

    
            Chapter One 



			July 2005

			“I don’t know why you’re freaking out, he said he would catch up with us in the grandstand when he finished feeding his calves,” Julia—Jules—Martin chided her sister Lena as they walked through the throngs of the Warren County Fairgrounds midway. They already headed toward the promised air-conditioned respite of the grandstand.

			“Yeah, and then what? We go right back over to the barn, and he romantically shows me how to wash his hogs?”

			Raegan, the third of their group and Jules’s best friend, bit their lip and then shoved another cheese-covered French fry into their mouth. They didn’t say anything, but Jules caught their eye and the two of them laughed.

			“You two are lame,” Lena huffed.

			“You’re the one who likes him,” Jules replied nonplussed. She stole a fry from Rae. Lena opened her mouth, closed it, and settled on a scowl while she trudged along through the summer heat and crowd with her two younger companions.

			The high noon midsummer sun beamed across the clear blue sky and reflected off every imaginable surface of the county fairgrounds. Mobile trailers had transformed into carnival games, and fried food stands wafted their delicious scents across the crowds. The windows of the grandstand faced tractors being used to prep for a demolition derby later that night. Music blended across the fairgrounds from the Ferris wheel in the distance and a local band playing on a small, tented stage across the lot. All of it intermingled with the laughter and conversation of children and adults alike.

			The Warren County Fair was the single most important week of the year for the small Ohio town of Lebanon. The festivities brought together every farmer with livestock to sell, every 4-H high schooler who worked year-round to show their work, and every townsperson within a fifty-mile radius who wanted to look at the animals, play the games, and eat the food that the fair brought with it. It was a week that fostered a tight-knit sense of community while also boosting the local economy.

			A lot of people had the same idea to take a break from the afternoon sun in the grandstand. The trio found seats as far back and high as they could, sequestered from the others scattered throughout. As always, Jules found her seat next to Rae, and Lena followed in next to the two of them. Lena and Rae were the two most important people in Jules’s world, so it seemed right that she sit between them. Lena was two years older and had just graduated, but she often hung out with the two rising juniors and never seemed to think any less of them for being younger. Lena also seemed to understand her friendship with Rae in a way no one else did.

			In some ways, though, Jules was closer to Rae than she was to her older sister.

			Jules was considered open, bright, and talkative. Everyone in town knew her, having been born in Lebanon and growing up there. Rae was kind but serious, and rarely spoke unless called upon or if they had something thoughtful to say. Though people thought Rae a nice young person—and told them so often—it seemed to Jules that they were also often misunderstood, both by others and by themself.

			It wasn’t even so much that Jules was popular and Rae the outcast, as some might have thought. Although on the surface their personalities were opposites, they were nearly always together while still having their individual pursuits. Jules had made the varsity softball team as a sophomore, and Rae was already a leader in the ROTC program, destined for a military career. They were in the marching band, National Honor Society, and several of the same classes together throughout each day. They were the best of friends, solidly and comfortably in the middle of the pack, and everyone liked them both just fine.

			So, the three sat while Jules told Lena about all the girls in her grade who were dating upperclassmen, and all the couples who were already planning to go to homecoming together despite it being months away. As she spoke, she periodically stole more of Rae’s fries.

			“No one asked you?”

			Jules watched Rae’s eyes wander across the grandstand and their shoulders sink a little into the chair when her sister asked the question.

			“It’s not until September! I don’t get the hype of it all. Everyone will have broken up and gotten back together by then anyways. Plus, I don’t want to go with any boy in our class,” Jules replied. She spoke to her sister with her gaze still on Rae and observed Rae sit up a little straighter and almost smile. When she turned back to her sister, Lena sat back in her chair and rolled her eyes.

			“Oh God, there he is!” Lena’s voice jumped at least two octaves when she caught sight of a young blond scruffy-looking boy in a short-sleeve plaid button-down and jeans climbing the grandstand stairs two at a time.

			“Hey y’all.” Andy Beckfield waved awkwardly at the three of them. “Sorry, that took a little bit, but if y’all wanted I could show you around the horse barns. There’s a new foal in there that’s real cute.”

			Jules was about to make an excuse when her sister regained her composure.

			“I’d love to!” Lena jumped up and looked back with an affectionate wink. “Later, geeks.”

			The two watched the older pair walk away, shoulders brushing every other step, already in deep conversation with each other. Lena laughed at something Andy said.

			“You had three guys ask you to homecoming at the party on Friday,” Rae said.

			Jules looked at Rae and their gazes linked.

			“Yeah, and like I said, I don’t want to go with any of them.”

			Rae bit their lip again. Jules recognized their signature attempt to squelch the smile fighting its way onto their face.

			“I have some game tickets left from last night,” Rae said, “if you want to go down the midway again.”

			This time, Jules smiled.

			“I’d love to.”
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        * * *

      

			“You think she’s ever going to get over the fact that he’s destined to be a farmer?” The pair sauntered from the grandstand back to the midway.

			“She doesn’t actually care. She likes him too much,” Rae replied.

			Jules nodded and smiled. She was happy for her sister, and she enjoyed the fact Rae knew Lena almost as well as she did.

			The two continued in comfortable silence. The sun had nearly set, and a cool breeze was taking away the haze of the summer afternoon. Their shoulders brushed even while they observed their surroundings. Occasionally they waved to classmates they passed by.

			Back at the center of the complex, every path was full of bustling fairgoers. Everyone in town that had just gotten off work for the day had shown up at the fair to see the derby that night. The increased crowds made the pair stick even closer to one another while navigating through the throngs of people. Jules casually took Raegan’s hand in her own as she directed them to a food truck line without even having to ask if they were hungry.

			Both ordered another serving of obnoxiously fried food, and just as Jules was about to place money on the counter, Rae threw down a twenty. They immediately blushed.

			“You uh, bought lunch, so I wanted to pay you back.”

			Jules bit back a smile as she looked at Raegan, knowing she did not in fact do such a thing. Rae had found a way to pay for everything that day.

			She took a moment to appreciate their quiet and calming presence. Raegan was an inch shorter than her with short and shaggy dark brown hair that had a hint of red flashing through it in a certain light. That was when their hair was exposed to the light. It was nearly always shoved under a damn baseball cap. They were built solid, and Jules admired how hard they worked to be in shape. She knew their dream of a military career depended on their physical fitness.

			Rae gestured to a nearby table and smiled. A genuine light in their light hazel eyes met Jules’s. That look made her stare at them for just long enough to almost be weird. It had always been that way, and she hoped it always would be. She smiled back.

			Many of the tables had cleared as folks packed into the grandstand for the main event of the evening. It was a reprieve from the day; the sun had fully set, and the industrial lights of the games, rides, and food trucks all flashed every changing color into the night sky. The main event was Jules’s favorite part of the fair, and she was with the person she enjoyed the most.

			“Ferris wheel?” she suggested as they finished their meal. “We have just enough time and those last four tickets.”

			Rae nodded with another beautiful smile. As they walked close again with shoulders touching, Rae slipped their hand into Jules’s. The touch was fleeting, a gentle brushing of their fingers together. The unexpected action sent nervous, wonderful waves of excitement through Jules.

			“Hey there, young man! I know you want to impress that little lady there with you!”

			Their hands abruptly pulled apart when they realized the scruffy, overly enthusiastic game runner called to them. Jules saw the clenched jaw and slight blush that immediately painted Rae’s neck, a complete contrast from moments before. Jules shot them a reassuring look that turned to a knowing grin when she saw the game and stopped at the oversized fold-out trailer.

			“Oh, my mistake, ladies!” The carnival worker apologized when he saw the two of them in the full fluorescent lighting. “I have two spots open right here, though, three throws for five, and if you knock down all six cartons, win anything on the top row.”

			Rae seemed to blush even more at the barker’s correction. Jules stepped in front of them, grinned their way, and handed the guy a five-dollar bill. She watched Rae’s tension ease, and a hint of their smile returned. She pointed at Rae and spoke to the operator.

			“They would lose badly, and they really like those bears up there.” She pointed to the row of tiny strange-colored teddy bears hanging along the very top of the trailer. Rae laughed then and folded their arms.

			This was Jules’s game.

			With one glance back at them, Jules grabbed one of the three baseballs and launched it directly at the middle of the tower, knocking over every milk carton save the bottom right one. The carnival worker swallowed and gave a nervous laugh. Jules didn’t care if he was uncomfortable.

			“What an arm there, young lady! But gotta knock over all of them to win.”

			She picked up the second ball, and with a cocky smile, threw it.

			Only to miss.

			“Oh now! Got one last chance!”

			Jules blushed a bit, flustered at the unexpected strike. She never missed at this game. She looked at Rae, whose eyes were a bit wide as well. They looked at the bottle and then back to her, mirroring the reassuring look she gave moments before. Jules turned back to the counter.

			She took a moment this time, making sure her years of softball were put to use. She played this exact game each year and had a small collection of the strange-colored stuffed animals sitting in the top of her closet at home. She would be getting another one this year…for Rae.

			The last bottle went flying.

			She managed to play it cool, and only smirked at the vendor.

			“Which one do you want, sweetie?” Jules grinned at Rae, who rolled their eyes and pointed at a blue and green bear in the middle.

			“Good throwing there! Another ten dollars, eight tries, and you can trade that little guy up for anything on the second row.”

			Jules laughed and shook her head. She was busy studying the smirk on Rae’s face as she handed them the ridiculous toy. She bumped their shoulder, and the two walked away.

			At the end of the path, at the center of it all, the pair got in line for the Ferris wheel.

			“After you.” Rae held out their hand and Jules stepped into the basket, handing their tickets to the young man running the attraction. He silently took them, his eyes glazed over and his movement mechanical with boredom. Rae climbed into the cart beside her and pulled down the lap bar. The old ride shifted, and they were off.

			“Those games are ridiculous. Even if you win every time, you end up spending fifty bucks on an oversized cheap stuffed monkey that no one actually wants,” Jules commented while looking at the bear Rae held.

			Rae paused for a bit, as though contemplating what to say. “Thanks, Jules.”

			She knew they meant for more than just the bear.

			“I uh, I was looking online the other day.” Jules was a little nervous to broach the subject of her research. “Did you know some people don’t identify as men or women? Or sometimes they identify as both…or neither?”

			Rae’s eyes widened when they looked at her. There was curiosity in their expression mixed with fear. She pressed on.

			“Some people use different pronouns, I guess. There’s this one person, Leslie Feinberg, who uses zi or zir when people refer to…well…them, I guess? It was all a little confusing.”

			“Them?” Something lit Rae’s eyes. “You said that back there at the game.” Jules nodded.

			“You’ve just talked before about how much you don’t like sir or ma’am, so I thought I’d try it out.”

			Rae smiled then.

			“I like they.”

			“Well then, at least from me, if they makes you smile, I promise to try to use it.”

			Rae’s nervous look returned. Jules saw the slight fidget of their fingers on the bar, and their eyes unfocused on the sights below them. Jules knew they already struggled to be who they were, but they were always trying. Always trying to be a good person, to be friendly and considerate, even if their silence made them seem standoffish or rude. But they weren’t rude in the slightest. They were kind, and they deserved kindness in return. Jules would do her best to respect Rae’s choice of pronouns. It was the least she could do. There would be a lot more pressure on Rae to be themself in public.

			Rae was still silent as their cart neared the top. Normally Jules enjoyed the peacefulness they found in each other, but this time it unnerved her a bit.

			“Hey!” Rae exclaimed, grinning when their ballcap left their head and Jules placed it on her own.

			She laughed when Rae attempted to adjust their hair absent the ever-present hat. Jules thought in that moment there wasn’t a more handsome sight. Their eyes caught, and Rae’s face grew solemn. They looked away again. Jules couldn’t handle it a minute longer.

			“So, it was Chris Hannah, Jesse Reynolds, and Brandon Collins that asked me to homecoming. Brandon is definitely going to at least make homecoming court, and I am definitely not. Think I should say yes to one of them?” Jules asked as casually as she could muster.

			Rae’s gaze immediately shot back to her and held for a moment before breaking again.

			“I mean, Collins is a pretty nice guy…if you wanted.” They nearly whispered.

			Jules sighed and rolled her eyes. Their cart was at the top, overlooking the lights and the sounds of summer. It was perfect, and yet if she didn’t do something, she would regret not taking advantage of such a moment. She turned, rocking the cart and startling them both. She pushed a strand of hair behind Rae’s ear. When Rae met her gaze, she made herself ask what she’d been wondering for so long.

			“Raegan Holcolm, are you ever going to kiss me?”

			Rae’s eyes never left hers then, darting from one to the other before dipping to her lips ever so slightly.

			“I’ve thought about it.” Rae’s classic grin finally broke through the seriousness.

			Jules leaned in a bit closer. “Is that so?”

			Rae’s eyes darted to her lips again, no question left. Jules saw them swallow before a hand lifted to gently cup the back of her head. She smiled as they leaned the rest of the way in.

			Their lips met.

			Just like Rae, the kiss was gentle but intense, and more than Jules ever imagined it could be. Their lips were soft, and their touch was solid but tender. Jules found her own hand brushing along the collar of Rae’s T-shirt, feeling the soft skin of their throat as they kissed. Although she never wanted it to end, the cart was now slowly descending, and they both pulled away slightly with their foreheads resting against one another.

			They then reclined with stupid smiles on their faces. Jules rested her head on Rae’s shoulder, just as she often did on the bus back from a football game with the marching band. It was different this time, but the same warm comfort filled her being close to Rae. Although they had never talked about it, there seemed to be no one else for either of them. Now she knew for certain it was true.

			“Thought about it quite a bit, huh?”

			Rae’s shoulders shook with silent laughter, and, their fingers entwined with hers, they looked out into the summer night.

			Jules knew everything was going to change.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the Warren County Fair demolition derby finals! The event tonight is sponsored by Lebanon City National Bank and the Golden Lamb restaurant. Make sure to stop by their booths on the way out this evening if you haven’t already. We’re going to get started here in just a few minutes, so sit back and enjoy!” the speakers boomed over the air-conditioned racetrack grandstand.

			In the middle of the horse racetrack on the fairgrounds sat a dozen barely held together frames of relic cars that were preparing to smash into each other until one car was left standing. It was the biggest event of the entire fair week, and not to be missed.

			“Thanks, Jules,” Rae said as they sat. Their group was squished in the far back and surrounded by nearly everyone attending the fair. A few of the stadium seats had been replaced over the years, but they sat in four of the old and faded red wooden seats. Rae and Jules were seated next to each other while Elliot and Carly chatted away beside them.

			Jules gave a questioning look.

			“Outside of Jordan, I haven’t had anyone make the effort on my pronouns in years. Not as though I could really bring it up. It’s…nice.” Rae swallowed.

			“Jordan Harris. Y’all are still close?” Jules smiled.

			“Can’t seem to shake her.” They both laughed. Their best friend was nothing if not a character, one that Jules got along famously with at one point in time. “She’s stationed at Fort Campbell. Not terribly far away, as she keeps reminding me.”

			“Still charming and leaving ladies everywhere she goes?”

			Rae chuckled and shrugged their shoulders.

			“One day she’ll figure her shit out. Maybe I will too.”

			“I’m glad you still have her. She’s a good—well…an influence.”

			They sat in comfortable silence amongst the chatter. It was so easy with Jules. Being around her made them feel light again, like she took the weight of the world from their shoulders with just the simple conversations they had and the questions she asked. The way she cared even if she was trying to be aloof. It made no sense for all the history between them.

			They studied Jules for a moment as she looked out, taking in the changes the years had brought and admiring how she had aged. Gracefully. Her hair was shorter than she used to wear it, her jaw was more pronounced, and her form was…fuller, like she’d grown into herself, but no less strong or fit. They shifted to watch the event before they were caught staring.

			Jules spoke again. “I’m sorry about Margo.”

			Rae laughed. “I like her. Bold little one.”

			“She doesn’t have a filter.”

			“I’m happy she asked instead of assuming or being nervous around me or something.”

			Jules nodded. “I think I got a little jealous there for a while, the way you two got along. You’re great with her.”

			Rae shook their head. “It’s crazy that Lena has a child.”

			“She has three!”

			“With Andy Beckfield, the farmer.”

			They laughed together again, and Rae felt a small connection spark back to life. In front of them, old cars revved their dying engines and moved into their starting positions.

			“I’m happy for her,” Rae said. “I’m not big on social media but saw her on there occasionally. It’s nice to see it in person, though. Cute family.”

			“They’re the dream,” Jules said, still looking out at the event.

			Rae watched Jules for a moment. Family had always been the dream for Jules. Rae knew she’d always looked up to her sister. Rae had as well. But Rae had squelched the dream of a family for her—or had at least given it a detour.

			Elliot casually placed her hand on Jules’s knee while still talking to Carly. Jules had someone now that might help her to achieve her dream. Rae needed to get used to it. They had passed on many chances to do that exact thing.

			“It’s crazy how life takes different paths for people,” Rae said.

			“And how it throws you off them sometimes, too, onto a new one.” Jules seemed to be thinking along the same lines as Rae. The chatter of the other two and the collective groans of everyone in the stadium at another smashed car filled their silence. They didn’t want their feeling of lightness to be shadowed. Jules’s presence was too good to waste.

			“You seem happy, though. Quite a life you’ve got going around here,” Rae said. The comment earned a genuine smile from Jules. It was clear she was proud of her work and of the time she’d spent in the small town, fostering community.

			“How are you, Rae?”

			Rae resisted the urge to deflect and looked at Jules while searching for the right words. They thought of all the things they wanted to confide in her and all the things they had no right to confide in her. Things they had done to themself. Things they regretted. She looked back at them. Rae imagined they could feel the searching gaze deep inside them. The mutually unguarded connection was enough for that moment. They didn’t feel the need to answer the question aloud. They looked down at their hands.

			After a long moment, Jules cleared her throat and spoke again.

			“I see your aunt a lot in town, but I haven’t been out to the farmhouse in years.”

			“It’s still standing, for now.” Rae didn’t want to get into the details of their aunt leaving soon, or of another life goal they seemed to be getting in the way of.

			“I always loved it out there,” Jules said. She was trying, in the way that Jules always did, to engage with Rae, and they knew it.

			“Me too,” they said, looking back up at Jules. Their gaze lingered on her. “It’s always been home. If I have to be back, I’m glad it’s there. It needs work, though.”

			“It’s good you’re back, then,” Jules said, and added, “to help get it into shape.”

			Rae paused. “It will take some time.”

			Jules placed her hand atop Elliot’s on her thigh, as though she’d just noticed it there. Jules gave Elliot’s hand a squeeze before gently releasing it and turning toward Rae.

			“Rae, what happened to you—”

			A large crash and a loud gasp from nearly everyone in the stadium startled Jules before her question was finished. They both looked out at the dirt pit where a car was on its side. Cheering erupted when the siren went off, declaring a victor. All of the drivers climbed out of their piles of metal, including the one on its side.

			“How awesome was that?” Elliot leaned forward over Jules to ask them both.

			“Jesse Reynolds from our class was in number five,” Jules said then, pointing to the crushed, once bright orange spray-painted car with the number on its side barely visible.

			Rae laughed, remembering the class clown from years ago. They were not at all surprised he was still in town.

			“He teaches high school algebra now and he’s one of the football coaches,” Elliot added.

			“No kidding,” Rae said. Now that was surprising.

			Carly climbed over the now empty seats above them and plopped down next to Rae, leaning in close enough that Rae could scent her perfume. She smelled nice. Focus on how nice Carly smells and not on how Jules feels like home. Rae groaned at themself internally. Focus on her smell? Weird ass.

			“We should hit the Ferris wheel before things shut down for the night.”

			Rae stole a glance at Jules. Their eyes met, and Rae fell into the memory. Rae swallowed hard and reluctantly nodded.

			“Sure thing.”
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        * * *

      

			To anyone else they were two happy couples. The group walked four across and Jules casually held Elliot’s hand, even if she seemed closer to Rae and Carly than her girlfriend. Carly pulled her arm through Rae’s, holding on to it as they walked through the now overly bright, fluorescent-lit aisle toward the giant steel structure of the Ferris wheel. Rae tried to ignore how uncomfortable they were that others would see their linked arms. They couldn’t find a kind way to extricate their arm from Carly’s gentle grasp anyway. Apparently their one date and car ride frolic had given Carly the inspiration to pursue public displays of affection. After a few steps they realized through their surface discomfort they didn’t really want to distance themself from her. It was just their age-old reflex to do so that was strong. Carly was nice and very sweet. Relax, it’s okay if people see us.

			“So how did the interview go?” Carly asked. Jules stood just beside them. Rae noted her body turn to listen in to their reply as they walked along. Rae’s mind lifted a bit, remembering that they had mentioned the pilot job to Carly afterward. They appreciated that she’d remembered.

			“I have my first shifts this coming week,” Rae told Carly. They looked over at Jules. “Thanks for the recommendation.”

			“Congratulations. I’m glad you’ll get to at least do something sort of like the thing you love most,” Jules replied.

			“That’s so cool! When do we get discount rides?” Carly asked with a grin.

			“I’m low man out. I’m not even sure when I’ll get real flight time. It’s probably going to be all random weekday Caesar Creek Lake tours for the rest of the season.”

			“You probably have more flight hours clocked than all those guys out there,” Jules said.

			“You’re a pilot?” Elliot chimed in.

			“For almost fifteen years now, isn’t it?” Jules said softly.

			“I thought you were Jules’s age,” Elliot said.

			“I am. Joined the Army at seventeen and had a few years left until I could have retired,” Rae replied. Elliot didn’t respond but looked back and forth between Jules and Rae.

			“You wouldn’t have stopped at twenty years, though,” Jules said. There was an edge to her tone that only Rae had reason to catch. They didn’t like it. Rae’s gaze whipped over to her, meeting her eyes and accepting the challenge there.

			“You’d be surprised.”

			“Tickets, please.” The acne-ridden unamused twenty-something at the gate spoke, throwing Rae into another memory of the damn Ferris wheel and pulling them out of the standoff. They wanted nothing less than to be getting on the thing after all these years. They ventured it was the exact same one, too, and it was ancient the last time they’d ridden it.

			If it finally gave out…What a way to go. On so many levels.

			Jules and Elliot climbed into their own cart, Elliot immediately wrapping Jules under their arm. Jules looked away from them, looking down at her hands before smiling and giving Elliot a kiss on the cheek. With a polite helping hand to Carly and one last glance at Jules, Rae boarded the following cart, ignoring the flash of pain that flew through their leg at the movement. They pulled the flimsy metal safety bar over their laps.

			The air was fresh, the night sky lit by the flashing, swirling colors below them, and the sounds of laughter and music drifted along with them. Above all of it, the only thing Rae wanted was the haunting memory of the first kiss of their life—and their best first kiss ever—to leave them alone.

			It wouldn’t.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			The gym was empty. Music blasted through the speakers, filling the space, drowning out any other sound. Four minutes left on the clock, and every part of Jules’s body pushed through the burn of fatigue, her heart racing. She’d worked at a grueling pace for the last ten minutes. Finish strong. Four more pushups and then back to the barbell.

			“I’ve been meaning to talk to you, to ask you something, but we never seem to get the time.” Elliot spoke as the cart rounded the top of the wheel. The two of them at the top of the world.

			Only two pushups done before her mind slipped again, just like it had been all day, all week, and her pace slowed. She couldn’t help but think back to one week ago at the fair, on the goddamned Ferris wheel.

			“No, I’m not planning on getting another dog,” Jules replied, worried that she already knew where the conversation was headed and trying to deflect it. She looked over at Elliot to see her face fall slightly, just like the theoretical scolded puppy she was rejecting. “I mean, not right now,” she amended.

			Elliot laughed at that. She pulled Jules in closer, probably thinking it was one of the most romantic nights of their life. “I never want to pressure you, but I love spending time with you…”

			Jules wiped her brow with the hem of her shirt and then picked up the barbell, pulling from the ground and feeling her hips drive it up to her shoulders. She cycled through the movement, pulling it up again and again as she counted in her head.

			She tried not to think of her annoyance at the hesitation Elliot had at the most random times, when asking for things. She hated how timid she was when she wanted something big. It was so unlike the rest of her personality. Jules shouldn’t get aggravated with her, though. At least she was trying. Unlike Jules as of late.

			“Have you thought about us moving in together?” Elliot finally asked, hope and caution swirling in her big green eyes.

			Jules stared at her, knowing the question had been coming and yet still caught off guard by it. She stuttered a bit. “I’ve obviously thought…I mean, it’s something I’ve considered…”

			“Bingo already stays over half the time, and it’s been enough time to not seem like we’re U-Hauling by any means.” Her eventual laugh seemed awkward in the absence of Jules’s immediate reply.

			Thirty seconds. Jules pushed through the last two repetitions when the buzzer jolted her out of her thoughts, only for her to collapse on the floor. The only thing she saw was the ceiling overhead, the industrial-sized fan whirring in place. She tried to steady her breath, wondering if she could have pushed it harder. Knowing she could have if only she’d focused more.

			Jules studied Elliot. She looked at their joined hands on the seat as the ride started its descent. She thought about their time together and how logical the next step of living together was. Elliot hadn’t pushed, was always considerate, and she knew no matter what her response, Elliot would accept it and find a way to keep them on some steady path.

			Her gaze flickered up just to see the cart in front of them crest the top of the ride and caught the flash of red in Rae’s hair as Carly leaned close to whisper something to them. They laughed, and Jules was helpless hearing that sound—the one she was often the only one gifted with hearing—knowing it was for someone else.

			“You don’t have to make a decision tonight, babe.” Elliot broke into her thoughts. “I just wanted to see if it’s something to consider, you know?”

			Jules nodded, not saying anything. She offered the most genuine smile she could. She seemed to be doing that a lot as of late…making up, somehow, for what she lacked. But Elliot deserved the best. She pulled her over the rest of the way and pressed their lips together, giving whatever she could of comfort and assurance in her kiss. Elliot’s eyes beamed in the night.

			Jules’s breath evened out a bit, but her heart rate stayed in overdrive as she went over her stupid reaction again and again in her mind. She had wanted to take what was the next logical step in her relationship with an amazing person just months before, but now when asked, she balked at the no-brainer.

			She sat up and looked around at her livelihood. She was proud of what she’d done with the place. Elliot was part of what she’d built—a solid, steady part of her life—and she was…content. Elliot was present, she was uncomplicated, she was nice. She was an amazing lover. She was everything Jules thought she wanted.

			After all, Elliot wasn’t someone who came crashing in and upturning people’s lives.

			But she had thought about all of this so many times before, and as she sat on the floor sweating and exhausted and frustrated, she realized that her dilemma came down to a single fact. Once upon a time, she had wanted the exact thing she was now hesitating to give Elliot. She had wanted someone there in the seat of life with her, traveling along with her, taking on the bumps in the road as they came. She didn’t know when that desire had changed.

			She did know, though.

			It was when she grew past fighting for Rae Holcolm’s attention. When she gave up on competing with a dream that didn’t seem to include her. Now Elliot was suffering for it.

			She wiped her face again, rolled off the ground, and headed to the showers. She had responsibilities and patients to see. It was no time to wallow in her own past. It just sucked that somehow, on top of it all, the last time it was her that broke both their hearts.

			She never wanted that to happen again.

			For now, she’d…deal with it later.
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        * * *

      

			“Well, would you look at that! Jules Martin in all her still-stunning glory.”

			Jules turned at the once-familiar voice and saw Jordan Harris grinning at her from across the gym floor. She couldn’t help her smile back at the tall, dark, and extremely striking woman who she hadn’t seen in more years than she could count. Jordan’s flirtatious nature hadn’t changed a bit.

			When arms extended out to her, Jules let herself be pulled into a fierce hug. It was one of the things Jules always remembered about Jordan. Her hug wrapped you up in her presence and really did just make you feel good inside.

			“Jordan made a surprise visit,” Rae said from behind them. Two weeks had passed since the fair, and while they saw each other around, Jules hadn’t really spoken to Rae in any meaningful capacity. She ignored the annoying flutter that unsettled her gut every time she saw them, convinced it was a remnant of their time together long ago.

			And now there were the two of them to deal with. She was both happy and cautious. Jordan could be…a lot.

			The two were practically matching in their cut-off T-shirts and shorts, ready for the class that Jules happened to be leading. Their friendship amazed Jules. Although they were very different in physical appearance and had polar opposite personalities, somehow, they just worked together, and the bond was clear.

			Plus, they’re both easy on the eyes.

			“Had to make sure my Rae-Rae didn’t die of boredom in this podunk—” Rae punched her in the arm just hard enough for Jordan to flinch before laughing it off. “In this lovely Midwestern town.”

			“Aren’t you from Indiana?” Jules asked with a smile. Jordan nodded.

			“The thinking man’s Ohio, I like to call it.”

			She caught Rae rolling their eyes, and they exchanged a knowing look. Rae’s energy brightened with the addition of their best friend. It was nice to see.

			“Don’t insult the coach, or she’ll give you extra reps.” Rae spoke just loud enough for Jules to hear. Their grin was devastating.

			“Ooh, yes, please.” Jordan grinned back, making an exaggerated gesture of checking Jules out. Jules had her own turn rolling her eyes.

			“You’re both ridiculous.” She walked away from them, and they followed her to the front.

			“All right. Welcome, everyone!” Jules announced to the fifteen or so individuals circled up in front of the large whiteboard at the front of the space. She was immediately back in her zone, in her element. For the next hour, she was in charge of making sure each person in the class not only got a great workout, but that they had personalized attention and that they felt safe, strong, and a part of the community there.

			“As usual, we’ll go around and tell everyone your name, pronouns, and your answer to the question of the day”—she read from the board—“‘What did you want to be as a grown-up when you were five?’”

			A few chuckles came from the group.

			“I also want to introduce a guest today, Jordan Harris, who happens to be an old friend of mine, and is visiting Raegan for a bit.” She wouldn’t normally have called a new person out, but it was rather satisfying to see Jordan squirm right before covering it and smoothly waving around to the group.

			Each person introduced themselves quickly, most knowing their answer to the question of the day. When it got to Rae, they answered without hesitation.

			“Fighter pilot.”

			“I guess a helicopter pilot is almost as cool,” Jules playfully responded.

			Jordan laughed at that, but Rae only gave a slightly raised eyebrow. Jules winked at them and moved along to the next person. Why had she winked?

			After a few warm-up exercises, Jules explained the main workout of the day, showing ways for each person to complete the movements to a scaled version as they were able, while getting the same stimulus out of the workout.

			“Rae, I want you on the assault bike, arms only, instead of the run.” They were getting out their weights. “You should still be good for the push presses and weighted sit-ups.”

			Rae looked at her and nodded, clearly fighting an inner war at taking the modification in stride while wanting to keep up with Jordan, do everything exactly as she was. Jules saw their scowl and glances over at their friend. She saw the same attitude with a lot of gym members when told to scale something and they saw it as being lesser.

			She might have thought the same thing if forced to do something different from the group, but she knew Rae, and she knew Rae’s why. They had always needed to be above average but never stand out. They needed to do what everyone was doing but do it just enough better that no one questioned their skill or their talent. It was the reason she’d lost them to the military even when she’d been proud of their accomplishments. They hadn’t changed—they constantly needed to prove themself. It was a trait she both admired and found exasperating. It was part of the reason they were nearly strangers at this point in their lives.

			But above all of that, as a friend and as a coach, she had to keep Rae safe. Changing an exercise didn’t make them less capable, and the modification was not a big deal in the grand scheme of things. Jordan thankfully didn’t give them any shit.

			“Jordan, is that the weight you’re doing?”

			Jordan looked at her, startled, and cautiously nodded. They quickly followed up with a more confident nod, covering up how they’d been caught off guard. “Interesting.” Jules gave Rae another knowing look and walked away.

			She heard Jordan hit Rae on the arm and the two laugh before she caught Jordan adding another ten pounds to her barbell.

			The clock was set, and the athletes were zoned in. It was a longer workout, and she had a chance to check in with everyone and make sure they were keeping up and comfortable with the requirements. She adjusted individuals on their points of performance occasionally and gave encouragement as they continued.

			“Jordan, keep your chest up in the dip.” Jules spoke to the taller woman as she came back around near the end of the workout.

			“Yes ma’am,” Jordan said with a wink. She fixed the problem slightly, but not completely. Jules knew she was experienced enough to correct a small technique issue.

			“Little better, but here.” Jules stepped up with a PVC pipe the length of the barbell. “Don’t hit this in the dip or in the drive up.”

			“What if I want to hit it?” Jordan said just low enough for her to hear, but immediately shook her head. Apparently, Rae heard it as well. A scowl appeared on their face as they continued their own workout just beside them. The flirting was out of line.

			“Sorry, that was too much.” Jordan stopped what she was doing.

			“Mm-hmm. Get back to work.” Jules rolled her
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