about what happened if you don’t want to, but I’m going to sit here anyway and keep you company.”

She leaned in until her knees knocked against his and took a similar hunch forward to stare at the broad expanse above them. The sky stretched out, so blue and achingly serene up here. The salt air traveled on those brisk breezes and filled her insides with hope. This place had a way of taking whatever hurt and baggage she shouldered to carry it to the waves below—at least, for a time.

“Sara asked for a divorce,” Cal murmured, the words hanging stark in the air.

Roxie reached over to place a hand on his knee. Goddamn. Now the run and hide made sense—why Sara wouldn’t let her inside last night and why Cal needed to bolt. He’d been a family man before he ever found one. Now he had this beautiful little girl with Sara, the family he’d always dreamed of. The ensuing grief of this blow was akin to losing a loved one. After all, Roxie had been there moments after Kaylee’s birth. She’d witnessed the sheer joy in both Cal’s and Sara’s eyes, and the love threading through the air between them had been tangible.

All too fast, the connection had soured.

There’d always been minor red flags with Sara, but Cal had been happy, so she’d never said anything, unlike Jasper.

“I’m sure you all saw this coming,” Cal muttered, rubbing a palm into his forehead. “I know we’ve been on the rocks ever since we opened the store, and the fights kept getting longer and more frequent. Thanksgiving was one of the tamer ones.”

Roxie squeezed his knee. “You’re in good company. I’ve been too scared by the truth to face it for years. There’s nothing wrong with trying to fight for your family—believe me, I get it.”

“Ever since she had Kaylee, she began to change,” Cal murmured. “At first, I thought she was going through postpartum depression, but when I’d bring up maybe trying to get help, she’d lash out, and we’d get into an even bigger fight. This should’ve been it for me though, you know? We got married three years ago and had our first kid last year. This was supposed to be the beginning, not the end.”

The lost helplessness to his tone resonated deep in Roxie’s core. She understood far too much of what it felt like to have expectations shattered—after all, she believed she’d have a dad, a mom, and a sister for far longer than she did. She leaned against him, trying to offer support in any way she could, even if it was silent. As much as she’d held on to her blood family for as long as she could, Cal, Jas, and Lilah were the people she had chosen—they’d been there for her the entire way.

Truth be told, they were better than what she had, especially after Dad’s death. Maybe those relationships cracked for a reason—to let the light in. Her mind flickered to Mel, the way it always did as of late.

Not like those words would help Cal right now. He grieved the future he thought he’d have.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked.

He leaned against her, their bodies pressed together like a safe harbor against the fierce winds whipping around. “Kaylee. If I’m honest with myself, I could see the writing on the wall with Sara for a while, but I’m terrified she’ll try for full custody and take my baby girl away from me. You know how it is. Courts always favor the mother.” His voice cracked, and his eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“That’d be fucked-up,” Roxie murmured. “I’m not going to patronize you—there might be a risk if Sara decides to go on the warpath. But you’ll have all of us in your corner. She’s part of our family, and we’re not going to let her go without a fight.” She nudged him in the side with her elbow. “Besides, as much as Sara fell in love with the idea of being a mom, she doesn’t seem to dig the reality.”

Cal let out a bitter snort. “You’re telling me. Before we had Kaylee, we both pulled long hours, but she didn’t love her job and wanted to go part-time once we had the kiddo. That’s when everything turned into a hostage situation. I’d spend as much time as possible with Kaylee when I’d return from work, but the efforts were never enough. I was never enough.”

The broad sunlight overhead highlighted his tan skin, making it gleam—yet the beams also brought out the bags under his eyes. Cal had been suffering for a while now, no matter how he tried to minimize his feelings or brush them off. She knew that game. She’d mastered that game.

Roxie tilted her head to rest on his shoulder. “You’re enough for Kaylee. That little girl loves you more than anything—except maybe Pokey.” The mention elicited a half-smile from him. His daughter couldn’t go anywhere without her stuffed golden retriever, which Cal had picked out for her on one of their adventures into town. “And you’ll always be enough for me and Jas,” Roxie murmured. “Though, we’re so fucked-up the bar’s pretty low.”

Cal let out a sharp laugh. “Thanks, Roxie-girl. Hell, thanks for looking for me in the first place. I’m guessing this wasn’t the first spot you tried.”

“I checked your usual haunts, but this place stuck out in my memories,” Roxie said, leaning forward to stare out at the ocean. The sunlight gleamed over the pale stones of the circular labyrinth beside them, and the salt air swirled around like a cleansing, healing force. They sat so high up on this cliff that for a moment, all of those looming, immediate problems just melted down. White foam crashed around the couple of dark black sea stacks near the shore, a gorgeous contrast against the endless cerulean.

“Yeah, I needed to get as far away as I could in the shortest amount of time, and there’s something remote about this place that lets you escape, even if it’s only for a little bit.” Cal rested his chin on his knees, wrapping his arms around his legs.

“Look, I’m the last person to say you’ve got to get back to your life,” Roxie started, picking at the hem of her jeans. “God knows, I’ve spent long enough running.”

“That’s not true,” Cal responded, casting her a knowing glance. “Your problem is you always stay when you shouldn’t and run when you should stay.”

Roxie shook her head. “Oh, so we’re analyzing me now? Nice distraction technique, but it won’t work. We’re focused on you. You don’t need to go back for Sara—she doesn’t deserve that. Jas and I can hold down the fort at work, so there’s no worry on the business front either. But I’m betting Kaylee’s missing her daddy.”

Cal dropped his forehead, pressing it against his knees. “Fuck, you’re right. When Sara dropped the news yesterday, I just ran.”

“You got overwhelmed, and you reacted like a normal human being,” Roxie reminded him, slipping a hand on his back. She loved Cal so damn much. “But you seem to be a little more level now, and despite the things you’re going to be losing, you will still have her. I swear it.”

The winds whipped strands of her hair against her forehead and her cheeks with a biting force, but right now, the sting felt right. This place was a little like life itself—full of beauty and pain, the stone labyrinth one man’s attempt at order in a chaotic world. Up here, slate and blue surrounded them, the puffy clouds floating overhead and white crests donning the waves below.

She and Cal sat in silence, staring out at the unending ocean, neither of them daring to break the sanctity of this moment. The longer she lost herself in the enormity of what existed out there, the more resolve settled into her soles. Cal had pinned her issue perfectly—but she was done running when she should stay. Hours may have passed, or minutes, before Cal let out a heaving sigh.

“Okay,” he said, pushing up from his seat. “Time to return to reality.” He leaned over to offer a palm and helped hoist Roxie to her feet in a liquid motion. His nose wrinkled when he glanced to the steps leading down. “I probably should’ve eaten more than a granola bar today. That climb’s going to be a bitch.”

“Well, this bitch has another granola bar in her backpack with your name on it,” Roxie said, slipping her straps around her shoulders before she rummaged in the side pocket for the plastic wrapper. She tossed him the foil-wrapped granola bar. “And then when we get into town, your assignment is to go get your daughter, and the two of you can have a real meal.”

Cal grabbed his pack from the ground and slung a strap around his shoulder before he took the lead in the direction of the steps. “You need to stop making so much sense. It’s creepy,” he called back.

Roxie lingered a step or two behind him and pulled out her phone. She needed to do something, now, before she lost the nerve. Her throat dried, and the anxieties threatened to rise like the swelling tide below, but up here, she was untouchable.

She typed out a quick text to Mel and hit Send.

You don’t owe me this after the asshole way I handled things, but if you want to talk—for real this time—I’m all in. I’ll be at the house waiting.
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Mel had gotten Roxie’s text on her way home from work. Her heart leapt higher than a skyscraper the moment she read the words, and she reread them over and over again until she almost stepped off the sidewalk into traffic.

Her whole body jittered with adrenaline she thought had extinguished, and she swept forward a little faster. No matter how much she tried to talk herself out of her feelings, part of her had held on to hope, even when it was an incandescent bulb flickering its final breath. She only prayed her heart wouldn’t get crushed again. Mel fired off a message to Tabby canceling the date for tonight. She shouldn’t have agreed in the first place, not when her heart belonged to someone else.

This was one of those brisk winter days that made her love San Francisco, because back in Philly she’d be guarding against frostbite and potential snowfall. Here, she needed a couple of extra layers, and the waning sunshine did the rest of the work, liquid gold stretching across every building in this beautiful city. Mel turned onto her street, the gorgeous Victorian houses looking even more elegant in the sharpened shadows. The sight of Roxie’s at the end of the block sent her chest lurching like a trolley car.

If this ended up another rejection, she didn’t know how she’d survive. But the text from Roxie hadn’t sounded negative. They hadn’t discussed what had been going on in Roxie’s life, but something must’ve happened over the holidays to make her shut down. The way they’d crashed together before she left had been one of the truest things she’d ever felt—it couldn’t be a lie.

Mel sucked in a deep breath and ascended the steps leading to the front door. She needed to summon any courage she could. The flashback to when she’d returned from Philly hit her like a slap, and she paused in front of the door, her hand poised on the handle.

The door opened before she could twist the knob.

Roxie waited in front of her, dark tresses pulled into a ponytail. The worn jeans and gray hoodie she wore made her look softer and more tangible. Mel’s heart slammed into a collision at the sight of her. She’d never stood a chance against this woman. Roxie attempted a smile, even though fear flickered in her coffee eyes.

“Hey, I wasn’t sure if you would come or not,” she murmured.

“Well, I mean, I do happen to live here,” Mel responded with a shaky grin. Roxie’s face fell, and Mel realized how the other woman buzzed too. She reached out and slipped her hand through Roxie’s, the contact causing her chest to flutter. “And I wanted this real talk you’re promising me.”

A breath escaped Roxie’s lips, and once Mel’s attention zeroed in on them, she had to tear herself away.

“Okay, let’s have this talk inside where it’s warm and there’s food,” Roxie said, stepping inside, even as she didn’t let go of Mel’s hand. Mel’s heart pounded so loud she could hear little else. She brought the door shut with a click behind her.

“There’s food?” Mel asked as they strode toward the living room. Several closed takeout boxes littered the coffee table, ones which Bel took a keen interest in sniffing and pawing at.

“Thought you might be hungry, so I ordered from the new taqueria up the street. If you didn’t show, I figured I’d drown my feelings in tacos.” Even with Roxie’s dry delivery, Mel could sense the hesitation humming in the air around her. Mel’s chest squeezed tight at the woman’s constant, constant consideration.

Mel had been prepared to charge in with her feelings when she’d come back from Philly, but everything since then stole the words from her mouth. Still, Roxie hadn’t let go of her hand. The touch alone gave her hope. She led them over to the couch, and they both took a seat.

“Fuck, this sounded doable when I was at Lands End,” Roxie muttered, glancing away.

“What were you doing up there?” Mel asked, trying to swallow back the deeper questions. She might explode if they waited any longer, but at the same point, part of her was scared of the outcome.

“Cal’s going through a rough patch and went to hide away,” Roxie responded. She squeezed Mel’s hand tight. “But if I dive into his problems, I’ll never get this out.” She chewed on her bottom lip, a motion that warmed Mel from the inside out. And then Roxie looked up to lock eyes with her, holding her hand so tight she might take it off.

“I was terrified—I still am,” Roxie said, those deep-set, hesitant eyes so beautiful Mel couldn’t look away even if she wanted to. “You scare me.”

Mel’s brows drew together, but she didn’t dare interrupt. If she did, this might all dissolve, and she couldn’t bear to derail the train of this conversation.

“You want to talk about what the kiss meant to me?” Roxie let out a shuddering breath and glanced away again. “From the moment you walked through my front door, I was half in love with you. And the more I’ve gotten to know you—how you bring sunlight into any room, how you figure out when I’m hurting even when I’m not aware, how you’re determined, fierce, and everything I wish I could be—there’s no way I couldn’t fall completely in love.”

Mel gripped her hand tight enough that her knuckles whitened. Roxie’s words obliterated her and remade her all in the same breath. The weight of everything they’d held back slammed into her full force. Heat welled in her eyes, and she blinked away tears. She’d longed for this so many nights, and even after her hopes had been dashed, a secret part of her stowed this moment away, still dreaming.

Roxie sat in front of her, shoulders squared, stray strands escaping her ponytail, and eyes hopeless, helpless, radiating a bravery like Mel had never known. Roxie glanced to the floor again. “I understand if you don’t feel the same way,” she started.

Mel shook her head so hard her brain rattled a little. “Don’t you dare try to diminish those beautiful things you just said.” She pushed the words out before Roxie could take them back, as if this moment would disappear if she didn’t catch it. She smoothed her thumb over Roxie’s hand in hers, drawing her closer. “Roxie Esposito, I love you.”

Roxie’s brow wrinkled in confusion as she looked to Mel, her lips parted in surprise. Like she couldn’t believe someone might love her. God, the stunned expression broke Mel’s heart. This nurturing woman should’ve never been handed the bushel of trauma she bore, and the fact she’d summoned the courage to confess her feelings regardless caused her breath to hitch in her throat.

Words wouldn’t be enough to convince her. Mel let go of Roxie’s hand to lean in closer. She reached up to caress Roxie’s cheek with her palm, her other hand resting on her shoulder. Mel shifted to her knees to bring herself nearer to Roxie’s height. This close, Roxie’s hot breath puffed against her lips. Roxie stared at her, spellbound, those umber eyes filled with a wonder Mel would cherish forever.

Mel cupped her cheek and lowered her lips to brush against Roxie’s in a kiss. The moment they connected, the intense feelings she’d been pinning back rushed out in a swirling cascade. She slipped her tongue into Roxie’s mouth to lap at the honeyed taste of her, the spice of chai and a sweetness that would be her undoing. A desperate breath escaped Roxie’s lips. Mel swallowed it whole, her kiss fast turning furious.

Roxie’s hands slipped around Mel’s waist, dragging her closer until their bodies pressed together. She lowered onto the couch, bringing Mel with her. Their legs tangled together, but Mel couldn’t pull away to stop kissing her. Even if Roxie couldn’t love herself, she’d make her feel desired in every kiss and every caress. She’d dreamed of this for far too long, nightly fantasies that stoked her flames until she burned and burned and burned. This woman beneath her was everything she’d wanted for months now.

Mel kissed her with a bruising force, and her breaths came out ragged. Roxie’s body beneath her emanated such penetrating heat, the soft curves of her hips and her breasts begging to be explored. Mel had been starving for so long, and she didn’t know how to restrain herself. Their truth had hovered in the air between them while they were both too terrified to acknowledge it, but now that all those intense emotions had escaped, they immolated.

Roxie pulled back for a moment, running her fingers through Mel’s hair. She tugged the elastic band from her ponytail to let her auburn strands fall around her shoulders. “Not to ruin everything, but what does this mean?” The soft scrape of her voice felt like coming home.

“Well, I’m not one for sharing,” Mel said, trailing her fingertips along Roxie’s defined cheekbones and brushing the pad of her thumb over her lower lip. Inside, she soared. “So, it means you’re my girlfriend. If you want,” she clarified.

Roxie bobbed her head. “I want.” Roxie’s lips quavered until a genuine smile lit her eyes, transforming her features. Mel hadn’t seen that much joy emanate from the woman, ever. The expression made her soar.

“God, you’re fucking beautiful,” Mel whispered, leaning in to claim her lips again. She couldn’t get enough of the taste of her, of the feel of her silken skin against her fingertips. Roxie’s grip on her hips made her delirious. Once they locked lips, her panties grew soaked, and her core began to pulse. She sank her teeth into Roxie’s lower lip, the need growing more and more intense.

Roxie was her girlfriend. The thought bubbled up with an elated giddiness that made her smile against Roxie’s mouth. Then Roxie brushed her lips against Mel’s neck, and she lost the will to focus on anything else. A moan slipped from her as Roxie pressed lips, then teeth against the tender area, sending a thrill coursing all the way through to her toes. Her nails sank into the couch on either side of her, Roxie’s legs bracing hers.

Her nipples grew taut and her lips swollen as they made out on the couch, both of them sinking into this helpless desperation. The scent of amber stroked through her, to the point she squeezed her thighs a little tighter. She’d been pent up for months now, spurred by daydreams of what it’d be like to dive between Roxie’s legs, to taste her on her lips. Her pussy throbbed. Those ideas shot through her like pure epinephrine.

Mel slipped her hand down to the hem of Roxie’s shirt, and she skimmed the bare skin above the waistband of her jeans. She drifted her fingers a little higher, wanting to touch, to taste, and to explore every inch of this stunning woman. The months of mere rooms separating them had been agony, and she still couldn’t believe those three little words crossed the space between them.

Mel broke the kiss to look Roxie in the eyes, even though she didn’t move her palm pressed on her bare waist. “Is this okay?” she asked. “I don’t want to move too fast if you’re not ready.”

Roxie glided her hands to circle around her waist under the fabric of Mel’s dress shirt. The sensation of her palms against bare skin shocked her, and she wanted more. “Screw waiting. I was ready from the day I met you.”

A flush ran through Mel from head to toe, the fires inside stoked to a fever pitch. Roxie went for the buttons of her shirt, her long fingers working with a graceful smoothness she expected. Each button undone caused her to shiver in anticipation, and she slid her hands further up Roxie’s shirt until she reached her bra. Mel leaned down to brush a kiss to her lips and undid the clasp.

Roxie finished unbuttoning Mel’s shirt, tugging the fabric down her shoulders. Mel helped shrug it off, tossing her undershirt to the floor to follow until she stripped down to her bra and work slacks. Mel glided her hand beneath the bra to cup one of Roxie’s breasts, the heavy weight firm and silken against her palm. She swallowed, hard, brushing her thumb over the tip of her taut nipple. Roxie’s hips bucked against hers. Desire trickled through her, panties all but drenched at this point.

“Not fair,” Roxie murmured with a soft grin.

Roxie snagged the latch of Mel’s bra, bringing the straps down over her shoulders until her breasts lay bare. Her nipples tightened in the brisk air, and the hunger blazing in Roxie’s eyes only stoked her own.

“You’re perfect,” Roxie breathed, her hands gliding up Mel’s waist and circling around her breasts. Roxie leaned in to lick the tip of her nipple, and liquid pleasure shot straight through Mel’s core. She squeezed her thighs tight together, overwhelmed by the sensation. Roxie slipped her fingers to the waistband of Mel’s slacks before tugging the zipper down. Mel kicked off her shoes, toed off her socks, and shimmied out of her slacks.

By the time she finished, Roxie had flung her shirt and bra to the floor, placing the intricate tattoos up her arm and down the curve of her waist on display. Fuck, she looked so damn pretty. Mel couldn’t help but soak in Roxie’s sloping curves, her smooth, bronzed skin, and her darker nipples—a perfect contrast to her full, heavy breasts. Mel’s tongue trailed across her lower lip, so turned on she could barely breathe.

When Roxie’s gaze raked over her body, she turned molten. Roxie reached up to trace her fingertip down Mel’s chest, slow, agonizing between the breasts, past her belly button, until she hooked it into the elastic of her drenched panties. Mel’s mouth dried with want.

“I’ve been fantasizing about tasting you for too long.” The husky rasp of Roxie’s voice sent a shiver through her, and she let Roxie guide her onto her back against the couch, until the beautiful woman loomed over her.

When Roxie tugged on the panties, bringing them down her legs, a wave of vulnerability coursed through her. She lay bare to Roxie, but as the woman dragged her palms along her thighs to open them wide, Mel couldn’t help but surrender.

Roxie slipped between her legs, the gossamer strands of her hair tickling the inside of Mel’s thighs. However, the moment Roxie lowered her lips to her folds, every other thought vanished from her mind.

Roxie started out with slow, languid laps at her clit that made her squirm. She increased the pace, firmer and more deliberate. The sight of Roxie nestled between her thighs, those eyes intense, hypnotic, and her dark, wavy hair a contrast to Mel’s pale skin, was so fucking hot she couldn’t see straight. Her breaths grew shallower as the pleasure stole her away, and sweat beaded on her forehead.

Roxie nipped and sucked at her clit with a steady guidance, bringing her to the edge again and again and again. Mel’s head dropped back, and her elbows dug deeper into the couch cushions. Every stroke of Roxie’s tongue enraptured her. The ache between her legs grew so strong she could focus on little else. Shallow breaths escaped, her mind spinning with a fevered desire that consumed every inch of her.

Roxie thrust her tongue into her core, and Mel’s nails dug into the fabric of the couch. Roxie’s hands gripping the outside of her thighs steadied her, but each thrust had her hips lifting higher. Loud, unashamed moans flew from her lips. Roxie reached up to squeeze her breast, swiping her thumb over her aching nipple. A droplet of sweat slithered down her neck, and her frenzied gasps grew louder.

Mel unraveled at the seams each time Roxie drove her tongue in. She floated higher and higher in the throes of ecstasy, sweetened by the months of aching, months of helpless yearning. When Roxie pulled out to lap at her clit again, Mel grew so keyed that one stroke would do her in.

Her clit began to pulse, and the climax crashed over her. Holy hell. Roxie didn’t stop licking and sucking the entire time, wringing the pleasure out of her. A sheen of sweat coated Mel’s forehead, and her breath came out in ragged pants. Her hips lowered to the couch again. The ferocity of the orgasm left her feeling like she was floating in the middle of a lake—buoyant, serene, and blissful.

Her entire body trembled in the wake of the orgasm, far more intense than the ones in her daydreams. Roxie glided up her body, pressing kisses along her hip bone, her ribs, her breasts, and a whisper across her neck, until their lips met again. The kiss between them simmered. Mel’s body relaxed, languid and loose after the magic Roxie performed with her mouth.

Mel slid her fingers to the waistband of Roxie’s yoga pants. She wanted to feel her drenched, and she wanted her to watch the bliss on her face as she careened over the edge. As she and Roxie continued to kiss, Mel hooked into the elastic of her panties to bring both down her legs. Even though she’d just come, the sight of Roxie’s pussy, those soft dark curls, dosed her with lust.

“Your turn,” Mel said, shifting up to push Roxie onto her back until she loomed overtop. Roxie bit her lip in the way that made Mel’s heart lurch, and her thighs tensed the slightest bit, but Mel noticed. Mel traced her tongue around her lips. As much as she was dying to taste this stunning woman, she might be a little too vulnerable right now. Roxie had bared enough of herself today.

She pressed her lips to Roxie’s in a searing kiss while she explored the length of her body. Her fingertips glided along those full, round breasts, her skin soft and tantalizing. She continued down the slope of her waist to those curvy hips Mel could watch sway for hours. Roxie spread out beneath her, and as they kissed, she sank lower until their breasts brushed against each other, the electric sensation making her even hungrier for this woman.

Roxie’s thighs parted a little wider, and she relaxed underneath. Mel slid her fingers down to circle against her clit. The moment her fingertips brushed against her folds, she could feel how drenched Roxie was, and she sucked in a sharp breath, the desire so intense it stung.

“You’re so damn sexy,” Mel murmured against her mouth.

“I love you, Mel Roberts,” Roxie responded, her breath catching as Mel worked her clit with lazy circles. The soft intensity in Roxie’s eyes reminded her of the flickering of a flame on a candle—fragile yet brave.

“I love you,” Mel whispered against Roxie’s lips, the warmth of those words coursing through her like freshly brewed coffee. She slid two fingertips along the seam of Roxie’s folds, the slickness making her squeeze her thighs a little tighter together. When she slipped her fingers inside Roxie, her hot breath brushed against her lips. The woman’s heat encircled her fingers, a hot slickness turning Mel into a tinder begging to spark. Roxie’s moan vibrated the air between them, and as Mel began to pump her fingers inside the woman, her hips moved in tandem.

Mel pressed kisses along Roxie’s neck, tasting the salt of her sweat, inhaling the honey-and-vanilla scent of her skin. She sank her teeth in. Roxie’s hips lifted higher, and another feverish moan came from her. Mel continued to suck and bite along Roxie’s neck and her traps. She pumped her fingers inside Roxie faster and faster, circling her thumb around her tender clit.

Roxie’s breaths grew shallower, and her body blazed in an inferno as Mel continued to stroke and bite and suck. Mel’s juices dripped down her thighs. She was so hot for the woman writhing beneath her, Roxie’s body responsive to every touch. Mel thrust her fingers in harder and harder, building a punishing pace that ratcheted Roxie’s moans louder until they filled the air.

Mel sank her teeth into her traps and pressed her thumb against Roxie’s clit. A gasp flew from her lips, and she quaked. Roxie’s pussy pulsed around her fingers, her clit throbbing. Roxie’s entire body tensed and released in the hold of an orgasm. Mel pulled her fingers out and licked the tips, tasting her tartness. Roxie watched her, the strength of the desire in those eyes enough to level a building.

“Want to take this to the bedroom?” Mel asked, a grin poised on her lips. She wanted to spend hours exploring Roxie’s body.

Roxie leaned up, circling her hands around Mel’s waist with a possessiveness that sent a silent thrill through her. She made her feel loved in a way few else had ever managed, as all-encompassing as sitting at the top of a Ferris wheel, seeing the bright colors and sparkling lights span out below.

“Tacos first,” Roxie said, casting a glance to the forgotten takeout. Mel’s stomach rumbled at the mention of food. Roxie’s lips twisted in a grin, lighting her dark eyes. “You’re going to need the energy for later.”
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When Roxie woke up, her lips were still swollen, and her body was a mixture of loose and sore in the best sort of way. The first thing she noticed upon blinking her eyes open was that she wasn’t alone in her bed.

The events of yesterday crashed down with enough force to knock the breath from her chest, and her eyes stung from the heavyweight emotions battling for attention inside her. Mel slept in her bed. They’d slept together. Mel loved her. Giddiness swirled through her again, engulfing her in the wake of what had occurred between them. Even in her thousands of countless fantasies, she never could’ve imagined this.

Mel lay next to her on her side, curled up so their bodies almost touched. Roxie leaned in close enough her nipples brushed against Mel’s back, so the curve of Mel’s ass fit perfectly against her. The feel of Mel’s silken skin pressed to hers caused Roxie to shift her hips, the subtle throb between her legs making itself known. Beneath the blankets, alluring heat blazed between them.

Roxie leaned against the pillow, tracing her fingertips along the slope of Mel’s waist and the generous curve of her hips. She rested her palm along her hips, nudging in until she lay flush against Mel’s backside. With her tumbles of auburn hair splayed out on the pillow beside her, Roxie got a whiff of the berries from her shampoo. Christ, she could lie here for an eternity next to this woman. She was so smitten, barely able to believe the depth of these feelings.

Most times, she kept her walls up and retained some part of herself—she’d learned too early on to keep safe. However, from the day Mel crashed into her life, the woman began to bring those barriers tumbling down, one by one.

Roxie pressed her forehead against Mel’s back. She bit her lower lip, so overwhelmed by the emotions swirling through her right now—relief, joy, yearning, and hope so powerful it wrung her out only to fill her up again.

She pinched her arm, half believing she lingered in some dream and would wake up to an empty bed.

When she settled her palm back to Mel’s hips, the woman shifted, beginning to wake up. Roxie’s heart sped a little bit, the nerves descending. What would she even say? Everything between them had changed last night, in a way she hadn’t believed possible mere days ago.

Mel stretched her arms overhead before twisting to face her. Her azure eyes gleamed startlingly bright against those long lashes, and the slips of sunlight through the blinds caused her flame-red hair to glow, setting the strands alight with color.

“Hey there,” Mel murmured.

“Good morning, gorgeous,” Roxie responded, gliding her hand around Mel’s waist. Mel leaned in closer to her until their breasts pressed together, and she wrapped a leg around Roxie’s in a possessive move that made her heart bounce. She adored seeing her like this, all bleary from sleep and soft around the edges—so different from her vibrant, explosive personality. Roxie leaned in to press a kiss to Mel’s lips.

Mel let out a sound and brought her hips closer to press against Roxie’s. The feel of her skin and the scorching heat sent adrenaline coursing through her, waking her up faster than anything. Roxie slipped her fingers through Mel’s strands, and she kissed her again, tightening her grip. Mel circled her thigh around Roxie’s. She let out a sharp breath and brought her fingers down to press against Mel’s hot, drenched pussy.

“God, you’re going to ruin me for anyone else,” Mel murmured against Roxie’s mouth.

A grin stole her lips. “That’s the plan.”

“I’ve never met anyone who makes me feel the way you do,” Mel said, her voice quiet and hesitant, so different from how she was normally. Roxie’s heart careened over the edge like she was free-falling off the cliffs at Lands End. Yet she didn’t want to pull back, even if she smashed into splinters once she hit the ground.

“I didn’t think someone like you existed for someone like me,” Roxie admitted, the words coming out hoarse.

Mel’s thumb brushed against Roxie’s lower lip. “I’ll keep reminding you until it sinks in. You’re a catch, sweetheart. You’re worthy of so much love. I’m just sorry you’ve been through so much that’s made you feel like you aren’t.”

Roxie’s vision blurred, but she blinked back the tears. Her throat tightened at Mel’s words, ones threatening to scalpel past the first layers of self-loathing. She couldn’t summon her voice to respond, so she captured Mel’s lips in a melting kiss and slipped two fingers inside her. Mel gasped against her mouth and began to tilt her hips in time with Roxie’s gentle strokes.

“Oh god, you feel so good,” Mel moaned, her palms skating along Roxie’s shoulders, her arms, and down to her hips. Their arms tangled together as Mel’s fingertips found her clit and circled. Her clit was tender from the night before, and the brief touch from Mel brought her close to blinking back sparks. Roxie hiked Mel’s leg up higher around her hip and thrust her fingers inside, the edge of her palm brushing against Mel’s clit with each stroke.

Their kisses grew languid and lazy, colored by the cozy heat beneath the blankets and the pale yellow beams infiltrating onto the bed. Dust motes floated through the room like dancing lights. Roxie tasted the metallic tang of Mel’s swollen lips from the sheer amount they’d kissed after confessing their feelings last night. She couldn’t get enough of that hot mouth and those velvet lips pressed against hers.

Roxie didn’t stop pumping into Mel even as she brought her lips down to whisper across her earlobe and the slender slope of her pale neck. She could spend hours counting the freckles splayed across Mel’s creamy skin. Between her obsession with that and Mel’s dimples, she bordered on a fetish.

Mel’s fingertips against her clit caused starbursts of pleasure to flood through her, the sensation growing stronger with every swipe. All too fast, her breaths came out ragged at the edges, and a drop of sweat trickled down her chest, trailing between her breasts. She couldn’t stop kissing and sucking the ivory curves before her, whether the hollow of Mel’s clavicle or the juncture between her neck and shoulder.

Mel’s moans filled the air, as alluring as they’d been last night, a melody she wanted on replay over and over again. Her hips bucked forward every time Roxie thrust her fingers in deep, and within moments, Mel’s core squeezed against her fingers, her entire body quaking as she came. The dreamy expression on those gorgeous blues and the way Mel’s strawberry lips spread into a sanguine smile stroked her to the core.

Mel’s fingertips circled her again, enough to bring her careening over the edge with her. Roxie’s breaths came out shattered, and the bliss seared anything else from her mind. Her shoulders rose and fell, and her clit throbbed, undulating as she came. For a moment, they both just lay there, their breaths sharp fragments in the air, and stared into each other’s eyes. Roxie couldn’t look away, not when she could barely believe this had happened.

“Well, that was the best damn wake-up I’ve had in a while,” Mel said, her voice cutting through the quiet. Her eyes danced with mischief, and her sunlight presence filtered through the room stronger than the beams slipping through the blinds.

Roxie pulled her fingers out and gripped Mel’s hip tight. “Anytime you want. I’m yours.”

“Anyone tell you that you’re too sweet?” Mel said, shifting up and tugging the blankets down. She grinned. “It’s like all the sugar you eat goes straight into your personality.”

“Ha,” Roxie responded, flicking Mel in the side. “Come on,” she said, sitting up from the bed. “Let’s get the coffee brewing.”




* * *




The keys jingled as Jasper locked up and headed over to join them. Kelly crouched behind the counter, checking the till and finishing the last-minute tasks before heading home for the night. Even though they’d planned this meeting months ago to discuss a game plan for the one-year anniversary coming up, Roxie had been tempted to bail. She didn’t want to leave Mel’s side for a minute let alone an entire day. Her mind spun at the idea of getting to sleep beside Mel tonight again, and the next night.

After so long yearning for her roommate down the hall, she had a hard time grasping the reality.

Cal ran a hand through his thick hair, slumping over the table they’d placed their stacks of folders and projections. He let out a ragged sigh, and Roxie set an open bottle of IPA in front of him.

“Take a sip of your medicine,” she murmured, a grin on her face.

Cal tossed her an arch look. “Thanks, Mom.”

“How’ve things been on the home front?” she asked, knowing they’d stepped into splintered territory. Still, she needed to check in—otherwise, Cal would content himself to drown alone.

Cal shrugged and took a swig from his bottle. “I’m sleeping on the couch, and Sara and I are pretty much avoiding communication entirely. I’ve started looking for apartments, but San Francisco’s expensive as hell. Sara might leave the house too, but we haven’t hashed that out yet.”

“If I didn’t already have a renter, I’d offer you a room,” Roxie said. Though, if things continued the way they’d started to last night, Mel’s room might be empty more often than not. The idea of waking up to Mel in her bed every morning…goddamn.

“Speaking of Mel, how’s she been?” Jasper asked, taking a seat across from her with a creak. He reached for one of the IPAs in the six-pack and cracked it open. “She hasn’t been coming around as much.”

“That might be changing,” Roxie said, a smile tugging at her lips even as she fought to suppress it.

Jasper’s eyebrows flew way up. Not like she’d be able to get anything past him. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What’s with the grin? And the freshly fucked glow on your face?”

Roxie lifted her middle finger, even though she burst into a real grin. “Shut up, Jas.”

“No way, you and Mel?” Cal asked, pushing up from his slouch.

Guilt wormed through her. She shouldn’t be here basking while one of her best friends in the world went through one of his worst spells. Roxie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and ducked her head. “It’s not a big deal though.”

Cal slapped the table, a genuine smile spreading on his lips. “Like fuck it isn’t. Roxie-girl, I’ve seen you go from one miserable relationship to another, putting up with more abuse than any human should deal with. Mel’s a gem of a person, and more than that, anyone can see how much she cares about you. It’s about damn time you landed yourself a good one.”

Roxie shook her head. “We don’t have to talk about Mel and me though, not while you’re…” She winced, not quite knowing how to push ahead.

Cal reached over to her and squeezed her hand. “I can be sad about my own situation and over-fucking-joyed for my sister at the same time. That’s the best news I’ve heard in a while, so don’t you dare try to hide your happiness away.”

“Thank god you two got your heads out of your asses,” Jasper said, a knowing look dancing in his dark eyes. “I’ve been watching both of you circle each other for months now, like the most awkward standoff in the world.”

Roxie swiped a hand through her hair, a flush rising to her cheeks at this sudden burst of attention. Not like she could tamp down the joy bubbling within her. She took a swig from her bottle of cider to try and collect herself.

“When did it happen?” Cal asked.

“Yesterday,” Roxie said. “I got tired of sabotaging myself. I’d already pushed her away once, and I’d regret forever if I didn’t at least try to tell her the truth.”

“Like I said, freshly fucked glow,” Jas said, a cocky smile on his lips. “Bet you two were fucking like rabbits the second you opened the seal.”

Roxie flicked him in the wrist, even though she couldn’t help but revisit the memories of yesterday, the way Mel tasted, how she moaned. “Gross, Jas. Don’t be an ass.”

“Excuse me?” Jasper clasped a hand over his chest. “The lot of you get all of my sordid details. You’d think you wouldn’t be so stingy with your own.”

“Yeah, and we keep telling you to keep them to yourself,” Cal responded. “You’re essentially my brother, so I don’t want to hear about the thrilling escapade of getting to be the middle of a threesome. It’s nasty, bro.”

“Don’t be jealous, Caleb Andrew Morgan,” Jasper responded in a lofty tone. “It’s unbecoming.”

Cal snorted in response and lifted his beer. “Ignoring this asshole, here’s to you, Roxie-girl. We’re excited to welcome Mel into the family.”

Roxie lifted her bottle and clinked it with Cal’s and Jasper’s, warmth settling in her core. Part of her teetered on an edge, an anxiousness that at any moment she’d discover this was some cruel trick. Or something would happen to steal all of this warmth away from her. She never got to experience this delirious happiness—ever. This sort of joy couldn’t last.

“Okay, let’s get on task,” Roxie said, needing to get out of her head before those doubts festered. “We’ve got a one-year celebration to plan.”

“I’ve got an idea,” Jasper said, lifting both his hands to frame his face. “All-day gaming.”

Cal shot him a withering glance. “Right, the thing we already do all day.”

“Let me finish my idea, you impatient motherfucker,” Jasper continued, his eyes dancing with amusement. “First fifteen minutes for free, so anyone who’s been curious can come and test our place out.”

“Meanwhile, we could run tournaments out of the tabletop room,” Cal suggested. “The regular Magic the Gathering players are always on the hunt for those. We can work in some other popular game tournaments to draw in our regulars.”

“Why don’t we get the kitchen to whip up a special menu for the day of? I’m thinking we should go hobbit-themed to cater to our crowd,” Roxie suggested. All too fast, she got swept away with ideas, the way she always did around these two.

“Sounds like you all have the nuts and bolts worked out,” Kelly called from over at the register. “I’m done for the night, guys. I’ll lock up behind me.”

“Thanks, doll,” Roxie called, offering a wave.

Kelly headed for the door, her Baby Yoda purse slung over her shoulder. She tipped two fingers back in response and slipped out. Cal started writing their ideas down, and Jas snagged the calculator to begin running numbers.

Roxie scanned over their current menu to see what stuff could be altered or rethemed for the day of without needing to bring in too many different ingredients. The air buzzed between them in anticipation. They’d be celebrating a full year of this thing that mere years ago had stretched out like a distant dream on the skyline. Even though it terrified her to admit, for once, she could stare at the horizon with hope rather than regrets.
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Mel sat in the booth at Cari’s Diner, slamming down cups of coffee as if more caffeine would help her nerves. Roxie’s strawberry milkshake waited for her on the other side of the table, ordered preemptively since they’d come here often enough to know each other’s favorites by heart.

The first night with Roxie was perfection, but when Mel returned to work, the reality of her situation crashed in on her over the course of the week. She’d be going to her brother’s launch party and interviewing for a position an entire coast away. In fact, apart from a few graphic designer positions she’d gotten phone interviews for in Austin and another one in Philly, her brother’s business was the only real promising lead. No luck on anything in San Francisco, of course.

Mel’s fingers started tap-dancing across the lacquer surface of the table in front of her, the tap-tap-tap grating at her nerves further. Her brother had called earlier, kick-starting this whole mess into center stage. She’d be heading home to visit him in a mere week. Roxie knew that much, and they’d both been bemoaning the separation.

Ever since they’d gotten together, she hadn’t left Roxie’s bed a single night. If she had the choice, she never would again. Roxie possessed a soothing, grounding force that drew her in from the moment they met, and after they’d decided to make their relationship official, it had intensified. Around her, Mel felt like she had somewhere she belonged, rich earth to begin to sink her roots into.

If only she could corral her whole job situation to work with the rest of her life. San Fran was too expensive to live in if she took a drastic pay cut, so she needed to play her cards carefully. Mel stirred her coffee like it owed her money, the spoon clinking around the ceramic mug. She’d already placed her order for a burger covered in cheese and mushrooms, and she’d ordered Roxie her favorite farmer’s omelette.

Mel began kicking the other side of the booth, trying to expel some of this restless energy. She just needed to tell Roxie the situation. They would figure things out. They had to.

Except after how much Roxie had been hurt before, the chances of her pulling a self-sabotage were high, and Mel pinged on full alert.

The door on the opposite side of the diner creaked open, drawing Mel’s attention.

Roxie stepped in, wearing her Tabletop Tavern tee and a pair of jeans that clung to her hips so well Mel’s fingers itched to peel them right off. Forget the food they’d ordered—the sight of Roxie made her fucking salivate, and she resisted the temptation to drag her to the bathroom and have her way with her. They’d been like horny teenagers ever since they got together, fucking every night and some mornings, unable to stop touching each other.

Mel loved it. She’d never felt so cherished, so understood, and so connected in her life. She didn’t want to give this up, even if she had to stay at the miserable place she worked for longer.

“Hey, doll,” Roxie said, leaning in to kiss her. Their kiss was a breath of salvation, and Mel savored every second of it. For the first time since her brother called this morning, her mind quieted. She’d do anything to stay by Roxie’s side. Anything. Roxie settled into the booth across from her and pulled the milkshake up. “This for me?”

“Food’s on the way too,” Mel replied. “I figured you might be hungry.”

“Oh, I’ve got some good news,” Roxie said, zipping open the messenger bag she sometimes carried around and tugging out a manila folder. “We got quite a few messages about the graphics you did for our promotional days, some of them other board game cafés, and others board game companies. They asked if you did freelance work and what your rates were.”

Mel shook her head. This woman’s ability to push for her dreams reaffirmed her decision that if this threatened their relationship, she wouldn’t interview for her brother. As much as the position he proposed offered everything she wanted from a career, she couldn’t sacrifice what she’d found with Roxie.

“You’re damn amazing, you know that?” Mel said, taking a sip from her coffee.

“Hey, you’re the one who did the work,” Roxie said, lifting her hands. “I’m just passing along the message that I’m not the only person who thinks it’s awesome.”

Mel’s heart twisted tight. The relationship between them was brand-new, untested, and this would put a massive strain on them—either way, she might be living with regrets. Even as she opened her mouth, the words stuck in her throat.

Roxie looked up after taking a sip of her milkshake. Her brows drew together. “Is everything okay? You’re not usually this quiet.”

Mel hung her head forward, biting back a bitter laugh. Like she’d be able to keep anything from Roxie for long. “Look, there’s something I’ve been meaning to bring up, but before I do, I want you to know this doesn’t change how I feel about you at all. I want a future with you—that’s about the one thing I’m sure of right now.”

Roxie’s whole body seized like a feral cat ready to bolt, and Mel sucked in a deep breath, trying to summon the right words.

Of course, the waitress chose that moment to swing by.

Mel forced a grin. The woman slid a farmer’s omelette in front of Roxie and placed the burger in front of her. The rich scents of hamburger, melted cheese, and mushrooms filtered through the air, but right now it made her stomach churn.

“Do you guys need anything else?” the waitress asked, doing her job to perfection despite the mental push Mel kept trying to throw her way. This is not the table you’re looking for.

“We’re good, thanks,” Mel pushed out, her voice sounding phony in her ears. She could feel Roxie’s stare on her, and her heart thundered louder and louder to the point it deafened. At that, the waitress offered a nod and strode back to the swinging doors leading to the kitchen.

“Are you about to break up with me?” Roxie asked, her voice barely above a whisper. She didn’t even look at the food in front of her. The fear shining in those chocolate eyes split Mel’s heart in two. Fuck, she wished she could’ve handled this differently.

She reached across the table to grab Roxie’s hands, as if the touch could reassure her, somehow.

“Not at all. I’m so in love with you I can’t see straight,” Mel said, squeezing her hands tight. “I’ve just got a tricky situation involving work, and I need to figure out how to move forward.”

“Did they do layoffs or something?” Roxie asked, her eyebrows furrowing in concern.

Mel heaved out another breath. She needed to tell her. “No, though I wouldn’t be shocked if they found a way to knock me off by the end of the year. You know I’ve been looking for a new job for a few months now, right?”

“Yeah?” Roxie said, a hesitance in her tone Mel couldn’t blame her for.

“Well, after I got back from visiting my folks for the holidays, I got a phone call from my brother. His company’s looking for a graphic designer with some extra responsibilities that would bump the pay up—enough I wouldn’t be taking a massive step backwards. I was so confused when he called, and I thought there wasn’t a chance for us, so I agreed to an interview when I head home for his company launch.” After she uncorked the bottle, the words bubbled out of her.

Roxie’s expression grew unreadable, her lips pressed together and her dark eyes searching. At least she hadn’t pulled her hands away. Mel lapsed into silence, clutching onto Roxie’s hands for dear life, as if the connection meant they could cross this bridge together rather than breaking apart. Roxie still wasn’t saying anything.

Panic welled inside her. She was messing this up. “Look, I can tell him no. I don’t want to move back to Philly. I want to stay here with you.”

Roxie took in a deep inhale, her shoulders rising and falling before she started to speak. “But this job is what you want to be doing, right?” The careful look in Roxie’s eyes dared Mel to try and lie. Not like she even could.

“Yeah. It’s an unreal opportunity, and the pay would be solid. I was a bit leery about working for family, but Frank promised the other partners would be the ones making calls regarding me.” Mel squeezed Roxie’s hand again. “But I don’t even have the job yet—it’s not like I’ve interviewed or anything. And I don’t have to. I mean it when I say that you come first to me.”

Roxie squeezed back, and the tender motion caused heat to well in Mel’s eyes. She focused on trying to keep those tears from slipping down her cheeks. Fuck, she couldn’t lose her.

“Hey, I’m not mad,” Roxie murmured. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Her soothing voice cracked something open inside Mel, and those tears slipped down her cheeks. Before she could swipe at them, Roxie reached forward to brush the tears away, her touch achingly gentle. She loved this woman so damn much.

“It’s coming to the forefront now because my brother is expecting me to interview when I head home, and I don’t know what to tell him,” Mel said.

“Would you regret not trying for the job?” Roxie asked.

Mel hated the answer even as the truth seared a hole in her stomach. “Yeah.” Sometimes, she loathed her honesty. Her nails dug into Roxie’s hand with how hard she gripped, like she was holding on to a lifeline. “But I can live with a few regrets if I get to stay here with you.”

“I waited long enough for you, Mel,” Roxie responded, her head tilting a bit. “I can wait a little longer. You’re worth it to me.”

Mel’s chest squeezed tight. It wasn’t fucking fair. She’d been hoping for this opportunity, just like she’d been hoping for something to happen between her and Roxie, but she hated, hated, hated that they tore her in two different directions. Another tear slid down her cheek. “But I want to wake up next to you,” she whispered. “I want to spend every damn day with you.”

Roxie swallowed hard, somehow placid through this, even though Mel caught the flicker in her eyes—fear as raw as exposed wire. “Long distance is tough, but I mean it when I say you’re worth the attempt. I’ve never felt this way about anyone in my life, and I want to make this work.”

Even if they couldn’t. The words lingered unsaid in the air, but Mel understood the risk they’d be taking.

Mel shook her head. “I hate this. I wish I could find a graphic design job in San Fran that wasn’t entry-level. If my current place wasn’t killing me more and more each day, I’d stay there until I worked up enough of a freelance portfolio to aim for more ambitious positions.” Her heart thudded hard enough she expected the entire diner to overhear them. “I might not even get the job, anyway.”

Roxie squeezed her hands again, drawing her attention up. If she were an artist, she’d want to capture Roxie’s features in every medium—the shadows in her umber eyes, the hesitance in her lush lips, and the delicate slope of her neck to her pronounced collarbones. Her expression filled with equal parts sadness and gentleness. Mel’s heart ached hard, like she’d drowned and couldn’t surface.

“You’ll get the job,” Roxie said. “You’re talented, Mel. It’s about time other people recognize that.”

Roxie’s confidence should’ve infused her with hope, but instead, confusion gripped in stronger than ever. Taking this job would mean no more After-Hours Sundays at Tabletop. It would mean they couldn’t meet after work for dinner like this, and it would mean she couldn’t wake up to feel Roxie’s body pressed behind her, arm wrapped around her waist and hugging her tight enough to make her feel whole.

“We’ll make it work,” Mel reassured her, trying to infuse confidence in her voice. “No matter what happens.”

Except when she looked in Roxie’s eyes, she caught the fear flickering there, like a lantern about to go out.
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Each day leading up to Mel’s flight home squeezed Roxie’s chest a little tighter, making it harder and harder to breathe. She’d ordered pizza for their last night together before Mel caught an early morning flight on Friday to head home for the weekend.

Mel would be back by Sunday night, the evening of their one-year celebration at Tabletop Tavern. The preparations for that alone kept Roxie afloat right now, because the more she imagined the thousands of ways things could go wrong, the more her anxieties binged.

She couldn’t lose Mel. Not after they’d finally come together.

Roxie settled on her couch after placing the empty, grease-stained paper plate on her coffee table. She’d bumped the heat up tonight, and they both hadn’t bothered with pants after they’d stripped down for the day. Roxie sat on the couch in her underwear and a muscle shirt, while Mel’s scrap of a tank top and those boy shorts had her distracted all night. Goddamn, her girl was gorgeous.

Her stomach was full of pepperoni pizza, but she couldn’t erase the hollow feeling that had taken residence there ever since Mel mentioned the interview. Roxie hadn’t been lying though. She’d rather Mel take the risk now rather than her waking up three years from now to break up with Roxie for killing her dreams. Been there, done that.

Bel hopped on the coffee table to lick the crumbs off the paper plates, his tail swishing as he strode back and forth.

Mel reached forward and ran a hand through his fur. “I’m going to miss you, little pain in the ass.” She glanced over to Roxie, and her voice deepened. “But I’m going to miss you most of all.”

“It’s just a few days,” Roxie reminded her, even though the dull thump in her chest grew. A few days now, but if the interview went well, the time span could grow into a lot more. Roxie flexed her fingers, trying to pull herself back from the yawning void. If they were to stand a chance, she couldn’t let her mind wander down the normal self-sabotage routes.

Mel climbed across the couch to sit in her lap and lean against her chest. She loved how affectionate Mel was, how she never hesitated to cuddle or touch. Roxie wrapped her arms around the slender woman and pulled her in tight. She took a deep inhale of the gardenia-and-berries scent that lingered in every room of this house. They needed to make this work. She couldn’t imagine this place without Mel in it.

“Yeah, but three days is going to feel like forever,” Mel said, grabbing hold of Roxie’s arms wrapped around her while she leaned back against her chest. The heat between them put out more warmth than a wood stove. “I’ve never slept better in my life than when I’m in your bed.”

All Roxie could do was nod, her fears running off with her voice. She buried her chin in Mel’s shoulder and squeezed her even tighter. Part of her wished she’d be taking Mel to the airport, but the other part couldn’t bear the goodbye.

She’d wake up tomorrow, and Mel would be gone, like she’d never strode through the door all those months before and changed her life.

“Hey, where are you at?” Mel asked, voice soft. The woman’s ability to sense her quiet moods was uncanny.

“Just worried,” Roxie admitted, allowing herself to say as much. She had to let Mel go and explore this opportunity, but, hell, what if she didn’t return? What if the distance just stretched them apart until they ended up breaking?

“Me too,” Mel murmured. She squeezed Roxie’s arm even tighter. “I’m in this for keeps though. No matter what happens.”

Bel smacked his lips on crumbs, acting like the scraps were some massive feast. Mel’s snort vibrated against her—pressed together like this, Roxie could feel every sharp breath, every laugh. She never wanted to let go.

Mel pushed forward out of her hold, and she dropped her hands to the couch. Mel swiveled around to face her. “Okay, if we sit here the rest of the night, I’m going to throw my own pity party. We’ve got a better way to expend this excess energy.” The sultry look in her eyes and edge of suggestion in her voice filled in the blanks. Roxie swallowed before she started drooling. Goddamn, her girlfriend was so hot.

“If that’s the case, let’s take this up to the bedroom,” Roxie said, swinging her legs over the side of the couch. She stood and then hunched in front of Mel, gesturing to her back. “Hop on.”

Mel slung her arms over Roxie’s shoulders, and her thighs settled in place around her waist. Roxie gripped her tight and rose. The feel of her breasts pressed against her back and her creamy, muscular thighs clamped on either side of her hips had her mind reeling with possibilities. Mel would be gone the next couple of days, so she needed to make this last.

Roxie carried her up the steps with ease. She might not exercise as much as she should, but she worked most of their inventory days slinging boxes of board games around. Not like Mel helped at all. The woman kept whispering her lips across Roxie’s neck and biting her earlobe, which had her core pulsing by the time she reached the top of the steps. Tingles rushed down her spine.

“Bad,” Roxie breathed, squeezing Mel’s thighs a little tighter.

“Who, me?” Mel responded in mock innocence before sinking her teeth into Roxie’s neck. Fuuuuuck. The shock of pleasure coursing through stopped her still in the middle of the hallway. Roxie sucked in a sharp breath and continued to their destination at the end of the corridor. She shouldn’t have been surprised at the mischievous streak from Mel in the bedroom, but she enjoyed the discovery of every new dimension inside and out.

Roxie trekked to the end of the hall, the ache between her legs starting to grow with the way Mel teased. She couldn’t get enough of this woman—in her bed, on her couch, against the wall—and she’d been entertaining some pretty intense fantasies about devouring Mel on her work desk after hours.

If they’d even get the chance. She’d encouraged Mel to go for the job, but if she got it and moved back to Philly, there went the hazy, idle dreams of having breakfast together on a Saturday morning, of going to Mel’s derby games to cheer her on, of coming home from a long day at the Tavern to Mel waiting for her. Of having someone who was hers. Her throat tightened.

Roxie nudged her door open and brought Mel over to the bed before she lowered her down. Mel rose on her knees to wrap her arms around her shoulders and draw her in for a kiss. Roxie sank into the heat of her mouth and the sweet taste of her soft lips, ones that never failed to cast their spell over her.

When Mel pulled back a breath, she touched her nose to Roxie’s. “Hey,” she murmured. “Stay with me tonight. You’re brimming like a rain cloud right now. No matter what happens, we’re going to make it through this.” Even as she said the words, Roxie caught the flash of hesitance in Mel’s eyes. They both shared the same fears, ones that had kept them from getting together in the first place.

“I’ll do my best,” Roxie murmured against her mouth.

“Don’t worry, I have some tricks in mind to keep your attention,” Mel responded, her azure eyes near glowing with intensity. The tip of Roxie’s tongue slid across her lips. The hunger in Mel’s gaze alone could knock her over. Mel’s brows drew together, and she opened her mouth only to close it again. “I’ll be right back.”

Mel hopped up from her perch on the bed and scampered over to her room. A couple of clanks and thumps sounded before Mel returned, carrying a box. Roxie sat on the edge of the bed with her legs draped over the side, her curiosity piqued.

“So, I’ve been tossing around the idea of this the past week or so, and every time it gets me hotter,” Mel started before she rapped a hand on the small box. “How do you feel about strap-on sex?”

Roxie’s chest sank a little bit. Britt used to push her into it all the time, but Roxie never felt comfortable wearing them. Mostly because Britt tried to shove her into this butch, domineering role she’d never fit into.

“If you’re not comfortable with it, we don’t have to,” Mel said, as if she had emotional X-ray vision. “I’ve fucked past partners with a strap-on, but I’m also fine without.”

Roxie bit her lip, stilling on those words. “Wait, you want to wear it?” As the realization crashed down, her pussy throbbed at the idea of Mel fucking her with a strap-on. The wetness between her folds grew slicker, and every nerve in her body sparked to attention.

God, that sounded hot.

“Unless you wanted to?” Mel asked, confusion written in the curve of her brows.

Roxie shook her head, her heart slamming louder and louder. She ran a hand half through her hair and stopped, looking up at Mel. “I don’t feel right wearing a strap-on. However—” Roxie paused to grab Mel’s hand and guide it past the elastic of her underwear. Mel’s fingertips brushed against the slickness between her folds. “The idea of you…? That does it for me.”

Mel pressed her fingertips against her folds, and a soft sound escaped Roxie.

“Holy hell, babe,” Mel murmured, continuing to circle around her clit to the point of distraction. “You have no idea how badly you turn me on.” Mel placed the box on the end of the bed, and Roxie reached for her, wrapping her hands around Mel’s hips to draw her closer. As Mel stepped between her legs, Roxie leaned up to capture her lips.

Mel rested her hands on Roxie’s shoulders like she was bracing herself. Roxie slipped a hand past the hem of her shirt to trace the soft curve of her hips up to her waist and to squeeze those gorgeous tits. They kissed like a timeworn melody, their bodies already familiar even though they were so new. They kissed with abandon, like they were racing toward a broad, open horizon. They kissed like they were running out of time. Roxie’s heart ached, but she brought Mel flush to her and poured every bit of her into their collision.

She’d held parts of herself back for so long, but here and now, she surrendered to the gorgeous woman.

Mel tugged her top off and over her head, and a moment later, her hands latched on Roxie’s muscle tee as she guided it off. The clothes hit the floor, but she didn’t bother to see where they landed. Mel circled her hands around Roxie’s bare hips, biting her bottom lip.

“God, you’re hot,” she murmured. “Your fucking hips, unf.”

A flush rose to Roxie’s cheeks, and her heart lurched. She wriggled in Mel’s grip, feeling far too vulnerable. “They’re way too big, I know.”

Mel’s brows furrowed, and she tapped a finger under Roxie’s chin until their gazes met. “They’re perfect, Rox. You’re perfect.”

Roxie’s eyes stung, and she tried on a shaky smile for size. No one had ever made her feel so wanted before, so totally and completely loved.

She doubted she’d ever find something like this again.

“Come on, beautiful,” Mel said before she pushed her onto the bed and climbed overtop.

Mel’s legs wrapped around her, muscular from her time in derby. Even with the scrap of fabric Mel called panties on, Roxie could feel the wet heat between them, how they were both seconds away from combustion. Her elbows dug into the mattress. When the woman descended to steal another kiss, the ends of her long auburn hair brushed across her shoulders. Mel’s breasts crushed against hers, the silken sensation making her want to reach down and thrust her fingers inside the pussy she knew would be dripping.

Roxie threaded her fingers through Mel’s hair and gripped tight. She kissed her harder and harder, until they both gasped for breath. Each brush of their lips together reminded her of the way Mel broached her defenses, one careful step at a time. Whether it was their late-night conversations on the couch, binge-watching Buffy with takeout, or every time Mel showed up for After-Hours Sundays and fit in like she’d always been a part of Roxie’s life—in the time Mel had arrived at her doorstep, she’d fallen hopelessly, irrevocably in love.

Mel bit her neck again, causing Roxie to squeeze her thighs tight. The woman had a mysterious ability to target every sensual spot on her body. Roxie kissed along the column of Mel’s throat until she reached the clavicle, brushing her lips across every smooth surface of her cream-and-sugar skin.

Mel reached down to clutch her sex, the possessive grasp unraveling something inside her. “God, I can’t wait to fuck you into this mattress.”

“Promises, promises,” Roxie responded, a wan grin rising to her lips. Her hands traveled down around the sexy curve of Mel’s ass. She squeezed tight, crushing their bodies together as she stole another kiss. They both sank into the sweet seduction of this passion, consuming, demanding. The ache between her legs grew more and more intense.

Mel drew back to press a kiss to Roxie’s neck before pulling away. The departure of the heat and Mel’s intoxicating body shocked her system. However, once Mel’s panties dropped to the floor and she stepped into the straps of the harness, her core throbbed. Roxie slipped her underwear down her legs and tossed it to the floor before she scooted back further on the bed. Her thighs trembled in delirious anticipation for the feel of Mel surrounding her, inside her, on top of her.

Mel tightened the harness straps around her thighs, the black lines a gorgeous contrast to her pale skin. The blue dildo hung between her legs, and Roxie’s tongue slipped out to wet her lips which dried at the sight. She didn’t realize how bad she wanted this until Mel approached, a confidence to her stance Roxie fell for every time.

Roxie leaned against the bed, her elbows digging into the rumpled comforter beneath her. Mel climbed back onto the bed until she loomed over Roxie, a dusky look in her eyes and a wicked grin on her lips.

“Spread for me, sweetheart,” Mel murmured, running her palms along the insides of Roxie’s thighs. With her commanding tone and the heated look in Mel’s eyes, she was helpless to obey. Roxie’s legs fell open, and Mel gripped the outsides before descending to trail the tip of her tongue along the seam of her folds, twirling it at her clit. A shuddering breath escaped Roxie.

The ache in her core squeezed every ounce of her attention, and all she could do was watch. Mel prowled overtop her body, looking every bit a lioness. Roxie circled her hands around Mel’s waist.

“I love you so damn much.” Roxie didn’t realize she’d spoken the words out loud until she caught the tender gleam in Mel’s eyes.

“I love you too, beautiful,” Mel responded, an assurance in her tone that made her believe. This woman had the ability to silence the swirl of self-loathing, even for a moment, and the reprieve drenched her in bliss.

Mel’s palm pressed beside her ear, and the woman lowered to brush her lips in a kiss that grew keen and devastating all in the same breath. Mel nudged the end of the dildo against Roxie’s entrance, and a sharp breath escaped her.

Mel broke the kiss to look her in the eyes. “Are you okay?”

Roxie cupped Mel’s cheeks, stroking across the smooth skin with her thumb. “With you? Always.”

Mel nodded, and the hunger returned to her gaze as she gripped Roxie by the hip. Roxie clasped her hands around Mel’s neck, drawing her in for another kiss. She lost herself in the taste of this woman, in the fierce hold she had on her. Mel took her time pushing inside, inch by agonizing inch, until Roxie’s core howled for the whole length. Still, their lips met with a tenderness that suffused through her entire body until it hummed. Mel shifted forward, sliding in to the base.

A moan flew from Roxie’s lips, shameless and unfettered. The sight of Mel above her, the dim amber light of the room highlighting her curves and illuminating her freckles, was one she wanted to commit to memory. Mel flicked on the vibrator at the base, and a gentle buzz filled the air. She began to pick up the pace as she thrust in and out of her. Every time they clashed together, the force smacked against Roxie’s clit, sending a pulse of pleasure through her and bringing her even closer to the edge.

Mel rocked into her with the solid length that filled her completely. She couldn’t imagine wanting anyone but this dynamic woman. The fury of her movements reminded Roxie of watching her in the derby rink. Mel was a force of nature she’d managed to lasso for a little while, and she’d hold on to her as long as she could.

Mel’s brows drew together in concentration, and her grip tightened to the point her nails bit into her skin, the sting drawing her even more into the moment. Mel drove into her with a force that left her breathless, and her hips lifted in response over and over again. Sweat beaded on Roxie’s forehead, the scent thick in the room. Their lips clashed the same way they did, an undulating dance they knew every step of. Roxie had never been with a partner as in tune to her body as Mel.

She panted as each stinging slap together caused her clit to throb. Close. She was so close. The hum of the vibrator filled the air, mingling with their frantic breaths. Roxie slid her palms up and down Mel’s waist. The woman drove into her like she owned her. Truth be told, she did.

Mel drove in the entire way until she froze there, her thighs tensing. Roxie could feel Mel’s limbs tremble, a fevered glow in her eyes and a flush on her cheeks. The sight of her made Roxie’s head swirl, her clit so tender she’d come undone at the slightest breath. Roxie lifted her hips once, twice to meet Mel, and her clit pulsed with the orgasm she’d been waiting for.

The release coursed through her entire body, spreading from her clit outward as her breaths grew shallow, and sweat beaded on her forehead, a droplet sliding down her cheeks. All she could do was hold on to Mel as the bliss stole her away, cleansing her mind of doubts, fears, and worries.

Mel collapsed, her breasts crushing against Roxie’s even as she remained nestled inside her. Roxie wrapped her legs around Mel’s to draw her close. Mel rested her cheek against Roxie’s shoulder, her lips a breath away from her neck. Strands of her auburn hair pasted to her neck, her forehead, and her shoulders rose and fell with those ragged breaths.

“I’m going to miss you,” Mel murmured, the tension behind her words like a crowbar to the glass of Roxie’s heart.

“You’ll always have me,” Roxie responded, those words resonant in the air. They both lapsed into silence.

No matter how many reassurances they both gave each other, over the next few days, their relationship would either strengthen or shatter.
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A few weeks ago, Mel would’ve been buzzing with excitement for this trip back home, even with the four-in-the-morning wake-up.

Now, she slipped on her shoes, reluctance tugging at her calves with every step closer to departure. She’d already brought out her suitcase from her room, but she had one more stop to make before she headed downstairs. Mel approached Roxie’s room, a lump growing in her throat. Last night, they’d fucked two more times, as if their bodies were frantic to imprint on one another before she left. She peeked inside, the light from the hall offering faint illumination.

Mel crept to the side of the bed and leaned in to press a kiss to Roxie’s forehead. The woman was so beautiful the sight caused her chest to squeeze tight. The way her lush lips parted in sleep, the gentle rise and fall of her chest, and the way her thick black waves unfurled across the sheets—how could Mel have ever loved anyone as much as this? Truth be told, she hadn’t, and the enormity of those feelings terrified her. The depths she’d descend and the intensity of the way she felt for Roxie held her under this captivating spell she didn’t want to break.

Which was why she needed to go home and interview. She needed to make the decision for her future with a clear mind.

Mel’s fingertips skated along Roxie’s arms, and as she moved back, they twitched. She didn’t want to go. She pulled away, her heart thudding louder in her ears with each step toward the door. Mel didn’t look back. She couldn’t, or she’d break. Instead, she grabbed her suitcase and lugged it toward the steps.

Once she got in, she’d have an interview today, her brother’s launch party tomorrow, and then she’d already be returning on Sunday. Mel trudged down the steps with her suitcase, minding the creak on the third step and dodging past the crack on the stairs midway down. The standing lamp in the living room cast a citrine hue over the area, those beams crawling to combat the darkness. Roxie always left at least one light on—she claimed for Bel’s sake.

As she headed for the door, Belmont galloped her way to slam his head into her calf with a force that almost knocked her off-balance. She crouched and ran a hand through his fur.

Mel looked around the room from this vantage point—to the pizza boxes they’d left on the coffee table, to her derby skates slumped over in the corner after she’d come home from a late practice earlier in the week. Roxie’s board game collection spanned an entire bookshelf, and her fantasy novel collection dominated the other. Mel had begun one of the long-ass fantasy series Roxie recommended while Roxie agreed to sit and watch the entirety of the Nightmare on Elm Street movies. Her heart threatened to leap out of her chest just to stay here, where it belonged.

This place had become home.

Her phone buzzed with the alert from Uber, and she rose from her crouch. “Time to go,” she murmured, half to Bel and half to herself, and wheeled her suitcase toward the door. Mel clutched the frame one last time, as if it might give her strength, before she tugged the door open and met the bracing air.

The door shut behind her with a click.




* * *




The next time Mel got it in her head to try to go through an interview on the same day as a flight, someone should slap her in the face. She’d barely gotten a second to stop by her parents’ place and drop off her luggage, and they’d only been able to swap a few stories before she had to get changed into business-appropriate attire and then attend to her hair and makeup situation.

When she reached the offices Frank and the others rented for Data, Disks, and Drives, her exhaustion slammed into her like the commercial airplane she’d arrived on. Her entire body frayed around the edges, and her mind spun with the flight, leaving San Francisco, and the weight of the decisions she might have to make. Copious amounts of coffee and Roxie’s texts of encouragement alone kept her going.

She’d been in the interview for an hour now with one of Frank’s partners, Jason.

“Well, what questions do you have for me?” Jason asked. “Though I’d assume your brother has filled you in on a lot of what our company’s about.”

Mel snorted. “Frank? Swap more than a few words? You must have him confused with someone else.”

Jason’s face relaxed with a broad grin. “Sounds about right. He’s been tight-lipped about you as well, which I appreciate. It helps me make an unbiased choice.”

“That’s what I hoped for,” Mel said. “I don’t want my relation to a partner in the company influencing the decision.” She leaned back in the seat, more relaxed than she’d been the entire flight here. Jason was witty and earnest, and the way he talked about the company kick-started her inspiration. The few projects he’d mentioned off the bat flashed in her mind, images she could later begin to configure together.

“You don’t need your brother’s help,” Jason said, tapping the portfolio folder in front of him. “Your work says enough on its own, and your experience in the marketing field will give you an edge with working one-on-one with our contracted clients.”

Mel’s chest tightened. Earlier this week, Jace had gotten more adulation from the company while Bill continued to nitpick her work, and she’d fought not to snap at him. Knowing she was headed here though, she’d iced over at Awake Industries, and basking in the new relationship vibes with Roxie allowed her respite. She needed to get out, and Data, Disks, and Drives seemed like salvation.

The only sticking factor was the location.

“Thank you,” Mel responded, realizing she’d let the silence draw on too long. “My studies are in graphic design, so I’d be excited to get back to it. How do you feel about creative control and operating independently?”

If she got shuttled into another job where she got micromanaged, she’d scream.

Jason shrugged. “We’d be hiring you more like an independent operator than part of a team. We all work together, sure, but we have our individual skill sets we’re bringing to the company as a whole.”

Despite the way that settled Mel’s nerves, dread infiltrated over the course of this interview. No matter how perfect this job seemed, if she took it, she’d have to move back home—away from Roxie. Even though she’d be willing to make the distance work and she could search for jobs in San Francisco while at this one, she’d seen the doubts flicker through Roxie’s eyes.

Choosing to leave might kill their relationship before it had the chance to bloom. Yet if she stayed, she might die a little more with every passing day at her current company until she became little more than a zombie.

Jason glanced back down at her resume and tapped the top of the paper. “This says here you’re currently living in San Francisco. How do you feel about relocating?”

Mel swallowed. She had to make the call.
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The day of Tabletop Tavern’s one-year anniversary had arrived.

Roxie had been buzzing from the moment she woke up this morning before she ever took her first sip of coffee—part anticipation to celebrate the day with her business partners, and the other part in terror because Mel would arrive home today with her answer. She floated on a high once she stepped into the store to see how Jasper had decorated for the celebration—all sparkling banners, big posters advertising the promotions of the day, and geeky streamers of Justice League and Avengers he must’ve gotten from the kids’ section of a party store.

Roxie slipped through the crowds, this place thrumming with the number of people packed inside. She didn’t think the shop had even been this busy the day they opened, but over the year, they’d begun to establish themselves around town, and word spread. Besides, the fifteen minutes free deal had been the hook they needed to get newbies in through the door. Jasper was a marketing genius.

Cal’s voice echoed from the loft as he announced the winner of the Magic the Gathering tournament, and cheers erupted from the crowd up there. Roxie didn’t bother restraining her smile and slunk over to the kitchen to check on Julian and Arjun, who worked around each other in a seamless dance. Both chefs stepped into full action mode, flipping burgers on the skillet and chopping up hunks of cheese, apples, and bread for the Middle Earth menu revision. They’d gotten some traction from the new eats as well, a lot of their regulars coming for the chance to try the celebratory menu.

With how much the food took off today, Roxie debated on making some changes to the normal menu to include some of these items. She slapped a hand on the counter in front of the open kitchen, drawing Julian’s attention.

“Need anything, Jules?” she called.

He shook his head, casting a wink her way. “We’ve got this on lockdown, boss. You keep making your rounds.”

Gratitude squeezed her chest tight at having such a competent staff. Hunter and Kelly bustled back and forth working as game masters, helping newcomers pick out the perfect board game to play and then stopping at tables to help with rules or set up questions. All around them, people’s eyes crinkled with genuine smiles, and laughter filled the air. Accusations sprung from one table playing a traitor game, and the barbs volleyed back and forth as another group got more competitive. She loved every single ounce of this.

Their newest recruit, Mason, stood manning the front register with a savvy that had impressed all three of them when they’d first made the hire. Mason had the sort of pale blond hair that made her jealous, black plugs in each ear and tattoos that winked at the edges of their sleeves. Jasper strode to their side and looked up to catch her eye. He beckoned her over with a wave.

Roxie strode in his direction, smiling and nodding at folks as she passed by. Every member of the staff wore their Tabletop Tavern work shirts to make them easily identifiable.

Roxie slunk behind the registers. “All good up here?” she asked Mason.

They nodded. “I don’t think we’ve ever been this busy. It’s a whirlwind, but fun.”

Jasper jerked a thumb to the side and took a step away from the register. Roxie followed him, and they leaned against the wall side by side.

“I ran some preliminary numbers from the morning rush alone,” Jasper said, unable to restrain his grin. “We’re killing it today. Not only that, but we got a metric fuckton of new memberships, which means we’ll have a lot more business for the year to come.”

Roxie slung an arm around his shoulder. “Metric fuckton is so precise,” she teased. When she stared out at the crowds dominating every table, her insides softened. “Mason’s right. We’ve never been this busy before.” A smile broke out wide on her face. This had been the result of years of planning, hours of dedication, and taking a massive gamble with her two favorite guys on the planet. “Fuck, Jas. We did it.”

Jasper looped an arm around her waist and squeezed tight. “Not going to lie, I was terrified we would walk in here to an empty front of house today. I’m pretty sure I’ve had dozens of nightmares over the past year of that exact scenario. It’s about time folks wised up to how fucking awesome this place is.”

Roxie tilted her head against Jasper’s shoulders. “I’m glad we’re in this together, brother.” Warmth filtered through her chest, a ferocious sweep that had her totally overcome with pride.

“Back atcha, sis,” Jasper said, squeezing her tight again. His gaze snapped to the door which swung open again. He let out a low whistle. “Time for you to take your break, babe.”

Roxie looked up to the front door.

Mel strode in, auburn hair in waves around her shoulders and wearing a leather jacket, tunic, and leggings like she was plucked straight out of Roxie’s daydreams. Her heart lurched at the sight of Mel in the building. Back in San Francisco. Part of her soared so high she never wanted to come down. The other part saw the inevitable plane crash in the distance.

No matter what might happen between them, Roxie was so glad to see her home.

Her feet moved toward the entrance before she realized, and Mel’s gaze landed on her, sucking the oxygen from the room. The roar of voices around her faded to a muted buzz, and the chaos blurred into the background. All she could see was Melody Roberts standing in front of her. Mel closed the distance between them.

Roxie’s arms slid around her waist at the same time Mel’s lips pressed to hers. Their bodies crushed together, and for this single moment, she soaked in the relief of the scent of her gardenia perfume, the soft give of her body, and the strength and joy that radiated off her in blinding waves, like the sun near the equator.

Mel pulled away, even though her hands clutched tight to Roxie’s hips. Roxie’s heart began thudding so loud it blocked out any other sound.

“Hey, congratulations,” Mel said. “I know I sent a message earlier, but I wanted to say this in person. I dropped my bags off at the house and headed straight over.”

“You have no idea how much I missed you,” Roxie whispered. The breath snagged in her throat, heat stinging behind her eyes. The sweep of vulnerability made her realize they were standing at the entrance of Tabletop Tavern making a spectacle. Jasper’s smug look and Mason’s entertained one weren’t helping.

Roxie turned to them. “I’m taking my break,” she called and slipped her hand through Mel’s.

Together, they wove their way past the crowds of people waiting in line near the kitchen and ones either sitting at the tables or milling around them. The moment they stepped to the back corridor, the lack of noise broke through the hall like the hush of a library. Instead of being a comfort, her nerves buzzed even louder between that and the way Mel wasn’t jumping to offer any news of how the interview went. Her demons latched on with sharpened claws and threatened to rob her of the golden mood she’d been sailing on all day.

Roxie rested her hand on the doorknob to her back office and guided them both inside. They could talk here in private—though if Mel had bad news to break, she didn’t know how she’d manage to finish the rest of her shift. Part of her needed to know yesterday, and the other part of her wanted to push the inevitable off as long as possible.

Roxie slunk over to her desk and leaned against it. Mel stepped in front of her, right between her thighs. She reached to grab Roxie’s other hand, squeezing it tight.

“How did the interview go?” Roxie asked. They’d both agreed to not discuss until Mel arrived on Sunday night to give her some space to make her choice. Roxie’s anxieties were thrilled by the decision, and last night, sleep had been harder than ever to come by—a whole lot of tossing and turning in her cold bed. No matter what words came out of Mel’s mouth, relief painted her from head to toe at proximity alone. Roxie rubbed a thumb over Mel’s hand.

“Really great,” Mel said, her eyes gleaming with an excitement that made Roxie’s chest sink. “Frank’s partners are enthusiastic, creative, and kind. This job is everything I’ve wanted for a long time, and they made me the offer on Saturday.”

Roxie couldn’t force a grin. The news hit her like she’d been punched in the stomach, and she sucked in a sharp breath, her gaze skating the floor.

Mel let go of her hand and brought a finger beneath her chin to tilt it up. “Hey, none of that,” she murmured. “I thought you knew me by now. Roxie, I turned the job down.”

Roxie’s brows drew together. Mel couldn’t lie to save her life, so the excitement didn’t stack up with passing on a dream job. “You shouldn’t have done that,” Roxie said, her chest squeezing so tight she couldn’t breathe. “I don’t want to hold you back.”

Mel shook her head, joy radiating from her gorgeous blues. Roxie’s chest hurt from the whiplash—thinking she’d lose her only to find out Mel had sacrificed everything to stay by her side. She couldn’t live with that.

“Sweetheart, you’d never hold me back,” Mel responded, wrapping her arms around her waist as she leaned in. “All you’ve ever done from the moment I met you is lift me up. You’ve been encouraging me and supporting me from the start. Our relationship isn’t going to get a chance to blossom if I move across the country, and this is the most important thing to me right now.”

Tears stung Roxie’s eyes, but she forced them back. No one had ever cared for her like this. No one had ever made her feel so loved. Roxie sucked in a breath to steady her voice before she responded. “What are you going to do about work, then?”

“About that.” Mel’s eyes danced with mischief. “When I brought up the relocation was a deal breaker, Jason made me an offer. As long as I fly back for any major conferences a couple of times a year, I can work remote. Frank had been stubborn on the working on-site thing mostly as a gambit to get me to come home, but once I explained the situation, we made it work.”

Roxie’s jaw dropped. As soon as Mel’s words settled in her mind, she surged forward to claim her girlfriend’s mouth. She kissed her long, deep, and with the hunger she’d been restraining for far too long. Mel might’ve been away for a few days, but with all the uncertainty, the departure had felt like a year.

Mel’s tongue tangled with hers. Roxie savored the taste of her, all coffee and sweetness. Roxie threaded her fingers through those silken strands and gave a gentle tug. Every time their mouths collided, the honeyed sensation traveled all the way through her like liquid sunshine, spreading from the inside out. The claws around her chest retracted, and in the moment, she grew lighter than she had in years.

Roxie pulled away for a breath, her shoulders heaving. Mel’s grin was infectious, and she found herself mirroring it. She had her hands on Mel’s hips as she looked into her eyes. “You’re saying you get to stay?”

“Babe, I’m here as long as you want me,” Mel said, her voice filled with sheer elation.

Roxie tipped her head in so their foreheads touched. “Forever,” she murmured. “You can stay forever. I don’t want anyone else.” Her heart soared. She could barely believe this was real.

“You say that now,” Mel teased. “But what happens when I accidentally track mud through the house because I’m a mess? Or worse, order pizza with mushrooms?”

Roxie leveled a look at her. “I’ll pick the mushrooms off, dumbass. And you’re capable of cleaning your mud prints—though realistically, you’ll never be as much of a mess as Bel.”

“Dumbass?” Mel said, clutching her chest even as her eyes crinkled with how hard she grinned. “Look at these beautiful names my girlfriend calls me.”

“Fuck, say it again,” Roxie said, her words coming out in a husky rasp. Even though they’d been dating a few weeks now, she’d been walking on broken shells ever since Mel told her about the interview. Now, it felt real. Mel was her girlfriend, and she was staying.

“What, dumbass?” Mel responded, amusement in her tone. Roxie thwacked her arm, and Mel continued. “My girlfriend, who I get to steal the sheets from every night now.”

“You’re a laugh riot today, doll,” Roxie responded, brushing a thumb over Mel’s lower lip. She couldn’t stop touching her, as if she were still fighting to convince herself everything had turned out okay.

“Well, we have a lot to celebrate,” Mel said, taking a step away from her. “Speaking of, we should probably get back out there to Tabletop Tavern’s big anniversary bash. We’ll celebrate in private later tonight.” The suggestion in her voice rang clear, sending a shiver down Roxie’s spine.

“Sounds perfect,” Roxie said, offering her hand. Mel slipped her palm against Roxie’s, and together they made their way to the door. Roxie took the first step into the corridor and cast a glance back. “Let’s go tell everyone the news.”

Her heart pulsed, and she stepped down the corridor hand in hand with the woman she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. After the bullshit with her family and the bad string of exes, Roxie had given up hope until Mel Roberts showed up on her doorstep. Somehow, this woman rekindled an almost extinguished flame, and each moment they spent together let it grow hotter and brighter.

And as they emerged into the front of house and the roar of voices crashed over her, Roxie couldn’t help the smile straining her face. She’d never experienced this sunlight on the inside before, this hope for a future as broad and encompassing as the starry sky. Mel squeezed her hand tight.

Even though the road ahead would have its bumps and hurdles, the first tendrils of confidence took hold. No matter what struggles came their way, they’d face them side by side.
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Six months later…




The Uber stopped in front of an all-too-familiar house, one that always made Mel’s heart pound a little faster. The lavender exterior, delicate trim, and Victorian archways were one of a kind, just like the woman who owned this place.

From the moment she’d arrived in San Francisco and driven up to this house, somehow she knew she’d found her home.

The past six months had flown by as Mel had thrown herself headfirst into the life she was building here with her beautiful girlfriend, her brand-new job that she loved, and friends who not only accepted but celebrated her. She already knew she wanted this forever—wanted Roxie Esposito forever, and her brain had already whirred with a very permanent idea she planned on enacting for their one-year anniversary.

However, for the time being, she’d be patient. One step at a time.

This next “step” barked from the carrier next to her, and Mel couldn’t help her grin. Impulsive? Yes, but if Roxie didn’t expect that from her by now, it was like she barely knew her.

“Thanks,” Mel said to the driver as she stepped out of the car, grabbing her suitcase in one hand and the carrier in the other. She slowly made the climb up the steps, careful not to jostle the little creature by her side as she made her way to the front door. Since both of her hands were full, she just kicked at the door twice in lieu of knocking. Worked well enough for her.

A rustle sounded, and a moment later, Roxie filled the doorway. The woman was all sloping hips, tangled dark hair, and soft, sweet eyes that radiated more love than she could’ve believed possible.

Mel’s heart lunged in her chest, a feeling she hoped would never fade.

Roxie stepped up to her and pressed a kiss on her lips, one that Mel eagerly sank into. The honeyed taste of the woman was an elixir, and she couldn’t help but drink in more.

All too fast, Roxie pulled back, her brows tugged together in confusion. “Are you home from the conference early? I thought you were getting in tonight.”

Mel’s grin strained her cheeks. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“If I had known you were going to be home, I would’ve kicked Lilah and Jas out sooner,” Roxie murmured, shooting an impatient glance into the house. “I’ve been going crazy without you.” She sank her teeth into her bottom lip, and Mel let out a groan. God, everything this woman did turned her the hell on.

A bark sounded, drawing Roxie’s attention downward.

“So, yeah, surprise,” Mel said, nudging forward. Roxie stepped back to let her in, even though her jaw had dropped and she couldn’t tear her gaze from the carrier in Mel’s hand. Mel’s heart pounded at a faster pace. Had this been a stupid idea? She was full of stupid ideas, but when she’d seen the ad, it had seemed like fate. “Remember how you said you wanted a corgi?”

Roxie stared at the carrier as Mel slowly set it down. Voices sounded from behind them, guaranteed Jas and Lilah, but Mel didn’t look away from her girlfriend as she crouched down to open the zipper. That little bark sounded again, and the second she opened the carrier up, the tiny guy burst out, his little stub tail waving back and forth with his excitement.

Roxie dropped to her knees in front of the corgi and placed her hand out, shock still claiming her features. The corgi puppy waddled right up to her and shoved his little nose in her open palm. A strangled sound came from Roxie’s lips as she began to pet him, until he climbed into her lap and took a seat there. Mel drank in the sight, so overcome at the adoring way Roxie looked down at the little guy. Her heart thumped harder. As if she could possibly love this woman more.

“I haven’t seen her this speechless since they announced they were making a movie of The Hobbit,” Jas sounded behind her, his amusement clear.

“Holy shit, you bought her a puppy?” Lilah crashed to the ground beside Roxie. She glanced up to Mel. “What are you trying to do, win all the girlfriend points?”

Mel cracked a grin. “That’s the plan.”

Jas cuffed her on the shoulder. “Good to see you back, babe.”

She grinned up at him before scooting over to take a seat next to her girlfriend, who seemed to have somehow regained words again. The corgi scuttled over to Mel’s lap, all bright eyes and so much energy. Belmont watched from a distance, wary. Roxie leaned in against her, wrapping an arm around her shoulder.

“Thank you,” Roxie murmured, biting her earlobe in a way that made her shiver. “You know all I ever needed was you though, right?”

Mel swallowed hard, trying to tamp down the surge of emotion that welled inside her so she didn’t bawl in front of everyone. Sometimes the feelings just overcame her, that this was her life now, that she could grow and thrive with this beautiful, considerate woman by her side. “Yeah, but I wanted to expand our family a little. You had Bel and the house before me, but he’s ours.” Saying it out loud send a shiver down her spine.

“Ours,” Roxie repeated, her eyes glowing with warmth and a silent thrill.

Their corgi ambled off Mel’s lap, and a second later, Jas was shouting. “No eating my shoes, you little fucker!”

Mel nuzzled in against Roxie, basking her warmth and the sheer comfort she brought. When she’d first taken the leap to fly across the country for her job, she hadn’t known where she’d end up, just wading into the hazy promise of something new.

This future she’d stumbled onto was beyond her wildest dreams. And with Roxie by her side in this beautiful place she’d made her home, they’d continue to chase after even brighter horizons, together.







  Author Note:






Thank you for reading Roxie and Mel’s book, Strength Check! The Dungeons and Dating series is near and dear to my heart, in honor of the wonderful group of geeks in my own tribe.




When I decided to write this series, it ended up different than expected. My initial thought was lighthearted, filled with pop culture references, etc, but the queer, geeky circle is so much more complex than that. Folks might bond over Dungeons and Dragons or a love of board gaming, but so many struggle with serious issues like PTSD, loneliness, and toxic families. Which was how the Dungeons and Dating series, revolving around the members of Tabletop Tavern, ended up having a hurt/comfort vibe throughout.




I hope you enjoy the mix of geeky jokes and deep feels and join me for the rest of the journey with this found family that I’ve come to absolutely adore.




If you enjoyed the book, leave a review. Kind words are what us authors survive on when we get beaten around by the rough and tumbles of the industry.
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            Julian’s boss is newly single, ridiculously hot, and looking his way. He’s so screwed.




Cal Morgan’s life was going right on plan—got the wife, the baby, and the board game café he opened with his best friends. At least, until his wife dropped the dreaded ‘d’ word. Newly divorced and juggling custody of their toddler with his ex, Cal’s dreams of a family are burnt to ash.




Julian Hale’s been carrying a torch for his sexy boss, Cal, for far too long. As the oldest of five and surrogate mom to his siblings, Julian gets tugged in so many directions that he’s never made time for himself—his wants, his desires—and he definitely desires this man. 




However, when Cal starts turning those scorching stares Julian’s way, he can’t resist, even though he should. They’re boss and employee, and Cal’s fresh out of a divorce with a two year old—it’s a recipe for disaster even if they’re both falling fast. But when Julian’s application to nursing school gets accepted, he’ll have to choose between pursuing the dreams he set aside when his mom died or the one man he could imagine a future with. Life taught him early on that he’ll never get both.




Roll the dice on romance at Tabletop Tavern…
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