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      “Don’t you dare throw the crab cakes!”

      The crab cakes were thrown.

      A few of them pinged off the cheek of Sage’s dad, but most of them left little round grease stains in the wallpaper behind his head. That was the last thing Sage saw before she grabbed her fiancée’s hand and dove for cover behind the bar.

      “Our families are animals.”

      “Your sister started it,” Rosalie pointed out.

      “It was your bestie who flung the first pea,” Sage shot back.

      On the other side of the bar, she could still hear the wedding planner and the venue owner screeching, trying to get people to stop throwing food. They were nearly six months into this, and every step of the wedding planning process had gone pretty much like this.

      At least there was booze at this particular fiasco. Sage popped her head above the bar just long enough to snag a bottle of vodka on the counter, then sat down next to Rosalie again, their backs against the bar. She unscrewed the cap, took a long pull and grimaced at the burn of the alcohol down her throat, then handed the bottle to her fiancée.

      “Still want to marry me?”

      Rosalie took the vodka, managing a much less squeamish swallow. “You can’t scare me off with a little mashed potato in my hair.”

      Sage laughed, running her fingers through Rosalie’s soft blonde hair. “Well, it’s more than a little.”

      She did her best to clean the side dish out of Rosalie’s hair, then took the bottle back for another swig. Behind them, either their loved ones had run out of food to throw, or they’d actually come to their senses and realized they were grown adults in a very upscale wedding venue, throwing hors d’oeuvres at each other. In any case, things sounded a little calmer, and the wedding planner was shouting for the brides.

      “Did they leave?” Sage heard her ask.

      “Should we get back out there?” Rosalie wondered.

      “Do we have to?”

      Rosalie rested her forehead on Sage’s shoulder, leaving a small smear of mashed potatoes on her shirt. “How on earth did we get here?”

      “Well, one night about a year ago, I met a gorgeous girl…”
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            ROSALIE

          

          ONE YEAR AGO

        

      

    

    
      Rosalie didn’t see the pothole in her lane because it was dark, and if she was gonna be totally honest about it, it had more to do with the fact that she was trying to check her phone while she was driving.

      She was late and it’d be great if she could text her date to let her know she wasn’t ghosting her, but they hadn’t exchanged numbers. She at least wanted to check her GPS and figure out how late she was.

      Way to make a first impression. That was what she was thinking when the front end of her brand-new car dipped and then jolted in the unmistakable sensation of hitting a deep pothole dead-on.

      “Fuck!”

      She tossed her phone into the passenger seat, the threat of needing her shiny new wheels realigned enough of a warning to pay attention to the road. But the universe wasn’t done with her yet.

      No sooner had she recovered from the pothole but all the lights on her dashboard flickered out. She had just enough time to register alarm at this development before the engine died too.

      “What the fuck!”

      Rosalie was full-blown panicking now, futilely pushing the ignition button and trying to remember her manual signaling gestures. Was it straight arm for turning right? No, up at a ninety-degree angle…

      “Fuck it, you gotta get out of the way because I’m coming over,” she told any cars that might be behind her as she changed lanes and then pulled onto the shoulder. Thank God her brakes still worked and she at least got to stop where she wanted.

      She put the car in park – the very first new car she or anyone else in her family had ever owned, which she just bought four months ago.

      The car she still had fifty-six freaking payments left on.

      The car that had just stranded her on a busy highway in the dark!

      Her heart was hammering in her chest and her mind was racing. Call a tow truck. I don’t know any towing companies. My date’s waiting for me. How does a pothole break a whole car?! Why don’t they teach you in driver’s ed what to do when you break down on the highway? There were a million thoughts all swirling around in there and none of them were particularly helpful.

      The car was rocking back and forth with the force of each vehicle that blew past her at seventy miles an hour, and she hadn’t given much thought to where she was pulling over – just that it was necessary. There was a guardrail on the edge of the pavement and the shoulder was narrow. She probably couldn’t even get out without worrying about her door… or her body… being sideswiped by traffic.

      It seemed like some of them were getting damn close as it was.

      It was nine o’clock at night and she was in a black Civic with all its lights out. She might as well have been invisible.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she grumbled as she reached with shaking hands into the passenger seat, fumbling for her phone.

      She tried to look up a towing company and the internet wouldn’t load. “Are you freaking serious? No signal, what is this, the year 2000?”

      A lump of frustration formed in her throat as she dialed her best friend. It’s okay, it’s not the end of the world, she assured herself while she listened to the phone ring.

      And ring.

      And ring.

      And then she went to voicemail. Casey wasn’t picking up, probably on yet another ill-fated date.

      A semi-trailer blew past Rosalie’s window, shaking the car, and she swallowed past the lump in her throat. Sure would be a good time to have parents who were reliable or, at the very least, around.

      “Okay, you’re stranded on the highway with no internet and no one to call. But you are not helpless so you’re going to figure this out.”

      She climbed awkwardly over the center console and exited on the passenger side, then rooted around in her trunk until she found a couple of road flares in an emergency kit that Casey’s dad had given both of them way back when they first started driving. It’d been in the trunk of Rosalie’s first car for years and she’d transferred it to the Civic when she bought it.

      She was starting to think she would never have to use it, and yet here she was. She figured out how to get the flares lit and put them on the pavement behind and beside her car, nearly pissing her pants when she ventured into the lane to place one, headlights coming at her in the distance.

      But when she was done, people were no longer riding the shoulder like they couldn’t see her, so that was something.

      “Now what?”

      She tried Casey again – still no luck.

      “Hey, it’s Rose. You better be connecting with Mr. Right on a deep and spiritual level because I will not accept any other excuses for not answering your phone right now. I’m broken down on the highway and I need your help.”

      She made sure her own ringer was on after leaving the voicemail, then tucked her phone into her pocket and decided the only thing to do was go old-fashioned. She’d have to try to flag someone down.

      Hopefully not an ax murderer.

      “Please, not an ax murderer,” she mumbled under her breath as she commenced waving her hands in the air like the damsel in distress she currently was.

      She proceeded to have absolutely no luck for ten minutes straight.

      At least a hundred cars must have passed her and not a single one so much as slowed down. Maybe she was the one who looked like an ax murderer.

      By the time she gave up, her arms were tired, there was a sheen of sweat on her forehead despite the chilly springtime air, and was it her imagination or were her road flares starting to sputter? Soon she was going to be in the dark again, and she sure as hell didn’t want to be in or next to the car when it got sideswiped.

      She was just climbing over the guardrail when she sensed a vehicle slowing in the right lane.

      “Oh, finally, hallelujah!”

      She watched it pull over fifty feet or so in front of the Civic, then back up until it was a car’s length away. Its hazards started flashing and Rosalie skimmed a hand over her wispy blonde hair, sure it had gone from date-night-ready to windswept-maniac-chic.

      The driver’s door of the other vehicle popped open and a petite figure appeared, silhouetted in the dark. Small was good, if they were an ax murderer – gave Rosalie a fighting chance, anyway.

      The two of them met at Rosalie’s hood, and her whole body involuntarily clenched at the woman standing before her.

      Chin-length straight hair, a flannel shirt hanging open with a graphic tee beneath it, jeans ripped at the knees paired with work boots, and a brashness in her expression that immediately drew Rosalie to her.

      “Hi.” This woman was taking her in just the same way, eyes sweeping over Rosalie, sizing her up like they had all the time in the world and there weren’t eighty-ton semi-trucks blasting past them just feet away.

      “Thanks for stopping. I feel like I’ve been out here forever.” She licked her lips and added, “I’m Rosalie.”

      “Sage,” her hero answered, holding out a hand.

      It was warm and soft, and not shaking like Rosalie’s hand, her body pulsing with adrenaline.

      “You’re in luck, I’m a mechanic,” Sage said, nodding toward the Civic. “Do you know what the problem is?”

      “Not a damn clue.” Rosalie explained about the pothole, the flickering lights, the engine failure. Once she started talking, the adrenaline took over and she couldn’t seem to stop. “I’ve never broken down before and this car is basically brand-new and I can’t believe you’re a mechanic. Are you also an ax murderer, by any chance?”

      Sage chuckled, the rumbly sound doing something in Rosalie’s own chest.

      “What if I said no, but only because the ax isn’t my weapon of choice?” She delivered the line dead-pan, then turned to the Civic. “Mind if I take a look under the hood?”

      “Be my guest.”

      Rosalie stood by the guardrail between their two cars while Sage popped the hood and bent over it. Her jeans tightened slightly against her ass when she bent forward like that, and in spite of her concern about the car, Rosalie couldn’t help appreciating the view.

      It didn’t take Sage long to turn back around, holding up a fistful of something. “Found the problem.”

      “I don’t know anything about cars, but I don’t think they’re supposed to be stuffed with… what is that?” Rosalie asked, coming closer.

      “Looks like woodchips… foam… cotton… Let me take a wild guess that you park in a garage in the winter.”

      “A car port.”

      “With a couch or something in it?”

      “One of my neighbors put one in his spot, said he was gonna coordinate with the trash service to get rid of it but he never did.”

      Sage tossed the handful of fluff in the grass over the guardrail. “You had mice nesting on your engine block, probably all winter. While they were in there, they took the liberty to chew on some of your tasty wiring.”

      “Bastards.”

      “They were just trying to survive. Anyway, my guess is when you hit the pothole, it jostled the wires just right and broke a vital connection. You could get it fixed at the dealership, but your warranty isn’t gonna cover this,” Sage said. “Or you could come over to my garage and I could fix it for you tonight.”

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s an easy repair.”

      “And then you’ll murder me with your weapon of choice?”

      Sage laughed. It was deep and throaty, not something you’d traditionally label an attractive laugh, but it was so genuine that Rosalie felt herself falling just a little bit in love. Or maybe it was just the gratitude talking.

      Sage held out her hand again, pinkie extended. “Pinkie promise, I will not murder you, ax or otherwise, if you extend me the same courtesy.”

      “Deal.” Their little fingers still interlocked, Rosalie met Sage’s gaze and asked, “How do we get my car to your garage?”
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      “So, do you stop for all the girls you see broken down on the highway?”

      They were in Sage’s garage – not a mechanic’s shop but the detached garage behind her parents’ house that she’d turned into a workshop years ago. It was late, the house lights were off, and Sage had just finished clearing all the mouse bedding out of Rosalie’s engine compartment.

      Rosalie was perched on a stool next to the right wheel well, watching her work. Distracting the hell out of Sage with those heather-gray eyes ringed with a darker shade of granite.

      “It’s not all that common these days,” Sage said. “You got unlucky breaking down in a dead zone. Or I got lucky.”

      She hoped Rosalie wouldn’t notice that she had a tendency to pause before responding longer than most people. She’d been doing it since they met so chances were that ship had sailed. It didn’t happen all the time, but as luck would have it, today was one of those brain foggy days – and it didn’t help that she was trying to juggle the car repair and a conversation with a beautiful woman.

      Thankfully, if Rosalie noticed, she didn’t mention it.

      She was watching intently as Sage inspected the wires closest to where the mice had made their nest. Rosalie leaned forward on her stool, her blonde hair sliding over her shoulders like a waterfall.

      “Aha.” Sage slipped one finger underneath a nibbled wire, lifting it up for Rosalie to see.

      “No! Is that going to be expensive to fix?”

      Sage suppressed a chuckle. “Nah, I can swap out the wires in a few minutes, not a big deal.”

      In the time it took to call a tow truck and drive with Rosalie to her garage, Sage had gotten surprisingly attached to her. Or at least curious about her. The woman was strikingly beautiful, that was for sure, and she seemed to glow with energy, even when she was distressed and broken down on the side of the highway.

      Sage had been secretly hoping that whatever was wrong with Rosalie’s car, it would take a while to fix.

      She found two more chewed wires, one entirely severed, but nothing that would take more than ten minutes to swap out. Damn the luck.

      “Well, I’m paying you for the parts as well as your labor,” Rosalie insisted. “I still can’t believe you didn’t let me pay the tow truck driver.”

      “He’s a friend from mechanic school,” Sage shrugged. She went to her workbench to look for replacement wires, brushing past Rosalie in the tight space. Her hair smelled like her namesake.

      “Still, we called him out at nine o’clock at night.”

      “He’s used to it… People need tows at all hours.” She pulled a spool of wire out of a toolbox and squeezed past Rosalie a second time. She was wearing a gauzy, flowy dress that accentuated all her curves and Sage had laid a towel down on her stool to protect it before she’d allowed Rosalie to sit. “Besides, we have a symbiotic relationship. He tows people here, I give clients with beater cars his business card.”

      “How long have you been a mechanic?”

      “About eight years.” She scoffed and added, “I should probably be out of my parents’ garage by now, shouldn’t I?”

      “I don’t see anything wrong with this setup.”

      Rosalie looked around, and Sage saw the space through her eyes. Or what she thought Rosalie was seeing, her inner therapist interjected. The tool bench was cluttered and disorganized. There were grease stains on the floor. The space lacked the tools that a professional garage would have, like a lift and welding equipment.

      “I do okay,” Sage allowed, reluctantly. “What about you? What do you do?”

      “I’m a journalist. I write for the Hickory Harbor Gazette.” Rosalie shifted on her stool. “Mostly local interest stuff, events in the area and things like that.”

      “I haven’t read a paper in probably a decade,” Sage said, bent over the engine compartment. It didn’t occur to her that was probably a rude thing to say until the words were already out of her mouth.

      She hazarded a glance at Rosalie, who just nodded.

      “Most people haven’t,” she agreed. “The vast majority of our readership is online.”

      She was so open, not an ounce of defensiveness in her response, not a shred of judgment in her gaze when she looked around Sage’s garage, or listened to her struggling to find her words, or got unintentionally insulted. When was the last time Sage met someone like that? Probably not since she frequented playgrounds and drank from juice boxes.

      Sage cleared her throat. “It’ll just take me a minute to swap out this wiring and then you can be on your way to… wherever it was you were going before you broke down.”

      “Oh shit!”

      Sage straightened up so fast she clipped the crown of her head on the car hood, suppressing a hiss of pain. “What?”

      Rosalie’s cheeks colored the most beautiful coral. “I ghosted someone tonight. I totally forgot about her until this minute.”

      Sage’s heart climbed into her throat, a place it really had no business being since all she was doing was helping a stranger with car trouble. She had no right to feel jealous, but still she had to ask, “Someone you’re seeing?”

      “First date,” Rosalie explained, then laughed. “And also the last, considering I didn’t show up.”

      Phew. Sage’s heart found its way back to her chest where it belonged and she tried to ignore how much she liked this girl. She had no reason to expect this to go any further than a simple favor, and history had taught her to pay attention to that instinct.

      Nothing good ever came from expectations, planning, thinking too far ahead.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” she pointed out. “You could call her, explain what happened.”

      Rosalie shook her head. “I don’t have her number – it was a blind date sort of arrangement, friend of a coworker. I wasn’t super enthusiastic about the idea in the first place.”

      “And neither were the mice, apparently.”

      Rosalie laughed, the sound bouncing off the walls of the garage and brightening the grimy space. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

      But this was, Sage mused, and before she could help herself, she said, “You know, I hardly ever drive that route at this time of night. The only reason I was there tonight was my sister Willow finally let me come over and take the snow chains off her car.”

      “Huh, maybe fate was at work tonight after all.” Rosalie was smiling at Sage and it damn near made her hit her head on the hood again when she finished her work.

      “Let’s give it a try,” she said, extending her hand to help Rosalie down from her stool. Her hand was manicured, nails short and rounded and painted a soft pink. There was not a single thing about her that wasn’t perfect, as far as Sage could tell.

      Rosalie sat down behind the wheel and crossed her fingers. “Here goes nothing.”

      She pushed the ignition button and for a second, Sage hoped nothing would happen – except that Rosalie would have to spend more time with her while she fixed the car.

      But the headlights splashed on, the dashboard lit up and the engine roared to life. And Rosalie beamed up at her. “You’re a genius!”

      “It was easy,” Sage said, looking at her scuffed sneakers.

      “Maybe, but it means a lot to me.” Rosalie left the car running and got out. Sage was standing right beside her door and now they were face to face, nothing between them but the tension in the air. “Are you sure I can’t pay you?”

      “I’d be a little offended if you did. I shouldn’t get paid to have fun like this.”

      “Says who?”

      “Capitalism?” Sage wasn’t really sure, it was just a gut feeling. “Are you gonna go see if your blind date waited for you?”

      “No, I’m sure she’s gone by now,” Rosalie said. “It’s late, I think I’ll just go home.”

      “Okay.”

      Weak answer, Sage chastised herself.

      Rosalie was lingering, waiting for something, but she couldn’t seem to convince herself to go for it. It was easier when there was an engine block between them, something for Sage to fiddle with.

      “I should get out of your hair…”

      Rosalie gave her a questioning look and Sage just nodded. “Your car’s good to go, I’m sure you don’t want to spend any more time in a dingy garage.”

      “You might be surprised,” Rosalie said with a furtive smile. Then she sank back down in the driver’s seat. She put on her seatbelt and pulled the door closed, then rolled the window down. “Thanks again for your help. I was really panicking.”

      “No problem, it was easy.”

      Sage watched the brake lights paint the back wall of the garage red and stepped back as the car started to roll forward. Meeting Rosalie had been the perfect end to an otherwise unremarkable day, but it was over now. She was too chicken to tell Rosalie how much fun she’d had tonight.

      All she did was fix a few wires. What kind of weirdo starts gushing after something like that?

      The brake lights came on again, the Civic halfway out of the little single-bay garage, and Rosalie stuck her head out the window. Sage’s heart jumped right back into her throat.

      “Forget something?”

      “Yeah,” she smiled, her hands on the doorframe, her breasts resting on top of her hands and pushing up to strain the bounds of her bra. “Look, I know you were just helping me out and maybe you don’t want anything more to do with me, but you just did all that for free…” Rosalie hopped out of the car and came back to where Sage stood. “I want to at least thank you, if you won’t allow me to pay you.”

      Sage opened her mouth, shocked, and Rosalie’s eyes went wide.

      “Oh my God, not like that!” She smacked Sage’s shoulder. “Have you heard of the Blue Whale Festival?”

      “Is it something I could look up on Urban Dictionary?” Sage asked, eyebrows wrinkled.

      “Get your head out of the gutter,” Rosalie laughed.

      “You’re the one who put it there,” Sage pointed out. “What is the Blue Whale Festival?”

      “It’s new. This is their first year but they’re hoping to make it an annual thing,” Rosalie explained. “It’s to fundraise for conservation, but there’s going to be all kinds of food and activities down at the pier next weekend. I have to cover the event for the Gazette, and I was wondering… do you wanna go with me?”

      “As…”

      “As my date,” she confirmed.

      Sage grinned. “Yeah, okay.”

      Rosalie was glowing again as she rose onto her tiptoes and planted a quick kiss on Sage’s cheek – one that left her wanting so much more as she watched her hop back in her car and disappear into the night.
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      Sage was admiring Rosalie over the top of an enormous candy apple covered in everything from sprinkles to whole gummy bears. The thing looked like it had been dropped and rolled around on a daycare carpet, but the look of absolute bliss on Rosalie’s face was so much better.

      She was savoring that damn thing with every ounce of her being. And cracking up the whole time because she was struggling to even get her teeth around it.

      “That apple too much for you to handle?” Sage teased.

      “You wanna help me with it?” Rosalie held it out for her.

      Sage took a bite, winding up with sticky candy glaze on the tip of her nose. “Do you always eat like this?”

      They’d been at the Blue Whale Festival for about an hour now and she’d watched Rosalie sample every single thing offered to her, from a deep-fried pickle to loaded fish n’ chips, a blooming onion, and now this monstrosity that used to be fruit.

      “When in Rome,” Rosalie shrugged, then pointed at the press badge she wore on her shirt. “You don’t think I wore this as a fashion statement, do you?”

      “I figured you wore it to impress me.”

      She smiled. “That too, but I get lots of samples if people know I might include them in my write-up of the festival. And of course I need to be fair, so I need to try everything.” She took another bite of candy apple then wiggled it, with great effort, into the cellophane bag the vendor had given her. “But I absolutely will go to sleep with a stomachache tonight.”

      “Let’s do something that doesn’t involve food next,” Sage suggested.

      The festival was a big street fair stretching the length of Hickory Harbor’s largest pier. There were a ton of food trucks, all donating part of their proceeds to the cause, and also craftspeople and artists – a lot of them with whale-themed merch – plus a few music stages, some carnival games, and the pièce de résistance, Wally.

      Wally was a full-scale inflatable model of a blue whale on loan from the conservation group that organized the event. He was eighty feet long and was currently monopolizing a large portion of the beach.

      “And the best part?” Rosalie excitedly informed Sage as they headed in that direction. “You can go inside!”

      “Inside the whale?” Sage sputtered a laugh.

      “Yeah, he’s anatomically labeled in there and everything so you can basically go all the way through his digestive system.”

      “You really know how to show a girl a good first date,” Sage said. “I get to be whale poop with you? That blind date you stood up will never know what a good thing she’s missing out on.”

      “I’m a laugh a minute,” Rosalie said with a sarcastic smirk, but Sage wasn’t disagreeing. This was by far the most fun she’d had in a long time, even if the rapid-fire barrage of flavors and activities and sounds and lights was a little disorienting.

      “No food inside the whale,” one of the staffers said when they got to the beach. “No shoes, either.”

      They kicked off their shoes in the sand, where a lot of other people had already done the same, and Rosalie carefully set down her candy apple on top of her sandals, then took Sage’s hand. She was so brazen, just taking whatever she wanted and assuming she wouldn’t be rebuffed, rejected, emotionally skewered.

      Sage was in awe of her.

      “You ready?” Rosalie was looking at her with questioning eyes, and Sage realized her brain had short-circuited when Rosalie threaded their fingers together.

      “Yeah. Important question – which end are we going in?”

      Rosalie laughed. “The mouth, I hope.”

      Wally the inflatable blue whale was exactly as promised. The realism kind of fell apart at the entrance, which looked less like a whale’s mouth and more like the entrance to a particularly long and strange bouncy castle, but inside, it was quiet and dark and warm, and calm blanketed Sage as the chaos of the festival faded away.

      “So this is how Pinocchio and Geppetto felt,” she said, still holding Rosalie’s hand as they inched forward.

      “That was a sperm whale, actually.”

      “I love a woman who knows her whales.”

      Rosalie laughed again, the trill filling the space just like it had filled Sage’s garage the other night. It was lovely and Sage would have stayed forever if there wasn’t a line of people waiting to walk through Wally.

      “I wouldn’t have known that off the top of my head, but it came up when I told a coworker I was covering this festival,” Rosalie shrugged. “We googled it.”

      “Shh, don’t spoil the illusion.”

      Rosalie looked at her, those eyes ringed in two different shades of gray reflecting the glow-in-the-dark organs someone had painted on the inner walls of the inflatable whale. Sage had a strong urge to kiss her, right there between the heart and the stomach.

      And then a small child bumped into her from behind and she realized they no longer had Wally all to themselves.

      “Come on, I’ll win you a souvenir Wally over at the darts booth,” she said, urging Rosalie forward.

      “That confident in your dart game, huh?”

      “I dabble.”

      “What a coincidence, so do I.”

      Sage shot her a wry smile, even though she wasn’t sure if Rosalie could see it in this whale-innards lighting. “Care to make it interesting?”

      “Always.”
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