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To everyone who broke their own heart by trying not to be vulnerable.
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Javi

Monday

The hotel restaurant closes at eleven and, as always, we are the last to leave. Every year in March, a dozen or so of us get together for dinner on the first evening of the Annual Pharmaceutical Chemistry Conference. We catch up, reminisce about the good days when we all did our PhDs at Boston University, and talk shit about those not in attendance. Most of us now work in pharma, but a few, like Edie and me, are still in academia. 

We linger outside the restaurant for another half hour, laughing and chatting in small groups. I stand with the newly engaged Seth and Billie, who beam so intensely I swear they illuminate the whole foyer. They got together last year at this very meeting, after Seth had pined for her for the better part of a decade. His arm is over her shoulders in a possessive throw, and she hugs him around the waist with both arms, her torso glued to his side. Their stance is so intimate that I feel like I’m intruding, like they’re counting minutes until they’re alone and sweaty again, away from meaningless chatter, out of their stifling business clothes. 

A feeling I’ve been fighting for months surges again—of being unmoored; of deep, pervasive unease. Of doing and saying the wrong things, being who I am not. On its heels, a wave of exhaustion rises, so powerful it almost floors me. 

I summon my widest grin and proceed to shake hands and slap backs, saying goodnight to everyone. My eyes meet Edie’s but don’t linger—they never do—yet I still catch her chin tipping in a barely perceptible nod before she follows with a polite smile and an out-loud goodbye. 

Once in my room, I take a long shower, feeling my center steady under the scorching stream. It’s almost midnight when I put on a T-shirt and sweats, pocket some condoms, wallet, and phone, then ride the elevator two floors up to Edie’s room. I feel relieved because no one has seen me, and that relief pisses me off. There’s nothing wrong with what I’m doing, and there’s no need for secrecy... And yet. 

I let myself in using the key card Edie slipped me earlier, during dinner, and wonder for the umpteenth time why I bother getting my own room. It’s been ages since I spent the night anywhere but in her bed at any of the conferences we both attend every year. Yet the first and last time I even hinted at maybe forgoing a reservation for myself and saving my boss slash research advisor, David, some travel funds, Edie froze and her eyes bugged out, like I’d suggested she grow a tentacle limb. She pounced on me and fucked me three times that night, but uttered nothing other than whimpers and moans. All right, she did cry out my name a lot. Also appealed to a higher power and yelled more than a few curses, but nothing that could be construed as a response to my suggestion. 

No one says less than Edie about things that matter. 

I shut the door behind me and toe off my shoes. She’s not in the bedroom, so I walk over to the closed bathroom door and knock. 

“I’ll be right out,” she responds from within. 

I empty my pockets onto the nightstand by my side of the bed, struck for a moment that I actually have a side of the bed in whatever the fuck this thing is with Edie. Pushing down the thought, I hop on the mattress and settle with my phone to check social media. I watch some videos of a guy making chest-hair art with clippers and paint, and I send a couple to Edie. The sound of her laughter from the bathroom makes me smile. She has a great laugh, clear and resonant, shaking her whole frame. It’s one of my favorite things about her. 

Eventually, she emerges, leaning on her shoulder against the door frame, toothbrush in her mouth. Her hair is dyed bright pink, wavy and cut in a bob, with short, blunt bangs. She’s wearing boy shorts and a tank top, also pink but softer in shade. She looks like a giant cloud of cotton candy. I love cotton candy. 

I think Edie is super hot, but she probably wouldn’t agree. She used to do gymnastics, so she’s short and strong, with narrow hips. I honestly hadn’t thought about her as a sexual being until I did, and now I can’t look at her without needing to touch her. It’s funny how someone can go from being invisible to being the brightest light in any room. 

“I’m so happy about Seth and Billie,” Edie says around the toothbrush, its head poking into her cheek. “Like we can finally relax, you know?”

She’s always been a diehard for our two friends from graduate school getting together, which wasn’t an option until recently because Billie had been married to her high-school beau. 

I grin. “Terrifying Seth into finally making his move last year is one of my proudest achievements.”

She chuckles and goes back to the sink. I hear the faucet turn on and watch the muscles on her bare legs tighten as she bends over to rinse her mouth. I like watching her when she’s not looking, taking her in without worrying she’ll get skittish. 

She comes to bed and lies on her side next to me, tucking her hands beneath her cheek. I set my phone on the nightstand, then roll onto my back, fingers interlaced over my abdomen, and turn my head slightly to the left so I can look at her.

“We were worried you wouldn’t show up for dinner,” I say as I meet her eyes. “Seth was getting impatient for his big announcement.”

Edie stiffens and glances to the side. “I got there eventually.” 

There’s a frosty note to her words, and it makes me wince. I didn’t think her being late was a big deal before, but I do now. My defenses go up. 

“You were almost an hour late. It’s not like you. And I know how much you love Seth and Billie.”

She takes a deep breath, still avoiding my gaze. “I had to talk to some people from UCLA.” 

Huh. “I didn’t know you knew anyone at UCLA.”

“Well, I do,” she spits out. 

What the hell is going on? “Why are you being short with me?” I try to speak as calmly as I can, hoping to hide my rising frustration. 

She neither responds nor meets my eyes. Sighing, I turn away to look up at the ceiling. 

I thought she’d be happy to see me tonight; I hadn’t seen her in almost a week before today. Instead, this. 

Moments pass in silence. 

When she finally speaks again, it’s barely above a whisper. “I got a job in LA.”

So she got a job in LA... 

What?!

“What do you mean you got a job in LA?”

“I’ve been interviewing over the past few months... And I accepted a job offer from UCLA.”

I try to swallow, but my mouth has gone dry. I need a glass of water. A gallon. An ocean. 

“I’m moving in the fall,” she says as her eyes scan my face, searching for something. I don’t know what.

“You’re moving in the fall,” I croak out a robotic response. My heart slams against my ribcage. 

“Well, probably in July or August to start setting up my lab, but yeah.”

All I can think of is: I thought we had more time. 

I take in the slope of her temple, the curve of her cheek. Edie gets squirmy with too much eye contact outside of fucking, but right now her gaze is fixed on my face. 

We don’t talk ... because it’s Edie and me. We talk to other people, and sometimes to each other about other people, but to each other, when we’re alone, we just don’t. We never share what we want or what we need or what we feel. That’s how it’s always been. And now it’s too late to try and change things because Edie’s moving to LA, and I will stay in Boston, working for David as a staff scientist in the same lab where we all got our PhDs, stuck and alone, because everyone else has left. 

She lifts a hand to my face. Her fingertips move up the bridge of my nose, down the arch of my eyebrow, around the shell of my ear. She brushes my jaw with her knuckles. 

I roll to the side so I can properly face her. I grab her by the hip and press her pelvis to mine. I want to talk to her about LA. About everything. There is so much to talk about ... but we don’t. And I don’t know how I would even start. What I would say. What I would do if she said something that hurts. 

She moves her hand down my body, tracing my neck and shoulder, my pecs and abs. Then she slides it into my sweats, grabs my cock, and pumps it a few times. Her hands are small and soft, and her grip is perfect, like everything she does. I want to close my eyes and enjoy the sensation, but I don’t want to break the connection. I thrust into her hand, my breath deepening as she maintains the rhythm, our eyes locked. 

Her lips part, cheeks flushing. I tug at her shorts, and she shifts to help me push them off her hips. 

I stick my fingers into her mouth, and she licks them greedily, swirling her tongue around them like she does when she sucks my cock because she knows I fucking love it. When I pull my fingers out of her mouth, her head follows, like she doesn’t want to let me go. 

She lifts her top leg, and I find her pussy like I’ve done many times before. It feels plump and inviting as I stroke her before I sink two fingers, soaked with her saliva, into the welcoming heat. I pump
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