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Chapter One

It was pouring rain when she drove into the office parking lot on her first day. It was one of those humid summer rainstorms, the kind that make everything smell like steam and tar. She'd been waiting for it from the moment she'd stepped outside her parents' house at seven thirty that morning, her new Nine West flats already giving her blisters. Now, an hour later, she sat in her car and wondered if the rain was a premonition--if it meant bad things at this new job.

 

Her new office was inside an 11-story corporate building on Lenox Road, not far off Peachtree Street. She gazed up at it: it looked like one of those fat cube-shaped LEGOs her brother had always favored, except for its dull gray color. Bad morning weather, shoes that cut her feet, boring-looking workplace: her professional life felt mundane already.

The inside of the building was pristine. Clinical. The kind of space where things echoed far too loudly. She could hear the clacking of heels even though no one else was there yet. That's the kind of building it was.

In the elevator, on the way up to the 11th floor, she flattened her hair and squared her shoulders. She was a professional now and she refused to be ruffled by uncomfortable shoes or ill-timed summer weather. After all, had she not just graduated from law school, top of her class from the University of Tennessee? Had she not just passed the bar exam? Had she not just landed a position here at Cyntera, one of the fastest growing technology companies in Atlanta?

She had damn well done all those things. She had worked her ass off and proven herself over the last few years, and now, today, she was launching a promising career. She had arrived.

She had arrived too early. Her anxiety for the first day had spurred her out of bed an hour earlier than she had planned on waking up. Now she had to stand here outside this locked office, like a little kid waiting for mommy to open the door, squeezing rainwater out of her hair and rubbing her fingers under her eyes to smooth away mascara runs.

Her heart lurched when she heard the elevator ding. A middle-aged guy stepped off and slumped toward the office, drawing a ring of keys from the pocket of his slacks. He glanced at her, but then his eyes moved lazily to the office door.  

"Hi," she said, adopting her falsely confident voice. "I'm Sutton. I'm a new associate in the legal department."

The guy turned the key in the door without looking at her. After a beat, he said, "You working with Wyatt?" His voice was flat, disinterested.

"Er--does Wyatt work in legal?"

The man took another long beat to answer. "He does."

"Then I'm sure I'll meet him."

The man finally looked at her, his expression as flat as his tone. Another beat passed before he spoke. "You should keep an umbrella in your car," he said. Then he pushed the door open and strode inside without inviting her in. After a moment of hesitation, she followed him.

She was actually relieved when her boss showed up. Marta was the only person she already knew--or kind of knew, since she went to church with her parents. She had an easygoing manner and big gums that stretched when she smiled. Sutton was catching a glimpse of them right now.

"So you met On-Delay?" Marta asked, settling her work tote and thermos and Chick-fil-A bag on her desk while Sutton stood in front of her, trying hard not to look too eager.

"Pardon?"

"You met Craig? The short guy? Doesn't speak much? Always the first one here?"

"Oh--yeah. He was--er--nice. What did you say his last name is?"

Marta gave a short bark of a laugh. "On-Delay's not his last name. That's just what we call him. Because every time he speaks, there's a delay. Get it?"

"Oh," Sutton laughed. "Yeah, that's funny. Ironic, too, since he was actually early."

"There you go," Marta said, pointing at her in approval. "He's our early On-Delay."

Sutton gave another fake laugh. "He sounds like a character."

"Well, we have a lot of characters here." Marta sounded proud when she said it. Her gums were big and shiny and Sutton had to look away from them. "Anyway, how about a guided tour to your desk?"

Her desk was tiny. It was also shoved in a windowless corner, perpendicular to a bigger desk that actually had a window. An old desktop PC sat on top of it, looking for all the world like it would never turn on. Sutton swore it was practically taunting her.

"I don't do the whole computer thing," Marta said, plopping onto Sutton's desk and gesturing at the PC. "I'm still a believer in long-hand. But Javier promises me on his ferret's life that Big Booty here should work no problem."

"Pardon?" Sutton asked again.

"Yeah, I don't know," Marta said, throwing a hand up. "All the younger people call this old machine 'Big Booty.' Probably a spin off Black Beauty, I would think."

"Yeah..." Sutton said, drawing her tongue against her teeth. "Probably."

"Ask Javier if you have any problems with it. He's our tech guy." Marta leaned forward conspiratorially. "You'll be able to spot him no problem," she whispered. "He's very techy. Makes jokes none of us understand. Wears a lot of statement t-shirts. Drinks three Red Bulls a day. That kind of thing."

"Oh," Sutton nodded. "Yes."

"I'll leave you to get settled, then," Marta said. "We'll have our staff meeting at 9:30."

"Great."

"Bathroom's down the hall if you need it. Try to work around Holly-Ann, if you can manage it. She eats Activia for breakfast."

"Oh--sure. Thank you."

Marta winked. "Good luck, Sutton."

Sutton was lost in a flurry of introductions after that. She met the tech support guy, Javier, who took a long drag from his Red Bull as he shook her hand. She met the lone college intern, a lanky Georgia Tech kid who insisted she call him "Mikey P." She met the sales team, who huddled together in the center of the office, complaining about their hangovers. Sutton raised her hand and gave them a sweeping "Hi," which all of them returned disinterestedly, except for a young woman around Sutton's age with shiny, black hair and wedge heels that buttressed her to just over five feet tall when she stood up. "I'm Debbie," the woman said, granting Sutton a big smile. She tapped her hand against Sutton's forearm and said, "You should sit with me during lunch. I'll tell you everything you need to know about Cyntera. I've got it down to a bulleted list in my head."

Sutton grinned uncomfortably. "No wonder you're in sales," she managed.

Debbie barked out a laugh, as if what Sutton had said was genuinely funny.

And finally, Sutton met the only other member of the legal department, a stocky guy named Wyatt who had graduated from Georgia State Law two years ago. He was waiting in the legal nook when she returned from her dizzying tour of the office. He sat at the desk next to hers--the one with a window view--and nodded at her as she approached.

"You want to quit yet?" he asked.

She put on her fake smile. "I'll give it a few more hours."

"Well, welcome to the legal team," he said, patting his hands on his thighs. "I'll give you a rundown of the ins and outs after our Monday meeting, but first things first: do not hang up Tennessee paraphernalia around here. I hate that shade of orange. And that team. Really I just hate the whole goddamn school."

She waited it out, studied his expression. She couldn't tell whether he was kidding or not.

Finally, his mouth slipped into a smile. "I was just being a dick to see what you'd do."

She fake laughed. He nodded his head like he could tell she was faking it.

"Ah, well," he said, patting his thighs again. "I've never worked with anyone else in legal before. It's always been me on my own. I'm not sure how to interact with you."

She shrugged. "That rundown of the ins and outs sounds like a good place to start."

"I was kidding about the Tennessee thing. Feel free to bring in your diploma or a pennant or anything. You ever heard of Rhodes College?"

"Sure. I've been to Memphis once or twice."

"I went to Rhodes for undergrad. We're supposed to hate Tennessee on principle. Supposed to support U of Memphis and all that."

"Ah."

"But I always thought that was a sack of shit. Anyway, have a seat. I'll show you how to log in to your e-mail."

At 9:37, Marta called them all together for the weekly staff meeting. Sutton grabbed her yellow legal pad, two pens, and her calendar notebook. Everyone else grabbed their coffee.

"Happy morning, team!" Marta chirped from the front of the conference room. "Let's do Two Highs and a Low before we start, huh? Who wants to share a High?"

There was coughing and shuffling. Finally, a woman with dyed blonde hair raised her hand. "My son's baseball team won their game on Saturday."

"Great, great! A winner just like his mom. Thank you, Holly-Ann! Great, everybody, right? Okay, who else?"

There was more coughing and shuffling. Someone bit into an apple; the sound grated Sutton's ears.

"I discovered the final digit of Pi last night," someone said.

Marta paused before responding. "Great. Great. Thank you, Javier."

"I was kidding," Javier snorted. "Pi is infinite."

"Okay, thank you. And--who has a low for today? Anyone have a low they're hoping to turn around today?"

"I got a flat this morning," Wyatt, who was sitting next to Sutton, said. "Unfortunately, I think the only thing that'll turn is a brand new tire."

"Always the snark from you, Wyatt," Marta said, flashing him a cheesy smile. "But I hope that flat won't prevent you from making the best of today."

Wyatt laughed and drummed his fingers on his knees.

"Well. On to announcements. You'll all notice--"

Marta's voice was cut off by the slamming of the front office door, followed by the quick pounding of high heels on industrial carpet.

"Ah, that'll be Ada with the Kilpatrick NDA," Marta said.

Sutton's mind twitched. In her 25 years, she had only ever known one person named Ada--but surely this was a different Ada--surely the universe wouldn't fuck with her like this, not on her first day of work at this new grown-up job--

The pounding of heels grew louder, and the person wearing those heels turned the corner and entered the conference room, and Sutton's heart stopped.

But the long, lean girl who had just rushed into the conference room didn't notice her. She wound her way toward Marta, handed her a folder of papers, and then shimmied into an empty chair, tucking her wet umbrella onto the carpet and reaching upwards to smooth the flyaway frizz sprouting off her otherwise-perfect hair.

"Thank you, Ada," Marta said, her voice impossibly chipper. "I was just saying, as you walked in, that we have a new team member here today. Everyone, could you please join me in welcoming Sutton to the family?"

There was a polite round of clapping. Marta and Debbie gave Sutton genuine smiles. Wyatt dipped his head toward her. Javier clapped once before swigging back his Red Bull. On-Delay stood still with his hands in his pockets.

But Sutton was looking only at Ada, whose hand had stilled and dropped slowly from her hair. They locked eyes for a blistering second before Sutton forced herself to look at everyone else, if only to distract herself from the frantic beating of her heart.

Ada Cosgrove worked at Cyntera. And Sutton had had no idea.

Her morning was a blur after that. She went through the motions of asking questions and nodding her head, but her mind was choppy and distracted, and her heart was beating wildly like she'd just finished a sprint. Her chest felt flushed beneath her button-down shirt.

How had she not known that Ada worked here? How had her parents forgotten to mention it when they were helping her network for this job?

"Are your eyes always twitchy?" Javier asked as he installed anti-virus software on her computer. He asked the question baldly, like he hadn't just met her.

"No," Sutton said, feeling impatient with herself. "I...didn't sleep much last night."

"Nervous about the first day?" Wyatt asked from his desk.

"Something like that."

"Are you an insomniac?" Javier asked. "My roommate's an insomniac. He eats three things of tapioca pudding before bed each night. It's the only thing that helps him. You should try it."

"I don't have insomnia."

"You might have it without realizing it."

"I think I would realize it." 

"Okay, whatever, I just thought it would be cool if you and my roommate had the same condition."

Sutton was quiet for a long beat. Then she voiced the question burning in her throat. "Hey...you know Ada? The girl who came in late? When did she start working here?"

"Couple months ago, I guess." Javier paused, used some keyboard shortcuts to click through the anti-virus software. "She's kind of a bitch," he said matter-of-factly.

Wyatt snorted.

"She is?" Sutton asked.

"She's pushing hard to be Marta's new lackey," Wyatt said, his eyes on his computer screen. "Doesn't ever say much to the rest of us, just works her ass off to outshine us."

"It's fucking annoying," Javier said. "Sometimes I like to troll her by making up assignments from Marta. Last week I told her Marta wanted us to paint a unicorn on her office door. I figured she'd run off to Home Depot right then and there."

"Did she?" Sutton asked, already knowing the answer. 

 Javier snorted at the computer screen. "No. She just glared at me. Like, death-glared." He paused again. "And she told me I could have come up with something better than a unicorn. "

Sutton considered this. "Well, no offense," she said, "but you could have."

It was around three p.m. when Sutton looked up from her computer because she felt the presence of another person. Wyatt had walked off toward the sales nook, probably to talk business, or maybe to shoot the shit. She didn't know. She was busy figuring out this new job, and she didn't need any distractions.

But then she felt that presence--

"Hey," came a voice.

Sutton didn't have to turn around to place that voice, but she shifted back from her desk and turned her chair around anyway.

Ada leaned against the wall of the legal nook, her arms crossed over her chest.

Sutton spoke before she could overthink it. "Hi."

Ada shifted her eyes from Sutton to the corner to Sutton again. "How've you been?"

Sutton considered her answer. "You mean since this morning?" She waited a beat. "Or for the last seven years?"

Ada stared her down. "It's a general question. Why didn't you tell me you'd be working here?"

"I didn't know you worked here."

"You could have checked Facebook."

"I don't regularly stalk you on Facebook."

Ada cleared her throat and looked to the corner again. "I work in sales. I probably won't even see you much around the office. But I wanted to at least acknowledge you."

"Well...consider me acknowledged."

Ada blinked once. "See you around."

She turned and walked off with the air of someone having completed a chore. Sutton stared after her, feeling at once angry and empty.

"Y'all know each other?" Wyatt said, strolling back into the legal nook, pointing his pen after Ada's retreating back.

"We...went to high school together."

"Ah. Gotcha. Small world. Always awkward when you end up working with one of the people you used to pass in the hallway every day."

Sutton's eyes glazed over. After a moment, she said, "Yeah."

Her mom was in the kitchen when Sutton got home. Sutton dropped her workbag on the floor, wishing she could discard her tiredness with it. She was drained from her first day of work, from sitting in Atlanta rush-hour traffic, from running smack into her ex-best friend and--

"How did it go?" her mom said, looking up from the bottle of raspberry vinaigrette she was pouring on a salad.

Sutton took her time in answering. She surveyed the sink, the stove, the island counter where her mom was standing--the same island where she and Ada used to sit and eat Eggo waffles on Saturday mornings.

"Sutton?" her mom prompted.

"Why didn't you tell me Ada works at Cyntera?"

"Ada who?"

"Ada Cosgrove? Seriously?"

Her mom paused with a single salad tong in her hand. She looked right at Sutton, her eyes narrowing. "Ada's working at Cyntera?"

"Yes!" Sutton half-screeched. "Are you telling me you didn't know? Do you have any clue how uncomfortable it was when we saw each other today?"

Her mom dropped a hand to her hip. "No, Sutton, I do not have any clue. Do you have any clue how to show your dear mother some appreciation for hooking you up with a good job?"

"I have to quit now."

Her mom scoffed as she tossed spinach leaves. "Yes, honey, that's very smart. Quit the great job you managed to secure in this tough economic climate, when all these fellow law graduates of yours are still out there knocking on doors and praying for leads, all because you're spooked by having to work with your old friend."

"She's not just my 'old friend,' and you know that. I've told you."

"She wasn't your girlfriend, Sutton."

"I was in love with her, Mom."

Her mom stilled with her arms perched at awkward angles above the salad bowl, the wooden tongs still in her hands. She inhaled a long breath, and when she let it out, she looked at Sutton again. "What are we fighting about here? Is this about your job, or is this more of your latent anger that I never intuited your sexuality?"

"What? No, this isn't--no, Mom, I'm over that."

"I'm trying, Sutton."

"I know."

"I've been trying for two years now. Dad, too."

"I know. You've been great."

"Come here. Taste this salad. I mixed the vinaigrette differently."

Sutton dragged herself to the island, plopped herself down on one of the old wooden stools she and Ada had always sat side-by-side on.  

"It's delicious," she said, chewing a spinach leaf.

"I figured it would be. Look, honey, you just have to shake off this Ada thing. It's been years since you two last spoke."

"Exactly."

"My point is you're different people now. New versions of yourselves. She wants to go about her job, and you want to do the same. It shouldn't be all that difficult to work at the same office."

"I know," Sutton whined, laying her head down on her arm. "I just don't want to."

"That's the thing about adulthood," her mom said, dragging the tongs through the salad one last time. "You have to do things you don't want to."

Chapter Two

It wasn't fair. It wasn't goddamn right. She had made so much progress in getting over Ada. Her first year of college, she hadn't been able to go a day without thinking about her, even though they were hundreds of miles apart and hadn't spoken since the summer. Her stomach had felt punctured every time she walked to class or sat down to eat in the student center. Even with all the new friends she was making, she had still felt so lonely--like they would never understand her the way Ada had. 

But Sutton had forced herself through all that. By her sophomore year, Ada had become a thing of the past. A phantom. Sutton had filed away all her photos of her. She had even deleted her phone number. 

And then she had reinvented herself into someone Ada didn't know. It was the ultimate healing tactic. She met new people, pushed herself to try new things, listened to music Ada would have spurned. Late in college she had started hooking up with girls and, somewhere in the back corner of her mind, she felt a sweet satisfaction knowing that Ada would never know. 

By the time she'd started law school, she had forgotten Ada all together. 

But this morning, when Ada had walked into the conference room, it was like none of that evolution mattered. Suddenly Sutton was 18 years old again, flailing in Ada's presence.

It was too much. Sutton needed to talk to someone who would understand. 

"Hello?" Amber's voice said through Sutton's iPhone. 

"Tell me how old I am," Sutton said.

"What?"

"Tell me how old I am."

"Er--dude, I don't know, didn't you just turn 25 last month?"

"Hold on, are you actually uncertain about that?"

Amber laughed with that old familiar laugh she'd had in college--the same one she'd had when Sutton first met her. "You're the one who's asking how old she is," Amber said. "What's going on?"

Sutton flopped onto her old bed and stared up at the ceiling, where a faded poster of Fall Out Boy remained taped to the plaster.  

"Fall Out Boy is fucking stupid," Sutton said.

"What? Sutton, are you on something right now?"

"No. Sorry. I'm staring at a picture of them that I taped to my ceiling when I was, like, 15. Which was a long time ago, right? I'm not still a teenager? I really am 25?"

"What the hell are you talking about?" 

Sutton let out a big breath. "Do you remember me telling you about my friend Ada? From high school?"

"That girl you were like obsessed with?"

"I wasn't obsessed with her."

"If you say so, boss. What about her?"

"She works at Cyntera."

Amber was silent on the other line, waiting.

"I saw her today," Sutton continued. "On my first fucking day of work. She just waltzed in to the company meeting we were having, looking exactly the same, except older." 

"Damn. What'd she do when she saw you?"

"We stared at each other like Oh fuck and then we both looked away. I have no idea what the rest of the meeting was about." 

"Is she still as beautiful as she was in those pictures you had?"

Sutton let out a mirthless laugh, remembering the 18-year-old Ada who had adorned her freshman dorm walls. "I think she's even more beautiful."

"Jesus."

"What do I do?"

Amber was silent again. Sutton closed her eyes, willing the heaviness in her chest to go away. 

"Are you sure you can't be friends with her again?" Amber asked. "What if this is the universe's way of directing you to something that's missing from your life?"

"Are you joking? Don't you remember how torn up I was freshman year? I already went through the whole grieving process over her. I don't want to be back in that place."

"Okay," Amber said gently. "Then...put up a wall. Don't let her in. Don't put yourself in unnecessary situations with her."

"I work with her, Amb."

"Yeah, but that doesn't mean she has to invade your life again. Listen, everybody has cliques at work. Find the one she's not a part of and hang out with those people. Even if they're lame or weird."

"Okay."

"You'll recalibrate soon enough, I promise. Now talk to me about something different. She-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named aside, how was your first day of work?" 

Tuesday was marginally better. The new position was overwhelming, and there was a lot to learn about Cyntera's business practices, but at least Sutton didn't experience a feeling of shock when she saw Ada again. In fact, she hardly saw her at all. Ada stayed planted in the sales nook, staring hard at her computer screen, sunlight streaming through the windows and lighting up her sepia-toned skin. 

Not that Sutton was looking at her skin. Or any part of her, really. 

Debbie, the girl from sales who had offered to tell Sutton everything about Cyntera, provided a welcome distraction to Sutton's grump. She hung out in the legal nook and told Sutton everything there was to know about Cyntera's business operations, their revenue stream, their board of directors, even their founder's obsession with Cyntera's name. 

"He once fired a guy for pronouncing the name wrong," Debbie said, with an air of wanting to impress. "This guy said CYN-tera instead of Cyn-TER-a, and Wallace absolutely lost his shit. He sent the guy to pack up his desk, and the next day he came in and delivered a Powerpoint presentation on the importance of names."

"Don't scare her, Deb," Wyatt said, kicking back in his chair. "Wallace doesn't even work here anymore. He retired almost two years ago." 

"I'm giving her the scoop. If you want to be successful in any company, you need to know as much about it as possible."

"Isn't Marta going to be mad about you hanging out in here?" Sutton asked. "I'm grateful for everything you're telling me, but I don't want to put you on the line--"

"No, she asked me to tell you all this stuff," Debbie said, brushing off Sutton's concern. "Ada didn't want to do it."

Sutton's heart rate picked up. "What?"

"She asked Ada first, but Ada had too much to do. Which is fine, you know, I mean I understand that people have different priorities at work. But I'm the kind of person who prioritizes teamwork and community over sales logs. That's why I wanted to help you."

"See?" Wyatt said, pointing his pen at Sutton. "It's everything Javi and I told you yesterday."

"What did you tell her?" Debbie asked, swinging her shiny hair back. 

Wyatt shook his head. "We gave her the skinny on Ada."

"Oh, Wyatt," Debbie said, knocking his shoulder with her hand. "Don't be like that. Let her form her own opinion."

"I have my opinion already," Sutton said, with an edge to her voice. 

Debbie stood straighter, balancing her weight on her wedge heels. "Try to keep an open mind," she said. "Everyone in this office has good and bad to them. Wyatt just doesn't like Ada because she insulted his tie once."

"What?" Wyatt cut in. "That's not fair. That's only a small part of it--"

"For some reason he decided to wear a tie with patterned elephants on it," Debbie continued, talking right over him, "and Ada made fun of him. Anyway, she has a good side, too. She and I have actually bonded lately."

"It's a great tie," Wyatt grumbled. 

"It's ugly," Debbie said, but then she smiled at him. 

"Thanks," Sutton said, wanting to end the conversation. "I'll try to be open. But right now I'm going to look over some paperwork." 

Somehow she made it to Friday. Each day became easier--not only in terms of her new-job stress, but also with how she felt about being near Ada. 

Amber had been right during their Monday night phone call: the office had small cliques, and Sutton needed to attach herself to the one Ada wasn't part of. 

Which was easy enough to do, as Ada didn't seem to be part of anything. As far as Sutton could tell, the only people Ada went out of her way to talk to were Marta and Debbie. It almost made Sutton worry about her.

Almost. 

Sutton fell in with Wyatt, Javier, and Debbie--and occasionally Mikey P., who trailed after them like an unwanted pet. They were a good, no-bullshit group of people, and they made work much more tolerable. 

And that's how Sutton found herself agreeing to go to Friday afternoon Happy Hour. 

"It's tradition to buy a beer for the new kid on campus," Wyatt said, rolling up his shirtsleeves. "Everyone will think you're a wash if you don't come."

"I like beer, I want to come," Sutton said. Then she paused. "Do you know who else is going?"

Wyatt smirked. "Are you playing into office politics already? I think it's just you, me, Javi, and Debbie. Oh, and Mikey P. Though we're not actually sure he's 21." 

"He's probably not."

Wyatt shrugged. "Not our concern. We're off the clock." 

She followed Wyatt out of the legal nook, through the sales pit and past Marta's office, and out to the elevators. A cluster of people was already there waiting.

And Ada was one of them.

Shit.

Ada seemed to be thinking the same thing, because she dropped her eyes and visibly huffed under her breath when she saw Sutton.

"Onward, my compadres?" Wyatt asked, pressing the elevator button.

"Yeah, man, I'm ready to get fucked," Mikey P. said. 

"Careful, Mikey," Ada said, adjusting her pencil skirt, "your underage douchebag is showing."

Mikey glared at her but didn't say anything. Wyatt snorted under his breath.

They stepped into the elevator all together. Sutton made a point to stand as far away from Ada as the elevator allowed. 

Meehan's Pub was crowded, as Sutton had expected for five o'clock on a Friday. But Wyatt pushed past the throng of people pressing against the bar and motioned for the rest of them to follow. Sutton tailed close behind him and watched as he clapped one of the servers on the shoulder. The server led them to a table and nodded disinterestedly as they expressed their thanks. 

"This is why you have to do Happy Hour with Wyatt," Debbie told Sutton as they slid into the booth. "He always gets us the best table." 

"I can't take the credit," Wyatt said, though he looked pleased. "It's all Trivarius. He's my man. He's never failed to save us a table." 

"This booth was open anyway," Ada frowned. "All those people we passed wanted to be at the bar."

Wyatt ignored her. "Alright, what are we buying for the new kid? Something high-gravity, huh?"

"Bad idea," Sutton said, taking the menu he passed her. "I'm an insufferable lightweight."

Ada laughed a short, close-mouthed laugh. Sutton looked at her before she could help herself, but Ada didn't meet her eyes. 

"You know what, choose whatever you want," Sutton said, passing the menu back to Wyatt. "I'm game for whatever your heart tells you."

"My kind of girl," Wyatt nodded. 

"Let's play a game," Debbie said, placing her hands on the table. "I'll set a timer on my phone and Sutton has to tell us as many things about her as she can within 30 seconds."

Sutton gawped. "Er--what?"

"Debbie alarms people sometimes," Javier said. 

"Shush, Javi. We play this game with all the new people."

"No one played it with me," Mikey P. said.

"Dude, you're an intern," Wyatt said. "You don't count."

"We played it with Ada when she started," Debbie said. "You spoke as slowly as you could, Ada, remember? It was like talking to On-Delay."

"I didn't trust you all," Ada said coolly, looking up from typing on her cell phone.

"What did you tell them about you?" Sutton asked, before she could help it.

Ada met her eyes for a shining second. "Nothing interesting."

"Okay, I've got the 30 seconds set up," Debbie said, pushing her iPhone toward the middle of the table. "Ready, Sutton? And--GO!"

"Um, I...well, I was born in New Jersey. I have a brother. I grew up here in Atlanta. Well, in the suburbs. Um...I did undergrad at Duke. I loved it there. Then I went to law school at UT. I graduated in May and now I'm working here."

She stopped talking and squeezed her shoulders into her body. Her co-workers looked at her with glazed eyes, bored by her sharing.

"That was only 15 seconds," Debbie said. "Tell us something else."

"Er--like what?"

"What you do for hobbies, where you live now, your weekend plans...Come on, make it fun!" 

"I have a cat," Sutton said stupidly. "Um. I never liked cats, but then I found this stray in Knoxville, so I took her in and got her healthy again. Her name is Wilson Phillips. Like the band?"

The others looked at her in confusion--everyone except Ada, whose mouth had crept into a half-smile.

"I've never heard of that band," Mikey P. said aggressively.

"Well you're, what, 12?" Sutton said. 

"Ha!" Wyatt laughed. 

"Is Wilson Phillips your favorite band?" Debbie asked.

Sutton didn't know how to answer. She felt Ada's eyes on her, and suddenly there was a canyon of unsaid things between them.

"I went through a phase in eighth grade," Sutton said, not meeting Ada's eyes.

"We all go through phases," Javier said sagely, stretching his arms back behind his head, and Sutton nodded and waited for someone to buy her a drink. 

They bought her several drinks.

Several high-gravity Abita Andygators, to be specific. 

"I'm drunk," Sutton said after the second one.

"Ah, come on, they're only 8 or 9 percent," Wyatt said, handing her a third one. "Buck up, new kid."

"I'll take it if she doesn't want it," Mikey P. said desperately. 

"No," Wyatt said, as if it was his decision. "You deserve to be punished just for trying to use that pathetic fake ID." 

"Yo, dude?" Javier called to the waiter. "Can I get a Guinness-Red Bull?"

The waiter hesitated. "You mean a vodka-Red Bull?"

"No," Javier said in disgust. "A Guinness-Red Bull."

It went on like that for 90 minutes. Sutton slurping Andygators, Wyatt chugging Bud Light, Debbie twirling a straw around her cocktail, Mikey P. sullenly drinking Coke, Javier ordering nonsensical Red Bull mixes, and Ada, sitting on the end of the booth, saying nothing while she sipped from a whiskey.

When Sutton's mom texted her to ask when she would be home, Sutton couldn't type properly.

Coming hone in a few.. 

The others were perfectly sober; only Sutton was drunk. She tried hard to disguise it, not wanting to look like an irresponsible fool in front of them, even though they were the ones who had bought her all these beers in the first place. 

"I'm spent," Wyatt said after a while. He lay down some bills on the table and stood abruptly to leave. "Y'all have fun weekends. I'm out."

"Me too," Debbie said, abandoning her cocktail. "See you Monday, everybody!"

It was harder to ignore Ada with two fewer people there. Sutton tried to talk to Javier, but he was preoccupied with a game on his cell phone. Every other minute, he'd let out a burp in Mikey P.'s direction. Mikey P. made a big show of whipping his head to the other side and rasping in disgust, but no one paid him any attention. 

Ada's drink ran out, but she didn't order another one; nor did she ask for her bill. She just sat there coolly, looking haughty and bored, her eyes rolling from one corner of the bar to the next. Sutton couldn't figure out why she wouldn't leave. Wasn't this close proximity after all these years torture for her, too? 

"Bye," Javier said suddenly, slamming his pint glass down and fishing loose change and crumpled bills from his pocket. He tossed them down onto the table and ambled out of the bar without another word.

"You guys wanna go to a club or something?" Mikey P. asked.

"No," Sutton said.

"Go home, Mikey," Ada said, pulling a precisely folded bill from her clutch. "Sutton, let's go. I'm driving you."

"What? No. I'm fine."

Ada gave her a burning look as she stood up. She took one last sip of her whiskey and then stalked off through the bar.

"Club?" Mikey asked.

"No," Sutton said, grabbing her purse, suddenly panicky as she realized how drunk she was. Ada had been the only one to offer her a sober ride, and she had thoughtlessly turned her down. Now what would she do?

"I--have to go," she told Mikey. "I'll see you on Monday."

Mikey slurped from the bottom of his Coke glass. "Yeah. See ya." 

She moved woozily through the bar, trying to gauge whether or not she was fit to drive. She had half-convinced herself that she was fine when she stepped out of Meehan's and found Ada waiting for her.

"Come on," Ada said, stepping gracefully off the sidewalk. "Hurry up before Mikey comes out here and makes even dumber proposals." 

"What?"

"Sutton. Come. On."

Wordlessly, Sutton traipsed after her, wondering why her own heels were clacking so hard on the asphalt. She felt unsteady in her own body. Ada glided ahead of her, cool and certain, like the world belonged to her.

They walked back across the street to their building's parking lot. Sutton followed Ada to her car, an Audi S3 with spotless black casing. It looked so new it could have been sitting in a showroom. 

"This is your car?"

"No, it's my pimp's car. He's letting me borrow it for the night."

Sutton stared at her for a moment. "Somehow I'd forgotten how disarming your sarcasm can be." 

"Disarming," Ada repeated, her attention focused on her car key. "There's an adjective I hadn't heard in a while."

They got into the car and Sutton asked, "What about my car?"

"You can get it in the morning. Building management won't care."

"You're sure?"

"Even if I'm not, what choice do you have?"

"You don't have to drive me."

"You're drunk."

"I'm perfectly fine."

Ada shook her head. "The rest of them might be stupid--or selfish--but you can't fool me. You were drunk before you even finished that first beer."

Sutton sighed, defeated. 

"Where do you live?" Ada asked, business-like.

Sutton tucked her head against the window. "I'm living with my parents right now. You can just take 400 up to Exit 9--"

"I know how to get to your parents' house, Sutton."

Sutton rolled her head around to look at her. "You used to know."

Ada stared through the windshield and said nothing.

Sutton went into a trance as Ada drove. She held her head up with her hand, digging her elbow against the passenger side window. How strange was it to be sitting here in Ada's car, unintentionally drunk, while Ada drove her to a place they had both considered home for so many years? 

She didn't dare to believe that Ada could still find her way there. Sutton's parents' house was at the back of a windy, overpopulated subdivision, where all the streets sounded the same (Deer Valley Drive, Deer Hunt Overlook, Deerborn Lane) and every house was a carbon copy of the one next door. Sutton had used to joke, when she had been in high school and had first started driving, that she took stock of her friends by seeing which ones could get to her house without calling and asking for directions.

But Ada knew her way. A left turn, a right turn, a long straight road through three different stop signs, another left, another right. And suddenly Sutton was looking up at her parents' house through the passenger window of Ada's car. 

"I--" she said.

Ada looked at her, that bored, haughty expression still on her face. 

"How did you remember how to get here?" Sutton asked.

"It's just muscle memory," Ada said, looking away from her. "You could probably still get to my parents' house, too."

"Maybe," Sutton said, unable to look away. 

"Go drink some water. A lot of water." Ada hesitated. "And eat something."

"Yeah...I will. Um. Thank you. You really didn't have to drive all this way."

"It's fine. I'd rather put myself out than have you get a DUI and jeopardize our company culture." 

Sutton stared at her. "Yeah. Okay. Bye."

"Bye," Ada said, already scrolling through her iPhone. 

Sutton stepped out of the car and shut the door on Ada. She walked up the driveway and let herself into the garage without looking back. 

***

There's a lot of talk when the new girl shows up. First, because almost everyone has been in this school since kindergarten and they never get new kids anymore - especially not in September, a whole month into their eighth-grade year. And second, because the new girl has brown skin. Skin like the people they've been reading about in their study of the Civil Rights movement. Skin like only three other kids in the whole school have, and like no one else in their grade has.

Sutton watches the new girl from her position in the back of the social studies classroom. She has to turn around in her seat to see Mr. Harney when he talks at the front of the room, and whenever she turns around, the new girl is right in her line of sight. Sutton used to whine about having to sit in this horrible seat, but today she's grateful for it, because it means she's the only person in the class who can get away with watching the new girl without being obvious.

The new girl has big, scared eyes that magnetize to Mr. Harney's every movement. She sits absolutely still in her chair, with her spine straight and her chin at a 90-degree angle, like Sutton's mom is always lecturing her to do. When Mr. Harney tells them to take notes, the new girl slides her gel pen across the page to create perfect, computer-like handwriting, and Sutton gawps, fascinated, forgetting to take her own notes. 

The new girl looks up suddenly, her eyes fixing on Sutton with a defensive look. She thinks Sutton is judging her, or copying her, so she juts her elbow out on the desk, blocking Sutton's view of her notebook.

"Sorry," Sutton mouths reflexively, but the new girl doesn't see.

 

They talk for the first time at afternoon carpool. Sutton's best friends, Bailey and Jessie, have already been picked up in the first carpool group. Normally Sutton's mom would have been there for first carpool, too, but today she has a tennis match that's keeping her late. 

The new girl stands by herself, her arms crossed over her sky-blue polo shirt: the school uniform. Sutton watches how her eyes tick over the incoming cars. 

"I wasn't cheating off you today," Sutton says, stepping near to her. "Just so you know."

The girl's eyes sweep over her, but she does it without moving her head - she's totally rigid, like a deer hearing the snap of a twig. But after a second she turns her head to fully look at Sutton, her arms still crossed, and she says, "How is it even possible to cheat on notes?"

Her voice is softer than Sutton expected, but it's clear, too, like a crisp echo down a tiled hallway. 

"You know what I mean," Sutton frowns. "I wasn't copying you, I just thought you had cool handwriting."

The girl blinks once. "Thanks."

"What was your name again? I didn't understand Mr. Harney when he said it."

"Ada."

"Ada?"

"Like Ate-a-whole-pizza?"

"Oh, okay." 

"It's a family name."

"Okay."

Ada keeps her arms crossed, but she swivels her whole body toward Sutton. "Well...aren't you gonna tell me your name?"

"Oh! Sorry, yeah, I forgot. It's Sutton. Like 'button,' but with an S."

"That's pretty."

"Thanks," Sutton smiles. Dozens of people have told her her name's pretty, but when this girl--Ada--tells her, Sutton actually believes it. 

"You can sit with my friends and me at lunch tomorrow," Sutton says. "I mean, if you want. I know you sat with Laura and them today, but if you want to try a different end of the table..."

    

"Okay," Ada says, and then, like a magic trick, Sutton sees the hint of a smile on her face, and she knows this is the beginning. 

---

---

---
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Chapter Three

Sutton was as nervous for her second Monday of work as she had been for the first. But this time, it wasn't because she was new. This time, it was because she didn't want to face Ada after her humiliating drunken night at Meehan's. 

 

The Monday morning meeting lasted longer than the previous week's. Marta wanted to give them all a detailed preview of their upcoming corporate retreat. Wyatt sat next to Sutton and tapped a pen on his loafer the whole time, save for the random occasions he tossed it up in the air to see if he could catch it.

 

Sutton had never been on a corporate retreat--or a corporate anything, for that matter--and didn't know what to think of the upcoming excursion. Her colleagues' expressions, as they listened to Marta speak about the retreat, ranged from bored to jaded to mildly interested. When Sutton risked a glance at Ada, Ada was sitting upright in her chair, her posture as perfect as always, with her eyes glazed over. She was clearly lost in thought. 

 

"So what's the deal with the retreat thing?" Sutton asked Debbie and Javier at lunch. 

 

Javier paused from wolfing down his Moe's burrito to answer her. "We go out into the woods. Company pays for us to get drunk and bond. Everyone acts awkward when we come back on Monday."

 

"That's it?"

 

"It's supposed to be rejuvenating," Debbie said. "We're supposed to gain a fresh perspective on our company's goals and our role in reaching them."

 

"Does that actually happen?"

 

"No. Javi's right--we mostly get drunk and bond. And before we even leave for the retreat there's a big passive-aggressive contest over who rooms with who."

 

"I roomed with On-Delay last year," Javier says, with salsa dripping out of the corner of his mouth. "Do you know what it's like to share a room with that guy? 'Hey, Craig, can you turn that light off, man?' Three minutes later: 'Yes, okay.' It was brutal, dude."

 

"Why did you room with him?"

 

"'Cause Wyatt was a douche and joined up with this guy from sales. That guy quit, like, the next month, though. He said he needed to go 'find himself' in the Mojave Desert."

 

Sutton stared. "So we do choose our own roommates?"

 

"Usually," Debbie said. "Oh! Do you want to room with me?"

 

Sutton hesitated for only a moment. Sure, Debbie was annoying sometimes, but if Sutton committed to her, she wouldn't have to worry about the possibility of rooming with Ada.  

 

Because there was no way in hell she wanted to room with Ada. Absolutely not. 

 

"I would love to," she answered. 

 

"Perfect! I'm a fantastic roommate," Debbie said, bouncing in her seat. "I'm not a snorer, I can sleep through anything, I take short showers...I mean, the list is infinite. You're lucky I asked you!"

 

"I am," Sutton replied.

 

Just then, Marta poked her head into the breakroom. "Oh, Sutton, there you are! Making friends, huh? When you're finished eating, come see me in my office. No rush."

 

Then she was gone, and anxiety erupted in Sutton's stomach. Was this about Friday night at Meehan's?

 

"Why do you look scared?" Javier said with his mouth full. 

 

"What? I don't."

 

"You so do," Debbie said, with a tinkering laugh. "It's not like going to see the principal, Sutton. She probably just wants to check in with you about something."

 

"Or she might want your opinion on her plants," Javier said, his teeth coated in beef and cheese. "Sometimes she asks people what they think of her sunflowers. She stopped asking me, though, because I told her that artificial was the way to go. But some people just can't hear the truth, man." 

 

 

 

Whatever Javier and Debbie said, Sutton was still worried Marta wanted to scold her for her behavior at Happy Hour the week before. She approached Marta's office with her heart beating hard and her palms sweating.

 

But Marta only wanted to hear how her first week had gone. She leaned back in her chair and plopped her hands over her belly like some kind of Mrs. Clause figure, her big shiny gums commanding Sutton's attention. 

 

"Everyone's really nice," Sutton told her. "And they've been so helpful to me."

 

"That's what I like to hear," Marta said, popping her finger into the air. "And you and Wyatt are working well together?"

 

"Yeah," Sutton said easily. "No problems."

 

"Good. Has Wyatt told you much about us trying to buy out that little Florida start-up?"

 

"No, he hasn't."

 

"I wanted to brief you myself. Wyatt's very good at what he does, but he doesn't always take the time to explain things to others. So. Let me give you a rundown of this Florida company so you better understand the kind of paperwork that will be involved in a buy-out. Ada and Debbie can help you too because they've been working with the sales team down there."

 

Sutton's stomach twisted.

 

"I always like to frame it with a story," Marta said, her gums elongating with her grin. "This one starts with a guy named Paul Case who built up a--"

 

There was a knock at the door, coupled with "Marta?"

 

Sutton shifted around: Ada was in the doorway, her knuckles still folded together in a knock, her eyes staring determinedly past Sutton.

 

"What's the hibbup, Ada?" Marta said.

 

Ada spoke in a low voice. "Mr. Leantree's in the waiting room. He's complaining about the bathrooms again--"

 

"Oh, Christ on a cracker," Marta said, pulling her hands down her face. "I've told him a million times, it's the McDougallpeople who aren't keeping the bathrooms clean, not our people--Ada, sit here with Sutton. Tell her as much as you can about the Florida deal until I get this settled."

 

She shuffled past them, her shiny gums hidden beneath a frown. 

 

Ada looked like she'd been duped. She stared after Marta, clearly wanting to follow her back into the heart of the office.

 

"Better do what Mommy said," Sutton said.

 

Ada swiveled her eyes toward her; there was contempt in her expression. "Excuse me?"

 

Sutton shrugged and immediately felt like a petulant teenager. "Nothing."

 

Ada glared at her for an extended second before she stepped fully into Marta's office and settled herself in the chair next to Sutton. But she stared straight ahead at Marta's window, and Sutton did the same.

 

They sat and waited. Sutton could hear vague snippets of Marta's voice, which sounded impatient, mixing with the voice of a man who sounded equally impatient. She tried to piece together what they were saying, but she couldn't understand them well enough.

 

"Who's Mr. Leantree," she said, still staring straight ahead.

 

Ada cleared her throat before she answered. "Head custodian."

 

"And why is he mad about the bathrooms?"

 

Ada sighed like she was having to answer the questions of a five-year-old. "He thinks our group is leaving them messy. Not throwing away trash, not flushing the toilet, that kind of thing." 

 

Sutton was silent. After a moment she said, "That's gross."

 

"It's probably not us. It's probably the McDougall people, like Marta said."

 

"Even still."

 

They lapsed into silence again. Marta's irate voice floated toward Sutton in a surreal haze. 

 

"So have you recovered from your little drunken spell?" Ada said.

 

Sutton closed her eyes in frustration. "I'm fine."

 

"You don't have to be embarrassed about it."

 

"Aren't you supposed to be telling me about this Florida company? Isn't that your job, given that you're Marta's special lackey?"

 

Ada whipped her head around at her. Sutton refused to meet her eyes. 

 

"I didn't think you were stupid enough to listen to Wyatt and Javier," Ada said, her voice icy.

 

"I'm not listening to anyone. This is my own opinion."

 

"Wow, good for you, forming your own opinions now."

 

"You know what?" Sutton said, her loud voice surprising her. "Why don't you just shut up and leave? Why do you keep trying to talk to me, anyway?" 

 

"Funny," Ada huffed, rising from her chair, "I remember asking you the same question seven years ago." 

 

This left Sutton speechless.

 

"Oh no, look at me," Ada said cuttingly, pausing at the door, "I'm leaving even though Marta told me to stay put. What a bad lackey I am."

 

She gave Sutton a lingering look, which took Sutton by surprise because it was more disappointment than anger, then she rapped her knuckles on the doorframe and swept out of the room. 

 

 

 

Ada started showing up in Sutton's dreams. There she was, sitting on the carpet of Sutton's childhood bedroom, looking like the fourteen-year-old version of herself. Her hair was frizzy, her teeth were covered by green braces. Her long limbs splayed out on the carpet, sepia on white. 

 

"Why aren't we friends anymore?" Dream-Ada asked, her voice shimmery, her eyes sad. "Don't you realize I miss you?"

 

Sutton answered with heaviness in her heart. "I miss you, too." 

 

 

 

The rest of the week passed in typical corporate mundaneness. Sutton clicked through e-mail, highlighted pages upon pages of paperwork, squinted at her computer screen while she read through PDF files on the Florida start-up company. 

 

Her colleagues were their normal selves. Javier started a witch-hunt when one of his Red Bulls went missing from the refrigerator. Debbie painted her nails a neon orange color during lunch in the break room. Wyatt took regular breaks from working to monitor his Fantasy Football league. Sutton made the mistake of following Holly-Ann into the bathroom, even after she saw Holly-Ann eat two cartons of Activia. 

 

In the midst of it all, Marta sent them periodic e-mails about their upcoming retreat weekend, which would start on Friday afternoon. The most befuddling e-mail was a short list of things they were not permitted to do on the shuttle, which included the sentence "Please do not bring any rodents in your luggage." 

 

Sutton found this absurd until Wyatt explained that Javier had smuggled his ferret onto the bus the previous year. 

 

The only unexpected thing that happened was Sutton eating lunch with Ada on Thursday.

 

She didn't intend for it to happen. She got swamped with work just before noon that day--mostly because Wyatt conveniently forgot to tell her about something that was due by close of business--and had to pass on Debbie's invitation to join her for lunch at one o'clock. She didn't end up eating until three o'clock, when she could no longer fight the hunger in her stomach and had made enough progress with her workload that she could justify taking a 15-minute break. 

 

She expected the break room to be empty. Because who else would be loony enough to eat lunch at three o'clock?

 

Ada, of course.

 

Sutton couldn't control the dropping of her jaw when she stepped into the break room and saw Ada sitting at the round table. Ada, for her part, paused in the middle of eating her microwaveable macaroni and blinked at Sutton once before digging her fork back into the noodles.  

 

Sutton strode past the round table like everything was perfectly normal. She fetched her lunch from the back of the refrigerator, but when she turned back around and shut the fridge, she was suddenly paralyzed. Would it be weird for her to sit down with Ada, especially after their confrontation on Monday? Would it be weirder to take her lunch back to her desk?

 

"I'm not gonna fucking bite you," Ada said, stirring her macaroni. 

 

Sutton tsked and looked sideways at the door, trying to gain control of the situation. "I know," she said, adopting a confident voice. She sat down next to Ada and opened her lunch bag like she was completely unfazed by the situation.

 

They ate in silence. Ada scraped her fork against her plastic macaroni tray; Sutton chewed down on her turkey sandwich, with the bread getting stuck to her back teeth. 

 

But then Sutton pulled out her chocolate Yoo-hoo drink and Ada let out a laugh.

 

"What?" Sutton said, though she had an instinct about what was so funny.

 

"You still drink those?"

 

Sutton faltered. "Yeah? So?"

 

Ada shook her head. "Nothing. It's just funny."

 

"Why is it funny."

 

"It was funny even when we were 17. They make those drinks for, like, elementary school kids."

 

"They make them for people who like chocolate milk, and I happen to like chocolate milk. You don't have to make me feel stupid about it."

 

"I'm not trying to make you feel stupid."

 

"Besides, you probably still have weird eating habits, too. I'll bet you still separate Skittles into color piles before you eat them."

 

Ada's face changed. Her smile faltered; her eyes were suddenly bare.

 

"What?" Sutton asked, uncertainly.

 

"Nothing."

 

They fell into silence again. Sutton slurped from her Yoo-hoo and scraped for something to say.

 

"Are you going on the retreat this weekend?"

 

Ada raised her eyebrows at her. 

 

"Okay, fine, stupid question, of course you are," Sutton blustered. "I was just trying to make conversation."

 

Ada licked her lips. "It's not that bad, from what I hear."

 

"The retreat?"

 

"Yeah. Debbie says it's a beautiful lodge. Gorgeous grounds and wildlife."

 

"Ugh, great."

 

"You'll have to get over your fear of bees, I guess."

 

"I am over it," Sutton said, more defensively that she meant to. "I'm not exactly the same as I was in high school."

 

Ada fixed her with a look that meant she didn't believe her, and Sutton hated the way she still felt exposed in front of Ada--like everything inside of her was on display, easily readable, easily understood.

 

"Well, you won't have to deal with my bee-phobic self anyway," she said. "I'm rooming with Debbie."

 

Ada's face registered shock. "What? I'm rooming with Debbie."

 

"Bullshit. She asked me on Monday."

 

Ada stared at her for a long second, her dark eyes blazing, before she leapt up from the table and stalked out of the break room. Sutton followed her, already knowing where she was going and what she was doing.

 

"Debbie," Ada said, grabbing Debbie's chair from behind and swiveling her around to face them. Debbie's face showed surprise, but Ada didn't stop to explain herself. "Who are you rooming with this weekend?"

 

Debbie looked back and forth between the two of them, her expression contorted in confusion. "You two. I thought we already established this?"

 

Ada glared up at Sutton with her tongue poking into her teeth. She looked back to Debbie and huffed, "You asked both of us?"

 

"Yeah?" Debbie said, bobbing her head forward as if to say So what? "There are some three-bedroom cabins available, didn't you hear Marta say that on Monday morning? I asked her if we could have one of them. I mean, hello, last year I was the only 20-something girl at this company, now there are three of us, so why would I not want to set us up for a fun situation?" She paused to raise her eyebrows at them, signifying exactly what she meant by fun. Sutton could feel a hangover already.

 

Ada's eyes fluttered closed for a moment. She stood up straight again, her shoulders back and her arms hanging gracefully at her sides. "Sorry, Debbie," she said, her falsely-kind voice on. "I just went nuts for a second thinking I might not get to room with you. I didn't realize you had planned for all of us to room together."

 

"Aw, don't worry about it, Ada," Debbie said, tapping her foot against Ada's calf. Ada twitched, but Debbie didn't notice. 

 

"Sorry for bothering you, Deb," Sutton said. "I'm so pumped for this weekend. I'll talk to you more about it tomorrow."

 

"Yeah, girl, it'll be great!"

 

With that, Sutton turned and huffed her way back to the break room. She felt rather than heard Ada following her. When they had both made it back into the break room, they gathered their lunches together and stood on opposite sides of the table, waiting to know what to say.

 

Finally, Ada spoke. "I guess I'll see you on the shuttle tomorrow." 

 

Sutton cleared her throat and searched for words. "Make sure you bring your motion sickness medicine. We wouldn't want you barfing all over the place." 

 

    

 

    

Ada shot her a look before she pushed her way out of the break room, leaving Sutton to finish eating alone.

Chapter Four

From the moment Sutton got out of the shower on Friday morning, she had the oddly nostalgic feeling that she was going on a school field trip. This Friday morning had the same strange thrill as all those mornings in elementary and high school, when Sutton had woken up and remembered with a leap in her stomach that her class was going to the state capitol or the Jimmy Carter Museum or the Margaret Mitchell House. Back then, Sutton had traded her private school uniform for a pair of American Eagle jeans and an overpriced Abercrombie t-shirt. Today she traded her work slacks and heels for a dark-washed pair of Levis and flats.

 

Her co-workers were dressed down as well, not just in clothing but also in motivation. Each one of them had a suitcase or duffle bag or, in Javier's case, a black trash bag, bunched up against their desk as a reminder of the company retreat. The sales team wasted a lot of time chatting in the break room that morning. Wyatt played Solitaire on his computer without bothering to hide the screen. And Debbie, when Sutton ambled over to talk to her, was flipping through a J. Crew catalog right at her desk. 

 

"Don't you have any work?" Sutton laughed, half horrified, half impressed.

 

"It's Retreat day," Debbie shrugged. "It doesn't matter. Hey, what do you think of this cardigan?"

 

Sutton didn't answer. Ada had just walked across the office, her lanky frame seeming even skinnier in a pair of jeans, and Sutton suddenly remembered, with heat that felt like a fever, she and Ada wandering away from their classmates to explore the Jimmy Carter Museum on their own. 

 

 

 

They whiled away the hours until Marta told them to shut off their computers at three o'clock. Then they left in bunches to meet the shuttle in the parking lot. 

 

The shuttle was smaller than Sutton had hoped. She had expected a big luxury bus, one of those white chartered ones with cushy purple seats and plenty of room to stretch out. 

 

But this shuttle was more like one of those dinky airport shuttles where Sutton always ended up banging her ankle on someone else's suitcase. 

 

Sutton stepped onto the shuttle and assessed her seating options as fast as she could. Shit. Debbie and Wyatt, her two choices for seating partners, were already sitting together. Javier hadn't yet boarded, so Sutton could choose an empty pair of seats and hope he would sit next to her, but what if...? No, surely Ada wouldn't dare sit next to her. Had she not made it clear in the break room yesterday that she had no desire to be around Sutton? Had she not practically choked out her revulsion? 

 

Sutton took a gamble: she sat down in an empty pair of seats. Then she held her breath and tried to act like she wasn't zeroing in on every person who climbed onto the shuttle behind her. 

 

Go figure Ada was just a couple of people down the line. She slipped onto the bus with her usual regal demeanor, looking for all the world like she was going to a private banquet at a country club rather than on a corporate retreat with a bunch of idiosyncratic coworkers. 

 

Ada's eyes skirted over the empty seat next to Sutton, and for a blistering moment, Sutton held her breath.

 

But Ada glided right past her, not saying a word. Sutton fought the urge to turn around and see where she had chosen to sit instead.

 

Javier clambered onto the bus next, wearing a t-shirt that said There is no defying gravity, you musical moron. He had big clunky headphones collared around his neck and was biting into a Slim Jim as he scooted down the middle of the bus. Sutton looked to catch his eye, but when he saw her, he waved noncommittally and shuffled on down the row. When she turned around to see where he had landed, she saw him settling in next to Ada. 

 

And that's how Sutton found herself sitting with On-Delay for the ninety-minute bus ride. 

 

"Are you looking forward to the retreat?" she asked as the shuttle pulled out of the parking lot.

 

He side-eyed her and inhaled a long breath. After a deep sigh that seemed to go on for a full minute, he muttered, "No," and that was the only word she got out of him for the duration of the ride. 

 

 

 

The lodge was prettier than she had thought it would be. They all piled off the shuttle and into the lodge's reception area, which had a 30-foot-high ceiling with crossbeams, a stone fireplace, and a shag carpet with a bear's head at the foot of it (Sutton did not want to know whether or not that bear's head was real). Marta took care of checking in their team while they all milled about the reception area, making small chatter and assuring themselves that it was normal to spend a Friday night in rural Georgia with their colleagues.  

 

"Time to get the party started," Mikey P. said, pulling a flask out of his jacket.

 

"What the fuck, Mikey, put that away," Debbie said. "You're underage and Marta is right there."

 

Mikey tried to remain cool, but his cheeks reddened. "I was just trying to get a jump on everything."

 

"It's not a race, dude," Wyatt said. 

 

Sutton sat on the arm of a leather chair, watching them, feeling suddenly exhausted. She wanted to be home in her old bed, watching Netflix with Wilson Phillips curled up next to her. Her eyes flicked across the reception area, to where Ada stood near the check-in desk, her eyes glued to her cell phone.

 

"Alright, Cynterans, we're all set!" Marta called, spinning around to face the room. "Can I get one person from each room to come grab a key? Then we'll meet for dinner in an hour." 

 

Sutton let Debbie rush forward to grab the key tag. Ada had apparently reached the same decision. Debbie took the key from Marta and looked around for both of them, and Sutton pulled herself up from the chair, setting her jaw as she went to join them. 

 

 

 

And then it was just the three of them, trudging along to their cabin. The pathways were all outside, filled with white and gray pebbles. Everywhere Sutton looked, her eyes met shades of green. They were surrounded by trees and wild grass and blooming summer flowers. 

 

As they pushed on, carting their suitcases and bags behind them, Debbie listed all the things they could do that weekend. "And we can have an old-fashioned sleepover one of the nights," she half-yelled to them. "Maybe make some s'mores and sit up talking about guys!"

 

Sutton scoffed inwardly. 

 

They reached their cabin, which sat in an isolated clearing by itself. They had to walk across a skinny wooden footbridge that crossed over a small pond in order to reach it. Sutton supposed most people would find the whole thing charming and rustic, but she felt impatient and cranky.

 

"This is so cute," Debbie gushed when they reached the cabin. "Way better than the room I had last year. That's part of the reason I wanted a three-bedroom, you know?" 

 

"Smart thinking," Ada said flatly.

 

Debbie swung open the door to their cabin, and they all stood in the doorway for a moment, taking it in. Then Debbie strode forward into the space and left her suitcase standing in the middle of the floor.

 

"Way cute," she said, talking to herself. "Oooh--I want this bed. Do you guys care if I take this bed?"

 

It was on the end of the cabin, next to the window--which meant Sutton and Ada would have to take the two adjacent beds in the middle of the cabin. They would have to sleep mere feet away from each other.

 

Sutton glanced at Ada, who looked as irritated as she felt. "That's fine, Debbie," Sutton said, speaking for both of them. "I don't really care which bed I get, as long as I can sleep for a long 10 hours."

 

"More like 11," Ada said under her breath.

 

"What?"

 

Ada didn't reply; she walked over to the bed on the other end of the room and lay her giant purse on top of it.

 

So Sutton would get the bed in the middle. Great.

 

"I'm gonna text Wyatt," Debbie announced. "See what he and Javi are doing before dinner."

 

"They're probably unpacking and putzing around, like I imagine everyone is," Sutton said.

 

"Not everyone," Ada said, lying down on her bed. She secured headphones around her ears, scrolled through her phone for a few seconds, and then closed her eyes and lay backward without further ado. Sutton could hear the music blaring even from where she stood near the door. 

 

Debbie shook her head. "She's weird sometimes," she whispered. 

 

Sutton didn't reply. She felt barbed, all of a sudden, by an instinct she knew to be true: Ada was uncomfortable. Ada was nervous. Sutton couldn't parse apart how she knew this; she just did. 

 

"She probably needs some settling time," Sutton said after a beat. 

 

"Yeah, whatever," Debbie said, raising her eyebrows. "Hey--you want to take a shot?" 

 

 

 

Dinner was served buffet style. The lodge staff had set up round tables in a small conference room off the main reception area, but Marta encouraged everyone to take their dinner wherever they liked--to explore the grounds and "forge deeper connections with your teammates." 

 

The lodge chef had cooked up authentic Southern barbecue for them. It smelled so delicious that it buoyed Sutton out of her bad mood. She loaded her plate with pulled pork and coleslaw and baked beans and fried macaroni, and then she followed Wyatt, Debbie, and Javier out into the grounds. She felt Ada following them, too. 

 

They chose a small garden setting just outside the main lobby. It had white wicker rocking chairs and a small trickling fountain in the corner. Debbie had followed Wyatt into the love seat; Javier and Sutton chose individual rocking chairs to settle in. Ada ended up having to share with Mikey P. 

 

"Did you not see the pulled pork?" Wyatt asked Ada, whose plate was conspicuously missing one of the barbecue sandwiches.

 

Ada made a face. "I'm a vegetarian."

 

Wyatt stopped chewing. "What?"

 

"A vegetarian," Ada repeated, saying each syllable slowly. "What, have you never met one?"

 

"I'm just surprised," Wyatt said, leaning back into his seat. "I thought eating vegetarian was, like, a white people trend." 

 

Sutton could feel the prickling on the air. She watched as Ada's mouth contorted the way it always used to when they were teenagers. 

 

"There's no racial requirement for eating vegetarian," Ada said coldly. 

 

"I don't think he's trying to be a dick," Mikey P. said, gesturing with his fork. "He's just making a cultural observation."

 

"Shut up, Mikey," Sutton said, surprising herself with her anger. 

 

"No, I get it," Debbie said. "I mean, different ethnic groups do tend to have their own eating patterns. Most Koreans eat so much meat. Do you have any idea what my parents would think if I came home and said I wouldn't eat bulgogi anymore because I'd given up meat? I might as well announce that the grass is purple." 

 

"Nah, man," said Javier. "You shouldn't generalize about people. Individuals do their own shit." 

 

"I meant no offense," Wyatt said, speaking to the whole group. "I just think it's really neat and interesting that Ada's a vegetarian because, you know, most of the vegetarians I've met are white. Just goes to show the diversity of people, I guess."  

 

"That's fascinating," Ada said, stabbing a bean on her fork. "Maybe you can make me a list of all the ways I'm defying black culture." 

 

"Aw, come on, Ada," Wyatt said. "You know what I meant by it."

 

Sutton felt her anger burst out of her throat. 

 

"You know her mom's white, right?" she said, practically shouting. Her neck was flaring with heat; she recognized, somewhere deep inside of her, the signs of a reckless rant coming on. "Yeah, but the funny thing is, her black dad is the vegetarian one. Because he's a philosophy professor who studies animal rights. Isn't that absolutely interesting? I'll bet it helps you make more sense of this conundrum, huh, Wyatt?"

 

Wyatt gawped stupidly at Sutton. So did everyone else. Except for Ada, who sat with her chest heaving and her eyes burning fire. 

 

"Wait, are you like, friends with her dad or something?" Mikey P. said.

 

Sutton didn't have time to stammer through a reply before Ada stood up, slammed her plate onto the nearest table, and stalked off. 

 

"Ugh," Sutton said, throwing her own plate down. "Damn it, Wyatt, learn some tact while I'm gone!" 

 

She left them all sitting with their jaws open while she ran off after Ada.

 

 

 

She found her pacing outside their cabin, her eyes still burning hatred.

 

"What the fuck, Ada?" she yelled as she came upon her. "What the hell was that?"

 

"Excuse me?" Ada yelled back. "You're asking me that? You're the one who inserted yourself for no reason, when it was none of your business!"

 

"Because you weren't defending yourself!"

 

"What?! Are you fucking deaf? Did you not hear me defending myself? Do you think I'm not used to hearing that shit? Think I haven't had any practice before in explainingmyself and my peculiar non-black or too-black tendencies? You know I have! No, you're just pissed because I didn't justify their stupidity with the easy explanation. 'Oh, she's not really black, she's actually half-white, so that explains everything!'"

 

"It's your fucking identity! Why shouldn't they know who you are?"

 

"Because they don't need to! Because my parents are none of their business! They're our fucking work colleagues, Sutton, why the hell would I go telling them my whole life story? Have you told them anything about your parents? Or do they not need to know because they can safely assume that both your parents are white like you?"

 

"Well, I would have told them about my parents if it helped to explain my identity!"

 

"Oh, really?! Then maybe you should tell them how your parents haven't slept in the same room for 10 years, because I'll bet that would help to explain why you're such a cynical, defensive pain in the ass all the time!"

 

Sutton reeled back, winded, like she had just been punched in the stomach. Her ears were aching and she suddenly became conscious of how hard she was breathing. And without warning, hot tears pricked at her eyes, making her whole body heat over with humiliation.

 

Ada's face changed from blistering anger to uncomfortable surprise. "Oh--Sutton, come on. I didn't mean that."

 

Sutton turned away from her, pawing at her eyes, still breathing hard. She would not cry in front of Ada Cosgrove. She would not.

 

"Sutton," Ada said. Her voice was different. Naked. Stripped of its usual acid. 

 

"Don't," Sutton said. "Don't say my name like that."

 

Ada didn't ask what she meant. Sutton knew she knew. How many times had Ada said her name that way when Sutton had been hurting in high school? When Ada had been trying to cheer her up? When Sutton was crying into Ada's neck and Ada was brushing her hair across her forehead?

 "Look, I'm sorry," Ada said, adding some edge back to her voice. "I just--this whole thing of working with you--of working with someone who used to know me so well, even though we haven't--" she stopped. "It's throwing me off. It's messing with my head." 

 

"Do you think it's not messing with mine?"

 

"I know it is," Ada sighed. "Listen, let's just be civil to one another. I will respect you as a professional, and you respect me. We don't have to be friends." 

 

"I wouldn't want to be friends again anyway," Sutton said.

 

Ada's face showed a split-second's hurt before she recovered. Within a beat she had plastered that haughty, removed expression back on and was looking witheringly at Sutton. "Well, whatever. You can stay here and keep crying if you want, but just so you know, Debbie has the key to our room."

 

And she stalked off again, leaving Sutton spinning in a whirlwind of memories and past/present collision.

 

 

 

"What the hell was that about earlier?" Debbie asked when Sutton met up with her. 

 

"Sorry," Sutton said, though she didn't mean it. "Sometimes my temper gets the best of me."

 

"No, I don't mean your melodramatic outburst," Debbie said matter-of-factly. "I'm talking about all that stuff you know about Ada. How do you know all that?"

 

Sutton ground her teeth together. "Er--we went to high school together, and...one time we had to work on a project together, so I learned a few things about her."

 

"Oooh. That makes sense. I thought you guys had been, like, best friends in a previous life!"

 

"No." 

 

"We had to talk Wyatt off a cliff after you left. He felt like such an asshole. He was going on about how you might report him to HR and blah blah blah."

 

"Good. I'm glad he was worrying about it."

 

"I told him you wouldn't have the patience to fill out the HR forms."

 

Sutton considered. "That's probably true." 

 

"Do you want to hit up the campfire? Everybody's heading there. On-Delay brought his banjo. He's gonna sing for us all."

 

"I'm sorry, what?"

 

"Yeah, it's the only time he vocalizes on normal time. So are you in?"

 

 

 

The campfire was so disgustingly kumbaya that Sutton felt like she was in a PSA for corporate retreats. Her colleagues circled around the stone fire pit, some of them standing, some of them sitting on tree stumps a few feet back from the fire, everyone's faces lit up by the blazing flames. Nearly all of them were singing along with On-Delay's banjo. 

 

Sutton remembered high school parties, back during the craze of Northface fleeces and Birkenstock clogs, when the thing to do every weekend was meet at the fire pit in Joey Lauder's backyard. She remembered a chilly Saturday night, sometime in the fall of her junior year, when Ada had been so cold she had stood in front of Sutton, gathered Sutton's arms around her waist, and held both their hands in the front pocket of her hoodie while they watched the fire. 

 

But Sutton would not think about that. That memory had no place in her current life. 

 

On-Delay sang Peter, Paul, and Mary songs. He sang Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. Then he confounded them all when he performed an acoustic version of Nelly's "Hot in Herre." Everyone was drinking--even Marta, who kept swigging from a plastic tumbler full of mysterious liquid. Mikey P. kept hitting his flask when he thought no one was looking--even though everyone knew he was drinking and no one gave a shit at this point. Wyatt stood diagonally across from Sutton and flinched every time she looked at him. 

 

Ada showed up 15 minutes after the campfire had started. She stood behind everyone, her eyes transfixed on the flames. For some reason, Sutton desperately wished Ada would look at her. 

 

Debbie eventually left her spot next to Sutton and scooted over to stand with Wyatt. Javier came to take her place. He didn't say anything to Sutton, but after a few minutes he offered her a share of his drink. It tasted like Red Bull mixed with Southern Comfort. It was disgusting. She drank it anyway. 

 

Then people started trickling off to bed. Holly-Ann stumbled on her way out and had to be escorted back to her room by Marta. On-Delay stopped strumming his banjo, and when they all thanked him for playing, he eyed them all for a whole 30 seconds before he muttered, "You're welcome." 

 

Wyatt and Debbie left within a couple minutes of each other. Sutton looked at Javier with raised eyebrows, wordlessly asking, Think they're hooking up? But Javier didn't register what she was asking. "What, is there chocolate on my face?" he said, wiping the back of his hand down his mouth.

 

 

 

Sutton left after that. She trekked back to her cabin, using the flashlight app on her cell phone to light the way. She was glad to be alone.

 

The lights were off in the cabin. Debbie was either asleep or had gone to Wyatt's cabin. Sutton would be able to fall asleep in peace. 

 

But, no--when she turned the extra key in the door and flipped the light switch on, she was greeted with a surprised shriek from Debbie and the sight of Wyatt leaning over her in his underwear.

 

"Jesus--fucking--shit," Sutton said, shielding her eyes as she backed out of the room. She shut the door on Wyatt and Debbie and huffed into the night, listening to Debbie collapse into awkward giggles back inside the cabin.

 

She would have to wait it out. There was no way she'd go searching out Javi to ask if she could stay in his room. Resigning herself to feeling like an undergrad again, she plopped down on the grass a few feet away from the cabin--she was so not going to risk hearing them at it--and kept company with her tired, tipsy thoughts. 

 

About ten minutes later, Ada came walking along the footbridge, using her own cell phone for light. Sutton watched her, a dark figure gliding along in the night, as graceful as she had always been--the result of years of ballet at her grandmother's insistence. 

 

"Hey," Sutton called to her.

 

Ada startled. She shone her light in Sutton's direction and let out a relieved sigh when she spotted her. "What are you doing?" she asked, her voice tired. 

 

"Debbie and Wyatt have taken over our cabin."

 

"Seriously? How long have they been in there?"

 

"I'm guessing since they left the campfire."

 

"Jesus."

 

"I know."

 

Ada stood in silence, her cell phone falling to her side. The light from it went off, leaving them in summer darkness.

 

"You might as well come sit with me," Sutton said.

 

She wondered if Ada had heard her, for there was no response or movement from Ada's tall, lean form. But then:

 

"I guess I can suffer sitting next to you for a few minutes."

 

Sutton didn't have to see her expression to know Ada was teasing. 

 

Ada settled down next to her, bending gracefully onto the grass. For one lightning-hot moment, her right knee touched Sutton's left--but then she shifted away.

 

They sat without talking, and at first it was awkward, but then it started to feel normal. 

 

The silence between them wasn't pressing. It wasn't the kind of silence that begged to be broken. Sutton remembered something her dad used to say when she was growing up:

 

If you can be around someone and feel no pressure to talk, you've found yourself a goddamn friend. 

 

The problem was there was so much talking they should have been doing. They could have sat there in the grass for hours untangling everything that had happened between them in the past. 

 

"I'm sorry," Sutton said. It came out of her mouth almost like a cough, sudden and grating.

 

Ada looked at her in the darkness. Sutton couldn't see her eyes, but her memory filled in the image for her: Ada's brown irises searching her, feeling her out, wondering if she could trust her. 

 

"I shouldn't have said anything about your parents," Sutton clarified. "You were right--I was inserting myself." 

 

"It's alright." 

 

"I just--I guess I wondered why you didn't give them the easy explanation."

 

Ada turned away. She was quiet for a moment, picking at the grass. "There is no easy explanation," she said. "There never has been. I know you like to categorize everything, but that's not how it is." 

 

Sutton felt the past reaching for her, pulling at her stomach. "I've gotten better at that," she said quietly. "I've stopped categorizing so much." 

 

Now Ada looked at her again. Sutton could imagine her piercing stare. It was too much.

 

"Um," Sutton said, clearing her throat. "So--want to guess what I saw with Wyatt and Debbie?"

 

Ada took a second--Sutton sensed that she didn't want to let the current topic go--but then she laughed. "Did you actually walk in on them?"

 

"Yes."  

 

"Were they both naked?"

 

"No."

 

"Debbie was naked."

 

"No."

 

"Wyatt was naked?"

 

"Mostly."

 

"He still had his boxers on?"

 

Sutton started to laugh. "They weren't boxers."

 

"Oh my god, no--were they briefs?"

 

"Yes! Tighty-whities!"

 

"He's a tighty-whities guy? Oh my god, we so should have known."

 

"But get this: they were salmon colored."

 

"No."

 

"Yes. They were, like, pinkish-orangey!"

 

"Shut up, that's too good."

 

"I know. I wish I'd had the presence of mind to take a picture."

 

"Remember when we caught your brother's friend Rip in his underwear? That one Saturday morning?"

 

"Are you kidding? Of course I remember. You wouldn't stop talking about it for, like, a year."

 

"He had an amazing body. And it's not like those boxer-briefs were able to hide his God-given beauty."

 

Sutton laughed through her nose. "Yeah, well, I'm glad one of us could appreciate that."

 

Ada fell silent again. Sutton's stomach contracted; she shouldn't have said that. It was exactly the thing she had been trying to avoid. 

 

After a minute, Ada spoke again. 

 

"So--are you, like, out now?"

 

Sutton shifted on the grass, digging her palms into the dirt. She still wasn't ready for this conversation, but she probably never would be. "Depends on what you mean by 'out,' I guess," she muttered. "My dad has this absurd notion of it. Like it's some absolute, total thing. The past couple of years, he's always been like, 'Well, when you're completely out...' and I'm always like, 'What does that even mean?' Because it's not, like--I mean, I can't just walk around with a sign hanging around my neck. Even here, with this new job--do I tell them? Am I lying by omission if I don't say anything?"

 

"You don't owe an explanation to anyone."

 

"I know. But it's hard. Am I denying a part of myself by not being upfront and truthful about it?" 

 

Ada was quiet. She drew her legs up to her chest and rested her chin on her knees. "Did you know?" she asked. "When we were in high school? You knew for sure?"

 

Sutton allowed a beat to pass between them, testing the words on her tongue. "You know I did," she said, her voice betraying emotion. 

 

It was too much to say, and yet it wasn't enough. 

 

They fell back into silence, and this time it was pressing. 

 

 

 

Wyatt trailed out of the cabin a few minutes after that. He had donned his clothes again and was stepping lightly on the ground, his cell phone shining.

 

"Have fun?" Sutton called to him.

 

He looked around, startled. "Hey. Sorry about that."

 

"Don't make me report you to Human Resources."

 

Wyatt said nothing.

 

"I'm kidding," Sutton clarified.

 

"Oh." Wyatt fake chuckled. "Right. Er--see you in the morning."

 

He ambled off like a dog with its tail between its legs. Sutton and Ada watched him pad over the bridge and down toward the other cabins before they moved.

 

"Do you think Debbie will want to talk about it?" Sutton asked.

 

She said it to test their dynamic, to see how fragile or resilient their conversation had become. It felt like she and Ada were playing a game of Jenga, but with two sets of wooden blocks: one they were building into a tower, stacking each piece self-consciously, watching the other's turn like the whole thing might be a sham; the other they were taking apart, touching each block like it might burn them, wondering when the stack was going to collapse on them at last. 

 

Sutton didn't know how Ada would respond, or even if she would. Maybe their conversation had become too delicate.

 

But Ada sighed and said, "I will fake deafness if Debbie tries to talk right now." 

 

Sutton breathed. "So you'll leave me to deal with her?"

 

"Exactly."

 

"I'll fake deafness, too."

 

But they stepped quietly into the cabin, and to their relief, Debbie was asleep.

 

 

 

It's March of their eighth grade year and Bailey won't shut up about Ryan Peebles. She's lying on her back on her basement carpet, with Jessie sitting cross-legged next to her, and talking through the Britney Spears song playing through the stereo system. 

 

"He's so much cooler than the other guys in our grade," she sighs, flapping her arms down onto the carpet. "I just want the dance to get here so we can slow dance together." 

 

"How do you know he'll ask you to?" Ada says, and Sutton grimaces. Ada doesn't mean to sound critical--she asks questions like this with a genuine curiosity for the answer--but Bailey bristles. She shifts her head on the carpet to stare Ada down.

 

"It's obviously not a guarantee," she says, like Ada is stupid. "But I believe in wishing for things I want." 

 

Ada sucks on the green apple blow pop in her mouth, unfazed by Bailey's tone. She shoots Sutton a look that means she thinks Bailey is annoying. They've talked about it before, and Sutton knows Ada only puts up with Bailey because Sutton has been friends with her since kindergarten. But Sutton doesn't want to acknowledge Ada's look--Bailey might see her--so she gets up from the carpet to change the CD in the stereo. She finds the Wilson Phillips CD Jessie's mom gave them--the one they've been listening to since Christmas--and inserts it into the CD drive. 

 

"I can't wait for high school," Ada says from her spot on the carpet.

 

Jessie looks up from the magazine in her lap. "Why?" 

 

"There will be so many new people. Our grade will be so much bigger. Maybe there will be mature boys who might actually like me--"

 

"Don't count on it," Bailey cuts in. "Not many black boys go to Southdowns."

 

Ada's face falls. Sutton watches from where she stands at the stereo, her heart in her throat.

 

"They don't have to be black," Ada says, her voice confused. "I like white boys, too."

 

"Yeah," Bailey says in a lofty voice, "but you'd probably have an actual chance with black boys. I think the boys in our grade are scared of you." 

 

Jessie stares at Bailey, her jaw jutting out. Sutton stares at her, too, unable to believe how ignorant and cruel she can be.

 

And Ada, her posture crumpling, blinks angry tears out of her eyes.  

 

Sutton's stomach punctures.

 

"You know, Bailey," Sutton says, surprised to hear her own voice, not to mention how acidic it sounds, "you're really not one to talk about boys. Maybe you should get a different face first. Or just wear a flour sack over your head so they won't have to look at you."

 

Now Bailey crumples, mortified, and Jessie gawps at Sutton like she doesn't know who she is, but Ada's eyes find her, and Sutton's heart beats and beats and beats.

 

 

 

They get sent home. Bailey's mom sequesters them in the guest bedroom while she calls Sutton's house, and Sutton hears every word of the furious phone conversation while she and Ada sit in silence. 

 

 

 

Sutton's mom doesn't ask any questions when she picks them up. It's out of character for her. Normally she's hyperaware of social manners and how her family is perceived, but tonight she brings them tumblers of Coca-Cola and plays Delilah's radio show on B98.5 while they drive away from Bailey's house.

 

 

 

Sutton is surprised when her mom drives them to Ada's house, but her mom shimmies them out of the car without explaining. They step through the garage and into Ada's kitchen, and there is Mrs. Cosgrove, springing up anxiously from the kitchen table, tucking her robe around her nightgown. 

 

"What happened?" Mrs. Cosgrove asks, and Ada starts to cry. The sound pushes out of her throat like a ringing shout, too loud and too raw, and Sutton is almost embarrassed. 

 

Sutton wants to explain for both of them, but she knows it's Ada's to share. So she waits, hovering next to her own mom, still wondering how the fallout from tonight will go. 

 

When Ada finally chokes through her explanation, Mrs. Cosgrove submits to a look of pain Sutton hasn't seen on a mom before. It's an expectant look. Like Mrs. Cosgrove can't allow herself to feel the rawness of it, because she knows it will happen again and she has to ration out her response. 

 

But it's an expression of pain nonetheless, and Sutton's throat is thick. 

 

The funny thing is, when Ada tells her mom what Sutton said to Bailey, Sutton's own mom bursts out laughing. It happens quickly and uncontrollably, like a hiccup, until Sutton's mom claps a hand over her mouth, seeming surprised at herself. 

 

"Mom--" Sutton says, shocked and, for some reason, giddy.

 

But Mrs. Cosgrove starts to laugh, too, a guilty laugh like she knows she shouldn't be doing it, and Sutton stares into Ada's red, wet eyes, silently asking if they are really witnessing this weird behavior from their moms.

 

Sutton and Ada's moms never explain themselves. Instead, Ada's mom pulls Sutton into her arms and holds her there, next to Ada, promising to make them a batch of oatmeal chocolate chip cookies.

 

Sutton's mom kisses her on the head and leaves her there to spend the night, and Sutton and Ada stay up late watching Bring It On while they eat a half-dozen cookies each. 

 

    

 

Sutton falls asleep just before the end of the movie. When she wakes in the middle of the night, disoriented and needing to pee, Ada's arm is wrapped around her.

Chapter Five

Ada's bed was empty when Sutton woke on Saturday morning. Sutton blinked herself into the day, her legs prickling against the scratchy lodge sheets, and scrolled through her cell phone to coax herself into alertness. 

 

The faucet was running in the bathroom. Sutton rolled onto her side and looked: Debbie was still asleep in the other bed, her face smushed into the pillow. Ada was the one in the bathroom. 

 

Sutton dragged herself out of bed and shimmied into an old pair of jeans. She would shower later, when she had the cabin to herself. Right now, all she wanted was a glass of water and an empty place to think. 

 

 

 

At nine, everyone met in one of the lodge conference rooms to start the "Strategic Planning Session." Sutton watched her colleagues pull themselves around in a daze, blinking through their hangovers and medicating themselves with coffee. Debbie was quiet for once--Sutton suspected she was both exhausted and hungover--but she kept a smug look on her face that made Sutton mentally roll her eyes. 

 

Ada nodded at Sutton when she strode into the conference room. Sutton nodded back and even allowed for a fraction of a smile. 

 

Wyatt looked torn when he stepped away from the coffee stand and assessed his seating options. Sutton could tell he wanted to be somewhat close to Debbie and yet as far away from Sutton as he could get. He settled for sitting diagonally across the circle of chairs, next to Javier and Mikey P. Ada sat on Mikey P.'s other side. 

 

"Everyone chipper this morning?" Marta asked. She stood at the front of the room, where the chair circle broke to allow for a whiteboard. "Should we do some jumping jacks to get our energy flowing?"

 

Her suggestion was met with a uniform groan.

 

"Alright, never mind that, then. Sit comfortably but make your brains stand up. Holly-Ann is going to lead us off with a history of Cyntera and an overview of our mission."

 

Holly-Ann took Marta's place, trading her Activia carton for a whiteboard marker, and Sutton leaned back to let the information wash over her. To her right, Debbie visibly sighed.

 

Sutton actually enjoyed Holly-Ann's overview. She had always liked to know the history of the organizations she belonged to. When they were founded, why they were founded, trivia bits, that kind of stuff. She knew everything about UT Law's history and even everything about her grade school's history. While her colleagues sat with glazed eyes and vacant smiles, Sutton hung on everything Holly-Ann said. She even asked a question. 

 

They did a company mission assessment after that. Marta wrote each part of their company mission statement on a piece of white butcher paper, and as a team they discussed whether or not they were meeting that mission. Debbie seemed to think they were spot-on in every aspect. Wyatt had a more cynical view. Javier got bogged down in the details--"But why does it say 'within' in that sentence? I think that's the wrong preposition"--and wouldn't stop griping until they collectively told him, in terms inconsistent with the company mission, that he ought to shut up.

 

Marta granted them a break after that. People stood up and stretched, ambled off to the bathroom or the coffee station, and milled about talking in low, hushed tones that indicated everyone was still recovering from last night. 

 

Sutton felt someone join her at the coffee station. She looked up from pouring half-and-half to find Ada watching her. 

 

"So you're still a nerd?" Ada said. 

 

"What?"

 

Ada didn't meet her eyes while she filled a Styrofoam cup with French roast. "You still geek out over history." 

 

Sutton smiled into her coffee. "Is this you giving me another example of how I haven't changed?"

 

"This is me noticing things when I'm bored in bullshit meetings."

 

"Yeah, well. I've noticed you're a coffee drinker now. Since when?"

 

"Since right now, because this meeting is excruciating." 

 

"It wouldn't be so bad if you liked history."

 

"I hate history," Ada said, following Sutton's lead of turning toward the room. They stood side-by-side, facing everyone. "You know that."

 

"I do," Sutton said. "You hate it almost as much as you hate art."

 

"Art," Ada laughed, rolling her eyes. "I don't hate art, though. I just wish I could do it. Paint something or craft something."

 

"I know. You have a love-hate relationship."

 

"Like you and sports," Ada teased, smiling behind her coffee cup.  

 

Sutton's lungs seemed to swell inside her. It was like--standing here with Ada, acknowledging the stupid little things they knew about each other, jiving in their conversation, facing the world the same way--it was a piece of heaven Sutton had thought she would never reclaim. Her mouth didn't want to do anything but smile, even though a rational part of her knew she shouldn't give in to these hopeful feelings. 

 

"I'll see you later," Ada said, glancing sideways at her. "Enjoy the rest of the history lesson. Let your inner nerd shine through."

 

 

 

They were scheduled for a canoeing excursion later that morning. Marta told them briefly about it as she wrapped up the Strategic Planning Session. She then introduced their adventure guide, Evan, who had stepped into the conference room a few minutes before. Evan had wild curly hair and a gap in his front teeth, and he looked like he was probably the same age as Mikey P.--a fact that Mikey seemed threatened by, judging by the scowl on his face. 

 

Evan led them out of the main lodge and across a series of nature trails. Sutton walked in step with Debbie, swatting at bugs and shielding her eyes against the late morning sunshine. When a bee suddenly buzzed close to her ear, she startled and clutched at Debbie's elbow, her heart sprinting beneath her skin. 

 

"Oh my god, Sutts, calm down," Debbie laughed, steadying her. 

 

Sutton chanced a glance behind her. Ada was smiling knowingly, her eyes reflecting sunlight. 

 

They reached the river and Evan gathered them together on the small dirt beach that melted into the water. He launched into a safety talk, but it was hard to take him seriously when he looked so giddy and eager, his face ruddy and his curls bouncing. Sutton looked away from him and watched the water instead. It streamed past the lodge grounds, glistening in the summer light. 

 

Evan finished his safety talk and matched them up with canoes while they groused around in the dirt. He assigned On-Delay to hand out life jackets and seemed confused when On-Delay took a full 20 seconds to agree. 

 

"I feel good about this canoeing venture," Javier said, puffing out his chest. "I was always skilled at crossing the river in Oregon Trail."

 

"This is a real river, though," Wyatt said.

 

"Computer game skills are easily transferrable," Javier replied, his tone impatient. 

 

Evan asked them to divide off in pairs. Debbie turned readily to Wyatt, and he agreed right away. 

 

Sutton looked without meaning to at Ada. Ada was looking at her, too, her mouth parted uncertainly.

 

They held eyes for an infinite second. It felt like staring into the sun. 

 

Sutton flicked her eyes away and settled them on Javier.

 

"Be my partner?" she asked him, before she could think about it.

 

He pulled on the straps of his life vest. "Okay." 

 

She didn't look back at Ada. 

 

 

 

Evan gave them a rudimentary tutorial, showing them how to use the paddles to steer the canoe. Wyatt crossed his arms over his chest and nodded his head importantly the whole time, like he was expecting Evan to say everything he was saying. Marta took pictures of them while they listened. On-Delay stood motionless and expressionless the whole time. 

 

Then they stepped into their canoes, all of them strapped into cardinal-red life vests, and pushed off from the dirt beach.

 

The water was calm and a balmy breeze flowed across it, trickling along Sutton's arms and her eyelashes and her hair. She pushed her paddle through the water and glanced back at Javier, who appeared to be struggling despite his Oregon Trail prowess."Get it together, Jav!" she yelled. "Before the oxen die!" 

 

Javier shook his head in laughter and swept his paddle harder. Sutton grinned and turned back around to follow the other canoes. 

 

Everyone warmed up after the first half hour. Suddenly they were cheery and giddy, buoyed from endorphins and the calming beauty of the river. People called ahead and behind to the other canoes, teasing each other, shouting at Javier that he ought to paddle at the front of the pack so he could show them his river-crossing skills. 

 

They paddled to a denser section of the river, where Evan informed them it was deep enough for them to swim if they'd like. He drifted to a stop and showed them the boulders along the riverbank where other canoers would sit and picnic in the sun. 

 

"Forget the boulders, I'm going in!" Wyatt said. He hopped over the edge of his canoe and into the water, yelping as he was submerged up to his ribs.

 

"How is it?" Debbie called. "Cold?"

 

"It's refreshing!"

 

"Probably full of flesh-eating bacteria, though," Javier muttered. 

 

Debbie hopped in next, shrieking as the water covered her up to her chin. Everyone laughed; Marta paddled over to capture a photo.

 

Wyatt pulled Mikey P. in after that. He sputtered and cursed in the water but grinned like he couldn't help it--like he felt properly hazed and included. 

 

"Sutton and Javi are next!" Wyatt said, his arms stroking toward them.

 

"No! No way!" Sutton protested. 

 

"I'm not offering myself to that bacteria, man!" Javier shouted, springing out of his seat. 

 

Wyatt barked out a laugh. "Sorry, y'all, but I gotta get all the young folks to join me."  

 

And with that, he gripped the sides of their canoe and flipped it over. 

 

The water hit Sutton in a good way. Wyatt had been right: it was refreshing. But the suddenness of tumbling into the river had caught her off guard, and she gasped as she bobbed in the water, the breath coming fast into her lungs. Across from her, Javier was sputtering and doggy-paddling, his eyes wild as he looked around him in the water.

 

"Javi," she gasped, laughing, "there's no flesh-eating bacteria."

 

"Not that we can see," he rasped, "but wait until your arm falls off." 

 

"If your arm falls off, we'll buy you a new one," Wyatt said. "Come on, come join everyone else." 

 

They swam over to the nucleus of the group, where Debbie and Mikey P. were bobbing in the water. Marta, Holly-Ann, and some others had docked their canoes and were sitting on the boulders, watching them all. 

 

"What I wouldn't give to be young again," Marta said, tinkering with her camera. "I'd be in that water with you all!" 

 

Ada was still sitting in the back of her canoe, her arms balanced on her knees. She was partnered with On-Delay, who gazed up at the sky, ignoring them all. 

 

Sutton turned away from the others and blinked at Ada through the haze of water and sunlight. "Aren't you coming in?"

 

Ada gave her a small smile. "I'm okay." 

 

She had a look on her face that Sutton couldn't place. It was almost vulnerable. Sutton blinked at her a second longer, but Ada broke eye contact and spun around to face the people on the boulders. 

 

Sutton turned reluctantly away and doggy-paddled back toward the others, but she couldn't fully engage with them. Not when Ada had that look on her face that Sutton couldn't understand. 

 

But after a minute of laughing with the others and watching Ada out of the corner of her eye, she did understand.

 

"Wyatt," she said under her breath.

 

He looked nervous at her direct address, but she gestured him toward her and whispered behind her hand.

 

"Are you sure?" he said.

 

"Trust me," she promised.

 

Wyatt lifted his eyebrows uncertainly, but then he swam over toward Ada's canoe. Ada watched him warily, and Sutton watched Ada. 

 

And then Wyatt toppled Ada's canoe.

 

The air swelled with shrieks and high-pitched laughter and applause from the folks on the boulders. Sutton watched Ada surface in the water, her eyes wide with surprise, her dark curls already frizzing. She yelled and splashed water at Wyatt, but there was something in her expression that Sutton recognized as joy. 

 

"Come over here!" Debbie yelled, and Ada and Wyatt swam to join them, Ada meeting Sutton's eyes. 

 

None of them said anything about On-Delay, who had trudged, soaking wet but silent, up to the beach. Marta snapped his picture, and to everyone's surprise, he smiled. 

 

 

 

Lunch was a much more exuberant affair than breakfast had been. After everyone had changed out of their wet river clothes, they returned to the lodge conference room, where the lodge staff had laid out sandwiches, salads, and Coca-Cola drinks for them to choose from. Everyone was loose and jovial as they moved through the sandwich line, and Sutton was starting to understand how these retreat weekends actually could meld companies into better, stronger teams. 

 

Ada surprised her by sitting next to her at one of the lunch tables. They didn't look at each other, but Sutton was hyperaware of everything Ada was doing. How she picked her fork through her salad, where she laid her elbow, how her voice sounded. It was all achingly familiar. She and Ada could easily have been sitting side-by-side in their high school cafeteria, trading snacks and tag-teaming jokes like they had done for so many easy years. Sutton felt elated and disoriented at the same time.

 

 

 

They spent the afternoon working through a Goal Session. Marta outlined the five big goals for Cyntera as a whole, then asked them to separate into small groups to define their individual goals. 

 

Debbie turned to Sutton and Ada. "Roomie group?" she beamed.

 

Sutton looked to Ada, who smiled in confirmation. They grabbed poster board and sharpie markers, then followed Debbie to a corner of the conference room to work.

 

At first they stayed on task, laying out their ideas for goals and asking each other for feedback. But after the first 15 minutes, Sutton lost focus. She and Ada had somehow fallen into teasing Debbie about her adventure with Wyatt the night before. 

 

"Was it as racy as everyone expects an office romance to be?" Sutton jibed.

 

"You and Wyatt brought new meaning to the term happy hour," Ada added.

 

Debbie blushed in a pleased way. She turned away from them to scribble a goal onto the poster board, shaking her head like she was so above their immature teasing. Sutton smirked at Ada, who smirked back at her. 

 

When Debbie got up to use the bathroom, Sutton noticed her stop halfway across the room to say something to Wyatt. Sutton looked sideways to see if Ada was watching them too. She was.

 

"Why have we always gotten so much amusement from other people's cheesy attempts at flirting?" Sutton whispered.

 

"Because we're childish idiots," Ada said, without missing a beat.

 

"We always have been, I guess."

 

"Yeah," Ada said, "we have." 

 

 

 

After the Goal Session ended, they were free to spend the late afternoon and evening however they liked. Sutton thought she, Ada, and Debbie might hang out all together, but Debbie scuttled off to go on a nature walk with Wyatt. 

 

"'Nature walk,'" Ada laughed, watching Debbie go. "If they're gonna get down and dirty in the woods, I think I'll stay as far away from the trails as possible."

 

"You don't want to see Wyatt's tighty-whities?" Sutton asked.

 

"Not today, not ever." 

 

"Me neither. I mean, I don't want to see them again, so..." 

 

They fell silent. Most of their co-workers had already left the conference room. Sutton stood awkwardly across from Ada, wondering where to direct her eyes.

 

"Um," Ada said. "I think I'm going to read for a while. Are you...heading back to the cabin?"

 

"Uh--yeah, sure. Yeah, I can go with you. I mean, if that's okay."

 

"Oh, yeah, that's fine, I mean, unless you were gonna do something else--"

 

"Oh, no, it's okay, I thought maybe I'd take a nap."

 

"Okay."

 

"Okay."

 

Ada pivoted on her heel, gesturing toward the cabin path with her arm. Sutton laughed awkwardly and fell in step beside her. 

 

 

 

Sutton wasn't sure what to say on the walk, even though it was only a minute or two long. It was still foreign to be alone with Ada. It was stressful. She wondered how she had done it for so many years. 

 

She settled on an easy, shallow question to fill the silence. "So...what are you reading?" 

 

"Oh," Ada said, not looking at her. "Nothing fun. Just a book about developing your leadership capabilities."

 

Sutton raised her eyebrows at her. "Seriously?"

 

"Yeah."

 

"Sounds...riveting."

 

Ada kept her eyes on the path. For some reason, she seemed embarrassed. "Like I said, nothing fun."

 

Sutton hesitated. "Are you--why are you reading it?"

 

Ada tried a look at her, but she didn't fully commit to it. She cleared her throat and said, still not looking at Sutton, "I'm just--you know. Thinking about how to be more than just a sales person."

 

Sutton digested this. "Do you like business that much?"

 

"I love it," Ada said, her voice vulnerable. 

 

Sutton's limbs felt heavy all of a sudden. Here it was, a reminder that no matter how close the past seemed to be, she had fallen far away from knowing the girl next to her.

 

"Wow," she managed to say. "So are you, like--gonna get your MBA or something?"

 

"I want to," Ada said, finally glancing at her as they reached their cabin. "I already took the GMAT. But don't tell anyone."

 

"Of course not."

 

"Thanks. So...how about you? Are you going to get your own apartment?" 

 

"Yeah," Sutton nodded, following Ada into the cabin. "I wanted to wait until I had a job and an income stream first, but yeah, I think I'll start looking this week."

 

"Do you know which part of the city you'll live in?"

 

Sutton shrugged. "We'll see. I think everyone expects me to be in a rush to move out of my parents' house, but it's actually been kind of nice to have time with them."

 

Ada smiled as she riffled through her big leather bag. "I always loved your parents."

 

Sutton waited for a beat. "They loved you, too."

 

"Do you remember that fleece blanket they gave me for high school graduation? The monogrammed one? I used it all through college. I still keep it on my bed."

 

An ache spread through Sutton's stomach. "My mom will love to hear that." 

 

"You know...my mom still updates me on your family all the time."

 

"Really?"

 

"Every time she sees your mom somewhere, she'll always tell me about it. 'Oh, I saw Mrs. Ely at Publix, she said Sutton's loving law school, I wish you'd gone to law school, Sutton's doing so well they're going to make her the dean--'"

 

"Shut up," Sutton laughs. "Your mom doesn't say that."

 

"I was reading between the lines. I wouldn't be surprised if she actually did believe that--she always thought you were amazing. Whenever she brings you up, I can hear that unspoken reprimand in her voice, how she thinks I'm an idiot for--"

 

Ada cut herself off. She sucked on the air, like she was shocked at herself, and then licked her lips and looked down at her feet.

 

Sutton's neck flushed. The empty silence of the cabin swelled in her ears. 

 

Ada cleared her throat. "Sorry," she said, in her business voice. 

 

"'t's okay," Sutton muttered.

 

"Um. You know, I actually think I want a water--" she stepped back toward the door with her book in her hand--"so I'm gonna go back to the conference center real quick--"

 

"Oh, yeah, for sure," Sutton said, nodding and lifting her shoulders. "I'm just gonna lie down--"

 

"Cool, I'll see you in a little bit."

 

"Cool."

 

Ada shut the door, and Sutton was alone with the present and the past. 

 

 

 

When she woke from her nap, the cabin was still empty. She checked her watch. It was after six. Dinner time. She was missing it.

 

She hurried out of bed and over to the conference center. She found everyone right away. The group she had eaten dinner with yesterday--Wyatt, Javier, Mikey P., Debbie, and Ada--were sitting in the same small garden as before. And they had saved her a spot.

 

And it was next to Ada.

 

"Oh," Sutton said, breathing hard from her speedy walk through the grounds. "Thanks, y'all. Let me just get a plate and I'll--"

 

"Ada got you one!" Debbie said brightly, waving Sutton down with her hand. "Now sit down and let me tell you about the waterfall Wyatt and I found--"

 

Sutton wasn't listening. She was looking at the plate Ada was offering her. It was full of things she liked to eat. Cinnamon apples and corn and Caesar salad and--

 

"I didn't know if you'd prefer chicken or beef," Ada said, her eyes uncertain.

 

Sutton took the plate out of her hands and sat down beside her. She looked disbelievingly at the food on her lap. 

 

"Chicken," she said, a smile spreading across her face. "I love chicken."

 

Ada ducked her head and grinned. "Lucky guess." 

 

 

 

They had another team bonfire that night. On-Delay played the banjo again, this time leading them through a series of James Taylor and Neil Diamond songs. Sutton was content to stand in front of the fire and watch her colleagues drink and sing. It had been a long, jarring day, and she was emotionally worn out from everything she was feeling.  

 

Ada's voice spun her out of her reverie.

 

"I like your sweatshirt," she said. She spoke so only Sutton could hear her. "I always wanted to visit you there."

 

Sutton glanced down at her white University of Tennessee hoodie. "You did?"

 

Ada broke eye contact with her and looked back at the fire. "I know we didn't talk through undergrad or the years you were in law school, but anytime someone brought up Knoxville these past three years, I would think about you and wonder what it was like for you to live there."

 

Sutton let this admission settle over her. "I wish you had visited," she said quietly. "You would have liked Knoxville."

 

"Yeah?"

 

"Yeah. I could have taken you to see the Smokies."

 

"You hate the outdoors."

 

"I would have gotten over it. For your sake."  

 

Ada was quiet, looking out over the fire. After a moment, she said, "Thanks."

 

"Sure."

 

"Do you want a beer?"

 

"Okay."

 

They stood together in the midst of their coworkers, with the fire making everything more magical than it actually was. 

 

 

 

Sutton didn't want the weekend to end. She didn't want the night to end. She could sense it, somehow, that what she and Ada were experiencing was conditional, that it was only working because they were in this liminal space away from the reality of the present. 

 

But when they were back in the city, with their own lives and their different college diplomas and their separate friends and the seven years that had grown between them, what would happen then?

 

 

 

"I'm going back to the cabin," Ada said after a while. "I'm completely out of energy."

 

"Okay," Sutton said. She wanted to go with her, but she didn't want to overstep. "Sleep well." 

 

"Thanks," Ada said, her eyes lingering. "I'll see you in the morning."

 

But Sutton didn't want to hang around the fire now that Ada was gone. It was like Ada had taken a piece of Sutton back to the cabin with her.

 

She drew out her campfire experience as long as she could, and then she turned away with sudden haste and announced to the coworkers near her that she was going to bed, too.

 

 

 

Ada was still awake when Sutton tiptoed into the cabin.

 

"Oh," Sutton said, surprised to find Ada perched on her bed reading. "I thought you'd be asleep by now."

 

"I needed to mentally wind down," Ada said, rubbing a hand down her face. "How was the rest of the fire?"

 

"Uneventful. On-Delay sang an acoustic version of 'Royals,' though, so that was...unexpected."

 

Ada laughed through her nose. 

 

"Is that your business leadership book?" Sutton asked. 

 

"Oh. Yeah. It calms me down, for some reason."

 

"Huh. Odd."

 

"Yeah. Anyway, I was just about to get ready for bed."

 

She shifted onto the floor and riffled through her leather bag, pulling out carefully organized bags of make-up remover and face wash and lotion and Listerine. 

 

Sutton reminded herself not to watch her. She stepped over to her bed and started taking off her jewelry while Ada crossed to the bathroom. Then she fetched her own bedtime things out of her suitcase and sat on Debbie's bed, near the bathroom, waiting for Ada to finish.

 

Ada ran the sink. She peeled the contacts out of her eyes, then smeared makeup remover across her eyelids. Sutton watched her for a few seconds before she remembered to look away. 

 

"Sorry," Ada said, glancing at Sutton with soap lathered over her face. She stepped back from the sink. "You can squeeze in here if you want."

 

"It's okay," Sutton said. "Take your time." 

 

She watched Ada pat her face dry, using a powder blue hand towel she had clearly brought from her own apartment. She watched her dab nighttime lotion into four spots on her face--forehead, right cheek, chin, left cheek, like the four points of a clock--and rub it in with small, circular motions. She watched her slip her glasses onto her now-clean face and squeeze a perfect pea of toothpaste onto her electric toothbrush. 

 

Sutton's stomach contracted. The past and present were melding together, confusing her.

 

"Are you okay?" Ada said, when she had spat out her toothpaste. "You're being way too quiet."

 

Sutton hovered over her answer, deliberating what to say. She settled for the truth.

 

"It's just weird," she said, watching Ada to cup water into her mouth. "You still get ready for bed in the exact same way."

 

"What?"

 

"You do everything the same. Your routine hasn't changed one bit since high school."

 

Ada's eyes turned doubtful behind her glasses. Sutton ached. 

 

"Should it have changed?" Ada asked, her tone somewhere between curious and defensive.

 

"No, I just--" Sutton said, grappling with the words. "I don't know, I was just thinking, a minute ago, how I know so little about you now. With the business thing. You've clearly become focused on business, and you're ambitious, and you have all these goals--and it's amazing, it's exciting...but I never would have thought you'd turn into this business-savvy person, from knowing you ten years ago. The Ada I knew hated school and wanted to go travel through Asia, remember? So catching you reading that book, and hearing you talk about it--I felt kind of--stupid, I guess. Foolish. For thinking we could be friends like we always were, when clearly I stopped knowing you a long time ago. When clearly you've grown into someone different." 

 

Ada dropped her arm to her side and held it, listening.

 "But just now," Sutton went on, "watching you get ready for bed...it's like you're still the same. So much is the same. We could be 17 years old right now, the way you're getting ready for bed."

 

"Sutton."

 

"What?"

 

"You're overanalyzing this. Come on, of course I'm going to be different in some ways, and of course I'm going to stay the same in others. That's what happens when you grow up."

 

Sutton licked her lips. "Maybe it's the growing up part I'm nostalgic for."

 

Ada breathed out, a long breath like she was deliberating saying something. "You're different too, you know." 

 

Sutton looked at her, asking with her eyes for a further explanation.

 

"You're self-assured," Ada said. "You don't have that same sort of--lost-ness--that you had when we were younger. You always had this look in your eyes back then. Like you were searching for affirmation everywhere."

 

"Maybe. But I think we all become more self-assured as we get older."

 

"Not me. I feel like I'm more uncertain now than I was at 16. But you seem--more self-possessed. Like you've experienced things and made up your mind about them."

 

"Well," Sutton said, thinking back to her college years, to those first months of law school when she had to come out to all her new friends. "That may be true."

 

Ada hesitated. She folded up her blue hand towel, her long, skinny fingers moving delicately over the cloth. "You still sleep the same."

 

"What?"

 

Ada kept her eyes on the towel. "I woke up before you this morning. You were lying on your stomach, with your head buried in your arms, like someone trying to protect herself when she thinks the ceiling is going to fall in on her." Ada paused for a beat, smoothed her thumb over the towel. "You've always slept like that." 

 

Sutton experienced a warm feeling come over her, like sunlight blanketing up her body, from her toes to her stomach, from her heart to the crown of her head.

 

"Anyway," Ada said, suddenly all business-like, "we should go to bed. We have that ladder climb thing in the morning."

 

"Right," Sutton said, her mind still processing everything had Ada said about her sleeping.

 

"Goodnight," Ada said, brushing past her. Sutton shuffled into the bathroom, wondering how to keep this conversation going, wondering how to prolong the closeness that had suddenly cropped up between them.

 

But she heard Ada climb into bed on the other side of the room, and when she turned around to see her, Ada was facing the other way, her head on the pillow in a way Sutton could have described even if she was blind. 

 

 

 

It's summertime and the swings at Joey's neighborhood clubhouse are still warm with leftover sun, even at 10 o'clock at night. It's early June, which means summer is still vast and mysterious and not anywhere close to the point when Sutton will have to think about how scared she is for high school. She and Ada sit on adjacent swings, toeing the dirt with their flip-flops, while Joey and Derek stand across from them, begging them to jump into the clubhouse pool with them.

 

"No way in hell," Ada says, a smirk on her face. 

 

"Why don't we just watch you two idiots jump in?" Sutton says. "We'll have just as much fun doing that."

 

"Y'all are being so lame," Joey says, throwing his arms forward. "People do it all the time. No one ever gets caught."

 

Ada snorts. "That's not what we're worried about. You think Sutton and I are afraid of getting in trouble?"

 

"How cute," Sutton says.

 

"We don't want to get soaking wet and have to walk back to Sutton's house like that."

 

Joey keeps his feet planted but twists his torso to face Derek. His face shows his impatience. "We should have invited Bailey and Jessie instead."

 

"No shit," Derek says, eyeing Sutton and Ada. "They would have jumped in before we even asked them to."

 

Ada's eyes narrow. Sutton watches her out of the corner of her eye, knowing what will come next.

 

Ada hops off the swing and marches past the boys, who shout after her. "Where are you going?" "Are you leaving?" "Aw, Ada, c'mon, we were just messing with you--"

 

But Sutton knows she's not leaving. She hops off her own swing and follows Ada's path right to the edge of the swimming pool.

 

Ada looks sideways at her. "This is so dumb."

 

Sutton shrugs, smiles. "I'll hold your hand."

 

They clasp hands--Sutton knows the feeling of Ada's dry palm, her bony fingers--and jump in at the same time, without even counting down to it.

 

Sutton hears the boys' whooping when she resurfaces. She rubs at her eyes and gulps a deep breath, then searches for Ada.

 

Ada blinks the water out of her eyes and looks at Sutton, her defiant expression softening to a grin. "So dumb," she repeats. 

 

"Then why are you smiling?"

 

"Because this is dumb."

 

Sutton laughs a pure, giddy laugh, which derails into a shriek when the boys cannonball into the pool a second later. She rubs the water out of her eyes again and waits for the boys to resurface so she can fake yell at them.

 

They swim in the pool for a while, she and Ada and Joey and Derek, sweeping water at each other and dunking each other's heads and shushing each other when their shouts of laughter ring out too loudly. Joey swims toward Ada with a devilish expression on his face--Sutton remembers playing sharks and minnows in elementary school--and Ada ducks behind Sutton, grabbing her shoulders and molding her front into Sutton's back, knowing instinctively that Sutton will protect her. 

 

Sutton's stomach feels buoyant all of a sudden, like it could propel her out of this pool with all the good feelings inside of it.

 

Ada shrieks with glee and protests against Joey's attack. She knows how to play this game. Sutton still struggles to understand the rules. 

 

Joey manages to wrestle Ada away from Sutton's protection. Sutton thrashes after him, sweeping water at his face and yelling at him to let Ada go, but Ada, though she squirms in his arms, makes no real attempt to free herself. She lets Joey carry her to the opposite end of the pool, where the two of them tickle each other and touch each other's faces and disappear into a world all their own, a world far away from Sutton.

 

Sutton looks to Derek, who shrugs. He seems like he expects this behavior from Joey--like he has become so used to it that it doesn't even register. 

 

When Sutton looks back to the shallow end, Ada and Joey are kissing, their bodies pressed close together.

Chapter Six

Sutton was jolted awake by a slamming noise. She sprung up in bed, disoriented, trying to make sense of the loud noises in her bedroom. 

 

Within three seconds, she remembered she was in her cabin at the retreat lodge, but her heart rate took a while to decelerate.

 

"What the fuck," came Ada's voice, scraping through the darkness to Sutton's right.

 

Debbie was giggling, the sound bubbling out of her throat. "Sorry," she said, laughing hysterically in the doorway, "everything's been really fun tonight!"

 

"Go to bed, Debbie," Sutton said wearily.

 

"I'm trying to," Debbie laughed, stumbling through the darkness, "but I wanted to go to bed with Wyatt. But you two are in here!"

 

Neither Sutton nor Ada responded. Sutton heard Debbie's mattress creak, heard her shoes drop to the floor. "I wanted to have sex with Wyatt," Debbie giggled.

 

"Shut--up--" Ada said.

 

Debbie made a strangled cat noise to mock Ada's annoyance. Then she broke into more laughter. 

 

Sutton turned her head in the direction of Ada's bed. Ada had rolled over and was glaring across Sutton at Debbie, her dark eyes like pits. 

 

"Just let her be," Sutton mouthed, the words escaping in the faintest whisper.

 

Ada shook her head in the darkness. 

 

For a moment, Sutton was tense, wishing in frustration that Debbie would just shut up and pass out. But then the bathroom light flicked on behind her, and she heard the bathroom door click shut, and now it was quiet in the main room again. 

 

It seemed to satisfy Ada, who had rolled back over. Sutton did the same.

 

She was falling asleep to the sound of the bathroom plumbing when there was another jarring noise--this time, a dead thud, followed by a half-curse, half-cry from Debbie.

 

"Are--you--kidding--me," Ada growled.

 

"Wait," Sutton said, sitting up again, "that sounded bad. Debbie?"

 

There was no response from the other side of the bathroom.

 

"Oh, Jesus, Lord," Ada huffed, throwing her quilt off and dragging herself out of bed. Sutton did the same, following Ada's path to the bathroom.

 

"Debbie?" Ada knocked.

 

Again, nothing.

 

"Just go in," Sutton said, pushing on the door.

 

"Okay, calm down."

 

They found Debbie passed out in a sitting position, her back against the wall and her head in her hands. There was a small bloodstain on the bottom of her tank top, near her hips.

 

"Debbie," Ada said, squatting down next to her. "Wake up."

 

Debbie grunted.

 

"Shake yourself awake, Debbie, we need to look at your cut."

 

"It's fine!" 

 

"It's bleeding."

 

Debbie dropped her hands from her face and looked blearily at Ada. Her eyes indicated she'd had way more to drink than she should have. 

 

"Let me look at your hip," Ada said. "Sutton, can you grab my glasses?" 

 

"Yeah," Sutton said, hurrying away. 

 

Debbie continued to grunt and groan while Sutton crossed through the cabin and back again. When she returned, Debbie had shifted her body so Ada could see her hip better. 

 

"This is a shallow cut," Ada said, spreading her fingers over the skin, "but you're definitely going to bruise. What did you do?"

 

"I tripped."

 

"Into what?"

 

"I was peeing and then I got up and I tripped and fell into the shower faucet. It's not my fault because anyone who knows how to build a hotel should know that that shower faucet is in a dumb place."

 

"Stop talking," Ada said. 

 

"God!" Debbie huffed. "You are so rude sometimes!"

 

"I'm trying to check your stupid injury."

 

"You don't have to be mean to me."

 

"I don't feel like being nice." 

 

"I get it now," Debbie said, dragging her hands over her face again, "I get why Wyatt and Javier think you suck."

 

Ada froze. She held her hands in place on Debbie's skin. Sutton watched her blink. She watched her swallow. 

 

"Ada," Sutton said.

 

"Can you get me a bandaid?" Ada said, not looking at her. "If they don't have any under the sink, I have some in my purse."

 

Sutton didn't press her. She stepped back and checked under the sink--there was nothing. She walked back into the room and over to Ada's bed. Her heart felt heavy.

 

She rustled through the contents in Ada's purse until she found the box of bandaids. She didn't let herself linger over the wallet she didn't recognize or the makeup bag with printed Dobermans on it--they were items that reminded her of how little she knew Ada now.

 

And yet.

 

When she stepped back into the bathroom, Ada was dabbing a wet tissue to Debbie's hip, her eyebrows knit in concentration. Debbie was frowning, her face comically smushed up in pain. She looked like a bratty five-year-old.

 

"Here," Sutton said, handing the bandaid over. 

 

"Thanks."

 

"It stings!" Debbie whined.

 

"Debbie," Ada said, her voice firm but gentle now, "please stop moving. Everything's fine."

 

Debbie listened. Ada taped the bandaid over Debbie's hip, washed her hands, and pulled Debbie gingerly to her feet.

 

"Will you help me put her to bed?" she asked Sutton, her eyes begging.  

 

Sutton helped her.

 

 

 

Debbie was asleep before they had even tucked the covers around her. They rolled her onto her side, facing the bathroom, and then stepped far away from her. 

 

For a moment they were suspended in silence, neither one of them moving. The air around them felt heavy. Sutton's throat felt heavy.

 

"Ada," Sutton said, whispering through the darkness.

 

Ada didn't say anything. Nor did she turn her head.

 

"Ade," Sutton said.

 

Now Ada shifted, her body angling almost imperceptibly toward Sutton. Sutton tasted the echo of the old nickname on her tongue and swallowed the heaviness down.

 

"Let's go outside for a minute," Sutton asked. 

 

Ada stood still, but after a second she nodded. 

 

 

 

Sutton didn't know what time it was. Two in the morning, maybe three. The moon was out, halfway full. It was enough to illuminate the grass and flowers outside their cabin. 

 

"Don't listen to her," Sutton said, after Ada had shut the door. 

 

Ada stood adjacent to Sutton, her glasses shining in the moonlight. "I'm not."

 

"You are, though." 

 

"I don't care what they think of me." 

 

"I know."

 

"It's not like in high school when I was only pretending not to care."

 

Sutton paused. "I always thought you really didn't care."

 

Ada flicked her eyes away. "Deep down I did. Deep down I wanted everyone to like me."

 

Sutton said nothing. She listened to the insects chirping all around them, hidden away in the grass and trees. 

 

Ada stubbed her flip-flop against the earth. "High school is so stupid. It's stupid when you're going through it and it's still stupid when you think back on it." She paused, then said the next part in a rush. "You know what sucks? I can't stop thinking about it lately. All those people keep showing up in my dreams. Even people whose names I can't remember. And Joey and Derek, and even fucking Bailey, and--"

 

Ada cut herself off and looked away from Sutton. 

 

"And me?" Sutton said.            

 

Ada breathed out slowly. "Yeah," she said, glancing lightning-quick at Sutton. "It's like--ever since you showed up in my life again, everything has come right back." 

 

Sutton twisted her hands into her t-shirt. "I know."

 

They fell silent. Ada ducked her head and stared at the ground. Sutton crossed her arms over her chest and stared at the sky. There were masses of clouds, threatening rain for the next day. 

 

"This is hard for you, too, right?" Sutton said, without taking her eyes off the sky.

 

She felt Ada shift next to her, but a long beat passed without her saying anything. 

 

Sutton finally looked at her. "Right?" she repeated, her voice wavering.

 

Ada looked back at her. Her eyes were bare behind her glasses. 

 

"Of course it is," she said, her voice pulsing.

 

Sutton's heart thumped in her chest, making it hard to breathe. She was aching to touch Ada. To hug her, to play with the baby curls at the nape of her neck, to...

 

"Sutton," Ada said. Her chest was rising and falling fast. Sutton couldn't help but look at her mouth, couldn't help but notice Ada looking at her mouth in return. 

 

They kept standing there, and the moment swelled, and Sutton waited for it to burst.

 

But it didn't. Too much time passed. Suddenly the moment was over. Suddenly they were stuck. 

 

Ada turned her head away. She popped her jaw, like she was trying to shake off a feeling. 

 

Sutton pulled away, frustrated and exhausted. She kicked her flip-flops against the dirt. 

 

They stood apart for a half-minute, both of them lost. 

 

"I'm going back to bed," Ada said.

 

She walked off. Sutton didn't call her name. 

 

 

 

It's starting to feel like Fall. Everyone is at Joey's bonfire and all Sutton can smell is charred wood. That smoky smell, like she's up in the mountains. 

 

Everything is crisp. The air and the damaged leaves on the ground. The sound of her voice when she calls across the fire. The feel of her jeans when she moves, like they're still not used to crinkling and breathing after months of being tucked away in her dresser.

 

But Ada's touch is not crisp. It's soft and worn in. 

 

It's chilly tonight and Ada is hugging Sutton to her. She has Sutton pulled up against her, Sutton's stomach to Ada's lower back. She has Sutton's arms hooked around her, has Sutton's hands tucked into the front pocket of her hoodie--the pocket Ada calls 'the kangaroo pouch.' 

 

Their friends don't say anything about it. They're used to Sutton and Ada being like this. Like two best friends who can't be away from each other. 

 

Ada squeezes Sutton's fingers inside the hoodie. She jitters in place, trying to stay warm, so Sutton squeezes her fingers harder and buries her head on Ada's shoulder, her cheek brushing against Ada's hair, the hair Ada straightens for an hour every morning.  

 

Joey brings them a thermos of beer to share. It tastes stale but it warms Sutton's throat when she drinks it. This is their second thermos. The empty one lays on the ground. Ada keeps toeing it with her Birkenstocks. 

 

"I have to pee again," Sutton says.

 

"Pee here," Ada says.

 

"Come with me."

 

"Pee here."

 

Sutton jabs Ada's stomach until Ada bursts into a laugh and stills Sutton's hands. "Fine," she says. "Let's go. Joey, Derek, you need anything?"

 

The boys wave them off. Sutton pulls away from Ada and leads the way to the house, her shoes scraping over dead leaves and nettles. 

 

"It's warm in here," Ada says when they step inside the basement. She follows Sutton into the bathroom, leaning her back against the door while Sutton plops down on the toilet. 

 

"Beer is disgusting," Sutton says. "Why are we pretending to like it?"

 

"I do like it," Ada laughs. "Don't drink it if you hate it."

 

"No," Sutton brushes off, "it's not a big deal, I'm just saying." 

 

"Just drink water and let everyone think it's beer."

 

"No, it's fine."

 

"Can you believe how cold it's gotten? God, I woke up this morning and I was like what the hell." 

 

"You love cold weather."

 

"Doesn't mean it can't surprise me."

 

Sutton washes her hands and flicks the water at Ada, who has already stepped away from her reflexively. "Stop," Ada says, but she's laughing.

 

They're heading back outside when Ada stops. Sutton sees what's got her attention: the door to the storage room. Ada walks over to it without explanation and Sutton follows her, resigned. 

 

"You know it's locked, Ade. It always is."

 

But Ada turns the doorknob--it moves--and looks at Sutton with a devilish expression. "Are you sure?"

 

Sutton raises her eyebrows and steps closer. Joey has never let them in here before, but he hasn't explained why. 

 

"Do you think he forgot to lock it?"

 

Ada shrugs. "Come on."

 

They step into the storage room and Ada moves to flip the light switch, but Sutton grabs her arm. "He'll see the light."

 

"No he won't."

 

"He might. Use your phone."

 

Ada holds her Nokia out in front of her. Its light is limited, but it's enough to see a few feet ahead of them. They move farther into the room with Ada casting her phone over the darkness. 

 

"Wait," Sutton says. "Is that--?"

 

"Oh--my--" Ada laughs. 

 

There's a Bowflex machine in the corner, and on the concrete wall behind it is a collage of photos. All of Joey. All of Joey flexing, shirtless, with a serious expression on his face. 

 

"They're all dated," Sutton says, half in awe, half in mockery. 

 

"He's like--tracking his progress or something."

 

"Yeah. His progress to becoming Fabio."

 

Ada laughs. "Fabio? Who even knows about Fabio? You watch too much TV with your mom."

 

"Shut up. You know what I mean."

 

Ada shines her phone over the photos. Scrawny Joey illuminates on the wall. 

 

"Think these are on his MySpace?" Ada jokes.

 

"Yeah, right. There's a reason he never let us in here."

 

"Boys are so fucking weird."

 

"I know," Sutton laughs, her heart surging into her throat all of a sudden, "that's why I don't like them."

 

Ada does that laugh she's been doing for the last month, the one she uses whenever Sutton makes these comments. She turns to face Sutton and kisses her forehead, just above the scar on her eyebrow.

 

"And that's totally okay," she says, her voice full of humor but somehow delicate at the same time.

 

Sutton touches her fingers to Ada's jawline. She stands on tiptoe and kisses her on the mouth. Ada smiles into it and kisses her back. 

 

They've been doing this a lot lately--pretty much since senior year started. Sutton can't even articulate how they got to this point. They don't talk about it, but she knows neither one of them is afraid of it, either. It's just that this thing they've been doing doesn't have a name. It doesn't even have predictable rules. Sometimes they just start kissing, and the kissing turns to making out, and the making out turns to them giggling and hugging each other tight and sharing a weird, indefinable joy over the whole thing.

 

"We need to get back out there," Ada says.

 

Sutton sighs. "I know."

 

"So you can drink more of that beer you love."

 

"Shut up."

 

Ada laughs and kisses her one more time. 

 

 

 

They woke at eight the next morning. Debbie groaned and rubbed at the skin above her eyebrows, complaining of a headache and stomachache. "It's like I bathed in whiskey," she whined. "Ugh, I need some water. I might still be drunk." 

 

Sutton ended up sharing the bathroom with Ada as they got ready. She felt hyperaware of Ada's presence, especially after the night before. She had to make every effort not to bump elbows with her or accidentally make eye contact while she brushed her teeth. 

 

Debbie was now lumbering around the cabin, her pajama pants on backwards, the ribbon drawstring hanging down past her butt. Sutton paid her no attention--she was too distracted by Ada, who was entirely focused on her contacts, foundation, eyeliner, and mascara. Sutton stood next to her at the mirror and tried not to watch her. 

 

"Why is there a bandaid on my hip?" Debbie whined. 

 

Neither Sutton nor Ada answered her. 

 

"I'm out," Ada said abruptly, capping her lip gloss. 

 

Then the cabin door shut and she was gone.

 

"Where does she get that energy from," Debbie said, shuffling into the bathroom. "It's like she's always rushing to catch a bus or something."

 

"She's always been like that," Sutton said, lost in feelings. 

 

Debbie shook her head and squeezed toothpaste onto her toothbrush with one of her eyes still shut. "You two are weird little people." 

 

 

 

Sutton got stuck walking to breakfast with Debbie, who had suddenly remembered her injury from the night before.

 

"Oh my god, I'm so embarrassed," she breathed, her voice much smaller than normal. "I never hurt myself when I'm drinking."

 

"Maybe you were just tired," Sutton offered.

 

"No," Debbie said, her posture deflating as she walked, "I drank too much because I was nervous around Wyatt."

 

Sutton was taken aback by her honesty. "Well..." she said, "Maybe you shouldn't try to be with someone who makes you that nervous."

 

"I know, but I really like him."

 

"Does he like you back?"

 

"I'm not totally sure. I think so..."

 

"You shouldn't be with someone who makes you doubt yourself." 

 

"I am rationally aware of that," Debbie said. For the first time since Sutton had met her, there was an edge to her voice. "But our feelings don't always follow that line, do they?"

 

Sutton said nothing. 

 

"Besides, Wyatt has his reasons."

 

"I'm sure he does."

 

"I'm not going to apologize for liking him."

 

"I didn't say you should."

 

Debbie huffed. "Sometimes we're drawn to people despite everything in the way," she said as they came upon the lodge center. "And when that happens, you just have to go for it."

 

 

 

They had an outdoor adventure course scheduled for after breakfast. It would be their final activity before they would board the shuttle back to Atlanta. Evan the adventure guide came to meet them in the conference room, where they were eating breakfast. He had brought along an assistant adventure guide to help. His expression, if possible, was even giddier than it had been the day before. 

 

"Look at him," Debbie sniped, her eyes showing her hangover. "He's so happy. I want to throw these eggs at him."

 

"Jesus," Sutton said, starting to feel uneasy around this mean version of Debbie. "Calm down. Drink more water." 

 

Evan and the assistant adventure guide, Abby, led them on a nature hike through the grounds of the property. It was a different route from the one to the river. These trails were clean and easy to follow, but narrow enough that they all had to file one-by-one behind Evan and Abby. Sutton trekked behind Wyatt and in front of Holly-Ann. She knew Ada was behind her somewhere, but she didn't know where. 

 

Evan led them all the way to a waterfall on the far outskirts of the property. They gathered in front of it, most of them panting, Wyatt standing upright to prove how in shape he was. "This is the same waterfall Debbie and I found yesterday," he said, his hands on his waist. "I thought I recognized the path we were on. The trees looked familiar."

 

"Were their leaves distinct from all the other tree leaves we've seen?" Ada said, as if she couldn't help herself. 

 

Sutton didn't bother hiding her laugh.  

 

Behind Wyatt, Javier leaned his hand against a tree and coughed out, "I could have watched a waterfall on YouTube."

 

"But this is real nature," Debbie panted. "It's so, like, authentic and everything. Don't you feel amazing, unplugging from technology?"

 

"No," Javier rasped, "I feel sad." 

 

Evan gave them time to take pictures and examine the plants around the waterfall. Wyatt dropped down to one knee and fingered the leaves of a short plant growing close to where they stood. "This one's a beauty," he said, rubbing his thumb over the plant as if he actually knew something about it. 

 

"It's so cool how you're into connecting with nature," Debbie said. "We should all be more like that."

 

Sutton caught Ada's eye. They had to look quickly away from each other so they wouldn't start laughing again. 

 

They trekked onward to the ropes course after that. They did a series of low-ropes activities that had the older folks all in a tizzy and the younger folks standing around unimpressed. Then Evan and Abby led them to a clearing in the midst of mammoth oak trees, where they stood beneath a canopy of watercolor-green leaves and gazed up at a tall construction of wooden beams.

 

"This baby is Jacob's Ladder," Evan said, with an air of introducing the eighth wonder of the world. "The idea is simple: you climb from one wooden rung upward to the next, just like a normal ladder, but the catch is the rungs are spaced farther apart the higher up you go. It gets more and more difficult to reach the next one. That's why this is the ultimate test of partnership: you'll need the help of another person to push or pull you up to the next rung, and you'll have to take turns helping each other."

 

Sutton could feel them all, as one, crane their necks back to see the summit of Jacob's Ladder. It must have been 50 feet up in the air, some 12 rungs above them. 

 

"Man, I'm not scaling that," Javier said. 

 

"You might not have to," Evan laughed. "Jacob's Ladder takes a while to complete, so I usually only choose a couple of pairs to try it. But because it takes a lot of morale to make it to the top, it still requires the participation of everyone on the ground--because you have to cheer on your colleagues, you follow me?"

 

"My foot's broken," Javier continued. "I'm ineligible to climb."

 

"All of a sudden?" Wyatt said. "How'd you walk all the way here?"

 

"Anyway," Evan interrupted, "Marta gave me a list of everyone's names earlier this morning. I've put each of your names on a slip of paper, and I have all the slips here in this bag--" he showed them a small leather pouch with tight strings pulling it together-- "so I'm going to pluck out two slips at a time. Whoever is chosen has to scale Jacob's Ladder with their partner. That way you don't get to choose the partner you might feel most comfortable with, right? You have to learn to trust anyone and everyone you work with." 

 

"Oh my god," Debbie said dramatically.

 

"You'll wear a harness," Evan assured her. "Abby and I will belay you from the ground. It's totally safe."

 

"I didn't sign a waiver for this," Javier said.

 

"First up," Evan said, loosening the strings on his pouch. "Let's see--Craig! Where's Craig?"

 

After a pause, On-Delay stepped forward. He looked bored. 

 

"Great," Evan said heartily. "Happy to have you, Craig! And here we go, your partner is gonna be--Michael? Do we have a Michael?"

 

"It's Mikey P.," Mikey groused.

 

"Alright man, cool, cool. This'll be a great pairing! Let's get you guys harnessed up!"

 

 

 

They watched in silence at the beginning. Mikey and On-Delay scaled the first few rungs with no problem. Sutton didn't think they even looked at each other. But about midway through the climb, when the rungs started to get farther apart, neither one of them could climb up on their own. 

 

"Help each other!" Evan called, digging his heels into the dirt as he belayed On-Delay. "You can't reach the top otherwise!"

 

It was almost magical, the way Sutton's colleagues began to cheer. Their skepticism transformed into unified enthusiasm. Wyatt started yelling "On-Delay, On-Delay!" every other minute. Debbie clapped her hands together like a sorority girl while she shouted Mikey P.'s name. Even Sutton found herself clapping and cheering while she watched On-Delay and Mikey assist each other up the rungs. On-Delay would propel Mikey's foot upward until Mikey could climb awkwardly onto the rung, and then Mikey would reach down and pull On-Delay up after him. It was like something out of a cheesy sports movie, but it was getting to Sutton.

 

Their whole company cheered madly when On-Delay and Mikey reached the top. The two men high-fived each other and waved back down at the lot of them on the ground, and Wyatt and Holly-Ann and Marta whooped and hollered and led them all in cheering.

 

They took a minute to congratulate Mikey and On-Delay once they were back on the ground. Sutton could feel the high pulsing through all of them. Evan was grinning big as he watched them.

 

"Alright, alright," he said, clapping Mikey and On-Delay on the back. "I told y'all it would be fun! It's like crack for company culture, am I right, Marta?"

 

Marta looked momentarily confused, but then she clapped in agreement. 

 

"Let's do one more round," Evan said. "If you think it's fun to cheer your teammates on the first time, you won't believe how much better it is the second time."

 

"My foot is still broken," Javier said.

 

Evan ignored him and opened his leather pouch again. "Hm," he said, staring at the slip of paper. "Well, that's a unique name. Where's Sutton?"

 

Sutton grimaced as everyone looked at her. She stepped forward and accepted a harness and a pat on the back from Evan. 

 

"Great, great," Evan said. "So who's your lucky partner gonna be, Sutton?"

 

Sutton had a gut feeling about it, given the way things had been going. She held her breath while Evan plucked out the last name. 

 

"Another unique name," he said, and Sutton knew. 

 

Ada knew it, too. Her face fell before Evan even opened his mouth.

 

"Ada?" Evan said, and everyone looked round at her.  

 

Ada stepped forward in silence, holding her skinny, bony hand out to accept her harness. To everyone else, her face must have looked impassive, even resolute--but Sutton knew her well enough to recognize the nervousness in her expression. 

 

Sutton tried to make eye contact with Ada, but Ada wouldn't look at her.

 

Their colleagues started clapping and cheering for them as they donned their harnesses. Sutton grinned and pumped her fists in the air, giving in to their enthusiasm. Ada continued to stare impassively at the buckles of her harness.

 

Why wasn't she saying anything? Why didn't she tell them about her strangling fear of heights? Sutton wanted to intervene for her, but she remembered how angry Ada had been when Sutton had intervened on Friday night. 

 

"Are you okay?" Sutton whispered as they stepped up to the first rung of the ladder, Evan and Abby having secured their harnesses.

 

"Fine."

 

"You can tell them about your fear of heights--"

 

"I'm fine."

 

"You don't have to prove anything, Ada."

 

"I'm. Fine."

 

"Fine, whatever," Sutton grumbled, stepping forward to climb onto the first rung.

 

Like Mikey and On-Delay, they climbed independently and silently for the first few rungs. Sutton actually climbed faster than she normally would have done, just because she felt a sudden burning desire to get away from Ada--or maybe to prove she didn't need her. But when she reached the sixth rung, she could no longer climb up on her own. She paused, huffing, looking down for Ada.

 

Their colleagues started to cheer louder for them. Javier was whistling and hopping up and down on a foot that was clearly not broken. Marta had her cell phone directed up at them; she was obviously taking pictures.

 

Ada finally climbed her way onto the same rung as Sutton. She looked shaken and unsteady. Her forehead had broken out in a sweat. 

 

"I need you to push my foot up," Sutton told her. 

 

"Okay," Ada said, nodding distractedly, her voice shaking. 

 

Sutton reached up for the rung above her head; when she felt Ada push her foot up, propelling her upward, she pulled her upper body onto the rung, feeling her biceps burn. When she had secured herself on the rung, her colleagues on the ground yelled and whooped their approval. 

 

"Come on," Sutton said, reaching back down to pull Ada up. Ada's eyes looked doubtful--scared, even--but she accepted Sutton's grip. Her palm was as clammy as Sutton's. Sutton clutched it and felt her skin heat as she pulled. 

 

Ada shimmied her body upward, her brown arms shining in the sunlight that crept through the canopy of leaves. 

 

"Okay?" Sutton asked, once Ada had settled on the rung.

 

Ada nodded very fast. "Yeah."

 

"Great. Same thing again."

 

On and on they went, Ada pushing Sutton, Sutton pulling Ada, their teammates buoying them from far below. 

 

And then they reached the penultimate rung. Sutton looked above her head, at the one rung left to scale--the one that would surely require her to yank herself up with all the strength her body possessed. 

 

But Ada was shaking. She had leaned her forehead against the crook of her right arm, which reached above her head, gripping onto the final rung. Her eyes were shut tight. Her face was sweaty all over. 

 

"Ada?"

 

Ada gulped on the air. When she exhaled, her breath was trembling. 

 

"Ada? You alright?"

 

Ada couldn't even move her head off her arm. She continued to draw long, shaky breaths while she stood there paralyzed. Down on the ground, Sutton's colleagues kept shouting encouragement.

 

"Hey, Ada, hey," Sutton whispered, shuffling sideways to her, keeping her hands on the rung above. "It's alright."

 

"Can't," Ada panted.

 

"Yes you can. Come on. I'll help you."

 

Ada breathed hard. In, out. In, out. Beads of sweat peppered the sepia skin of her neck. Sutton had a searing desire to hold her. 

 

"I can't believe you remembered my fear of heights," Ada breathed.

 

Sutton leaned her forehead into her arm. "You used to be the most important person in my life," she said. "I remember everything about you." 

 

Ada opened her eyes. She looked at Sutton in a way Sutton had never been looked at before. Like Ada could see everything about her in an instant. Like she knew every hidden, precious corner of Sutton's heart, and she had the power to destroy or restore her with that knowledge. Sutton stood there and opened herself to the searing of Ada's eyes, and it felt like she was naked on that stupid rung of wood, strung between two trees, between the present and the past. 

 

"I'm scared," Ada said.

 

"I know," Sutton said. "So am I."

 

They held each other's eyes for an infinite moment, and Sutton knew they were on the verge of something-- 

 

"Let me push you up first this time," she said, reaching for Ada's hand. "I won't let anything happen to you."

 

Ada looked down to their clasped hands. 

 

"I promise, Ade," Sutton said. 

 

Ada met her eyes for a splintering second, and then she jerked her hand and body away. 

 

"Ada?"

 

"I can't do this."

 

"You can! We can do this!"

 

"No, Sutton," Ada said, pressing her eyes shut, "we can't."

 

Sutton's breath stalled. The adrenaline drained from her blood. She stood there in shock, paralyzed 40 feet above the ground. 

 

"Can you lower me?!" Ada shouted down to the guides.  

 

There seemed to be confusion on the ground. Sutton looked down to see her colleagues standing in silence, their tiny faces squinting up in concern. 

 

"Are you sure?!" Evan called up.

 

Ada didn't answer him. Nor did she look at Sutton. She squeezed her eyes and pulled her lips into her mouth. There was pain in her expression. 

 

Sutton looked back to the ground. "We're sure," she called, her voice catching in her throat. 

 

 

 

It's near midnight, mid-July, when Sutton finally breaks. She's on AIM again, checking her buddy list obsessively, when the familiar chiming sound goes off to notify her that Ada has signed on. 

 

Though Sutton has been signing on all summer, this is the first time she's seen Ada online in weeks. 

 

She hovers over Ada's screen name for a long 10 seconds, her heart beating wildly. She clicks on it before she loses her nerve.

 

selygirl64: hey

 

She can hardly breathe as she waits for Ada to respond. When the IM window shows that Ada is typing, Sutton scoots her dad's office chair closer to the computer screen, her eyes burning. 

 

adawholep1zza: hey

 

Sutton breathes.

 

selygirl64: how are u?

 

selygirl64: can we talk?

 

adawholep1zza: can't. bye

 

The computer speakers thud with that echoing door-closing sound, and Ada is gone. 

 

 

 

Sutton drives to Ada's house. Rascal Flatts' "What Hurts the Most" comes on the radio. She has to change the station.

 

She parks in the driveway behind Ada's hand-me-down SUV and lets her headlights linger on the license plate. The mere sight of Ada's car makes her ache. It's been too many days since she's been in that car, her legs brushing against the old seat cloth, her sinuses clogging from the 'Summer Rain' car freshener. 

 

She goes around to the back of the house, where the basement door is hidden beneath the deck. She hopes Ada is still down in the basement, maybe still sitting in front of the computer. She doesn't want to text her and beg her to come down from her bedroom.

 

She knocks on the door--the special knock, the one they drummed up last year after they learned how to drive--and waits. 

 

She hears movement. She watches through the window as Ada approaches the door, her expression serious. 

 

Ada opens the door and stands plainly in front of her, one hand still on the doorknob. She says nothing.

 

Sutton takes her in. Lets her eyes absorb everything they haven't been able to see for weeks. Ada's skinny legs and her green Soffe shorts. Her white tank top and her half-moon necklace. Her hair, not straightened for once--perhaps the first time since they graduated--pulled into a loose bun with flyaway curls. The hurt in her eyes, the downward turn of her mouth. 

 

Sutton swallows. "I need to talk to you." 

 

Ada shifts her eyes away, as if looking at Sutton is too hard. "There's nothing more to talk about."

 

"No, there is--I need to apologize."

 

"You already apologized."

 

"But not like this," Sutton pleads. "Ada, I get it--I mean, I understand why you were upset, I understand I broke something between us--"

 

"Let it go, Sutton. We have to move on." 

 

"No we don't--"

 

"There's too much messiness now. We can't just--erase everything and go back to how we used to be."

 

"We can, though. We can work at it. Ada, come on--"

 

"No," Ada says, half-whispering, half-crying. "I don't--I don't trust you anymore. I used to have every conviction about you and me. About us understanding each other. But I think--maybe you never understood me in the first place." 

 

Sutton lets the thickness build in her throat. Her esophagus burns. "But I love you," she says. 

 

Ada shuts her eyes, shakes her head to deny the words. 

 

"Please," Sutton begs. "I won't hurt you again. I promise, Ade."

 

Ada wipes away tears. "We're leaving for college next month anyway," she says, her voice shaking. "Maybe it's better this way."

 

"Of course it's not!" Sutton cries. 

 

Ada looks heartbrokenly at her, and Sutton sees the decision in her eyes. 

 

    

 

"Bye, Sutton," Ada says, and she closes the door.

Chapter Seven

The shuttle ride back to their office was quiet--an exhausted, crash-after-a-sugar-high kind of quiet. Sutton could feel everyone slipping back into normalcy, leaving the excitement of the retreat behind them. 

 

She sat by herself and leaned her head against the window. She stared at the back of Ada's head several seats in front of her. Ada had pulled her dark curls back into a tight bun again, like she did every day for work. She had headphones in her ears. She was shutting the world out. Shutting Sutton out. 

 

They hadn't so much as looked at each other since that moment on Jacob's Ladder. Sutton had landed back on the ground with a leaden heaviness inside her. She had let Ada answer their colleagues' disappointed questions about why they'd given up. She didn't try to hide the sadness she knew was evident on her face. 

 

She gave in to that sadness now. Curled up in her seat, dug her temple further into the window until it hurt, and told herself to feel.

 

 

 

The shuttle bumbled into the Cyntera parking lot around two o'clock. Everyone departed with tired, lethargic goodbyes, ready to go home to their families and pets. Sutton muttered her own "See you" to the general group, then walked off toward her car. As she pulled open the door and stuffed her overnight bag inside, she glanced across the parking lot to where Ada was getting into her car. Turn around, she pleaded, not even understanding why she wanted Ada to look at her. 

 

Ada did not turn around. 

 

Sutton got into her car and stuck her key into the ignition, but did not turn it. There was a heaviness in her throat, in her esophagus, in her gut, and she wanted to feel it in the silence. 

 

 

 

Her parents weren't there when she got home. She trudged up to her old bedroom and dumped her bag on the floor. Wilson Phillips looked up from her spot on the bed, her eyes curious.

 

"I'm home," Sutton told her, sprawling out on the bed next to her.

 

Wilson Phillips started purring. She allowed Sutton to stroke her head, her eyes closing in satisfaction. Sutton lay there with her head on one arm, her other arm extended to stroke WP, and her throat clogging until she could hardly breathe. 

 

 

 

They start kissing regularly. It happens on weekends, mostly. Some nights they go over to Ada's house because her subdivision juts up to the greenway that sprawls through their suburb. In the daytime, people sweep past on the greenway, training for half-marathons or biking with their kids, but at night, no one passes through. The grassy field stays empty. They can walk down Ada's street, through a cul-de-sac, and out onto the expansive earth. 

 

It's always dark, and now that first semester is drawing to a close, it's chilly. They wear hoodies and thick socks. Joey wears beanies over his messy hair. When they inhale from a joint that Derek passes around, they get a taste of the air, and it's crisp and lean. 

 

On one of these nights, Joey and Derek bring girls with them. They're underclassmen, but they're nice enough. Sutton and Ada mostly talk to them for the boys' sake. 

 

After a while, once Joey and Derek have taken several hits, they stop talking and fade into making out with the underclassmen. Sutton looks at Ada, who shakes her head with a small smile. 

 

Then Ada takes Sutton's hand and leads her away from the others, farther out onto the grassy field. 

 

They lie on their backs, hips touching, fingers intertwined. For a long time--maybe a full five minutes--neither one of them speaks. They've perfected being in silence together. 

 

"How's it going at home?" Ada finally says. This is her way of asking Sutton about her parents. She knows everything has been harder on Sutton over the last year and a half, ever since her brother went off to school. 

 

"They didn't fight at all this week," Sutton says.

 

"That's good."

 

"It's tolerable." 

 

Ada squeezes her fingers. "You're so much like both of them. I can see what each one of them gave you. It's hard to fathom that they don't, like, connect or whatever, when they're both really great people who made such a great person." 

 

Sutton draws a belly-deep breath. "I wish they could be in love, like your parents."

 

Ada picks at her eyes--Sutton can tell she's adjusting a contact. "Yeah," Ada says, her laughter hollow, "Not that their being in love makes any difference to either side of the family."

 

Sutton sighs. "That's so dumb. Why do they care as long as your parents are happy? And you're happy?"

 

Ada rolls onto her side so she's looking at Sutton's profile. "I don't know. But let's talk about something less depressing."

 

Sutton rolls over to mirror her. "Like what," she smiles.

 

"Like...what we're gonna do over Christmas break."

 

"Eat and sleep."

 

"I was thinking we should do our movies challenge."

 

"Yeah..." Sutton breathes. "How many free rentals have you saved up at Blockbuster?"

 

"Only two," Ada laughs.

 

"That's a start, though."

 

"Yeah."

 

"Ade?"

 

"Yeah?"

 

"Do you think...we could rent some, like...girl-on-girl movies? Not porn, but like...just romance or something?"

 

Ada lets the silence build, but only, Sutton knows, because she wants to give weight to Sutton's need. 

 

"Of course," she says gently.

 

"Thanks."

 

"Sutton...I don't think you need to stress about this so much. Whatever you want to define yourself as is just semantics. It's just a label."

 

"It matters to me."

 

Ada is quiet again. "Okay," she says. "I'm sorry." 

 

Sutton knows Ada is not placating her--that Ada always wants Sutton to have the things she needs. Still, Sutton can't understand how Ada doesn't worry about this stuff. 

 

"Don't you think about the label?" Sutton asks.

 

"No."

 

"Why?"

 

"Because I don't want the finality of a label. Labels are for making other people comfortable." 

 

"But what about us?"

 

Ada holds her hand again. "What do you think about us?"

 

Sutton smiles despite the seriousness. "I think...I like kissing you."

 

Ada laughs. "And snuggling."

 

"Yeah," Sutton says, "and the other stuff."

 

"Definitely the other stuff."

 

They ditch the boys. Ada gives Joey an extra key to her basement door and orders him to lock it after he and Derek are inside for the night. Then Sutton and Ada walk home, both of them nestling their hands in their hoodies.

 

They tiptoe up to Ada's bedroom. They put on their Old Navy cotton pajama bottoms and choose t-shirts with their favorite bands' names on them. Sutton laughs inwardly because she knows they'll be sneaking their hands under these clothes anyway. 

 

They come together in bed and start kissing right away. Ada whispers silly things in the darkness to make Sutton laugh. Sutton lets her hands roam beneath Ada's t-shirt and enjoys the husking noises Ada makes. It's only been a few weeks since Sutton first witnessed these sounds, and they're still thrilling to her. 

 

They cuddle up to each other after they've both come. Ada kisses Sutton's forehead and tries to soothe her into sleep, but for the first time in her 17 years, Sutton is awake. 

 

 

 

Sutton existed in a zombie-like daze on Monday morning. She drove down into the city, nursing a thermos of coffee her mom had brewed for her--her mom could always tell when she was out of sorts, even at 25--and listening to NPR. She never listened to NPR, but she thought hearing about other events in the world might distract her from this collision with her past.

 

But she couldn't help but think of Ada. What would Ada be doing right now? Where was she driving in from? Sutton didn't even know where she lived.

 

She wondered if Ada would be drinking coffee. Ada had hated coffee when they were in high school--she had rolled her eyes every time one of their friends suggested Starbucks as a hangout spot--but Ada had said on Saturday morning that she sometimes drank it now. Did that mean every morning?

 

What would she be listening to? Was Radiohead still her favorite band? Was she playing Pandora or Spotify or her iPod? Or was she one of those people who made phone calls in the morning, rather than waking up with music?

 

Sutton negated that last thought as soon as she processed it. Ada had always hated talking on the phone. 

 

There was one thing Sutton did know about the current Ada, and it settled onto her chest as she rolled her car into the Cyntera parking lot. 

 

Ada did not trust her. And probably never would again. 

 

 

 

It was one of those mornings where Sutton couldn't bring herself to do any work. She refreshed her Facebook newsfeed at least seven times before the 9:30 Monday meeting. To her right, she saw Wyatt's desktop screen: he was doing the same thing. 

 

Marta must have sucked up everyone else's energy and swallowed it down into herself--surely that's why she was practically bouncing around the room while the rest of them keeled back against their chairs like shriveled up old people. Marta took them through a review of the "company pillars we erected this weekend" (Mikey P. snorted audibly), which included teamwork, accountability, creativity, and a persistent focus on the future. Sutton was restless through the meeting, crossing her right leg over her left, then her left leg over her right, then stretching out with her legs in front of her in completely un-ladylike fashion ("Piggish!", her mother would say), then slumping forward with her head on her hand. 

 

Ada sat upright and still through the meeting, that haughty expression back on her face. Sutton wanted to outright throw something at her--a pen, a paperclip, anything--but whether to get her attention or just make her flinch, she didn't know.

 

 

 

"I am so out of commission right now," Wyatt said when they were back in the legal nook. He dragged his hands down his face and shook his hair like a wet dog. "You know what I need? Donuts. A dozen sugary, fattening Krispy Kremes. That's what we all need. You wanna come, Sutton?"

 

She did.

 

They traipsed out of the office, Sutton following Wyatt's lead of looking like they were doing something important. Marta didn't ask them any questions as they wound past her office. 

 

"Easy," Wyatt said when they reached the elevator bank. "You see the strategy? As long as you produce stellar work 90 percent of the time, then no one asks questions when you wanna dick around for the other 10 percent."

 

"Genius," Sutton said flatly.

 

"Well, it works for me, anyway." 

 

The sun was scorching when they stepped outside. It beat down on them as they strolled up the sidewalk, both of them resigned to the mid-morning heat.

 

"How was your Sunday night?" Wyatt asked.

 

"Fine," Sutton shrugged. Her feet were sweating in her flats.

 

"I was exhausted. I picked up my dog, went home, and crashed for hours."

 

"Well," Sutton snorted, somewhat meanly, "I guess you had reason to be exhausted."

 

"Huh?"

 

"You and Debbie? Up late both nights?"

 

She had expected him to cast it off with a cocky grin, but he blushed. He dipped his head as his cheeks colored with more than Southern summer heat. 

 

"Debbie's a nice girl," he said shyly.

 

"You like her?"

 

Wyatt frowned at her. "Well of course I like her. Why else would I be--er--like you said--up late with her?" 

 

"Oh. Yeah. I just thought, maybe you were--you know, having fun. You seem like the type." 

 

"Oh," Wyatt said, suddenly understanding. He was quiet for a beat. "So you think I'm a douchebag."

 

"What? No." 

 

"You think I'm the asshole guy in the office."

 

"No, I don't."

 

Wyatt held the door for her when they reached Krispy Kreme. She stepped inside and looked pointedly at the counter, wondering how she'd stumbled into this stupid conversation. Wyatt passed her without saying anything, heading straight for the counter. She stood silently, burning with embarrassment, while he ordered a dozen donuts. 

 

On their walk back, with Wyatt carrying the box in front of him like a platter, Sutton tried to apologize. Wyatt frowned as she tripped her way through "I'm sorry" a couple of times. 

 

"Did you know I used to have a fiancée?" he asked her. 

 

She stared hard in front of her. "No, I didn't."

 

"Caroline. She was my college girlfriend. Lived in my freshman dorm. Smartest person I ever met." He paused. "I was really in love with her."

 

"What happened?"

 

"She called it off. We went to meet with a caterer, for the wedding, you know, and when we were walking back to the car, she started crying and said she couldn't do it. She gave me the ring back and I drove her home to her apartment while she cried."

 

"Wow. I'm sorry."

 

"We were supposed to be married next month."

 

"I'm sorry."

 

"Debbie's been one of the few people I could talk to about it. All my college friends, my law school friends--it's hard, 'cause they know her. They love her. But Debbie, she's like a breath of fresh air. She listens and asks questions and believes me when I tell her how I feel. I know you don't like her, but I do."

 

"I like her fine."

 

"Have you ever been in love, Sutton?"

 

The sun beat down on her.

 

"Once," she admitted. "I had my heart broken, too."

 

"It sucks. It's like lying in the road and having someone run over you with a monster truck."

 

She laughed mirthlessly. "Yeah, it is like that. Even years later."

 

"I'm trying to move on," Wyatt said as he led her toward the elevator bank. "I think there will always be a piece of me that loves Caroline, but I'm trying to look past it. I'm trying to make my heart work properly again. If our hearts can work properly after we lose our first love." 

 

Sutton said nothing.

 

"Anyway," Wyatt said, sighing as they stepped into the elevator, "I only told you all that so maybe you'd understand me better. I don't care to be put in a box." 

 

The elevator doors shut and Wyatt jabbed the 11 button with his thumb, and Sutton was swept upward in a storm of feelings. 

 

 

 

In March, after track practice, they decide to go to Atlanta Bread Company for food. Ada has recently started eating vegetarian and she likes the salad options at ABC. Sutton loves their soups, so it's a win-win decision. 

 

They're both sweaty and still wearing their damp track gear. Ada wears a runner's headband that Sutton finds weirdly adorable. While they stand in line, waiting to order, Sutton reaches up and brushes the damp curls off the back of Ada's neck. Ada looks back and smiles at her in that new way she's been smiling, with this depth in her eyes that makes Sutton's stomach heat. 

 

"Did you ever finish that Powerpoint for Mr. Feist?" Sutton asks while they eat.

 

Ada shakes her head while she chews a spinach leaf into her mouth. 

 

"Wait," Sutton laughs, "so did you turn anything in?"

 

"No."

 

"Ade!"

 

"What? Don't give me that look. His class is bullshit, anyway."

 

"Your parents are gonna be pissed."

 

"They won't find out."

 

"What if he calls home? Or what if he e-mails your dad like he did sophomore year?"

 

Ada chews and swallows. "Why are you worried about this?"

 

"I'm worried about you."

 

"Don't be. I'm fine."

 

Sutton hikes her eyebrows and looks down to her onion soup.

 

"Hey," Ada kicks her foot under the table. "What did the duck order with his soup?"

 

Sutton waits a beat, still mildly irritated. "I don't know. What?"

 

Ada's mouth slips into a grin. "Quackers."

 

Sutton laughs through her nose. "So dumb."

 

Ada brushes her ankle against Sutton's. Her eyes have turned self-conscious. "I just wanted to see you smile."

 

"You see me smile all the time."

 

"Doesn't mean it gets old."

 

Now Sutton truly smiles, her cheeks warming from something other than the soup.

 

"Sutton?"

 

"Yeah?"

 

"Are we...like..." Ada huffs, frustrated with herself. "Um," she says, collecting her words, her salad fork stilled against the bowl. "Joey asked me to prom."

 

Sutton's heart clenches. "I thought he wanted to take Julia?"

 

Ada shrugs. "I guess that fell through." She pauses, breathes out. "I mean, I know he only wants to take me as a friend, but..."

 

Ada lapses into silence. Sutton sits in silence, too.

 

"I guess I wanted to talk about..." Ada starts, "whether or not you and I are...a thing. And if so, what that means for prom."

 

Sutton looks away from her. She swirls her soup around the bowl. "Do you consider us to be a thing?" 

 

Ada flips her fork back and forth, playing with a spinach leaf. "I think...that's how I've been thinking about us in my head. I don't know when I officially started thinking like that, but I guess things have built to that point."

 

Sutton raises her eyes carefully. Ada makes fleeting eye contact before she looks back down to her salad.

 

"But..." Sutton says. "You still don't think you're--um--a lesbian?"

 

Ada's eyes show her surprise. "Well, no. I told you that."

 

"But you just said all that stuff about you and me."

 

"I don't feel right calling myself that," Ada says. "Not when I like guys, too."

 

"But why does it matter if you're with me?"

 

Ada watches her carefully. There is pity in her eyes, and it makes Sutton feel ashamed. 

 

"Because that's--like--oversimplifying it," Ada answers. "It doesn't make me feel like that's the real me. It's like when people want me to tell them I'm black or I'm white, and the thing is, I'm both and I'm neither."

 

"That doesn't make sense."

 

Ada's face falls. "It does to me." 

 

Sutton's throat burns. "I thought about telling my brother. About me."

 

"Maybe you should. Do you think it'd help you feel better?"

 

"Yeah."

 

"You should do it. Maybe he could help you stop fixating on the label."

 

"I'm not fixating."

 

"It's like I told you before, there's no reason you have to define yourself. It's kind of naive, to be honest."

 

"I told you it matters to me."

 

"Okay. Sorry." Ada picks up a spinach leaf and rips it along the stem. "I do think you should tell your brother, though." 

 

"I probably will." 

 

"But Sutton? Can you leave me out of it? I don't want to give people another reason to label me." 

 

Sutton's throat burns. She knocks her spoon against her bowl. "Okay. Fine." 

 

They sit in silence, an awkward post-script to their conversation. Then Ada, adjusting her headband, asks, "Wanna head out?"

 

"Yeah," Sutton agrees.

 

They leave half their portions on the table.

 

 

 

She saw Ada during the few minutes when everyone swarmed the donuts. Wyatt paraded the box into the office like he was Rafiki carrying Simba, and everyone abandoned their desks and met at the conference table just outside the break room to feast. 

 

"I so needed this," Debbie gushed, sighing into her chocolate glazed donut. 

 

"I had two and a half of these for breakfast," Javier munched, "but it's still hitting the spot."

 

Sutton looked past them, trying to catch Ada's eye. Ada was talking to Marta inside the break room. She was taking bites of a donut with rainbow sprinkles. She must have felt Sutton's eyes on her, for she glanced up after a minute and met Sutton with a steady gaze.

 

It seemed she was reading her. Like she was trying to understand why Sutton was looking at her. Sutton held her eyes, but after a good few seconds, Ada turned away.  

 

 

 

She went out of her way to interact with Ada after that. She walked to the sales nook to ask Debbie pointless questions, only because she wanted an excuse to smile hello in Ada's direction. She busied herself in the break room, making coffee she didn't intend to drink, only because she wanted to catch Ada's eye while Ada worked at her desk. She joined Debbie, Wyatt, and Javier for a one o'clock lunch, hoping Ada might eat with them, too, but Ada left the office and didn't return for an hour. 

 

 

 

She called Amber, her best friend from undergrad, on her drive home from work.

 

"You sound shitty," Amber said. "Tell me what's been going on."

 

Sutton told her. She went on and on for long minutes, her mind slipping away to the retreat lodge. She told Amber about Ada tending to Debbie, about their moment outside the cabin when Sutton thought they might kiss. She told her about Ada getting her lunch. She told her everything leading up to the moment on Jacob's Ladder, but when she got to that moment, she stopped abruptly.

 

"But I don't get it," Amber said, "you had all these moments together--it sounds like you were repairing your friendship--and then she just freaked out when you were one rung away from the top?"

 

"Yeah." 

 

"I don't get it."

 

Sutton's heart beat fast. "I do."

 

"You do?"

 

"That's the twisted part, Amb. It's like, even when she's hurting me, or staying just out of my reach, I understand why she's doing it."

 

"Why?"

 

Sutton exhaled a long breath. "Because I hurt her." 

 

Amber was silent on the other line. After a beat, she said, "Sutton--you haven't come to terms with some of this stuff. I know you haven't because you've never given me the full story. What are you hiding from?"

 

The words echoed in Sutton's brain. On impulse, she pulled her car into a McDonald's parking lot and threw the gearshift into Park.

 

"If I tell you," she said, "will you promise not to judge me?"

 

"Of course," Amber breathed.

 

Sutton leaned her head against the window and pulled the memories to life. 

 

 

 

They graduate in May. Sutton's mom makes plans for the Friday morning ceremony, asking Sutton all sorts of nagging questions. The way she talks, it sounds like she expects Sutton to ride to the graduation with her. 

 

Sutton laughs at that suggestion. She rides to the ceremony with Ada instead. 

 

They speed through back roads and play Jack's Mannequin so loud that Sutton's ears hurt. Sutton looks over and watches Ada sing the part about boxing the stars, and in that capsule of time, she knows the whole world belongs to them. 

 

After they receive their diplomas, Ada hugs Sutton so hard that Sutton gives up on trying to breathe. 

 

"We're--fucking--free," Ada says. 

 

Sutton laughs and presses joy into her. 

 

 

 

Ada's parents host a graduation party for her that night. Ada tells them they don't have to, but they insist.

 

"Professor Dad is just relieved I'm not a dropout," Ada tells Sutton. "I think it's more his party than mine."

 

Sutton and her parents drive separately but get there around the same time, on the early side of the party. Her parents stand near each other at the snack table and act like a real married couple for once, acknowledging each other in conversation and using the pronoun "We" when they talk to other people. Sutton's brother comes, too, but only because he's bored and he loves Mrs. Cosgrove's baking. 

 

Sutton and Ada magnetize to each other during the party. Ada introduces Sutton to all the middle-aged people Sutton doesn't know, most of whom are Dr. Cosgrove's colleagues. "This is my best friend," Ada beams, like Sutton is more important than anyone else at the party. "She's the smartest person in our class. She's going to Duke."

 

Ada says it with unchecked pride. Sutton blushes and ignores the looks of Dr. Cosgrove's colleagues, who are clearly trying to understand why Ada isn't going to Duke, too.

 

"School's not my thing," Ada says when one of the professors asks her as much. "But I'm going to college anyway, just to have the experience of it--have you heard of Willard, down in Florida?"

 

Very few of the professors have heard of Willard. Sutton watches their fake expressions and wonders why Ada doesn't feel embarrassed, and why she herself is feeling embarrassed.   

 

After the party ends, Sutton and Ada sit on Ada's bed and open her graduation gifts. When Ada unwraps the ruby fleece blanket from Sutton's mom, she holds it up to her face and sighs into it. 

 

"I helped her with the color," Sutton smiles.

 

"I love it."

 

Sutton takes it from her and unfolds it so it spans the width of the bed. She pulls it up around their bodies, enveloping them both in its soft warmth. 

 

They lie down, facing each other. Sutton sees a burst of feeling in Ada's eyes. 

 

"Can I tell you something I've been thinking about?" Ada says. 

 

Sutton smiles into the pillow. "Of course."

 

Ada waits a beat, her eyes locked seriously on Sutton's, and then she says, "I love you."

 

Sutton breathes fast.

 

"Not like a best friend," Ada explains. "I mean, like that, too, but--I love you like I'm in love with you. Like I understand the point of everything now."

 

Sutton cannot find her voice. 

 

Ada waits patiently, her eyes big and nervous like that day in eighth grade. 

 

Sutton swallows, hears the words in her head, feels the hollowness in her esophagus. 

 

Too much time passes, and Ada drops her eyes to Sutton's shoulder. 

 

And still Sutton cannot find her voice. 

 

"Um," Ada says, rolling out of the blanket. 

 

"Ada--"

 

"I'll be right back."

 

"Ada, I'm sorry, it's just--"

 

"It's fine," Ada says, shaking her head too fast. "I have to pee. I'll be right back."

 

Sutton swallows the burning in her throat. Ada stays in the bathroom for a long while, and before she comes back, Sutton leaves. 

 

 

 

She lasts a day and a half before someone notices she's out of sorts. 

 

Of all people, it's her brother. 

 

"Where's Ada been?" he asks, when it's just the two of them home alone on Sunday afternoon. "I can't remember a summer yet when y'all haven't been obsessed with each other and hanging out every day."

 

Sutton freezes with her hand on the TV remote, and before she can control it, she's crying. 

 

"Whoa, Sutton, what the hell?" her brother says, moving in front of her, blocking the TV.

 

The words are out before she decides whether or not she wants to release them. It's like they hijack her, like she had been controlling them for so long that they've finally mutinied. She tells him all her feelings, all her confusion, her fear of these words and definitions. 

 

And then, with the sick satisfaction of picking a fresh scab, she tells him about Ada, even though Ada's request rings behind her eyes. 

 

"Sutton..." her brother says. 

 

He sits down next to her, looking entirely overwhelmed, and volleys back her words. The hollowness in her esophagus starts to fill out, but the pit in her stomach grows in contrast. 

 

 

 

She calls Ada in the dead of night, feeling sick with herself. Ada doesn't answer. 

 

She texts her the next morning. Ada doesn't reply. 

 

On Monday afternoon, while their parents are at work, she goes to Ada's house. Ada answers the front door with half of her hair straightened, half of it hanging loose in springy curls. There is pain in her eyes, but she lets Sutton in. 

 

Sutton's not sure how to explain. She tries to rationalize her lack of response to Ada's I love you, but nothing she says sounds adequate, and Ada's eyes stay sad. 

 

"It's just--" Sutton tries. "It was--disarming. When you said. I wasn't prepared."

 

Ada rubs her thumbs over the hem of her t-shirt. Without looking at Sutton, she asks, "Not prepared like--you hadn't thought about it? Or like--you weren't prepared to let me down?"

 

Sutton shifts her weight. 

 

"Do you not love me back?" Ada asks, bravely meeting her eyes. 

 

"No, Ade, of course I do, but I just--this relationship has made me confront myself, made me decide who I am--and it scares me that here I am, ready to admit that I'm gay, and yet I'm sharing this experience with someone who isn't ready to admit that. Don't you think we should be taking that step together?"

 

"Sutton, I have told you how I feel about this--"

 

"And I think it's a cop-out. I think you're being childish when I'm trying to be mature--"

 

"Childish? Are you kidding me?"

 

"Would it be that hard to believe? I mean, you have that kind of attitude about school! 'Oh, I don't like it, so I just won't try--'"

 

"Don't you dare talk about me and school. You have no idea why I am the way I am about school--"

 

"You're trying to hide. You're trying to shirk responsibility--"

 

"You're trying to make me someone I'm not!"

 

"Oh sure, put it on me. Put it on me, like you do everything else. I don't know why I'm surprised, my brother said you would do this--"

 

"Your brother?!"

 

"That's what I said. My brother. I told him about me yesterday. All the shit I've been going through. And he was awesome about it. Better than you've ever been. And you know what else? I told him about you. I told him you're a lesbian who won't admit the truth to herself, and you know what my brother said? He said you're dragging me down, that I've always been braver than you--"

 

"SHUT UP! YOU SHUT UP!" Ada's eyes are mad, her expression is livid. "Get out of my house. Get OUT! And don't you ever talk to me again!"

 

"Childish! You are so childish!"

 

"You don't know what I am! Or who! I thought you did, but you don't! You don't and you--you--you never have--"

 

Ada collapses into sobs. She lays her half-straightened hair on the counter and cries unrestrainedly. 

 

And Sutton, whose heart is still pounding with fury, goes weak. Her muscles slacken and her head grows heavy with pressure. She watches Ada in a kind of dazed exhaustion, waiting for her emotions to direct her. 

 

After a near minute, Ada chokes out, "Leave."

 

Sutton exhales. Then she pivots on her heel and walks to the front door as if she's detached from her body.

 

 

 

As promised, Amber did not judge her. She listened to Sutton's remorse and soothed her through the phone. 

 

"Tell me I'm not a bad person," Sutton asked.

 

"Of course you're not."

 

"I feel like I am."

 

"Listen. Maybe Ada knows the scared, mistaken Sutton from high school, and I guess that impression is sticking with her, but I know the current Sutton. You are not the same person you were at 17. Okay? You're not. And you need to figure out how that changes things." 

 

"What do you mean?"

 

"Stop dragging the weight of your past around. Stop talking to Ada with your teenage self in the back of your mind. Go talk to her as your current self. And figure out what you want to mean to each other."

 

 

 

When Sutton got home, she went upstairs to her bedroom and found herself searching through her closet. Not through the clothes she had hung in there last month, but through the pile of boxes she had tucked away on the shelves before she'd left for college seven years ago. She found her yearbook from 2007--the year she had graduated--and sat down on the carpet, her legs crossed like a child, her hands heavy with these paper memories, her throat heavy with their repercussions. 

 

She opened it and flipped through the pages, searching, searching. 

 

She found their senior portraits first. She and Ada were on the same page--Ely and Cosgrove were so close in the alphabet--but she placed her palm over Ada's portrait and forced her eyes to take in her own portrait first. 

 

She looked different from the way she looked now. Her face in this portrait was skinnier. Her hair was shorter--just shy of shoulder-length, rather than a few inches past her shoulders like how she wore it now. Her smile was radiant, unmarred by regret. 

 

She stared into her own eyes and tried to understand the person behind them. She looked so young. Young and impervious to heartbreak.

 

She moved her eyes upward and removed her palm from the page. 

 

Here was the Ada from her memory, smiling with her perfect white teeth, her flawless sepia skin, her bony clavicle. Her eyes held something daring and mischievous in them. There was nothing guarded in her expression.

 

Sutton wanted to dance her fingers across the glossy page, to tap them over this younger Ada whom she ached for so badly. But she didn't let herself. She sat still and looked and looked. 

 

Then she flipped to the signings at the front and back of the yearbook. She read the notes from her friends and classmates, from boys she had kissed, from all these people who had filled the space around her while she was growing up. Their messages sprinkled the pages in pink Sharpie and green gel pen and blue ink, but she couldn't find the handwriting she was looking for.

 

She flipped through the pages of the yearbook, searching, searching.

 

And then she found that perfect, funky handwriting, dotted in purple ink on the one blank page that had been printed in error. She remembered, with sharp, burning accuracy, how embarrassed she had been when the yearbooks came in with that one messed up page--a canvas of white in the middle of the extracurricular section, breaking up the easy flow from FBLA to French Club. She had felt like she'd botched her entire career as yearbook editor. 

 

But there was Ada's yearbook signing, and Sutton remembered, like she was drawing the memory from the bottom of a lake, what Ada had said about it.

 

It's not an error, you dork. It's the perfect place for me to sign! You can't expect me to write something in the middle of all those other people, as if I'm not your best friend or something. 

 

This time, Sutton did allow herself to touch the page. She trailed her fingers over the lines that formed Ada's words, trying to imagine 17-year-old Ada sitting in her childhood bedroom and penning this message, her eyebrows scrunched, that look on her face that most people mistook for anger but which Sutton knew was concentration.

 

She read the message. 

 

The first paragraph held a litany of inside jokes--jokes Sutton couldn't remember anymore. It stretched on and on, rehashing some of their best days and nights.

 

The second paragraph was short, but reading it was a punch to the gut.

 

You know I'm not as good with sappy stuff as you are, but believe me when I say I'm going to miss you so much. So much. No matter what happens in college, no matter how far apart we are, you will always be my best friend and I will tell that to the whole world. 

 

Sutton's throat burned. 

 

And then it burned more.

 

Love you always,

 

Ada

 

She snapped the yearbook shut, clutched it to her chest, and blinked the burning tears from her eyes. 

 

 

 

Something nestled into her gut on Tuesday morning. She felt it taking up residence there, felt it light a small fire on the lining of her stomach. She had a feeling all day like she was gearing up to do something. Like the fire in her stomach was going to burn its way up her throat, out of her mouth, and into the world.

 

She was strangely focused on her work that day, even though she didn't have much to do. She accomplished everything she needed to do and then cleaned out her e-mail inbox on top of that. When four o'clock rolled around, she swiveled in her chair to face Wyatt, and the two of them sat there in the legal nook and shot the shit for an hour.

 

But when Wyatt stood to leave, Sutton stayed seated. 

 

"I'm gonna let traffic die down a bit before I head home," she told him. 

 

"You're just gonna sit here?"

 

"Yeah."

 

She could tell Wyatt didn't believe her, but he didn't press her. "Alright. See ya tomorrow."

 

"See ya."

 

He left, swinging his messenger bag over his shoulder. Debbie trailed after him. Everyone else left, too. Everyone except Ada.

 

She had guessed Ada would stay late. To work. To get ahead. To do all these things the teenage Ada wouldn't have done. 

 

Sutton clicked around on her computer, pretending to work, listening for sounds from the sales nook. Around 5:45, she heard Ada pack up.

 

So she did the same.

 

 

 

"Are you following me?" Ada said at the elevator bank. It was the first thing she had said to Sutton since Sunday. 

 

Sutton looked straight at her. "Yes."

 

Ada breathed in, then sighed. She stepped into the elevator; Sutton stepped in behind her.

 

They rode down to the lobby in silence. Crossed to the parking lot in silence. 

 

"Are you going to say anything?" Ada said. 

 

Sutton swallowed. Her throat burned with the words she could not say. 

 

Ada's body wilted. She looked away from Sutton, her eyes defeated. 

 

"Get in my car," she said.

 

"What?"

 

"Just get in the car, Sutton."

 

"What about my car?"

 

"Have we not left your car here before? Jesus, just get in." 

 

Ada shut herself into her car and Sutton stared after her, gawping, before she gave in and plopped into the passenger seat on the other side.

 

 

 

Ada drove them in silence. She didn't play music or talk on the phone. She sat there next to Sutton, her expression stormy, her foot heavy on the gas pedal while they sped up 400 North. Sutton swore she could feel the waves radiating off her.

 

When they turned off for an exit, Sutton got an inkling of where they were going.

 

Ten minutes later, Ada turned into their high school.

 

"What are you doing," Sutton said.

 

Ada didn't answer. 

 

The car coasted into the high school parking lot, and the buildings that had played home to Sutton for four years loomed out of the pavement, taunting her, saying, We're still here. So are you. 

 

It seemed only fitting that Ada parked in her old spot in the upperclassman parking lot. She turned the ignition off and the peaceful silence of the deserted school filled the space around them. 

 

"Fine," Ada said. "We clearly need to talk about unfinished business. So here we are. Back where it all started."

 

"It started in eighth grade." 

 

"It escalated here." 

 

Sutton looked through the windshield at the huge trees that had shaded them after school every day. "Fine," she repeated. 

 

"Fine."

 

They sat in silence. 

 

"So talk," Ada said. 

 

Sutton huffed. She crossed her arms tight over her stomach. "Fine," she said. "I miss you. There it is."

 

"You miss me."

 

"Yes."

 

"That's it?"

 

Sutton rounded on her. "Are you fucking serious? What do you mean, 'That's it'? That's a big fucking thing to say to the person who gave up on you seven years ago."

 

"Oh, God, Sutton, I didn't give up on you."

 

"You did!"

 

"Oh, okay, and you were innocent? Are we not going to talk about what you did?"

 

"I messed up! I messed up big time! But I was a confused, overwhelmed, desperate kid, and I was in love with you, Ada, even if you couldn't pick up on it!" 

 

"Jesus, Sutton," Ada hissed, slamming her right hand on the steering wheel. 

 

"Didn't you know that? Didn't you know how I felt about you? Did you neglect all that just because I couldn't tell you how I felt in the exact moment you wanted me to? God, Ada, I'm so mad at you for not giving me another chance! For still not giving me a chance!" 

 

Ada was glaring daggers at the windshield. Her jaw was clenched tight. She huffed hard, in and out, her breath moving audibly through her nose.

 

She slammed her hand against the steering wheel again and tore out of the car, slamming the door behind her. 

 

Sutton chased after her, following her stalking path toward the school. "That's right, shut it down!" she yelled. "Just fucking push me away again, Ada, push me away instead of working it out, just like you did that summer--"

 

"What did you want me to do?!" Ada roared, spinning around in madness. "The person I trusted more than anyone in the world fucking betrayed me, and then she blamed me for not defining myself the way she wanted me to!" 

 

Sutton wilted. 

 

Ada stared her down, her chest heaving. "I'm talking about you, Sutton, in case it wasn't obvious."

 

"I know." 

 

"You tried to make me someone I wasn't," Ada said, her voice shaking. "My whole life, people made me into something foreign, and I wondered if they were right. Then I met you and suddenly I felt normal. I felt loved for who I was. Didn't you understand what that meant to me?"

 

Sutton's breaths were coming fast. "I'm starting to understand." She paused. "I want to understand."  

 

Ada sighed, shook her head. "It doesn't matter. My life is easier without you in it."

 

Sutton's heart stopped. She stared hard at Ada, the blood rushing to her head. "Are you serious? After everything that happened on the retreat? Can't you see there's still something between us?" 

 

Ada drew her hands up to her head and squeezed her fingers together, like she wanted to strangle something. She stomped her foot on the ground and turned away from Sutton, breathing hard. 

 

"Ada?"

 

"God," Ada huffed, her teeth clenched. "I hate being around you."

 

"Fine," Sutton growled, stung. "That's just fine. But why don't you do us both a favor and articulate why you hate being around me?" 

 

Ada huffed some more, her breath moving in and out of her nostrils. Sutton waited for her to regain control. 

 

After a long 30 seconds of Ada struggling, Sutton let her hands fall to her sides and spread her palms out on the air. She let the anger slip from her voice when she spoke.

 

"Just talk to me, Ade."

 

Ada's head jerked instinctively. "God, that fucking nickname--"

 

"I know," Sutton said, gently. "I know."

 

Ada took a deep, measured

Chapter Eight

They sat on the sidewalk for another five minutes. The heat sat with them, settling further into Sutton's skin. The evening sun played off Ada's face and Sutton had to remind herself not to stare.

 

"Do you want me to take you back to your car now?" Ada asked. 

 

"Sure," Sutton smiled. 

 

"You wanna get some food first, though?"

 

"God, yes. I'm starving."

 

They pulled into the Steak 'n' Shake near their high school. Sutton ordered a burger and peanut butter shake; Ada ordered a strawberry shake without food.

 

"They still have bad vegetarian options here?" Sutton asked.

 

Ada laughed. "You and your creepy memory. Yeah, bad options, plus I have fresh groceries at home."

 

"How adult of you."

 

"It's the one adult thing I'm good at."

 

Sutton looked down to the console and tapped her fingers on the miscellaneous coins gathered there. "So..." she said. "Where is home for you, anyway?"

 

"Midtown."

 

Sutton smiled. "I could have guessed."

 

Ada pulled forward to pay for their food. Sutton tried to treat, but Ada swatted her hand away. "You can get next time," she said. 

 

Next time. The words settled in Sutton's stomach with blessed warmth. 

 

"I was just thinking..." Ada said, "You should come see my place soon, if you want. No rush, I mean, I understand that could be weird--" 

 

"No, that would be awesome."

 

Ada handed over her food, a nervous grin on her face. "Don't get too excited, it's nothing special. My roommate is a slob and--"

 

"You have a roommate?"

 

"Yeah, are you kidding? Midtown is expensive."

 

Sutton felt weirdly jealous. "Will I meet her?"

 

"Of course."

 

"Okay. Well...it's a plan."

 

"Okay," Ada grinned. Then she pulled back onto the main road that led to the interstate, and Sutton sat back in her seat and let the moment seep into her. 

 

 

 

They didn't speak much on the drive back, but Sutton felt no pressure about it. She felt more alive, more attuned to her senses, than she had in years. The taste of her hot burger, the sting of her cold shake, the smell of fast food grease, the sound Ada's car made while it cruised south to the city, the sight of the Buckhead skyline looming into view with its glowing windows... and accompanying it all, the intangible feeling of being here with Ada, of breathing the same oxygen she was breathing, of soaking up the dynamite of her presence. Sutton's heart was stretching inside her, making room to welcome back the one person it had always beat for. 

 

 

 

When they reached the office parking lot, Ada turned her car's ignition off and looked over to Sutton with a half-smirk on her face. 

 

"What?" Sutton asked, a smirk shifting into place on her own face. 

 

Ada shrugged. "Thinking about how dumb we are. And how funny life is."

 

Sutton didn't say anything, just allowed herself to look at Ada. Ada looked back at her, taking her in, making Sutton feel she was worth looking at. 

 

Then Ada cleared her throat. "We'll go slowly."

 

Sutton smiled. "We'll go slowly."

 

They looked at each other for another few seconds, then Sutton laughed self-consciously and leaned forward to pull Ada into a hug. "Thanks," she said, without knowing exactly what she was thanking her for.  

 

"Thank you," Ada said.

 

Sutton squeezed her tight, then got out of the car while she could still help it. 

 

 

 

She played an old CD from high school on her drive home. It was a mix she had found back in March, when she had still been living in Knoxville. She had tried to listen to it then but had turned it off after the first two tracks because it made the past feel too present. 

 

Tonight she listened to it without stopping. Ashlee Simpson and Panic! at the Disco and Nelly Furtado and Three 6 Mafia - all these artists she and her friends had played over and over on their way to football games and Taco Mac and house parties. 

 

Tonight she was simultaneously a teenager and a 25-year-old, and she was okay with that. 

 

 

 

When she got home and skipped upstairs to her old bedroom, she gathered Wilson Phillips in her arms and held her close. 

 

"I thought I'd lost her," she whispered into the cat's fur. Wilson Phillips began to purr and Sutton stood there experiencing the vibration, hearing her own words echo in her head, feeling her heart keep stretching inside her chest.  

 

 

 

"Hello?"

 

"Ade?"

 

"Sutton?"

 

Sutton exhaled and paced across the room. "How'd you know it was me?"

 

Ada laughed awkwardly. "You mean other than your voice? Uh--well, I recognized your phone number."

 

"You did?"

 

"Did you still have my number saved?"

 

Sutton panicked for a beat before she decided on the truth. "No," she admitted. "I just--still had it memorized."

 

Ada was silent on the other end of the line. 

 

"Sorry," Sutton blustered. "I mean, if that's weird--"

 

"No, no, of course not. I was just letting it settle."

 

"Okay."

 

"So--what's up?"

 

"Um," Sutton said. "Well--I called to thank you for dinner. I forgot to say it in the car."

 

Ada took a second to reply. "You're welcome." 

 

Silence hovered on the line.

 

"Uh--sorry," Sutton said again. "Maybe it was premature for me to call you."

 

"No," Ada said, and Sutton knew she wasn't placating her. "We're just relearning."

 

"Yeah. Maybe you're right." 

 

"You really had my number memorized?"

 

Sutton's face heated. "Not on purpose. Not, like, in a creepy way." 

 

Ada laughed into the phone. "I still remember things like that, too." She hesitated, then went on. "Your grandpas' names, your mom's favorite perfume...weird stuff."

 

"No way you remember my grandpas' names."

 

"Gus and Bernie."

 

Sutton fell silent.

 

Ada laughed nervously. "See? You have to let it settle."

 

"Yeah," Sutton breathed.

 

They were both silent again. 

 

"Well--I'll see you tomorrow?" Sutton asked. 

 

"Yeah, okay. Goodnight, Sutton."

 

"Goodnight, Ada."

 

Sutton tapped the red "End" button and held the phone in her hand, blinking at the recorded call time, the proof that she and Ada had had a bedtime phone call for the first time since they were teenagers.

 

 

 

Sutton's stomach was happily anxious on the drive to work the next morning. Here she was, three days out from the retreat, and her emotional landscape was radically different from how it had lay only yesterday.

 

She sipped from her thermos of coffee and jabbed the radio buttons on her dash, her nerves buzzing with energy. She pictured Ada driving to work in her own car, reaching down for her thermos of coffee and accidentally brushing her fingers against the straw wrappers the two of them had left in the console the night before. 

 

The traffic was fluid today. The sky was an early morning blue. The radio personalities were tittering about pop culture. It was a new day and the summer sun was high and the city was buzzing, but no one was as alive as Sutton.

 

 

 

Her eyes found Ada as soon as she walked into the office. Ada was already at her desk, her head bent toward her computer screen, her hair tied up in a perfect knot. 

 

"'Morning," Sutton said as she walked past her. She tried to say it casually, cavalierly, so as not to draw attention from their coworkers-but she felt a rush in her chest that she was sure carried into her voice. 

 

"Hey," Ada said, her voice warm and clear, her eyes lighting up. 

 

The rush in Sutton's chest swelled upward to her head, making her giddy. She squeezed her fists together to dispel the excess energy and walked purposefully to the legal nook, promising herself she could talk more with Ada later. 

 

When she had settled into her seat and turned her computer on for the day, she chanced a look at the sales nook. Ada met her eyes immediately-she must have been checking every few seconds to see if Sutton was looking in her direction. 

 

Sutton thought she might burst with giddiness. It was like high school, this feeling. It was like walking into a classroom, making eye contact with Ada, and trading smiles for no reason. It was that perfect secret of knowing they understood each other beyond anything else in the room. 

 

Sutton grinned and shrugged in Ada's direction. Ada chewed her lip to fight down her smile before she returned her attention to her work. 

 

 

 

Naturally they ended up in the break room at the same time. 

 

"How's legal stuff today?" Ada asked while she re-filled the coffee pot.

 

"Oh, you know...legal-ish."

 

"Legal-ish," Ada repeated, laughing.

 

"Do you want some grapefruit?" Sutton asked, showing her the pieces she was cutting.

 

"Sure," Ada smiled. "Is this a new thing with you? Grapefruit?"

 

"It's me trying to act like I make healthy choices."

 

Ada leaned against the counter, smiling easily, her knobby elbows making sharp angles in her cardigan. "Like that burger last night?"

 

"Exactly." 

 

"Still the Sutton I know, then."  

 

Sutton bit into a grapefruit slice to hide her smile, but she was sure Ada recognized it, for Ada fought down a shy smile and turned to pour from the coffee pot. 

 

"Do you drink coffee every day now?" Sutton asked her. "You used to hate going to Starbucks."

 

"That's because the only thing our stupid high school friends wanted to drink were frappuccinos. I guess I equated coffee with that. But when I got out of college and discovered black coffee, I was hooked." 

 

"You would be that person who drinks black coffee."

 

"It's delicious. And it's good for you."

 

"I have to take mine with cream and sugar."

 

"How many of each?"

 

"Mm, I don't know...like two creams, two sugars?"

 

"I'll remember that."

 

Sutton coughed out a laugh. "Filing it away with all the other new details?"

 

"Yeah," Ada laughed, "like the cat."

 

Sutton was about to tease Ada in return when Debbie clacked into the break room, her eyes bugging. "Guess what?!" she said breathlessly.

 

Ada looked as disoriented as Sutton felt. "What?"

 

"Mikey P. has a girlfriend." 

 

"Okay..."

 

"Um hello? Mikey P.? With a girlfriend?" 

 

"Why is that such a big deal?" Ada said. "He's a college boy. The chances are high that he has a girlfriend. Or a girl he's 'talking to' or whatever."

 

"Okay, so let me understand this: you two think it's hilarious to make fun of Wyatt and me, but Mikey P. holds no interest for you?"

 

"Basically," Sutton said, at the same time that Ada said, "Mmhmm."

 

"Whatever," Debbie said with a roll of her eyes. "Apparently he's bringing this girl to Happy Hour on Friday. Wyatt overheard him talking to Javier and he kept saying 'she' and 'her' and all these things."

 

"The infamous female pronouns," Ada said, her eyes dancing. She crossed the break room and plucked a piece of grapefruit out of Sutton's bowl.

 

"What's with you two?" Debbie asked. 

 

"Sorry," Sutton laughed. "We were just having a funny conversation when you walked in."

 

"You have funny conversations now?" Debbie said, her eyebrows raised. 

 

"We had a Come-to-Jesus talk," Ada said, stealing another piece of grapefruit, "and our energies are aligned now."

 

"Okay, weirdos, I'll leave you alone with your energies," Debbie said, grabbing a water from the fridge, "but you'd better come to Happy Hour on Friday." 

 

 

 

The next two days passed with similar giddiness. Sutton clicked eyes with Ada multiple times a day, made excuses to find her in the break room, tried to make her laugh during team meetings. By Friday, she was still on a high, still bowled over with how joyful she felt about their reconciliation. 

 

Around 2 on Friday, Sutton's Outlook inbox chimed with a new e-mail. The sender's name said Ada Cosgrove. Sutton clicked on the message immediately, her stomach buzzing. Ada had never e-mailed her directly before - not since they were in high school and Sutton had sent her one of those "Fill out what I mean to you!!" surveys that had been floating around MySpace. 

 

Ada's e-mail contained a link to a Buzzfeed article. In the body of the e-mail, Ada had written, It's like the writer spied on our company.

 

Sutton opened the article. It was titled "The 25 Co-Workers Who Will Drive You Batshit Crazy." Sutton skimmed it, recognizing far too many tropes.

 

I bet you wrote this under a pseudonym, Sutton e-mailed back. She glanced across the office and grinned at Ada, who had been glancing over at her. 

 

Ha! No, Ada replied. If I had, one of them would have said 'The Ex-BFF you're really excited to be friends with again.'

 

Sutton warmed all over. She turned to look at Ada again, almost instinctively, and they shared an embarrassed smile.

 

 

 

Once again, Wyatt led the charge to Happy Hour. He pushed through the clusters of people near the bar until he spotted Trivareus, the waiter who usually helped him. Trivareus gave a less-than-enthusiastic smile as Wyatt indicated that he needed a table, even though there was an open table near the back corner. Sutton looked sideways to check if Ada had noticed it. She had. But this time, rather than calling Wyatt out on his insistence that his "connections" got them a table, Ada just rolled her eyes and smirked.

 

"Mikey," Debbie said sweetly once they had all sat down, "I thought you said you were bringing someone."

 

Mikey looked up in surprise. "Er--yeah," he muttered, clearly confused that Debbie knew this. "She's parking."

 

"Atta boy," Wyatt said, and Mikey looked in confusion at him.

 

"So," Debbie chirped, slapping her palms on the table, "how was everyone's week?"

 

"It was the same as every other week," Javier said flatly. He paused, considering. "Except I had to talk to that noob down in Florida."

 

"What noob?"

 

"From that company we're buying. Martha asked me to get a feel for their tech set-up. Let me tell you, this guy had no idea what he was doing. I wouldn't even trust him to watch my ferrets."

 

"Would you trust us to watch your ferrets?" Wyatt asked.

 

Javier blinked. Then he raised a finger and pointed at each of them, one by one.

 

"Yes," he pointed at Wyatt. "Yes," he said to Debbie, "but only if you talked less. Vocalization upsets them." He pointed to Mikey P. and paused for a beat. "Maybe," he decided, "but you'd have to get a background check first."

 

"What about me?" Ada asked.

 

"Yes," Javier pointed at her, "because you have a good head on your shoulders and I know you'd never mess up their feeding schedule."

 

Ada glanced at Sutton with bragging eyes.

 

"And me?" Sutton asked. 

 

"Potentially," Javier said, his eyes squinting, "but you'd be a last resort, like Mikey, because you can be explosive sometimes."

 

"What?" Sutton said, genuinely taken aback. Next to her, Ada burst out laughing. 

 

"I'd agree with that," Wyatt said.

 

"Sutton's not explosive!" Debbie said, with the air of defending an unloved puppy. "She's just passionate."

 

Ada laughed harder. Sutton elbowed her and laughed, "Shut up."

 

Just then, a pretty girl with a kind face approached their table and hovered at Mikey's side. "Hi," she said uncertainly.

 

"Oh, hey," Mikey said, his tone disinterested. "Hold on, we'll make room."

 

They all scooted down the booth, their eyes on Mikey P. and the new girl. There was a funny air of giddiness around the table. Sutton clicked eyes with Ada and saw her own smirk reflected on Ada's face.

 

"Wow, you're so cute!" Debbie trilled, extending a hand to the new girl's arm. "Mikey, she's so pretty!"

 

Mikey frowned, like Debbie was speaking nonsense. "Uh...okay."

 

"Thanks," the new girl blushed. 

 

"What's your name?" Wyatt asked.

 

"I'm Brooke."

 

"Nice to meet you, Brooke. I'm Wyatt, this is Debbie, that's Javier, and that's Sutton and Ada."

 

Sutton's stomach buzzed. How long had it been since they had last been called Sutton-and-Ada, like a unit? The sound of it was magic.

 

"So how did you two meet?" Debbie asked Mikey and Brooke.

 

Both Mikey and Brooke stared at her. After a second, Brooke asked politely, "Um--excuse me?"

 

"Was it at Tech?" Debbie continued. 

 

"Oh my god," Ada laughed, leaning in so only Sutton could hear her.

 

"What?" Sutton whispered.

 

"Look carefully between them. Notice anything?"

 

Sutton studied them against each other. The shape of their eyes, the jut of their chins--

 

"Ooooh," she breathed.

 

Across from her, Debbie was still clueless. "I just think you two look really cute together," she said.

 

"Debbie, ew," Mikey P. said, his expression horrified. "This is my sister." 

 

There was a long, dead beat of silence around the table. Then Ada started laughing behind her hands. Javier started laughing on Sutton's other side. Brooke, at the end of the table, broke into a polite, disbelieving laugh.

 

"Yikes, Deb," Wyatt said.

 

"Oh, shut up," Debbie snipped, swatting at his arm. She didn't seem that embarrassed. "It was an easy mistake to make. You all thought it, too."

 

"I changed my mind about your ferret-sitting status," Javier said, guffawing. "It's a definite No now."

 

Ada was still laughing beside Sutton. Sutton finally broke into laughter with her, more amused by Ada's reaction than Debbie's misstep.

 

"Will you two cut it out?" Debbie said to them. "Stop acting like you're besties all of a sudden."

 

"Your faux pas got them all chummy," Wyatt said.

 

Sutton felt her face heat up, but Ada was unperturbed. "Sutton and I have similar senses of humor," she hiccupped. 

 

"Yeah, well, I'm glad everyone's amused," Debbie said.

 

"I'm grossed out," Mikey P. said. 

 

"Well who subjects their sister to company Happy Hour? The only time normal people bring others around is if it's their significant other!" 

 

"I just wanted Brooke to get a feel for Cyntera," Mikey said, his face scrunched up. 

 

"I was thinking about interning next year," Brooke added.

 

"Well, welcome to our company, Brooke," Ada said, her voice full of laughter, "where we champion incest above all else."

 

"Shut up," Debbie said again, with an air of resigning herself to everyone's mockery.

 

The server came over to ask for their drink orders. Javier ordered a whiskey-gin-Red Bull (the server frowned) while the rest of them scanned the drinks menu.

 

"What are you getting?" Sutton asked Ada.

 

Ada rubbed her lips back and forth, considering. "A Snakebite, maybe?"

 

"What's that?"

 

"Beer and cider mixed together. It's good. Are you gonna get high-gravity beers again?" 

 

"Helllll no."

 

"You could order a Coke, like Mikey."

 

"Funny," Sutton said.

 

She ordered a Sweetwater Blue. The server motioned for their menus and Sutton took Ada's in hand with her own to give him. The simple thrill of that joint action made the whole night feel infinite. 

 

When the server brought their drinks, Sutton asked Ada how her Snakebite was. 

 

"Delicious," Ada said after a sip. She paused and, not looking at Sutton, she asked, "Do you want to taste it?"

 

Sutton was caught off guard by the intimate gesture, but she recovered. "Yeah," she said hastily, "I'd love to."

 

Ada held the drink out to her and Sutton took a sip from it, trying hard to act nonchalant. 

 

"Good, right?" Ada asked.

 

Sutton agreed, but in truth she had hardly even noticed the taste: she was too ecstatic about sharing something with Ada for the first time in seven years. 

 

 

 

They left after an hour and a half. Mikey saw his sister off to her car while the rest of them traipsed back to their company parking lot. Javier skipped off to his station wagon, shouting over his shoulder that his roommates were building a new video game theater and he didn't want to miss the fun. Wyatt and Debbie sneaked off together, dropping a hasty goodbye as they went. And suddenly Sutton and Ada were alone in the parking lot together. 

 

"Hey, um," Sutton fumbled, "do you want to keep hanging out?"

 

"I do," Ada said, with a guilty voice, "but I actually promised my kickboxing friends I'd hang out with them tonight."

 

"Your what?"

 

"Kickboxing? Like the class?"

 

Sutton laughed in surprise. "You're in a kickboxing class?"

 

"I am. I started in January. It was one of my New Year's resolutions." She paused and smiled, as if she knew how different that made her sound from her teenage self. 

 

"Wow."

 

"I guess this is another one of those new things we have to learn about each other?"

 

"Yeah, I guess."

 

Ada folded her arms over her silk blouse and glanced briefly off to the side, the way she had always done when she wasn't sure what to say. 

 

"Well--maybe you can show me how to kick box sometime?" Sutton asked. 

 

Ada offered her a small smile, the kind that meant she was acknowledging their awkwardness. "I'm gonna hold you to that."

 

"Okay," Sutton laughed. 

 

"Okay, good," Ada laughed. 

 

They stood with a cavern of things between them until Ada spoke again. 

 

"Bye, Sutton."

 

"Bye."

 

They separated to their individual cars. Sutton turned the key in the ignition and fiddled with the radio buttons. When she looked back up, Ada was driving past her, offering a lingering wave.

 

 

 

"What kept you?" her mom asked when she got home. "You were out late last night, too. Have you made new work friends?"

 

Sutton deliberated. She didn't want to jinx anything by telling her mom about Ada. 

 

"Yeah, the people at work are nice," she hedged.

 

"Have you had to deal with Ada at all?"  

 

"Um." Sutton made a show out of pulling off her wedges. "Yeah, here and there. But it's been fine."

 

"Time heals all wounds."

 

Sutton nodded noncommittally. "Hope so," she said airily, and then she ducked into the pantry to grab Wilson Phillips' kibble. 

 

 

 

She spent the evening putzing around her parents' house. She could have done something productive, like sort through the boxes of her old college things that she had never gotten around to donating to Goodwill. She could have attempted one of the new Pinterest recipes she had pinned from Amber's page. She could have taken her dad up on his offer to go see Guardians of the Galaxy, even though she knew he had only suggested it because he wanted to get away from her mom.

 

Instead, she slouched around the kitchen, her chipped pedicure catching her eye every other minute. She opened the refrigerator, stared into it, closed it again. She opened the door to the pantry, took stock of the cookies and crackers and soup, closed the door. 

 

After a minute she opened the pantry again, plucked the peanut butter off the shelf, and leaned against the stove while she ate it by the spoonful. 

 

She carried her phone in the pocket of her drawstring flannels and pulled it out every few minutes to make sure she hadn't missed anything, but there was no new activity, just an old picture of her law school friends serving as the background. 

 

What was she hoping for, anyway? Ada wasn't going to text her. Not this soon into their new friendship. 

 

Eventually she took the peanut butter jar up to her bedroom and opened her laptop to search for apartments. She clambered onto the bed and sat with her laptop scratching against the fabric of her leggings. Wilson Phillips lay purring at the foot of the bed, her paws tucked under her body so that she looked like a tubby little steamboat. 

 

Sutton wasn't sure which part of the city she wanted to live in. There were so many neighborhoods to choose from, and many of them were close to her office. She scoured apartment rental websites and pointedly ignored the voice in her head reminding her that Ada lived in Midtown. 

 

After 45 minutes of apartment searching, her phone buzzed with a text.

 

It was from Ada. Sutton's stomach popped. 

 

Hey, how was your night? 

 

For a long 30 seconds Sutton sat staring at the screen, her thumbs paralyzed. It was hard to believe Ada was texting her again. How many times had she lay in this childhood bed and texted with Ada late on a school night, her blocky Nokia phone buzzing on the mattress? How many phones had she gone through since she had last owned a phone that Ada wanted to text? 

 

Hey, she typed back. It was good. How are your kickboxing friends?

 

Ad replied quickly. They're good. We shared some wine - except for one of them because she's pregnant. Ew. 

 

Sutton smiled to herself. Hahaha. Not a fan of babies?

 

Ada didn't type back immediately. Then the screen alit with the ellipsis bubble, and a second later her message came through.

 

You know I've never liked babies. Remember when we babysat my cousin and I cried because he threw up on me??

 

Sutton digested the message. They had been referencing these shared memories for a few days now, but it still felt surreal to let them breathe again. 

 

True, Sutton wrote back. But you were wearing that new sweater. That cry was well deserved.

 

Haha, maybe, Ada said. What did you do tonight?

 

I ate peanut butter straight from a jar, Sutton wrote. 

 

#basic, Ada wrote back. 

 

Totally basic, Sutton agreed, laughing.

 

The screen did not change for a minute, but then Ada wrote, Speaking of eating - do you want to get lunch tomorrow? 

 

Sutton's stomach beat faster. Yeah, that'd be perfect. When and where?

 

 

 

So they went to lunch at 12:30 on Saturday. Ada suggested a place near Perimeter Mall that Sutton had never heard of, but when she pulled into the parking lot and saw the hole-in-the-wall joint with a pathetic wooden sign hanging in front of it, she loved it at once. 

 

She found Ada inside, sitting in a booth with her curls hanging loose around her face. 

 

"Hey," Sutton grinned.

 

"Hey," Ada beamed. 

 

"So you're still an early bird."

 

"And so are you. It's only 12:22." 

 

Sutton took a menu and shrugged with happiness. "Maybe some things about us aren't new." 

 

 

 

When the server came to take their orders, Ada requested a soup and salad and Sutton asked for a BLT sub. Ada stuck her tongue out in teasing disgust when Sutton ordered it. "Don't know how you haven't converted to vegetarianism yet," she said. 

 

"Don't know how you haven't converted back."

 

"I did for a few weeks my sophomore year of college, but it didn't last."

 

"Why not?"

 

Ada shrugged with her mouth. "Couldn't shake everything I had learned about the meat industry."  

 

"I remember how crazy I thought you were when you decided to give up meat."

 

"You did think I was crazy," Ada laughed, "but you supported me anyway." 

 

"Because you really believed in it."

 

Ada looked down and smiled in a far off way. "So-how are your parents?" 

 

Sutton tapped her fingers on her sweet tea glass. "The same. My mom is still obsessed with tennis and cooking, my dad still watches every Giants game he can."

 

"Are they, like-how are they together?"

 

Sutton felt naked. How funny that Ada could divest her like this, could get to the heart of Sutton's life, when her college and law school friends, though they had been around for the last seven years, knew little about it.

 

"They-" Sutton sighed. "I think they're resigned at this point. They really made an effort a few years ago-did the counseling thing and all that-but at this point it's like they're completely lethargic when it comes to their marriage."

 

Ada's eyes were expressive. "I always hoped they'd find their way back to each other."

 

"Me too."

 

"Are you okay, living at home with them?"

 

"I'm fine. Even though it's sad, it's comfortable at this point. You know?" 

 

"Yeah."

 

When the server came back, they took a break from talking to eat their lunch. Sutton watched Ada spoon fast swirls around her soup, the broccoli and cheese starting to separate. 

 

"You always used to do that," Sutton said, before she could help it.

 

"Mm?"

 

"With your soup. The swirls you're making."

 

Ada smiled shyly. "Oh. Yeah." She was quiet for a moment, dragging her spoon around the bowl. "My college friends used to make fun of me for this all the time."

 

"Yeah?"

 

"They were all convinced I had A.D.D." 

 

The way she said it, Sutton couldn't tell how she felt about it.

 

"I do weird things with my food, too," Sutton offered.  

 

Ada smiled. "I know."

 

"I'd like to hear more about them."

 

"My college friends?"

 

"Yeah. What are they like?"

 

Ada considered. "Crazy. Funny. Like everyone's college friends, I guess. One of them got married this spring. I was in the wedding."

 

"You were a bridesmaid?"

 

"Yeah."

 

"I think I saw pictures of that on Facebook."

 

Ada's mouth twitched. "Stalker."

 

"It was on my news feed."

 

"You didn't hide me from your news feed?"

 

"No," Sutton laughed. Then a small terror seized her. "Wait--did you hide me?"

 

Ada rested her chin in her hand and smiled sadly. "No. But about halfway through freshman year, I forced myself to stop looking at your Facebook."

 

Sutton lowered her eyes. "I used to check yours from time to time. Even though I denied it that first day of work." 

 

Ada tore a piece of bread to dip into her soup. "Sutton?"

 

"Yeah?"

 

"Do you want to come see my apartment after this?"

 

Sutton startled, her heart speeding up inside her. "Yeah," she said, speaking as casually as she could. "Yeah, okay."

 

The server brought the check. Sutton insisted on paying, reminding Ada that it was her turn. And then they were in the parking lot and Ada was telling Sutton to follow her, and suddenly they were on their way.

Chapter Nine

[Last time on ADKOU: Sutton and Ada became friends again, deciding they would 'go slowly' with their dynamic; the Cyntera crew went out to Happy Hour and Sutton and Ada had fun laughing together; Ada invited Sutton out to lunch on Saturday; at the end of lunch, Ada invited Sutton over to her apartment.]

 

...

 

...

 

 

Ada lived in a modest apartment building right in the heart of Midtown. Sutton tailgated her into the complex's parking garage, where Ada braked and pointed out her car window to a slew of spaces marked GUEST. Sutton pulled into one of them with ease.

 

"Come this way!" Ada called when Sutton stepped out of her car. Sutton walked to meet her, watching her pick at the keys on her keychain.

 

They rode up the elevator together. Sutton thought how funny it was that they had ridden in the work elevator together many times now, but this elevator ride was so much different.

 

"Seventh floor, huh?" Sutton asked when the doors opened.

 

"Seventh heaven."

 

"You hated that show."

 

"It was embarrassingly cheesy," Ada said, her nose wrinkled. "I still don't get why you liked it."

 

Sutton stood aside while Ada worked her key in the lock, and then Ada pushed the door open and Sutton was looking into her apartment, into the place Ada now called home.

 

"Don't just assess it from the doorway," Ada smiled. "Come inside."

 

 

 

The kitchen was spotless. The dishtowels and oven mitts were color coordinated in the same sky blue shade. The hand soap near the sink was one of those big artisanal bottles Sutton had always associated with urban professionals.

 

"Your kitchen is, like, perfect," Sutton blurted.

 

Ada laughed as she dropped her bag onto the counter. "No thanks to my roommate. She's a total slob."

 

Sutton looked around. "Where is she?"

 

"Probably out thrifting. She collects old records even though we don't have a record player and then she stacks them all on our kitchen table and doesn't move them for days."

 

"Not that you're annoyed by that."

 

"Not at all."

 

"You have almost as many Save-the-Dates on your fridge as I do."

 

"Your parents are letting you keep them on the fridge?"

 

"I mean, no, I keep them in my room, but you know what I mean. If I get one more Save-the-Date I'm gonna burn it."

 

"Some of these are Linda's," Ada said, adjusting the magnets on the fridge. "I swear she gets invited to a new wedding every week. For some reason she loves it. Anyway, come on, my room's over here."

 

 

 

Ada's bedroom was everything and nothing like Sutton expected. Though her childhood bedroom had been saturated with picture collages and music posters, the visual elements in this room were spare. Sutton's eyes roved over the few frames: a picture of Ada's parents, where they are young and vacationing at Niagara Falls, both of them wearing big, exuberant smiles, their teeth showing like they are about to bite on air; one of Ada's grandma--her dad's mom--sitting in a reclining chair and smiling directly at the camera; one of Ada's old family dog, West, who had since died; and one of Ada with friends Sutton didn't know, Ada shining in the middle, all of them laughing around her.

 

"Are these your college friends?" Sutton asked, picking up the picture frame.

 

Ada came to stand beside her. "Mhm. That's Laura," she said, tapping the frame, "she was my roommate. She lives in Austin now. Kara was our other best friend. See her shirt? We made those for our flag football team sophomore year. That's Antone, he was Kara's boyfriend and he was a business major too so we had some classes together. That's Lauren--"

 

"Wait, you had a Laura and a Lauren?"

 

"Yeah, it got really confusing when we were drunk. Kara and I used to call them 'the Laur's.'"

 

"Ridiculous."

 

"I know." Ada pulled her lips into her mouth before speaking again. Her eyes stayed on the picture. "And that's Nick. He was my boyfriend junior and senior year."

 

Sutton's heart clamped, even though she knew, from Facebook and hearsay, that Ada had seriously dated someone in college. "What happened?"

 

Ada shrugged one shoulder. "We moved to different places after graduation. Tried long distance but it didn't work."

 

"Do you still talk to him?"

 

"I do," Ada nodded. "But that's mostly because we have the same friends. We're long over. He's been dating someone pretty seriously for the last year."

 

"And--you're okay with that?"

 

Ada glanced briefly at Sutton. "I have been for a while. I've dated other people since we broke up, anyway."

 

Sutton wanted to ask more questions, but she swallowed them down. Things were still too delicate to be talking about previous significant others.

 

She placed the picture frame back on Ada's dresser and swept her eyes over the rest of the room, looking for any additional pictures, just in case, just in case, just in case--but of course there were none. Her chest ached with a dull pain, but she ignored it and stepped silently, carefully, through the rest of Ada's room, absorbing every minute aspect of it, every clue as to who Ada was now.

 

"You like incense?" Sutton asked, hovering in front of the bookshelf.

 

"I went through a phase," Ada said, rolling her eyes at herself. "But it smells so good."

 

Her bookshelf was mostly full of old college textbooks - accounting, finance, other business major staples. But there were fiction books, too. David Sedaris, Dave Eggers, a couple of Toni Morrison tomes. Sutton trailed her fingers over their spines.

 

Her queen-sized bed was made, the decorative beige pillows positioned perfectly over the comforter. Sutton stared at it, wondering who had last slept in it with Ada, before she caught herself and realized she needed to look away.

 

There was a mug on her nightstand with a teabag stem drooping over the side. One of her GMAT study books lay next to it, a highlighter sticking out from between the pages. A pile of mail was stacked on the floor next to the nightstand. Sutton glanced at the letter on top and saw the return address of Ada's college.

 

The closet was bursting with clothes and shoes and handbags it could not accommodate. There was one lone t-shirt strewn over a desk chair: Sutton recognized it as an old Chicago White Sox shirt Ada had had since high school.

 

"What's the assessment?" Ada asked.

 

Sutton turned around to find Ada watching her. Her expression was hesitant, guarded.

 

"I like it," Sutton said, giving her a small smile. "It's new, but it's still you."

 

Ada's mouth twitched. She moved her jaw to the right and said, brushing past Sutton, "That's how it is with you, too. New, but you."

 

"Sounds like an ad campaign."

 

"Yeah," Ada laughed, picking off her wedge sandals, "the campaign for us to be us again."

 

It was weird, this sweet, tender pain between them. The way a bruise felt when it was a full day past the initial injury but still had mysterious healing time ahead of it.

 

Sutton wasn't sure what to do or say next. She wanted to plop down on Ada's bed like she used to do in high school, but that didn't feel okay yet. Ada clearly didn't know what to do either: she had started flitting around the room, straightening things that didn't need to be straightened.

 

Sutton's attention landed on a pair of running shoes sticking out of Ada's closet, and an idea came to her.

 

"Ade."

 

"Yeah," Ada said, refolding a pair of shorts.

 

"Do you want to go for a run?"

 

"What?"

 

"Like when we did cross-country? You still run, don't you?"

 

"Yeah..."

 

"I have my running shoes in the car."

 

Ada's brow knitted in. "That's really what you want to do?"

 

Sutton shrugged. "It's something."

 

 

 

It felt better to have a plan of action, one that kept them moving rather than standing paralyzed with seven lost years hovering between them. Sutton fetched her Aasics from the car and borrowed running shorts and a t-shirt from Ada. (The t-shirt smelled like her; Sutton breathed in the scent as she pulled it over her head in the bathroom.) They stretched without speaking, tied their hair back without looking at each other. Ada locked her apartment door, they took the elevator down to the garage, and they ran.

 

Sutton chased Ada down the sidewalk, past doctors and nurses in scrubs, past nannies pushing strollers, past college kids with backpacks and headphones, all of them going about their lives in the nucleus of Atlanta. Ada skirted past them with ease and Sutton struggled to do the same, wondering how many times Ada had run this route before. She didn't know how anyone could enjoy running when it entailed weaving between all these people, but after another minute and an abrupt left turn, Sutton found herself following Ada into Piedmont Park, an expanse of green fields and curving running paths breaking up the congested feel of the city.

 

They only ran a couple of miles. It was hot and Sutton knew they were both weighed down from lunch. Still, it was the perfect run: Sutton's thoughts fell away and all she focused on was the path ahead and the pounding of her heart. The sweat leaked out of her glands and hovered on her skin, and she experienced the satisfying feeling of purging the bad things, of detoxifying her heart and liver and stomach. Ada ran in step with her, a shimmer of movement in Sutton's peripheral vision, her breaths loud and unfiltered--running had always been the truest time she let her guard down.

 

Ada sprinted ahead when they came in sight of the two-mile mark. Sutton continued at the same pace and watched Ada's long legs kick against the pavement.

 

By the time Sutton crossed the mile marker, Ada was walking in circles with her arms above her head, her small biceps catching the light of the sun. Sutton doubled over, rested her hands on her knees, and let a few droplets of sweat fall from her forehead. She and Ada were both heaving and panting, waiting for their hearts to slow.

 

Sutton stepped off the pavement and onto the earth, and Ada trailed after her. They leaned against a pair of trees that faced each other. The bark was satisfyingly rigid at Sutton's back. She breathed in grass and dirt and tree leaves, let her sweat pool at her temples and the back of her neck.

 

"We made good time," Ada panted, checking her watch.

 

"Do you feel good?"

 

Ada nodded, her breaths still coming hard. "Do you?"

 

"Yeah. You don't make me nervous when I'm running next to you."

 

She had meant it as a joke, but Ada's expression stayed serious. She blinked at Sutton like something bigger was at stake.

 

"What?" Sutton panted, nervous.

 

Ada took three long strides toward her, and before Sutton could take another breath, Ada had wrapped her in a fierce hug.

 

Sutton's heart sprung. "Everything okay?" she said, trying to sound casual.

 

Ada didn't answer right away. She breathed in and out, her back rising and falling under Sutton's arms. "Just missed you."  

 

Sutton's limbs relaxed. She melted into the hug and let her body meet Ada's. They were both still breathing faster than normal and they smelled like sweat and outdoors. Sutton scratched her fingers up and down the back of Ada's t-shirt, felt her damp temple pressing against Ada's.

 

After a minute, when their breathing had calmed, Ada stepped back.

 

"Sorry," she said, her smile shy. "Didn't mean to attack you like that."

 

"I'm glad you did," Sutton said, brushing her fingers against the frizzy wisps of hair at Ada's temple.

 

Ada's eyes went to Sutton's mouth for a lightning-quick second, but then she blinked and pulled away.

 

"Let's go back," she said. "I need some water."

 

 

 

They stood by the sink in Ada's kitchen, chugging ice-cold water from Sweetwater pint glasses. Sutton watched Ada's throat pulse, her neck still glistening with sweat.

 

"Do you want to shower?" Ada asked.

 

Sutton flushed. "What?"

 

Ada's expression showed a half-second of embarrassment before she hastily laughed and said, "Um, not like - I meant, did you want to use my shower? By yourself?"

 

Sutton broke into nervous laughter. Neither one of them looked at each other, but Ada shook her head and laughed in a free way, like she knew how funny this story would be later.

 

"Um," Sutton said, steadying her laughter. "That's okay. I'd have to put this sweaty bra back on afterwards, so there's no point."

 

"I'd let you borrow one of mine, but I don't think we're the same size."

 

"We haven't been the same size since ninth grade," Sutton laughed.

 

"Yeah, when you started busting out of your P.E. shirt. Literally busting."

 

"Shut up."

 

"Remember how your mom tried to custom order your bras?"

 

"Remember how she did custom order some but I snuck out to Victoria's Secret with you and your mom anyway?"

 

"And my mom yelled at me because I wanted to buy a thong. You remember what she used to say about thongs?"

 

"That they were worse than medieval torture devices."

 

Ada laughed in surprise. "You actually remember that?"

 

"How do you forget a description like that? I still share that with people."

 

Ada's eyes were bright. She shook her head and leaned back against the sink, cradling her empty water glass in her palms.

 

"What?" Sutton said, her laughter suddenly still.

 

"Nothing. I just - this is so surreal."

 

They stood without speaking, awkwardly shying away from each other.

 

"I should get going," Sutton said, grabbing her purse off the counter. "I have to run to Petco for Wilson Phillips."

 

"I'll walk you out," Ada nodded.

 

"Thanks. Just let me grab my clothes and change-"

 

"No, don't worry about it. You can give those back to me later."

 

"You sure?"

 

"Of course. I know where you live, remember?"

 

Sutton led the way out of the apartment, her tired muscles starting to weigh her down. Ada stepped out behind her and they walked without speaking to the elevator.

 

"Thanks for lunch," Ada said as the elevator hummed down to the garage. She stood with her arms crossed over her workout tank, her elbow lightly brushing against Sutton's.

 

"You're welcome. Thanks for inviting me over. And for the water."

 

Ada broke into a smile. "You're thanking me for water?"

 

Sutton smiled back. "I guess I am."

 

They walked through the garage and over to Sutton's car. Sutton hovered by the trunk, running her thumb along the ridge of her keys.

 

"It was a really fun day," she told Ada.

 

"It was," Ada agreed, her voice sounding the way it had sounded in high school.

 

They stared at each other while silence and space built between them. Sutton looked impulsively at Ada's mouth, then jerked her eyes away.

 

"I--will see you on Monday," Sutton said, bouncing in her running shoes.

 

"Drive safely," Ada said.

 

"I will."

 

They hesitated for a half-second, and Sutton had the overwhelming feeling that something might happen, but then Ada laughed a trickling little laugh, leaned forward, and gave her a hug. "Thanks for coming."

 

Sutton smiled against her shoulder. "Thanks for having me."

 

 

 

Sutton knew her mom would ask where she had been all day, so her mind ran through possible answers on the drive home. She was running errands? She was working out? (That was partially true.) She was hanging out with a coworker? But if she admitted to hanging out with a coworker, that would lead to more questions about this coworker, and Sutton didn't know how much longer she could resist telling her mom about Ada. Why was she resisting telling her anyway?

 

By the time she pulled into the driveway 35 minutes later, she still hadn't decided whether or not to tell her mom the truth. But when she opened the garage and stepped into her parents' house, no one was home. Her mom's car was in the garage, but both her parents were gone, which had to mean they had gone out together in her dad's car. That hadn't happened since Sutton had been in high school.

 

"When have you ever known your grandparents to go out together?" she asked Wilson Phillips, but WP yawned and clawed at the carpet and never gave an answer.

 

 

 

At work on Monday they celebrated On-Delay's birthday. Holly-Ann sent around an e-mail informing everyone there would be cupcakes in the break room at two o'clock that afternoon. As a friendly reminder, please limit yourself to one cupcake! the post-script said.

 

"That's directed at Javier," Wyatt told Sutton. "He ate three cupcakes when we did my birthday, and Holly-Ann threw a bitch fit because she didn't get one."

 

"I would have thrown a bitch fit, too," Sutton said.

 

"Javi felt bad when he realized it. Tried to give Holly-Ann the half he hadn't eaten, but of course she wouldn't take it. Debbie swears she saw saliva dangling off it."

 

"That's disgusting, don't tell me that."

 

"Just passing on the workplace lore."

 

At 1:55, Sutton and Wyatt pushed back from their desks and slumped their way to the break room, where a few people had already gathered. Holly-Ann hovered over a tulip-pink box and shot apprehensive looks at Javier, who stood in the corner and ignored her.

 

Ada and Debbie trickled in together. Ada caught Sutton's eye and came to stand next to her, her hands tucked into the pockets of her satin work dress.

 

"First office birthday you've been here for," Ada noted. 

 

"Too bad I didn't start in June," Sutton said. "You and I could have had a joint birthday celebration."

 

"Absolutely not. We have to take every excuse for cupcakes we can get. And the third and the 17th aren't even close to each other."

 

Sutton had to stifle her smile. She'd figured Ada would still know her birthday--how could she not, when they were exactly two weeks apart?--but it still felt sweet, and tender, and bone-warming to hear her say it.

 

On-Delay walked into the lounge and pretended to be surprised when he saw them all there--at least, that's what Sutton assumed he was going for, given how he slowly raised his eyebrows.

 

"Happy birthday, Craig!" Holly-Ann cheered. She began to clap and the rest of them instantly joined in, and their clapping then morphed into an awkward group version of the "Happy Birthday" song. Nearly everyone sang off-key but Sutton found the whole gesture strangely moving.

 

They finished the song and a few people clapped tepidly. On-Delay looked around briefly, his expression impassive, and then the corners of his mouth twitched the slightest bit and he murmured "Thank you very much" to the floor.

 

Holly-Ann insisted on passing out the cupcakes herself (she was still eyeing Javier like a mother bird protecting its eggs), so the rest of them grabbed Coca-Colas and Sprites from the fridge and dissolved into smaller pairs of conversation, with Holly-Ann shouting "SEA-SALT CARAMEL OR RED VELVET?" to one person at a time.

 

"So is this it?" Sutton asked Ada in-between bites of her white chocolate cupcake. "We sing 'Happy Birthday' to the person and then we eat sugar?"

 

"Once in a while there's a party game," Ada said, licking icing off her thumb. "My favorite is when we role play The Hunger Games and go at each other with javelins."

 

Sutton stared her down until Ada began to laugh.

 

"What were you expecting?" Ada said. "It's an office birthday party. They're notoriously lame."

 

"Summer after 1L," Sutton said, picking at her cupcake, "I worked for this firm in Nashville. Three people had birthdays while I was there. And every time, the partners turned off all the lights and turned on this strobe light, and there was a disco ball hanging from the ceiling, and we all had to dance at our desks to whatever song the birthday person had picked."

 

"Are you serious?"

 

"One of them, she was this older lady, chose 'E.T.' by Katy Perry. I swear I had an out-of-body experience that day."

 

"You're shitting me."

 

"I'm dead serious."

 

Ada's smile spread across her face. "That's amazing. I'm picturing it right now. It's even funnier because I know what a bad dancer you are."

 

"Shut up," Sutton said, swatting her arm.

 

"Team!" Marta called, her voice rising over everyone's chatter. "I have some news to share while you're all here together!"

 

All conversation fell away until the only sound was the humming of the refrigerator. Marta looked serenely around at them and said, without preamble, "We've officially acquired the company in Florida."

 

Sutton joined in with the applause. Ada looked particularly excited, her eyes shining and her smile unchecked.

 

"It's a big moment for Cyntera," Marta continued. "The board is revved and ready to go. I've assured all parties that this team right here, the people in this room, are the best patchwork of people we could have behind us. I want to thank all of you for contributing to Cyntera, and I'd like us to especially acknowledge Ada, Wyatt, and Debbie for their role in clinching this acquisition."

 

Sutton clapped even harder. There was a surge in her chest and it flowed through her arms and down to her palms. Ada was grinning shyly now, hardly daring to look anyone in the eye, but there was no mistaking the pride on her face.

 

"You're awesome," Sutton told her, not caring who heard.

 

Ada's eyes connected with hers, and Sutton wanted to tell her again and again and again.

 

 

 

On Tuesday they had a long team meeting about the ins and outs of the acquisition. Javier earned a reprimand from Marta when he pointed a laser at Mikey P.'s forehead in the middle of a presentation. ("The ferrets like it," he muttered under his breath.) On Wednesday Marta traveled down to Boca Raton to visit the new company, which meant everyone in the office went about their work more slowly and Debbie and Wyatt spent most of the day flirting in the legal nook, much to Sutton's annoyance. Sutton took respite in the sales hub, where Ada treated her to an excited explanation of how the new company's business model would be absorbed into Cyntera's.

 

"Wow," Sutton interrupted her.

 

"What?" Ada said, almost breathless.

 

"It just occurred to me that all this time, we thought I was the nerd of the two of us--but it's actually you."

 

"Shut up," Ada laughed, spinning her chair back around.

 

On Thursday, Sutton worked late, suddenly overwhelmed by acquisition paperwork. Wyatt toiled alongside her, his hair getting increasingly messier. Marta stayed with them, arguing with one of the board members on the phone. Sutton and Wyatt only heard the first part of her conversation before she shut the door to her office, but she looked up at them through her window every so often, as if something was wrong.

 

It was close to 7:30 PM when Sutton finally got home. She dragged herself into the house to find a strange sight before her: both her parents sitting at the kitchen table, a hot meal spread out before them, their body language anxious, like they had been waiting for her.

 

"What's going on?" Sutton asked, dropping her workbag.

 

Her mom coaxed her into sitting down. Her dad insisted on pouring her some wine. And when she was finally settled with a hot plate of eggplant parmesan and a full glass of wine in front of her, her mom explained.

 

"Your dad and I went to see our attorney on Saturday," she said, her lined face showing no emotion. "We've been going to see her for a couple of months now, actually."

 

"Why?"

 

    

 

Her mom dropped the news in a sterile, matter-of-fact way. "We're getting divorced."

Chapter Ten

[Last time on ADKOU: Sutton visited Ada's apartment, went on a run with her, and learned more about her life; at work, the team celebrated On-Delay's birthday and Marta announced that Cyntera officially acquired the company in Florida; Sutton came home late on a Thursday night to be greeted with the news that her parents are getting a divorce after almost 30 years of marriage.]

 

Her first instinct was to call Ada. It was the only thought in her head that made sense. Everything else was a jumble, a mad carousel of questions and bitter knowledge and images of her parents' faces and echoes of their voices.

 

She paced around her bedroom, her face and neck flushed with uncomfortable heat, her throat tight. Wilson Phillips lay on the bed, watching her with bored, unimpressed eyes. Sutton dropped to her knees in front of the cat and smoothed her palm over its ears. "You don't understand, do you?" she asked, but when she heard the question spoken aloud, she couldn't understand anything either.

 

Sutton turned away from Wilson Phillips and rested her back against the runner of her bed. Ada's presence pulsed all around her, even stronger than these ugly, raw emotions that were growling inside of her. She caught fragments of Ada's eyes, her voice, her elbows.

 

There was a rational part of Sutton that knew she should call someone else - someone who had been a constant in her life for the past few years. A month ago her first instinct would have been to call Amber, and if not her, then probably Taryn, her best friend from law school. But here she was, sitting on the floor of her childhood bedroom, learning that her greeting card Mommy-and-Daddy family was dissolving, and the only person she wanted to talk to was the best friend she'd had growing up.

 

Ade?

 

Ada texted back within a minute. Sutton?

 

Sutton deliberated, her chest building with heaviness. She didn't want to be needy. She hated being needy. But her parents' faces fizzed behind her eyes and she was overwhelmed by her raw need to be near Ada.

 

Parents are getting divorced. They just told me.

 

She stared at the words after she sent them. They looked fake, like they hadn't come from her phone. 

 

The ellipsis bubble appeared on her screen, indicating that Ada was typing. Sutton breathed through her stomach while she waited for Ada's response.

 

Do you want to come over? Ada wrote. Are you okay to drive? Do you want me to pick you up?

 

I can drive, Sutton wrote back. Are you sure? You're not busy?

 

Ada's reply came quickly again.

 

No. Please come. 

 

 

 

Sutton remembered how Amber and her college friends had reacted when her granny had died back in the spring of her sophomore year. They had burst into her dorm room and swooped around her, rubbing her arms and cooing like she was a stray puppy, their too-loud voices demanding, "What happened? What happened?" over and over again, and when Sutton hadn't been able to answer them, when she had sat there as if made from stone, they had switched to a never-ending refrain of "Are you okay? Are you okay? Are you okay?" 

 

She expected that now with Ada. She expected she would have to rehash everything from the last hour: the burnt smell of the eggplant parmesan, her dad petting at his bald spot like a nervous child, the sound of her mom's clinical, detached voice. She tried to string it all together as she drove mindlessly into the city, as she parked with automatic, programmed movements, as she dazedly took the elevator up to Ada's apartment. 

 

But when Sutton knocked numbly on Ada's door, Ada simply opened it and stood aside to let Sutton in, her eyes anxious, her mouth turned down in worry. She said nothing; she asked nothing. When she had closed the door behind them, she faced Sutton and searched her with her big, deep eyes, and Sutton let her, remembering how Ada had always intuited her emotional state, how she could tell what kind of day Sutton was having based on whether she was biting her nails and how her laugh sounded. Sutton stood there and succumbed as if she was naked, her arms hanging limply at her sides. 

 

And then Ada reached forward, gathered Sutton into her arms, and held her tight. Sutton burrowed her face into Ada's shoulder and breathed. 

 

 

 

Ada made herbal tea while Sutton sat on the couch, wrapped in a burgundy fleece blanket even though it was 80 degrees outside. "I'll add milk, okay?" Ada said, looking over from the stove. Her eyes were fragile, worried. Not like she pitied Sutton - Sutton had seen Ada pity people before - but like she was hurting too. 

 

Ada brought a steaming mug of tea to her, passing it carefully into her hands. It was a mint green mug with a pattern of dancing wolves, and Sutton fell away for a moment, imagining Ada buying it at a farmer's market on a sunny April day.

 

They sat on opposite sides of the couch, both of them turned so they were facing each other, their feet nearly touching. Ada rested her elbow on the seatback cushion and leaned her head into her hand, her eyes on Sutton. Sutton mirrored her, resting her head on the opposite hand, clutching the tea mug in her free hand. They sat without speaking, but not uncomfortably, not with any pressure to break the silence. Just the two of them looking at each other, Ada giving Sutton the time she needed. 

 

"I know I should talk about it," Sutton said. 

 

Ada gave no indication of whether she agreed with this statement or not. She blinked steadily, her eyes still on Sutton. 

 

Sutton took a long breath and exhaled. Her throat was blocking up. She set the tea mug on the coffee table, kept her eyes away from Ada, and asked, "Can I--?"

 

Ada didn't know what she was asking. Sutton sat hunched forward, her body still curled from setting the mug on the table. She knew what she needed, but she didn't know how to ask for it. She hovered in limbo, her throat burning, while Ada watched her. 

 

Her eyes began to sting. She let them fill with water, still unable to ask for what she needed. 

 

"Sutton," Ada said, leaning forward, laying gentle fingers on her wrist. 

 

"Can I--?" Sutton tried again, shifting her body a hair's breadth. 

 

Ada figured it out. Her eyes deepened with tenderness and she reached for Sutton's back, pulled Sutton into her body, and cradled her like she had used to do in high school. They stretched out until they were lying down on the couch, Ada flat on her back and Sutton curled up around her, her head on Ada's chest. 

 

The tears in Sutton's eyes began to leak out and crawl down her face, slowly and methodically. She felt them dampen Ada's tank top. 

 

Ada must have felt them too, for she began to stroke Sutton's hair and comfort her in a low, half-whispered voice. "It's okay if you need to cry," she said. 

 

Sutton's throat made it hard to breathe. "I can't. I want to--but it's like it's stuck." 

 

Ada continued to stroke Sutton's hair, her heartbeat steady beneath Sutton's ear. "Long-term pain," she murmured.

 

"What?" Sutton said thickly. 

 

"I mean...you've worried about your parents since we were young. You've carried that tension around for years. So it's probably hard for you to have an emotional release right now because you've gotten so used to beating the pain down." 

 

Sutton inhaled, feeling the air move through her lungs. "Fucking sucks."

 

Ada held her closer, turning her face into Sutton's hair. "I'm sorry," she said, her lips brushing against Sutton's hairline. 

 

They lay there for a half-hour, neither one of them talking, just being. Sutton felt calmer the longer Ada held her, like she was drawing some secret elixir from Ada's skin. Ada kept playing with Sutton's hair, combing her fingers through it and twirling the ends and touching the fine strands like a baker pressing flour between her fingers. 

 

"Thank you," Sutton said finally, breaking the quiet. 

 

"You want to watch a movie? Aladdin?"

 

For the first time in hours, Sutton smiled. "How did you remember that?"

 

Ada shrugged and Sutton's head rose with her shoulder. "Just one of those things." 

 

They sat up and found Aladdin on Netflix, and within the first few notes of "Arabian Nights," Sutton slipped into a zone of contentment. Her body was tired and her mind was shot, but that made it easier for her to pull out of her thoughts and simply feel this real moment. She looked over at Ada and for the first time since they had reconnected, she was not afraid or embarrassed for Ada to notice her looking. 

 

 

 

They were watching the scene where Aladdin almost drowns when the front door clicked open. Ada sat up so fast that Sutton cricked her neck.

 

An unapproachable-looking girl hovered in the doorway, holding a Target bag and a giant leather purse on her arm. Sutton's first thought was that the girl looked gray. She wore neutral colors and had pale skin and wispy, faded blonde hair. Her eyes took in Sutton and Ada's positions on the couch in a nosy roommate kind of way.

 

"Hey," Ada greeted her.

 

The girl's eyes took them in again. "Hey."

 

"Sutton, this is Linda," Ada said. "Linda, Sutton."

 

"Nice to meet you," Linda said. She strode to the refrigerator, grabbed a can of LaCroix water, and exited the room with her bags still on her arms, and that was all Sutton saw of her the rest of the night.

 

"She seems nice," Sutton said robotically.

 

"Mhm."

 

Ada was still sitting erectly, a foot away from where she had been lying with Sutton. She seemed flushed.

 

"What's the matter?" Sutton asked.

 

"What? Nothing."

 

They went back to watching the movie. Ada stayed in a sitting position, so Sutton sat upright next to her. She didn't press the matter, but after a few minutes, when Ada seemed relaxed again, Sutton spread the fleece blanket across both their laps and purposely let her knee brush against Ada's. 

 

 

 

It was after 11 when the movie ended. Ada muted the credits and turned to Sutton in the dim light.

 

"Do you want to stay here?"

 

Sutton paused. "You don't mind?"

 

"No. I'd feel better about it, actually. I'd worry about you driving home right now." 

 

Sutton smiled.  "What time do you usually go to bed?"

 

"Around now. Are you sleepy?"

 

"Yeah."

 

"Come on," Ada said, pulling her up from the couch. "We'll re-create one of our eighth grade sleepovers. We're already halfway there after Aladdin." 

 

 

 

Ada lent Sutton an Atlanta Braves t-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. She found a simple, plastic-covered toothbrush under her sink ("I steal them from hotel concierges," she explained) and offered Sutton her make-up remover and face wash. They got ready for bed together, Sutton entranced by Ada's nighttime routine just like she had been on the company retreat. 

 

"Are you sure you don't want me to sleep on the couch?" Sutton asked while Ada pulled the bed sheets back.

 

"What? No, don't be ridiculous. We'll be fine. Eighth-grade sleepover, remember?"

 

"Not twelfth-grade?" Sutton joked.

 

Ada smirked and tossed a pillow at her. 

 

They folded into the bed and lay facing each other, their bodies only inches apart. Sutton's eyes adjusted to the darkness, taking in Ada's profile - the curve of her shoulder, the bump of her hip, the way she lay with one hand burrowed under her pillow. It was familiar and new.

 

"Did you tell your parents where you are?" Ada whispered.

 

"No. They'll be fine."

 

"Yeah. Are you feeling any better?"

 

"Right now, yeah. I'll probably be churned up again tomorrow when I go home, but for now I'm fine."

 

Ada shifted her head on her pillow. "I'm glad you called me."

 

"Me too. I missed being able to call you."

 

Ada took a beat to reply. "You don't have to miss it anymore."

 

Sutton absorbed this promise, swallowed it into her stomach and let it warm everything inside her. She pushed her hand forward and danced her fingertips over Ada's bare arm, and Ada let her.

 

"Hey," Sutton said, "why were you so weird in front of Linda earlier?"

 

Ada's eyes moved toward her in the darkness, her umber irises lit by the city outside. She looked resigned, like Sutton would always be able to see right through her.

 

"She doesn't know me that well," Ada hedged. "I don't normally have people over."

 

Sutton thought about this. "Have you had a guy over before?"

 

Ada's mouth twitched with thinking. "Maybe once."

 

"But not a girl."

 

"Well, no."

 

"Are you embarrassed?"

 

Ada breathed in. "I don't think that's it."

 

"You worry about how it will make her perceive you?" Sutton suggested. "Because you don't want her to put a box around you?"

 

Ada's shifted her head away and rubbed a hand over her eyes. "I don't want to obsess over it," she said quietly, "but I'm just-I don't know-I guess I'm hyperaware of these categories. Of how people get an idea of you and then they treat you like the idea rather than a person. If they're going to do that, I want to be in control of the idea they get. That's why, like, at work, part of me wants to be perceived as a bitch. Then they know I'm serious about shit. I'd rather them have this idea of me being cold or unapproachable rather than a woman, or a minority, or someone who sucked at school--"

 

"They don't know how you did in school."

 

Ada shrugged. "Like I said, I get obsessive."

 

Sutton digested her words. She skated her nails over Ada's wrist. "Are you maybe hyper-hypersensitive about sexuality categories? Like, the idea people will get if they see you with me?"

 

Ada exhaled in a way that meant Sutton understood her. "Probably," she agreed. "I don't want to be an idea, Sutton."

 

Sutton watched her for a moment. She studied her deep eyes and the springy curls on her hairline and the angles of her elbows and the scar on her chin from when she'd had a rollerblading accident in elementary school. She thought about all the atoms inside Ada and how they made her this living, breathing person with a stubborn beating heart. She thought about how Ada had taken her driving for the first time two months before they turned 15, and how Ada had cried angry tears when she didn't qualify for the state track meet their senior year, and how hard Ada worked at her job now, and the way a room felt when she walked into it, and the fire in her eyes when she looked at Sutton sometimes.

 

"You are way too real to be an idea to me," Sutton told her.

 

Ada's breath hitched, and her eyes went to Sutton's mouth, and she shifted toward her and kissed her.

 

It was one distinct kiss, hardly longer than a second - Sutton barely even had time to press her lips back against Ada's. But it was the kind of kiss that lingered afterward, like they were waiting to see how it would change anything, if at all.

 

They watched each other's eyes as the kiss settled around them. Sutton's lips were buzzing and her heart was pounding hard.    

 

"Are you okay?" Ada asked.

 

"Yeah," Sutton breathed.

 

They stayed like that for another ten seconds, just looking at each other, and then they inched forward and kissed again.

 

It was longer this time, and Sutton was surprised to find that she didn't feel manic or wild or urgent about it, like she'd thought she might; instead she felt calm and steady and patient, like she could draw the kiss out as long as she wanted to. They kept kissing, and Sutton's body hummed with life the way it always did when she kissed someone, but tonight there was a symbiosis between her body and heart that hadn't been present in years. She didn't have that frenzied impulse she'd had with other girls--the impulse that made her chase skin and heat and touch for those few fleeting moments when everything was carnal and pulsing. Here, with Ada--Sutton wanted to kiss her even more than she wanted to make her come. She could have spent hours kissing her mouth, relearning her lips, smelling her perfume in those mysterious moments when it was swept up from her neck. Her heart was swelling and her lungs were swelling and the room was swelling with sweetness, and she and Ada were kissing each other in a way that was gentle and grateful and old and new. 

 

"Okay," Ada said, smiling as she broke their kiss.

 

"What?"

 

Ada shook her head. "We said we were going to go slowly. And you've had an emotional night."

 

Sutton smiled. "I'm fine. But you're right, we should go slowly." She touched Ada's jaw and kissed her one more time, and then she rolled back onto her own pillow.

 

Ada sighed as she stretched out on her back. Sutton grabbed for her hand and held it beneath the sheets.  

 

"Sutton?"

 

"Yeah?"

 

Ada was quiet for a beat. Then: "Nothing, I just wanted to say your name."

 

Sutton felt her smile stretch up to her closed eyes. "Goodnight, Ada," she said. 

 

 

 

Ada's phone alarm woke them in the morning. They smiled sleepily at each other in the golden light shimmering through the curtains, and Ada squeezed Sutton's hand before scooting out of bed.

 

It felt weird, getting ready for work together. It reminded Sutton of when her parents had gone out of town when she was in eighth grade and she had stayed over at Ada's on a school night. They had thought it was so radical, so fun, to wake up and get ready for school together the next morning. 

 

Ada lent her a flowy shirt that was big enough to accommodate her larger bust size. She tucked it into the slacks she had worn yesterday, assessed her reflection in the bathroom mirror, and walked out into the kitchen. 

 

"I feel like I'm pulling a Walk of Shame," she said.

 

Ada laughed. "Even though we didn't do anything?"

 

"I just have that vibe, you know?"

 

Ada rolled her eyes playfully. She stood at the counter with a half-eaten pear in her hand and two mugs in front of her. "Two sugars, right?" she said, passing one of the mugs to Sutton. 

 

Sutton glanced down: it was fresh coffee, colored with cream. She let out a laugh of disbelief. "You remembered how I take it?"

 

"I told you I would."

 

Sutton's stomach sprung. She set the mug down, stepped near to Ada, and kissed her delicately. 

 

Ada stayed in place when Sutton pulled back. She had never been one to blush, but now she ducked her head and hid her eyes while her mouth shaped into a smile. 

 

"That was my way of saying thank you," Sutton explained. "For more than just the coffee."  

 

Ada met her eyes for a shining second before she looked away, bashful again. Sutton grinned and leaned next to her at the counter. "Aren't you going to offer me a pear, too? Kind of a rude hostess, huh?"

 

Ada rolled her eyes and slid the fruit basket toward her. "Drink your coffee," she said. "It's a million times better than the shit at work." 

 

 

 

They left the apartment and walked side-by-side down the hallway. Sutton smirked, realizing they would have to drive separate cars to work and act like they hadn't woken up together.  She would have to feign saying "Good morning" to Ada when she walked past her desk. It was sneaky and silly and sexy. 

 

They rode the elevator down to the parking lot, and just after they separated to their cars, Ada called, "Sutton?"

 

"Yeah?"

 

Ada stepped back toward her. She searched Sutton's eyes and she kissed her.

 

    

 

"That was myway of saying thank you, for everything," she said, a secret smile on her face, and Sutton stood there while a secret smile bloomed on her face in return.

 

---

 

[Author's Note: Thanks for your patience with this update! I recently celebrated the one-year anniversary of publishing my first novel, Her Name in the Sky, so I may be hosting a live web chat in the next several days in which I'll talk about HNITS, ADKOU, and other writing - check my Tumblr (littleoases) for more info!]

Chapter Eleven

Sutton's mom was posed over the island counter, her hands kneading cookie dough, when Sutton trudged into the house on Friday evening. Her mom looked up from the counter with a firm jaw and guarded eyes.

 

"You couldn't answer your phone?"

 

"I didn't want to," Sutton said, hanging up her workbag. 

 

"You could have let me know you were okay."

 

"You knew I was fine."

 

"Where did you go last night?"

 

"Disney World. They let me sleep in the castle."

 

Her mom's chest rose and fell beneath her Lilly Pulitzer apron. "I was trying to approach the news like you were an adult."

 

Sutton snorted. "Are you implying I'm not an adult?" 

 

"You're acting like a child. You have the same chip on your shoulder you had when you were in high school."

 

"I'm processing. Have you ever been told, at age 25, that your parents are divorcing?"

 

"Oh, and that's surprised you, hm?"

 

Sutton glared, her heart rearing.  

 

"You know your dad and I have hardly been in a marriage at all for most of your life," her mom went on, her voice uneven. "This is the best thing for us. It's like Mrs. Tursip always said: We had a great 10-year marriage, but unfortunately it lasted 28 years."

 

"What finally cracked, then?" 

 

"Sutton," her mom sighed, "sometimes this happens with a relationship. You grow so far apart, there's no way to come back together." 

 

Sutton's heart pounded in recognition. "I refuse to believe that."

 

"I don't need you to believe it. These are my feelings, not yours. You don't know how it feels to look at a person, a person you've known for years, and realize that you don't know them anymore."

 

"How do you know what I feel?" 

 

"Sutton," her mother said, exasperated. "You're not losing your father. You're not losing me. We are just doing the physical and financial equivalent of what we've been doing for all these years, which is separating. This hasn't been your home in seven years, Sutton, but it's been mine, and it's been unhappy."

 

"Maybe I want it to be my home again," Sutton said, her voice watering. She looked away, embarrassed. "Where's Dad," she asked the floor.

 

"At the Radisson."

 

"You kicked him out?"

 

"Of course not. He wanted his own space while he looks at condos. Sutton, what's going on with you lately?"

 

"Nothing."

 

"You know--when I lived with Granny and Granddaddy for a few months after college, I was out of sorts, too. I felt like I'd just gone out and conquered the world only to come home and find that I was less sure of myself than ever." 

 

"I'm fine."

 

"It's normal to feel unsettled. You come home and realize that you're different but many of your problems are still the same, and you're looking around and realizing that you don't even know the people you grew up with anymore--Oh, honey, is that it? Are you having to interact with Ada a lot at work?"

 

For the one shining microsecond that time allowed, Sutton wanted desperately to tell her mother everything--her joy and her nostalgia, her confusion and her conviction, the hope she felt for the future, the grief she felt for the past. 

 

"No," she said.

 

Her mom stood in silence. 

 

"I'm just tired," she added. 

 

"Here," her mom soothed, "come have a taste of this batter. I'm making your favorite cookies. Oatmeal chocolate chip." 

 

"They were only my favorite when Mrs. Cosgrove made them," Sutton said. 

 

Her mom looked stung. Sutton pushed her way out of the kitchen, refusing to look back. 

 

 

 

Upstairs, in the bedroom where she had grown up, she fed Wilson Phillips, gathered fresh clothes and toiletries into a duffle bag, and stared for too long at a birthday card her parents had written her when she had turned 17. Then she skipped out the front door and drove back to the city--to Ada.

 

 

 

Between work and after-hours, Sutton spent nearly every minute of the next seven days with Ada. They drove all over Atlanta, Ada showing Sutton the different parts of the city they'd never explored as kids. They went to kickboxing class and Sutton did her best to keep up, but mostly she became distracted by how Ada's shoulders and biceps looked beneath her tank top. They lay on Ada's couch together, talking in low voices while they watched Netflix and held each other, Ada shifting awkwardly anytime her roommate, Linda, popped into the family room. The only thing Sutton would not let herself do was spend the night with Ada--not after that first Thursday and Friday--out of fear that she would go too over the edge and become entirely dependent on her, and also because she didn't want her mom asking any more questions than she already was. 

 

They kept up their secret smiles at work. On lunch break they walked through Buckhead together, sometimes stopping to eat at Chipotle or Atlanta Bread Company. They drank coffee in the break room, Sutton teasing Ada about how serious her "work face" looked that day. Debbie watched them like a gossip journalist, her mouth slightly open like she was constantly on the verge of asking a question. 

 

Sutton told her things. She showed her pictures of Amber and her college friends, relayed stories of drunken dorm room parties and midnight trips to the food mart. She told her about Erica, the girl who had broken her heart the summer after college graduation. She described her apartment in Knoxville and detailed the bizarre study regimes she'd kept up in law school. She told her about coming out to her parents and how her dad had later asked her, in private, if he hadn't done enough to show her how a woman could be loved by a man. Ada listened to everything Sutton shared, her dark umber eyes deep with reverence. 

 

"It's like I'm getting to know you all over again," Ada said. "Like I'm re-reading a favorite book, but with new chapters at the end." 

 

"You could still probably tell the story better than anyone," Sutton said. 

 

"I don't know if that's true," Ada said, "but I want it to be." 

 

 

 

Sutton parted reluctantly from her after Happy Hour on Friday, knowing she had laundry to do and Wilson Phillips to feed, and also sensing that Ada needed some space. 

 

"You can come over," Ada told her, her voice sincere.

 

"You're too generous," Sutton said, leading the way to their cars. "Go home and have some 'you' time. I'll be fine."

 

"Maybe you can talk to your mom tonight."

 

"I already talked to her."

 

"Maybe you can talk to her in a way that will make you feel better."

 

"No," Sutton said, unlocking her car. 

 

Ada looked on the verge of rolling her eyes. "Come here," she said, "give me a hug." 

 

Sutton hugged her tightly, wishing she could kiss her but knowing their coworkers might see them. 

 

"Text me later and let me know how you are," Ada said.

 

"I'll be fine." 

 

"Then text me that you're fine," Ada said, and she hiked her eyebrows and left. 

 

 

 

Her dad's armchair was missing from the family room. 

 

Sutton gawped, standing over the spot with her workbag still slung over her shoulder. There were indents in the carpet from where the base of the chair had used to rest. 

 

"Where'd it go?" she said stupidly, interrupting her mom's news program. 

 

Her mom paused the DVR. "Dad took it to his new condo."

 

"He got a new condo?"

 

"Yesterday." 

 

"But how did he get it there?"

 

Her mom stared at her like she was feverish. "He moved it, Sutton. With a truck. Mr. Ramsey helped him."

 

Sutton let her workbag slip off her shoulder. There were demon clawing at her stomach and she didn't know how to stop them. "You don't care at all, do you," she said to her mom. 

 

Her mom's eyes burned into her for a long ten seconds. Then she hit Play on the DVR, and the crystal voice of a newswoman took over the room. 

 

 

 

Sutton hibernated in her bedroom, deciding her mountain of laundry could wait until her mother was out of the house. She dug her old photo box out of the closet and sat cross-legged on her bed, Wilson Phillips purring at her thigh. She hadn't opened this photo box in years--not since her sophomore year of college, probably--but tonight she opened it with eager hands, begging her throat and stomach and heart to swallow these pictures whole and convert them into something that would help her make emotional sense of her life. 

 

Pictures of her on her first Halloween, just over four months old and wearing a mouse costume, someone's arm wrapped around her. Pictures of her brother on a rollercoaster at seven or eight years old, his mop of hair falling into his eyes. Pictures of her parents dressed up for a cocktail party, her dad's face clean-shaven and serious, her mom's smile not quite reaching her eyes. Pictures of her family on a beach when she and her brother are small, each of them scooped up in one of their parent's arms, the ocean stretching behind them. Pictures of her dressed up as a Munchkin for the sixth-grade play. Pictures of her dad hanging Christmas lights from the roof of this house. Pictures of her and Bailey and Jessie on the first day of eighth grade, her mom hovering in the background with her hand reaching out like she wants to smooth down Sutton's hair. Pictures of her and Ada dressed up for the middle school dance, her mom and dad standing with them in one version, Ada's mom and dad standing with them in another. 

 

"Hey," Ada said, her voice calm and soothing. 

 

"Hey," Sutton breathed into the phone. 

 

"What's wrong?"

 

In high school, Sutton would have said "Nothing." She would have let Ada ask questions and waited for her to figure it out. 

 

Tonight, Sutton said, "This is hurting me more than I'm letting on."

 

Ada breathed. "I know. What do you need?"

 

In high school, Sutton would have given no answer, spinning herself into the melodrama of adolescence, gulping down the infinity of emo music and nighttime hours.

 

Tonight, Sutton said, "To see you. But here, at my house."

 

"Okay," Ada said, and they hung up the phone, and Sutton looked at the age-old posters on her bedroom wall, and Time sat with her while she waited. 

 

 

 

She straightened up her bedroom, tucking the bed sheets tighter and closing the flaps of boxes she had never unpacked after her move from Knoxville. She took her hamper down to the laundry room, but only so she could make sure her mom had gone to bed. She trailed her fingers over her bedroom windows, remembering how she had longed as a teenager for Ada to climb in through her window like every romantic teenage delirium. 

 

When Ada texted that she was here, Sutton sneaked down to the garage and opened the outer door, the one all the way on the side of her house. She and Ada had always had to wind their lithe teenage bodies around her mom and dad's cars, taking care not to bang a knee on Sutton's brother's bike when they emerged near the door into the house. 

 

Tonight, when she opened the outer garage door to find Ada standing there calmly, she leaned her shoulder against the doorframe and exhaled. 

 

"This feels like a role play, huh?" Ada whispered. 

 

"Feels like déjàvu." 

 

"It felt wilder back then. More daring."

 

Sutton stood aside to let her in, guiding Ada with a hand on her back. She budged the door shut and turned the deadbolt lock, and when she turned back around, Ada had already started to slink around the cars, the whites of her eyes shining. Sutton followed her with her heart jump-roping in her chest. 

 

Ada waited for her by the inner door. Sutton pinched her side just because, and Ada emitted a breathy squeak that made Sutton feel suddenly giddy and no longer sad. 

 

They stood in silence when they were inside the house. Sutton waited for Ada to take everything in, watching her eyes rove over the shapes and knickknacks, the new dining table and re-done cabinets, the age-old family picture frames and timeless grandfather clock. 

 

Ada looked at Sutton, her eyes communicating everything. 

 

"I know," Sutton whispered. 

 

Ada blinked fast and shook her head, a strange look coming over her face. She stepped into Sutton and dropped her head on her shoulder, and Sutton's stomach pulsed with sweet sadness.

 

"I know," she said again, looping her arms around Ada's back. "It's weird. I felt it when I saw your apartment for the first time."

 

Ada sighed; her chest moved against Sutton's. "But this is where you grew up. And I kind of did, too. Feels like I'm coming home but everything is different."

 

"Everything is different. But it's the same, too. I mean, here you are, sneaking into my house late at night, trying to comfort me because my parents suck." 

 

Ada laughed against her. She pressed a kiss to Sutton's neck, and Sutton's whole body throbbed.

 

"Okay," Sutton breathed, pushing back from Ada. 

 

"Sorry. I felt that, too."

 

"I feel like I'm 17 again. Jesus." 

 

Ada's grin lit up her eyes. She looked pleased with herself.

 

Sutton rolled her eyes. "Shut up. Let's go upstairs."

 

"So forward," Ada said, and she took Sutton's hand and followed her up the steps. 

 

 

 

Ada's attention went to Wilson Phillips first. She strode straight toward the cat's spot on the bed, her eyes focused on nothing else. "So you're the beast," she said, rubbing a hand over the cat's head. 

 

"Careful, she takes a while to warm up."

 

"I know I've said this before, but I still can't believe you actually have a cat. A real, actual feline."

 

"Now you have proof."

 

Ada petted Wilson Phillips for a minute longer, her hand gentle but intent. Then she looked up as if coming out of a daydream and stepped back from the bed until she was planted in the middle of Sutton's room. "Everything looks the same," she said. Her whisper was reverent, awed-like she had set foot in some holy temple from a previous life. 

 

"I haven't done anything to it since high school," Sutton said, suddenly nervous.

 

Ada stepped around the room in a daze, her eyes sweeping over every poster, every scuff on the wallpaper, every faded piece of construction paper Sutton had written song lyrics on during junior year. She hovered in front of Sutton's desk and trailed her fingers across the spines of their required reading books.

 

"You used to have a picture of us here." 

 

Sutton came to stand next to her. "I took it down," she muttered, "when I came back for Thanksgiving, freshman year of college. It was too painful to look at."

 

Ada turned to search her. "I don't have pictures of you in my bedroom, either."

 

"I know."

 

Ada's eyes were darker than normal, contrasting the lone two lamps Sutton had turned on in her bedroom. Her jaw was set in a stubborn way, the way she had used to look when she argued with a teacher in high school. She took a half step toward Sutton and looped her arms around her back, and Sutton looked openly at her, drinking in every detail of her expression.

 

"I drove over here that Thanksgiving," Ada said.

 

"What?"

 

"Freshman year of college. It was my first time home and I'd thought I had made all this progress in getting over you, but as soon as I walked into my house, you were everywhere. I couldn't be in the kitchen without picturing you talking to my mom. I couldn't be in the family room without remembering all our movie marathons. And I couldn't be in my bedroom at all, because there were picture collages of you everywhere, and random notes from you in my desk and my nightstand and even in the drawers of my bathroom sink, and the first night I slept in my old bed I swear the sheets smelled like your perfume."

 

Sutton watched her eyes-the way they burned and charged, but also how pained they looked. She looped her own arms around Ada's back and pulled her closer, until they were securely holding each other with the bones of their hips touching.

 

"And you came over here?"

 

"Thanksgiving night. My parents went to bed late because we'd had some of my dad's students over-like, the ones who couldn't go home-and I was hiding in my room not wanting to talk to anyone, and I ended up going through that scrapbook you made me for graduation. It was all those amazing pictures of us, with your handwriting all around them, and there was that picture from our first day of high school, when you came over afterwards and we watched the Lizzie McGuire movie and ate popsicles, and my mom sneaked that picture of us on the couch?"

 

"I remember that. We were so overwhelmed that day."

 

"I know. And I got really overwhelmed looking through that scrapbook. I remember having this terrible ache in my stomach, like this absolute god-awful pain that I couldn't shake. So I left my house at like, probably one in the morning, and I drove over to your neighborhood and the whole time I was thinking how crazy I was, and then as soon as I saw your house I started crying."

 

Sutton's throat swelled. "Why didn't you come in?"

 

Ada shrugged one shoulder and rolled her eyes up in frustration. "Why didn't we do any of the things we could have done? I chickened out. I questioned everything. And your bedroom light was out so I figured you were sleeping and I was just this crazy creep sitting outside your house."

 

Sutton touched her forehead to Ada's. "I don't remember what I was doing that night, but I guarantee you I was thinking of you."

 

"We're so dumb," Ada whispered.

 

"I don't want to be dumb anymore."

 

"Okay. Let's not be."

 

They stood there breathing, their foreheads still touching, the scent of Ada's skin and her perfume gathering around Sutton like a blanket. Then Ada's hands moved from Sutton's waist up to her neck, and Sutton held absolutely still while Ada looked into her eyes, searching and finding.

 

She knew Ada was going to kiss her-she had a calm instinct about it-but it didn't stop her heart and stomach from swelling. Ada must have known, because she smiled in a way she rarely did-all sweetness and tenderness and disbelief. Sutton melted into a matching smile, and just when her stomach and heart had expanded enough that they might have touched inside her, Ada inched forward and kissed her.

 

It was different from the kisses they had been sharing all week. Those kisses were tentative, like each of them was tapping a stove to see if it was still hot, and Sutton had felt those kisses were the marker of something new. But this kiss-this kiss was deep and poignant, like they both knew what had been lost and what could be found, and it wasn't new: it was the continuation of something timeless, something that had never ended but had simply fallen away in an aching, bittersweet teenage love story. 

 

They kissed more deeply, Sutton tightening her arms around Ada's back, Ada tangling a hand into Sutton's hair. Their hips bumped into the desk and Ada hummed into Sutton's mouth, then walked her backwards until her legs brushed up against her bed frame.

 

Ada lowered her onto her back, still kissing her. Sutton raised her hands to Ada's face and touched the curve of her jaw, the soft skin of her ears, the tiny frizzy wisps on her hairline, feeling everything with her eyes closed. Ada urged her upwards until she was lying more fully on the bed, and then Ada climbed over her, never breaking their kiss, until she was straddling Sutton on her childhood bed.

 

"This seems familiar," Sutton whispered. 

 

"Shhh."

 

Every touch of Ada's lips was an echo of adolescence, beckoning every salient memory from their youth:  the distinct pulse of a Friday night, the bass of a Top 40 song, the rush of the wind when they would drive home from school, the feeling of fragility and raw power Sutton had experienced the very first time they'd made out. 

 

Sutton flipped Ada onto her back and straddled her now, running her hands up Ada's bare arms while she stared into her eyes, daring her and promising her at the same time. She kissed at Ada's neck and down her shoulder while Ada took shallow breaths, her eyes closed and her face turned away to expose her neck.

 

Sutton kept kissing. She kissed Ada's collarbone and inched her shirt down to kiss across the top of her chest. She moved her fingers to the bottom of Ada's shirt and began to tug it up and off her body, but Ada stopped her when it was halfway up her stomach.

 

Sutton released the fabric and pulled back, breathing hard. She hooked Ada's eyes and waited for her to sit up.

 

Ada looked steadfastly at her, also breathing hard. Her eyes were dark and burning, but there was hesitation in them.

 

"Sutton," she exhaled.

 

"You okay?"

 

Ada's chest rose and fell with her breaths. "I haven't done this since the last time we were together. Not with a girl."

 

Sutton nodded, still hooked into her eyes. "Okay. Do you need more time?"

 

"What? No. No, I just mean-I know you've been with other girls since, and I don't know if this will be as..."

 

She trailed off, lowering her eyes, and Sutton understood.

 

"Hey," Sutton whispered, brushing a hand across her cheek. "Girl for me, guy for you, it doesn't matter. Not one of those girls was my best friend and first love, so going to bed with them wasn't half as special as this is. Okay?"

 

Ada inhaled, exhaled, and Sutton took her hands and flipped them palms up so she could trace the lifelines in her skin. Then she guided Ada's hands to the bottom of her t-shirt and left them there, waiting.

 

Now Ada understood. She looked up to meet Sutton's eyes, and as they connected, she peeled Sutton's t-shirt up her torso and over her head, taking care that the fabric did not get tangled up in her hair.

 

Sutton's heart sprinted while Ada looked over her naked chest. Ada touched a gentle hand to Sutton's stomach, the heel of her palm resting at Sutton's navel, the tips of her fingers falling just short of Sutton's breasts. 

 

"Your hands are warm," Sutton breathed. 

 

Ada regarded her with dark, serious eyes, then dipped forward to kiss her, her hands roaming all over Sutton's skin. 

 

 

 

The very first time they had been together this way, Sutton had not allowed herself to want too much. She had uncovered Ada's skin but denied herself the joy of looking at it for more than two seconds. She had reached inside Ada, her heart buzzing with wonder, but had focused on procedure rather than exploration. And when Ada had reached inside her, sparking a sensation she had never experienced before, she had turned her head into the pillow and refused to look Ada in the eye. She hadn't known what any of it meant--neither to herself nor, even scarier, to Ada. 

 

Now, as they sunk into their second first time, Sutton allowed herself to want everything. She smoothed her hands over every part of Ada's skin, her eyes drinking in every stray freckle and scar, the stretch marks on her hips and stubble on her underarms. "Amazing," she whispered, both to Ada and herself, "your body's the same, but it's older, too."

 

"I've become a woman," Ada said in a mock-solemn voice, and Sutton giggled and pressed kisses to her mouth. 

 

And then she was inside of Ada again, and she allowed herself to take all the time she wanted, to watch Ada's face and listen to the sounds that escaped her mouth. And when Ada touched her, Sutton looked into her deep, serious eyes and held them steady, nearly weeping with the joy of it, with the peace of her heart and body aligning for the first time in years. 

 

 

 

"I need food," Ada sighed afterward, her voice lazy and content.

 

"I tired you out that much, huh? You need an energy source now?"

 

"Shush or I'll whack you with a pillow."

 

"You're too tired to lift a pillow--because I wore you out so bad."

 

Ada rolled to face her and Sutton expected a retort, but Ada was smiling with no trace of mischief. "Will you make me a grilled cheese? The way you always used to?"

 

"With tomato slices?" Sutton grinned.

 

"And a tall glass of milk."

 

"I'm not sure if my mom even buys milk anymore."

 

"Don't ruin this fantasy for me."

 

Sutton traced Ada's mouth with her thumb. "I don't know how I ever thought I'd stopped missing you."

 

"I don't know how I've gone seven years without your grilled cheese sandwiches."

 

"Okay, okay, I get it. Get dressed and we'll go make some."

 

Ada kissed her. "You're the best. You always have been."

 

They peeled out of bed and began to dress, but when Sutton went to reach for her t-shirt, Ada snatched it and pulled it on first.

 

"That's mine," Sutton laughed. 

 

Ada hiked her eyebrows. "So? Come on, I'm going to check for milk." 

 

She opened the door and hovered there with a smirk on her face, Sutton's University of Tennessee t-shirt hanging perfectly on her frame.

 

 

 

They lay in bed after they ate, facing each other with their arms draped over each other's ribs, Ada knocking her restless legs against Sutton's. 

 

"We were supposed to talk about your parents," Ada said. 

 

"Don't bring them up, we're in bed."

 

"We're literally in the bed, but we're not, like, 'in bed.' We're cuddling. We're having pillow talk. This is perfect pillow talk conversation."

 

"I missed pillow talk."

 

"You should be all about it," Ada said, stretching one of her calves over Sutton's. "You used to keep me awake for hours, pillow-talking me about the most random shit."

 

"It was deep shit."

 

"You remember when you wanted to talk about Guns, Germs, & Steel all night? You were going on and on about Europe and Africa and diseases and triangular trade--"

 

"I don't remember that," Sutton laughed. 

 

"I kept trying to sleep but you just. kept. going."

 

"So you should've told me to shut up."

 

"No," Ada said, her voice turning needy and snuggly, "you're cute when you're nerdy." 

 

"So are you. I'm gonna come to your place tomorrow and watch you read your business leadership book." 

 

Ada smoothed her thumb against Sutton's temple. "Talk to me about your mom."

 

Sutton sighed. "I don't know. I'm mad at her?"

 

Ada nodded. "Why?"

 

"Because--who gets divorced after 30 years of marriage? Like why now? Why didn't they do it when I was younger?"

 

"Would you have wanted them to?"

 

"Maybe? I mean, at least back then I was ready for it. I braced for them to drop it at any moment, remember? But they just kept trudging, and by the time I graduated college, I figured that was that: my parents would stay together and they would be unhappy, but at least it would be a constant in my life. I stopped bracing for the bad news."

 

"Now you feel like they've sprung it on you."

 

"Yeah," Sutton said, her voice clawing at her throat. "And my mom was so--she was so detached when she told me. Like she didn't consider that it would upset me. She told me like I was her colleague, not her kid. It was like Marta telling me."

 

Ada's expression was hurting for her. "I'm sorry."

 

"It's okay."

 

"This is why I think you should talk to them, though--because you need to get your feelings out in the open so you can deal with them."

 

"Easier said than done."

 

"I know. But trust me, this is something I've learned the hard way. I used to be so bad about saying how I felt and it fucked up my relationships. Like, what if I had sat down and talked to you after our fight, or what if I had told you how I felt that first Thanksgiving? How would things have been different? I've learned the last few years that you have to just open up and talk about this shit. I've had a couple of really tough conversations with friends when they've said something racist or ignorant without realizing it. And with my dad when he's tried to steer me, for the millionth time, into academia rather than business." 

 

"He's still doing that?"

 

"Not since we sat down and talked about it."

 

Sutton looked into her blazing eyes. "What did you tell him?"

 

"That I knew I had embarrassed him as a kid because I wasn't 'smart,' and how anything relating to school still gives me anxiety, but that business is something I actually like and want to get better at. He wanted to hear about my general life plan and how I'm going to rise above the expectations people will have of me based on my skin tone, gender, all those categories. And then he kept saying 'Cosgroves have no limits'--you know the old mantra."

 

Sutton smiled. "I do."

 

"But he was surprisingly receptive. I asked for his blessing and he told me he was proud of me." 

 

"That's great, Ade. That's so good."

 

"Thanks. But listen--that's why I think you should talk to your mom. Not just about how you feel, but how she feels, too. You're a lot like her."

 

Sutton made a sour face.

 

"You are," Ada laughed, kissing her quickly. "You get a lot of your good qualities from her. Remember in eighth grade when she picked us up from that sleepover at Bailey's because Bailey had been a bitch to me and then you'd been a bitch to her? Your mom drove me straight home, like she just knew that's where I needed to be, and she let you stay the night there with me." 

 

"I remember."

 

Ada smiled. "I never told you this, but--right before your mom left that night, when you were out in the driveway getting our stuff out of her car, she gave me a hug and she said, 'You are beautiful and perfect exactly as you are.' I never forgot that. And I remember looking at her and she looked so serious, so matter-of-fact...and she nodded at me and my mom, and then she left."

 

Sutton was breathless. "Why didn't you tell me?"

 

Ada shrugged a shoulder. "It was something I needed for myself, I guess. I'm finally at the point where I believe it, so I don't need it as much anymore."  

 

"Well," Sutton said, drawing closer to her, "does that mean I can't reinforce it?"

 

"You can totally reinforce it."

 

"You are beautiful and perfect exactly as you are."

 

Ada kissed her again--a kiss that meant so many things, Sutton couldn't have named them all. "Thank you," she said, cradling Sutton's face. "So are you." 

 

 

 

Ada sneaked out early on Saturday morning, kissing Sutton easily before she slipped out the garage side-door, still wearing the University of Tennessee t-shirt she had nicked the night before. Sutton went back to bed and hugged Ada's pillow to her chest, inviting her scent to seep into her dreams. 

 

It was after ten when she woke again. She shuffled downstairs to find an empty kitchen but a half-full coffee pot, presumably left for her by her mother. 

 

 

 

The day passed in a sleepy, lazy haze. Her mom had vacated the house and her dad was presumably at his new condo. Sutton enjoyed the quiet, sprawling out on the family room couch with Wilson Phillips curled up on her legs and a Dance Moms marathon playing on the television. 

 

She went for a run in the late afternoon. She hated running the streets of her subdivision, where everything was too pristine to be natural, so she drove to the local park and looped the jogging trail several times. Her thoughts ran with her, skipping between a project she had to finish at work, the birthday gift she needed to buy for Amber, her parents' impending divorce, and Ada--always Ada. 

 

    

 

She finished her run at the same spot she had started, and as she paced there, sweat running down her arms and over her elbows, she wondered if her life had somehow become this looping trail, and whether she had actually changed during the course of it.

Chapter Twelve

Previously on ADKOU: Sutton and her mom continued to clash over her parents' divorce; Ada sneaked over to Sutton's house for a late night sleepover and encouraged her to talk more openly with her mom. 

 

Please note: This is the second-to-last chapter of ADKOU. Chapter 13, the final installment, will be coming soon. 

 

_____

 

Her mom's car was in the garage when Sutton arrived home from her run. She gripped her keys and stepped into the house, finding her mom seated at the kitchen table. 

 

"Hi," Sutton ventured. 

 

Her mom did not look up. "Hi, Sutton," she said, her head bent over the table. "How's your day been?"

 

"Fine. Where were you all day?"

 

"Running errands."  

 

Sutton replenished her water bottle. She stood by the refrigerator and watched her mom, sensing bad energy pulsing between them. Something nestled into her heart. She recognized it as Ada. 

 

"Mom," she said, sitting next to her at the table.

 

Her mom did not look up from the note she was writing. "Hm."

 

"I'm sorry about you and Daddy."

 

Her mother looked around now, her small hazel eyes blinking behind her glasses. 

 

"I don't mean for my sake," Sutton continued, "I mean for yours. I'm sorry this is happening. I know you haven't been happy with each other for years, but I'd also imagine it hurts to let go."

 

Her mom swallowed and dropped her eyes. For a moment she looked like a little girl, scared of confessing something she'd done wrong at school. "We thought we were doing you a favor by staying together."

 

"I know."

 

"We said we couldn't do anything because you still had high school to get through. Then college. And then law school."

 

"I know."

 

"But now we've run out of excuses. You're an adult, and so is your brother, and your dad and I have to stop pretending you're still impressionable children who need us to protect you from things."

 

"You don't have to protect me," Sutton rasped. 

 

"Your dad is a good man. He's been a wonderful father--"

 

"I know--"

 

"--but we aren't making each other happy. We've been slogging through life since you were young."

 

"Did you ever love him?"

 

"Oh, of course I did, Sutton." Her mom paused, the wrinkles near her eyes creasing. "But it was a love I had doubts about. I always wondered if there could have been more, if I could have felt more. People, especially older people, will tell you that love is a choice, and they're right, to an extent. When you choose your life partner, you choose to wake up with them every day and meet whatever challenges come up. You choose to spend holidays with their family and to go to their office Christmas party even though you're mad at them for forgetting to pick up milk at the store. Your dad and I have done that as much as we could have. But the other thing, Sutton, is that love is a feeling, too. You can choose and choose and choose love, but your heart has to have a stake in the game. You have to feel something."

 

Sutton waited, but her mom had drifted off, her expression spacey.

 

"And you and Dad don't feel anything," Sutton prompted.

 

Her mom looked at her. "No. We felt it in the beginning...or we thought we did. Even then, I think we were convincing ourselves of it too much. I chose your name because I was trying so hard to convince myself."

 

"What?"

 

"Sutton Falls is a beautiful campground in Tennessee. Dad and I went there when we first started dating."

 

"You've told me that."

 

"It's the truest memory I have of feeling purely in love with your dad. I remember the sunshine catching on his hair--he had a full head of thick, dark hair back then--and I felt so much affection for him, and so lucky that we were there together. We hiked up to a waterfall and talked about our plans for the future, and those plans hadn't merged yet but in that moment I wanted them to. I wanted him to propose so I could call him my fiancé and eventually my husband, and I wanted to have a big Southern wedding where everyone would see how great we were for each other. It's the only time I remember having that clarity about him. We got married and had your brother a year later because we thought we were supposed to. By the time we conceived you, I was panicking that we had made a mistake in marrying each other. I could see it in your dad's eyes, too. I kept praying and praying that you would be the thing that would bring us back together. I thought about that trip to Sutton Falls, and how in love we had been, and I knew I had to name you after that feeling." 

 

Sutton blinked tears from her eyes. 

 

"Oh, honey," her mom cooed. "It's alright. Sometimes love works this way."

 

"You're scaring me into thinking love doesn't work at all, Mom." 

 

"No," her mom said gently. "It can work, and it will work for you. I already know you'll fare better than me because you've had to be honest with the whole world about what your heart wants. You come by love so naturally, Sutton. You've never tried to force it."

 

Sutton bowed her head and picked at her thumbnail. Her mind and heart spun with Ada, and for the first time since childhood, she wanted to share that feeling with her mom. But she thought of Ada's fear of labels, of the way Ada shifted uncomfortably whenever Linda walked in on them lying on the couch together, of the anguish in Ada's eyes when Sutton had deliberately and incorrectly outed her all those years ago, and she understood she had to contain these feelings until Ada was ready to share them--if she would ever be ready.  

 

"What do you want, Mom?" Sutton asked. "After everything settles, what are you looking for?"

 

Her mom drew in a long breath. "Oh, Sutton," she said, combing her fingertips across the note she was writing, "I just want to feel my heart beat again."

 

 

 

"Let me make you dinner tonight," Ada said at work on Monday. She leaned against the break room counter, a paper cup of coffee in her hand, her expression daring Sutton to turn the offer down. 

 

"Will you make me steak?" Sutton teased. 

 

"Vegetarian lasagna. It'll be better than any rib eye you've ever had. You'd have to come grocery shopping with me, but we can drop your car at my place and then go to Whole Foods together." 

 

"You would shop at Whole Foods."

 

"Sorry that I'm a better Millennial than you."

 

"Please. I went to law school--I'm the ultimate Millennial."

 

"Do we have a plan?"

 

"Will you let me help?" 

 

"I'll think about it."

 

Sutton stepped nearer to her and stole a drink from her coffee cup. "Okay. It's a plan."

 

 

 

They stayed late at work, just as they had done the week before. On-Delay trailed out at half-past six, leaving only the two of them and Marta in the office. Sutton was not doing any actual work at this point: she was reading articles on Salon's website and waiting for Ada to finish her last tasks of the day. Every few minutes, she gave her eyes a break from her computer screen and let them rest on Ada instead. Ada had that concentrated frown on her face, the one that meant she was deeply involved in whatever she was working on. Her hair had come down out of its bun and fell around her face in tight little ringlets that shook like tree nettles in the rain anytime she cricked her head between her computer and the stack of papers on her desk. 

 

Ada looked up and Sutton allowed herself to be caught watching her. The frown disappeared from Ada's face and a secret smile replaced it, setting off springs of happiness in Sutton's belly. 

 

Five minutes, Ada mouthed. 

 

Take your time, Sutton mouthed back. 

 

She went back to reading her Salon piece, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw Marta step out of her office and call to Ada. She shifted in her chair a fraction of an inch to catch a glimpse of Marta's face. She was neither smiling nor frowning; her face was impassive. Ada walked dutifully toward her and stepped into her office, and Sutton turned back to her desktop screen, assuming Marta wanted to pick Ada's brain about the sales team.

 

Ada stayed in Marta's office for a long 15 minutes. Sutton grew restless, opening one new Chrome tab after the next, jiggling her foot against the wheels of her desk chair. Finally, Marta's office door opened and Ada slipped out of it, her face just as impassive as Marta's had been. Sutton tried to catch her eye, but Ada glanced at her for only a half-second, giving her a tight-lipped smile, before she sat down at her desk and went back to her stack of papers. 

 

 

 

"Everything okay?" Sutton asked in the elevator a few minutes later. 

 

"Mhm," Ada said, raising her eyes to the tall reflective doors. 

 

"Do you still want to do dinner?"

 

"Of course. Do you think I'd renege on this opportunity to show off my cooking skills?"

 

"I'm seriously looking forward to it. I want a five-course meal, with homemade dessert and everything."

 

"Five-course meal," Ada repeated. "I wouldn't know how to fill all those courses."

 

"You could serve grilled cheese for the ones you're not sure about."

 

"Okay," Ada laughed.

 

There was something distant about her, like she wasn't emotionally present. When their elevator touched down on the main floor, Ada strode off immediately. Sutton followed her, trying to read her cues but finding them indecipherable.  

 

 

 

They flirted in the car on the way to Whole Foods and in the store aisles as they walked about gathering food items, but Ada remained off-kilter, her voice lacking the pulsing energy Sutton had become used to over the last few weeks. Even as they prepared their meal in Ada's compact kitchen, Ada didn't seem like she was all there--Sutton had to ask her more than once if she was listening to what she was saying.  

 

"Hey, are you sure you're alright?" Sutton asked while they ate. "You've seemed weird since you met with Marta."

 

"I've seemed weird?"

 

"Just, like, distant." 

 

"I'm fine."

 

"Was it not a good meeting?"

 

"It was fine."

 

Sutton picked her fork through her lasagna. "I get nervous every time Marta wants to meet with me."

 

"Why," Ada said, not looking at her. 

 

"I always worry I've done something wrong."

 

"Yeah, well, you've always been afraid of authority figures." 

 

Sutton stilled, her defenses roaring inside her. "Why are you being so rude?"

 

"What? I'm not."

 

"You're being bratty. This is like that time we went to Six Flags and you got pissed because I didn't want to ride that stupid ass roller coaster with you--"

 

"You had promised to ride it before we got there and you knew I couldn't do it on my own," Ada snapped. "Whatever, that's irrelevant. Look, just because we're friends again, doesn't mean you're automatically granted access to every part of my life. I'm processing my conversation with Marta and I'm not ready to talk about it yet, and it's getting on my nerves how you keep asking me about it, like you think you deserve to know just because you always knew everything in high school. I mean, you do realize I had a very structured professional life at Cyntera before you showed up? Sometimes it's difficult for me to share that space with you."

 

"What, like I just waltzed in and took over your professional life? That's not fair, Ada. We talked about how it shook both of us, but I'd thoughtwe had decided it was for the better, because here I am, eating a meal that you so romantically cooked for me because we're friends again."

 

Ada set her fork down. She took a deep breath and steadied her eyes on something across the apartment. 

 

"I almost told my mom about us," Sutton said.

 

"What?"

 

"I took your advice and talked to her about the divorce. You were right. It made me feel better."

 

Ada waited.

 

"And she started talking about love and relationships," Sutton went on, "and I had this sudden need to tell her about you."

 

"But you didn't?"

 

"No, I didn't. I wanted to talk with you about it first. I wasn't gonna mess up like I did last time, even though this time I would have told someone for positive reasons." 

 

Ada sat far back in her chair, her arms crossed over her chest. "Thank you for not telling her."

 

"You're welcome." She paused, watching Ada's eyes. "Do you think you'd eventually be okay with telling her? Or telling your parents?"

 

"I don't know." 

 

"You don't know?"

 "I'm sorry, Sutton, I just really don't have the mental capacity to talk about this right now. I can't let myself go there yet. This thing with Marta is weighing on me." 

 

Sutton dug her tongue against her teeth. For a minute, she and Ada sat in silence, the air heavy between them. 

 

"I'm gonna get out of your hair," Sutton decided. "Give you some processing time. Alright?"

 

Ada looked at her. She seemed tired and resigned. "Sorry."

 

"Don't apologize. You were right, I can't expect for you to let me back in on everything." She hesitated. "At least not right away."

 

"Let me pack you some leftovers."

 

"No, sit and finish your dinner. You can bring the leftovers for lunch tomorrow." 

 

When Ada didn't argue, Sutton rose from the table and took her plate to the sink to wash it. Ada stayed sitting, her expression blank. 

 

"I'll see you tomorrow," Sutton said, grabbing her workbag and keys. "Have a good night."

 

Ada's eyes landed on her, and though she still looked bothered, there was something soft in the way she was looking at her. "You too. Drive carefully." 

 

Sutton hovered for a moment, her brain and heart telling her different things, before she settled on kissing Ada's forehead. "Finish your dinner."  

 

Ada reached for her. "I'm going to tell you what's going, I promise. I just need digestion time."

 

"I know."

 

Ada kissed her. "Thank you. Sleep well." 

 

 

 

It took until Wednesday night, but Ada followed through on her promise. "Come sit in my car for a minute," she said, catching Sutton's eye as they walked across the empty office parking lot. 

 

Sutton's stomach prickled. She could tell by Ada's demeanor that this was going to be something heavy. 

 

"What's up," she said as soon as they were in the car. 

 

Ada smiled with an upward tuck of her chin. "You're so much the same," she said. "No time for beating around the bush."

 

"Yeah," Sutton said impatiently, "because you've been worrying me for the last two days. What's going on?"

 

Ada breathed out and tapped her nails against the console. "So--the reason I was so off the other night was because Marta blindsided me with something."

 

Sutton waited. Ada was chewing on her lip, a sure sign of anxiety. 

 

"Whatever it is, you can tell me," Sutton said gently.

 

"Marta offered me a promotion--but it's with the company in Florida." 

 

Sutton's stomach dropped. "What?"

 

"The company we've acquired. Marta needs a sales team leader--someone to get their people on track and align them with our processes and culture. She said I'm the best salesperson she has and she wants me to be her point person down there."

 

Sutton's breathing had become tight. "So you'd have to move?"

 

Ada looked at her, and her eyes confirmed. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you the other night. It caught me totally off-guard." 

 

"Are you going to do it?"

 

"I haven't decided."

 

Sutton had the strange sensation, one she had experienced only a few times before, that she was watching herself from somewhere else. She could see herself and Ada in the car, could feel the twisted energy between them, could place them in a temporal context that her future self was somehow looking back on. And when she spoke to Ada, she did it from someplace that was beyond the immediate needs of her heart--some older, wiser Sutton, who had learned to yield to life rather than fight against it. 

 

"You're amazing," she said.

 

Ada looked at her, her expression conflicted.

 

"You are," Sutton said. "Marta's right--you're the best salesperson by a long-shot. You work harder than everyone else, you stay later than anyone, you actually care about what we're doing. You're driven and motivated and so committed to doing your job the right way. It's astounding, Ada." 

 

Ada's eyes were hungry and yearning, her shoulders pulled into herself. "Thank you," she said, the words catching in her throat. 

 

"I'm proud of you. And I don't mean that to sound patronizing, because it's not, it's just--I'm grateful to know you and witness how you live your life. I knew you in high school and I'm getting to know who you are now, and I can see everything that's the same but also everything that's different, and it's mind-blowing how you've changed in so many positive ways--it makes me want to be better than I am."

 

"You're amazing, Sutton--"

 

"Shhh, just listen--this is about you. You've busted your ass for this and you've earned it. There is no one who deserves it more. And I'm grateful to you for telling me about it. It means a lot."

 

Suddenly she was finished talking. The sense that she had been watching this conversation from afar evaporated, and she was once again sitting in this leather seat next to Ada, beautiful, breathing, intense Ada, whose heart was beating only inches away from hers. 

 

"Thank you for saying all that," Ada said, her voice clear and earnest. "It's really nice to know you're proud of me."

 

"I've always been proud of you."

 

"This is the first time I feel like I've truly been recognized for something, you know?"

 

"You've worked for it."

 

"Sutton? How do you feel about this?"

 

Sutton searched her. "You mean--what it means for us?"

 

Ada held her eyes. 

 

"Do you want to be with me, Ada?"

 

"Of course I do."

 

"Could you be with me in a way where I can tell my mom how I feel about you? Or other important people in my life?"

 

"What?"

 

"I really wanted to tell my mom about you the other day," Sutton said, the words rushing up. "But when I told you that on Monday night, you said you didn't know if you would ever be at that point."

 

"Are you really opening these old wounds, Sutton? I don't understand why you're doing this. What, are you planning to 'out' me again?" 

 

"No, of course not." 

 

"You know what telling her, or anyone, would mean. It would mean forcing me to claim some kind of identity that I don't want to claim. Is this always going to be an issue with you?" 

 

Sutton sat back and stilled herself in the moment, thinking. Just a minute ago she had felt she was experiencing this from afar, but now she felt very much alive and anchored in the present. Ada's angry tone did not alarm her: her heart pulsed calmly, soothed by some larger truth in the universe. "You know," she said, "when I talked to my mom the other day, she said something that was a big revelation to me. About how, the first time she ever felt truly in love with my dad, she wanted to name it. She wanted to know they were going to marry each other and that she would be able to call him fiancé and then husband. And that's how I got my name."

 

"I thought it was from that wilderness place in Tennessee," Ada said, her voice still on edge.

 

Sutton looked at her. "You don't forget anything, do you? I forgot I had even told you that." 

 

"I didn't even realize I remembered it until a second ago."

 

"Well, yeah, I'm named for the campground in Tennessee, but now I know the significance. My parents' trip to Sutton Falls was the only time my mom had ever been really certain of loving my dad. And when they had me a few years later, she wanted to name me for that certainty because she felt like they were already losing it."

 

Ada's expression lost some of its hardness, her eyes searching Sutton's face. 

 

"It made so much sense. I was named for my mom's need to label, to define, to be certain--especially about love--and I grew up to manifest the exact same anxiety. I look at the world and I want to define every phenomenon I find in it. I did that to you when we were young. I tried to tell you who you were and what you wanted, and I did it for selfish reasons--because I was terrified that you might not love me in the same huge way I loved you, and I just wanted to strap you down and know that we were the same. But--now that you're back in my life, all I really know is that I don't know who you are, Ada, because you're so much bigger to me than I can explain in words. I think I have you figured out and then you do something that surprises me and I realize I'll never have you figured out, and that's a good thing. So no, I don't want to out you. I wouldn't even know how, because there's not a single term in the world that could capture everything you are."  

 

Ada's expression was deep with need. 

 

"But the thing is," Sutton continued, "there's a big part of me that's like my mom--like a lot of desperate humans, I guess--in that I need to understand what this relationship means. If we can't tell people how we feel about each other, how does that work going forward? Are you going to keep cringing every time Linda catches us holding hands? Are we going to feel okay when I'm invited to Amber's wedding but don't get a Plus-One? What are we going to do if you take this job in Florida and I want to visit you, but I have to lie to my mom or a new roommate about where I'm going for the weekend? I don't want to revert to the dynamic we had in high school, when everything was ambiguous and secretive. And I don't want to be the person I was back then. I hate fighting with my mom, lying to her about where I am most evenings and weekends, slipping you in through the garage like you're still a dirty little secret...I don't want to do that anymore. When I finished law school I was a better person than I was in high school. I'd become a more authentic version of myself, and I told people the truth about what was in my heart, and I started to let my parents in. Now I feel separated from that person I'd become. There are all these dichotomies: who I am at home versus who I am when I'm here with you, who you and I are at work versus who we are outside of it, who I was in the past versus who I am today. I don't want to keep splitting my life. I want the boundaries to dissolve. I want to sit in my childhood bedroom and know that I'm the me from seven years ago and the me that I am right now."

 

Ada ran her thumb along the ridges of her car key, her shoulders pulled tight beneath her work blouse. "I know that what you're saying makes a lot of sense, and I know I need to think about all of these things...but I'm scared, Sutton. It's like I told you that night in the school parking lot: my life stopped being clean-cut the moment you walked back into it."

 

"I'm not going to apologize for that."

 

"I'm not saying you should." Ada paused before speaking again. "My parents have told me, on separate occasions, that meeting each other was the best disruption they've ever had." 

 

Sutton swallowed. She took Ada's hand and pressed her fingers into her skin, her throat swelling with sudden emotion. "Listen. This is a big decision you have to make, but either way, whether you move to Florida or not, I want to be with you. I feel like my heart just woke up after a seven-year sleep, and I know it's because I'm around you again."

 

Ada's eyes pleaded with her. "Can you be with me even if I can't be open about us?" 

 

Sutton inhaled. "Do you think--will there ever be a point when you can be open about us?"

 

"I don't know."

 

The silence between them was pressing. Ada's warm hand was still clutched in Sutton's, brown skin tucked beneath white. 

 

"I don't know what I'm going to decide," Ada said.

 

"Are you talking about the promotion or us?" 

 

Ada raised heavy eyes. 

 

"Okay," Sutton said, though nothing was okay. She released Ada's hand and turned her body toward the glove compartment. Looking at the windshield, she said, "We need some space to think about this."

 

Ada said nothing, but Sutton felt the burning pain of her attention. There seemed to be no air in the car. Sutton's stomach stung with pain, with the familiarity of it all. She put a limp hand on the door handle and pushed down, shifting her body to leave. 

 

"Sutton," Ada said. 

 

Sutton looked into her glistening eyes. "Please know something," she said, her own eyes grasping. "The feelings I have for you are real, and rare, and still alive after all these years, and that means something, I know it does. And I think you have those feelings, too.  I know we've only been back in each other's lives for a few weeks, but it feels longer than that, like those years in the middle do count for something because they've given me clarity about how I feel. And how I feel is...that I love you. Okay? I love you. I want you to know that."

 

Ada's expression keeled. She was leaning forward, her shoulders pulled tight together like she might fall apart if they were not there to bookend her. 

 

Sutton gave her a sad smile as she climbed out of the car, her body heavy with the sins of the past and the uncertainty of the future. "I trust you, Ada," she said, leaning into the car. Then she closed the door and walked away.

Chapter Thirteen

It had been five days now since Sutton had offered Ada the chance to walk away. She was counting the days in her head, repeating the number in a detached way, telling herself she was simply noticing how long they had gone without speaking--as if it wasn't something that was pulling tissue from her stomach every hour. 

She was 17 years old again, paralyzed by the nightmare of losing Ada. It wasn't quite that her heart was bleeding--it was more that her heart was suffocating in a merciless limbo, waiting for word that it could either rejoice or shatter. 

Sometimes she had a strange faith in Ada - faith that Ada would come through for them - but other times she felt suffocated by logic and reason. Ada was stubborn, Ada was scared, and Ada had spent her whole life trying to find her place (Sutton had spent it believing Ada's place was next to her). 

Now history repeated itself. Sutton was heartsick, staring into a long abyss--a life without Ada. Some moments she wished she and Ada had never reconnected at all, that they had never reopened those secret places in their hearts. She knew Ada must be heartsick, too, so she couldn't even channel her pain into anger; she felt empathetic, for she knew Ada was struggling, and she desperately wished she could make things easier for her.

-

She and her mom were better - though they were still tense sometimes, there was no longer toxicity between them - but Sutton starved to tell her mom about her current troubles. She wanted to tell her about Ada's heart, her ambitious mind, the way she walked around the office with a tight determination, how her laugh sounded exactly the same as it had in high school--and how none of this might ever matter. She didn't know what her mom would say, but she yearned for her advice, or at least for her comfort. 

-

Work was the hardest thing. She and Ada spoke politely to each other when they had to--the sound of her voice was like balm that turned to fire--but mostly they avoided each other. Sutton watched her from afar in the moments when everyone was busy. Ada sat at her desk with her face inches from her computer screen, and Sutton yearned to sit down next to her and simply absorb her presence.  

She had started leaving the office during lunch hour, usually walking to a nearby sandwich shop so she wouldn't risk sitting in the break room with Ada. Debbie Chung caught on to this pattern quickly, her hungry eyes burning into Sutton whenever she walked across the office. 

"I'm coming with you today," Debbie told her on Monday.

"What?"

"Wow, you need to work on your reaction faces. I can tell way too easily that you don't want me to come. Start practicing your 'That sounds great' expression." 

Sutton stared at her.

"Oh, for the love of Lululemon, it's fine. I won't talk at you the whole time," Debbie said, standing up and grabbing her purse. "Come on, I'm craving Chipotle." 

-

So she went to lunch with Debbie. They sat on the Chipotle patio and ate burrito bowls, Debbie spreading her guacamole--she'd convinced Sutton to spring for it, too--all over her beans and rice. 

"Why are you depressed?" Debbie asked. 

"What? I'm not depressed."

"You suck at lying. You might as well tell me the truth, because otherwise we'll sit here with an elephant between us, and I still have this whole burrito bowl to eat. Is it Ada?"

Sutton stared at her in what she hoped was a disdainful way. In her head she heard herself say Why would it be Ada in a snotty voice, but those words never came out of her mouth; she seemed to be tongue-tied. The moment swelled and Sutton sat mutely, knowing she was confirming Debbie's guess.

Debbie didn't look smug, as Sutton had expected her to. Instead, her eyes grew sympathetic and her voice went soft. "It was nice of you to talk to me about Wyatt on the company retreat," she said. "I wanted to return the favor, if you were open to it."

It took Sutton a long beat to internalize what this meant. Debbie was thanking her for the talk they'd had about Wyatt-a talk that had acknowledged that Debbie and Wyatt were a romantic couple. Now Debbie was comparing that to Sutton's situation-was she acknowledging that Sutton and Ada were a romantic couple, too?

It felt so nice, like Sutton was taking a long, deep breath, but it was also alarming.

"Um," Sutton said. "I'm just not sure if..." she trailed off and picked her fork through her rice.

"It's okay," Debbie soothed. "You can trust me. I'm the same as you."

Sutton frowned. "Are you?"

"Yeah, can't you tell? I think we have the same feelings."

"Okay, I am very confused right now. What are you talking about?"

Debbie answered through a mouthful of beans, her voice regaining its hyper quality. "Disclosing to HR. Isn't that what's bothering you? I figured you and Ada probably paralleled me and Wyatt. You want to disclose your relationship, but she doesn't, right?"

Sutton couldn't help but laugh. "That's what you thought I was upset about? Uh-that's part of it, I guess."

"What could be weighing on you more than that? God, I've hardly slept in weeks. I keep having nightmares where Marta calls me into her office and fires me for dating Wyatt without telling her."

"Why would she fire you and not Wyatt?"

"Because he's the better employee. Aren't you worried about the same thing?"

"I'm not at that point yet. There's other stuff in the way."

Debbie sighed dramatically. "Ada can be difficult." 

Sutton broke eye contact. "You hardly know Ada." 

"I know her well enough to understand that she can be a pain in the ass. Look, I don't want to meddle, but just know you can talk to me if you want. I like you and Ada together. Ever since you joined Cyntera, she's seemed happier and nicer. It makes my day oodles easier." 

Sutton took her time chewing the last bites of her lunch. Then she asked: "Why are you pushing to disclose your relationship? Aren't you nervous about it, like Wyatt?"

Debbie's ponytail bobbed as she pushed back in her chair. "My feelings for Wyatt outweigh any anxieties I have about what other people think." 

Sutton thought about that statement--and the confident, artless way Debbie had said it--all the way back to the office. 

-

On Tuesday morning, in that magically productive hour before lunch, Sutton received an e-mail from Ada. 

Need to speak with you. Please meet me in the smokers' area near the entrance to the building. 

When Sutton looked up, Ada was watching her. Her eyes were penetrating. She turned and stalked out of the office, and after a minute's delay so as not to attract their colleagues' suspicion, Sutton followed her. 

The elevator had already come and gone, so Sutton waited for another one. A minute later, she stepped off at the first floor and made her way outside the building, then over to the left, where the smokers gathered. She had never been in this area before.

Ada was waiting with crossed arms and a frowning brow. 

"That e-mail read like a drug deal," Sutton said.

Ada rounded on her. "Did you tell Debbie about us?"

Sutton was so blindsided that she actually took a step backward. Ada looked dangerous: her eyes were pointed and dark, practically drilling into Sutton. 

"No, I didn't," Sutton said, anger swelling up inside of her. 

"That's funny, because she's been saying some odd things to me since yesterday afternoon. Things about you."

It seemed Ada was waiting for Sutton to ask "What things?", but Sutton didn't want to give her the satisfaction. Instead she said, "Wow--do you think she has a crush on me?"

"Grow up, Sutton," Ada hissed. "What did you tell her?"

"I told you, I didn't tell her anything. She already knew."

"How would she have known?!"

"Because sometimes," Sutton said, with the air of speaking to a preschooler, "when two people are in love, other people can sense it."

"That's bullshit."

"It's the truth. She didn't even ask about you, she just had it figured out already. She said we reminded her of her and Wyatt."

"That's disgusting."

"What are you even worried about, that she's going to hack your Facebook and spill our secret relationship to everyone? That she's going to stamp your face with permanent ink that says GAY?"

Ada stalled into silence, her jaw locked.

"You know what, Ada, I'm done with this shit," Sutton said. "We can go back to hating each other, and you can go back to ignoring the complications of your sexuality. But I just want to tell you something Debbie told me, something I think is far more significant than whatever tiny, stupid thing she said to set you off on this paranoia trip. Yesterday I asked her why she wasn't afraid to disclose her relationship with Wyatt to the company. He doesn't want to do it, but she does. And you know what she told me? She said, 'My feelings for Wyatt outweigh any anxieties I have about what other people think.' And I think that's the truest thing I've heard from anyone in months. It's made clear to me that all these issues with me and you have nothing to do with what place I'm in or what place you're in - when it comes down to it, the problem is that you care about other people's perceptions of you more than you care about you or me." 

With that, she turned around and marched back into the building, a wave of adrenaline carrying her all the way up to her desk. 

She and Ada did not speak or look at each other for the rest of the day. 

-

Her stomach ached when she woke on Wednesday morning. A small part of her - no doubt the emo teenager still buried inside of her - had hoped that Ada would call her last night and say she was right, that there was nothing more important than the two of them being together, and then they would have whispered into the phone until their voices were hoarse and their eyes itched with sleep. 

But they were adults now, and dramatic teenage fantasies had fallen away to be replaced with bland reality - and the reality was that Sutton would have to move on from Ada one more painful time. 

The radio personalities were annoying this morning. They gossiped about a celebrity couple who had just broken up, asking their listeners to call in with theories as to what had gone wrong. Sutton jabbed at the buttons before she settled for listening to NPR. 

It was another boring Wednesday in the office. Wyatt was clicking around on ESPN.com and didn't bother to hide it when Sutton sat down in the legal nook with him. On-Delay stood in the middle of the office, lazily feeding pieces of paper into the big, bulky scanner while Mikey P. huffed impatiently behind him. Javier sat back in his chair and popped Cheetos into his mouth (Sutton noted that it was just after nine o'clock in the morning), not bothering to pick up the ones that missed and fell to the floor. 

The only odd thing was that Ada was nowhere to be found. 

Sutton tried not to care--after all, she had decided it was time to move on from Ada--but of course she did. Ada was normally the first person in the office, already focused and making moves by the time everyone else arrived with their pathetic thermoses of coffee. Was she sick today? Was she having car trouble? Was she working from home to intentionally avoid Sutton? 

There was a new e-mail in her inbox. 

Pls come into my office.  

It was from Marta, and it was time-stamped to a minute ago. Marta must have seen her come in--was she watching through her internal windows? Sutton had been several minutes late--was she about to be lectured? 

She stood up at her desk, smoothed down her cotton skirt, and walked to Marta's office with an anxious pit in her stomach. 

The door was shut. She knocked. Marta's voice said to come in, but Sutton couldn't get a read on the tone of it. 

Marta was sitting very formally at her desk, a frown on her face, and across from her, perched upright in one of the two chairs facing the desk, was Ada. Her posture was confident and cool. She met Sutton's eyes for a tick of a moment, but her expression was unreadable. 

Sutton had the strangest, most disorienting feeling, like she was back in elementary school and had been called to the principal's office for fighting with another student. Marta showed no signs of disapproval, but as Sutton settled into the chair next to Ada's, she still felt unnerved.

"How are you, Sutton?" Marta asked. "Happy Wednesday. Half-priced cocktails at Duvic's later." 

Sutton nodded. "Is everything okay?" 

"You know, I have the same question. Ada and I were discussing something rather important when she asked me to call you in here."

Sutton looked over to Ada again. Ada gave her a brief glance, just quick enough for Sutton to see a mixture of apprehension and determination in her eyes. 

"So, Ada?" Marta prompted.

Ada was the epitome of a professional. She sat with her shoulders straight, her ankles crossed, her hands cupped in her lap, her head held high. She blinked slowly, calmly, like she was about to discuss a regional sales report. 

"I can't go to Florida, Marta," she said.

Sutton's heartbeat sprinted away. 

"That's what I was getting around to telling you," Ada went on. She had stopped making eye contact with Marta, her eyes skirting nervously over the pictures on the desk instead, but she continued to sit straight up with her hands in her lap. "I'm so grateful for the opportunity, and I want to give my best to you and this company, but I can't--I can't leave."

Sutton's heart continued thudding in her chest; it had not beat like this since the first time she had seen Ada in this office all those weeks ago. 

"I asked you if Sutton could join us," Ada said, "because I wanted her to hear this decision, too. I told her you had offered me this opportunity, and she was helping me think through it."

Sutton felt Marta's gaze roam curiously onto her, but she could not break her eyes away from Ada. 

"Sutton and I..." Ada's shoulders rose high with a breath. "We're in a relationship."

Sutton's breath caught. Ada looked at her once more, and her eyes said Is that okay and I'm sorry and I'm scared and I'm ready, and Sutton breathed again. 

Ada kept talking like she hadn't just given Sutton the universe. "I can't go anywhere right now," she told Marta. "This relationship is my priority. It's what I want to focus on."

Marta, sensing Ada had finished, nodded her head and leaned back in her chair. "I didn't pin you for a romantic, Ada."

Ada opened her mouth and hung it there, clearly unsure of how to respond.

"Looks like our office is teeming with romantics. Holly-Ann ditched our jiu-jitsu plans last night to go chasing after some young barista at Starbucks, On-Delay just started dating a gal who talks so fast you can't understand a damn thing she says, Wyatt and Debbie are still running around thinking they're pulling the wool over my eyes, and now you two."

Ada's mouth still hung on the air. Sutton, who felt wonderfully giddy all of a sudden, broke into a laugh. 

"I'd advise y'all to disclose your relationship to HR," Marta said, rubbing the bridge of her nose. "Edgar will make you fill out a form, but I hear he's giving out 10-percent off coupons to Bugaboo's Tattoo Parlor this week, too." 

"Thank you, Marta," Sutton said.

"I'm sorry you won't be taking the job, Ada," Marta said, "but I'm also happy you'll be staying here with us. There's no replicating you." 

Sutton watched Ada smile. It was an easy, genuine smile that made the whole room warmer.

"Now scoot your boots," Marta told them. "There's work to be done." 

-

Sutton figured they would simply return to their desks after that, but Ada surprised her by steering her out of the office and toward the elevator bank. 

"Where are we going?" Sutton asked, following her. 

Ada strode past the elevators and turned down a small hallway. Sutton figured she might just be looking for some privacy so they could talk, but Ada continued down the hallway until they were facing a large gray door. 

"What are we doing?" Sutton asked again.

Ada propped open the door and leaned back against it. Sutton looked past her to a steel ladder built into the wall.

"Does this go to the roof?"

Ada's eyes were steady. "Will you take me?"

"We're 11 stories up. Won't you be scared?"

"I don't care. Everyone's always talking about this view. I want to see it." 

Sutton studied her. Ada let her. Then all of a sudden Sutton felt herself smiling, and as soon as she became aware of it, she realized Ada was smiling, too.

Mere weeks ago, on the company retreat, they had scaled a ladder because their names had been drawn out of a pouch. They'd climbed without looking at each other and with the added weight of their past selves clinging to their backs. And in the moment when they had decided to give up, Sutton had looked down to the ground and could not fathom that she had been standing on it only minutes beforehand. 

Now she looked at Ada, and Ada said, "Will you hold my hand?"

-

It was dazzlingly bright on the roof. The Buckhead skyline sprawled before them, and in the near distance, the Midtown skyline dotted the view, its jagged pattern of buildings hiding the arts and commerce below. 

"I've never seen Atlanta like this," Sutton said.

Ada spread her fingers through Sutton's. "I don't feel scared."

"You don't?"

"Maybe because I don't feel like I could fall anywhere. I don't see anything below, just across."

"It's beautiful."

"Stunning." 

The heat swelled around them, pulling the cold residue of air conditioning out of their clothes. In the depths of the building, people were typing e-mails and jabbing at the copier and clicking off random Internet sites when the boss walked by, and no one knew that Sutton and Ada had snuck onto the roof like two young kids, carrying a secret all their own.

"Do you mind that I told Marta like that?" Ada asked.

"No," Sutton said, "I'm grateful you did. But are you sure you feel okay with it?"

"Yeah. I feel like I'm out of my comfort zone, but in a good way. How do you feel?"

Sutton didn't let herself answer right away. She stood there holding Ada's warm hand while she waited for the truth to present itself.

"Ready," she said at last.

"Ready?"

"Ready to be with you...and to move on from high school...and to try for a new relationship with my parents."

Ada smiled with her eyes. "I want you to tell your mom about us."

"You do?"

"Yeah. And then I want to have her over for dinner."  

Sutton pulled Ada into her. She placed a hand on her neck and slung the other around her waist, and she kissed her. 

"Kissing me at work?" Ada whispered. "So not allowed." 

"I went a long time without kissing you," Sutton said, "so forgive me if I can't hold back anymore." 

-

They made a reluctant return to the building, Ada sneaking one more kiss from Sutton before she descended the ladder. 

"You go back first," Sutton said when they reached the elevator bank. "I'll hang in the bathroom for a minute."

Ada winked at her, then strolled into the office with her normal confident air. 

In the bathroom, Sutton ran into Debbie, who stood at the mirror reapplying powder to her face. Her eyes landed on Sutton's reflection. "You look suspect," she said in her curious, upbeat way.  

Sutton stood next to her and fixed the bobby pins in her hair. "I think Ada and I are going to be okay."

Debbie drew back from the mirror and looked directly at her. "Really?"

Sutton couldn't help but grin. "Really. And hey, we told Marta about us, and she was surprisingly chill. I think you and Wyatt have nothing to worry about."

"Ah!" Debbie said. "That is so perfect. Thanks for telling me, Sutton. You're a good friend."

"So are you," Sutton told her, and Debbie's smile was so effusive she almost looked shy. 

-

The day passed quickly. Sutton worked with Wyatt on final paperwork for the Florida acquisition, a buoyant feeling in her stomach the whole time. She joined Ada for coffee in the break room, where Ada had already poured her a cup with the perfect ratio of cream and sugar. At lunchtime, Debbie announced she was going for Thai food and asked if anyone wanted to join her, and Sutton, Ada, Wyatt, Javier, and Mikey P. said yes. 

Around four o'clock, Sutton's e-mail inbox chimed. 

- Happy hour today? Ada wrote. 

- On a Wednesday? :) Sutton replied.

- I've always liked Wednesdays, shouldn't you know that now that we're in a relationship?? We can still go on Friday with everyone, but today I want a private S/A happy hour. 

- Are you finally admitting that you like going to Happy Hour with everyone?

- I've admitted a lot of things today, Ada wrote, but you'll never catch me admitting that ;).

-

They found a bar they'd never been to before. It was unlike the other bars in Buckhead: it was old, dank, and quiet compared to the bustling scene outside. A bearded man in a Hawaiian shirt brought them their drinks and left them alone. 

Sutton felt the way she had after finishing law school only a handful of months ago. Her parents and brother had come for her graduation, and the night after they left, she had sat on the porch of her rundown Knoxville apartment drinking a Miller Lite by herself and marveling at the truth that she was now finished with school forever. The air had been muggy but light--not yet weighed down like a Tennessee summer--and she had scratched at a swath of peeling sunburn on her ankle while she imagined what it would be like to finally join "the real world." She had sat there for 25 minutes, sipping the beer until it was warm, and the extended moment felt anti-climactic, but still profound.

That's how it was to sit here with Ada now. It was like they were finished with something forever, but they were also starting something that might go on forever. The occasion should have had some significant marker attached to it, but there was nothing more than this dank bar, the tired feeling of a workday, their matching vodka sodas, and the wrinkles in Ada's pencil skirt.

Still, Sutton would look back on it later and feel that it was profound.

"Tell me something," Ada said. "So--when a guy and a girl date, they each have their own best friend outside of each other."

"Yeah, usually."

"So if we're dating--if we're a couple--does that preclude you from being my best friend, too?"

Her eyes were mischievous--teasing--but there was something earnest in them, too.

Sutton took her time answering. She looked at Ada's shimmery work shirt, the sleeves of her perfect-fit blazer, the faded lipstick on her mouth, the mascara on her eyelashes. She took in the way Ada held herself--confident and poised, one slender hand propping up her face--and the way she'd grown into her height, commanding it gracefully. This was the Ada who strode around the office with purpose and plans, who spoke with authority, who ran errands and cooked meals and paid bills and filed taxes, who lived with a fire burning inside her. 

Sutton looked at her own hands, cupped around the cold vodka soda glass, and at the way her wrists peeked out of her work blazer. She breathed intentionally and watched her own chest rise, wondering how many breaths she had taken over the last decade. 

In a different place and time, she sat in her middle school cafeteria with tight braces and eyebrows that were too closely plucked. She had just finished P.E. class and the scent of Bath & Body Works country apple body splash hung around her. Her childhood friends picked at their lunches while they volleyed the idea of going to the mall that weekend, but suddenly Sutton turned away from them because she felt something new. It was a tap on the shoulder from the girl she had spoken to at carpool yesterday, the girl with the fresh, pretty name and the handwriting Sutton could have looked at for hours.

"Can I still sit here?" the girl asked. 

Sutton scooted down to open a space for her, and the girl smiled with her eyes and offered Sutton one of her mom's homemade cookies. 

This same girl smiled with her eyes now--older, surer eyes--and asked Sutton what she was thinking about.

"You," Sutton said, twirling the straw of her vodka soda. "And how you felt like my best friend from the moment I met you." 

"And what does that mean now?" Ada said. 

"It means you're still my best friend, and I'm dating you, and I'm going to buy us another round of drinks."

...

...

...

...

...

(Author's Note: If you've reached this point, then I thank you for reading this story! You can find more fun tidbits about Sutton & Ada on my Tumblr (link on my profile). You can find information about my published lesbian novel, Her Name in the Sky, on my profile.)
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