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Chapter 1 The Wedding
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I don’t know why I stood up and clapped like it was the end of a play. I’ve never been like this at weddings. But when my friends Julia and Eve kissed, vows said so beautifully, I was on my feet, tears blurring my vision.

A tall white deer in the middle of the metaphorical wolf pack that was Eve Allard’s family all dressed in black, my faux fur coat an anomaly. They were elegant to a fault, expensive and fit for a funeral, and here I was. But a gentle hand between my shoulder blades stopped my breath, pressing fingertips into my spine. And I turned, wiping my eyes with the side of my finger hoping the eyeliner didn’t turn it black.

Curls. Massive, black, and shining twirls. But then the bluest eyes. I had to look down. The woman was about four inches shorter than me, despite her heels. She looked up, grinning, and started clapping and whooping. The crowd joined her applause as the couple traveled down the aisle, lost in each other. 

I caught a quick glance of my friends, but then saw nothing else after. Only blue eyes, stealing my breath. I forgot to wear my silver thumb ring.

“Love your coat. Brilliant, you match the snow like a tall, majestic...bunny. I’m Amber Bonheur, one of Eve’s cousins.” She offered her hand out over the chair to shake mine. We ignored the rolled eyes of the blocked row as other guests picked another path out. 

I took her hand, and the softness brought my breath back into me. Then I saw it. White light surrounded her, swirling and projecting out. Where did the snow end and she begin?

That’s the thing about seeing auras, they just exist. Lovely colors. Nothing else except the magic exists that I know of yet and Mom couldn’t offer me any reason for them. No one in the family had it before. But a white one really is pretty.

Amber’s voice broke my concentration. “Oi, cat’s got your tongue? Or you want me to just get you some champagne to loosen you up?” Amber asked, tracing her thumb nail along my thumb as we still held hands. British. Curves for days. And glowing. I mean yes, makeup wise but also, literally glowing. 

Damn.

“Sorry, um, I’m Mae. Mae Saunders.”

***
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SO I CAN REALLY SEE auras now? Amber’s white glow followed her, ebbing in and out like a pulse. Don’t stare.  

Mom always said I might have different abilities before my mid twenties, and it all settled in. But auras?

My ability to see openness to love is way more useful than the disco I see around the room now.

Like club lights. But it’s the first time my eyes saw the color this vivid. Nothing to do except go with it until I find someone who has an answer. Probably Eve’s mother, if I wasn’t so intimidated by her. But honestly, it’s all just nice colors, no harm or real use. I’d rather focus on Amber instead. 

“You’ve never been to Europe, Mae?” Amber asked, lifting her glass as her perfectly manicured, sharp, black nails cupped her elbow, and leaning back with a grin I’d already fallen for.

“Naw, that’s hella expensive, ya know?” I said with a shrug, trying to look anywhere, but those blue oceans tried to drown me. They nearly did. 

Wedding guests milled around and filled the vast open living room in the old Connecticut farmhouse made modern, bright, and sleek. A variety of auras, but all normal colors I was used to. Shortness ran in the family if I went by Eve, Amber, and half their family. With that height difference, I struggled, timing my glance at Amber’s exposed neckline when she looked away, certain I’d be found out as I looked down. My near five-foot ten height was more than half a foot taller than Amber. Respectfully, I used all my willpower to look in her eyes. But that was dangerous, too, I decided, admiring her round cheek contours was a happy medium. 

“Ça ne va pas!” Amber giggled. Champagne and her laugh had the same bubbly that made me giddy. Damn. How did she speak perfect French and then slip right back into her British accent? Glad I had taken French since middle school. Dad had encouraged it, and I said a quick thank you to him in my head. “That will not do,” sounded sexier in French. 

She waved over to Eve, Amber’s older cousin, my older and complicated friend.

I thought about that first day I started at Liber Vermis, a Brooklyn tea and book shop, and meeting Eve. A weird shift in fate I only half believed. Dressed all in corporate goth black, and biting tone, saying Julia’s photography show’s name was pretentious. I didn’t let her be snide to me, and it was the beginning of a beautiful friendship on my side. But she went to that show, and she brought Julia to meet me, well, to have tea, and there I was. I saw that big, open door in Eve’s heart, and Julia was there to step right through it. 

Eve possessed all the energy of a big panther, dark hair, and silent movement. She could whisper, and the world would stop to listen to her. I knew she was a witch like me, born into some kind of ability that we use but keep shielded from others. But she was tight-lipped about her abilities to me. Magic knows magic, she said one afternoon, and we never spoke of it again. We sensed the difference in each other. I could see she saw something in me that either fascinated her or irritated her, but didn’t share what it was. Real witches are born, not made, and don’t have big showy magic. It’s not like the movies. They’re the kind of abilities people say they have on ghost hunting shows and late-night History Channel. Auras, seeing ghosts, seeing the past, reading minds. The list goes on. But not something you can really prove to someone. It’s not like I could shoot sparks out my fingers. Or could I tell most people I see auras without getting a weird look. I did when I was a kid, but neurodivergence was both a blessing and a curse then. Forever the weird kid, so what if I said I would see a door in people’s souls, or hearts, when they were open to love, and I did until my best friend Marissa told me to shut up for my own good. I’m glad the auras waited until now. I would have been insufferable. 

But now my soul wanted to crawl into a hole, Eve’s obvious irritation showing when Amber dragged me over. I really liked Eve, a grumpy older woman in an objectively hot late-20s body. Curves like Amber. Genetics are fun. So why did I get in my mom’s itty bitty titty committee? I adjusted my silver strapless dress up on my near-nothing chest.

But back to Eve and that piercing stare. But my nonchalance at her Oscar the Grouch impression maintained the friendship Eve and I had. I’ll be damned if I let Eve see any of my nerves and plastered my grin wide. 

As I smirked at Amber, I stumbled out, “Your cousin thinks it’s crazy—”

“Shh, don’t put words in my mouth. And dearest Eve, tell her she must go to Europe. She’s never been.” Amber’s eagerness enchanted me. 

Eve was standing there in a custom tux with her hand on her pocket, both feminine and masculine at once. Where Amber’s hair was a tamed wilderness, Eve’s was smooth as satin. At a glance, I watched Eve’s mother, Mrs. Allard, with her elegant streak of white in her jet-black hair, passing by the punch bowl table. The refinement all around me was distracting.

“It is expensive.” Eve said in her typical matter factual tone.

Amber waved a hand, her short black nails gleaming in the flourish. “Pssh”.

Eve sighed, shaking her head. “You’re not as rich—”

Amber leaned in. “As you are.”

Eve smiled, meeting Amber’s stare. I knew that smile and waited for the strike. 

“Not that kind of wealthy... but yes. Perhaps it isn’t fair to call you rich, but your father is.”

There it was. Eve never misses a chance to cut through the bullshit. But I can’t say I hate it, because I learned something new about Amber. I followed the volley, but was not sure who to support. I’m for Eve, right? That’s the logical choice. But Amber’s white aura grew only brighter, drawing me in like the Mothman to a lamp.

“I’m gonna fix this.”

I blinked, and Eve matched me.

“Pardon?”

“I’m gonna travel here for a bit, then ramble around the continent for a month or so before going back home to London.” Amber shrugged and raised an eyebrow as her tongue snuck a quick lick of her lips. As she turned her head and stared right into my soul, unblinking and so sincere. “Mae will come with me as my companion and new friend. I’ll show her the world, properly, as it should be. New York will pale, and she’ll pine for those broken cobblestone streets forever. No food will taste as sweet or fine. And I’ll laugh when she stays.”

My gulp stuck like toffee, gunking up my vocal cords. My jaw dropped. My lungs begged for air. I shot a glance at Eve, but she only offered an unreadable concern.

When I failed to produce one damn word, Eve must have taken pity on me. She cleared her throat. Eve spoke, and her stare concentrated on Amber. “Cousin... please consider... is that wise?”

How does she do things so calmly? Was that some kind of power? My mind had raced through twenty possibilities in that breath. 

Amber’s nails traced light down the back of my forearm, setting nerves and hair up as her hand gripped mine tight, her touch warm like cookies from the oven. And her perfume, its rich vanilla scent, filled my nose. Amber shook her head slowly. “No, but I’m doing it anyway.”

Amber leaned up and kissed my cheek, fire under lips feathered, and then she was gone with a curly black-haired flip, while my world fell apart and rebuilt itself with her at the center.

“Your blushing is adorable.” Eve said, with the familiar snipe. 

I usually like this game. Now it sucked. “You’re an asshole.”

Eve shrugged, lifting her champagne and sipping with an arched eyebrow. “Always, but am I wrong?”

I hugged my arms across my chest. She’d read that and get the hint, I hoped. “Look, your rich cousin just offered Europe on a platter, like a charcuterie board.” Proud I pronounced that correctly. “You want me to say no?”

She met my stare, and I studied her squint. I still saw that open door I envisioned when I met her. I guess it stays open after you let someone in? Another “skill” of mine. The aura thing was new, though. Was it the same? 

To my surprise, Eve sighed, looking away, breaking the stare first. “She is not the most... responsible. Yes, that’s one way to put it. She loves the club scene.”

“Oh, God, no, clubs?” I clutched my right hand to my chest, jaw dropped with feigned drama, and I ignored her eye roll. “What’s next, frivolous shopping? Kissing people who don’t speak English? Maybe, God, she’s a normal twenty-something?” I shrugged, wide-eyed and waiting, clinging in one part of my mind to the tingle left by Amber, trying to keep that reaction off my face.

Eve’s breath was so measured, as if she counted her own heartbeat to a perfect number, and her softened gaze frightened me more than any disdain could. Her wife, Julia, had said Eve’s power was seeing the past, right? Julia let that slip once. So, Eve had no hold. She cannot read minds, right? The tension in my shoulders dropped when Eve turned to answer a question being whispered in her ear by her father.

I wished I could have half of what she has but, like pastels, you know? Me and Eve got snark together. I believe we could still be good friends. Her eyes looked like my oldest sister, Helen, halfway between a mom and a friend. But that didn’t mean I wanted to fight her any less, most of the time. 

I looked back, and Eve squinted as she spoke. “You know I can’t read minds, but I can see right through you.”

“Talent. Are we besties now? So, you understand normal human interaction. I should congratulate Julia then,” I said with a huff, glancing to my right. 

As if called, Julia sidled up in her gorgeous lace black gown, her hip meeting Eve’s whose arm wrapped around her wife’s waist. Effortless as if they’d done it for years instead of the few months they had, Julia sank her lithe body into Eve’s curves. Time stopped as they held their breath. Their chests swelled and stilled. Eve’s attention was only for her wife now, the slyest smile creeping on both their lips as they met the other’s gaze. Eve set her champagne on the table without looking, and pushed a stray bunch of short black cropped hair back from Julia’s forehead, tucking it under the dark jeweled crown she wore. 

The rest of the room faded, and it muffled the music in my ears. A dark golden glow around them paused everything else as I focused on it. Almost the color of Eve’s hazel eyes, like a low candle. As if Eve and Julia blended together, protecting, invisible except to me. Damn. Could the concentration of witches’ power in a room enhance each other? I didn’t look anywhere else, not in the mood for aura hunting. It was so brand new to me. A warmth washed over me, stronger than it ever was when I first saw them together. Julia cocked her chin up and whispered in Eve’s ear. I studied Eve’s reaction, and the faintest pink trickled into her cheeks. Who looks adorable blushing now? God, they were beautiful together. They always were, in a way, but... whatever they’d discovered together was magical. Dark queens, protecting each other’s hearts. 

When was it my turn?

Being young aside, I wanted what was in the books and movies, and in front of me. I’d tasted love with my first girlfriend when I was sixteen, but it faded like patio furniture cushions over the summer, blue stripes becoming gray-white. You can only recover them, or throw them out. I watched TV shows like The L Word, and assumed it could be me in the bars my first year in college, if I had the nerve. But my game was only good if I didn’t want to kiss the girl. But if she was hot? Her lips on mine, and other things possible? Then maybe I could make a move. But my tongue stuck in my mouth like taffy as I chewed its edges and stared instead. 

Those faces faded like the cushions as well. But seeing Eve and Julia, I wanted the full experience. Love. Deep, forever kind of love. So protective and achingly passionate that the energy bled into the room around. I ached to be Eve.

I mean I’m not a dark queen, but anyway, I snapped back to the real world when Julia put her hand out and I accepted her cool, firm grasp.

“Thank you for coming today,” she said.

I shrugged, matching her grip. “Happy to be here. Happy for you both.” It’s weird being thanked when I’m still not sure what I did except tell Eve to go to Julia’s photography show when the flyer showed up in the tea shop where I work. And one weird tarot reading where the same cards came up. And I did tell Eve to tell Julia she cared that one time. Maybe that did it?

“So happy she’s considering running off to Europe with my cousin,” Eve said with a snide raise of her lip, and raised an eyebrow. But Julia only opened her mouth in joyous surprise.

“Hell yeah! Go to Europe then.” Julia rubbed my knuckles and then dropped my hand.

Eve huffed. “Julia, you don’t—”

“I don’t know nothing, you got me... but is your little cousin a serial killer or something?” Julia met her gaze, and I watched the lines in Eve’s face melt away.

Eve was stuck now, glancing between us. “Well, no, not as such. I just—” Julia’s lips stopped Eve’s words. “You know what, why am I protecting this girl when I didn’t even want —” Julia shut her up again with a longer kiss, and Eve remained quiet after.

I covered my eyes. “Eww, moms are kissing.” I chuckled, looking at them both through my fingers. “I love that you two decided to adopt me. What’s my curfew gonna be? Do I need to negotiate for midnight? Come on, Mom,” I mocked with a pout, and Eve blinked to a wide, golden glare. 

Julia grinned, big and happy, always ignoring her wife’s grumpiness with a low, throaty chuckle. In fact, I think she loved that most about Eve. Julia said. “You’re young and dumb. Not dumb, but you know what I mean. I was, too, and I had a great time. Doesn’t have to be anything serious, but consider it a thank you from the family. I don’t know how, but you played a part in it.”

I shook my head hard. “I just told her to go to your show... I think.” 

Eve nodded with reluctance as I continued. “I’m the last person she ever wanted to listen to.” I clicked my tongue and grinned with Julia. “I’m gonna return the favor.” 

Eve chuckled low, pulled Julia with her as she leaned and grabbed her champagne, sipped it, and handed it to Julia. “Fine. Don’t call me crying.”

I cocked my head, squinting. “Why would I ever call you?”

Eve shifted her stance, pulled her mouth tight, her voice low, and said, “It’s just a turn of phrase.”

“And I’m turning,” I pivoted and looked over my shoulder. “The other way. Catch you later. Don’t get her pregnant on the honeymoon. That’s cliché!” I said with a grin as I walked away with Eve’s groan and Julia’s coughing giggle ringing behind me.

I wandered through the guests, shifting from the crowd dancing the Electric Slide. All Julia’s family, as expected. 

The wedding was pretty. Flowers and snow, the witchy handfasting... Would I want that? I stepped around a couple, reaching for and shoving a tiny bruschetta in my mouth. The bread was slightly bigger than a bite, soaked in enough oil and tomato to not choke me before I snagged a glass of champagne. Damn, so tasty, but the bubbles were too much, and I coughed. I looked at the couple and then away. The awkwardness settled in my stomach because I didn’t know anyone here except Eve and Julia. 

Suddenly, there were colors all around me. I knew it wasn’t the DJ lights but each person’s aura. I should’ve practiced, right? 

Look for open doors. Could play matchmaker. Meet some new people. Let Eve’s mom read my mind for fun... okay not fun, but as a cheat to get answers. Free therapy and witch lessons?

Or...

I spied Amber’s curls flash with sunlight as she slipped through the patio French door. Shit, it’s cold out there. My jacket was in another room, but too late. Time to be brave and stupid. ​
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​Chapter 2 So, there it is
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Damn, it’s so cold. Of course, the previous non-existent breeze kicked up, finding my bare arms like I shoved them in the snow surrounding the large patio area. A few deck heaters blazed, and I shuffled to the one Amber stood by.

Amber blew out a puff of vape as she turned. Cotton candy scent floated and burned in my nose along in the overwhelmingly hot patio heater near me. My back still chilling like it’s in a fridge. I rubbed my arms.

“You got a coat, I hope. It’s cold in Amsterdam, and other places, even in the spring.”

“That where we going first?”

Amber squinted, her apple cheeks nearly covering her eyes, and she grinned widely. I notice her dimples now. How did I miss them before? Maybe the ocean dragged me down before I could. 

I gasped as she pulled me in tight, hugging and swaying fast, and let me go just as quick, rubbing my arms with vigor. “I knew you’d come! Ahh!” She squealed and bit her tongue between her teeth. “I got you.”

Why did she say words like that? Words that made me melt inside, like ice cream, just dripping into her hands. God, her eyes sparkled in the late afternoon setting sun, and why did that big cat grin and dimples get me so quick? She glowed like the snow, pale and free, calling me in.

I shrugged, desperately keeping my grin more nonchalant. I don’t know why, but I wanted to be cool around her. “Anyway, yeah, Eve can suck it. We’re young, right?”

Amber nodded, pointing her vape pen at me. “Yeah, that’s the best part, babe. Oh, I got a plan in my head, but I’m not telling. It’s a surprise.”

“Well, I need—”

Her finger on my lips. I could cry, wanting her finger to travel lower. God, the impulsive desires flashed up so fast. Gotta get better at control or I’d lose it. 

“Trust me, I’ll give you stuff...though...I mean my hips, eh? Otherwise, you could borrow some clothes, but jumpers maybe? I’m sure my trousers would slide off you.” I dropped my stare down, catching the shape of her hips in the shadow as the sun moved from behind a cloud. 

Shut up, brain. Shut up, shut up that image, shut up, and stop thinking with your metaphorical dick. But I wanted in her pants, if I was honest. Both the British slang and American versions of the word. 

Amber leaned in and gathered her bottom lip in her teeth. “I can buy anything we need. You’re so damn pretty it won’t be a problem. I’m sure you look great in everything and nothing.”

God dammit. “I—okay sure.” I stammered and smiled, frowned, and just coughed. She said I’m pretty. My heart jumped and kept the faster rhythm. 

Amber continued liked she hadn’t fucked with my head. “I like pretty people around me. You’ll meet them all. It’s freedom, isn’t it, being attractive?”

I nodded and reminded myself that my longer nose matched my cheekbones. That my ribs showing, tiny boobs, and small belly were okay. The mantra I said in the mirror until I half believed it. My hand went to my stomach in instinct, and I held it tight as if my shapewear wasn’t doing its job.

Amber took a long drag off her vape, her lips wrapped and pursed, blowing out the poison I wish I could suck out of her. Her aura glowed on, matching the snow, and I tried not to stare. I’d go blind.

Does she know people fall in love with her? That confidence, is it concentrated in those rounded hips snatched up in a tight waist? Made for grabbing. Shit, can’t think about that.

“So...you think we can leave in about a month or two?” Amber cocked her head. “I mean I’d like to get on with it, and get back to something fun.”

Um, what did she mean by that? “New York is fun.” Wait...a month or two?

“Okay, something pretty then.” She sighed. 

That’s out of line, and I bristled up instinctively. Her accent plus those words should stir my patriotic duty, to the point we sound like a recreation of the Revolutionary War in our heated exchange...then I could kiss her. Dammit, stop.

She smiled with a squint, and leaned in. “What are you thinking about? Your face is blank like you—”

“Sorry... I just, it’s a lot you know?” I moved my head back. Vanilla notes in her perfume wafted up. 

She leaned back as well and clicked her tongue with a raised eyebrow. “Oh, I love being a lot.”

“It’s a family trait, right?” I said with a smirk, trying my best flirt, reaching for non-existent pockets and settled for a hand on the hip. Beautifully awkward. Thanks, body.

“Oh, wait until you meet the ones who couldn’t come here.” She giggled with one more drag on her vape and she tucked it away in her long wool coat. Her chin and stare dropped to my hands as she snatched them up, rubbing them back to pink.

“You should have gotten your coat, you silly girl.” She pulled me in and tucked my hands around her waist, under her coat, in a soft hug. “I’ll warm them, and then it’s time for a drink to finish the job. Until then, a hug will do.”

Her hair smelled expensive, laying soft against my collarbone, her temple warm. I know my heart gave me away, and I cursed it. I kept my hands still, on the small of her back, and hoped she assumed the shivering was from the cold.

Gods bless girls whose physical touch was instant. Did she clock I’m queer? But I think she was, too. My bestie Marissa, cursed to be straight, never was like this. 

I gulped, picturing her yelling at me about me running off to Europe with a girl who was sure to break my heart. But I wasn’t so certain of that when Amber snuggled closer. The opposite seemed possible, sitting in my lungs, refusing to be breathed out.

“You’re such a lovely temperature, Mae. Always keep me warm, yes?”

I mumbled out a strangled “Sure” and relished her grin against my skin. 

“What’s your number, Mae? Never mind, let’s just exchange phones.” Amber said, taking mine and then handing me her similar model.

I hunted for contacts with search. Her phone background was a generic gradient. But it was purple, blue, and pink. Was that the clue?

I put my name in and phone number as a new contact and went to hand back, but she shook her head.

“Take a selfie, darling, like this.” Amber brought the phone up and posed, a slightly open mouth corner lifted grin. With the most devilish eyes she’d given yet. God... damn.

She held my phone out and sniffed. “Come on, then.”

I shook away the nerves, and pulled up her camera, using the side button for a selfie. I offered a lame peace sign and set it for the photo with my name.

I took mine back and stared at the kissy face emoji attached. Amber winked at me as soon as I handed her phone back, and she was gone, her next glass of champagne quickly in hand. 

We danced the night away, and the dance floor looked like a rainbow, glittering auras of all shades bouncing around me, blinding with the lights. 

Amber held my hand, and her head found a home laid against my shoulder when we sat. We spoke of our favorite songs and European streets we’d stroll on, of clubs and shops, and possibilities until I was sure my heart might burst. New York seemed tiny in my mind now, though I knew better. Some of us are just better sales people and Amber was a master. She sold me on moving tomorrow. 

And I fell in love with her voice, full of life, pouring out like champagne. Light, but with experience laid under each word. Her tongue was between her teeth with a naughty grin as we said our goodbyes. 
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​Chapter 3 Pining and Anticipating
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Amber left me in New York, headed for sunny skies as we got another snow. I mean, we were barely friends at this point. What did I expect? But she kissed my cheeks and said, “I will see you soon. Promise.”

Amber said she had friends in California and wanted to travel out west. I needed to get some money, so I said I’d work doubles for a couple months at the tea and bookshop. 

But then a week went by and nothing. I, against my better judgment, texted Amber first. I always do that. Simping hard, when my bestie Marissa explicitly texted me:

I’m gonna fly back home and snatch your phone away from you if you do that again. 

Marissa was in Florida and unchanged from high school. She would fly back in a heartbeat and kick my ass. I got half my confidence from her, but she wasn’t queer, flat-chested, or plagued with undiagnosed ADHD through most of school. She’d stuck beside me from 4th grade on. So different. But she got me in a way, maybe a mother hen way, but it worked, and I more than survived with her by my side. 

She was right, and I let the text stand at... Hope you are well. Have fun, talk to you soon. All while I lay awake at night staring at the converging cracks in my ceiling, and thinking of Amber. 

Marissa didn’t know everything anymore, like she had in school. I hadn’t told Marissa about Europe, just that I met a girl and was talking. She’d tell me I’m crazy. But the double texting she never understood.

I worked my shifts with a waning enthusiasm. I’d grown to love it here, like a second home, filling my bank account hoping nothing disastrous came and swept away my dream. Amber hadn’t mentioned money. And I knew Eve’s family all had money. But sometimes rich families were such cheapskates they kept spreadsheets of who owed them what for as little as pizza on a movie night. I shuddered and prayed to the universe that I hadn’t fallen for that type of rich.

All the while my phone dried up.

Second week... nothing. 

She forgot about the trip then. I had a good cry and sucked it up. So, there went Europe. A fast and funny dream, gone. 

I still wanted to go, though. 

Maybe I’d save up and go with Marissa. Money was going to go to rent and a future plane ticket. This was my new, boring, and sad plan when I finally got a text back.

Sorry my phone got lost! I bet you’re thinking I was taking the piss about Europe, but I’m not! Got my phone back, booking things up. Send me your email and I’ll get everything arranged. Miss you!

My heart hit my feet and bounced back into my skull, rattling around at her last sentence.

I really like you, Mae. Promise.

Giddy was the word for me. I jumped up and bonked my head on my lofted bed. My cat, Fluffers, meowed and blinked at me, standing there shaking my head and rubbing the top, skull throbbing. 

“I’m going to Europe and get you another mom,” I said in a hushed whisper from pain.

He, unimpressed, began licking his thick, long white fur. 

Amber started texting me every day. Texts were where I got to know her. Memes shared. Building something other than the brief firework in a photo selfie with a champagne bottle and cheek to cheek. 

She talked about school, friends, and London, and most of all the places we were gonna go, though she didn’t have a full plan set and we’d wing it. She had the money, and insisted I let her use it. I breathed out the panic trapped under my ribs for weeks.

She sent me photos she didn’t post online. Fun selfies. I asked her about the people she was with, but it was vague. Their names and jobs and smiles I could only see in 2D... I didn’t know the inside jokes they had. The laughs over campfires. A twinge of jealousy popped up, hiding in my stomach, and I remembered the first time Marissa spent the night at another friend’s house. I cried myself to sleep, sure that the friendship was over. Then she called me the next day, and I sucked up every ounce of hurt and put it aside. I’m well-practiced, and I did the same for Amber. 

Julia came in for tea by herself one afternoon, ready for a chat. Her stifled giggle spilled out. “Oh, if she’s related to Eve at all, there’s no way you’re paying for anything.”

I frowned. “What? I mean I was okay with the flight and maybe hotels but—”

“I don’t know how rich they are, her direct family that is, but... it’s rich.” Julia shrugged. 

“My family is well off. Sort of, okay, easily stable, more like it. That kind of upper middle class I’d never fit into well.”

“It’s old money,” Julia said, swiping her card on the side of the iPad register, and I saw her hit the 25% button. Maybe I’d get myself a little treat later on.

So, it made sense. Old money was the only kind that seemed to be that nonchalant about buying plane tickets for a girl they met at a wedding. But I knew history enough to suspect the source. Did Julia know what kind? I had to ask, to act like I was thinking with my conscious instead of horny brain. 

“Bad old money?”

Julia shook her head. “No, no! Eve told me some. Shouldn’t be if it’s like Eve’s family. And how they spend it now is great. Loads of charity, environmental green companies. Hell, I think one uncle does the old-school patron artists to just do their work.” 

Cool. Really cool... but another fear popped up, racing to the front of my mind. Did Amber expect something for the money spent? I mean I want to have sex with her, but not in a transactional way. Julia seemed like someone I could verbalize it without judgment. 

“Wait, could there be expectations? Like... I don’t know...you know.” I gave a wide-eyed nod, hoping she got the hint. “My mom did some background check, so I assume I’m good, but Eve did warn me—”

“And Eve, gods love her, is an introverted black cat of a woman that reads books and tolerates people because they have cool stuff.” She chuckled to herself, her gaze looking off in a hazy, dreamy way. “Still, I mean, I know things about her that—”

“Mmm, no, okay just keep it PG.”

She cocked an eyebrow, and leaned in more with a soft smile, and my nose caught the hint of clove, the evidence of Eve on her. Julia spoke low. “No. She didn’t ask you for that. And...I get it. Amber isn’t Eve. That’s why she warned. She kinda has a hard time seeing how others live. Illogical in a lot of ways, but she caught me mid-thirties. No way we would have been together before. It’s all about timing, but you gotta be bold. Grab life by the proverbial balls...glad I don’t have to grab balls ever again...anyway. Yeah.”

I snickered at the last statement, but what happened to them really? One day I’d get the whole story, not just the moments they let me be a part of their love story. I’d found Julia’s photography show flyer on the counter. It had made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. I’d put them on every table, and wanted to go to Julia’s show, but I had to work. But Eve... I saw the open door inside. And I followed the tingle in my spine and suggested she go. The rest was history. 

Julia stood, her dark brown eyes steady on me but I knew she was somewhere else. I cleared my throat. “Like when Eve went to your show?”

She grinned. I could imagine Eve being confused by her grin at first, but falling in love with it. Genuine joy. “Damn skippy,” she replied.

Julia’s optimism was infectious. So why not share it? “I mean...this could be it right? She could be my wife someday.”

“Absolutely.”

I love you, Julia. Thank you for being on my team delulu. 

I chuckled low. “I hope so. I mean, the look on Eve’s face if I marry into the family? Priceless.”

“Every finger crossed, but also...” Julia pursed her lips, but it turned back into a knowing smile. “Don’t make it more than it is. You’re going to Europe. You could meet her there, too. Just keep an open heart, yeah? You’re really young, just be that.”

I couldn’t imagine anyone but Amber, and my mind conjured her more as if she was in front of me. Those ocean eyes steady on me. Her hand in mine, her arms draped around my neck. A bell rang.

“Hey, Mae.” Julia’s whisper broke through the vision in my head. 

“Hmmm?”

“You’re drooling,” Julia said lower with a big grin.

“What?” I wiped at my mouth, but it’s dry.

Shit. Amber was actually standing there.

Amber leaned over on the end of the counter, her leather jacket squeaking against the brushed metal. “Surprised? Hey Julia, how are you, darling?” Amber came around and kissed both her cheeks. 

I leaned over for the same without thinking, and she did it without hesitation as she flopped down in the seat across from me at the counter, dropping her bag and jacket onto the next stool, in one move. The shop’s heat was suddenly oppressive, and I wished I could rid myself of my sweater like she did her jacket. 

“Oh, California was boring sometimes, but I do have a friend I’m meeting up with for a couple days. Wednesday, ahhh! Mae! You excited? I can’t wait, babe, it’s gonna be brilliant. I promise.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” I pulled up my phone up quickly as she and Julia chatted with fervor about Europe, her and Eve were going on their honeymoon, too, and how we might meet up. I caught all that while I searched desperately for a text saying she’d be here today. Now, at my work, like I manifested her here. 

But nothing there except she’d be back in New York for the flight.

“I was just gonna meet Mae at the airport the same day, but I remembered my flight out, God awful over those mountains. Not doing that again,” Amber said, shaking her head. 

“The turbulence.”

They both turned to me. Oh, I said it out loud then. 

“Um, yeah, it’s bad. You feel you’re gonna die.”

“Oh, I think it’s like a roller coaster,” Julia said. 

“Me, too,” Amber said with a half-smile, glancing at me. 

I put on a smile. “Sorry, that sounded like a bummer.”

“I was talking more about the time zone changes. Well, good news, not much turbulence the other way, should be nice and smooth.”

“Cool.” I’d run out of words, the shock of her being in front of me finally punching me in the chest and stomach. 

“I gotta go but, you wanna get dinner with Eve and me tonight?” Julia asked Amber.

“That sounds fab. Text me an address and I’ll be there.” Amber kissed Julia’s cheeks again when she leaned down.

Julia winked at me, much too obviously, and said, “See you around, Mae. Hope you two have an amazing adventure.” And then she was out the door in a blink.

Head swimming, I looked back at Amber, sitting, smiling at phone. Was the vanilla in my nose from her or the scones in the case? Or one and the same? Mouthwatering and comforting. 

I wiped at the counter absently, sneaking peeks at her. Silence was so awkward early on, my heartbeat having a concert in my ears.

“So, I just messaged you a link to a doc that has everything I’ve planned. I got a few things I’ll sort out once we are there.”

“Oh, cool. God, I love a planner.”

Amber sighed and grinned wide. “So, you love me now?”

I froze, every muscle firing. Shit. 

But she eased the tension, smacking my arm. “Just playing with you.”

I huffed out a laugh to avoid a cough.

“But you do like me. I can tell.”

Up and down, every emotion bouncing from head to my toes. Was she flirting...was it just fun? 

“Of course, I do. I’m going to Europe with you.”

“Yes, you are.”

I smiled and pulled my phone from my back pocket and checked to make sure the link worked. It was a scattered list, with map links and articles. And in big, bold type at the bottom as I scrolled. 

DO NOT OVERTHINK THE PLAN. THIS IS HOW TO LIVE YOUR BEST LIFE.

I glanced back over at Amber, grinning at her own phone. She’s more right than anyone I’ve ever known. She said Eve had an enormous mansion chocked full of hundred-year-old shit she was assessing, and it was taking weeks. I loved talking to Julia, her stories about taking LSD in college, chasing boys and girls and everything in between spilled out like she couldn’t contain herself. Shared photos she’d worked on. She stayed in comfy clothes, off the shoulder old sweatshirts, and faded vintage band shirts from shows she went to in college, even though she’s thirty-five. Eve got herself an older woman at twenty-eight, but Julia acted younger. That cropped layered black hair, and husky big laugh. But she fit well, right into Eve’s family of raven-haired people. Julia embraced her art fully. She didn’t have to do any of it for money anymore with a rich wife. I’m jealous, but for how long would I be? 

And I smiled wide every time to see that closed door with a pretty window within her glow. Kind of like an aura, but deeper? I’ve never been able to explain it well. It is just what it is. That door in her was sturdy, like a big iron castle one, and Eve had closed it. Healed. I don’t know how to describe what my power sees except that.

But auras, maybe they were extensions of the same power? A deep gold haze for Julia and Eve both. Maybe my head makes up the image to go with the feeling, and the auras are just a manifestation for it? I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Mom about it. I could say something to Julia, but I decided not to. I think I’m weird enough as it is. 

I don’t know if she and Eve had their Tower card moment, but nothing crumbled when I saw them. Enamored like they knew each other for years. So maybe that tarot I did for them really meant nothing. 

So instead, I asked her about Amber.

I leaned on the counter, not looking at her but at the door, as she sent a text, and opened her wallet. “So...about Amber—”

Julia gasped, and I spied the cutest sly smile creeping in. “The cousin? God, she is a cute thing. Curvy, soft and those curls. Vivacious is the word for her.”

I shrugged. She was right. My brain jumped to imagining Amber dressed in a tight black dress and my heart beat faster. I swallowed hard. “Yeah, it is. Just...maybe she’s too much for me. I’m not the most—”

Julia put her hand on mine, waiting until I looked her in the eye before speaking, like she needed me to know she meant it. “You’re wonderful, Mae. I remember you two from the wedding. Freaking adorable. And she asked you to go back home to Europe with her and show you around, right? That’s not cheap, or something you do for someone you don’t like.”

“Yeah...yeah, that’s actually happening, and I’ve worked doubles to save up. Why are you laughing?​”
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Chapter 4 It’s in the cards
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“It’s just the trip of a lifetime,” I whispered.

My entire wardrobe, and some extra from a friend, was piled on my lofted bed as I stared up. Dresses, jeans, sweaters. It was a winter trip, after all. I opened my phone up and stared at the text she sent.

Amsterdam first? I mean, obviously it’s a fun start for a good reason. 

I replied with, Sure?

Confirms that she was a pot smoker. Never did well with smoking, so maybe I’ll stick to edibles. 

Then Warsaw, the club scene is so underground there, and then Budapest. I got the best party lined up there. Berlin, too, somewhere in there. Down to the Italian coast for a bit of sun. Sorry we’re gonna skip Greece. But worst of all, we’ll be in Paris last before London. Good reservations will be hard af to get in early spring near Easter, but I got connections. Maybe we should delay in Italy?

I’m game for any of it. I like the order so far. So, London last?

Oh, yes, home sweet home. 

I stared at the map she drew on a screenshot. Less than a month for all that? And I got carried away because that’s what I did so well, daydreaming a perfect scenario. Her hand in mine. Her lips on my neck. And then I had the best idea ever. I need a new dress. Paris? Holy hell, that’s the dream, right? Kissing
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