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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy felt sick. Behind her lay everything she knew. Ahead of her lay an unknown world. She hunched her shoulders, feeling the backpack shift against her hot, damp dress: everything she now owned she carried on her back. The sun beat down as she blindly navigated the back roads, her hair sticking to her neck, her shoes already rubbing. Her feet moved by instinct. Her stomach ached. She did not know where she was going.

      

      Her mind raced with furious words: the things she’d said, the things she should have said. The rage had sideswiped her with its suddenness. One minute she was quietly washing the breakfast dishes; the next, she was blowing up her entire life. She hadn’t even been aware of the fury building within her, but now, as she marched grimly along the road, sweat beading on her brow, she could see the way its roots had spread throughout her life, angry tentacles that strangled everything in its path.

      

      The counter-reaction had been swift and merciless.

      

      Panting, she struggled up the incline and found herself at the edge of the highway. In one direction lay the Appalachian foothills; in the other…well, there was only one way to go. She dropped her backpack onto the path beside her and stared into the distance, where the asphalt seemed to wave and shimmer in the heat.

      

      She took a swig of her water bottle and cursed herself as only a couple of drops fell into her dry mouth. Her arm dropped, the useless bottle mocking her thirst. The air around her was like breathing in hot soup. A truck appeared on the horizon and her decision was made. As if she’d done it a thousand times before, instead of never once having crossed the border of her tiny hometown, Cassidy extended her arm, her thumb raised.

      

      The truck screeched to a halt ten feet past her, its engine idling, the window rolling down. A shot of fear ran through her, chased equally by a blaze of incandescent rage. This was what she’d been reduced to: a frightened girl, with no one left to turn to for help but a total stranger on a deserted strip of highway. If her body were to end up tossed on the side of the road, there was only one person to blame: Savannah Grace.
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      Savannah moaned as her body slipped into the cool blue water of her swimming pool. Her skin practically sizzled as the water ran off her arms and the feeling of her body being supported by the water felt like heaven. She allowed herself to float on her back; the sudden silence as her ears were submerged in the pool was immensely peaceful. She closed her eyes behind her sunglasses and a small smile spread across her lips.

      

      She’d only been back in the country for less than a week and she found she both grieved the loss of the vacation and craved the new beginning being home represented. The vacation had, after all, been her honeymoon: three glorious weeks tucked away on an island paradise, with no one but her love; her sweet son stashed with his nanny in the next door villa.

      

      There’d been time, finally, for true relaxation after a truly overwhelming couple of years of incessant touring, wedding planning, and what felt like several huge life events. They’d drank endless mocktails, lazed under palm trees, splashed beneath pristine waterfalls, gazed at every sunset, made love until Savannah had felt drunk with it. She had never been happier.

      

      Except, perhaps now, back in their home, rested, and ready to start the rest of their lives. Ready once more, to work. Despite the water muffling her ears, Savannah heard quiet laughter above her and she let her feet drop down to tread water.

      

      “Yes?” she enquired, turning to face the tall brunette standing poolside. Brynn Marshall - her wife, Savannah would never tire of that word - was trying and failing to bite back a grin as she surveyed her.

      

      “Nothing,” Brynn denied. “Just enjoying the view.” She sat down on the edge of the pool. She wore a pair of distractingly small shorts and her long tanned legs dangled in the cold water. Savannah’s eyes narrowed as she swam slowly toward her.

      

      “Are you laughing because I look like an escaped blimp from that angle?” she demanded. Brynn shook her head, amusement sparkling off her.

      

      “Never.” She wriggled her toes in the water. “Maybe like a series of mountain ranges,” she admitted, then gasped as Savannah splashed her in retaliation.

      

      Savannah grabbed her legs, wondering if she could pull her into the pool, but Brynn was immoveable. She leaned down as far as she could to kiss Savannah, her mouth warm, her hands firm as they slipped into her hair. A bolt of heat raced through her, remembering the delicious indulgence of their honeymoon, and she bit down demandingly on Brynn’s plump lower lip.

      

      “Mmm.” Brynn smirked down at her, seeing exactly what was going through her mind. “Are all pregnant women this wildly horny all the time?” she mused. “Because if so, I really erred not dating more of them in my life.”

      

      Savannah flicked more water at her.

      

      “Shut up and come meet me in the bedroom,” she murmured, and Brynn bit her own lip.

      

      “Oh, you’re on,” she said softly. Savannah was making her way toward the pool steps when Annabelle, their housekeeper, appeared. She gave Savannah a quick, unreadable glance and approached Brynn instead, speaking in a low tone. Brynn also glanced at Savannah and then replied to Annabelle, all just out of earshot.

      

      “Give me five minutes?” she told Savannah, who’d only just struggled to the top step. She frowned, disapproving of anything that was going to distract her wife right when she’d been imagining her soft lips on her skin and her strong fingers…hmm, Savannah caught herself. Pregnancy really was a whole thing.
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        * * *

      

      Brynn reluctantly followed Annabelle across the courtyard and into the house. She’d left Savannah glowing in the afternoon sun, water dripping off her skin, her new insane curves spilling out of her bikini and that look on her face that spelled serious needs for Brynn to meet. To say she wasn’t in the mood for dealing with a silly attempt at a security breach was to understate things dramatically.

      

      Their home was a sweeping estate within a secure compound well outside of Nashville. They got very few uninvited visitors. Savannah was, however, a huge star, and this attracted its own risks: overzealous paparazzi, sightseers with a lack of boundaries, and the occasional over-obsessed fan. They didn’t have on-site security personnel, but they did have an external company ready to dispatch that monitored their boundary and entry gate. For Annabelle to be consulting her on an arrival, something was either more gray-area or more serious.

      

      “What’s going on?” she asked the housekeeper. Annabelle was a no-nonsense white woman in her fifties, her hair a stylish pure gray, her figure solid and her manner like that of an old school nurse: calm, unflappable and unlikely to take your shit. She’d been with Savannah for seven years and in the time Brynn had known her, she’d never once looked ruffled, let alone perturbed the way she did now.

      

      “There’s a young woman at the front gate,” she said. “Asking for Savannah. She says she’s her sister.”

      

      “Sure.” Brynn shrugged. It wasn’t remotely the first time someone had tried pretending they were family to gain access to the singer. “But she won’t leave?”

      

      “I…asked her to wait,” said Annabelle, slowly. “I asked her for ID and she said she didn’t have any. But…well, perhaps you should look for yourself.”

      

      Brynn followed her to the alcove by the front door that housed the video monitor from the gate. She could see a girl’s figure, hands on hips, long blonde hair, her back to the camera, impatience on every line of her body.

      

      “Ma’am?” Annabelle spoke through the intercom. The girl turned around and Brynn’s jaw dropped, shock slicing through her. Seconds passed. Then, without a word, as if on autopilot, she reached out and pressed the gate release.

      

      “Uh, see if you can stall Savannah?” she asked Annabelle, who blinked and nodded and headed out toward the pool.

      

      Brynn slipped out the front door. Back outdoors, the oppressive heat felt so humid it was like trying to breathe through a wet blanket. She began to walk the long driveway, through the green fields, until the young woman appeared, walking towards her. The closer she got, the more her skin prickled until suddenly she was face to face with incredibly familiar blue-gray eyes.

      

      The girl in front of her had long blonde hair all the way past her waist. She was small, wearing a slightly grimy crumpled green dress, black chucks, and a big rucksack. For a moment Brynn wondered if there’d been a rip in the space-time continuum and somehow Savannah Grace as a teenager had materialized in front of her. Then, real life caught up with her.

      

      “Cassidy?” she breathed.

      

      “You’re her,” the young woman said. “The woman my sister gay-married, aren’t you?”

      

      “I’m Brynn,” she confirmed. “And I just gay-walked this hot driveway to come gay-meet you. Why didn’t you call first?”

      

      “You think I have her number?”

      

      “You don’t?”

      

      “You don’t know anything.” Cassidy’s voice was bitter.

      

      Brynn considered her while the sun beat down on them. She looked weary and irritable and very young, younger even than Brynn knew her to be. She gestured with her head to follow her and started back to the house.

      

      “Can I ask what brings you here?”

      

      “I don’t see how it’s your business,” Cassidy said flatly, her accent Savannah’s but even more of a drawl.

      

      “Sure,” Brynn said evenly. “It’s just my home and my wife.”

      

      “It’s between me and Savannah.” Cassidy lifted her chin defiantly.

      

      “Alright, kid.” Brynn shrugged. “I’ll bring you to her. But…well, you’ll understand when you see her; just go easy on her, okay?”

      

      A short, hard laugh barked out of the young woman and she shot Brynn a look of utter disbelief.

      

      “Are you here to start some shit?” Brynn asked curiously as they reached the front door. It wasn’t like she wouldn’t let Savannah’s own flesh and blood in the house, but the clear fire burning inside the girl was giving her pause.

      

      “Are you going to let me in the door, or should I just die out here in the heat?” Cassidy put her hands on her hips. Brynn bit back a grin.

      

      She opened the door and they both crossed over the threshold into the relief of the cool climate-controlled house. Cassidy looked around her, at the pristine white entrance hall opening up to the view of the immense staircase to the upper floors.

      

      “Stay here for a second,” Brynn told her, and walked through into the living room, where she found Savannah ensconced on one of the couches, a cushion behind her back, supporting the round sphere of her belly under the white gauzy beach dress she’d slipped on over her bikini. Annabelle had clearly shoved some kind of household accounts into her lap, with a sweating cool glass of sweet tea beside her for good measure.

      

      “Babe,” Brynn started, and Savannah looked up. “There’s someone here to see you…” She was unsure how to prepare her, when suddenly her wife’s eyes went wide. Her mouth dropped open, but no sound came out. She hauled herself to her feet with effort.

      

      “Cassie?” she whispered, taking a step toward the girl who’d ignored Brynn’s request and followed her into the room. Her eyes misted. “Oh my god, you’re so big,” she breathed.

      

      Cassidy stayed rooted to the spot.

      

      “Shouldn’t I be the one saying that?” She looked at Savannah’s mid-section with mild horror. “And you know I’m almost twenty-four, right? Just because you haven’t seen me since I was a child doesn’t mean time revolves around you.”

      

      Savannah blinked at the hard tone. Then she cocked her head.

      

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her eyes full of concern.

      

      “No, I’m not okay,” Cassidy said, clearly exasperated. “You think I’d turn up here if I was okay?”

      

      “Honey, what happened?” Savannah’s arms raised helplessly. It was clear she wanted to embrace her little sister, but every line in Cassidy’s body suggested that would be a very poor idea indeed.

      

      “Look, can I just stay here for a bit?” Cassidy said ferociously. Brynn realized it was because she was fighting back tears and desperately didn’t want to show it. “It’s not like you don’t have the room for it,” she gestured irritably at the epic mansion around them.

      

      “Of course.” Savannah seemed uncharacteristically at a loss, hovering a few feet from her younger sibling. “For as long as you need.”

      

      “Great,” Cassidy gave a sarcastic smile as if Savannah had just offered to gift her a bag of garbage, rather than unconditional accommodation in a beautiful home.

      

      “Do your…our parents know you’re here?”

      

      “Did you forget the part where I’m an adult now?”

      

      “So, no then?”

      

      “No.”

      

      “Are you going to tell them?”

      

      “No. Are you?”

      

      Savannah considered her.

      

      “They’ll want to know you’re safe.”

      

      “Will they?”

      

      “Well, you were living at home with them, right?”

      

      “Keeping tabs, were you? Wow, you’re awesome.”

      

      Brynn was lost. Cassidy was going out of her way to be rude, and Savannah was accepting every punch. Savannah was a lot of things, but a pushover was adamantly not one of them.

      

      As far as Brynn understood their history, Savannah had grown up in a conservative family who also lived well below the poverty line. They’d rejected her when they’d realised she was queer, kicking her out on her own as a seventeen-year-old, leaving her to fend for herself. And yet as soon as Savannah had the means, she’d financially supported her family - despite their ongoing estrangement - buying them a nice house and ensuring no one went hungry again. But instead of responding with gratitude, this kid was acting like Savannah was her sworn enemy. Brynn’s own family relationships could be complicated, ‌but this was a whole other level.

      

      “Alright, kid,” Brynn interrupted. “This is not what I meant when I said to go easy on her.”

      

      Suddenly, two sets of blue-gray eyes were giving her identical dirty looks.

      

      “I’m not fragile,” her wife said flatly.

      

      “I’m not a kid,” her sister-in-law denied simultaneously.

      

      “Wow.” Brynn held up her hands in surrender. “That’s uncanny.”

      

      “What is?” Savannah gave her a blank look.

      

      “Nothing! It’s just, it’s kind of like you’re multiplying.” Brynn looked from one to the other.

      

      “We don’t look anything like each other.” Cassidy looked offended. “We’re not even full sisters. I look like my dad.”

      

      “Sure, if he’s blonde and pretty and looks exactly like Savannah.” Brynn shrugged.

      

      “Hilarious,” Cassidy shot back. “You’re so funny.”

      

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Savannah seemed to recover herself, just a touch. “Here’s how this is going to go: you can stay here as long as you need to, but you can contain the attitude around my wife and family, and everyone else who lives or works here. Got that?” Her voice was strong again and the hint of steel in her eyes perfectly evident. Cassidy looked mutinous, but eventually she nodded.

      

      Annabelle popped her head in, curiosity barely hidden in her gaze.

      

      “Can I offer you some sweet tea?” she asked. Cassidy nodded adamantly, then caught Savannah’s eyes.

      

      “Thank you, that would be nice,” she said quietly. Annabelle assessed her a moment longer.

      

      “And something to eat?”

      

      “Yes, please. If it’s not too much trouble.”

      

      Annabelle bustled away to go and serve up what Brynn suspected would be a feast, and Cassidy raised her eyes to Savannah again.

      

      “Must be nice, sitting around on your ass all the time and never having to lift a finger.”

      

      Brynn held her breath, but Savannah just sighed and took a seat back on the couch.

      

      “You’re right,” she said. “I’ve never even worked a day in my life.”

      

      “Not real work,” Cassidy scrunched up her nose.

      

      “And what is it you’re doing with your life? Because I tried to send you to college and Mom said you refused.”

      

      “I’m a waitress at the diner.” Cassidy raised her chin defiantly. “College is a pile of elitist crap. I don’t need to be indoctrinated.”

      

      A look of pure fury crossed Savannah’s face for just a second, and again Brynn readied herself for the coming fireworks. Then her wife wilted.

      

      “You really are their kid,” she said softly.

      

      “Because you’re so much better than us.” Cassidy’s lip curled. “Did you go to college? I hear you didn’t even finish high school.”

      

      Savannah’s jaw clenched.

      

      “I would have loved to go to college,” she said quietly. “You could have done anything you wanted to with your life. I’d have made it happen.”

      

      “Oh yeah, Savannah the great,” Cassidy muttered.

      

      “Okay!” Brynn had had about enough. “As delightful as this reunion has been, I believe there’s a burger waiting for you in the dining room.” She all but shooed the young woman into Annabelle’s hands before turning and looking at her wife. “Do you think there’s a chance her mood will improve with her blood sugar?” she tried hopefully.

      

      Savannah let her head fall back in relief as her sister disappeared and Brynn sank down beside her, pressing a kiss into her hair and taking her hand.

      

      “What,” she asked, “the heck is going on?”

      

      “I don’t exactly know.” Savannah looked at her wearily. “The last time I saw her she was this sweet, shy twelve-year-old.”

      

      “She’s none of those things now.”

      

      “You’re not kidding. Ouch!” She winced, and Brynn sat bolt upright. “No, it’s fine, just a kick to the ribs.”

      

      “All the kids in your bloodline have a real attitude,” Brynn told her. “Any chance we can ask Lane to babysit a twenty-four-year-old?”
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      “Last one out is a rotten dinosaur egg!” Lane dove down and swam along the bottom of the pool toward the stairs. To their right, Tucker was swimming his heart out. Lane stayed underwater, turning a couple of slow somersaults before surfacing with a spray of water right beside the five-year-old as they hit the first step together, making him shriek.

      

      “Noooo!” Tucker splashed and jumped his way up the stairs as Lane pretended to lose. “Yessss!” The little boy did a cocky victory dance. “You’re the rotten egg!” he shouted gleefully. Lane made a show of sniffing at their own armpits.

      

      “Gross.” They grinned. “Alright, dry up.” They tossed Tucker a towel. Lane dried off next to him. The day was disgustingly hot, but the air on their bare chest felt incredible. After years of wearing binders, they still couldn’t believe the delicious relief top surgery had brought them. They couldn’t help but grin as they looked down at the now well-healed scars and the neatness of their strong pectoral muscles. It almost seemed like a shame to throw a t-shirt on, but they had to get out of the heat and Annabelle always insisted on proper clothing etiquette in the house. They tugged a t-shirt over Tucker’s head too, for good measure.

      

      The blazing sun was so strong that both Tucker and Lane’s board shorts were practically dry by the time they reached the side door. Lane had glanced through the main doors and clocked Brynn and Savannah in some kind of intense conversation in the living room and decided they might appreciate a few more minutes without their son hijacking the situation as only a five-year-old could. Instead, they ducked through into the dining room. Tucker ran straight to Annabelle next door in the kitchen.

      

      “Burgers!” he shrieked with anticipation. Lane was more taken by the person eating the burger.

      

      “Holy shit,” they said. It was like a science fiction movie. Lane’s boss had somehow morphed from a heavily pregnant, polished, rich woman into a grubby young girl.

      

      “What?” She gave Lane a firm stare in return, despite the burger sauce running down her wrist. “Who are you?”

      

      “I’m Lane. I’m the nanny. Are you like, Savannah’s secret love child from back in the day or what?”

      

      “What? Gross! I’m Cassidy.” She frowned as Lane looked blank. “Her sister? And we hardly look alike,” she said adamantly, as if insulted by the idea of looking like a woman who appeared yearly in People Magazine’s Most Beautiful list.

      

      Lane examined her. You would pick them as sisters from a mile away, but there were differences. Cassidy was pale where Savannah was golden, her hair was lighter and longer and their mouths were different shapes. Their eyes though…

      

      Lane suddenly realized the girl was giving them the same assessing stare, only with an edge of confusion. They waited. You could learn a lot about a person by the way they behaved about now, and Lane was curious.

      

      “Are you a boy or a girl?” she blurted, as she took in Lane’s increasingly firm - but only 5’6” - frame, their short dark swooping haircut, their strong jaw but soft, smooth skin, the board shorts and fitted t-shirt. Lane shrugged. There were definitely much better ways to go about it, but it was blunt and to the point.

      

      “Neither,” they said simply. “My pronouns are they/them.”

      

      The girl gave them a glare before rolling her eyes.

      

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      

      Lane stared at her flatly.

      

      “Cool, well, you’re an asshole, so I won’t say it’s nice to meet you. Are there any more burgers left or did you hoover them all?”

      

      “Are you allowed to call your boss’s sister an asshole?” the girl asked. Lane couldn’t tell if she was actually curious or attempting to be threatening. In response, they wandered through the kitchen and popped their head through to the living room, where Savannah and Brynn were sitting side by side on the couch, looking faintly shell-shocked.

      

      “Hey Savannah,” Lane said, loud enough to be heard in the next room. “You know your sister is here and she’s kind of a dick, right?”

      

      Savannah looked up.

      

      “Is she being rude to you? Because I literally just told her she can only stay here if she keeps a lid on the attitude,” she called, clearly aiming for the dining room.

      

      “Yeah, I think she’s still working on that.”

      

      “Cassidy, cut the crap.” Savannah’s voice was crisp and fierce. Lane was pretty sure they’d die if Savannah ever used that tone on them.

      

      Brynn raised her eyebrows at them, checking in. Lane shrugged. They’d dealt with a lot worse.

      

      Back in the dining room, Cassidy’s back was stiff as Lane helped themself to a burger. They could hear Tucker chatting away to Annabelle in the next room and Lane was about to go join him when the girl spoke up.

      

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice flat. Lane looked at her. They weren’t sure if she was sincere or just trying not to get kicked out. They were pretty sure it was the latter, but as they looked at Cassidy, they noticed other things: the slight rip in the neck of her dress, the weariness and wariness of her eyes, the thinness of her wrists.

      

      “Whatever.” Lane shrugged. They sat down opposite her, still curious to finally get to suss out a member of Savannah’s long estranged family. “So what brings you here?” Lane asked. Cassidy hesitated, the remains of her burger halfway to her mouth. Lane gave her a longer look and hazarded a guess. “Trouble at home?”

      

      “You could say that.”

      

      “Huh. That sucks, I’m sorry.” Lane couldn’t help but empathize with that one. “You’ll be okay though, you know. Savannah will look out for you.”

      

      “You’re on the bandwagon too, huh?” Cassidy took another bite and chewed.

      

      “What?”

      

      “Savannah the princess, Savannah the great, Savannah the saint.”

      

      “Whoa. Why the hate?”

      

      “It’s not hate.” Cassidy licked her fingers as the burger disappeared. “I just see her for who she really is, unlike everyone that’s always fawning around her. Including you, apparently.”

      

      “Wow, you’ve really got everything all figured out, don’t you?” Lane took a swig of sweet tea. Cassidy might be pretty, but she was in no way fun to be around. They stood up. “Well, enjoy eating Savannah’s food and having Savannah’s safe roof over your head. You’ve got sauce in your hair, by the way.”

      

      Cassidy flushed in annoyance.

      

      “Who is that?” Tucker appeared beside them, staring. Unlike Cassidy, he looked nothing like his mother, except in certain gestures or expressions, like when he smiled. His dark straight hair was long and shaggy, his limbs thin and gangly. People who didn’t know always assumed that Brynn was his biological parent. Cassidy’s face actually softened as she looked down at the curious child.

      

      “That,” Lane told him, “is your aunt. But she’s in a real mood, so you can meet her when she’s had a moment to reflect.” They grabbed Tucker’s hand and whisked him away.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy soaked in the big white bathtub in the ensuite of the guest room Annabelle had led her to. She ducked her head under the water, letting the road dirt and grime of her bad day soak away. It was only now, with a door closed between her and the world, that she finally let the tears fall.

      

      “Get it together,” she ordered herself as the sobbing finally subsided. “Stop blubbering like a stupid baby.”

      

      The scolding worked. She scrubbed her face with wet hands and sighed, contemplating the bathroom around her and the bedroom beyond. It was huge. It was beautiful. Cassidy genuinely didn’t care. All that mattered was that she was safe, she was out of it all, and she was alone.

      

      Despite her anger and resentment, seeing Savannah had shaken her to her core. For so long she’d nurtured the fantasy of coming face-to-face with her sister and watching her perfect face fall as she realized her mistakes. And yet when the famous sibling was finally in front of her - glowingly pregnant, radiant with luxury and her eyes full of tears at the sight of her little sister - Cassidy had lost the moral high ground by coming across like a petty brat.

      

      It was mortifying. She wanted so badly to prove her righteous point, but Savannah had all but refused to fight her, denying her the explosion she had hoped for. Add in the emotions of her hideous day, and she’d practically cried and begged to stay with her. God. Between Savannah’s snooty authority as she lectured her on her attitude and her wife’s ridiculous over-protective support, Cassidy had felt reduced to a child all over again.

      

      She’d taken her humiliation out on the nanny. Of course Savannah would have a cool, trendy nanny who wasn’t a boy or a girl. It was so fitting for her rich and famous, edgy lifestyle and so predictable Cassidy wanted to scream. It was just unfortunate that Lane actually seemed like the one person who might genuinely bring themselves to care about what had happened to her, and Cassidy hadn’t been able to snap out of her shitty feelings to respond in any way other than what Lane had correctly identified her as: an asshole.

      

      Too much of an asshole to be trusted to speak with her own damn nephew, as it turned out. Cassidy saw herself through the eyes of someone entrusted to care for a young child and felt a wave of shame. Well, too bad. She wasn’t here to build relationships. She would get what she came for and then she’d leave. Cassidy lay back in the bath and tried to figure out a plan.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner that night was a tense affair. Savannah remembered waking that morning and looking forward to a blissful day with her family as they finished settling back into their routines before the whole circus creaked to life again the following week. She’d yawned and stretched and kissed her wife, then Tucker had barrelled into their room to jump in the bed with them. She’d leaned against the pillows, gazing at the two people she loved the most and felt the slow roll in her abdomen as the baby awoke too. In that moment, it had seemed like her blessings were truly too many to count.

      

      She’d never have dreamed that by evening, they’d all be sitting rigidly around the outdoor table as the sunset faded, making awkward small talk with a little black storm cloud seated amongst them.

      

      “Chicken?” Brynn offered the plate toward Cassidy, who shook her head silently. She’d filled her plate with nothing but potato salad and was eating at such a rate that Savannah eyed her thin frame with new alarm. She was dying for Cassidy to unburden herself and explain why she’d turned up on their doorstep. Until then, Savannah’s active imagination was working overtime, each scenario worse than the last. She also badly wanted Cassidy to spell out why the hell she was so damn angry at her.

      

      Savannah had done her best, hadn’t she? She’d left home - at her parent’s behest - when she was seventeen years old. Cassidy had been just three, the child born to their mother’s marriage to Savannah’s stepfather Randy. One of her biggest heartbreaks was leaving her youngest sibling behind at an age that she knew she would not be remembered.

      

      The next time she’d seen her was the first and only time she’d seen her family since they’d expelled her. They’d had intermittent contact in the intervening years, but it had been clear that her family still viewed her by the terms her mother had hurled at her as a teenager - sinner, pervert, against God - and so Savannah had tried to guard her broken heart and fragile sense of self by staying away. But a few years later when her success arrived - suddenly elevating her status and her financial position light years from what she’d grown up with - she knew she could never sleep under some fancy roof knowing her own family barely had food on the table.

      

      She’d spent one week with her mother, shopping for a home for her, Savannah’s stepfather and young Cassidy. Her two brothers were in their twenties by then and out of home, so Savannah made sure they were set up too, but Cassidy had been just twelve. She’d blushed and stuttered in Savannah’s presence and Savannah had done what she could to try to put her little sister at ease. But when the week ended - the house and new car signed over and the monthly stipend set up with her accountant - her mother informed her that now that her duty was being fulfilled to her family and Savannah was married to a man, they had decided to forgive her for her sins if she would just repent them.

      

      Savannah had politely informed them she was still, in fact, bisexual, and that she had no wish to be forgiven for that. Then she’d walked away feeling as bruised as her stepfather’s idea of discipline had always left her as a child. There was no discussion of any need for forgiveness on that end.

      

      She’d had a phone call with her mother twice a year, every year for the last twelve years, briefly checking if all was well, paying for miscellaneous requirements without question and that was the extent of the relationship. They did not ask to meet her son. They did not offer support during her incredibly public and traumatic divorce. They certainly did not offer congratulations when she remarried this summer. But Savannah checked in just the same.

      

      It had been during one of these conversations almost seven years ago that she’d tried to push the college option for Cassidy. Her mother had told her that Cassidy was simply not interested. Savannah had offered to come and talk with her in person, steeling herself for the prospect of seeing her family again, despite everything in her own life beginning to fall apart. Her mother had rejected the offer in no uncertain terms.

      

      Which brought them to today, when a mysteriously pissed off adult Cassidy had materialized at her front gate with no warning and still no explanation.

      

      “Can we talk?” she asked Cassidy as the meal ended and the table was cleared.

      

      “Here it is,” muttered her little sister. “The catch for letting me stay.”

      

      “Well, yeah.” Savannah shrugged mildly. “We’re sharing a home and I’d like a conversation with you so I can understand what’s going on.”

      

      “And I’d rather not.” Cassidy gave an exaggerated mimic of her shrug. She stood up abruptly and pushed back her chair, disappearing into the house. Savannah leapt - rather, she tried to leap, but it was more of a slow heave - out of her chair to follow her. Brynn laid her hand on her arm.

      

      “Just let her be,” she suggested. “Let her sleep off her day and try again in the morning.”

      

      Savannah sank back into her seat. Brynn was right. She looked at her wife and smiled a tired smile, grateful for her steady presence. She looked across the table at her son, merrily spooning the remains of ice cream into his mouth, clearly untroubled by the appearance of a new grouchy relative, then at Lane, who was looking thoughtful.

      

      “Well,” she said. “This is going to be an adventure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning Cassidy awoke feeling simultaneously rested and troubled. At first, she didn’t know where she was. Then, feeling the softness of the big white bed beneath her, she buried into the buttery soft sheets, reveling in the peace and safety of her surroundings. It only lasted a moment before the previous day leapt into her mind and a tsunami of rage, fear and humiliation swept through her. She lay rigid for several minutes, before the plan she’d cobbled together last night returned and a new sense of confidence propelled her up and out of bed.

      
      Freshly showered, her hair smooth and fragrant, clean - if slightly crumpled - clothes on, she ventured out of her bedroom into the wide hall outside her door. She’d known her sister was seriously rich, but it was a whole other thing to experience it directly. Glimpsing the house as she’d walked the long drive yesterday had just about given her a heart attack. Not only was it massive, but it was the strangest house she’d ever seen - more glass than walls, glowing in the afternoon sunlight, held together with slabs of polished concrete.

      
      From the glassed in hall she could see out over the big sparkling swimming pool, to the green fields and vineyard beyond. Holy shit, was that - yes - horses grazed about a mile from the house. Savannah had horses too? Of course she did. Cassidy located the stairs and found her way to the ground floor.

      
      For the first twelve years of her life, Cassidy had lived in a cabin just behind a trailer park. They’d had no heating or cooling and no indoor plumbing. Sometimes there was food and sometimes there was not. It all depended on Randy. Randy was her dad, but Cassidy had long ceased to call him that. Some weeks he worked, some weeks he disappeared, returning angry and defensive, and if there was food at all, it was because her mother had managed to figure things out around him. Her mother was sometimes banned from employment at all - her place was at home to be a wife and mother - and sometimes berated for not working hard enough to bring in cash. Cassidy, on the other hand, had secretly gone to work at age eleven, skipping a day of school each week to wash dishes and spirit the handful of cash to her mother so they could eat.

      
      Then, one day, when Cassidy was not quite in her teens, Savannah had swooped in, plainly dressed but still looking somehow expensive. She’d been beautiful, kind, effortlessly cool, a successful country singer, with money and fame. After years of hearing of her sister only as a cautionary tale, Cassidy had been completely star struck. Seemingly within moments, Savannah had them installed in a real house two neighborhoods over. There’d been two whole stories, a big green lawn, a flower garden out the front and Cassidy had her own bedroom, neat and clean and as large as the entire cabin had been. She’d started a new school, with new clothes and made new friends; food stayed on the table and the lights stayed on. For a time, things were good. She couldn’t wait to see Savannah again, to ask her advice about life, go and see her perform on a big stage, visit her in her fancy house… but Savannah had never once returned.

      
      Then the bad times had hit and Cassidy began to finally see the wreckage Savannah had truly wrought upon their lives.

      
      It was hard not to feel bitter as she slid the huge glass door aside to slip out into the already warm morning air and see the sparkling pool and immaculate grounds up close. Savannah had certainly spared no expense on herself, that was for sure.

      
      The grass was soft and velvety under her bare feet and she padded past the pool and over the lawns until she found the meandering path that led through the fields. She heard a horse whinny and picked up her pace until she was leaning on her arms on the wooden fence rail, a beautiful chestnut gelding raising his head to look at her. She held out her hand and he leisurely paced toward her, his soft nose whiffling around her, clearly looking for treats.

      
      She produced the apple she’d stolen from the kitchen on her way through, and he happily demolished it with a noisy, juicy crunch before letting her pat his warm neck and scratch his face.

      
      “Finally making a friend, huh?”

      
      Cassidy looked up at the wry voice and saw Lane had materialized in the sunlight. They, she told herself, scrunching her nose. They had clearly been on an early morning run, a sheen of exertion lighting up their tanned skin, their gray muscle t-shirt sticking slightly to their chest. She’d been dismissive of their identity yesterday and part of her couldn’t help but try to examine them for a definitive masculine or feminine feature that would allow her to put them in a neat box she understood. Overall, Lane seemed mostly masculine from their flat, sculpted looking chest and firm musculature, but there was femininity too, in their still slender body shape, height, and the smoothness to their features. She couldn’t help agreeing with Lane’s assessment: they didn’t really seem like a boy, nor remotely like a girl.

      
      “I’m sorry,” she blurted, her hand still on the horse’s warm neck. “I was rude to you yesterday.” She found herself wanting to explain that she hadn’t been herself, that she wasn’t generally a rude person, that she hadn’t, and maybe still didn’t understand. But the words all stuck in her throat.

      
      Lane drifted closer. Their eyes were a warm caramel brown, and while their features were smooth, their jaw was strong and square with the faintest hint of stubble. Cassidy could smell their light clean sweat, and to her surprise, she kind of liked it.

      
      “You were a real dick,” they agreed lightly. “Not that it gives you the excuse, but I figure you were having a bad day?” They looked her in the eye and Cassidy turned back toward her horse buddy, who was losing interest in her affection now she no longer was producing treats.

      
      “Not the greatest,” she mumbled, turning away from the fence. She started on the path back to the house and to her surprise, Lane fell into pace alongside her. “You’re a runner?” she asked to change the topic. She sensed Lane side-eye her, but they didn’t push.

      
      “Kinda,” they responded. “I have all this physical energy these days, and I just gotta find ways to let it all out or I get antsy.”

      
      “Not exactly a miserable place to run.” She gestured reluctantly at the gorgeous serene grounds.

      
      “It’s beautiful,” Lane agreed. “Though too damn hot. Personally, I like it better when we make it to Vermont for the winter. The house there is in the woods - it’s like we’re the only people on the damn planet.”

      
      “Savannah has more than one house like this?” Cassidy felt nauseated.

      
      “She has like, five.” Lane laughed. “One is in Portugal for when we tour Europe, and there’s a townhouse in New York and a place in LA - in Malibu - that she bought when she
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