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FROM THE AUTHORS





“ROMANCE IS FROWNED upon, diminished and considered a girly thing in a pejorative way. 


What people can't see is that women are complex, and romance is too. I enjoy writing romance because I can explore the complexity of everyone involved in a relationship, whether it's love or obsession, whether it's happy or sad.


I decided to write ‘Line of Love’ as an ode to romance. I like flirty and funny characters who are, at the same time, deeply hurt inside and confused. And of course, I like writing about them having sex. This is romance to me.”


—  daneh
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“I enjoy writing about the moment everything falls apart. The impossibility of wanting someone who doesn't want you back. The vulnerability of being truly seen. When hearts break, when longing consumes us, when we risk everything for another person, we become unrecognizable to ourselves. My stories are about wanting what destroys us. And somehow we survive it all.”


—  arterial
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“My stories are all about trauma for autistic characters. They show the messy side of trauma, the breakdowns, the lashing out at people you love, the guilt and remorse. Trauma is messy and personal, and no two autistic people experience the same trauma, but most of us have some.


But my stories are also about healing and how love can be both a part of the trauma and the motivation to get and do better. For yourself, your loved ones, and your future.


My books will always be for autistic people who feel left out of the media; and for those who are still looking for themselves through reading.”


—  Vesper Doom 
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“I like writing about lesbians, lesbians who are weird and broken and tired, lesbians who are imperfect. I like exploring the many layers of them, usually in messy relationships, which is something that’s still overlooked in mainstream media today. The “unliked” lesbian will always have a safe space in my stories; she’s there to counter the expectation that she has to abide by certain rules to exist in fiction, that there’s only this prim and proper way of being lesbian in love. It’s not true. 


The lesbian in my stories is free to be angry and selfish, and she can want things she can’t articulate. She exists in the real world, so she deserves to exist on page with the same tangled sort of honesty.”


—  atlas
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“I find myself drawn to stories with darker themes, ones that explore tragedy, violence and suffering. I appreciate fictional violence within romance because when mixed together, they reveal things neither can manage on their own. They can reflect desire in ways that feel raw and unfiltered, and there’s a sort of clarity in confronting those themes and surrendering to the pain it brings. Happy endings have their charm, but they rarely ask you to sit with discomfort or recognise the way hurt and misery make us feel human.”


—  Kris




















LINE OF LOVE
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She sings like nobody’s listening, or maybe she knows everyone has a hard time looking away. There’s something about the sweat that makes the hair stick to her forehead, and in the way it drips down her cleavage. It glimmers in shades of pink from the neon Karaoke Night sign right beside her. She glows like a being from another world, another universe, and entrances everyone with her presence, her confidence.


Blake blinks and straightens on her chair. She isn’t that drunk, so she has no excuse for staring at her boss like this. She looks at her half-drunk glass instead, at the remnants of beer lacing its sides. She wasn’t supposed to drink at all tonight, yet the first thing she ordered was a pint. It’s warm now; she should get another one, stay for another song, accept that this Friday night is going better than she thought it would.


“To more favours,” the head of HR says, while holding his glass up.


“No more favours, Max,” Blake answers. “Our debt is settled. I’m here, aren’t I?”


“I just know you will come to another Karaoke night. You will need me again soon. Either if you need to redirect another call to Laney — ”


“You already taught me how to do that.”


“Or because you have no idea how to fucking log into our group chats.”


“That’s IT’s job.”


Max leans forward on his elbows, a sly smile on his soft face. Blake has always thought he looks as if the eighties are back with the way he wears his curly hair long. There’s also that snake tattoo that always tries to escape the collar of his shirt, now more visible than ever since he’s loosen up a few buttons.


“You can barely turn on your PC, so I’m sure there’s tons more office stuff you can’t handle. I’ve read that resume,” he says, flicking his hair. “Bitch, I hired you.”


“Go easy on that bitch,” Blake says, tilting her head. “That’s the second one tonight, you’re getting too familiar — also, aren’t you HR?”


“Exactly, I’ve always known your experience sheet is a damn lie!”


“But you don’t know not to call your coworkers bitches.”


He lets out a high-pitched laugh, slapping the table in front of them. “Nah, I can’t play the mean guy with you. You’re cool, and the truth is that this job requires no experience at all.”


Blake hums. “Thank you, that makes me feel a lot less useless.”


“My pleasure!” Max answers, shaking her shoulder. “Now let me get you another beer.”


Blake pushes her glass aside and turns to watch Eliana again as her song comes to an end. Everyone at the table claps and some people at the bar whistle at her as she bows. She doesn’t have a nice voice, but she’s too drunk to care, and perhaps karaoke isn’t about being a good singer but enjoying singing regardless. Either that, or Blake is making up reasons trying to understand why she doesn’t hate being here that much. It’s not that she’s looking forward to getting up on stage, but she doesn’t mind cheering for whoever does.


Eliana comes back to the table then, gasping and smiling, stumbling into her chair and playfully shoving one of the saleswomen. She brushes the hair off her face and collects it up in her hands, peeling away every hair that’s stuck on her skin.


“Max is coming with beer to help you with that,” Blake tells her.


“Fuck, yes!” she breathes out, pointing at Max as he brings the beer to the table. She takes one and almost chugs half of it down before letting out a gasp.


“Are you singing, newbie?” Max asks.


“Stop calling her newbie,” Eliana chides, “she already finished her three-month trial, she’s one of us.”


“She’s still the last hire.”


“Look how fucking long it took her to even be here.”


“Max threatened me,” Blake says, making him laugh.


“As he must,” Eliana says with a curt shrug. “You should’ve come here on day one.”


“And I’m not coming again,” Blake answers, watching Eliana roll her eyes. She wouldn't be able to make it every Friday even if she wanted to.


But she drinks her new glass of cold beer and watches as more of her coworkers jump up the small stage to sing more songs out of tune.


Eliana knows all the lyrics and sometimes even sings along, only to later give each and everyone a standing ovation. Even to those who aren’t employees. She’s always this cheerful at work, though alcohol makes something in her spark; almost as if the corporation kills her spirit. Blake hadn’t considered it but meeting her outside of work means meeting the real Eliana. The one who doesn’t care if her hair is disheveled or if beer spills on her blouse; the one that hugs everyone and is playful; one that isn’t constantly worrying about deadlines.


Blake has tried to make Eliana’s day better since day one, ever since she noticed how Eliana wouldn’t even have lunch if Blake wasn’t there to remind her of it, or wouldn’t notice it was five and time to go home. Now, Blake makes sure Eliana’s desk is organised, that her shelves are free of dust and that all her meals include a piece of fruit. She also walks into her office at four to wrap up the day and prepare for the next one.


The job’s too easy, Max wasn’t lying. If Blake can do it without even having finished high school, anyone can. She was still very lucky to get it, so she will do anything to protect it; she will learn every secret, be always on time and make sure her boss is happy. She still doesn’t think karaokeing is part of the job, though. She’d much rather stay home taking care of her mother who needs her so much more.


Blake accepts a third beer though she isn’t planning on drinking it, sharing it with Max once she gets the chance: he chugs it down without asking. He rolls his sleeves and exposes his arms tattooed with skulls and snakes and vines wrapped around the moon. He unbuttons his shirt to show a couple more, taking his lanky arm off his sleeve to show it off before dressing back up.


“I’ve also got your name tattooed on my lower back!” Max says loudly as a new song starts playing.


“Wha — ?” Blake looks at Eliana, who’s just rolling her eyes. “What?”


“Your name!” Max says, getting up and turning around to lower his pants enough to show the tattoo that reads ‘your name’ in cursive.


“You’re so stupid!” Blake exclaims but Max only puts his pants up, laughing and sitting back down. “Shouldn’t you, like, fire yourself?” 


“I am the law!”


“No, you’re not,” Eliana says, chuckling with him. “You’re just lucky I’m the boss.”


It’s three in the morning by the time they walk out of the bar. The heat of the cement rises and makes Blake feel like she’s inside a damn oven; she can barely breathe and the stench of weed makes her recoil. She turns the offer down when Max offers a toke; she already has to get home and even if she’s not that drunk, she shouldn’t. She’s just confident she’ll have to take her time and go through the quieter parts of town to avoid an accident. But this only makes her wonder why she drank at all if she had decided she wouldn’t take the bus. Thirty years-old and she still can’t be trusted in the streets.


Eliana shows up behind her and wraps a hand on Blake’s shoulder; she steals the joint off Max’s fingers and pulls from it. She smells so good it overpowers the weed and Blake could just lean against her to breathe her in.


“See ya on Monday, Blakey,” she says.


“You’ll still be hungover,” Blake deadpans.


“Ugh, what are you, the fucking weekend police?” she chuckles. “Don’t judge me for who I am on karaoke nights.”


“I wouldn’t dare.”


“Good, ‘cause you’re coming every Friday now.”


“I’m not coming at all, and I might just quit too.”


“Yeah, I understand,” Eliana says, sighing. She takes one last drag before offering it to Blake.


“I’m good, I gotta get home.”


“Are you sure you don’t want to come along in a cab?”


“I’m fine.”


“Alright, see ya Monday!” she says as Max tugs from her arm to get into a car. “Just wait till July to quit so you get your yearly bonus!”


Blake huffs a laugh and watches her get dragged into a car and drive away. Her bike is chained right next to the bar, so she takes it and walks it towards the corner.


The streets seem quiet, though she doesn’t want to be standing there on her own for too long. The GPS on her phone advises her to take the main avenues to go home faster but she isn’t sure; there aren’t even bike lanes there to make her feel any safer, so she’ll just memorise what direction to go and wing it. At least until she buys something to attach the phone to the handlebar since until now, she’s been stopping every few blocks to make sure she’s going the right way.


Street lights look brighter than usual, the soft breeze is relaxing and wakes her up. She manages to avoid riding next to any car or bus and still finds groups of people walking down the streets, drinking from plastic cups and making sure the night doesn’t end too quickly.


Her family’s apartment is on the first floor of a very small building; the neighbour’s dog downstairs rolls on the front yard as he sees her coming, and Blake chants praises to him for being so adorable and small. She leaves the bike in the entrance hall, inside the closet that the janitor allowed her to use and then trots upstairs, almost tripping on the way.


Her mom is watching a movie on TV while attaching individual threads to the creepy doll’s wig she’s been working on for weeks. Her hair is up and she smiles weakly, dark circles under her eyes. She slept until six today, so she will go to bed at around ten in the morning and do the same thing until something in her schedule forces her to be awake at normal hours.


“Hi, baby,” she says. “How was it?”


“People know too many songs.”


Her mom snorts. “People love embarrassing themselves.”


“Yeah — she’s looking cool,” she says, pointing at the doll.


“Thank you! I’m thinking of putting staples on her dress, give her an eighties vibe.”


Blake takes her mom’s glass of water and drinks from it, then refills it. She takes one of the chips in the plate next to it and a handful of peanuts and eats them while staring at the TV. She doesn’t register what she’s watching because she’s too tired to function. She thinks back to Max’s tattoos and Eliana’s nails, at the way she sang on stage and how good she looked with her hair tied. The way her arm wrapped around Blake, the weight of it, and how she looked at Blake from up there, so tall and powerful.


Another crush, another pretty woman she can’t keep her eyes away from. Blake almost laughs. She hasn’t had a relationship in her life, at least not yet, and she won’t be having one anytime soon if she keeps fixating on the wrong people, the unattainable type. She’s either falling for singers and actors, video game characters or the one lady she sees at the store, wearing long nails and carrying the confidence of a goddess. Nobody she’ll ever talk to; nobody that will ever even look her way. No real commitment to even try.


“I’m gonna shower,” she says and only now realises she’s been eating with unwashed hands.


Her mom hums. “I’m thinking of making some biscuits,” 


“Will you save me some for breakfast?” Blake asks and gives her a big hug before retreating to her bedroom.


She showers with lukewarm water to cool down a little, and rubs her whole body with a fully leathered luffa. Her hair is getting longer and she’d like to go back to the undercut, but assumes it will be frowned upon at work.


The whole room spins around her once she’s in bed and the humming in her ears is so loud she’s got no idea if she’ll even fall asleep. She closes her eyes to think back to tonight, to how everyone got up stage to sing something, to how Max flirted with every waiter that brought them drinks, to Eliana’s smile and her nails scratching Blake’s arm, to the big black letters in the bathroom wall telling her ‘now or never’.
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Summer is the worst season of the year.


The morning sun hits Blake right in the face and forces her to get up; she forgot to pull the blinds and now her room is a heat trap. Sweat drips down her neck, down her back and legs, it turns her bed damp and her hair greasy. She just wants to run towards a mound of snow and dive in. She knows she would immediately regret it and run back home to be warm, but at least she’d get some relief. 


There’s not a single cold room left in the house; Blake walks from her room through the hallways to the bathroom to the kitchen. No air to breath, no wind coming from the windows. Even when the fan is on, there’s no relief.


The biscuits her mom baked last night lie on a plate in the middle of the table; Blake moves the small kitchen cloth away to grab one and stares at the electric kettle, dreading drinking hot tea. So she just takes water from the fridge and pours himself a cold drink; too cold, but good enough to gulp down some more biscuits. Her mom must still be asleep.


She sits comfortably on one chair and puts her feet up on another, staring numbly at the walls, at the humidity spot at the corner she hasn't gotten the time to repaint, at the spiderweb she should dust off. She’s not used to being this tired on weekends, and it’s not just the heat. She suddenly remembers the margaritas, the bright pink lights, Max’s tattoos. Eliana’s breasts.


She lets out a sigh and presses the cold glass against her forehead. She puts a whole biscuit in her month and chews, almost choking on it. It turns into a paste she can barely swallow so she gets up to spit it down. She can’t remember the last time she ate so much in the morning but it’s not going to sit down with her. She needs a shower.


But the couch looks too tempting and she turns on the TV as she keeps on munching biscuits. The first seasons of her comfort show will keep her brain occupied from all the bowls and cutlery smeared in dough that her mother left in the sink; she never leaves anything soaking, she never sweeps the crumbs off the floor, and she always leaves the pan to cool down right on the floor.


Blake can’t seem to care today, though. What any other day would’ve made her anxious doesn’t matter too much, what any other day would’ve made her feel guilty for expecting so much from her mother isn’t as important. She can live in filth a little longer, especially when the couch is so comfortable and the water is so refreshing.


On her phone, she scrolls through the pictures Max sent the work group chat last night. She’s barely in any of them, but she gets to stare at Eliana’s face once more, at her big smile and the way her eyes sparkle when she has fun. Max is piggy-backing a salesman in another picture, and in the next one they are on the floor. Blake only sees herself in the background, looking up at the stage, probably at her boss. She’s twenty-eight behaving like an eight year old who can’t stop thinking of her celebrity crush. She’d have posters up on her bedroom wall with Eliana’s face; magazines with her on the cover under the pillow; maybe her face as a phone wallpaper.


Blake rolls her eyes and leaves the phone far away just to stop herself from daydreaming any longer. It was a good weekend, but nothing else, and she needs to get back to her routine, to her normal life. She can’t leave the upkeep of the house to chance, she can’t lose focus of her job. She needs to get her priorities together, make sure she can pay rent, that she can save some money after paying their debt.


There’s no time for childish dreams; she’s got a real life to take care of.
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The office’s air conditioning is not Blake’s favourite thing. The room is still humid, making her sweat under her blouse yet there’s air that has her shivering and hugging herself. The windows don’t even open, the walls are white and dead and decorated with inspirational words like ‘think big’ and ‘be clever, creative and brilliant’. Blake hates them. 


She fetches a jar of iced tea from the fridge and pours two large glasses, one ice cube for each. She chugs half of hers down and gasps. It’s not easy for her to have breakfast in the morning, she only prepares this to fight the heat but Eliana always insists on her having something to eat every morning to keep energised during the day. So now it’s become a regular thing for them to lock themselves inside Eliana’s office and share a refreshing drink along with something sweet.


She taps her short nails against the tea jar and stares at the fridge. Max left some puff pastries with chocolate filling in there yesterday and hasn’t claimed them today, so who’s to say he’s even coming back for them at all?


Blake takes the jar and the glasses to her desk and comes back for the pastries right after, making sure nobody’s around to spot her. A coaster for her iced tea. Two napkins.


“Good morning to me, where did you get those?” Eliana asks as she walks into her office. She wears her height so well, whether it’s with pants or skirts, whether her blouses are white or black. Her hair is up today, brown lipstick, bangs swept to the side.


“I think they are Max’s,” Blake confesses.


“Don’t worry, I won’t tell if you don’t.” Eliana grips Blake’s shoulder and smiles as she walks to her chair. She leaves her phone on the desk and shakes the mouse to wake up her computer.


Blake sits across and leans back, crossing her legs. She watches Eliana tucking some hair behind her ear, sipping her glass as she stares at her monitor. She sighs before putting the glass down and picks up the creamy pastry to give it a big bite. Its fillings spurt out into her hands but she doesn’t mind, closing her eyes to enjoy it to the fullest.


“Mmh, fuck yes,” she says and proceeds to licks her fingers clean. “Great loot, Blakey, great job indeed.”


“Been stealing from him since last month.”


“What? You mean — the cupcakes were his too?”


Blake bites on her pastry and nods. “The cookies too,” she answers, mouth full.


“And you haven’t been caught yet? I wonder what poor salesman Max’s been torturing all these weeks.”


Eliana munches down on her last bite of pastry and wipes her finger across the plate to get some of the cream that stuck there. She eats it right off her finger and goes for another wipe; she even pinches the crumbs and eats them too.


“We should get our own breakfast,” Eliana says, “so we stop stealing it. Also so we can have more.”


“You can have mine,” Blake answers, sliding her plate because one bite is enough.


Eliana frowns, leaning to grab the plate. “Are you sure? I won’t say no.”


“I’m full.”


“No wonder you’re so skinny. I could never," Eliana tells her and bites down.


“You’re fine.”


“Oh,” Eliana huffs. “Please don’t do the ‘you’re fine’ thing. I know I’m fat.”


“But you are fine,” Blake says, trying not to stare at her boss’ cleavage. Being next to her is a constant battle to avoid staring at her curves and the way she slips the straps of her bra enough to massage her shoulders.


“Being fat ruined my life until I was thirty. Still does, if I’m buying clothes.”


“Never figure you’d put thought into that,” Blake says, tilting her head. “You’re the most confident person I’ve ever met.”


Eliana grins. “Why thank you. It took hard work to get here.”


“I’ve never been confident about my body,” Blake confides. “My hip bones stick out like I’m a fucking skeleton and I got no ass and my tits look like shit. And it’s not that I want big honkers like yours but I don’t wanna look like a guy either, you know?”


“You don’t want huge honkers that sweat like hell in summer, believe me.”


“I don’t want a body that makes me cover the mirror just to avoid looking at it,” Blake says mindlessly.


“That’s harsh,” Eliana says, pursing her lips. “I used to not do shit because I thought I was too fat to do it.”


“Is this eating-disorder-bonding?” Blake asks sardonically, but Eliana still looks worried, so she feels compelled to keep going: “I’m fine,” she tells her just to lighten the mood. “I don’t cover the mirror anymore.”


Eliana pinches her lower lip. “I just called you skinny, and maybe you don’t like that either.”


“Please, stop. I might not have a good relationship with my body but I’m not blaming you for it.”


“Okay, but you can tell me to fuck off though.”


“I won’t. You can keep eating my leftovers, still.”


“Thank you, I’ll take it,” Eliana answers with a wide smile. “I just get so salty anytime someone is scared of calling me fat.”


“You want me to call you fat? Is that it?”


“I will fire you,” Eliana jests and her back and forth makes Blake so giddy she balls her fists to calm down.


“People can be assholes.”


“But we’re assholes to ourselves too, aren’t we?” Eliana ponders. “Look at that face, and the way you walk and carry yourself? You look incredible, and you’re covering your mirror.”


“Yeah, well, you haven’t seen my tits.”


Eliana smiles coyly and gives her breakfast one last bite, catching a crumb that falls on her chest and eating it too.


“We should do some morning yoga, you and I. Might get you to stop stealing, for one.”


“I do not have the mental capacity to endure a yoga session,” Blake says.


“All you have to do is keep quiet and do the right pose.”


“I can be quiet, but my brain won’t shut up.”


“Mmh, then we’ll do yoga until you manage to shut it up. It’s an order… or something, I don’t think I can give you orders.”


“You’re my boss.”


“That doesn’t give me the right to order you around, Blake.”


“I wouldn’t mind,” Blake answers, shrugging. Though yoga with her boss must be very different in real life than it is in her mind.


“Then yoga morning it is,” Eliana answers and smiles only for a second before frowning. “What’s that? Shit,” she mutters. She gets up and takes the plates to put them into the drawer of her desk. “The fucking boss is here!”


“Whose boss?” Blake asks, and watching Eliana in a hurry makes her nervous.


“Mine, and I don’t fucking know why.” She puts her hair down and stands in front of the mirror above the file cabinet to adjust her shirt. She cleans the crumbs off her lips and straightens the wrinkles on her skirt.


When she opens the door, she wears a different smile, one that takes Blake aback. It’s not the same one she uses when she sees Blake walking into her office with a tall glass of cold ice tea, nor the one she wore last weekend while smoking weed and singing out loud. This smile doesn’t match her eyes which usually spark; this smile is not spontaneous, it’s practiced.


“Good morning, you!” she exclaims and a man as tall as her walks into the room, with a smile just as fake too.


“Eliana, it’s always a pleasure to see you,” he says, looking at her up and down. Then at Blake.


“Thank you, Blake, that’s all for now,” Eliana says and the message is clear.


“You weren’t expecting me, I take it,” he says as Eliana closes the door behind Blake.


Blake sits at her desk and stares at the office door. Then the entrance. Then the AC right above. She puts her hand on the mouse and watches her reflection on the monitor. Then she stands up.


The sales team consists of young employees that work in the next room, a huge open area. They occupy two long desks in front of a wall that tells them to ‘think outside the box’ in huge black letters. HR is a small office on the far back with glass walls, but Max always makes sure the blinds are closed so that nobody sees him when he’s not working. Blake doesn’t care for it and doesn’t knock when she walks in.


“Morning, please come in, I was totally expecting you,” Max says sarcastically. His tie is on the desk, his collar is open. It doesn’t even look like he started working but in his defence, neither had Blake and Eliana.


“Who’s the boss?” she asks.


“Is this a roleplay thing? I must say I’m not into spanking… or into women.”


Blake sighs, rolling her eyes. “Eliana’s boss.”


“Oh, Nathaniel? Why you ask?”


“He’s here.”


“Oh shit,” Max gasps, quickly fetching his tie.


Blake frowns and grabs the seat by the corner to put it before Max’s desk. “What’s up with the guy? Why is everyone so scared of him?”


“He’s just a stuck-up asshole who likes to pretend he looks over this branch like he cares. You know the type.”


“Sure,” Blake lies. Truth is all she ever did before this job was cleaning houses and fixing bikes, so she has no idea what a boss is like. And Eliana isn’t like that at all.


“So that’s all he does?” she asks and invites herself to sit down.


“He just likes coming down, pointing at every little problem he sees and then scolding Eliana for it. Some say it’s because she slept with him and then threatened to sue him.” He snorts. “I would never ask her whether it’s true or not.”


“What does that mean?”


“That just sounds like something he made up for people to look down at her, ya know? Like a manipulative bitch,” he whispers.


“But she isn’t,” she answers even though she doesn’t know Eliana that well either. “Sounds like he made a move and was turned down.”


“Exactly,” Max answers, winking. “But everyone will believe she’s the bitch, and everyone did. Just feel lucky he doesn’t come by often anyway.”


“He’s disgusting looking, too.”


“Is he?” Max asks. “Have you seen his guns? He’s built like a brick.”


“He was wearing a suit.”


“I follow him on social media and see all his incredibly hot beach-day updates; I also strongly believe he’s closeted as fuck.”


“He’s ugly.”


“Maybe if you don’t like men,” Max points out, tilting his head, waiting for an answer that he won’t get.


“You’re the worst HR rep out there,” Blake tells him, getting up.


“Am not!” Max exclaims as she walks out. “Close the door!” he adds but Blake doesn’t oblige.


She walks back to her desk only to find Eliana’s door still closed. She sits and taps her fingers against the desk, her foot against the floor. She stares at her monitor and tries to check the calendar but a loud laugh coming from Eliana’s office takes her out of it.


She gets up again and walks back to Max’s office.


“Show me his pictures,” she demands, standing by the door he hasn’t bothered to close after her. “The ones with the boss on his… with his guns or whatever.”


“Why so curious?” he asks but quickly types his name on the search bar to look him up.


His pictures are exactly what Blake imagined. Ugly selfies by the beach, none with women around, all by himself, tanned, showing dishes and drinks, him leaning over a balcony railing in his swimsuit. His arms are not that big of a deal even though Max points them out in every picture. He also looks even uglier with a beard.


“I don’t get it,” Blake says.


“Of course you don’t, Blakey,” Max tells her. “Do I have to spell it out for you?”


“No, I know I don’t like men, have known since I was six and wanted to marry Miss Pumpkin.”


“Miss Pumpkin?”


“My first grade teacher.”


“Her name was Miss Pumpkin? As in the vegetable?”


“Yeah, I guess I never thought about it,” she answers, frowning. “But why do women love these pompous asshole men? That’s what I don’t get. He looks gay.”


“Thank you!” Max exclaims, slapping the table. “That’s what I’ve been saying!”


Enduring the man who said awful things about her at work and having to laugh at his jokes cannot be easy. But then why was she fixing her cleavage and pulling her hair down? She can’t possibly find him attractive with that fake tan and waxed chest. Blake could throw up from just picturing them together.


It’s not jealousy, but she can’t think of another name for it. She’s just being judgemental and making things too personal. They’re not even friends; Eliana is her boss, and she can sleep with and manipulate anyone she wants. Blake hasn’t even thought about her in that way which might just be the problem. Before, she’d just observe Eliana at a distance like she would any piece of art, enjoying the brushstrokes, the colours, the way something so perfect can only have been made by a superior power. With all this new information, it’s suddenly easier to picture her naked and sweaty and gasping and moaning. What once was eroticism is now straight up pornography and Blake just wants to die.


“You know you owe me another karaoke night now.”


Blake stares at Max and his smug little smirk.


“And something tells me you will be coming along quite a few times.”


“Stop,” Blake threatens.


“I got all the info you need and more,” Max tells her. “I’ve been catching up on office gossip for eight years.”


“I couldn’t care less about office gossip,” she says confidently.


“I know all about Ely’s exes.”


“You have to stop.”


“Men and women.”


Blake gulps.


“Ahh, yes,” he says, smiling wider yet. “You owe me like four months of karaoke nights just for that one.”


“I hate you,” Blake answers and walks out, balling her fists as she crosses the halls back to her desk.


Eliana’s door is finally open and Blake stops on her tracks. She eyes her desk and the door again, unsure if she should walk in, so she just takes a few more steps and stares into the office. It’s empty.


Blake steps inside and can still smell the pungy cologne of that man. He smells like he’s an animal spreading pheromones everywhere he steps on just to try and catch something, his next victim. It irks Blake to her bones and it makes her once again wonder how Eliana could fall for something like that. She doesn’t want to be judgemental but can’t help to judge. She doesn’t want to be jealous but can’t help the desire to keep those two away from each other.


She slides her fingers across Eliana’s desk as she walks around it, peeping at the monitor: there’s nothing particularly important there. The calendar is open, no new meetings have been scheduled as far as Blake can tell, and she knows Eliana’s schedule to the letter. This boss’ visit was a whole lot more than breaking Blake’s routine; it also opened her up to a whole new office world, and even if she’s usually not the nosy type, all Blake can think about now is the afternoons she’ll be spending at Max’s office hearing all about what has been happening here.


Eliana’s laughter echoes through the window and Blake turns around, her stomach churning. She approaches the blinds and slightly peeks through them to look down at the parking lot. The most unnecessarily tanned man on Earth is standing next to a blue car and Eliana is leaning against the trunk, smiling, laughing, moving the hair off her neck and batting a hand to get some air. She’s flirting. 


Maybe she’s still sleeping with him and Max’s gossip is outdated. Maybe she’s still manipulating him; maybe he’s manipulating her. It’s too much to process for one morning, the most agitated one Blake has had since she started working here, certainly. And it’s not even work related. She’s obsessing over the tiniest of details, over someone else’s life. She’s only now realising she had a major crush on her boss and it went straight to obsession. That’s why Blake doesn’t engage, why she doesn’t make new friends, why she doesn’t join stupid karaoke nights. Because she doesn’t know how to be normal.


Eliana hugs the man goodbye and walks into the building so Blake rushes to her desk to sit and pretend she hasn’t been spying on her boss, although she doesn’t know what to pretend to be doing. The only open window in her PC is a conversation with Max and the newest message reads: “I just remembered something that will get you coming to karaoke for a whole year.”


It sounds so tempting that Blake wants to die.
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“Cheers!” Eliana exclaims, clinking their glasses together. “To another Karaoke night we managed to drag you into!”


“Lucky me,” Blake deadpans, squirming when Max grips her shoulder.


“And for the many many to come,” he mutters but Blake shoves her elbow into his ribs.


“Shut it.”


Max chugs his glass down and keeps pouring more for himself and the rest of the salesmen until he gets to Eliana’s glass. She covers it with her hand and smiles.


“Can’t drink too much, Maxy, don't do this to me.”


“I’ve seen you drunk driving.”


“And that was wrong of me.”


“What’s wrong was coming here by car.”


“I have my reasons.”


“Meh,” Max answers, waving a dismissive hand and chugging another glass.


Blake sits back, staring at the colourful lights around her and trying to not think about how loud the music is. Bars don’t feel like they used to for her. The loud music used to keep her mind awake, now it just confuses her. Strangers were an opportunity to engage, now they mean anxiety. When she was a teenager, she would tell her mom she was sleeping at her friend’s just to escape at night. They’d visit every type of bar and would drink alcohol and dance like they didn’t use fake IDs to get in.


Nowadays, she prefers the solace of her room, or the company of her mother while having some tea and vanilla madeleines. A good nap or a walk home from the market. Anything that keeps her at ease and far from situations that would make her cringe. At this very moment, she’s biting her nails and tapping her feet and hoping nobody asks her to sing.


“Hungry?” Eliana asks, softly holding Blake’s hand to keep it off her mouth. “You’re eating your fingers to the bone.”


“Yeah, sorry,” Blake says but doesn’t know what she’s sorry for.


“You have very pretty fingernails,” Eliana tells her, holding her hand and caressing her fingers. “Stop chipping all your nailpolish.” She’s so soft. And so close. Shoulders touching. Sweat mixing. Some might say they are breathing the same air.


“Listen, Blake. I know you’re off your shift but I need you to do something for me.”


“Tell people you’re busy when you’re actually napping?”


“Ha-ha,” Eliana says sarcastically. “I’m serious, don’t let me drink.”


“You’re forty years-old, I’m sure you can handle that yourself.”


“Forty-five,” Eliana corrects her, making her world shift harder yet. “And no, I can’t. Not with Max around,” she says and two margaritas magically show up in front of them. On the other side of the table, Max is grinning from ear to ear. “Fuck,” Eliana mutters and immediately takes the glass to sip it. “This place’s margaritas are so damn good.”


“I’m bad at telling people what to do,” Blake answers, still trying to calm down from how much older and hotter her boss has suddenly become.


Eliana takes a swig and swallows; she licks and hums. “You love telling people what to do.”


“Fuck you, I don’t.”


“Did you just swear?” Eliana asks with a big smile. “I don’t think I ever heard a filthy word out of your mouth?”


“And I’ve never seen you hold back on drinking.”


“Wow, wow, chill there, little girl,” she says, pinching Blake’s chin and getting closer. The music is loud but her presence is louder against Blake’s nose. Her warmth, her scent, her voice. “You have any idea how many karaoke nights you should join before I allow you to be a smartass?” 


Blake is speechless, feeling the heat from Eliana’s body grow stronger even when she moves away, smiling and chugging down her drink. It drips down her cheeks down to her neck and makes her chuckle. She reaches for a napkin and dries herself.


“Fuck, I’m a pig,” she sighs. “Will you help me or not? This should be my last drink.”


“Sure, yeah,” Blake manages, staring at the salt on Eliana’s lips before she licks them clean. “Why can’t you get drunk anyway?”


“I’m waking up early tomorrow, can’t be hangover on my way to a fucking doctor’s appointment.”


“Is he like judgemental or something?”


“No, I just… I don’t know.”


Blake frowns before saying, “Just drink.”


Eliana huffs a laugh and sighs. “God, you’re as bad an influence as damn Max.”


“Just drink, woman,” Blake insists. “I can drive you. My bike is in your trunk anyway.”


“You’d do that for me?” Eliana asks, knitting her brows together, tilting her head. “You know how to drive?”


“Yes, and yes.”


“You’re so damn precious!” she exclaims, wrapping her arms around Blake. “You don’t have to. And I still shouldn’t get drunk.”


“But you will,” Blake tells her as another round of margaritas make it to the table. Blake hasn’t even had a sip of hers.


“I might,” Eliana gasps, taking the glass. She sticks her tongue out to lick the salt off the rim and takes a big sip. “God, of all the drinks I could’ve refused… fucking Max.”


Blake remains by her side, mainly because she doesn’t have anywhere to go but mostly because Eliana is more playful than ever tonight. She shoves Blake leisurely from time to time, she presses her nose against Blake’s temple to talk into her ear, she plays with Blake’s hair, she grabs Blake’s cheeks to tell her she has beautiful skin. She keeps Blake close and makes her feel like she’s floating in candy cotton clouds until Max calls her over to sing something up on stage.


Blake could swear she can see Eliana loosen another button in her cleavage before winking at her as Max picks the song. 


They are a horrible duo in the most delightful way. They embrace each other and sing high pitched, missing every note, but nailing the lyrics without even reading. They know
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