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The Wager

by Joanne Starr

Chapter 1: The Spark

Janet lounged against the arm of their battered sectional couch, her long legs stretched out across the cushions like she owned the place-which, in a way, she did. The apartment was a chaotic testament to their shared life: mismatched mugs from various coffee shops cluttered the kitchen counter, a half-dead succulent sat forlornly on the windowsill, and the walls were plastered with Polaroids from their adventures-Janet grinning wildly at a music festival, Heather mid-eye-roll during a hiking trip gone wrong. 

It was a two-bedroom in the heart of the city, rent-split down the middle, with thin walls that meant they heard each other's every late-night sigh or muffled laugh. At twenty-eight, Janet was still the same whirlwind she'd been in college: dark wavy hair that fell just past her shoulders, always a little tousled like she'd just rolled out of bed (which she often had), hazel eyes that sparkled with mischief, and a build that was athletic from weekend runs and impulsive gym sessions. She wore her usual after-work uniform-faded jeans and a black tank top that hugged her curves just enough to turn heads at bars.

Heather, on the other hand, was perched cross-legged on the floor, leaning back against the coffee table strewn with takeout remnants. At twenty-seven, she was the steadier of the two, with sun-kissed blonde hair streaked from summers at the beach, pulled into a loose ponytail that revealed the constellation of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her green eyes were sharp, analytical-perfect for her job as a graphic designer, where she spent days nitpicking pixels. She was dressed in yoga pants and an oversized hoodie, the kind that swallowed her slender frame, making her look deceptively soft until she opened her mouth and unleashed that dry wit. 

They'd met in a freshman psych class, bonding over a mutual hatred for the professor's droning lectures, and from there, it had been nonstop: study sessions that devolved into all-nighters watching bad horror movies, spring breaks road-tripping to nowhere, and now, adulting together in this cramped but cozy space. The evening had started innocently enough, as most of their disasters did. They'd ordered Thai food-extra spicy for Janet, mild for Heather because "not everyone wants their mouth on fire, you masochist"-and cracked open a bottle of cheap mezcal they'd picked up on a whim during their last grocery run. 

Some godawful dating show played on the TV, the kind where contestants spilled their guts for a chance at "true love" and a cash prize. Heather was midway through dissecting her latest dating app fiasco, gesturing wildly with her chopsticks. "Okay, so this guy-Mark, or Mike, whatever-shows up to coffee looking like he just crawled out of a frat house time capsule. Backward cap, cargo shorts in October, and he opens with, 'So, you into feet?' Like, not even a hello. Straight to foot fetish territory." 

Janet nearly choked on her pad see ew, noodles dangling from her mouth as she laughed. She slurped them up dramatically, wiping her chin with the back of her hand. "Oh my god, Heather. Feet? That's your opener? What did you say?" Heather grinned, her eyes crinkling at the corners. "I said, 'Only if they're attached to someone who knows how to use a washing machine.' He didn't laugh. Just stared at me like I'd insulted his religion. Date over in under ten minutes. New record."

Janet shook her head, still chuckling as she reached for the mezcal bottle, pouring them both another shot. The liquid burned going down, warm and smoky, loosening the edges of the day. "You know why this keeps happening, right? You give off this vibe-like, 'I'm chill and artsy and can handle your weirdness.' But deep down, you're judging the hell out of them. It's catnip for the freaks." Heather snatched the bottle back, taking a swig straight from it before passing it over. "Excuse me? Pot calling the kettle black, much? Remember that woman you dated last month? The one who collected taxidermy animals? You stayed for three dates because 'she had interesting stories.'" Janet groaned, flopping back against the cushions. 

"Okay, fair. But in my defense, the squirrel dressed as a pirate was kinda cute. And hey, at least I try. You bail at the first sign of imperfection." Heather's laugh was sharp, echoing off the walls. "Imperfection? Feet guy wanted me to send pics of my toes before we'd even ordered drinks! That's not imperfection; that's a red flag parade." They clinked their glasses-well, Heather's shot glass against Janet's empty takeout container-in a mock toast. "To better dates," Janet said. "To any dates," Heather countered. 

The show on TV transitioned to a dramatic rose ceremony, and Janet rolled her eyes. "God, this is so fake. These people act like love is a game show. Bet half of them are just in it for the Instagram followers." Heather nodded, picking at the remnants of her spring rolls. "Totally. But admit it, you'd be killer on one of these. With your charm? You'd have everyone wrapped around your finger in episode one." Janet sat up a bit, intrigued. "You think? Nah, I'd get voted off for being too real. Or too competitive." "Competitive? You?" Heather feigned shock, hand to her chest. "The woman who turned our grocery shopping into a race last week? Who bet me twenty bucks I couldn't eat more hot wings than her at that bar crawl? Yeah, you'd thrive." 

Janet's eyes lit up with that familiar spark-the one that always signaled trouble. "Speaking of bets... remember that time in college when we wagered who could stay up longer during finals week? You crashed after 48 hours, and I made you wear that ridiculous elf hat to the library." Heather snorted. "How could I forget? You took pictures. Blackmail material for life. But I got you back with the karaoke bet-forced you to sing 'Wannabe' in drag at that party." Their shared history unspooled between them like a well-worn thread, pulling them closer in the dim light of the living room. The mezcal had hit that sweet spot, making everything feel nostalgic and invincible. Janet leaned forward, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "We've got a million of those. Best friends for life because we keep each other on our toes." "Damn right," Heather agreed, her smile softening. But then she tilted her head, a mischievous glint in her eye. 

"But let's be real-your dating life's a mess because you're undateable. Too much energy, too many opinions. No one can keep up." Janet gasped in mock horror, clutching her heart. "Undateable? Me? I'll have you know, I could charm the pants off anyone if I wanted to." "Prove it," Heather shot back without missing a beat. The words slipped out fueled by the alcohol and their endless teasing rhythm. "Bet you couldn't make even me fall for you. I'm the ultimate test-I've seen you at your worst. Snot-nosed with the flu, crying over that ex who ghosted you, dancing like an idiot to 90s pop. Immune."

The challenge hung in the air, thicker than the haze from the takeout steam. Janet stared at her, the room suddenly feeling smaller, the hum of the city traffic outside fading. Heather's cheeks were flushed from the mezcal, her lips parted in that half-smirk that always drove Janet crazy-in a platonic way, of course. Right? Janet's pulse quickened, but she played it cool, extending her hand across the space between them. "You're on. One week. Full seduction mode. Dates, flirts, the whole shebang. If I crack that ironclad friendship armor and make you feel something-anything romantic-you lose." 

Heather hesitated for a fraction of a second, her green eyes locking onto Janet's hazel ones. The bet was absurd, but that's what made it them. She could picture it already: Janet hamming it up with cheesy lines, them laughing it off at the end. No harm, no foul." And the stakes?" Heather asked, her voice steady but with an undercurrent of excitement. Janet thought fast. "If I win, you're my personal servant for a month. Breakfast in bed, laundry folded just the way I like it-hospital corners, baby-and foot rubs on demand. Oh, and you have to address me as 'Your Majesty' every morning."

Heather burst out laughing, the sound filling the room. "You're delusional. Fine. But if I win-and I will-you have to do a public apology tour. Post on every social media account: 'Heather is the queen of everything, and I, Janet, am her humble subject.' With video evidence of you bowing to me." Janet's grin was wolfish. "Deal." They shook on it, hands clasping firmly. But this time, Janet noticed the warmth of Heather's palm, the way her fingers lingered just a beat too long before pulling away. Heather felt it too-a strange tingle that zipped up her arm, settling in her chest. 

She chalked it up to the booze. "Starting tomorrow," Janet declared, leaning back with a satisfied sigh. "Prepare to be wooed, my dear." Heather rolled her eyes, but her heart was thumping oddly. "Bring it on. But don't cry when you lose." They spent the next hour reminiscing, the bet weaving in and out of conversation like a joke. Stories flowed: the time they got lost in the woods during a camping trip and had to share a sleeping bag to stay warm (nothing happened, obviously); the double dates that always ended with them ditching the guys to hang out alone; the pact they'd made at twenty-one to be each other's maid of honor, no matter what.

As the night wound down, Janet stood, stretching with a yawn that showed off the tattoo peeking from under her tank top-a small constellation on her ribcage, matching the one Heather had on her wrist. "Alright, loser. I'm hitting the sack. Dream of your impending defeat." Heather flipped her off good-naturedly, watching Janet saunter to her room. The door clicked shut, and Heather sat there a moment longer, the apartment quiet now except for the faint buzz of the fridge. 

She touched her hand where they'd shaken, frowning slightly. It was just a bet. Just like always. But as she headed to her own bed, slipping under the covers, she couldn't shake the tiny, unwelcome thought: What if it wasn't? Across the hall, Janet stared at the ceiling, replaying Heather's laugh, the curve of her smile. This is going to be fun, she told herself. Totally harmless. Little did they know, the spark had already ignited.
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Chapter 2: The First Move
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The next morning hit like a hangover without the headache-bright, relentless sunlight slicing through the half-open blinds, the smell of fresh coffee already drifting from the kitchen. Janet woke up first, the way she always did on Saturdays when there was no alarm clock to fight. She lay there for a minute, staring at the ceiling fan spinning lazy circles, replaying last night’s handshake in her head. Heather’s palm had been warm. Too warm. Her fingers had curled just a little, like she didn’t want to let go right away. It’s just a bet, Janet told herself, rolling out of bed. Just Janet being Janet. 

Over-the-top, ridiculous, harmless. She pulled on her favorite pair of low-slung gray sweatpants-the ones that rode dangerously low on her hips-and a cropped white tank that showed a thin strip of toned stomach and the edge of that constellation tattoo on her ribs. No bra. She wasn’t trying to be seductive yet. Or maybe she was. The line felt blurrier this morning. Heather was already at the kitchen island, barefoot in black sleep shorts that barely covered the curve of her ass and a faded band tee from a concert they’d gone to together three years ago. Her hair was down, messy waves spilling over her shoulders, and she was pouring coffee into two mismatched mugs-one with a chipped handle, the other with a cartoon cat that said “Purrfect.” She didn’t look up when Janet padded in. “Morning












d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Wager

by Joanne Starr






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





