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            Unexpected Departure

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Riley is stuck —in a job she hates, a toxic relationship, and in life. She knows the relationship is bad for her, but she also can’t seem to let her go. After catching her girlfriend cheating, again, she finds comfort at her favorite bar, with her best friend by her side.

        After punching someone in the face and meeting a mysteriously gorgeous bartender, Riley thinks things may be changing. Sawyer is adventurous, sexy, and confident— all the things Riley yearns to be. And a sunrise motorcycle ride starts to give her hope that things can change.

        When she suddenly gets a phone call from her brother, she discovers her estranged mother is dying. After almost a decade of silence, she’s forced to return to her small homophobic hometown, say goodbye, and confront her demons.

      

        

      
        Will she be able to confront her past, learn to move on, and learn to love herself?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Trigger Warnings

          

        

      

    

    
      Unexpected Departure contains some scenes that may be triggering including mentions of death, homophobia, smoking & alcohol.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The bar is smaller than I expected, but it is New York City so you never really can tell from the outside. Sometimes the biggest bars are hidden behind secret doors and restaurants. I tend to choose new bars, never really finding one that I love as much as Luna loves Puzzles. We have gone out at least once a month for the past few years. During Luna’s less busy work times it is more, opting for weekly meet-ups.

      I have been in a committed relationship for most of that time, but Luna is more of the fling type. So we go to bars and rarely go home together. It is a nice escape from the mundane life I lead.

      Luna’s dancing next to me, her long blonde curls flowing down her shoulders. Her sparkly eye shadow is catching the light against the dim lighting. A few hanging, boob-shaped light fixtures leaves the bar lit enough to see bodies. She smiles as she pulls my hand and tries to make me dance too. Her body sways with the music, catching the eyes of a few people around us. She smirks and shakes her hips, her purple body con dress clinging to her curves. It is hard not to notice how beautiful she is. She commands the attention in a room, but she doesn’t realize it.

      A few songs later, we decide to grab another drink. Taking a seat at the bar, I’m thankful for the moment to give my feet a break. These shoes look so cute but they are deadly on my toes. The stools are high enough to give us a view of the rest of the bar. The bartender is making a vodka cranberry for a girl who looks barely legal. He smiles and nods, letting us know he sees us. Luna orders a shot of tequila while I go for my usual, whiskey sour. It can be kind of dangerous ordering one if I’m not sure how the bartender makes it, but I was pleasantly surprised earlier.

      He places the different-sized glasses in front of us, Luna downing the shot without a wince. I take a few hearty sips and smile at the warmth of the whiskey going down.

      The dance floor catches my attention as the song changes. Everyone cheers and dances along, the vibration of the music deep on the floor.

      A few people pass us by to order drinks before heading back to their group. Luna orders another shot just as a guy who can’t be older than twenty-two catches her attention. As long as I’ve known her, she’s been into younger guys. Ever since Parker at least.

      “Are you guys from around here?” the guy asks.

      “Yeah. Upper East Side.” Luna smiles.

      “Nice, I’m Levi.” He extends his hand to both of us.

      “Luna, and this is my best friend Riley.” I silently chuckle at her introductions, we have been mistaken for a lesbian couple one too many times.

      “Would you girls want to come to sit at our table?” He smiles and raises an eyebrow. He’s cute, his baseball cap is on backward so I can’t read what it says. His shaggy blonde hair peeks through, stopping just before his brown eyes.

      “Sure.” I smile as Luna gives me a look. She likes to play it cool when it comes to guys like this.

      I pick up my drink, hop off the chair, and follow behind Luna. He leads us to a high-top table on the side of the bar, full of three of his friends. A redheaded woman, a  black-haired man, and a woman with short blue hair.

      “Hi! I’m Susie!” the redhead says excitedly, shoving her hand forward.

      “James.” The man nods with his drink.

      “Claire,” the last woman says. She is the opposite of my type but it is impossible to notice how beautiful she is. Her features are all so uniquely stunning.

      We introduce ourselves and sit down, Luna across from Levi and next to me. Susie seems to have more interest in her phone than anything else, so she doesn’t add much. Claire and James seem to be having a heated conversation, but it is hard to hear over the music.

      Levi asks what Luna’s favorite song is, but all we hear is the pounding of the speakers above us. So he leans over where his face is inches from hers and I try to nonchalantly play with the straw in my drink. Mixing around the ice and looking around the room for anything to occupy my attention.

      People are dancing, one woman sticks out most against the crowd. Her short pink hair shakes as she does these obscene dance moves attempting to get anyone’s attention. Her friends are dancing with her a bit more calmly,

      Luna notices my silence and tries to include me in the conversation.

      “So, pancakes or waffles?” he asks.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I laugh. Is this guy serious?

      “Breakfast foods, pancakes, or waffles?” he repeats just as seriously.

      “Pancakes…” I draw out waiting for an explanation. Luna agrees and he just nods, as if we answered a yes or no question.

      “How old are you?” he asks next. His eyes are back on Luna, one hand on his glass.

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you it’s rude to ask a woman her age?” she jokes.

      “All right all right, how old do you think I am?” he asks instead. I take a sip of my drink to keep from answering. He’s twenty-one at most, his baby face and college freshman look giving him away.

      “Twenty-three?” Luna acts dumb. She’s an incredibly successful lawyer, or as I say, a successful liar. She knows exactly how to inflate a man’s ego to get what she wants.

      “Just a little younger actually.” He chuckles nervously.

      “Age is just a number.” Luna shrugs.

      “I like a woman who believes that, wanna dance?” He smiles.

      “Sure.” Luna tosses back her drink and heads past me to the dance floor.

      I’m sure other people would be bothered by this, your best friend leaving you for some guy. To me, I’m happy to see her happy even if it is fleeting. And I’m happy just to have a few hours not to feel so much. The constant stress of life doesn’t apply when I go out with Luna. She allows me to live in the moment, drink, and not worry as much as I normally do.

      I drink the rest of my drink and join them on the dance floor. There are a few people near them. Closing my eyes, I dance along to the song. A woman near me takes my hand to dance but I decline.

      Colleen and I might not be perfect but we work. So instead I dance with Luna, who has her date grinding behind her. You’d think it was the first time he’s danced in a club. He is all hips and has no rhythm.

      “Here you go.” The bartender passes me a drink as soon as I get to the bar.

      “I didn’t order that.” I look at her, confused.

      “You have a secret admirer.” She winks and points toward a woman at the end of the bar. Light blonde hair, a skin-tight dress, and a huge smile. I pick up the drink and walk toward her.

      “I was hoping you’d come to talk to me.” She’s one of those people who are beautiful and knows it too. Her confidence is borderline arrogance. “I’m Emma.”

      “I’m Riley, but I just wanted to say thank you,” I say with caution.

      “You can thank me with a dance.”

      “I’m taken.” I hope that will end the conversation but she just shrugs.

      “Is she here?”

      “No…”

      “Do you not want to dance with me?” She raises an eyebrow as if she’d never heard that before.

      “No, I just have a girlfriend so I shouldn’t.”

      “A girlfriend who isn’t here?” she asks again.

      “Oh, babe! There you are!” Luna comes up behind me and wraps her arms around me. I quickly register what she’s doing and will need to thank her later for the save.

      “I didn’t know you were coming!” I smile and kiss her cheek.

      “Oh.” Emma scowls and walks away.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to Luna.

      “That girl would not leave you alone.” She laughs.

      I usually like lesbian bars because women often understand boundaries better than men, but every so often this happens. It is flattering, a great boost to my confidence, but it always makes me feel bad. Colleen is always terrified I’ll leave her for someone else, begging me not to go out. So when someone else does hit on me, it is hard not thinking maybe she is right in being worried.

      The bass drops and everyone cheers, dancing harder than before. We all dance for a while until he whispers in Luna’s ear, and I know by the look on her face she’s calling it a night. She leans in and kisses my cheek, saying goodnight and making sure it’s okay if she goes. It always is, but she insists on checking anyway. I know she wouldn’t leave if she even thought I didn’t want her to.

      I look at the time and decide to call it a night too. Four missed calls from Colleen means I am in for a night. I stop in the bathroom, fix my makeup so I don’t look as drunk as I feel, and head to the subway home.

      It’s only one block and two short stops away, so I decide not to call Colleen on the way home. I’m not in the mood to be screamed at in public again. Or maybe she’ll be asleep by the time I get home. It is hard to guess what kind of mood she’ll be in.

      “Got any change miss?” a homeless man asks on my way to the train.

      I shake my head and keep walking. The first rule of living in NYC is don’t talk to anyone you don’t know. I hate going on the train this late, maybe I should’ve taken an Uber home. But the subway is $2.75 and I need to save all the money I can if Colleen and I are going to move in together.

      After almost three years of dating, the time just feels right. So I am saving every penny I can to make sure we can afford something nicer than the shoebox I live in now. Of course, Colleen has a better-paying job, but the last thing I want is to live off Colleen’s money.

      The big screen isn’t working so I will my phone to load down here and it tells me the next subway is in sixteen minutes. Only a few other people are waiting for the train; a woman in scrubs scrolling through her phone, a man who’s stumbling around, and a group of girls who can’t be more than seventeen. God knows what they were doing out this late. I think that as if I wasn’t living basically on my own not too much older than them.

      Giggling and smiling while taking selfies, I look at their outfits. They have similar jeans, black crop tops, and a rolled-up sign in their backpack. They must be coming from a concert nearby. I keep an eye on them, just in case. If it was me, I’d want someone looking out for them.

      The train comes a few minutes earlier than expected. I opt to stand knowing if I sit I might fall asleep. The rocking motion of the subway makes me a little nauseous. Maybe that last shot before leaving wasn’t such a great idea. I close my eyes and hold on to the bar, just another minute or two and I can get out.

      My stomach growls and I wish I had stopped at McDonald’s on the way home. Greasy fries and a milkshake are exactly what I need right now. Realistically I’d probably crawl into bed with a sleeve of Oreos and call it a night.

      We stop a moment later with the muffled MTA voice letting me know it’s my stop. I don’t hesitate to run up the stairs, up the block, and into my apartment building. I kick off my shoes, throw my clothes in the hamper, and climb into bed. I close my eyes the second my head hits the pillow but open them a second later to the buzzing sound. I had thrown my phone under the pillow, and I don’t need to look at the caller ID to know who it is.

      “Hi, babe,”

      “Hi?! I’ve been calling you for over an hour! Where have you been?” Colleen screeches.

      “I just got home, I was about to call you,” I lie. I am too tired to be having this conversation.

      “Mmm, whatever.” I hear her huff.

      “I love you.” I frown.

      “Yeah, sure you do.”

      “Come on, I went out with Luna and it was late. I was just about to call you. I wanted to get home first so I could actually hear you instead of the trains or people.”

      “Okay.” She’s still mad but she’s warming up to me.

      “I can’t wait to see you tomorrow,” I add for good measure.

      “Yeah, me too.” I let out the breath I was holding in. Good, at least she still wants to see me. I was worried she’d cancel our date.

      “I love you,” I try again.

      “I love you too, get some sleep. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” There’s the Colleen I fell in love with. My heart warms as I close my eyes and fall asleep to the sound of her breathing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey!” Luna says cheerfully as I pick up the phone. I can hear the sounds of the city in the background; the cars honking, the people talking, and the Saturday morning traffic.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and lower her volume. I am no longer a twenty-one-year-old that dodges hangovers, I swear they hit me harder now than they ever had before.

      “Shhh, I just woke up.” I groan. My phone is in the same spot I left it last night, my arm extended from holding it.

      “Oof, I forgot it’s so early. I’m doing the walk of shame home,” she says with a chuckle. Sometimes I wish I could handle everything as easily as Luna did.

      “How was last night?”

      “Eh, 7.5/10. He knew what he was doing but the timing was quick to release, if you know what I mean.”

      “Sadly I do.” I laugh. Luna is anything but modest about her sex life, oversharing to Luna simply doesn’t exist. I know way too much about the guys she never speaks to again.

      “It was all right, he’s already texted me to meet up again.”

      “Are you going to?” I ask despite already knowing the answer. Luna doesn’t date and she doesn’t see guys more than once if she can help it.

      “No, I’ll probably let him down gently in a few days,” she says nonchalantly. I don't blame her, this isn’t her first time letting someone off the hook.

      “Just don’t ghost him,” I remind her. She tends to want to take the easy way out, despite how often it backfires.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll let the poor boy know he’s not that great in bed— what are you looking at?- Sorry, some lady gave me a dirty look like she’s never had bad sex.” I can’t help but laugh.

      “You know not all guys are bad.” Sometimes I don’t know why I say this. I know after Parker she’ll never believe me, but I do hope eventually she’ll listen to me.

      “On that note, I’m glad I just got to my apartment. Talk to you later, Ri!” She hangs up before I can get another word in.

      I sigh and get out of bed. I put my phone on charge and get dressed. Colleen didn’t say where she wanted to grab brunch, but she usually favors nicer places. I put on a dress for good measure and curl my hair after my shower.

      Before leaving I check my phone and am surprised she hasn’t texted me yet. She is normally up before I am. I let her know I’m on the way and make my way to her apartment.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I get to her apartment and I haven’t heard from Colleen, I’m worried. She is always on her phone. The doorman to her building buzzes me up, and I take the elevator to the eighth floor.  I scramble to find my key for her apartment and open it quickly, scanning the living room before opening her bedroom door. I take a breath when I find her still sleeping. Her mouth agape, snoring loudly, her dark hair a nest in a messy bun on her head.

      “Hey, baby,” I say softly and press a kiss to her forehead.

      “Mmm,” she groans and moves but doesn’t wake up.

      I pause. Should I wake her and let her know we should get going if we want to make brunch? Why aren’t their all-day brunch places? Who wouldn’t want to get drunk off mimosas and eat pancakes at night? The last time I woke her up she had screamed at me about having an alarm set, so maybe waking her isn’t the best idea.

      I decide not to wake her and wait in the other room. Her kitchen and living room are split only by an island and two barstools in the middle. I plop on the couch and close my eyes, I am still so tired from last night and I had rushed over to make sure we didn’t miss brunch.

      After laying on the couch for a bit I start to get hungry. The granola bar I had on the way just isn’t cutting it. Maybe I will make breakfast here and we can spend the morning in bed. The more I think about it, the nicer it sounds. Who wants to go to a crowded restaurant anyway?

      I get up, scanning Colleen’s cabinets and fridge for any breakfast-type foods. I settle on some bread and eggs to make French toast. Soaking the bread in eggs, milk, and vanilla, sprinkling some cinnamon on top. As that cooks, I grab a new package of bacon, make two cups of coffee, and take out two plates.

      Everything smells great, I just don’t have a way to bring it to her. I decide to wake her first, maybe she’ll want to spend some time in bed before we eat.

      I push open her door and this time she’s laying face down in the pillows. Her sheets are a tangled mess around her bare legs, only clad in a long t-shirt. I sit on the edge of the bed and nudge her slightly. She groans but doesn’t move so I nudge her again, this time a little harder.

      “Ugh, what?” Colleen groans.

      “Good afternoon, baby.” I smile gently.

      “Riley?” She squints at me confused. She hadn’t put in her contacts yet so I probably just look like a blob to her.

      “Yes, I made us breakfast.”

      “What?” She pops up to face me. Her face scrunching as she breathes in the smells of the food I just made. “I thought we were going out.”

      “Well, we were but then you weren’t awake…so I wanted to surprise you,” I say slowly.

      “Why didn’t you just wake me?” she snaps.

      “I thought you’d want to sleep in, we can just have a day in. We haven’t had one of those in forever.” I try to take her hand but she pulls it back.

      “I was looking forward to going somewhere new! We said we were going to and then you just change the plans without even talking to me?!” She doesn’t yell but her voice gets louder.

      “I’m sorry, I just thought…” I frown. I was only trying to do something nice. Now I wish I had woken her up from the start.

      “Whatever, I’m going to shower.” She pushes past me and hops out of bed. A moment later I hear the water running in the bathroom.

      I sigh, walk back to the kitchen, and put a lid on her food to keep it warm. I take a few sips of my coffee and steal a few bites of french toast. I look at the skyline in front of me. Colleen’s apartment has a great view of the Brooklyn bridge. It is late enough in the day that you can see small bodies walking across and the blue sky behind them.

      It had taken Colleen almost a full year of dating to agree to walk across with me but when we did it was nothing like I had expected. I thought it would’ve been romantic, walking together hand in hand and kissing at sunset like how you see in the movies. Instead, I had gotten Colleen flowers that she thanked me for but then asked me to carry the entire time. We almost got run down by cyclists, and it was full of tourists trying to be Instagram models. We haven’t been back since.

      “What did you make?” Colleen sounds happier than before. Her hair is wrapped in a towel on her head, another around her body. It is hard not to notice how beautiful she looks.

      Her blonde hair is hidden when it normally flows down her back. Her light freckles covered her nose and a single rose tattoo on her back. We used to joke it meant we were made for each other, since she had it before we met and I am Riley Rose. Beneath her towel is a thin and delicate frame that puts Instagram models to shame.

      “French toast, coffee, and bacon.”

      “Mmm, how about I start with dessert?” She bites her lip and pushes my back against the counter.

      I barely let the letter O slip from my lips as Colleen is kissing me. Her mouth on my neck, her hands all over my chest. It’s a miracle I can remember to breathe, let alone think, right now.
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        * * *

      

      We spend the rest of the day in bed, only stopping to eat the food that has long gone cold. She kisses me with more passion than we’ve had in a while. I stop myself from asking what’s changed, I just want to enjoy this moment with her. We put on a movie, she types away on her phone, and I fall asleep in her bed.

      When I wake, it’s barely 9:30 pm. The movie has long stopped, the Netflix home page staring back at me. What surprises me most is Colleen is missing. I drag myself from her warm and comfortable bed to find her. What surprises me next is her dressed in an outfit that is clearly not for sleeping.

      “Colleen?” My eyebrows push together.

      “Oh! Riley, you’re awake.” She looks up at me with a smile. As if I hadn’t just caught her about to walk out on me.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I was just going to meet some friends,” she says nonchalantly as she grabs her boots by the front door.

      “Uh, were you going to tell me? Or wake me?” Why did I get the feeling she wouldn’t have?

      “I figured you needed your sleep.” She shrugs as she repeats the words I said to her earlier.

      “Where are you going?” I ask again.

      “Just out, not sure which bar yet.” When I go out she asks about a million and a half questions, but getting answers from her is like pulling teeth.

      “Who are you going with?” I’m normally not such a nosey girlfriend, I like to give her space to be her own person. I trust her, after all, but she is being cagey.

      “Some work friends,” she says vaguely again.

      “Oh, when will you be back?” I thought she would have wanted to stay tonight, we haven’t seen each other much this week.

      “I don’t know, why are you asking so many questions?” She stops what she’s doing and frowns.

      “I was just curious.”

      “It sounds like you don’t trust me, and I don’t know what I did to make you think that. Don’t you trust me?”

      “Of course I do, I just thought you’d be here tonight.” I sigh. I don’t want to fight with her, especially right before she leaves.

      “You went out last night, I just want to go out. It isn’t that big of a deal, you’re making something out of nothing.”

      “You’re right, I hope you have fun.” I smile, ignoring the nagging in my chest. She is right, I have nothing to worry about. I went out last night and nothing happened, she just wants to have some fun. Who am I to stand in the way of that?

      “Will you be here when I get back?” She stands in front of the hallway mirror, puckering her lips as she puts on some mascara.

      “Do you want me to be?” I ask hopefully.

      “I don’t know, I have a lot of things to do tomorrow. Work to make up from today since we didn’t get to do too much.”

      “Oh, right…of course.” I nod, clenching my jaw. She doesn’t want me to be here tonight when she gets back. It is hard not to take that personally.

      “Great, I’ll see you later then. I love you, babe.” She leans forward, gives me the quickest of kisses, and leaves. She calls for me to lock up behind myself as I sit alone in her empty apartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I should’ve paid more attention in college. Maybe then I wouldn’t be working a job that I find boring as hell. I spend my days running papers back to lawyers, managing deadlines, taking notes, and answering phones. It is mundane. There is no excitement or passion about my work. I watch the way Luna talks about her job and I wish I had that.

      Luna is a big-time lawyer at her firm, she is a step down from having her name on the door. She wins 98% of her cases and tries to fight for the little guy, wanting to be on the right side of things. Her father owns his own well known firm in Brooklyn, but she is determined to make a name for herself on her own. It is one of the many things I admire about her.

      The phone rings and I contemplate letting it ring. Maybe I will get fired and have some time to get a job I actually like. I sigh and answer the phone. It is nice to dream but I know why I have this job. I need the money. As much as I hate it, it pays the bills.

      College loans and rent are no joke, especially for someone who got disowned by their family. But I don’t want to think about that. So I let the woman on the phone rattle on about her issue and transfer her call to the correct department.

      Call. Transfer. Repeat.

      Maybe I am depressed. I mean, isn’t this what depressed people feel like? Maybe I am having a mid-life crisis at twenty-eight. What does that say about me? I don’t want to know.

      “Riley?” My boss steps out of his office.

      “Yes?” I stand, walking to his office. I hope this isn’t about my distractedness today, I can’t focus any harder if I tried.

      “I have to admit, I’m impressed. You finished the notes on this case faster than anyone else,” he says, pulling it up on his computer. He scratches his grey beard and looks at me over his round rimmed glasses.

      “Thank you, sir.” I guess my work is just on autopilot at this point. What is the point of even being here?

      “With that being said, we’d like to have you help some of the newer paralegals. They’ve been having a bit of trouble with the program, and I think you can point them in the right direction. What do you say?” he asks, but we both know it’s more of a request than a question.

      “Sure.” I nod.

      “Okay, that will be all. Keep up the great work.”

      Mr. Blake dismisses me and I retreat to my desk. Everyone else is out to lunch so I can help them when they get back. It doesn’t help that they are all almost ten years younger than me and only here temporarily. It is rare any of my co-workers last more than a year since this is often just a temp job for aspiring lawyers. As soon as they gather enough experience to get another job, they do.

      I dial Colleen’s work number, knowing she’s working too but hoping she’ll answer for me.

      “Hello?” An unfamiliar voice picks up on the other end.

      “Uh, hi I’m looking for Colleen Faber?” I try to sound professional in case this was one of her bosses.

      “She’s in a meeting, can I take a message?” the woman asks.

      “No, thanks.” I hang up before she asks who I am. If anything, my work number will pop up so it can’t lead back to me.

      I hate bothering her at work, but I just need something to go right today. I thought hearing my girlfriend’s voice might remind me why I am doing this. Why I am stuck, that at least I am moving toward something we both want. Since she doesn’t pick up, I go back to working. Getting started on my next case is better than sitting around and overthinking.
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        * * *

      

      As if the work day wasn’t bad enough, there’s construction going on right outside the building. So instead of walking the usual way to the subway, I have to make my way past Starbucks and the afternoon ‘Mommy & Me’ classes that are letting out. Crowds full of slow moving, yoga pants wearing, iced latte holding moms who seem to think the world revolves around them because they have a kid.

      I hold back my eye roll as I skirt past them and make my way to the subway. But as I make my way down the stairs, I realize majority of them are following me. Are they multiplying too? I rush down to the platform, hoping I can manage to find a subway car that isn’t full of screaming children.

      It is too late, as I enter the car the bustle of strollers and baby wearers have gained traction on me. They all make their way with their small children, and as soon as the doors close one starts crying, which sets off the rest. I swear this day is just not able to get worse. It isn’t like I hate children, I love my nephew Elijah and I love kids. I’m just not a fan of them on the subway, or on airplanes. You know, in closed and confined spaces.

      Of course, I switch train cars and someone decides now is the time to do some break dancing from the ceiling. Their music is incredibly loud, he’s screaming over it to make sure everyone sees him. He almost kicks me in the head twice, and I’m fuming by the time I get to my stop. All that nonsense for a couple bucks on the subway? Is it really worth it?

      Maybe I am just being bitter. It is just one of those days that seem like everything is getting on my nerves. I just feel like my life is starting to be more routine than living. I get out of bed because I need to, I go to work because I have to, it just is starting to feel forced.

      As I put the key in the lock of my apartment, I can feel my iPhone vibrating against my leg. It is probably Colleen now that she is out of work.

      “Hello?” I answer without checking the caller ID.

      “Hi, baby, wanna come over?” Colleen says sweetly.

      “Right now?” I sigh, our timing is imperfect to say the least.

      “Unless it’s not a good time…” she asks, confused.

      “I just got in, maybe you want to come here?” I ask hopefully. I spend most of the time at her apartment since it is bigger, but maybe this time she’ll make the trip.

      “Ugh, I guess so. It’s just been a long day.”

      “Yeah, for me too. We can order takeout, my treat,” I say, hoping to persuade her.

      “The sushi place?” she asks, knowing how much I despise it. But right now I am desperate to get her here.

      “Yes, I just need you here tonight.” I sigh.

      “I’ll be there in fifteen, love you!” She hangs up, and I take a breath of relief.

      This is exactly what I need to end the night. I’m not exactly hungry so I grab a few pretzels and snack on them while I wait for Colleen. My cat, Mittens, comes out of hiding and I feed him before I attempt to pet him. I guess in a way, he reminds me of Colleen. If you don’t feed them first you are in for a nightmare.

      Colleen arrives twenty minutes later with sushi in hand and a smile on her face. I pull her into my arms and relax a bit. We find a spot on the couch together and watch a shitty movie while I rest on her lap. It’s one of those times where neither of us speaks but knows the other is there if we want to. It’s these kinds of moments that make crappy days that much better.
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      Puzzles is always a hard place to describe if you’ve never been there. During the day you’d never know it was a bar; there are tables everywhere and crowded with people eating brunch and sipping mimosas. I had walked by during the day once and thought Puzzles had shut down.

      At night, there is a dance floor with a DJ who plays music loud enough that you can listen and still have a conversation with someone. There is an oval-shaped bar toward the middle of the place, with bottles and glasses hanging from above. The bartenders pour drinks from all directions. Small stools are around it entirely, spaced apart where people can slide through to order. Tall table tops are nearby, but no chairs. As much as it is a bar, it is borderline a club. To tell you the truth I’m not too sure what the difference is between the two.

      Luna and I like to go out every Thursday night. It is a night she can leave work a bit early, and a night where the college crowd will be around. Which means she is guaranteed to go home with someone. Not that she typically has trouble with that. Switching between a bar I’d choose and Puzzles gives her some variety.

      Tonight seems different though. We have been coming here for the last few months so we consider ourselves regulars. Most of the bartenders know us and our orders which makes things easier.

      So when the new bartender turns around and asks us what we’d like, I think that’s what throws Luna for a loop. It is one of the first times I have seen her speechless. I step in and order our usuals: a whiskey sour and a tequila sunrise.

      “Are you all right?” I ask her once out of earshot.

      “Yeah, he’s just so gorgeous.” She sneaks a peek back at him but he’s too busy working to notice.

      I glance at him, he is attractive. If you are into the tan with long hair, beard, and perfect jawline kind of guys. I think what is most surprising is he is older than us, the soft creases by his eyes an indication of his age. I’d guess at least thirty, which is way older than Luna tends to notice.

      “Why don’t you talk to him?” I suggest as I sip from my glass. At least he knows how to make a good mixed drink.

      “Oh no, that’s the kind of guy who breaks hearts.” She shakes her head and peels her eyes from him.

      I don’t press her on him further. If I had been through what she had, I might be hesitant to start anything new again.

      “Let's dance!” Luna grabs my hand and pulls me to the dance floor.

      “Hey, want to dance?” a man asks, smiling down at me. He is at least a foot taller with deep blue eyes.

      “No, thanks!” I smile politely, but he doesn’t step away.

      “What?” He looks confused. I’m guessing not many women have turned him down before.

      “I just want to dance with my friend, sorry.” I hope he’ll take the hint but he doesn’t.

      “But I’m asking you to dance,” he scoffs.

      “And I said no thanks, I’m not interested.” I frown. Is he about to make a scene? What is it about the fragility of the male ego?

      “I didn’t know this was a lesbian bar.” he spits, and I have to chuckle at the irony.

      “It’s not, but we still don’t want to dance. Leave us alone.” Luna steps in, the protectiveness kicking into full fight mode.

      The man finally shakes his head and turns around to bother someone else. Luna and I find another spot to dance just in case he decides to come back. Men not understanding the word no is one of the reasons I prefer gay bars. Of course, women can be just as persistent sometimes.

      Luna distracts me with her dancing, we do a round of shots and try to relax. This is what I love about her, her ability to let loose. At work, she is someone who has to be poised and professional, but after work, she is able to be herself completely. She lets her hair down literally and figuratively.

      “I love this song!” Luna jumps as a throwback to our college days comes on. I used to hate dancing, worrying I looked stupid, but Luna helped me grow out of that.
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        * * *

      

      Luna and I end up leaving earlier than usual, the crowd not being as active as usual. We stop at Leo’s Pizza on the way to her apartment and grab our usual slices and garlic knots. The greasy pizza is exactly what we’re craving as the buzz from the drinks sets in. The smell makes our stomachs growl all the way to Luna’s tenth-floor apartment.

      We kick our shoes off and jump into Luna’s oversized bed, ready to devour the food and binge reality TV. Something is comforting about people whose lives are worse than ours.

      “I just DON’T understand how he didn’t give HER a rose!” I spit at the tv.

      “He’s totally in love with Mara, he’s just trying to play the long game with her.” Luna points out the blonde on the tv.

      “There’s no way that’s love,” I scoff.

      “It’s hard to tell what’s love when it’s on a tv screen,” Luna points out.

      “I just think Tori has a lot more to offer.” I sigh, defending the redhead.

      “Men don’t always pick the right girl.” Luna plays the next episode, but she ends up falling asleep halfway through.

      I clean up the pizza boxes and wine glasses and throw a blanket over her. She’ll probably be out cold for the night. I walk to her floor to ceiling windows and stare out the New York nightlife. All the nearby buildings are lit, the streets are humming with cars and people. It truly is the city that never sleeps.

      Sometimes I can’t remember why I chose New York, besides my aunt being the only one to take me in. It is hard to remember why I stayed once I could be on my own. Some days it is because of Colleen, some days because of Luna, but I can’t say it was for me.

      I love New York, not as much as Luna who grew up here and what others would call a “real New Yorker”. She’ll be the first to yell at a tourist or know exactly how to direct someone, but I never feel like I fit as perfectly. New York has become somewhere I can disappear into. With all the people, the chaos, the noise, it is easy to forget I am here.

      My aunt had moved away just a year before I graduated NYU. With that, I ended up moving out of the dorms and into her apartment. Aunt Cheryl has always been accepting and kind. She is my mother’s sister but they seem to have been raised completely different. With Cheryl, there is warmth and love, and with my mother, there is coldness and judgment. Since she moved all the way to California, I only get to see her around the holidays. She’ll send postcards and call when she isn’t busy, but it isn’t the same.

      I sigh and watch the tiny ant people climb into their taxis and Ubers, their impatience showing with each honk. I know I should get some sleep, but there is something comforting about people watching. I grab a soft blanket and sit on the chair next to the window. Windows nearby darken with each passing minute and the sounds of the night turn into the sounds of morning.
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      Every Tuesday, I make it a habit to bring Colleen lunch at her office. She works in a downtown office close enough to mine that I can make it there and back in time for my weekly afternoon meeting. Tuesdays are a boring day during the week that otherwise, I don’t look forward to.

      Colleen and I both work a lot, so we don’t always have time to see each other. Tuesdays are my way of ensuring I never go a week without a kiss from her. Sometimes we eat lunch together, and some days she has to have a working lunch. Either way, the time with her is appreciated.

      I usually call ahead for her food and pick it up on the way. I check the bag to make sure everything is there, the chicken gyro and extra tzatziki sauce for her, and the Greek salad with dressing on the side for me.

      I made the mistake once of forgetting to check the bag before I visited, and that was a disaster. She refused to eat anything else and I went back to work feeling more defeated than usual. She is usually extra stressed at work and I need to make it easier for her, not harder.

      So today, I check twice and get extra sauce just to be careful. I show my ID at the front desk, the security guard smiling and opening the elevators for me. I hit the button for the sixth floor and load the fairly empty elevator.

      I glance at my reflection in the mirrored doors, my hair is a little frizzy from the humidity outside but my makeup hasn’t run. My red dress is a little less conservative for Colleen’s office but I didn’t bother to change. Hopefully, that won’t be a problem.

      The elevator dings, the doors open, and I walk into the reception area. The receptionist, Jessica is usually here to let Colleen know I’m here. The rest of the office seems to be emptied. It is a little after 1 pm, but it won't surprise me if the rest of her co-workers are still on lunch break.

      I wait around for a moment before deciding to head into her office. I’m sure it won’t be an issue if her boss isn’t here anyway. I push the glass doors open and walk down the short hallway to Colleen’s office. The door is slightly ajar so I peek in, my hand on the door about to knock when the food I’m holding goes crashing to the floor.

      Colleen and Jessica are both standing pressed against the glass windows, kissing passionately. They both turn to me, Jessica’s eyes going wide. I stand in shock as I watch them pull apart. I have never felt more sick than I do right now.

      “What are you doing here?” Colleen asks me. I’m too shocked to think.

      “It’s-s Tuesday,” I say finally as if that explains everything.

      “Oh yeah, thanks.” She pauses to look at Jessica. Am I seeing what just happened or have my eyes played tricks on me? Is she really going to act like nothing happened even though I saw it?

      “What is going on?” I finally spit out.

      “I’m pretty busy today, but I’ll call you later.” She walks over and kisses my forehead. I can still feel Jessica’s eyes on mine, but I don’t move.

      Colleen takes the food from me and places it on her desk like it is any other Tuesday. Somehow, my feet find the elevator and walk me back to work. I’m late when I get back, but no one notices or cares, which I’m thankful for.

      I spend the rest of the day on autopilot, going through the motions but not feeling anything. I shouldn’t be surprised, not when this isn’t the first time. I mean it is the first time I’ve caught her in the physical act of cheating. Maybe that’s what makes it feel so much more… real.

      I shake my head, trying not to cry at work. The last thing I need was to lose my job because of this. Instead, I call Luna who picks up on the first ring; one of the perks of being a big shot lawyer.

      “Hey, Ri! What’s up?”

      “Can we go out tonight? Meet at Puzzles later?”

      “Sure, is everything okay?” She knows I wasn’t one to go out on a random Tuesday night.

      “No, but I—I can’t talk about it right now.” My voice cracks as I think about it again.

      “Okay, let’s say eight? I can try for earlier but I’m in the middle of a huge case.”

      “Eight is great, see you then.” I hang up before I let it slip and break down at work.

      I only have four more hours until I see her. I will finish work, commute back to Brooklyn, change, and meet her back in the city. Although it is Luna’s favorite more than mine, I need something comfortable tonight. I can’t handle another surprise today.

      Every time I close my eyes, I see them together. Kissing and touching like it was a familiar act. Has it just started? Has it been going on for a long time? How many times have I brought Colleen lunch and Jessica has just been in there kissing her? My stomach lurches, this is making me physically sick to think about.

      Maybe this is all just a terrible misunderstanding. Maybe Jessica had made a move on her and she was stopping it when I came in. She wouldn’t really cheat on me, would she?
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        * * *

      

      Luna meets me outside Puzzles and it’s the least crowded we’ve ever seen it. There’s no DJ, just some music playing overhead from the speakers. It’s nothing I recognize so I assume it’s someone’s playlist.

      There are more tables than usual, so we grab one toward the back. We order drinks from the bar before sitting down. I take a few sips before looking at Luna. She came straight from work so she hasn’t had much time to change clothes, only unbuttoning her shirt and being less strict about the length of her hemline. She’s the only one I know who could make the business look sexy and not trashy.

      “So are you going to tell me why we’re drinking on a Tuesday night?” Luna chuckles as she sips her Tequila sunrise.

      “I caught Colleen with her assistant today,” I say as if it’s no big deal.

      “What?! Ri, you couldn’t have led with that?” She almost spits out her drink.

      “It’s not a big deal.” I shrug. “I’m not even sure what I saw.”

      “What do you mean?” She raises an eyebrow.

      “I went to bring her lunch, her assistant was all over her. But I’m not sure what happened.”

      “What do you mean what happened? You caught her cheating! That’s what happened.”

      “Maybe her assistant was the one making the move.”

      “Was Colleen pushing her away? Or was she into it until you walked in?” Luna asks, and I don’t say anything. I didn’t want her to be right about this.

      “Ri, I love you but you have to let her go. She’s cheating on you for who knows how long and who’s to say she’s the first one?” Luna was only arguing the facts. It is the lawyer in her, sometimes I think she can’t help it.

      “I— I know.” My voice cracks. “I just can’t…” I frown.
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      “Are you still hoping she’ll call?” Luna gives me a look and I sigh, putting my phone back into my pocket. It isn’t my fault I still have hope, it has only been a few days after all.

      “She said she would.” I frown but Luna pushes a shot toward me. I brace myself and let the cinnamon whiskey hit my throat. It’s not as good as the Jack Daniels I prefer, but I’m on a budget right now so Fireball will have to do. 

      “She also promised not to kiss other women but she did.” Luna pushes me a second shot as she does another. I’ve lost track of how many she’s already had. She’s definitely going to be sleeping on my couch tonight at this rate.

      Here I thought we were out to take my mind off things. She had offered to go to a gay bar with me tonight. I had been craving something familiar so we ended up at Puzzles again.

      I ignore her comment and take another shot. She’s right, she always is, and I hate it. I don’t mean to pick girls that could break my heart but here I am. Again. Colleen has a habit of kissing someone she shouldn’t, apologizing, begging me to take her back, and I always do. She has this way about her I can’t seem to resist, we always go back to each other.

      I sigh and watch as someone hits on Luna, she’s got her flirt face on and I smile. I wish it could be that easy for me, just find someone at the bar and go home with them. But I get attached too easily.

      I listen to the DJ play a Ke$ha song and sip on the whiskey sour her new friend has bought me. He’s trying way too hard to take her home, but she’s using him for free drinks. If she was truly interested in him she would’ve asked him to dance by now. I can tell, despite being our age, he is too old for her.

      “Come on, Riley!” Luna suddenly gets my attention, as if reading my mind.

      She takes me by the arm and pulls me onto the dance floor. My feet stick with every step under my boots but I begrudgingly follow her. The guy she was talking to takes the hint and leaves to find someone else to hit on. Sometimes I feel bad for the guys, but more than not I take the free drinks and appreciate my friend's beauty.

      Luna’s dancing along to some song I’ve never heard of, the beat building as everyone around us jumps along. I let her big smile and carefree attitude get the best of me, and I give in. I’m here for her and the free drinks. Dancing is not my forte, but when your best friend is this happy you can’t help but be happy too. I’m careful not to step in the puddles of (hopefully) alcohol as I lose myself in the music. 

      She pulls me in close and we are face to face. I can smell her watermelon shampoo and the tequila on her breath. Her long blonde hair shimmers under the pink and blue lights of the club. Her bright blue eyes are captivating at this angle. I’m only a few inches taller than her but with my heel booties tonight, I’m almost towering over her. 

      A few guys ask us to dance, but we politely decline and dance with each other. It feels good to just let go tonight. Between the dancing, the hot club lights, and the crowd of people, I’m sweating. I’m barely wearing any clothing. Having listened to Luna when she told me to dress up tonight, I opted for ripped jeans and a black top. I was going for a classic look while Luna is a bit more out there. She has on a bright pink top with no bra and skin-tight leather pants that show off her curves. 

      “Want some water?” I lean in to shout into her ear over the pounding music. 

      She nods and I take her by the hand. It’s much easier than looking back to make sure I don’t lose her in the crowd. We walk over to the bar and try to get the attention of one of the many bartenders. Luna stays behind me until she notices her bartender crush. He spots her behind me and smiles hugely. He finishes making the vodka cran for someone across the bar and walks over to us.

      His sleeves are rolled up tonight to reveal two muscular arms filled with colorful tattoos. I can see part of a snake and a clock, but it is too dark to see make out the rest. His shaggy hair is pulled into a tight ponytail, just long enough to be tied in a small knot. He is one of the rare men who can pull that off.

      “What will it be? Whiskey sour for you? And Tequila Sunrise for you?” I’m surprised he has our drink orders memorized.

      “Just water, please.” He nods at me but doesn’t take his eyes off Luna.

      She’s turning bright red and anxiously avoiding eye contact. I want to laugh at how cute this is, she’s like a girl with her first crush. He serves our waters, we yell a thank you, and Luna pulls me away like the room is on fire. I chuckle, trying not to spill our drink as we walk. 

      “What’s wrong with you?” I ask as she pulls us to an empty tabletop. 

      “He makes me so NERVOUS.” She guzzles down the water and starts to do some deep breathing. The color leaves her cheeks, and I see her start to calm down.

      “He was flirting with you.” I laugh. She shakes her head at the thought. She’s one of those girls who doesn't think she deserves the prince charming type and settles for less.

      She keeps one eye on him, not saying anything else. We finish our water and make our way back to the dance floor. The DJ plays songs we actually know and can sing along to. I’m still buzzed but refreshed from our break. I was happy to give my feet a moment of rest. 

      “Wanna dance?” We both turn and see a greasy guy at least twice our age. I bask in the audacity of men. 

      “NO THANKS!” I shout back over the loud music.

      He ignores me and starts grinding on Luna’s ass and her eyes almost pop out of her head. She politely tries to move away but he follows her, keeping his body pinned to hers. Luna mouths ‘help’ so I try to pull her away. 

      “WE DON’T WANNA DANCE!.” I yell at the guy. What the hell is wrong with men?

      He either doesn’t hear me or he doesn’t seem to care because he grabs Luna’s other arm. She tries to get out of his grasp and he just laughs, enjoying her squirming. I turn to face this guy now. He’s barely an inch taller than me, with sweat stains under his armpits and oily black hair. 

      “We said NO! Now let go of my friend.” I am nose to nose with this guy and he still doesn’t let go. 

      “What are you going to do about it?” He laughs, and I can smell the onions he had for dinner on his breath.

      Without hesitating, I take a step back as if I’m going to walk away before turning around at the last second and punching him square in the jaw. He stumbles backward, surprised by my strength and action. He falls to the ground, the crowd backing up to avoid catching him. He looks stunned for a moment before he looks angry.

      I grab Luna’s hand and try to maneuver out of the crowd. We need to get out of here as fast as we can. Let me just say trying to run through a crowd of people, wearing heels, while half-drunk, and pulling your fully drunk best friend on your arm is not an easy feat. 

      I turn back to see if he’s still following us, giving me a second to catch my breath. He’s still halfway across the club but he seems to be looking for us, so I hold on tighter to Luna and pull her toward the exit. Only when I feel the cool breeze on my bare legs do I feel safe. We walk to get out of the way of people to where we can take a second to breathe.
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Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.
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Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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