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Prologue
 
A long time ago in a high school far, far away...
Jane Hollis was seventeen when she woke up one wintery morning in February and realized she was in love with her chemistry partner, the beautiful and tightly wound, Robin Geary. As her realization evolved she understood that being in love was a good thing. It meant that she possessed the ability to rise above her craptastick parenting and care about another human being in a deep, meaningful way. 
So, as she lay on her bed examining the intricate pattern of her tiled ceiling she knew being in love with Robin Geary was not the problem.
No, the problem a girl called Sara Jacobs.
Sara, the new girl in town, was small boned and fragile. She carried the ‘Collected Works of Sylvia Plath’ everywhere she went. She was constantly seen scribbling in thick notebooks with vintage fountain pens she’d bought on her summer trip to Europe and Paris appeared to be the center of her personal universe. 
Jane didn’t bother to point out that an obsession with Sylvia Plath and Paris was a bad cliché because Sarah appeared to be a special snowflake. Since Jane had never met a special snowflake that didn’t love playing the part of the victim she decided it was better to ignore, and avoid Sarah Jacobs until she crawled back under her rock. 
That particular tactic, ignore and avoid, didn’t work out the way she planned. It seemed Robin and Sara made every effort to accidently run into one another and then, out of the blue, Robin’s schedule changed and her grades in French dropped. Robin now needed a new chemistry partner and a French tutor and Sarah was ready to jump in and help in any way she could. 
Jane held out hope that she wasn’t being replaced by the girl with the big brown eyes and Louise Brooks haircut but the day she walked into the library and caught Robin and Sara swapping spit in the American Literature section she knew her time was up. 
Jane rolled over in bed and closed her eyes. She’d told everyone in the house she was going to take a mental health day, so she was free to linger under the covers for as long as she wanted. She already knew there was an envelope full of cash waiting for her kitchen island. Her father always used money as an incentive to rejoin the human race and she never failed to take the bait. She just needed a few more hours of lying around feeling sorry for her broken heart as she was still struggling with the idea that it hurt to lose something you didn’t even know you wanted. 
 



 
1.
Jane stood on her side of the bar watching four giggling blonds squeeze into a corner booth when she realized she’d never be able to tell them apart. Maybe it was her, she thought, or maybe it was because they looked like they went to the same hair stylist, shopped at the same stores and frequented the same spray tanning salon. Jane knew it was a combination of everything. She was having difficulty distinguishing between humans because so many people were desperate to look like everyone else and because she didn’t actually like most people. 
Jane ran a clean rag over the bar and counted to ten. As much as she wanted to stand behind the bar and contemplate the sad commentary on society, she was already bored with the topic and ready to move in. She took a look around the empty club and knew the turnout for tonight’s hand wasn’t going to be good. They’d be lucky to see thirty people before last call and her boss would be looking for someone to blame after the receipts were tallied.
It was getting time to jump ship. The clientele had changed, hipsters with money and a love for live music moved on as soon as the twenty-somethings showed up looking for over-compressed remixes and jello shots served by glittery girls in halter tops. The club still managed to do a decent business on the weekends, when they got a bigger name act in from New York or Boston, but there were too many nights like this. 
“Earth to Jane.” 
She shifted her gaze from the empty club to the girl standing on the other side of the bar. 
“Hey, Chloe,” she said before returning to her compulsive wipe down. 
“You mixing drinks tonight or taking the varnish off that thing?” Chloe Anderson, her best friend and roommate, and the world’s worst waitress, placed her serving tray in front of Jane and leaned against the bar. 
She thought about saying something snarky but stopped. She, and the highly medicated Lily Hastings, had to live with the Chloe, and it wasn’t going to help either one of them if she was in a bad mood. 
“Hello?” Chloe laughed. “May I have your attention, please?”
“Sorry,” Jane mumbled, “I think I forgot to eat lunch.” 
“Sure.” Chloe eyed her carefully before tucking a stray lock of cherry red hair behind one ear and shaking her head. “You do know that being full of shit turns your eyes brown?” 
Jane tried her best not to crack a smile but it was difficult. Chloe knew what to say and how to say it and Jane was a goner. “Do you have a drinks order or did you just come over here to bother me?” 
“Well,” she began. “You did look a little bored.”
“That’s because I am bored.”
“We’re all bored around here.” Chloe nodded. “But, I need a round of Patron margaritas for the creampuffs in the corner.” 
“You show them the drink menu? Right? I don't want you get into fisticuffs when you bring them the bill.” She grabbed four fresh glasses from the rack and start setting up the round. 
“Of course,” She sighed with a roll of her eyes. “I pointed out the price list and one of them started waving a credit card around like it was the only one left in existence.”
“Let’s hope it’s not maxed out.” Jane grumbled as she salted the glasses. 
“They don’t look the type.” 
“How’s that?” asked Jane. 
“Because it's Wednesday and we've got some crap, no name band playing, and those girlies traveled all the way from Taunton to hear them play.”
“Four groupies?” Jane cocks an eyebrow at the empty stage before measuring out the tequila. “That’s impressive.”
“Four groupies isn’t impressive.” Chloe turned to look at the giggling blondes and made a sad little noise. “And let’s be honest those aren’t groupies. Those are wives and girlfriends.”
“True.” Jane decided it was useless to fight with the obvious and made herself busy measuring out Cointreau and Patron in equal amounts. “If we're really lucky a whole tour bus will park outside with a bunch of horny, thirsty girls.”
“Yep, and I bet they’ll all be straight,” Chloe groaned. 
“And order appletinis.” Jane gave each glass a healthy slice of lime before placing each one onto Chloe’s tray. “It’ll be a sad parade of Sex on the Beach, Fuzzy Nipples and Long Island Iced Teas.” 
“You’re making me depressed.” Chloe set her elbow on the bar and rested her chin in the palm of her hand. “Set me up one of those.”
“Kinda early for you isn't it?”  Jane smiled as she made room for Charlie, the underpaid and often mistreated bar-back.  
“But I’m so thirsty.” Chloe whined, her eyes going all sad and pleading. 
“You know the rules.” Jane crossed her arms over her chest and stood firm. “No drinking till we turn on the lights and send the yucky people home.” 
“God,” Chloe huffed as she jumped off her stool. 
“Be good and I'll use the top shelf stuff when Jimmy’s not paying attention.” Jane assured her
“When is Jimmy ever paying attention?” Chloe asked with a laugh. 
“When it’s time to tally up and count his cash.”Jane grimaced as the stage door entrance swung open and a group of haggard looking men came stumbling in. “Oh look, the band finally decided to show up. Just in time to skip sound check and start playing.” 
“Let’s just hope they've got enough brains to stay sober till their sets are finished.” Chloe picked up the tray and took a step away from the bar.
“By the looks of them it'd doubtful if they have a fully functioning brain between them,” Jane muttered. “But we can always hope.”
“Hope doesn’t pay the rent,” Chloe laughed. “And it doesn’t clean vomit off the drum kit.”  
“Good thing Charlie gets paid to do it.” 
“True.” Chloe shrugged and nodded toward the front of the club where a fifth customer stood. “Oh, look. Wednesday night and we've got another live body.” 
Jane tossed the dirty rag under the bar and grabbed a clean one. She was tempted to chuck it at Chloe’s head but with her luck she’d miss and spill the drinks. “Can you please go and serve those before you dump the tray and I have to make them all over again?”
“Fine.” She gave her head a little flip, sending her thick red ponytail into the air as she turned. “But you better find a way to make us some money tonight because it’s your turn to buy dinner.”
“Thanks for reminding me.” Jane shot back before turning her attention to the other end of the bar where her new customer was waiting. 
 
*****
 
Harper Merrick sat at the end of the bar trying to look like she wasn’t staring at the beautiful girl tending bar, but it was difficult. She had a weakness for leggy brunettes with pouty lips and big green eyes. 
“So what are you drinking tonight?” The lovely bartender eyed her carefully, but didn’t move one step closer
It took Harper a second to come up with an answer. She wasn’t sure if the other woman was waiting for an invisible signal or code word to but sure as hell seemed like it. “Bourbon, on the rocks.”
“Do you have a preference?” She took a few steps closer before stopping. 
“Not really?” 
“Do you have a budget?” The bartender smiled and a matching set of dimples appeared on both sides of her face. 
“No,” Harper replied.  
“You sure about that?” She touched the toe of her black Doc Martins on the edge of the stepstool in front of her and cocked an eyebrow. “We've got some pricey stock.”
“How about I let you call it?” Harper reached into the front pocket of her jeans, produced a crisp hundred-dollar bill and placed it on the bar. 
The smile on the bartender’s face turned into a wide grin and the dimples grew deeper. “A.H. Hirsch Reserve?” she queried before stepping up on the stool. 
“Sounds like a plan,” Harper said only to realize why the bartender asked for a price point before risking the climb. It was all about the length of her miniature kilt in comparison to how far she was going to have to reach for the bottle of booze. More than likely, she wanted to get confirmation before she put on a free show for the customers.  
“So, what do you hear about the band tonight?” Harper struggled to look away. She knew it was wrong to know the color of another person’s underpants before learning their first name, but her eyes didn’t want to cooperate with her moral compass. 
“Those guys? I have no idea who they are.” The bartender hesitated before extending her reach and exposed the lush curve where her ass met her thigh. “I can't even remember their name.”
Harper felt her face flush as she watched the bartender rise to the tips of her toes, this time the skirt moved high enough to reveal most of her purple polka-dotted backside. “That's not a good sign,” she said, averting her eyes before the girl started stepping down. The last thing she wanted to do was look like a pervert.
Which, she figured she was, because she’d ogled a strangers butt in public. 
“They were preceded but four groupies of rather questionable quality.” She picked up a shot glass from the stack behind the bar and shrugged. “Never a good sign.”
“Four is better than none,” Harper responded. 
“Four?” She sidled up to the bar in long, easy strides. “Come on. My cousin Hamish plays the banjo in a folkpunk band and he's beating the lovelies off with a stick.” 
“So, you can tell the quality of a band just by its groupies?” Harper asked while the bartender set the shot glass in front of her and filled it to the brim with amber colored liquid. “Isn't this a little small for the drink I ordered?”
“This is a free preview.” She laughed. “I thought you might want to taste what you're paying for before I fuck it up with ice.”
“What's wrong with ice?” Harper made a concerted effort to push the memory of those pale thighs as far into the back of her head as it could so she could meet those green eyes with a clear conscience.
“Waters down the taste.” She shook her head and sighed.  “You really want to spend that kind of money on something and not really taste it?”
“I guess not.” Harper answered. 
“Go on.” The bartended nodded. “Give it a go.”
Harper picked up the shotglass, let out a breath before tipping her head to do the shot. To her surprise, the bartender placed a fast hand on her wrist stopping her from taking the shot.
“Hold on there, Cowgirl,” she laughed.  “Just because I’m serving it a small glass doesn't mean you gulp it down.”
“This is what you do with a shot.” 
“I told you, this isn’t a shot.” She announced. “And even if it was this is not like your average alcohol. It isn't Stoli or Jäger. This is a work of fucking art. It has aged and mellowed into a rich, warm, honey flavored piece of American awesomeness. It's like a beautiful Kentucky woman. Long dark hair, bright blue eyes, a nice southern drawl. The kind of woman who will kiss you till you’re blind and shoot you when you run. You would not rush a woman like that. You'd take your time. You'd go slow and enjoy every second.”
Harper sat back. She could hear the blood rushing in her ears and her skin felt like she’d just been rolled onto hot sand. “I can't tell if you're being serious or not?” She looked down at her wrist. The bartender’s hand resting on her skin and it took every ounce of brainpower she had to move her eyes away from those long, slim fingers. 
“Neither can I.” she answered, moving her hand away. “I just sort of opened my mouth and all that crap just sorta came out.”
“Do you do that a lot?”
“All the damn time.” She set her elbows on the bar and leaned forward a little. “Now, take a nice slow sip and tell me what you think.”
Harper eyed the small glass for a moment and tried to remember that thing about a woman with long dark hair and bright eyes and how you were supposed to move slow, so as to enjoy every second. Harper took a sip, the taste was smooth on the tongue with a nice hot burn down the throat. 
“Did you know that September is National Bourbon Heritage Month?” The bartender asked with a sweet laugh. “I figured you might want to know.”
Harper took another sip and let out a deep breath before setting the glass down on the bar. She figured it was time she asked the question bothering her for the last few minutes. “Do you really have a cousin named Hamish that plays the banjo?” 
She gave Harper a wicked grin. “Does the bear shit in the woods?” 
“I guess the one about the Pope being Polish doesn't really work anymore.” She picked up her drink and swallowed the last of it down. 
“That was quite a few popes ago.” She teased. “So, was I right about the bourbon with no ice?”
“You were.” Harper agreed. “It's good.”
“Just good?” She narrowed her eyes and gave Harper a sideways glance that produced a nice shiver up her spine. “Are you sure there isn’t a more descriptive word you could use?”
“What if I try and think of one while you set me up a double?” She folded her hands in front of her and grinned. “Only this time can I get the big girl cup?”
“What?” She picked up the shot glass and replaced it with an appropriatly-sized one. “No sippy straw?”
“I promise not to spill anything on the floor.” Harper announced as she watched the bartender pour her a fresh drink. “So, there's a direct correlation between band suckage and groupie quality?”
“Absolutely.” 
Harper looked in the corner where four blond women sat sipping their drinks and talking to each other. “But they're decent looking.” 
“It's not about looks. It's about quality and quantity.”
“Why don’t you explain this fascinating equation to me?” Harper picked up her drink, took a sip and set the glass back on the bar. She wasn’t desperate to keep the bartender talking but she certainly did enjoy the sound of her voice.  
“I already told you, it's a mix of quantity and quality. You want a wide range of groupies following you. Big girls and skinny girls. Tall ones and short ones. Pretty and not so pretty. All kinds of girls for all kinds of guys. It's really good if a band rolls in and there's even a few guys in the mix. You know, for the drummer? Just in case girls aren't his thing.” She gave her eyebrows a suggestive little wiggle. “A really good band has all those bases covered before they hit town.”
“It’s hard to argue with that kind of logic.” Harper replied. 
“It also helps if the band can fill up a place better than this.” She looked around the room before sliding a full bowl of kettle fried chips in front of Harper. “This doesn't even cover the bill to keep the toilets running.”
“Maybe they just haven’t found their audience yet?” 
“This doesn’t have anything to do with audience.” She stated with assuredness. “These boneheads didn't do a sound check and the bass player plugged his bass into a guitar amp. There is no way in hell this band is going to be anything but complete donkey-shit.”
 “You sound pretty confident with your assessment.” Harper picked up a chip and put it back down in the bowl. It seemed sacrilegious to eat chips with top shelf booze.
 “I know my way around a mixing board,” she said. “My brother's an audio engineer. He runs a small recording studio in the city so I've picked up a few things.”
Up until that moment Harper never experienced the sensation of having her stomach leap into her lungs. She always assumed it was how people explained the rush of adrenalin they felt before they did the one thing they really weren’t supposed to do. Harper picked up her glass and took a healthy drink without making eye contact. She needed a moment to think. A moment to decide how she should proceed now that she suspected she’d been chatting up her audio engineer’s sister.  
She knew it wasn’t the worst thing that ever happened, but Riley Hollis was a good friend as well as the best audio guy around and if she was ever going to fix her wreck of an album she needed to stay on his good side.
“Are you going to tell the bass player about his amp?”
“If they're too cheap to show up here with their own sound guy and too stupid to do a sound check, they're on their own.” She nodded toward the stage and winced as the band started tuning up. “Remember, I'm just the bartender.”
“Is that how you see yourself?” Harper asked before taking another drink. “As being ‘just the bartender’?”
“It’s not the worst example of self-perception a human ever had,” she replied. “It’s good to see yourself for who you are and an important part of that is expressed through what we do for a living.”
“So, you’re a bartender and a philosopher?” Harper set the glass down and smiled. 
“Only if you want me to be,” she laughed. “I’ve been known to wear all kinds of hats. 
Harper contemplated making a quick exit before she got herself into trouble. “I suppose it would be very forward of me to ask if you have a name?” Harper asked before taking the last drink in the glass.
The bartender bit her lip as she leaned closer to whisper, “It might be.”
“So, you’re not going to tell me what it is?” Harper took a deep breath and inhaled the scent of expensive perfume on clean skin. It was better than anything she’d ever smelled before. 
“I never said that?” She shook her head before moving back a little. 
“I tell you what,” Harper paused. “You tell me yours and I'll tell you mine.”
“Mutual name telling? I like that concept.” She picked up Harper’s empty glass and placed it on the counter behind her. “Let’s do this.”
“First name only or do you want first, middle and last?” Harper asked.
“I'm thinking that a first name only basis will suit us just fine.”
“My name's Harper.” 
“Nice.” She nodded thoughtfully. “It's good to meet you Harper. My name is Jane.” 
“Jane?” Harper’s mouth went dry as the situation locked into place for her.  Riley sent her into the club to check out the band and maybe meet his sister, Jane. Harper hadn’t been told much, only that she worked behind the bar and she might be able to supply them with a workable list of musician’s looking to pick up a little session work. Riley said that his sister had a good ear for undiscovered talent, and that if she wasn’t such a giant pain in the ass, would make one hell of a manager or talent scout for a record company.  
The one thing Riley hadn’t bothered to tell her was whether or not his sister was into girls.  
“It’s a very nice name.” She managed to say once her brain stopped swirling around.  
“Sort of a letdown after you dazzled me with ‘Harper’ but hey, it's the best I've got.” 
“Not at all,” Harper assured her. “So, Jane? What's next on the drinking menu?”
“Pappy Von Winkles Family Reserve.” Jane’s green eyes flashed with excitement as she headed up the stepladder one more time. “Sixty-five dollars an ounce, ninety-five point six proof, and aged to the tender ate of twenty-three. It's all yours if you're up for it?”
“Up for it?” She replied as she grabbed a napkin from the pile in front of her and decided it was time to hand out her phone number. “Oh, I am definitely up for anything you're serving.”
 



 
2.
Harper kept looking between the mixing board and her laptop for a place to cut into the track she and Riley had left off on. The whole process was starting to feel rushed and tense. She feared it was going to show up in the final mix if they didn’t find a solution soon. Tracks were stacking up and if she spent all her time coddling one the rest would be affected. 
“I can’t tell if I’m late or you’re early.” Riley set a cup of coffee down next to her before taking a seat.
“Neither,” she sighed. She was used to working on her own so she kept hours that would drive most people insane but Riley seemed determined to keep up with her. “I’ve been here since eleven.”
“Jesus, kid,” he laughed. “This isn’t going to work if you stop sleeping.”
“Is it too late to scrap this one?” Harper asked the question she’d been turning over in her head for the past few days and hoped he had more of an answer than she did.
“I’m the wrong person to answer that question,” he chuckled. “You’re the creative genius.”
 “That’s a compliment I don’t deserve.” Harper hit the space bar on the computer and listened to another five seconds of the track. She’d been going over it for hours, each time hating it a little more. She knew she was supposed to be listening with an objective ear, but her brain was tired and it wanted to replace the track with something bright, shiny and new. 
“You need to get away from this for a while.” Riley advised. 
“I did,” she said. 
“Good.”
“As a matter of fact I took your advice and went in search of your sister.” Harper spoke fast, she needed to get the words out before she lost her nerve. 
“Jane?” Riley cocked an eyebrow and smirked.
“Is there another one?”
“There’s only one Jane.” He turned up the distortion on the board for a second before turning it back down again. “I have two sisters but I’d advise against meeting Alice.”
“Why’s that?” 
“Well, she’s difficult to describe, but saying Alice is a handful is a serious understatement.” He responded “She puts Marianne Faithful to shame.”
“Ouch,” Harper drew a breath and winced dramatically.
“Don’t get me wrong, I love my baby sister,” he paused. “It’s just that she’d not easy to take in large doses. Jane’s roommate, Lily, is the only person who can keep up with her.”
“Keep up?” Harper asked as she changed the timing on the track and slowed it down.   
“You’d probably see them in action to get a better understanding of what I’m talking about,” said Riley. “So? What did you think of Jane?”
“Would you get mad if I told you I wasn’t sure yet?” 
“Not really.” Riley picked up his coffee and gave it a swirl before setting it back down again. He seemed reluctant to commit to drinking it. “She’s one of those people that people either really love or really hate. There’s no middle ground with her.”
“She’s difficult to read.”
“Another common complaint.” He assured her. “It comes from being raised by completely insane parents.”
Harper pressed her palms to her eyes and gave them both a good rub. She didn’t have to ask Riley for an explanation, she’d already met Iris McConnely, one of the uncrowned queens of grunge and Anders Hollis, the mastermind behind orchestral, electronic house music who made his fortune scoring soundtracks for big budget action films. She naturally assumed growing up in the middle of that particular parental sandwich couldn’t be easy. 
“I think I might like her,” she admitted. 
“I figured you would.” Riley ran a hand through his messy blond hair and yawned. 
“Why is that?” Harper asked. 
Riley eyed her carefully. “Why do I get the impression you want me to give you a very specific answer?”
“Because my life feels complicated and difficult enough.” She admitted with a small, self-deprecating laugh. 
“And?” Riley asked.
“I’m not a fan of falling for girls that like guys.” 
“Neither is Jane.” He grinned. “I’m not sure but I think it has something to do with her being a lesbian.”
“You are such a pain in the ass.”
“I know,” he laughed. “Now, speaking of difficult?”
“Oh god,” she whined. “What?” 
“I think we should drop this track for a while,” he said. “It’s missing something and neither one of us is clearheaded enough to figure it out.”
“It needs a different voice.” She felt her shoulders drop from the tension she’d been holding onto. “I’m just not sure about the details.”
Riley flipped open his laptop and pressed the power button.  “I’m running Kara Olsen in Boston Saturday night. You want me to ask her if she’s interested in picking up the work? We can pull in a few session players or get your band to come in for a day or two?”
“Could you pick someone a little easier to work with?” Harper frowned. “Kara and I don’t exactly have a good working relationship.”
“I always assumed that problem wasn’t the working relationship,” he said as the computer came to life. “And sometimes a difficult collaboration produces the best sound.”
“Mark called yesterday.” Harper closed her eyes and pressed her head to the back of the chair and tried to ignore the panic settling in her chest at the mention of her agent. “He’s already setting up North American dates for the tour.”
“In this business being busy is a good thing.” He reminded her. “Not everyone gets lucky enough to have that kind of problem.”
“The album’s not even mixed yet and I’ve got shit piling up.” Harper groaned. “I was just hoping for more time off.”
Riley set his coffee cup down on the table and scooted closer to the mixing board. “You can rest when you’re dead.”
Harper ran her hands through her hair, giving her scalp a good scratch before straitening up in her seat. “Fine,” she sighed. “Talk to Kara and see if she’s interested. Maybe we can set something up.”
 
*****
 
“So, are you going to call her?” Chloe asked as she stabbed at a chunk of General Tao’s Chicken with her chopstick and waved it around before popping it into her mouth.
“She didn’t give me her number.” Jane lied to her friend as she piled four fat, greasy deep fried chicken fingers onto her plate. “Can’t use what I don’t have.”
“That never stopped you before.” Lily narrowed her dark eyes and stared at her from across the coffee table. “You’ve always liked a challenge.”
Jane was tempted to tell her she was too old to chase after wanted strange girls, but Lily knew her better than anyone else. She knew all the bad things Jane had done in her life and understood the terrible things she’d wanted to do. More than anyone else Lily Hastings fit as perfectly into the role of confessor as she did that of accomplice, and from the very first day of high school, Lily had Jane’s back and Jane returned the favor without question. 
It was Lily who told her to go to the library when she refused to admit Robin was dumping her for Sarah, and it was Lily who put three week old lobster shells in both of the offending girls lockers, and it was Lily who sat with her while she ate pint after pint of Chubby Hubby ice cream. Lily had also been the one who held her hair when she tried to sew the pieces of her heart back together with Jagerbombs and Vicodan and ended up barfing all over the leather seats of her mother’s new BMW.
They’d always been there for one another. No secrets and only the palest of lies, but at three in the morning all Jane wanted to do was sit around the coffee table and stuff as much Chinese food into her face as her stomach could handle. After that they’d break into Lily’s medicine chest and see what types of pharmaceutical goodies that lay ahead in the dangerous hours of the morning. 
“Why don’t we talk about you for a while?” Jane suggested as an alternative topic for discussion.  
“Why on earth would we do that?” Chloe asked. “Lily’s never likes to talk about herself.”
“Of course she does.” Jane pulled her set of chopsticks out of the little paper sleeve and snapped them apart. “Everyone likes being the center of attention.”
“Don’t try bullshitting a bullshitter, Jane.” Lily warned. 
“And which one of you is the bullshitter?” she asked and started dumping white rice around her chicken pile.
“Normally I’d tell you to take your pick, but tonight you get to be the liar, Jane.” Chloe announced and grabbed the carton of spare ribs. “I saw her write something on a napkin and give it to you. One can only conclude it was her phone number.” 
“I thought we’d agreed to talk about Lily for a while,” she said, once again trying to dodge the subject. 
“I don’t have anything worth talking about.” Lily replied. “And you’re a lying piece of crap.”
“How’s that?”
“You said you didn’t have her number.” Chloe interjected. 
“That wasn’t a lie.” Jane made the pronouncement with so much enthusiasm it made her guilt all the more obvious. “It was creative truth-telling.”
Lily shook her head and sighed. “Oh, would you look at that, Jane's trying to justify acting like an asshole.” 
“How am I acting like an asshole?”Jane picked up the container with sweet and sour sauce and poured it over her plate. She kept her eyes down. No good could come from making eye contact with those two barracudas,
“How aren't you acting like an asshole.” Lily stated with such certainty it was difficult to argue. “The girl is interested in you and you're blowing her off so don't have to deal with anyone but us.”
“Time to change the record, Lil.” Jane shot back. 
“Fine.” Lily turned her eyes away from Jane and zeroed in on Chloe, who was making herself busy with the sticky, sweet pork. “What’s her name and what does she look like?”
“Don’t start.” Jane warned with a dangerous look in Chloe’s direction. “She’s just trying to bait you.”
Chloe looked from Jane to Lily and back to Jane before shrugging her shoulders. “I don’t mind being baited.” 
“So, what does she look like?” Lily asked again.”
“Well,” Chloe began, “If Jane actually admitted to having a type this girl would fit it perfectly.” 
 “Very soft butch and with healthy dash of hipster?” Lily nodded before spearing another piece of chicken. “I bet she wears glasses. God, she’s a chapstick.”
 “I’m not sure about the glasses, but you got the rest right.” Chloe stated as she reached for the little plastic pot of duck sauce. “I don’t know any specific details because I never got really close but she fit the general stats. Tall, thin with a great set of shoulders, a little on the flat-chested side. Dark brown hair, choppy cut with side swept bangs. Jeans and a button-down shirt.”
“What about her face?” Lily asked to Jane’s dismay.
“Can the two of you please stop?” 
Chloe stared at her for a moment before giving her a sweet smile and turning back to Lily who, at the moment, seemed to be hanging on her every word. “Very pretty face, not too boyish and she had great skin.”
“And this is your ‘details free’ description?” Jane shook her head and stuffed a crab Rangoon in her mouth. 
“I didn’t get eye color but she had a good set of lips.” Chloe said between bites of food. “Very kissable-”
 “This part of the conversation needs to be over.” Jane interrupted them with a nasty scowl. 
“Why?” Lily asked. 
“Because it’s a waste of time.” Jane reached into her skirt pocket, pulled out the napkin with Harper’s number on it and tossed it onto the coffee table. “I’m not calling or texting and she’s not sitting around waiting for me to call or text so you can speculate to your heart’s content but none of it matters.”
“What’s her name?” Lily picked up the napkin and examined it before setting it back on the table between them. 
“Harper.” Chloe announced with less enthusiasm than she had when talking about the girl’s physical attributes. 
“Oh, Nice” Lily grinned. “Very bookish.”
“We have more interesting things to talk about.” Jane tried one more time to distract her friends with less than stellar results. “Like, what kinds of drugs Lily has in her purse tonight?”
 “Fine,” Chloe sighed, “but she's totally hot and totally into you and you could really use a hot girl who's totally into you.”
“And you use the word ‘totally’ way too much.” Jane reveled in her ability to point out the obvious as wall her natural flair for changing the subject. 
“You’re being an idiot,” Lily said as she picked up her oversized Berkin bag and set it in her lap. 
“Well, maybe I enjoy being an idiot.” Jane shot back. 
“Well, maybe you do.” Lily smiled as she produced two large bottles of pills and set them on the table. “And maybe you're just an insolent brat who needs to get laid.”
“I'm not a brat.”
“So you're sticking with insolent and needing to get laid?” Lily nodded as though she’d suddenly been given proof that the depths of Jane’s soul didn’t run much deeper than a muddy puddle on a hot day in July. 
“Why don’t we contemplate my sad, pathetic existence after you get those pills crushed up and ready to go?”
“Don’t crush mine.” Chloe made a stink face. “I hate snorting anything.”
“Did it ever occur to you, Jane, that all I’m trying to do is to encourage you to engage in a healthy human interaction every once in a while.” Lily popped open both bottles and started making three small piles of pills. “No crushing, it’s Valium and Xanax and I’d like all of us to wake up tomorrow.”
“Why on earth would you encourage more human interaction when I work in a bar?” Jane rolled her eyes.  “Seriously, I get all the human interaction I can stand.” 
“I notice you didn't call it healthy interaction,” Chloe laughed and poured a healthy dose of shrimp fried rice on her plate. 
“Oh, come on,” Jane huffed. “You, of all people, know that the average Saturday night at work means dealing with wall to wall stupidity, hormones and alcohol. I dare you to find a speck of meaningful or healthy human interaction in that fucked up mess.” 
“That's a sweeping statement.” Lily looked up from her pills and smiled. 
“Yes it is. It's a broad, sweeping pronouncement on the state of my existence at work right now and I'm standing by it.” Jane set her chopsticks down on her plate and crossed her arms over her chest. “And can you please explain to me why I’m friends with either one of you? I'm starting to forget.”
“Because we’re the only people who put up with your stupid crap?” Chloe reminded her. 
Jane had to press her lips together to keep from saying something snarky. Her mood wasn’t going to take a sudden, miraculous turn for the better because she’d unleashed her inner demon upon her friends so she decided to do something productive. “You’re roots are showing. You want me to clean that up for you?”
“Is that a peace offering?” Lily asked.
“Yes.” She admitted freely. “Am I doing it right?” 
“Not really, but I'll order a fresh bottle of Manic Panic and a bleach kit. You can do my whole head.” 
“Sounds like a plan,” Jane agreed. “When we get the bleach processing I'll try out a few new drinks on you.”
“Oh, hell.” Chloe’s voice was flush with anxiety since they’d had their share of bad things happen when the two of them mixed hair dye with cocktails.
“Oh, come one.” Jane reassured her. “It's not like I'm going to get out the clippers and shave the back of your head,” 
“I'd rather we didn't repeat that one.” Chloe lets out a long, mournful sigh. “I still can't look at gin and not miss that chunk of hair.”
“Hair grows back.” Jane snapped. “And that bottle of Hendrick’s was amazeballs and you know it.”
“Why is it Chloe never gets to do anything to your hair?” Lily asked.
“Because there's nothing to do with my hair. It's straight. It's brown. End of story. Chloe’s hair, on the other hand, requires a lot of upkeep and since she refuses to spend any real money on getting it taken care of properly she’s stuck with me.” 
“If you were a real friend you’d offer to pay for her to go to a salon.” Lily gave her customary eye roll as reached into her purse and pulled out a handful of bills. “So? You gonna text that girl or what?”
 



 
 
3.
It was half past ten when Jane caught sight of Harper standing at the far end of the bar. She was wearing a faded Sex Pistols tee-shirt and a pair of those hipster glasses Lily mentioned. 
The band was in full swing and the place was packed. As profitable at the night was going to be for everyone it wasn’t the good for socializing unless you were drunk and horny and didn’t give a crap what people were talking about.
“You up for a bit of the hard stuff tonight?” She shouted over the noise.
“I’ll take whatever you’ve got.” Harper pulls out a crisp hundred and holds it out for her to take. 
“Why do I get the impression you’re not talking about drinks,” she teased and slipped the cash into the front of her apron before hopping up on the stepladder. There was a bottle of Midleton Irish Whiskey she’d been dying to crack open for the longest time and Harper seemed like the kind of customer who would appreciate it.
“Three bartenders?” Harper motioned to the two other women working behind the counter. “Band must be pretty good.”
“I wouldn’t say there were good, but it's Saturday night and people need somewhere to go.” Jane answered. “Seems like you’re out of luck again.”
“I got your text.” Harper shook her head. 
“What are you talking about?” Jane broke the seal on the bottle and grabbed a clean glass. 
“The text you sent me.” Harper reached into her pocket, pulled out her iPhone and hit the message icon before holding it up for Jane to read: 
‘Good band tonight. 
Come check them out.
Jane’
Jane’s face went hot and her skin felt like she’d been dipped in scalding water. It was a miserable feeling and she wanted it to go away. “I didn't send that to you.” Her hands shook just enough for her to notice but she’d be damned if she was going to spill alcohol on the clean bar top with Harper watching. 
“You're the only one who has my number.” Harper stated as Jane slid the drink in front of her.
“In the entire world?” Jane put the screwed the cap back on the bottle and set it on the counter behind the bar. She’d already been up the ladder once tonight, she figured she’d play it safe and assume Harper would want another drink before too long.
“Just you and my mom.” Harper stated as downed her drink. 
“Maybe the text was from your mom?” Jane suggests with a laugh before filling up the glass one more time. “Maybe ‘Jane’ is her secret spy name?”
“My mother’s name is Feather and she doesn't believe in having a cell phone. Or a computer or a television.” She informed Jane. “She also doesn’t believe in having a microwave or electricity or eating anything that didn’t grow out of the ground and I seriously doubt she’s got a secret spy name.”
“Sweet mother of god,” Jane laughed. “She's a hippie.”
“No.” Harper shook her head, pressed the glass to her lips and took the drink. “My grandparents were hippies. She and my dad were raised on a commune, and crunchy habits die hard.”
Jane took a breath to clear her head but it felt like an impossible task., the air is thick and all around her people were screaming and the band was playing at the loudest possible volume. As much as she wanted to blame her growing anxiety on external distractions she had to admit to that the real problem was the overwhelming desire to stand in one spot and feed Harper whiskey till the sun came up. 
Jane reached out, took the iPhone from Harper’s hand and stared at the screen as her brain ran the phone number through its memory banks. It’s wasn’t a long process since she’d been dialing that exact number for years.
Fucking Lily
“That's my roommate’s number.”  She told Harper after handing back the phone.  “I didn't text you. She did.”
“You gave her my number?” Instead of looking sad and forlorn Harper shot her a look that said she wasn’t buying what Jane was trying to sell. 
“Calm down, Hotshot,” Jane replied. “I didn’t hand your number over to anyone. I put the napkin on the coffee table while we were eating dinner and Lily picked it up. She probably had it memorized before she put it back down. She’s sneaky like that.”
“So, you guys were talking about me?” Harper’s expression transitioned from suspicious to smug in an instant. 
“It’s no biggie.” She topped off her little lie with a casual shrug, and started cleaning up the empty, abandoned glasses before Charlie had a chance to get in her way. “We talk about people from this place all the time.”
 “And then you’re roommate just decided to text me?” 
“You’re making a big deal over nothing,” Jane said as she took an order for a vodka gimlet. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes, and you need a drink.” 
“You're the mixologist. What do you recommend?”
 “Mixologist?” She scoffed at Harper’s blatant attempt to blow rainbow colored, unicorn smoke up her ass. “Where's you hear that line of bullshit?”
“Portland Magazine.” Harper replied. “They did a spread on local bartenders a few years ago. You were on the cover.” 
“Were you creeping on me?” She laughed as she filled an order for a round of tequila shots. 
“No. But I checked out the club’s website and it had a link to the article. Apparently you're one of the best bartenders in the city.”
“It's a small city” she chuckled. “The pool is pretty limited.”
“Wow.” Harper ran a hand through her hair and looked a little dismayed that her sweet talk had fallen flat. “You just do not know how to take a compliment, do you?”
Jane took an order for a mojito and gave her a sour face. “How about a Rusty Nail?”
“For my coffin?” 
“For your gut,” answered Jane. “It's a drink. Scotch and Drambuie.”
“Sounds good.” 
Jane could feel Harper watching as she took more orders. In her head she knew she should be angry at Lily but pretending she wasn’t interested in Harper was getting difficult. 
She saved Harper’s drink for last even though she took the order first. She figured it was the only way to carve out a little space for thirty seconds worth of small talk with the girl she was starting to like. 
“You still haven’t told me about the band?” She asked when Jane set the honey colored drink in front of her. “Good or bad?”
“If you were really here for the band you'd be over by the stage and not over here making googly-eyes at me.” Jane made one more attempt at playing hard to get before giving up and admitting she was sweet on her new favorite customer.   
Harper smiled and for a brief second Jane was certain she was about to lean across the bar and kiss her. Instead Harper picked up her drink, moved off the barstool and disappeared into the crowd, and Jane was left alone to wonder if she’d managed to completely fuck things up.
 
*****
 
The band was halfway through its second set when Harper decided it was time to head back to Riley’s. The night turned out to be a complete bust; the band was as lifeless as overcooked macaroni, she’d had way too many sweaty male bodies ‘accidently’ pressed against her and she wasn’t in the mood to withstand one more verbal go-round a girl who clearly wasn’t interested. 
Setting her empty glass on the nearest available table she was heading toward the exit when a familiar looking redhead, with a serving tray tucked under her arm, placed a firm hand on her arm.
“Can I help you?” Harper asked as she tried to pull away.
“Your name is Harper? Right?” The redhead eyed her carefully for a moment before a smile spread over her face. 
“Yes,” she replied.
“Okay, cool. Hold this.” The waitress shoved the tray into Harper’s hands and pulled a set of keys from the front pocket of her apron. “You need to come with me.”
“No, I don’t.” Harper answered back. 
“Look, this is important.” The waitress gave her a push against the wall and opened a large set of doors that Harper hadn’t noticed before. “It’s about Jane.”
Harper held still as the waitress gave a quick look down the hallway and then motioned for her to follow her past the doors. Harper had seen enough horror movies to know that this was usually when the axe murder showed up and started chopping people into tiny pieces.
“Come on,” the waitress said as she popped her head back through the doorway and grabbed a handful of Harper’s shirt.
Harper dug in her heels but holding firm wasn’t an easy task. The girl might’ve been several inches shorter but she had both the element of surprise and brute strength on her side. 
“Stop it,” Harper hissed as she tried to pry the waitress’s fingers from her shirt. 
“Jesus fuck,” the waitress grumbled as she manhandled Harper past the doors. “I’m trying to help you.”
“How is this helping me?” Harper struggled to pull away from her but it was wasted effort since the girl pushed her up against the wall and held her steady.
“Charlie’s just told me he was taking over for Jane. She’s about to go on break and she always comes out here to drink her soda in peace.” The waitress announced conspiratorially. “All you have to do is be in here waiting for her, and then it’s all about you turning on the charm.”
Harper felt her breath hitch in her chest as she realized she probably wasn’t about to be robbed or beaten to death with a serving tray. “I don’t really think she’s all that interested in-”
“Yes, she is.” The waitress interrupted before loosening her grip on Harper’s shirt. “It’s just that she’s the kind of person who needs to be cornered every once in a while.”
“What if I’m not very good at doing the cornering?” Harper let out a breath as she found her footing and tried to make for the door. 
It wasn’t much of an escape attempt since all the waitress had to do was give her another push up against the wall and Harper was instantly paralyzed. She assumed it was the result of a childhood spent among pacifists and stoners. 
“Improvise,” the waitress said as she opened the door and slipped back out. 
Harper stood in stunned silence, unable to move, while the door clicked shut, and the unmistakable sound of a lock turning echoed in the empty courtyard. She wasn’t sure how things had gotten so weird so fast,  all she’d been trying to do was leave before she could get tangled up in another attempt at making friends with Jane. 
She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans and took stock of their contents before pulling out her phone. Getting reception wasn’t a problem but Riley was the only person she knew in town and he was in Boston so he wasn’t going to be able to help her get out of the situation gracefully.  Harper shoved the phone back into her pocket. It seemed like pounding on the door until someone let her out was her only option if she wanted to make it out before Jane showed up. 
Harper was moving toward the door when make a run for it because she figured that it was only going to make things worse but it was difficult to think straight with the heavy pounding of blood in her ears. 
“Jane?” She asked as the unmistakable figure of a woman came into view. “Is that you?”
“Harper?” Jane held the door open for a second before crossing the threshold and closing it behind her. “What are you doing out here?”
“I’m not sure,” she stammered nervously. “I got lost.”
“Lost?” Jane reached for the wall directly to the right of the door and flipped on the lights and everything came into view. She wasn’t standing in an empty courtyard like she’d assumed. It was an abandoned eating area fitted with tables and chairs and a high fence with lattice roof covered in green vines and fairy lights. 
And there was Jane.
Harper held her breath for a moment and stopped hating the crazy waitress who’d stuffed her through the doors. 
“I was headed to the bathroom and must’ve gotten turned around,” she stammered like a nervous teenager, obviously, lying and improvising were not her strong suits. 
“But how did you get in here?” Jane turned the handle on the door and closed it shut before setting her can of soda on the hostess stand and crossing her arms over her chest. “The door’s always locked.” 
“I’m not really sure,” Harper said with a sigh. “I was trying to leave and I got stuffed in here and that girl told me to improvise.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Jane narrowed her eyes for a second before tilting her head to the side as if she were trying to remember something.
“The waitress with the red hair-”
“Oh god.” She interrupted with a deep groan and placed a hand on her stomach like she was trying to keep from throwing up. “Please tell me this isn’t happening.”
“I’m not even really sure what is happening,” Harper laughter was nervous and short as she realized she was going to throw the waitress under the bus and come clean about the whole thing. “I was trying to leave and she dragged me in here.”
“You let a stranger lock you in the courtyard?” Jane pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger and shook her head. “Didn’t your mother warn you against trusting strangers?”
“My family had an open door policy when I was growing up so I have a difficult time distinguishing strangers from people I forgot that I already met.” She shrugged. 
Jane popped the top of her soda and took a sip. “It still doesn’t explain why you let Chloe lock you in here.”
“That’s her name?” Harper asked.
“Don’t try deflecting attention away from yourself.” Jane took another sip but kept her eyes fixed on Harper. “Just answer my question.”
“I’m not even sure how I’m supposed to answer your question.” Harper admitted.
“Starting at the beginning and ending with the truth is always a decent plan.” Jane’s voice was stony and unreadable and made Harper exceptionally nervous.  
“Like I said,” she paused. “I was leaving and the waitress asked me my name and I told her and then she’s opened the door and pulled me in here. That’s pretty much the entire story from start to finish.”
“If you say so.” Jane sounded unconvinced but her expression was loosening up a bit. “Why were you leaving so early?”
Harper looked down at the ground and dug the toe of her Converse sneakers between two rust colored bricks and decided she really didn’t have it in her to keep the conversation going in the direction it was presently going. “Look, I know that humiliation is a powerful teacher but I’m not in the mood to have my nose rubbed in the dirt tonight and I’d really appreciate maintaining a small shred of my personal dignity. Now, can you please unlock the door so I can go home?”
Jane took another sip of her soda before putting it down. “And you think that I’m planning on humiliating you and rubbing your nose in the dirt?”
“It’s not a very huge leap to make.” Harper admitted as she picked another spot to dig into.
“And why is that?” Jane asked
“You’re just very difficult to read.”
 “Being difficult to read is my defense strategy against assholes.” Jane ran a hand over the top of her head and let out a deep sigh. “I deal with a lot of drunk guys who think that they have the right to say or do whatever they want because they’ve been raised with a bloated ego and sense of entitlement.” She shrugged. 
“Why don’t you work somewhere else?” Harper asked the most obvious questions she could come up with for the lesbian who worked in a straight nightclub.
“Because I don't like being anyone's drunken regret.” She answered. 
Harper had that familiar feeling of being punched in the chest by someone else’s admission of self-loathing and she immediately wanted to rush in a fix it. “I doubt you've ever been anyone's regret.”
“What were you saying about humiliation?” Jane’s laugher sounded as sad as her eyes looked at that moment. “If you're just looking for some quick fuck-buddy action you need to tell me straight out. There’s no reason to pretty it up with promises that you don’t intent to keep.”
“You really like to cut to the chase, don't you?” Harper swallowed back the sharp cough the stuck in her lungs at the rawness of Jane’s words. 
“I just think you need to understand that I don't like playing bullshit games with people. I'm a firm believer in everybody being on the same page.” Jane shifted her weight before leaning back against the brick wall.
“And this means? What?” Harper wasn’t about to throw aside her need for clarification just because Jane was showing some interest in her. 
“I'm not the kind of girl who enjoys being strung along.” 
“I suppose it’s a good thing that I’m not the kind of person who enjoys stringing people along.” Harper replied. 
Jane looked away for a long moment before nodding her head and meeting Harper’s gaze again. “You meet me at Sammi's on Exchange Street at eleven tomorrow morning and I'll let you buy me brunch.”
“I can do that,” Harper said with as much calm as she could muster. 
“I am not a cheap date.” Jane informed her. 
“Not a problem.” 
“And If you're looking for one of those girls who spends an entire meal pushing her food around with her fork while she giggles at your lame-ass jokes you need to find someone else, because I’m not going to be catering to your ego.”
“Got it.” Harper nodded as she moved closer to the door. Jane looked as if she was contemplating locking her in for the night so she figured she’d better move fast if she was ever going to see the outside world again. “If you want to give me any more instructions you can always have one of your friends shoot me a text.”
“You better not stand me up tomorrow.” Jane held the door open for Harper to pass and shot her a sideways glance before letting out an irritated sigh. “I’m not a big fan of handing out second chances.”
“I understand completely.” Harper stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans and forced herself to keep from doing a happy dance. 
“Go back in and I’ll mix you up another drink,” Jane said as she fished a set of keys from the pocket of her apron. “Maybe if you’re good I’ll let you sit at the bar and sweet talk me till the lights come back on.”
 



 
4.
Harper pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and straightened her shoulders. Both actions were nervous holdovers from childhood and she had about as much control over them as she had over the anxiety that twisted her stomach into tight knots. 
She was going to have to come clean to Jane before things went any further. Her friendship and business with Riley weren’t all that big of a deal as long as she told Jane before she found out on her own. 
Harper checked the time on her phone. 
Jane was late.

Not terribly late, just enough to make her jump to the conclusion that she was being stood up. 
Or Jane had called Riley, to discuss family things, and he’d mentioned her name and now Jane hated her and Harper was going to be standing out on the sidewalk for the rest of the day.  Sliding her phone back into her pocket she told herself that it was better to get stood up now than dumped later. 
Harper stared across the street and watched people as they milled in and out of shops and restaurants. There was enough foot traffic around the Old Port to lose someone in a crowd from time to time but after twenty minutes of waiting Jane would have noticed her standing here like an idiot. 
Her brain told it was time to stop gaping at strangers and go back home.  Jane wasn’t coming and that was that. There would be no dark haired beauty breaking away from the shoppers as they milled around the streets. No girl, dressed in a cut off shorts and black, spaghetti strap, shirt crossing the street with dark glasses covering her eyes and cherry colored lipstick coating her lips. 
Harper stood still and kept her eyes on the young woman moving in her direction. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest as she recognized the smile and the pretty face with the matching dimples. 
“Hey.” Jane stopped at the edge of the sidewalk and slid the sunglasses to the top of her head. 
“Hey,” Harper stammered. “I wasn't sure if you were going to make it.” She didn’t know why Jane’s appearance floored her, maybe it was the realizing how perfect her skin was or that her hair had auburn highlights and thick waves that flowed down her back or maybe it was the shade of red she wore on her lips that made Harper want to kiss her right out there on the street. Whichever it was Harper knew better than to examine it too closely 
“Been here long I take it?” Jane adjusted her sunglasses with one hand as she ran the other one through her dark hair. 
“Only long enough to discover which bench is the most comfortable.” Harper teased. “Nothing a little ass cushion won’t cure.”
“Oh, come on. I'm not that late,” Jane tilted her head back and let out a small laugh. “It's Sunday afternoon, I'm supposed to be lounging around my apartment in my pajamas having deep conversations with my television and eating ice cream out of the container.”
Harper wanted to tell her it sounded like a perfect way to spend a Sunday morning and she would’ve been more than happy to be a join her, but she figured she was already pushing her luck. “I’m impressed you’re this perky after working until two in the morning.” 
“How can I not be perky when I’m about to go into my favorite house of brunching?”
“House of brunching?” Harper repeated as she followed Jane into the restaurant. “Is that a technical term or did you just make it up to impress me.”
She looked back at Harper with a smile. “What can I say? I have a creative grasp of the English language.” 
“You certainly do.” Harper agreed enthusiastically.
“Hey, if you think I've got issues with the language, you should meet my parents. My dad's from Denmark and my mom's from Scotland. I'm impressed I can string two sensible words together some days.” Jane gave a nod to the pink haired woman behind the hostess stand and kept on walking until she reached the far end of the room. 
“How international.” Harper pulled out her chair and sat down across from Jane. “How did you end up in Portland, Maine?”
“My parents thought it was a good place to raise kids. So they packed us up when I was around five and moved here.”
Harper watched her for a moment before deciding it wasn’t the right time to tell her that she already knew most of the story from the time Riley tried to explain his complicated citizenship situation. “Where were you living?” 
“Copenhagen,” Jane replied. “It's in Denmark.”
“I know where Copenhagen is.” Harper picked up the menu in front of her and flipped it open. 
“Really? People usually think I'm talking about Amsterdam. I get a lot of questions about hash bars and prostitutes,” she said with a small laugh.
“I also know the difference between The Netherlands and Denmark.” Harper peered up over the top of the menu to see Jane staring at her intently. 
“I'm impressed. Points to you for paying attention to your geography lessons.” Jane sat back and smiled. “I like a person who’s not afraid to show their intelligence. It’s very refreshing.” 
“What can I say?” she shrugged. “I was homeschooled on a commune.” 
“Ah, yes.” Jane nodded “Smart hippies teaching you all about the world. I should have known you'd be brighter than the average bear.”
“Are you actually giving me a compliment?” Harper asked with a little good natured sarcasm.
“You can call it whatever you want,” she said as a tall waitress with dimple piercings and Betty Page bangs sidled up to their table. 
“Hey there, Queen Jane,” The waitress said knowing wink. “You want to start off with a drink or do you want to go behind the bar and play mad scientist?”
“Why don't you me start off with a Paloma?” Jane gave the waitress a swat on the butt before turning back to Harper. “What are you drinkin' Champ?”
“Whatever you suggest.”
“Aren’t you a brave soul?” The waitress laughed. 
 “My friend here will have a Chavela with a shot of Cabo Uno. You a fan of Bloody Marys?”
“Only on Sunday mornings.” 
“And you got the cash to cover that shot, Jane?” She chuckled. 
“I've got it covered.” Harper interjected. “Jane’s off the hook for this meal.”
“You hear that Nat?” Jane cocked and eyebrow and smiled. “The pretty girl says I’m off the hook for this meal.” 
“I’ll assume you’re planning on bleeding her dry,” Nat, the waitress, gave them a dramatic eye-roll. “Appetizers to start?”
“Chile relleno?” Jane stares across the table until Harper nods her consent with the ordering situation. “Yam fries with tamarind ketchup? Empanada of the day?”
“I see you've got the menu memorized,” Harper mused out loud. 
“She should. She eats here every single Sunday.” Nat announced. 
Harper closed the menu and handed it back to Nat. “I guess I'll have to leave the ordering to Jane.”
“Sweet,” Jane responded. “We'll have all the really good stuff.”
“You mean all your favorites?” Nat's shook her head. 
“Yep.” Jane answered proudly. “I want all of it.”
“You sure you don't want to make any special requests?” Nat laughed. “Champagne brunch or Lobster-”
“Don't you have a drink order to place?” Jane interrupted, handing over her menu with a smug grin.
Nat laughed again before heading for the kitchen. 
“Queen Jane?” Harper asked. “What's that about?”
“It's from a Bob Dylan song.”
“Queen Jane Approximately. It’s from Highway 81 Revisited.” Harper replied with the specifics gleaned from a childhood spent surrounded with her parent’s record collection and no internet to distract her. “Why not Sweet Jane?”
“No one calls me ‘Sweet Jane’.” She announced firmly. “No one. Ever.”
“How come?” Harper asked.
“Have you met me? I'm not the Sweet Jane type.”  She folded her hands on the table and leaned in closer. “Can we change the subject now?”
 “Just trying to get you figured out.” Harper held her hands up in mock defeat and sighed. “You're not exactly giving me anything concrete to go on.”
 “Tell me about your hippie parents and life on the commune.” She replied, swiftly deflecting the focus back to Harper. “Were you named after Harper Lee?”
Harper sat back and stared at the brick wall just past Jane’s shoulders. It felt fitting that she should be sitting there as she seemed determined to present herself as being as impenetrable as a brick wall. “So, we're not going to talk about you?”
“No, not really.” She shook her head and smiled sweetly. “We could always talk about sex?”
“Excuse me?” Harper coughed.
Jane fixed her gaze on Harper and pressed the forefinger to her chin. “Everyone wants to talk about sex.” She stated as though it were plain, simple fact.  
“I’m starting to think I really like how completely insane you are.” Harper set her elbows on the table, leaning in a little so she could hear every word that came out of Jane’s pretty mouth. 
“Thank god for small miracles.” 
“And you're opinionated.” Harper teased.
“I am highly opinionated.” Jane stated. “Painfully opinionated. I'm also obstinate and impossible and people usually end up with a splitting headache after talking to me for more than a few minutes.”
Before either one of them can add a single word to Jane’s statement Nat returned with drinks and a tray full of appetizers. 
“That was fast.” Jane rubbed her hands together. She had a hungry glint in her bright eyes. “You must’ve put a fire under someone's ass.”
Nat laughed as she set the drinks on the table. “Not exactly, but they are motivated.”
“Looking to get me the hell out of here?” Jane asked
“Something like that.” She nodded. “Sammi's back in the kitchen asking why don't you quit working at that shithole club and come work for her?”
“Tell her to make me an offer I can’t refuse,” Jane sighed. “These days it wouldn’t take much to tempt me away.”
“Job got you crapped out?” Harper asked as she picked up her drink and inspected it from all sides. 
“My job officially blows goats.” Jane picked up her fork and stabbed at the bundle of fries in the middle of the platter. “Big fucking goat cocks.”
“Sammi’s wondering if you’d come in tomorrow and have a chat?” Nat asked. “She’s got a business proposition for you.”
“Sure, but tell her to make it the day after tomorrow and she needs to keep it under her had. No use getting people all riled up.” Jane wrapped her hand around the glass and brought it to her cherry red lips. 
“This conversation never happened,” said Nat before turning around and heading for the kitchen. 
“Does that happen a lot?” 
“What?”
“You getting job offers?” Harper asked. “Does it happen every time you walk into a bar or restaurant in this town?”
Jane looked around the room for a moment before replying. “Not really.”
“Do you think you'll take the job?” Harper wasn’t all that capable at making small talk in the best of situations. Most of the time she felt as though her efforts at communicating with members of her own species was about as easy as stuffing an octopus into a mayonnaise jar.
“I wouldn't mind tending bar here. It's a nice relaxed atmosphere. The customers are a little older. They're probably a whole lot braver about trying drinks that aren't loaded with fruit juice and peach liqueur.”
Harper picked up her shot of tequila and felt her stomach clench in response as she brought the drink to her lips and tipped her head back. 
“I'm so sick of making the same fucking drinks over and over. I can tell who's gonna order what and how much they'll consume just by the thickness of their spray tan.” She shook her head as she deposited food onto her plate. “One of these days I’m going to make up my own drink and call it ‘sweaty nut sack’.”
“Don’t be offended if I don’t drink it.” Harper laughed so hard she was worried the tequila was going to fly up into her sinuses and burn a hole in her brain. 
“I won’t be,” she chuckled. 
“Sounds like you’re burnt out.” She gasped as she reached for the small bowl of lemon wedges and stuffed one between her teeth. 
“Not by bartending. I love bartending. It's the people in the club that make me crazy.” Jane said before taking another sip of her drink. “Did you know that there's a bar in New York that's hosting a tiny penis competition?”
“That was random.” Harper choked on lemon wedge and had to remove it to keep from dying on their first date. 
“Probably just a little.” Jane agreed. “But don’t you wonder what kind of man would enter a tiny penis competition?”
“One who is either extremely secure with his masculinity or has exemplary oral skills.” She raises an eyebrow as she made an attempt at pulling herself back together. “Or a wife with a really sick sense of humor.”
“Having superior pussy eating skills would totally make up for having a microscopic wang.” Jane shrugged and took another sip of her drink. “My bet’s on the wife being sick and twisted.”
“So tiny penis contest aside,” she paused to examine her scary looking drink sitting just to the right of her plate waiting to be tasted. “Exactly what is in this?”
“Beer, lemon juice, a dash of Tabasco and Worchester sauce and Clamato.” Jane told her. “It’s not half bad if you like that sort of thing. It's like a really funky Bloody Mary.”
Harper stammered as she said the word, “Clamato?”
“Clam juice. It’s actually better if you add the shot of tequila but you drank it before I had a chance to tell you.” Jane grabbed a stuffed chili off the platter and carefully set it on her plate. 
“Should I order another one?” Harper picked up her drink and put it back down and the table without missing a beat. 
 “It might help the taste.” Jane put her fork down and folded her hands in her lap. “Are you planning on having sex with me?”
Harper resisted the urge to take a swift slug of her drink before she had to answer Jane’s question. She picked the glass and stared at it. “Eventually,” she said before setting her untouched drink back down on the table.
Jane gave her an amused smile. “Eventually?”
“What’s wrong with wanting to get to know you first?” Harper stabbed her fork into a mini empanada and deposited it on the plate. “I know it’s old fashioned, but it’s what I do when I really like someone.”
“What if I’m not into old fashioned things?” Jane bit her lip, she looked like she was waiting for Harper to say just the right combination of words.
Or the wrong combination of words.
“Then you and I might be at an impasse.” Harper didn’t have a lot of moral fortitude, and the ‘waiting for sex’ thing wasn’t as true as she wanted to think it was but, at that moment it felt important to her. 
“So, no casual fucking for you.” She sliced the chili with her fork, stabbed a hunk and popped it in her mouth. 
“You certainly have a way with words.” 
Jane laughed. 
“Besides, how do I know that you’re not leading me into some sort of verbal entrapment scenario?” Harper pulled the empanada apart and started eating it.  “Maybe you’re asking because you’re looking for a very specific answer and if I don’t have the answer on the first try you’ll get up and leave?”
“I wouldn’t try and trick you,” she replied. “You’re too sentimental around the eyes for that kind of bullshit.”
“Sentimental around the eyes?” Harper cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t think anyone has ever said that about me before.”
“I made it up.” Jane took a sip of her drink, the one that didn’t contain clam juice, and grinned. “It sort of described that lovely thing you’ve got going on around your face.”
Harper put her hand over her mouth; she was caught between trying to swallow a mouthful of spicy food and laughing. If she wasn’t careful she was going to need the Heimlich to help her survive the date. 
“What?” Jane chuckled. “Was it something I said?”
“No,” Harper paused to finish swallowing her food and stop laughing. “It the way you said it.”
“Technically, English isn’t my first language so I don’t bother with how the words are supposed to be put together.”
“You don’t have an accent.” Harper remarked.
“And I don’t speak a word of Danish.” Jane dipped a fry in the tamarind sauce and nodded as she chewed. “And you have earned yourself a second date.”
“How is that?”
“I liked the answer you gave me.”
“About sleeping with you?”
Jane looked up at her through thick lashes and gave an innocent shrug of her shoulders. 
“See, I knew it was a trick.” Harper cut off another piece of the chili and stabbed at it. “So, maybe we’re long term material?”
“It’s possible, but don’t get too full of yourself.” She warned as she pointed to Harper’s full glass. “First things first, you need to drink that so we can start planning dessert.” 
“This better be worth it.” This time she didn’t stop to inspect the drink before putting it to her lips and taking a sip of the freakish concoction. 
“It will be.” Jane assured her.  “Especially when I let you kiss me on our next date.”
*****
 
Jane stood in her apartment and surveyed the damage. She’d been working more than normal, and there wasn’t a decent housekeeper among the three of them, but something had to be done before they were forced to call in a biohazard team and have the place tented.
She tossed her bag on the couch and plopped down across from Lily who looked absorbed in some home decorating show while she sucked a pot leaf shaped lollipop. 
“Good morning,” she sighed. 
“Afternoon.” Lily answered back.
“Sorry, I lost track of time.” Jane stretched her legs and kicked off her sandals. All desire to clean drifted away as the mismatched couple on the real estate show traded quips with an irritated real estate agent. 
“You’re back early.” Lily looked up from her seat and gave her a crooked smile. “Chloe said you had a brunch date.”
“I did.” 
“And?” Lily asked before returning the lollipop to her mouth. 
“And now I’m home.” Jane shrugged. She knew it wasn’t the kind of answer Lily was looking for but it was the only one she was giving. She was still annoyed with the fact that both of her friends had gone behind her back to manipulate the situation with Harper. 
“This is the most depressing conversation I’ve had all day.” Lily announced.
“Have you had a lot of conversations today?” Jane picked up the remote and pressed the mute button. Something told her that this was the perfect time to get Lily distracted from the subject of Harper.   
“More than I was planning on having,” Lily groaned. “I’ve made a few mistakes since last night,”
“A few?” Jane chuckled.
“I’ve got these two girls in my bedroom, and I’m pretty sure one of them was straight.”
“Was?” 
Jane turned to face her and smiled a sad little smile. “I might have spoiled her for men for the rest of her life.”
“Nice ego you got there, Lil,” she laughed. 
“Have you ever had sex with a man?” Lily rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t take much to top that experience.”
“So,” Jane paused to catch her breath. “You found a straight girl who wanted to see if she was gay?”
“Well, that’s the impression I’m getting now that the Absinthe’s worn off,” she said with a casual shrug. 
“Jesus,” Jane laughed again. “Absinthe?”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time.” Lily stretched her arms over her head and let them drop down to her sides. “In retrospect, it was not such a good idea.”
“Okay, fine. Why don’t you tell me a little more about this situation you’ve gotten yourself into?”
“With the absinthe out of my system I’m pretty sure there isn’t much of a situation,” she explained. “It’s mostly a matter of me being gay and the other girl being gay and the third girl not thinking she was actually gay until she realized just how much fun it is to have sex with women.”
 “This sounds too complicated for my tiny brain. Can’t you give me condensed version of the actual problem?” 
“I can’t get rid of them,” Lily popped the candy into her mouth groaned.
“Do you have one of those for me?” Jane pointed to the familiar pot leaf wrapper and smiled. 
Lily took the pop out of her mouth and nodded slowly. “You and Chloe.”
“Where is Chloe?” Jane asked. “Maybe you can send her in there to get rid of your girls?”
“She went shopping for hair stuff and shoes.” Lily told her just as a smile broke out on her face. “You brother woke me up.”
“Riley was here?” Jane set the remote down on the coffee table and grabbed a band for her hair. It’d been bugging her since she woke up but seeing as how she was having a good hair day she didn’t want to ruin it before Harper could get a look at what she looked like with it down. 
“No,” Lily said.  “He called.”
“He called you?” Jane didn’t hide the bewilderment that coated her words. If there were ever two people who never sought out one another’s company it was her best friend and her brother. Jane knew they dealt with each other as a way to keep the peace between all of them, but there was no love lost and Jane preferred it that way since it helped to keep her family life separate from her real life. “Why the hell did he call you?”
“Because you had your phone turned off and he knows Chloe screens her calls so he was out of options.” She answered as if it was the simplest thing in the world. 
“That still doesn’t explain why he needed to talk to any of us?” Jane fought against the sudden urge to pour herself a tall, cold drink and wallow for half an hour until Riley called to tell her what was really going on. “You’re leaving something out.”
Lily nodded slowly as her smile morphed into a self-satisfied smirk. “You need to get Alice out of his house.”
Jane felt all the blood drain away from her head in an instant and flood her heart. It was a painful, frightening experience that made her thinks about heart attacks and strokes and how tragically unexplainable it would seem to the outside world if she died before she had the chance to do something important with her life. “Please tell me this is a joke.”
“I told him she could stay here with us.” Lily laughed and stuck the lollipop back in her mouth.
“Why would you say that?” Jane whined. 
“Because I’m a nice person.” 
“Did he even tell you what she’s doing here?” Jane picked up her bag and set it down in her lap. No matter how many times Alice decided to pull this particular trick she was never fully prepared to see her little sister. “I thought she was in London with Mom.”
“So did Riley,” Lily yawned. “But she just showed up yesterday morning as he was packing up for a show. Apparently she was mumbling something about London being too hot and having too many little dogs and how it was filled with snotty English bitches. It was the usual Alice rant.”
“And, of course, she can’t say at his house.”
Lily sunk down a little lower in her seat, her eyelids were starting to look heavy from the laced lollipop. “Riley said he had someone in the studio trying to get a final mix pulled together, so she’s got to go.”
“Why didn't she go on tour with Dad?”
“Probably, because she likes hanging around Portland, making a nuisance of herself, and annoying people?” Lily tossed the question out but they both knew she wasn’t looking for an answer. “Why don’t you give him a call and find out for yourself?”
“I don't want to deal with Alice today.” Jane grabbed her phone out of her bag and hit the speed dial for her brother. “She gives me migraines.” 
“I’ve got the cure for that,” Lily laughed. “Three Darvocet and you’ll be just fine.”
“I’m gonna need those.” Jane replied as the phone stopped ringing and she heard the familiar sound of her brother talking.
“Jane?” He gave an annoyed sigh. “It’s about time.”
 “What the fuck is going on?” She shot back.
“Good to hear from you too.” 
“Why is Alice in town?” Jane tightened her grip on the phone. “She’s supposed to be with Mom for the summer.”
“Have you picked her up yet?” Riley asked, his voice sounded strained, it reminded her of the time when she was five and he found her sitting behind the tour bus with a broken wrist and no adult in sight. 
“Hell no. Alice is your favorite sister.” She told him. “Why can’t she just stay there until you get back?”
“She’s too disruptive and I’ve got an artist in there who can’t deal with disruptions right now,” he paused for a brief moment to talk to someone else. His voice sounded serious and low but Jane couldn’t make out any of the words. “I'm kinda stuck so can you just give me a break and get her out of the house?”
“Are you in trouble?” She felt a tiny wave of sisterly love wash over her. It was quickly followed by the fear of Riley also being in trouble and her being the last sibling standing. Jane figured there weren’t enough drugs in the world to help her deal with being the one responsible for all the member of her family. 
Of course Alice had gone go to Riley’s, he was the safe, secure one who always knew what to do when things got really bad. What worried Jane was the thought of how bad things could get with Alice before she realized she needed help. She was kind of like one of those kids who don’t have nerve endings in their skin and have to be watched every second of the day so they don’t bleed to death from an accident with a butter knife.  
 “No, it’s nothing,” he answered.  “I had a gig in Boston and I'm stuck here for a while.”
“Why didn't you come back last night?”
“Can you please stop being difficult?” He pleaded. “All I need you to do is get Alice up and moving. She's probably still passed out from whatever party she was at last night.”
“You and I both know it’s going to be more complicated than that.” She informed him. 
“There's five hundred bucks in it.” He grumbled. “Can you please just do this for me and not ask a bunch of questions?”
“Fine, but you have to promise to pay me.”
“Have I ever let you down before?”
“Surprisingly, no.”  She laughed. 
“Surprisingly? What the hell are you talking about? I am an awesome brother.” He announced with puffed up pride. “You really should be nicer to me.”
“Yes, Riley. I'll be nicer to you but I’m not making any promises for Alice.”
“You better be good to her.” He warned with his big brother voice. 
“Again, I’m not making any promises.”
“I already talked to Lily and she told me that she was going to beat the hell out of you is you messed with Alice.” He announced. 
“Since when did Lily become Alice’s caretaker?” Jane threw her friend a glare before flipping her off.
Lily just grinned.
“I’m not asking any questions about what goes on between those two.” Riley answered.
“Well, maybe since Lily likes her so much Lily can be the one to go and get her?” Jane narrowed her gaze at Lily but didn’t get any more of a response.
“Did she tell you about her lollipop?” He laughed. 
“Oh come on,” Jane huffed. “You know better than to fall for that one.”
“I know better than to take any chances when it comes to having stoned people driving around doing me favors.” His voice lacked the vehemence that the average person would have when talking about the dangers of driving while under the influence. Jane didn’t bother pushing the subject any further since she wouldn’t trust Lily to drive anywhere most of the time. 
“Whatever,” she grumbled. 
“You'll be there?” 
“Yes, I'll be there and I'll roll her off the couch before she can bother anyone.” Jane told him.  “You happy now?”
“I’d be happier if I didn’t have to pay you to spend time with your sister.” His voice was thick with fake guilt but Jane wasn’t going to let that bother her. She’d done more than her fair share of babysitting various members of their family and she wasn’t above wanting to get paid for her time and trouble. She also knew that few people would understand her demand for compensation but most people didn’t have a family quite like hers. 
“You'll get over it.” She shot back before pressing the power button on her phone. Shutting the thing off was the only way she was going to get a little peace now that Alice was back in town. 
Fucking Alice. 
And fucking Riley.
Jane wasn’t sure which one of them she disliked more at the moment. She was still trying to revel in the awesomeness of her date with Harper and didn’t welcome the kinds of distractions that Alice brought into her life. She tossed her phone into her bag and started fishing around for her car keys. 
She was going to have to wait on that lollypop if she wanted to make it across town because the medical grade stuff always knocked her on her ass and she was a bad enough driver without anything in her system.
“How come you don’t have to go and get Alice?” She asked with a sour sneer. “You’re the one who likes playing with her.”
“I tell you what,” Lily pauses to gather her ponytail into a loose Korean bun at the back of her head. “You help me get rid of the gruesome-twosome in my bed and I’ll go over there with you and pick Alice up off the floor.”
“Sure,” Jane said as she stood up and slipped her feet back into her shoes. “I’ll help you with your train wreck if you help me with mine.”
 



 
 
5.
Alice was passed out on the couch when Jane and Lily finally made it over to Riley’s. It’d taken longer than she’d anticipated, Lily’s houseguests were having a difficult time understanding the idea that some people could have sex without being in love. 
“I think I got the raw end of this deal,” Jane eyed her sister. It was after four in the afternoon; she was half dressed and clutching an empty bottle of Grey Goose in her hand. 
They kept quiet, neither one of them saying anything while listening to the rhythmic patter of her breathing. Alice was alive and she was healthy, this meant they were free to wake her up in whichever manner they saw fit. 
“What if we just camped out here and let her sleep it off?” Lily suggested. “Seems like the easier option.” 
“I’ve got five hundred bucks riding on moving her ass.” Jane walked on over to the back of the couch and put her hands on the edge. “Roll and Dump?”
Lily nodded, moved to the front of the couch and pushed the coffee table out of the way. 
“Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey,” Lily sang with a laugh as Jane tipped the couch over and rolled her sister off. 
Alice hit with floor with a loud plop and her customary grunt of disapproval before sitting up with her customary dazed expression.  
“Janie!” She pressed her hand to her wild mass of blond curls and laughed. “I missed you!”
“No time for sweet talk, kid.” Lily peered at her as Jane lowered the couch back down. “Riley's busting a nut over you being here.”
Alice looked down at the rug and sighed. “I think he's got some girl in the recording studio and won’t let me near her.” 
“He told me he was running sound in Boston and things got complicated, or something like that.” Jane reported. “I really have no idea, and I don’t give a fuck.”
“It's a girl. I heard him talking to her on the phone. She sounded like a real special snowflake.”
“Riley likes those uptight chicks. It's his thing.” Jane leaned across the edge of the couch and stared her sister. She looked like crap and smelled even worse. “How about you go make nice with the shower before you come back to my place?”
“Nope,” Alice shook her head and a new cloud of vodka fumes saturated the air around them. “I don’t want to wash off any of the evidence.”
“Did you start another bitch fight?” Lily asked.
“Maybe.” She looked up at them with those big blue eyes and innocent little smile that always meant trouble. “Girls can be mean.”
Lily laughed. “What did you do this time?”
“Why do you assume I did anything?” She struggled to her feet, weaving around for a second before finding her sea legs. “I’m always the one who gets the blame for every little thing.”
“Because it’s you,” Jane said with the conviction of a sister experienced in breaking up fights between Alice and ever person she ever met. “It’s an easy assumption to make.”
“Go pack up all your crap and let’s get out of here,” said Lily.
“I can’t leave yet.” Alice set the empty bottle down on the side table and grabbed the couch to keep from falling over but missed and ended up back on her ass again.
“You have to leave,” Lily informed her. “Riley’s orders.”
“Not until I find my phone.”
“Christ,” Jane swore under her breath. 
“I was looking for it when I passed out on the couch,” Alice stood up straight and let out a pathetic groan. “Give me a minute and I’ll go find it.”
“How much did you have to drink before you passed out?” Fighting against the stink, Jane closed in on her sister to get a better look. “And how many pills did you take?”
“Not enough to kill me,” Alice ran a shaking hand through her hair in an attempt to straighten herself up. “I’m just a little hung over.”
“Just a little?” Lily cocked an eyebrow. “You’re starting to look a little down-market.”
“I know,” Alice agreed. “It’s the jetlag. It’s killing me.”
“Can we please bring it back to the issue of the missing phone?” Jane asked. 
Alice blinked a few times before her face fell. “I don’t want you to yell at me.”
“Why would I yell at you?” Jane took another step closer to the ragged mess that was her sister and felt her heart pick up. Alice wasn’t afraid of many things but Jane had trained her to have a decent sense of dread when it came to pissing her off too much. 
“I left my phone in the recording studio this morning.” Alice’s voice was so soft that Jane had to lean in to hear the little bomb she’d dropped. 
“Excuse me?” Jane blinked and shook her head. “You were where?”
“I’m pretty sure she said she left it in the recording studio,” Lily answered. 
“I know,” Jane told her. “I just wanted to hear it one more time.”
“Sorry,” Lily shrugged. 
Jane had to bite her lip to keep from saying something she was going to regret once the situation was resolved. “Alice.” She inhaled her sister’s name, tasting the anxiety, like bitter bile, on the back of her tongue. “Why were you in the recording studio?” 
“I got bored and Riley didn’t lock the door,” she said. 
 “Why did he leave the door unlocked if he knew you were here?” Jane asked the most obvious question even though she suspected Alice was lying to her. “That doesn’t even make sense.”
“I told you, he’s got a special snowflake working in the studio and she needs full access to the house.” She responded before looking away. 
Lily gave Jane a knowing glance before crossing her arms over her chest and staring Alice down for a long moment? “Why isn’t she staying in the apartment?”  
“How should I know?” Alice shrugged. “Maybe he’s fucking her or something.”
“I’ve never known Riley to eat where he shits,” Lily replied knowingly. “Why don’t you tell us what you’ve been up to?”
If Alice had any color left in her face it probably would’ve drained away at that moment since it seemed she was coming to the realization that neither one of the scary girls in front of here were buying a single word coming out of her mouth.
“You’ve been bothering people again,” Jane muttered. 
“I didn’t do anything bad,” she whispered. “I just wanted to get a peek at her.”
“Why?” Jane asked. 
“Because Riley told me to leave her alone.” She admitted. 
“How did you get into the studio?”
“I was messing around in Riley’s bathroom and I found the extra set of keys in the medicine chest.”
“You’re a real brainiac, you know that.” Jane placed both hands on the table and took a few calming breath to keep from smacking Alice right upside her greasy little head. “Now you’re sure you left the phone in there?”
“Yes,” Alice answered with a firm nod. “But I had a lot to drink so I don’t want you to beat me up if I’m wrong.”
There were several times in her life Jane wondered if my sister might be a little slow on the uptake. It wouldn't be difficult to imagine that at the tender age of twenty-two Alice had already burned through her allotted amount of brain cells, the girl had done an ‘Ozzy Osborn’ amount of drugs in her short life.   
As much as Jane wanted to be pissed at her sister she knew it was wrong to hold a grudge against someone this out of control. “Alice?”  She let out a deep breath and tried to find the last of her patience. “Will you please tell me where, in the recording studio, you left your phone so we can get out of here?”
“I have no idea.” Alice answered with a shrug. “I get so turned around when I get in there. The control room is big and the-”
“Why are you doing this?” Jane interrupted, and pressed the heel of her palms to her eyes, pushing until she thought she was going to burst a blood vessel. “I don’t understand why you do this.”
“Christ Janie,” Alice laughed lightly. “It’s just a phone. I’ll call mom and get a replacement.”
“And what happens when Riley finds your old one?” She pulled her hands away and was treated to a spectacular show of lights flashing in front of her eyes as the migraine seeped through her blood-brain barrier. “You know he’s going to shit a fucking brick. You’re not supposed to be back here bothering people. Fucking hell, Alice, do you ever think about anything before-” 
“Take a breath, Jane, you look like you're about to pass out.” Lily interrupted. “Just take the keys and go in there.”
“Fine,” she grumbled as she grabbed her bag and started fishing through it. 
“The keys are on the-”
“I’ve got my own set,” Jane interrupted and pulled the spare keys from her bag. “You get her packed up and in the car. We need to get her contained and cleaned up before she can do any more damage.”
 
*****
 
Harper was sitting in the empty studio trying working on the third track when she heard a key scraping in the lock of the door that led to Riley’s place. 
Riley had called to tell her that he’d be in Boston a little longer so she had the studio to herself. He also warned her to stay clear of the house since Alice had shown up and he didn’t want to give her a reason to stick around. 
“You’re back early.” She pressed the space bar on the keyboard to stop the track and took the headphones out of her lap. She’d brought them in with the intention of blocking out any other sound so she could listen without distraction but had forgotten to plug them in once she started working. “I thought you were going to be in Boston with Kara’s manager for one more day?”
Harper placed the headphones on the table next to the computer and pushed her chair away from the table before catching sight of Jane standing in the doorway. For a second she felt like her heart had actually stopped. Harper put her hand on the table in an attempt to center herself but couldn’t force her body to stand up.
“Harper?” Jane took a small step away from the door and stopped to gaze around the room with a confused look crossing her face. “What are you doing here?”
Harper opened her mouth and waited for all the words she needed to come flying out of her mouth but nothing happened. 
“Harper?” Jane asked again. 
“I can explain,” she said as she struggled to her feet. 
“Explain?” Jane‘s gaze shifted to something on the far side of the mixing board, her demeanor seemed to tense up as the seconds slipped between them. “What is it you need to explain to me?”
 “Me, being here.” She wrapped her fingers around the edge of the chair and hesitated, there was no way to smooth this over with Jane and she knew it. “I’m supposed to be here.”
“You are?” Jane’s voice moved from confusion to suspicion with such seamlessness it made Harper’s blood run cold in her veins.  
“Jane,” she whispered. 
“I think now is when you start telling me things aren’t what they seem and you have an easy explanation to fix everything and that I don’t have to feel like you were leading me on or laughing behind my back because I’m such an idiot.” She brought her hand to her forehead and took a deep breath before letting out a defeated laugh. “Or, maybe you have an excellent reason for not telling me you were working with my brother? It’d have to be really good since you had so many opportunities to get this little truth out in the open.”
Harper ran a hand through her hair and tried to come up with some sort of lie that would turn the situation around but she didn’t have it in her to lie to Jane one more time. “I’m sorry.”
 “When Riley calls will you let him know I was here?” she said softly. “Tell him that I picked up Alice.”
“Jane-”
“You could’ve told me but you didn’t bother.” Jane held her hand out to stop Harper from talking. “What am I supposed to think?”
“That I’m an asshole?” Harper offered.
“The one thing we’re going to agree on.” She looked resolved to that one piece of the truth Harper had given her.  
“I’m so sorry.”
“Good, I’m glad you’re sorry.” She looked down at the plain brown carpet that separated them and nodded slowly. “I want you to be really, really sorry because you are a sorry fucking bitch.”
“I can fix this,” Harper wanted to grope around the darker places in her brain to come up with some kind of explanation but she needed a more time. “If you just let me try and explain I knew I can fix this.”
“I’ve got to leave,” Jane said as she opened the door. “Alice and Lily in the car and I’m about to say something you and I will both regret.”
“Please don’t go,” Harper took another step closer but stopped when Jane narrowed her eyes. 
“I told you that I have to leave.” Her jaw was clenched tight and the words came out harsh and ragged, as if she’d been chewing glass and was desperate to spit some of the shard out before they cut her mouth. 
“Okay.” Harper held her hands up and stepped back. “I wasn’t trying to be an asshole.”
“What were you trying to be?” She raised an eyebrow and cocked her head to the side as if she were waiting for Harper to say the wrong thing. 
“I’ve been on tour for a year and then I was in the recording studio,” Harper paused to find the words she needed to convince Jane to sit down and talk things over. “Being here has been the only break I’ve had.”
“That’s not going to work on me,” she sighed. “You should know I’m immune to that, lonely rockstar bullshit.”
“Can you please stop for a second so we can talk?”
Jane looked away, her eyes narrowing as she seemed to focus in on something. “How much longer are you going to be here?” 
“I’m not sure,” Harper answered. “I’ve still got a few more tracks to mix and then I’ve got to do the remixes and I’ve got-”
“That’s not answering my question.” Jane interrupted. “I asked for a specific date so I know when it’s going to be safe to come back over here.”
“You don’t have to stay away just because of me? I’m the one who should leave.”
“No, Riley needs the exposure that this will bring him, and you’ve got studio time booked but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t come back into the club.”
“Okay,” Harper stared down at her shoes.
“You know what really sucks?” Jane paused as she slipped her hand around the door knob and gave it a turn. 
“What’s that?” Harper asked, her heart felt like it was being squeezed. 
“When I saw you standing outside Sammi’s I was really excited,” she said with a sad smile. “You looked so fucking adorable with your messy hair and your glasses. You looked sweet and lost and I have such a soft spot for girls who look sweet and lost and I was thinking that it was sort of awesome to look at someone and feel that happy.”
“Jane,” Harper tightened her grip on the back of the chair and tried to think of something to say that didn’t make her sound like a bigger jerk than she really was but she came up empty. “I’m so sorry that I didn’t tell you about this.”
“It’s been my experience that most people aren’t sorry about the shitty things they do until they get caught.” She looked at her from the other side of the door and shook her head before walking away.
 



 
6.
Jane pressed the phone to her ear and waited for her brother to pick up.  She’d driven Lily and Alice back to the apartment, depositing them in the living room without incident but she was having a difficult time keeping her shit together. She needed Riley to clear up a few things before she decided to forget Harper ever existed. 
Riley picked up on the seventh ring. “Jane? What’s going on?”
“Who’s in the recording studio?” she asked before she had the chance to change her mind. 
He paused for a long moment before dodging her question with one of his own. “Did you go in there?”  
“Just tell me what her name is,” she ordered. 
“You already know who she is,” Riley answered with a deep sigh. 
“Yes, I do.” Jane closed her eyes so tight it made her eyes ache. “But I want you to tell me her name.”
“Technically her name is Harper Merrick.” 
“Technically?” Jane opened her eyes and stared at the wall of books she’d collected over the years and reminded herself to stay calm. There’d be time for crazy-making later on. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“She records under the name Tin Bird.”
 “That’s a funny stage name for one person.” Jane sat down on the edge of her bed. “Is it because her mother named her after Harper Lee? Is it a reference to the book?”
“What do you want me to say, Jane?” 
“Nothing, just keep your mouth shut and don’t tell her I called you.” She replied before killing the conversation 
 
*****
 
By the time Jane calmed down enough to leave her room Lily was putting the finishing touches on a freshly rolled joint, pinching it between her thumb and forefinger, and tightening the ends to fine points. She gave it a final inspection before holding it up to Alice for her nod of approval. 
On any other day she might find the unspoken exchange heartwarming but not today. Today had turned bitter and nasty, and as much as she wanted to forget the whole thing ever happened, she knew letting it go was going to be difficult.
“Alice?” She asked as she plopped down on the couch. 
“Yes?” 
Jane took a breath and asked one of the questions she didn’t like having to ask. “What do you do when you think someone wants to be near you because of Mom or Dad?”
Alice tilted her head and stared into space for a second before shrugging her shoulders. “I pretend everyone likes me, and get on with my life.”
Jane ran a hand over the ragged edge of her shorts and decided that particular line of questioning needed to wait until Chloe got home since she was the one who spend the most time trying to avoid star-fuckers. “Does Tin Bird mean anything to you?”
“Of course.” Alice nodded.  “They did the opening song for that freaky movie Dad did the score for last summer. He’s used them a few times.”
“Is it a ‘they’ or a ‘she’?” Jane asked. 
“A ‘she’ when she’s doing remixes for other artists and a “they” when she’s performing with her band.” Alice told her. “They do awesome electronic house music, but the good dream pop stuff and not that sped up bullshit. It’s not like Scooter or anything” 
“That’s who was in the studio,” said Jane. “I saw her when I was getting your phone.”
“You’re kidding.” Alice let out a high pitched squeal as she picked up her bag setting it down in her lap. “You should’ve come out to get me so I could meet her. Dad says she’s a hot shit.”
 “Tin Bird’s real name is Harper Merrick.” Jane stared at Lily whose eyes went wide with realization. 
“You are fucking kidding me.” Lily gasped. 
“No,” Jane answered. “I’m not.”
Alice watched the two of them as they exchanged looks across the coffee table before asking, “Why do I get the feeling I’m missing something?”
“Because you are,” Lily put the joint to her lips and lit the far end, inhaling until it glowed dark orange. “Jane and Harper had a date this afternoon. It was very long brunch date.”
“You’re shitting me?” Alice leaned forward, her eyes brightening with the news. “You’re shitting me, right?”
“I do not shit about these kinds of things,” Lily announced as she passed the joint across the table to Alice. “This girl’s totally into her.”
“She’s a liar.” Jane announced. “She never told me about working with Riley.”
“Weren’t you the one who coined the phrase ‘creative truth telling’?” Lily reminded her with a sideways glance as Alice handed the joint to Jane. 
“That’s different,” she replied before taking a hit. 
“How is your lying different than her lying?” Alice asked. 
“I have to go see Sammi tomorrow.” She exhaled the smoke from her strained lungs before they started to ache. “Either one of you want to come with me?”
“Oh!” Alice raised her hand and started waving it around like a maniacal marionette. “Me! I wanna go see Sammi!”
“How about you, chief?” Jane handed the joint back to Lily.
“I’ve got to so see my mom tomorrow but I appreciate your attempt to distract me.” Lily nodded. “It was a good defensive maneuver on your part.”
“I wasn’t trying to distract you,”
“And there you go,” Lily coughed. “You open your mouth and out comes another lie.”
“Can you stop being a twatwaffle for one second?” Jane pressed her fingers to her temples and counted the beating of her pulse as it raced.  
“Why?” Lily draped an arm over the edge of the couch and rolled her eyes in dramatic fashion. 
“Because, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Really?” Lily scoffed. “I have no idea why you do the things you do?”
“Whoa, bitch fight in process.” Alice announced before taking a long drag off the joint and offering it to Jane.
“I’m good,” she said, waving it away. “Which one of you has something that will knock me out for a few hours?”
“It’s probably just as well that you’re ending things with her,” Alice grabbed a large bottle of pills from her purse and tossed it at her. “That chick is used to dating hot models and actresses. You’re kind of a downgrade.”
Jane turned the bottle over in her hand. She was stuck between saying something equally as mean to Alice and taking the high road. She decided it was best if she stuck to the familiar ground in between. “I am aware of my physical shortcomings. You don't have to point them out every time you breeze into town.”
“And speaking of breezing into town,” Lily began. “Why are you here?”
“That’s between me and my therapist.” Alice answered with a curt shake of her filthy head. 
“I see you and your therapist haven’t been working on your hygiene problems.” Jane popped the top off the bottle, shook three codeine tablets out into her hand and hesitated. She wasn’t the biggest fan of this particular drug, she always regretted taking it since it never did much more than make her skin feel hot and give her weird dreams of furry animals all night long. “Do you have any valium?” 
“How many do you need?” Alice asked and started pawing through her purse again.
“How many can you spare?” Jane leaned back and closed her eyes. There wasn’t one good reason she should be this upset. She’d had a few flirtatious moments and a brunch date. People did it every day and survived. 
“Why don’t you just open the pharmacy so we can all have a look?” Lily asked as she stubbed out the joint and tossed it into the small metal box on the coffee table where she kept her discarded roaches. 
“Okay.” Alice laughed, flipped the bag upside down and let the contents spill out all over the coffee table. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”
“Score!” Lily laughed as she started picking up bottles and placing them on the coffee table in a tidy row. “I love it when Bad Alice comes to town. You’re stocked better than the local Walgreens.” 
“Jesus, how much doctor shopping you doing?” Jane peered down the table and tried to work up some enthusiasm for glorious stash but it was a wasted effort. She was too emotionally conflicted to appreciate Alice’s hoard. 
“Less than Rush Limbaugh.” Alice she picked up a bottle, read the label, and carefully placed it back in line. 
“Just promise me you won't get cornered by the cop in a hotel room with seven  hookers and a forged prescription for Viagra.” Lily chuckled. “I’ll bail you out but I’m not dealing with your mother.”
“I make no promises.”Alice held up a small bottle filled with wafer thin pills and shook it. “And who knows? Maybe if I get arrested Jane will finally get to meet Rachel Maddow and profess her undying love.”
“You're gonna be the death of me, you know that?” Jane replied. 
Alice wrapped her hand around another bottle and grinned. “You're not the first person to tell me that,” she sighed dramatically and she tossed the bottle into Jane’s lap. “There you go.”
“Thanks.” Jane popped the top and shook two pills out into her hand. 
“Got a nasty headache?”
“Working on it.” Jane lied. It seemed easier than admitting how fragile she felt at the moment. “Why don't you use the shower?” 
“Is it me?”
“If you’re talking about the smell, then the answer is most definitely ‘yes’?” Lily announced as she snatched her own bottle. 
“I meant the headache.” Alice placed her hands on both cheeks and brought her elbows to her knees. “I seem to have that effect on people.” 
“It’s the smell, Alice. You really need to clean up.” Jane picked up a bottle and inspected the label for a second. “And how did you get a prescription for Xanax?”
“My shrink told my doctor about my anxiety attacks.” She shrugged. 
“Ambien?” Jane picked up another bottle and shook is. “Since when have you had problems falling asleep?” 
She took the bottle out of Jane’s hands and stared at it with a sad look on her face. “I'm a very complicated person.”
“You're not taking them all at the same time are you?” Lily asked carefully. “You’ve got a schedule for the stuff you have to take every day, right?” 
“I'm not stupid.” Alice rolled her eyes. “I'm careful. I know what I'm doing.”
“Famous last words.” Lily muttered.
Alice opened her mouth to say something but stopped when she realized both women were staring at her.  
“Alice?” Jane said her sister’s name with as much weight as she could muster. “You need to be careful.”
“I am,” she said as she looked from one set of eyes to the other. “I won’t get in over my head.”
Jane tossed the pills into her mouth and swallowed them down without water. It was a trick she’d mastered by the time she turned thirteen that never failed to impress all the wrong people. She wanted to say something to Alice about how you never really realized you were in over your head until you were already drowning but she knew she’d just come off sounding like a hypocrite since she’d been trying to come up for air for as long as she could remember. 
 



 
7.
 “You look like crap,” 
Harper looked up to see Riley, his arms wrapped around a cardboard box, and a perplexed look on his face. 
“Thanks,” Harper smiled at him. She’d been sitting in the studio staring at her computer so long she risked growing sloth algae on her skin. After Jane left she’d made a few pathetic attempts to pull her head out of her ass but nothing seemed to work. She was incapable of gaining momentum, and with every second that passed the mess she’d made sank deeper into her skin. 
Things with Jane were fucked up, her album was a stinking pile of shit, her agent was already emailing her upcoming tour dates and her tour manager was on her ass to tighten up the riders ahead of schedule.
 “I didn’t sleep much last night,” she muttered. 
“I figured.” He sat down in the chair next to her, put the box on the floor feet and fished out a long, double ended cable. “Jane called me. She sounded pretty icy.”
“Sorry about that.” Harper stared into her coffee cup and wished she had the ability make things better. It seemed like such a good superpower to have now that she was faced with the prospect of everything in her life turning to shit. 
Riley unwound the cable and stretched it out on the tabletop before fishing a new adapter out of his shirt pocket. “Not that it’s any of my business but what’s going on between the two of you?” He asked while he started unscrewing the old plug in from one end of the cable.
“Nothing now,” she shrugged. “I screwed up.”
“What did you do?”
“I was an asshole.” Harper wondered how she could explain that it wasn’t what she did that sent Jane running for the hills but what she hadn’t done. A lie of omission was just as nasty as any other lie but much easier to swallow when you’re the one committing the offense. 
“Not exactly the word I’d use to describe you.” Riley put the new adapter on the end of the cable and promptly began winding the whole thing back up. 
“I didn’t tell her about knowing you and she came in here and saw me,” Harper paused to take a sip of her coffee. “I didn’t have a good excuse ready.”
“That’s probably a good thing.” Riley replied.  
“Why’s that?”
“Because Jane has this weird ability to see through people’s excuses and call them on their bullshit.” He eyed her carefully before dropping the cable into the box at his feet and grabbing another. “And you do not want that happening to you.”
“Maybe you could’ve warned me before you sent me over to there?”
“I told you she wasn’t an easy person to deal with.” He sat back and started examining the cable. “Jane’s been through a lot.  She was a girl growing up on a tour bus. She had to learn to be tough and not take shit from anyone. I’ve seen her crack a few heads when she has to. She doesn’t trust many people so she doesn’t have a lot of friends, but the ones she does have are damn lucky because she takes care of them. Just don’t piss her off unless you’re willing to run very far and very fast.” 
“I’ll have to remember that.” Harper resisted the temptation to close her computer and head to bed. As tired as she was, and as miserable as she was, giving up wasn’t an option. Jane might be a lost cause but she had to get the album finished. “So, what’s the story with Kara? Were you able to work something out?”
“She’s got some time at the beginning of next week.” He picked up his coffee cup and took a healthy swig. “Her manager’s going to put in a call tomorrow when he gets back to his office.”
Harper’s brain immediately started spinning again. She knew her ex-girlfriend needed the work as much as she needed her singing ability but dealing with Kara felt like adding more complication to her growing list of complications 
 
*****
 
“Did you Google her yet?” 
“No.” Jane answered. She’d hoped Alice would find some new distraction on the way to Sammi’s but she was wrong. For half the night, and the better part of the morning Alice had bothered her about Harper and Jane was starting to entertain murderous thoughts. 
Alice turned, shooting her a dirty look before she asked, “Why the hell not?”
“Because I'm not interested.” 
“You might be the stupidest person on the face of the earth.” Alice announced as they walked through the dining room.
“Thanks.” 
Alice rolled her eyes. “Chloe and Lily say that she really likes you and seeing as how you’re basically a very unlikable person-”
“Shut up Alice,” Jane interrupted, pushing her sister past the tables and toward the bar.  “I am perfectly likable.”
“Said no one ever.” Alice hopped up on a barstool and proceeded to make herself at home.
“Hey Danny.” Jane motioned to the sulky looking hipster behind the bar.  “Is Sammi around?” 
The disinterested bartender with the pale blond beard stared at her for a long, silent moment before shrugging his bony shoulders and letting out a deep sigh. “She'll be out in a minute. I think she’s putting her lipstick on.” 
“That could take a while.” Alice chuckled. 
“Be nice.” Jane warned. “Sammi’s still trying to get a handle on her daytime makeup routine.”
“Someone has told her that less is more, right?”
“That’s really funny coming from you.” Jane folded her arms on the bar and glared at her little sister. “Sammi’s happy for the first time in her life and I’m not having you turn into a heteronormative assnugget because you don’t understand what she’s been through.”
Alice rolled her eyes. “Can we talk about Harper now?”
“Nope,” answered Jane. 
“Are we allowed to talk about Mom?” she asked. “She hasn't gotten arrested or flashed her tits for a while. I’m beginning to wonder if she isn’t losing her touch.”
“She’s gone soft in her old age.”
“Dad said she's working her biography again.”
“That should be interesting,” Jane mumbled. “I’ve always wanted to have all my family secrets put on display for her fans.”
 “Do you know if she’s got a title yet?” Alice slid her hand over the smooth bartop as her eyes moved along the rows and rows of neatly placed bottles behind the bar. Her mother, and her autobiography were two subjects Jane never wanted to think about. She’d already lived through most of it once so the idea of putting it into print made her head pound. 
“Not yet,” Jane replied, she felt a sudden thirst for something strong and sharp.”Can I get a dirty martini.”
“Sure.” Danny nodded.
“Make it with IDÔL.” She instructed. “I don’t have the head for drinking gin right now.”
“Sure.”
“Me too.” Alice chimed in. “Only make mine a double since Sami's footing the bill.”
“Is she?” Danny raised a suspicious eyebrow.
“We’re here at Sammi’s request so we’re drinking for free,” replied Alice.
“I’m here at Sammi’s request.” Jane reminded her while she watched Danny make the martinis. “You’re just tagging along.”
Alice stared straight ahead and didn’t say anything, she simply flipped her big sister the bird. 
“You know what I miss?” Alice mused when Danny slid both glasses in front of them and promptly moved to the far end of the bar where there was less noise and prettier females. 
“Having me around full time?” Alice put the glass to her lips and winced after she took the first sip. “God, why do you drink these?” 
“I like the taste.” Jane shot back. “And no, I don’t miss having you around full time.”
“Fine, what do you miss?” Alice slid her drink toward Jane and signaled to Danny who was now at the far end of the bar chatting up a sun burnt blonde with pale lips and a see through top.  
“Cigarettes,” Jane answered
“Seriously?”
“Every once in a while.” She shrugged. “Just when I'm drinking. Maybe I'll grab a bottle of Russian Standard and a pack of Turkish Gold’s on my way home. I can sit on the porch smoking and drinking till I pass out.”
“That sounds like a hell of a way to spend a Monday.” Alice signaled again and got no response from Danny. 
“Hey, Barboy!” Jane slapped her hand on the bar, raising her voice past the point of politeness to get the bad bartender’s attention. “Sissypants here needs a new drink.”
“You know, you could just come behind here and do it yourself since it’s what you’re here to talk to Sammi about.” He suggested without turning around.
“Fine.” She hopped off her stool and made her way to the other side of the bar. Normally Jane wouldn’t step behind a bar that someone else was tending, but seeing as how the guy was being a complete dick she figured she’d forgo the normal rites of polite bartending, and make her sister something decent for a change. “What are you in the mood for?”
“Something that makes me think of summer in New England?” She rested her chin in the palm of her hand and sighed. “Something that reminds me of being at the beach in Nantucket. Like when we used to go hang out at Lily’s grandparent’s house and watch all the fancy, rich people get drunk.”
It was a tall order but Jane was just happy Alice hadn’t requested one of the six drinks most people in their early twenties ask for when they belly up to the bar.  “How about a nice refreshing Cape Codder to take the edge off?”
“What’s that?”
“Vodka and lime with cranberry juice.” Jane told her. “It’s like a screwdriver for aged preppies.”
“Okay but do it up fancy.” She nodded and blinked her big blues eyes. “Put a lot of vodka in it.” 
“You know, Alice, sometimes the trick to a good drink is simplicity.” Jane picked up her martini glass and took a sip. “You were right about this one, though. That guy does not know how to make a decent martini.”
“Told you it was gross.”
“It’s not supposed to taste like that,” Jane grabbed a highball glass from the rack and started measuring the cranberry juice into the chilled shaker while Alice watched. “He’s too heavy handed with the vermouth.”
“Jane?”
“That's me.” Jane placed the ice cold drink in front of Alice while her stomach took a sudden and step nosedive into parts unknown. Sarah Jacobs, noted girlfriend stealer and evil frenemy from high school stood next to Alice with a sweet smile on her pretty face. “Alice? Why don’t you go in the back office and play with Nat?”
Alice picked up her drink, turned to look at Sarah, and slunk off without a word.
“You probably don’t remember me,” she paused for a brief second. “We went to high school together. I’m Sara Jacobs.”
Jane nodded.
“Are you bartending here?” Sara tucked a stray strange of hair behind her ears and smiled. 
“For the moment,” Jane answered.  
“It’s a really cool place. I was actually dropping off an application off with the manager.”
“I didn’t know they were hiring?” Jane, never one to take the highroad unless she was bribed, decided to play nice for once and make small talk a person she didn’t want to talk to. 
“It’s for a position in the kitchen.” She nodded nervously as she took a seat. “There’s a rumor going around there’s going to be an opening for a new sous chef and I decided to jump on it before anyone else had a chance to get in line ahead of me.” She spoke so fast it made Jane wonder if she was trying to make sure there was not a second of dead air in her life. “I’ve just moved back to Portland and I’d love to work here.”
“Best small city for foodies in the countries.”Jane wanted to ask her about her plans for Paris but decided against it since there was something very sad behind Sara’s big brown eyes. 
“I missed being here.” Sara tapped the bar with her thumb and smiled. Everything about her looked anxious and insecure, which piqued Jane’s curiosity. “It’s been a long time.”
“Did you move back recently?”
 “Yes.” she let out a breath and leaned forward a little. “We’re just getting settled in and it’s all still sort of crazy.”
“We?” Jane asked the question against her better judgment.
“Robin and I,” she stammered. “You remember Robin?”
“Sure.” She looked down to grab a rag and start wiping down the bar but apparently no one had bothered to keep them stocked.  “Of course I remember her.”
“We’ve been together for a long time.” She bit her lip, lowering her eyes to the wooden bar top directly in front of her. 
“So?” Jane decided the best course of action was to deflect the current topic of conversation and hope for the best.  “What are you drinking this afternoon?”
“Oh, nothing for me,” she said. “I was just dropping off my resume. I should probably get going.”
“It’s on the house.” Jane offered. “Can’t beat that with a stick.”
“Okay. Sure.”
“So, what’ll it be?”
“I have no idea,” she said, her words breathy and nervous. “I just normally drink a glass of wine.”
“Anyone can drink wine. What you need is something spectacular.”
“Sounds great.” Sarah shifted nervously in her chair. “You’re the boss.”
 “Did you ever make it back to France?” Jane filled a clean shaker with ice and grabbed a champagne glass. “That was your plan? Am I right?”
“No, I never did.” Her eyes narrowed just a bit, it was as if she’d stepped on something sharp and didn’t want anyone to know she was in pain. “Life just sort of happened when I wasn’t paying attention.”
“That’s how it usually goes,” she replied, measuring out two ounces of French vermouth into the shaker.  
Sara watched her for a long moment before her gaze shifted and she seemed to spark back to life. “How was NYU?” 
“It was college,” she replied. “I probably could have gone anywhere and gotten the same education.”
“And you’re family?” she asked. “How are they all doing?”
“Same as they ever were,” Jane answered and added the Kirsch and raspberry syrup. “What about your parents? How are they holding up?”
“They got divorced when I was in college.”
“Was that a good thing or a bad thing?” Jane poured the drink into the glass and added a maraschino cherry on top.
“Good for them,” she paused. “But weird for me since I was faced with the realization that they were only staying together because of me.”
“Doesn’t really seem fair to dump that kind of responsibility on a kid.” Jane said, placing the glass down in front of her. 
 Sara picked her drink, she looked like she was about to say something when they were interrupted by Sammi as she swept up next to her.
“Jane!” Sammi exclaimed as she sat down next to Sara. “What are you doing behind my bar?”
“Just serving up drinks to the pretty ladies.”  Jane gave Sara a crooked smile. “What are you in the mood for, Sammi?”
“Something fruity,” she laughed. “And put a pink umbrella in it.”
“You don't work here?” Sara took a sip and let out a satisfied sigh. “This is really good.”
“I thought you might like it.”
“Are you up for a second round, sweetheart ? That drink looks good on you and I’m buying?” Sammi asked as she slid onto the barstool next to Sara. “Jane, would you be a dear, and mix me up one of those?”
“No, I'm good,” Sara replied politely before taking another sip. “One is more than enough.”
“Is Jane teasing you?” she asked with a big exaggerated pout. “She's so mean. What are you drinking?”
“It's um,” she stammered. “I’m not really sure what it is.”
“Rose Cocktail.” Jane told them. “It’s a French drink from the twenties.”
Sara sat up straighter on her stool and smiled. “It’s perfect,” she said softly. 
“I am to please,” Jane said, quickly setting up to make the next round of drinks. “I’m just glad you like it.”
“Robin and I are having a party on Friday night,” she paused, lingering over her last sip as though it was the best part of her day. “It’s like a housewarming thing and I’d be great if you could make it.”
“Do you need a bartender?” Jane meant it to sound like a tease but she could hear the note of some darker emotion hidden in the words. 
“Of course not,” Sara bit her lip before reaching into her pocket and taking out a pen. “It’s nothing like that. I’d never do that to you.”
“I was just kidding,” Jane watched as Sara wrote something out on her napkin and wondered if she was as big of a jerk as she seemed to be or if Sara didn’t have a sense of humor.
“I want you to come.” She reached across the bar and set the napkin next to her empty glass “I’m sure Robin would love to see you.”
“I’ll try and make it.” Jane stared down at the bar and memorized what was written on the napkin without intending to. “I’ll have to check my schedule first.”
“You can text me either way,” Sarah said as she slid off the stool. “If Friday doesn’t work out maybe we could meet up for coffee sometime?”
Jane nodded silently, her eyes meeting Sarah’s for an instant before the other woman turned around and walked away. 
“Something going on that I need to know about?” Sammi asked, she traced the scrawling letters from Sara’s note with the tip of her index finger. “This is her address and phone number.”
“Just old high school people that I hoped to never have to see again.”
“And now you have to go to their housewarming party,” Sammi said before taking a sip. “Why didn’t you just tell her you had to work that night?”
“I don’t know,” she lied. “I guess I choked.”
“Jane?” Sammi set her drink down and gave her a knowing glance. “I’m not one of those little pups you hang around with. I’ve been around for a while and I know when something’s going on.”
Jane looked around to see if Alice was within listening distance before answering Sammi’s question. “She stole my girlfriend back in high school and they’re still together.” 
“And you’re stepping foot in their house?” Her voice hinted at the myriad of emotional entanglements that could evolve from the present situation. 
“I’m still undecided.”
“Oh, honey, you are gonna need a new dress and some shoes. Those people have no idea who they’re dealing with.” Sammi nodded furiously. “Take Chloe shopping with you, that girl knows how to dress.”
“I’m not going.” Jane set up for a rose cocktail of her own since Danny’s martinis were undrinkable. “It’s a waste of a perfectly good Friday night. Sara and Robin always had the snottiest friends. I probably wouldn’t even get hit on.”
“Bullshit.” Sammi sniffed. “You’re the best looking girl in this town. I’d totally fuck you if you were into girls like me.”
“Sammi, if it wasn’t for the heat you’re packing between those milky white thighs I might actually take you up on that offer.” Jane chuckled. 
“You are such a sweet talker.” Sammi smiled. “Now before I start sprouting wood why don’t you and I talk about my new business venture?”
“Business venture?” Jane cocked a curious eyebrow in her direction. “You’re not going to try to get me to sell Amway are you?”
“Oh honey, do I look like that kind of woman?” She asked with a determined shake of her head. “No, this is huge and I think you’re going to love it.”
*****
 
 “This is making me ill.” Jane shoved another dress on back onto the rack and shook her head.  
“I like this one.” Chloe held up a flimsy little haltered number and smiled. 
“Nope,” Jane replied the instant she saw it. “I don't have the chest for that.”
“You're not exactly flat-chested.” Chloe put it back on the rack and pressed a finger to her lips as she examined the options in front of her. They’d been to three different consignment stores and two vintage dress shops in less than five hours, and had come up empty handed. Jane could feel panic setting in as they closed in on the end of the rack with dresses her size.
“I’d rather get something that doesn’t require having to wear a padded bra.” 
“What are you talking about? You look good in everything.” Chloe told her as she pulled out a hanger covered with emerald green lace and sparkles. 
“What planet are you living on?” Jane shook her head. 
“The one where I'm serving drinks to straight girls who like making out with each other to impress their boyfriends.” She set the lace monstrosity back on the rack and selected another of equal ugliness. “I need a real-life girlfriend”
“You sure you're ready for that kind of commitment?” Jane teased.
“Not really. I should probably just get a ferret.” She sighed dramatically before holding up some kind of strange garment made of bright red leather and waved it around.  
“Not in this lifetime,” Jane said with an exasperated laugh. “I think this place has been picked over. We might have to head into Freeport.”
“No, we don't.” Chloe held up one hand as she reached for the next dress. She was smiling like a cat. “I’ve got a few prospects.”
“I’m tired of prospects,” Jane whined like a cranky toddler. “I just want to go home and take a bath and call the whole thing off before I make a complete ass out of myself.”
 “Hold up, Cinders,” Chloe interrupted her with an excited squeal as she pulled something black from crazed sea of bright color and nauseating pattern. “I have found the dress.”
“Do I dare ask?” Jane groaned.
“Vintage Vivienne Westwood.” Chloe held up a black lace mini dress with a scoop neckline, low back and bell sleeves. It was part Daisy Duke, part Daisy Buchannan and all kinds of awesome. “The perfect dress for a rockstar’s daughter.”
“Okay, that might be a good one.” Jane felt her stomach do a fast drop to her feet as she realized she had the best dress on the planet so she was going to have to go to the fucking party whether she wanted to or not.
And she was going to have to go dateless.
Chloe leveled her gaze straight at Jane and watched her for a moment before handing over the dress. “You’re gonna to leave us, aren’t you?”
“What are you talking about?” Jane pressed the fabric to her nose and inhaled. It smelled good. Freshly dry-cleaned and properly stored, no scent of mold or mildew and not a fray in sight.  A very good sign for a piece of clothing that was older than she was. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“I know things didn’t work out with you and Harper but eventually you’re going to find someone and move away.” She crossed her arms over her chest and smiled. It was the kind of sweet, sad smile that made people want to do whatever it took to make her look happy again. 
“That doesn’t mean I’m leaving.” Jane assured her. 
“It’s going to happen eventually.” Chloe let out a slow breath. “It has to. The three of us can’t live in that apartment for the rest of our lives. Eventually one of us is going to go do something stupid like fall in love.”
Jane folded the dress over her arm as she studied her friends face. She’d known Chloe for nearly six years, they’d gone to college together, been dorm-mates and then roommates but managed to never share a bed. She was as close to her as she was to Lily and she planned on keeping it that way until the three of them were bunking together in the nursing home. She’d never actually had any other plans in life other than getting a bigger apartment so the three of them could have more space for their clothes. 
“Sammi’s opening a lounge down in the Old Port and she’s looking for investors,” she announced when she realized it was the perfect thing to say. 
“I think my waitressing days are numbered.” She tucked a stray piece of  hair behind her ear and went back to examining the dresses on the rack.
“That’s not what I said,” Jane corrected her. “I said she was looking for investors. People who will help her build and run the place.”
“So, not just a few silent partners to soften the financial risk?” Chloe asked. 
“I wouldn’t blame her for trying to protect her assets.” Jane’s eyes settled on the big brown price tag dangling from the edge of her dream dress and contemplated turning it but she knew it would be the quickest way to talk herself out of buying it. She had money, her small bits of coin she earned from a job she hated would cover the dress and a new pair of heels, so she wouldn’t have to touch fat trust fund she’d earned by keeping her mouth shut and doing as she was told for the first eighteen years of her life. “I just know that I’m tired of lining other people’s pockets, and maybe it’s about time we owned something of our own.”
 



 
8.
“Now you just look like a stalker.” 
Harper was halfway up the stairs to Jane’s apartment when she noticed her sitting in a chair on the porch. She had her ipad in her lap, a red solo cup in one hand and a cigarette in the other. 
“That wasn’t my intention,” Harper said as she took the last step onto the porch.
Jane took out her earbuds and took a drink before speaking. “What were your intentions?” 
“Apologizing,” Harper replied. “Making things better.”
“You’ve been sitting in your car for twenty minutes.” Jane took a drag off her cigarette and exhaled. “Were you rehearsing a speech?”  
Harper wanted to remark on the fact that Jane was watching her but decided it was a bad idea. “I keep trying to pull one together but I can’t figure out what I want to say,” she admitted. “Everything sounded wrong.”
 “Well, I appreciate your honesty.” 
“That’s good to hear.” Harper pointed to the pack of cigarettes on the table next to Jane’s chair. “This isn’t because of me, is it?” 
Jane shook her head and brought the cigarette to her lips. 
“What were you listening to?”
“Blonde Redhead.” She exhaled slowly, the white smoke creating a gauzy curtain between them.  
“On Spotify?” Harper leaned asked the porch railing and attempted to engage Jane in conversation. “I’m on there, is you’re interested. The royalty scheme sucks but the exposure helps sell tickets.”
Jane took another long drag from her cigarette and remained silent.
“You’re not going to talk to me, are you?”
“I haven’t decided yet.” Jane responded, she set the iPad down on the table beside her so she could stand up. “I was leaning in the direction of forgetting you ever existed, and then I was thinking that if you made some kind of grand gesture I might reconsider ignoring you.”
“Grand gesture?” Harper stuffed her hands into her pockets. She was nervous and expected the worst but seeing as how Jane hadn’t called the cops or thrown anything sharp at her she figured things were headed in a good direction. “What kind of grand gesture are we talking about?”
 Jane stubbed out her cigarette. “I bought a dress today.”
“And you want me to wear it?” She knew her sad attempt at being cute had failed miserably by the irritated grimace Jane gave her. 
“No.”   
“You want me to pay for it?” Harper decided to try the cute thing one more time and was rewarded with a small smile from Jane.
“No.” 
“Well,” Harper began. “Why don’t you tell me how to connect the grand gesture to the dress so I can agree to do whatever you tell me to do?”
“I have to go to a party.” Jane picked up the pack of cigarettes, pulled another out and promptly lit it. “It’s a housewarming party for my ex-girlfriend from high school and the girl who stole her from me.” 
“Doesn’t sound like much of a party,” Harper said. 
“I was thinking about going alone, but I don’t want to go alone.” Jane stared off into space for a second before taking a breath and snapping back to reality. “Having people hate me is something I’m perfectly comfortable with, it’s when they think I’m pathetic that I begin to get itchy.”
“I doubt anyone who spent ten seconds talking to you would think you were pathetic.” 
“That is very sweet of you to say.” Jane took another drink from her red cup and let out a small, self-deprecating laugh. “But, you haven’t met Robin and Sarah. They are practically perfect in every way.”
“Did you just throw me a Mary Poppins reference?” Harper couldn’t help but laugh. 
“I’ve had a few drinks.” Jane took another drag and exhaled. “And a few pills. Nothing I’m saying should be taken seriously.”
“So, when is this party and what would you like me to wear?” 
“Friday night,” answered Jane. “And, for the record, you’re not allowed to be cute and flirt with me until after I grant you my forgiveness.”
 “I know you’re pissed.” 
“Don’t bother trying to state the obvious,” she said, staring down into her cup. “It’s a waste of time.”
 “What if I told you that I was an idiot?”
“It’s a start.” Jane looked up; her eyes were cool and assessing. “But I’ll need a real explanation.”
“I don’t know that I have one.” Harper confessed.
Jane crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her gaze. 
Harper opened her mouth and closed it again without saying anything. “I can’t figure out what I want to say,” she said, her voice shaking with anxiety.
“If you don’t know what you want to say how can you expect me to help you?” Jane subbed the half smoked cigarette out and took another drink. “And when you don’t talk it forces me to make assumptions.”
 “I panicked. I knew who you were and I knew you kept as far away from industry people as possible.” Harper let the words form without thinking. “I didn’t want you to think I was hanging around for any other reason than liking you. I was wrong and I’m sorry.” 
“I find that to be an acceptable explanation.” She nodded thoughtfully. “Now, you show up here on Friday night looking slick and expensive and things will be better.”
 “You should’ve held out a few more minutes.” Harper teased. “I make a really good macaroni and cheese. I put bacon in it and make a white sauce with cheddar.”
Jane cracked a smile. “Are you trying to beg my forgiveness with comfort food?” 
“Bacon and cheddar cheese.” Harper reminded her. “No one can resist it.”
“Now you’re just being a kiss-ass.” Jane gave the cup a swirl before she downed the last of her drink. “Do you want to come in and I’ll make you a drink? I bought a huge bottle of Russian Standard that I’m never going be able to finish on my own.”
“I can’t,” Harper felt an immediate sting of regret at having to turn down the invitation. She wanted to follow Jane into her house and watch her mix a drink but she was obligated to putting the album together. “I’ve got drive back to Riley’s. Things aren’t going very well.”
“Bummer.” Jane’s eyes shifted away from Harper and settled on the parking spaces down below. She stood up and peered over the railing. “Getting people drunk is my specialty.”
Harper turned to watch a black Lexus roll to a stop out in front of the building. She was about to ask who it was when both front doors opened and two women, a blonde and a brunette got out. 
Harper couldn’t take her eyes off them. They made her think of a beautifully mismatched set of salt and pepper shakers. The blonde was tiny, overly thin and disheveled in a put-together kind of way. The brunette looked expensive, stunningly beautiful, and cold. Harper realized it was the difference between new money and old money.
“Alice and Lily.” Jane motioned with her head as the duo ambled up the walkway and headed toward the stairs. “The walking wounded.”
 “Is my sister plying you with alcohol?” The blonde’s eyes were big and bright and her smile seemed easy. 
“You must be Alice?” Harper asked. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“I’m sure you have,” Alice laughed as she and Lily stepped up to the porch. “Jane and Riley love bitching about me.”
“Not gonna argue with that.” Jane answered with a disinterested shrug. “Since Harper and Alice have already done introductions, Lily Hastings, this is Harper Merrick and Harper this is Lily. You can speak to her but do not shake her hand. Lily likes to bite people.”
“Hmmm,” Lily sighed dramatically, her full red lips curling deliciously. “Human’s taste good.”
“Oh, speaking of Riley,” Harper paused to take Alice’s phone out of her pocket and handed to her.  “He said you needed this back.”
“Sweet.” Alice pressed the power button and immediately started opening apps. 
“What is that?” Lily pointed to the cup in Jane’s hand. “Don’t tell me she talked you into buying her a keg?”
“Do not let the Solo cup fool you.” Jane scowled at her friend. “I don’t do shitty fratboy beer.”
Lily put her bag down next to Jane’s chair and picked up the pack of cigarettes. “Turkish Golds?”
“She’s feeling nostalgic,” Alice announced, momentarily joining the conversation before going back to her phone. 
“So, what’s in the cup?” Lily scrunched her face into a funny scowl and gave it a curious sniff. “Am I going to hate it?”
“Only if you’re an ungrateful asshole.” Jane announced.
“When am I ever not an ungrateful asshole?” Lily’s batted her thick eyelashes at her friend and gave her a wicked smile. “It’s sort of what I do.”
“Ungrateful assholery?” Jane laughed. “Man, you got that right.”
Lily plucked a cigarette from Jane’s pack and produced a lighter from her purse with expert speed. “So, you two wanna go dancing? Maybe pick up some pretty girls and teach them how to do bad things?” 
“Harper needs to get back to Riley’s.” Jane answered.
“What about you?” Lily smiled. 
“I’ve got a date with Chloe’s hair.” 
“That means Chloe’s out,” Alice snapped a quick picture of her shoes and started texting again. 
“That’s too bad,” Lily sighed. “It’s no fun going to a lesbian bar with a straight girl.”
“Hey,” Alice laughed. “I am a very fun person.”
“Yes, but you not one of the ‘lesbians who lunch’.” Lily informed her. “I’m going to spend the whole night explaining why you won’t go home with anyone.”
Alice rolled her eyes before breaking away from their little crowd and stomping off into the apartment. Lily made an annoyed growling sound and followed a second later.  
“Lesbians who lunch?” Harper couldn’t help but ask. 
“Alice likes to dance with girls but she doesn’t eat pussy.” Jane hooked her thumbs into the belt loops of her cutoffs and grinned like a bad cat. “Lily likes to remind her of that every time they go out to a bar together.”
“Because she likes her?” 
“Lily? No.” Jane chuckled. “They’re good playmates but Lily likes her girls a whole lot more pulled together than my sister is ever gonna be.”
“I’d ask about you and Lily but I’m sort of floundering around with this misplaced sense of jealousy.” 
“Jealousy is an unavoidable part of human conditions.” Jane put a fresh cigarette to her lips and paused. “And, for the record, I don’t think you’re floundering. I know what other people see when they look at Lily, but when I look at her I just see family. It’s the same with Chloe.”
“The waitress who grabbed me?” Harper asked.
“Smart girl.” Jane tapped Harper’s forehead with her index finger and smiled. “You’ve put two and two together and come up with four.”
“Doesn’t everyone?”
“Not really,” Jane replied. “And you should probably get going before Riley calls to chew me out for distracting the talent.”
“He did tell me not to stay too long. It was something about you stuffing Alice into the trunk of my car.” Harper pushed away from the railing and pulled out her car keys. As much as she wanted to stand on the porch basking in her general awesomeness she got the impression Jane wasn’t a fan of farewells that lingered on for hours. “What time would you like to see my face on Friday?”
Jane brought the cigarette to her lips but pulled her hand away and said, “Seven sounds good.”
“Okay,” she said as she stepped down on the first stair. “Seven it is.”
 
*****
 
Harper was at Riley’s kitchen table flipping through mock-ups of potential album when Alice wandered into the room with a bottle of orange juice in one hand, a pint of tequila in the other and her brother hot on her heels.
“You need to go back to Jane’s,” he said juice bottle. “Alice?”
“What?” She turned around, her mouth formed into a wide smirk.
“You need to-”
“Drink.” She interrupted with a high pitched laugh. “Riley, I need to drink.” 
Riley glared at the back of her head while she crossed the kitchen and plopped herself down across the table from Harper and smiled. “Hi.”
“Hi,” Harper said with a friendly wave. 
“Please don’t encourage her.” Riley made his way to the sink and poured himself a glass of water. “And don’t make eye contact. Once you make eye contact we’ll never get her to leave.”
“I don’t see why you’d want me to leave,” she mused as she unscrewed the cap on the tequila bottle. “I’m the better sister.”
“Oh,” Riley laughed. “You are?”
“The two of you are aware that our sister, Jane, is using Harper to get back at some bitches from high school?” Alice emptied the alcohol into her orange juice bottle, screwed the cap back on and gave it a shake. “She’s on a vengeance quest.”
“A vengeance quest?” Riley looked from Alice to Harper before looking back to Alice. “You’re being overly dramatic.”
“Some occasions call for overly dramatic behavior. It’s often the best way to get anyone in this family to pay attention to what I’m trying to say.” she stated.
“Okay, fine,” Riley replied. “You’ve got our attention. What is it you want us to know.”
“Not you. This message is for Harper,” she said, pointing to her brother before unscrewing the cap of her orange juice and took a slug.
“Sounds ominous.” Harper sat back and, against everyone’s advice, gave Alice her full attention. She tried to tell herself that it was because Alice deserved the chance to be listened to but in her heart she knew it was probably just to find one more way to stay in Jane’s good graces.  
“It is and it isn’t,” she said with great care and measure.
“Did you remember to take your Adderall?” Riley asked before taking the spiked bottle of juice away from her. “You didn’t skip doses again?” 
“My medication schedule has nothing to do with this.” Alice gave him a sour scowl. “This is about Jane.”
“She already told me about the frenemies situation.”
“And you’re okay with that?” She scoffed.
“It’s a non-issue.” Harper shrugged. She hadn’t really spent a whole lot of time wondering if she was okay with it or not since that part didn’t matter to her. She knew Jane needed a date and she just happened to be standing in the right place at the right time. There was no way she was going to spend a whole lot of time overthinking something that didn’t need overthinking. This was her do-over, her chance to show Jane that she wasn’t a complete asshole and she was taking it.
“How can it be a non-issue?” Alice crossed her arms over her chest. 
“It’s not any of your business.” Riley reminded her. 
“Yes,” she said, “but-”
“No, you don’t get to do this.” Riley interrupted. 
“Yes, I do.” Alice closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You guys need to listen to me.”
Harper didn’t say anything. Her options at rebuttal seemed pretty limited since Alice appeared to be immune to logic.
“Are you seriously willing to throw away all your dignity and self-respect on someone who will never think you’re good enough for you?” Alice asked. “She’s never going to forgive you for lying to her. She’s just stringing you along and using you to hurt other people. How can you sit there and be okay with it?”
“I need to get back to the studio.” Harper pushed back from her chair and stood up. She was being as polite as she could but Alice put her teeth on edge. “I’ll see you in a few?” she asked Riley.
“Sure.” he nodded. “Just let me get things under control out here.”
Alice turned her head, her eyebrows knit into tight line. “You don’t need to talk about me like I’m a problem that needs to be fixed.”
Riley opened his mouth to say something and quickly closed it before shaking his head. “Here’s your breakfast,” he muttered as he set the bottle of spiked juice down on the table next to her. “I don’t have time to deal with this.”
It was easy to see why he and Jane kept passing their sister back and forth between them, neither one letting her settle in and get too comfortable before they had her moving back to the other’s place. It seemed like the only way they could manage to keep control of her was to keep her uprooted. 
“Should we just leave here there?” she asked when they were out of earshot. “Is she safe by herself?”
Riley wrapped his hand around the door handle and gave it a turn. “She’s probably not safe anywhere,” he said with sad smile. “But it’s the best I’ve got right now.”
 
 



 
 
9.
“Is that what you wearing?” Alice pointed to the dress hanging on the back of Jane’s bedroom door and scrunched up her face. “I do not approve of this.”
“How can you not approve of that dress?” Jane asked as she smoothed her hands along the sides of her head. It was one of those rare instances in life where every single strand was in place, her makeup was flawless and she smelled amazing,
“It’s not just the dress.” Alice eyed her from top to bottom before letting out an exhausted sounding sigh. “I don’t approve of any of it.”
“I guess it’s a good thing that I’m not looking for your approval.” 
“This whole thing is gross.” Alice sniffed before taking a swig from her bottle of Dr. Mcgillicuddy’s. “You’re gross.”
“Oh, I’m the gross one?” Jane laughed as she opened her closet, took out her new shoes and placed them on the edge of the bed. 
“Zanotti?” Alice pulled the cover off the box to reveal the four and a half inch black strappy sandals nestled inside. “Since when do you go to Neiman’s with Chloe?”
“Since I wanted a new pair of shoes.” Jane replied. 
“You sure this is a good idea?” she asked, pointing to the shoes. “You and Harper are the same height. You put those on and suddenly you’re a giant with a short girlfriend.”
“Harper’s not my girlfriend.” She took the shoes out of the box and set them on her dressing table. In the last hour Alice had consumed half a pizza, four donuts and half a pint of booze, she wasn’t about to take the risk of getting her sister’s greasy little finger prints all over her shiny new babies. 
“My psychiatrist says you have a narcissistic personality disorder.” Alice announced. “It’s probably why you’re having such a difficult time letting go of Robin.”
“Excuse me?” 
Alice took another swig, set the bottle down on the nightstand and let out a deep, mournful sigh of what had to be fake sisterly despair. “The fact that you’re putting in so much effort into making some bitches from high school jealous is very sad.”
“Is this the same doctor that’s got you on six different medications at the same time?”  
“That’s not the point.” Alice sat up and shook her head with such authority she looked like she actually believed the weirdness spewing out of her mouth. 
 “I don’t care what he says about me,” she replied before crossing the room to get her dress. “The guy is a hack.”
“He said you’d get defensive when I confronted you with the truth.” Alice held her hand up in mock defeat as she slid off the bed. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”
“Can't you please go back to Riley's for a few days?” Jane settled the dress on the bed and unzipped it. She was slightly ahead of schedule but things could steer off track quick if Alice wanted to keep talking at her. “I’ve only got one nerve left and you’re starting to wear it thin.”
 “Classic deflection technique,” Alice mused. “Insult and belittle. Your hostility toward people is a direct result-”
“Stop it, Alice.” She interrupted before her sister could go any further. “You cannot continue to do this.”
“Okay.” Alice shrugged and took another drink. “How much did you spend on the bra and panties? They look expensive” 
Jane placed a hand on her stomach and took a breath. She got the distinct feeling that all of Alice’s mindfuckery was guiding her toward a specific outcome. Some sort of twisted endgame that only made sense inside the depths of Alice’s tiny lizard brain. 
“Do you think Robin will say anything about you not being blond anymore?” Alice asked as she inched toward the door.
“I hadn’t thought about it.” Jane could feel the tendrils of panic closing in on her. It was a hot, miserable feeling that would be impossible to shake if she didn’t get control of it soon. 
“Hey, speaking of blond,” Alice snickered. “Does Harper have an issue with the carpet not matching the drapes?”
“What are you doing, Alice?” she asked. 
Alice took another sip and smiled. “What do you think I’m doing, Jane?”
“I think you’re trying to fuck with my head.”
“Trying? Alice leaned against the wall and closed her eyes for a brief second. “If you only think I’m trying then I’m not doing a good enough job.”
Jane took a step closer. She and Alice hadn’t had a good fight in a while and she disliked any kind of confrontation when she was only wearing her bra and panties but Alice had pushed her just about as far as she was capable of being pushed in one day 
“Hey, Harper’s here.” Lily popped her head into the doorway before Jane could reached her sister. “Don’t you think you should be getting dressed?”
“I’d already be dressed if it wasn’t for all the distractions.” She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her gaze at Alice, who appeared to be trying to fade into the bedroom wall. “Lily? Do you think you could do me a favor?
“Sure,” she nodded. 
“Can you please get Alice the out of here before I kill her?” She asked, stepping back to let Lily grab hold of her snotty little sister’s arm to lead her out of the room.
 
*****
 
Harper wasn’t sure what to do with herself. 
Lily had let her in and left her standing in the living room only to return a few moments later with Alice following right behind. Neither one of them said a word but Lily’s face looked dark with anger and Alice appeared to be smirking. After that Lily grabbed her purse off the couch and she forced Alice out the front door with no further explanation. 
It was several moments of awkward standing and wondering before she caught sight of Jane’s bedroom door opening and then her pulse started racing as Jane came into view. 
She was dressed in…well, Harper wasn’t sure if it was a very short dress or a long shirt and she didn’t really care because all she could think about was that Jane Hollis had a set of legs that went on forever. 
“Is it that bad?” Jane asked as she tugged at the hem of her dress. “I know it’s a little-”
“It’s perfect,” Harper interrupted. “You look absolutely perfect.”
“You don’t look so bad yourself.” Jane closed the distance between them in seconds. “I was worried that I was going to be too tall in these shoes.”
“You think I’d let you be taller than me?” Harper straightened the cuffs of her jacket. “Height equals power and a really love these boots.” 
Jane smiled and pointed to Harper’s feet. “Jeffery Campbell?” 
“You know your boots.” She nodded. 
“Stacked heel.” Jane reached out to run her hand over the lapel of Harper’s jacket. “And this is great. You clean up nice.”
“So, you approve of my grand gesture?” Harper smiled. 
Jane met her eyes briefly before averting her eyes, the smile she wore so brightly a moment before, flagged and she was left looking sad and lost.
 “What’s wrong?” Harper put her hand over Jane’s hand and held it to her chest. “Hey, what just happened?”
Jane pressed her other hand to her forehead and let out a nervous little laugh. “I’m not sure?”
Harper felt a fast wave of panic. She didn’t know if she’s said anything or leered too lasciviously and freaked Jane out, but she wanted to fix whatever was wrong immediately. “Are you okay?”
“I don’t want to go to that stupid party,” Jane whispered. “I know we’re both dressed up but I’d like to change my mind about the whole thing.”
“Can I ask why?” Relief replaced anxiety. Things might now be going as smooth as she’d hoped but she needed to know if it was something she’d said.
Or something she hadn’t said.
 “I’m not sure,” Jane stammered nervously. “You probably think I’m nuts but going there just feels like I’m feeding something I don’t want to feed. I can’t explain it.”
“Feelings are tricky things.” Harper assured her before gathering her courage and asking the mature question. “Do you want me to leave?”
“No,” Jane said, shaking her head. “I don’t want you to leave. I want us to leave but I don’t want to go to Sarah’s and I don’t want to stay here. I can’t stand being here right now.”
“Dinner and a movie?” She tucked a finger under Jane’s chin and lifted her face to face so she could peer into her eyes. “Pizza and a beer?”
Jane gave her a sweet smile before lowering her eyelashes and nodding. She looked relieved. “There’s a place on Brackett Street that makes the best pizza in town. It’s across the street from the liquor store where they sell growlers of microbrew.”
“And we’ll go back to the apartment?” Harper asked, they’d need a place to eat the pizza and beer. “Unless you have something else in mind?”
“Sounds like a plan.” She bit her bottom lip and grimaced. “But can we not tell Riley I’m over there? I like spending time with my brother but I’m not in the mood to explain this dress.”
“Speaking of that dress.” As much as she liked the idea of spending the evening alone with Jane she decided she needed to give her another option.  
Jane eyes shone for a brief second with what looked like tears before she blinked them away. “Yes?”
“Are you sure you don’t want to go out and show it off?” Harper practically had to force the words past her lips and she hoped Jane shared her reticence to go out bar hopping, but she was prepared to stand by any offer she made. 
“The only person I wanted to see this dress has already seen it.” Jane touched her index finger to Harper’s forehead and swept her hair away from her face. “That’s showing off enough for me.”
 
 
 



 
10.
The apartment over Riley’s recording studio was one of Jane’s favorite places on Earth. There were shelves filled with books, vintage prints decorated the walls and everyone who passed through seemed to leave behind some small token that looked as if it had always been there. Jane had been known to spend the occasional weekend holed up when Riley was out of town and needed a house sitter, so forgoing the party to hang out there with Harper was a treat. 
“Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.” Jane grabbed the pizza box and flipped the top. “What remains to be seen is if I answer your question.”
“Is this still a date?”
“Still?” Jane slid a slice on both plates and handed one to Harper before setting out the glasses for beer. No matter what she did in her life, or where she went, she always managed to position herself as the one who served the food and alcohol. It probably wasn’t in her DNA, but it felt like it most of the time. “What do you mean?”
“We changed our plans. Before we were going on a date and now we’re eating pizza.” Harper shrugged. “I just wondered if this still counted as an official date?”
“Well,” Jane paused to crack open the growler and pour them each a glass of lager. “We’re together and we’ve got a drink, so that’s like having a date at a bar. We’ve also got food and we’re sitting at a table that neither one of us own, so that’s like being in a restaurant. Now, as far as I know, bars and restaurants are common places where people go on dates so it would seem that we are on a date.”
“Do you think your friends will be mad that you’re not at their housewarming party?” 
“I texted Sarah and told her I wasn’t coming,” Jane picked at the small chunks of bacon that fell off her slice and stated piling them back on. “She was fine with it.”
“Are you?” Harper’s face was serious, her voice heavy with concern. 
“Observing Robin and Sarah in full nesting mode isn’t my idea of a good time.” The moment she admitted it Jane felt a heavy weight moved off her shoulders. “I don’t think I could stand to take one more happy-house tour. I don’t know about you but I’ve seen way too many family rooms and future nurseries.” 
“Should I assume you don’t want one of those happy-houses?  Or a future nursery?”“ Harper asked with more keen interest than Jane was able to process at the moment. 
“Don’t assume anything about me.” Jane responded. 
“So you want kids?”
“I’m undecided,” she answered. “The world seems filled to capacity and I’m not particularly maternal so I’m leaning in the ‘no kid’ direction but I reserve the right to change my mind.”
“Having the freedom to travel and own nice things that don’t get trashed are also big incentives to staying childfree.” Harper added, much to Jane’s relief since women who were in a wild rush to track down the perfect sperm donor the instant they got in a relationship was a huge turn-off. 
Jane, desperate for a change of subject, pointed to the keyboard on the other side of the living room. “Is that yours?” 
Harper nodded and took a drink of her beer.
“I wondered what you played,” said Jane. 
“I’m also a classically trained cellist.” Harper put her glass down before shrugging out of her jacket and tossing it onto the couch. “I got accepted to Julliard but decided to go to Berkley instead.”  
“What made you change your mind about Julliard?”Jane remarked and kicked off her shoes. She figured it her date was going to get comfortable then she was too. The only real problem was that she was stuck in the super short dress that made her nervous. 
Harper began rolling up her shirt sleeves “I didn’t want to end up in the orchestra pit.”
“And then you made the moved to dream-pop?”
“Did you wiki me?” Harper grinned. 
“It’s possible.” Jane shrugged, she knew she would have a hard time pulling off disinterest for very long, but she tried to keep up appearances for a few more minutes. 
“I picked up some session work one summer,” Harper paused to top off her glass of beer. “I knew someone, who knew someone, who had a spot on an upcoming Hotel Costas compilation and were looking to add a little atmosphere.”
“And nothing says atmosphere like the cello.” Jane interjected. 
“Exactly,” said Harper. “One I got into the studio I never wanted to leave. I liked the production process and Max Cori was doing the remix on the track. She and I sorta hooked up and the rest was history.”
“You and Max Cori?” Jane had to admit she felt a jealousy and awe in equal amounts. Max Cori was her favorite teenage crush and she’d never stopped getting a thrill out of listening to her music. “Was this like a thing-thing or just a work-thing?”
“I used to be a hardcore fan of Kill Kitty, Thrill Kitty when I was a kid so there was no way I wasn’t going to let her seduce me.” Harper grin morphed into a full-blown smirk. “First it was just a working relationship but then she kept finding reasons to call me back into the studio.”
“Why do I get the feeling that I’m feeding your ego?” Jane broke off a chunk of pizza and popped it into her mouth. 
“Because you are.” Harper’s shoulders shook with pent up laughter but her smile stayed the same. 
“Is that why you’re smiling at me?” asked Jane.  
“No,” Harper said and took another drink of her beer. “I smile because I like looking at you.” 
Jane felt her face go flush and a little shiver race down her spine as soon as Harper spoke the words. “That’s a nice compliment.”
“It’s not a compliment.” Harper told her. “It’s the truth.”
“Even better, but what I wonder is if you and I have an expiration date?” Jane figured that if she was going to dive into the pool of ultimate rejection she might as well shoot for the deep end. “It’s sort of this sticking point in the back of my head that I keep trying to avoid thinking about.”
Harper nodded, brought the beer to her lips and took a slow, thoughtful drink. “Because I don’t live around here?”
“That’s part of it.”
“What’s the other part?” asked Harper. 
“You going on tour,” she paused to look down at her slice of pizza. “It’s the giant inevitability I can’t see a way around.”
“There are ways around any inevitability if you’re willing to be creative.” 
“I know, planes and hotels and Skype and international phone plans.” Jane listed off all the tools people used to prop up a long distance relationship but she none of them sounded like a decent solution. She liked skin-to-skin contact too much to enjoy pretending that she was satisfied with staring into a computer screen to make her professions of love. “When I was young, really young, my parent’s didn’t have to tour year round. They could take time off, have side projects and really mess around in the recording studio but the whole thing changed and suddenly they had to tour constantly.”
“People stopped buying albums,” Harper set her elbows on the island, crossing one arm over the other. “They buy the singles that chart but if you want real money you have to tour nonstop. It sucks but it’s the reality of the situation.”
“I think that it’s one of the reasons my mom changed her career focus. She’s all about this autobiography and TV appearances and her new career as Britain’s newest reality star.” She took a sip of her beer and tried not to think of how much she disliked her mother but it was difficult. The woman had yet to do anything that made her a likable human. “It’s really gross, but she doesn’t want to spend the rest of her life on the road and I don’t blame her.”
“I take it you’re not a fan of reality stardom?” Harper laughed. 
“Chloe’s mom is on one of those shows. She’s one of the original ‘Real Wives of someplace I can’t name’. Chloe’s biological dad owns one California’s biggest porn production companies and her mom married some plastic-surgeon to-the-stars. All three of them have their own show and Chloe had to run all the way to Maine to get away from it.” Jane shook her head and stared across the room. “So, no, I don’t have a whole lot of respect for people who exploit their families to earn their fifteen minutes of fame.”
Harper eyed her carefully for so long it had Jane squirming in her chair. “Why are you looking at me like that?” She laughed nervously. “It’s freaking me out.”
“I was just thinking how different you are than most of the people I meet.” Harper shifted in her seat, kicking off her boot before moving her attention to her slice of pizza. “A lot of people seem really desperate to cling to any scrap of fame they can find. It’s become this weird cultural obsession that can be hard to get away from.”
“Fame, even in small amounts can be very isolating.” She stopped to try and find the words but only ended up stumbling. “I’ve seen good people struggle…”
“Jane?” Harper placed a hand on her shoulder and held it there until Jane took a breath and let it out.
 “No one wants to end up like Peaches Geldof,” she said quietly. “It’s a tricky balance.”
“So you stay away from industry people at all costs?”
“That’s exactly what I do.” Jane’s admission caught her by surprise. “But here I am, dressed up and sharing a bacon pizza with you.”
“How did that happen?” Harper asked with a gentle laugh. 
Jane put her slice of pizza back down on her plate and played with her napkin for a brief moment before looking up and meeting Harper’s gaze. “You had the prettiest eyes I’ve seen in a long time and I have a serious soft spot for chapstick girls.”
Harper cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been described as ‘chapstick’ before.”
“It’s a serious compliment.” Jane assured her.
“Good to know,” Harper lifted her beer to take a sip and hesitated, her eyes lit up like she was staring at Christmas tree lights. “Does this mean I’m your type?”
“Oh, you have no idea.” Jane rolled her eyes as a smile spread over her lips. “What happens when we finish this growler?”
“What do you mean?”
“We’ll both have had too much to drink, and you have this thing about us not sleeping together yet, so I’m just wondering if I should call a cab.” 
“Just because we’re not gonna to have sex doesn’t mean we can’t sleep together.” Harper opened the growler and poured more beer into Jane’s glass. “I don’t know about you but I am more than capable of controlling myself when I really like someone.”
“So, you only put the hard moves on people you don’t like?” Jane teased. “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to interpret that kind of logic.” 
“What if you didn’t interpret anything and you just accepted the fact that I like you?” asked Harper. “I want to do everything right. I want it all to be perfect.”
“There’s no such thing as perfect.” Jane brought her hand to the collar of Harper’s shirt and traced the edge with the tip of one finger. “Perfect isn’t even possible.”
“I can try.” Harper drew a breath, wrapping one arm around Jane’s waist to guide her off the barstool and pulled her close.
Jane breath caught in her chest when their bodies made contact. “What happens if you fail?” She inhaled the scent of Harper’s skin, sandalwood and amber, in an instant it was Jane’s favorite smell. 
“I’m not sure.” Harper’s breath, warm and inviting, moved across her cheek and brought a new wave of heat coursing over her skin. “I guess I’ll just have to beg your forgiveness and start all over again.”
“Or you could kiss me?” Jane suggested as her eyes locked in on Harper’s mouth. It was full and lush and entire irresistible. “Or maybe I should be the one kissing you?”
Harper stared at her for a second before she slid a hand around the back of Jane’s neck, pulling her as close as two bodies could get with their clothes on, and stilled her with a deep, hard kiss.
Jane reveled in the feeling of helplessness when Harper hands tightened and held her in place. A moan of pleasure and anticipation built in her throat as Harper opened her mouth with the tip of her practiced tongue and greeted her waiting lips with gentle teasing before pulling away so they could both catch their breath. 
 “I’d like more of that,” Jane whispered.
“So would I,” Harper agreed with a sly grin. “I’m a big fan of kissing and I suggest we spend a few good hours kissing each other just to make sure we know what we’re doing before we fall asleep.”
“Sounds like a plan to me.” She could not agree more but decided that using her mouth to speak was a waste of perfectly good energy since they had a lot of kissing to get in before bedtime.
 
 
 



 
11.
Harper was in the kitchen trying to answer a text from her tour manager when she heard the unmistakable sound of an incoming text message from the bedroom. She tried to focus on what she was doing but it seemed strange. Jane, barely awake a moment ago, was up and moving, and from the sounds her phone was making, answering her message.
If it was anyone else Harper wouldn’t have thought twice about it. Most of the people in her life were attached to their phone. It was a lifeline, a tether that kept them connected to the rest of the world. It was the new normal for the average American. 
But not for Jane. 
With her, there was no constant Twitter stream floating through their time together. She didn’t bother to jump at Facebook statuses or record every inch of her day on Instagram. Hell she didn’t even take her phone out of her purse most of the time, but there she was, seven on a Saturday morning, texting away. 
Harper finished her business as fast as she could, turned off her phone and walked back into the bedroom. She didn’t like how her brain seemed to seek out reason to be suspicious or jealous where none existed, but her gut told her something was wrong.  
Jane, looking distant and drawn, was sitting on the edge of the bed, her phone on the pillow beside her. She stared at it for a moment before turning her gaze to the open window. 
 “You okay?” Harper sat down in the chair beside the bed. “You look a little shaken up.”
“It’s nothing. I just need to get moving.” She said, her voice quiet and unsure,
Harper kept her distance and waited for Jane to decide how they were to proceed. Harper knew it was going to be the same dance they’d been doing since she walked into the club. She would move closer and Jane would evade. One step forward and seventeen steps back. Being with Jane was starting to feel like dancing with a blindfold on and her arms tied behind her back. She could hear the music but she didn’t know what her partner was doing. 
“I’m running late.” Jane looked at her briefly before lowering her lashes. Happiness seemed to slip away as quietly as it arrived with her. 
“You’ll need this.” She picked Jane’s dress up off the and placed it on the edge of the bed.
“Are you going to be working all day?” Jane’s words hung in the air between them. They sounded strained, as if she was inspecting each syllable for hidden meaning before it passed her lips. 
“In the studio.” She replied. “I’ve got Kara Olsen and most of my band coming in to do some work.”
“I’ll try and stop by later.” Jane stared at her for a brief second before standing up to step into the dress and Harper realized that Jane seemed determined to be a stranger to her. That there might never be a moment where this person, the one she was probably going to fall madly in love with, would let her past the imaginary set of barriers she’d constructed to keep people out. 
“That would be nice.” 
Jane gave her a soft, sad smile before tucking her hand behind her ears and heading for the door. Once there she seemed to hesitate. Harper thought she might be trying to decide something, maybe rethinking her getaway plan but something inside her seemed resolved to stick with her present course of action.
Harper held her breath as Jane squared her shoulders, turned the handle and walked out.  
*****
 
Jane had never felt like a bigger asshole in her entire life. She’d been laying in a warm comfortable bed, listening to Harper answering messages when she got the text from Sarah asking to meet at Sammi’s, and she’d run out the door like her ass was on fire while Harper stared at her like she’d suddenly sprouted a giant set of horns and a tail
She figured the description was not far off. She was giant bitch-demon for bolting like an asshole when someone like Harper was waiting for them.
Jane tugged at the hem of her dress as she strode through the door, and tried to use her power of will to make the dress a few inches longer or the heels a couple of inches shorter since she couldn’t shake the feeling that she looked like a street walker returning from a night of hard labor. 
 “Holy shit, girl.” Sammi whistled as Jane made her way to the bar. “Where the hell have you been?”
“It’s a long story,” she groaned. “Can I get a Greyhound?”
“Of course,” Sammi replied. 
“Make it a double and add a little Cointreau.”
“You sure you don’t want to come back here and do it yourself?” Sammi raised a manicured eyebrow and grabbed a fresh grapefruit. “You’re certainly better at this than I am.”
“I never tend bar in heels.” Jane let out an exhausted sigh as she sank onto the barstool. 
“You should think about it. I bet you’d get more tips.”
“And a hammer toe,” Jane laughed. “A few extra tips won’t make up for getting ugly feet.”
“I didn’t know you had a foot fetish,” 
“That’s because I don’t have a foot fetish.” 
Sammi set the drink down in front of her and gave a little wink. “But you do have a fetish?”
“Not one that I’m willing to talk about in public,” she laughed. 
“Oh, come on? You know you want to tell me your best secrets?” Sammi inquired with a sly grin. “I’ll tell me mine and you tell me yours so we can see if our fetishes will play nice together?”
“Now, Sammi,” Jane paused to take a fast drink. “Don’t you think Nat would be mad at me if I tried to put the moves on you?”
“I doubt it since she knows you don’t do girls with cocks.” Sammi shook her head. “Just give me a little glimpse into that beautiful brain of yours so I can die a happy woman.”
Jane smiled, leaned forward and whispered, “A hot bath and a cold drink.”
“What about a warm body?” Sammi gave her a crooked grin and nodded past Jane shoulder. “Looks like you’ve got one coming for you.”
Jane turned to see Sarah, fresh, blond and perfectly put together for Saturday breakfast, coming toward her. Her stomach dropped into her mile-high shoes as she watched Sarah clear the tables.
“You have the most interesting taste in women,” Sammi mused. “I never knew you were the type that went for that virginal thing.”
“I’m not,” she muttered. 
“I take it she’s not the reason for that dress?
“No, she’s the reason I put the dress back on this morning and hustled my ass over here.” Jane felt it was important to clear that up before Sammi got the wrong idea. “She texted me this morning and asked to meet her for breakfast.”
“Sounds ominous,” Sammi chuckled and started wiping down the bar. “I’ll make you another one of those.”
 Jane didn’t have time to express her approval she was too busy trying to figure out why Sarah’s arms were wrapped around her in a hug. Jane tried to return the gesture but she wasn’t much on physical contact with people she didn’t know and wasn’t going to sleep with. 
“I’m so glad to see you,” Sarah sang.
“Thanks,” Jane stammered as she broke free from Sarah’s arms. She picked up her drink and took an extra-large sized sip and tried to forget the smell of the sticky sweet perfume she’d just inhaled. 
Harper had worn perfume the night before, her brain whispered. It was a dark scent, earthy and warm with hints of amber and sandalwood. Jane took another sip, she could feel the alcohol in her veins and the memory of Harper’s hands on her skin. 
She’d made a huge mistake 
 “That looks good,” Sarah said, pointing to Jane’s champagne flute as she sat down beside her. “Maybe I should try one of those? Are they strong?”
“Strong? No,” Jane paused. “Unpredictable? Yes.”
“How can a drink be unpredictable?” Sarah tilted her head to the side and gave her a flirtatious glance. 
“It’s grapefruit and vodka with a little splash of orange liquor,” Jane pointed to Sammi humming away while she cut grapefruits on the other side of the bar. “A lot of places will use grapefruit juice and you’ll get a predictable drink. As long as you stick to the proportions all the drinks will come out tasting the same. It’s when you use freshly squeezed juice that you get your surprises. One drink might be sweet while the next is tart.”
“So, it’s going to be a surprise.” 
Jane finished her drink and set the empty glass down on the table. “I don’t know about you but I feel like living dangerously for a few hours.” 
“Sounds like a plan,” Sarah laughed nervously. “I’m feeling a little underdressed for drinks at the bar.”
“It’s not you, it’s me. You look much more respectable than I do.” Jane replied. “I didn’t plan things out very well and I sorta got stuck in this dress.”
“You two ladies ready to put in an order?” Sammi asked as she set down the fresh round of drinks. 
“I’d kill for some baked brie and a fresh fruit plate,” Jane said. “Maybe some crusty sourdough on the side?”
“Anything for the pretty lady?” Sammi gave Sarah a smile so dangerous it would’ve made a sailor blush. 
Sarah didn’t bat an eyelash at Sammi’s lascivious behavior, either because she didn’t recognize it or wasn’t interested. “I’ll have the eggs Benedict.”
Sammi ran a hand down the front of her dress, straightening the small wrinkles that formed between the buttons. “Can I interest you in some fresh crab cakes to go along with your eggs Benedict?”
“Sure,” Sarah said. “That sounds great.”
Sammi looked from Jane to Sarah and back to Jane again. It was difficult to know just what was going through her mind, but Jane assumed it had something to do with why she was sitting at the bar in last night’s clothes with a fresh-faced breakfast companion at eight in the morning.
 “I’m glad you could meet with me,” Sarah said in between sips of her drink. “So, how did you end up stuck in your dress?”
Jane shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “It’s a long story.”
“Thank you for texting me last night.” Sarah smiled. It was a sweet, gracious smile, the same one she used when she was stealing girlfriends back in high school. “I appreciated it.”
“Even though we didn’t make it to your party?”
“We?” Sarah’s smile grew curious as she sipped her drink. “Is it a serious commitment?”
Seeing as how she wasn’t sure Harper would want to see her after her earlier bad behavior she gave an most honest answer to a question she didn’t want asked. “We’re more of a work in progress.”
“What do you think it’s progressing toward?” 
“It’s still early to tell anything.” Jane picked up her second drink of the morning and took a sip. It was good and tart, better than the first one, which was too sweet for her liking. 
Sarah eyed her carefully before furrowing her brow in an expression of concern. “Does your friendship with Lily get in the way?” 
“Lily?” Jane stared at Sarah’s face in the mirror. She didn’t know what she was supposed to be looking in her demeanor for but something felt off to her. 
“Well,” she said with a shrug. “The two of you were always close. I just assumed there was something going on.”
“No, there’s nothing going on between Lily and me.” 
“I offended you.” Sarah’s face flushed, Jane didn’t know if it was on account vodka or the conversational fumble, but she was grateful for it all the same. To her it signaled the first crack in Sarah’s candy coated shell.
“It takes more than that to offend me.” Jane informed her. 
“What if I ask you if you’re in love?” Sarah’s laughter was light but nervous and unsure. 
 “In love?” The phrase felt unfamiliar in her mouth and she nearly choked on the words as the moved up her throat and passed her lips. “In like? Yes. And we’re probably in lust, but that other thing takes time.”
“That other thing?” Sarah sat up, squaring her shoulders as though she’d finally been able to latch onto something. “I never heard love described with so much emotional distance before.”
“I’m just trying to keep things in perspective. Love and sex have a tendency to get mixed up if you’re not careful.” 
“I’m actually very good at separating love and sex.” Sarah lowered her thick lashes and smiled.  “You have to be when you’ve been with the same person since you were seventeen.”
“I’d think it’d be the other way around.” She’d arrived for breakfast knowing that there was a strong possibility that Sarah would turn the conversation toward her relationship with Sarah but Jane still wasn’t prepared to discuss things stemming from what happened nearly a decade before. 
“Robin’s not very interested in sex anymore.” Sarah set her empty glass on the bar and motioned to Sammi for another. “And I have a tendency to…stray.”
“Stray?” Jane asked. “You mean you cheat?”
Sarah raised an eyebrow. “You sound surprised.”
“I am,” Jane paused to take a big gulp of her drink.  “I just never…I mean you don’t seem like the type of person who could cheat on someone.”
“I wasn’t aware that there was a type?” Sarah followed Sammi’s movements across the bar for a while before drawing in a breath. “But I suppose it takes all types, doesn’t it? All types and the people to judge them.”
“I wasn’t judging you.” She sat back and put her hands in her lap. This particular piece of information was unexpected and highly unwanted. “It’s just surprising to hear someone talk openly about infidelity.”
Sarah gave her a fast smile before looking away. “I was amazed when Robin broke up with you,” she began. “It’s been a source of contention with us for years. Well, I suppose just for me since she never brings it up.”
“I don’t see why.” Jane didn’t want it to sound like a question. They were talking about something that happened when they were kids. Yes, she got her heart broken. Yes, it was one of those experiences that shaped who she would later become, but there were a million of those moments and she never liked giving one experience more weight than it deserved. “It was a long time ago.”
Sarah put down her glass and shook her head. “She never wants to talk about you.”
“That doesn’t mean anything.” Jane shook her head and held her hand out to signal to Sammi that she was going to need another drink the instant she finished the one she had. “We were kids.”
“You’re the one that got away,” Sara announced with a resolved shrug of her small shoulders.
“Did she tell you that?” The conversation was going in a direction she hadn’t anticipated and it seemed like the only thing she could do to maintain her composure was to pump a cubic ton of vodka into her system. 
“She didn’t have to,” she answered. “I can see it in her eyes every time she looks at me. After I saw you the other day I realized that you were the one who got away, for the both of us.
“Excuse me?
“I’d like the opportunity to fix things,” she said, her smile wavering a little. “For the three of us. I think it’s important.”
“I don’t think I’ve got anything that needs fixing,” she laughed with just enough exasperation that Sarah went a little pink in the face. “At least not fixing from you or Robin.”
“I feel all this energy coming off you and-” 
“Is this why you wanted to see me?” Jane pressed her fingers to her temples and pushed hard enough to feel her pulse pounding. “You wanted to heal some part of me that doesn’t need healing so you can save your relationship? What, am I like a bad piece of real estate that you and Robin are going to try and flip or something?”
“You’re in pain.”
“Of course I am, but it’s got nothing to do with either you or Robin or crap that happened a million years ago.” Jane swallowed back the overwhelming desire slam her glass down onto the bartop but stopped herself, because a random act of violence would only help Sarah prove her point, and she was not willing to let that happen. 
Jane was in pain. She was hurt. She was in need of a little tenderness but that was her business and hers alone. 
Sarah placed her hand on Jane’s forearm and gave her a sad, piteous look. “Robin wanted to be with me because she needed to have someone to rescue.”
“And so you’re here trying to find her another person to rescue?” Jane questioned. “Is that like a thing with the two of you? Is it like a kink or a fetish or something?”
“It’s got nothing to do with sex.” Her announcement came with just enough defensiveness that Jane knew she’d struck a tender spot.
“How do you know it’s got nothing to do with sex if you’re not having sex with Robin?” She figured that if Sarah was determined to give her the knife she might as well drive it in and give it a twist. “I mean, you’re here telling me all about how she’s not interested in you sexually and how you cheat on her and you’re looking for what? A replacement?”
“You’re being cruel,” she whispered. 
“You know something,” Jane paused to drain the last of her drink. “I am being cruel. I’m being a cruel nasty bitch and you wanna know why?”
“Why?” Sarah’s voice rose a little but stayed quiet. 
“Because you said you had something important to tell me.” Jane tossed back the rest of her drink, put the glass aside and took the next one before Sammi had a chance to set it down in front of her. “This morning I was in the bed with this completely amazing woman who is so perfect for me it actually makes my head hurt, and what the fuck do I do? I leave her sitting there looking at me like I’m breaking her goddamn heart because you texted me.” 
“This is important.” 
“No, this is bullshit.” She placed one hands on the bar to steady herself and downed the drink in one swift gulp. For someone who spent a good deal of time around alcohol, she wasn’t accustomed to drinking that fast that early in the morning and it was catching up with her but she didn’t care. “Complete and utter bullshit and I’m done listening to it.”
“Why?” Sarah placed her hand on Jane’s arm, holding onto her until Jane pulled away.
“Because I am, and I don’t owe you any sort of explanation.” Jane set the empty glass on the bar, and for the second time in two hours walked out on a woman. 
 
 



 
 
12.
Harper had been fighting the overwhelming urge to throw up for hours because sitting in front of her were the draft copies of the hospitality rider, the tech rider and the tour itinerary. She had copies of contracts for session players, contracts for the road crew and the lighting crew. She and Riley were patching together a schedule for when he’d be available to join them on the tour and she was messaging back and forth with her tour manager and her agent to fit it all together. 
Kara had shown up, on time, put down her tracks without incident and was penciling in her available dates while Alice set her sights on Jason, the bass player.
Suddenly mixing the album was on the back burner, everything was all about the tour and Harper was at a loss. People were excited, the band was putting together set lists and throwing out names for opening acts and all she could think about was how nice it would feel to lay on a beach somewhere warm, sip fruity drinks and watch Jane strut around in a tiny bikini.
“Harper,” Riley muttered under his breath as he picked up the communal red pen and circled something on the tech rider. “You’ve got a visitor.”
She looked up and immediately her stomach took another nosedive. Jane stood just inside the studio door with a panicked expression on her face. It was a look Harper wanted to fix the instant she saw it and it had her making a beeline for Jane.
“Hey,” She put had arm around Jane’s shoulder but didn’t pull her close since they hadn’t worked out any of the details regarding public displays of affection. “I didn’t expect you to show up.”
Jane averted her gaze to the floor; she nodded as if she’d also had her doubts about keeping her promise. “You must think I’m a real shithead.” 
“I’m just happy you’re here,” Harper replied.
“I’m glad you’re happy,” Jane moved her eyes around the room for a moment before returning them to Harper’s face. “But you need to let me apologize for leaving the way I did.”
“You looked upset.” Harper tightened her grip on Jane shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze. “Did things get better?”
“Not really,” she stammered, the fear in her eyes echoing her anxiety. “It’s just been one of those days. You know, kinda shitty and all sorts of weird. I guess I figured that seeing your face would make it all better.”
“And did it?”
“Yes.” Jane leaned into Harper’s body and let out a small, contended sigh. “So, this is your band?”
“It’s a mix.” Harper found herself trying to maintain a certain balance, not too close and not too far, as Jane appeared to be desperate for her affections and ready to bolt all at the same time. “We had to pull in a few session players since some of the guys couldn’t make it in on such short notice.”  
“And this is really who you are,” she said as she looked around the room. “All of this. The music and your band. I guess I didn’t really want to admit it to myself.”
“It’s part of who I am but it’s not everything.” Harper reassured her. 
Jane shook her head. “When you’re in the music industry this is everything. It’s the nature of the business. Life takes a back seat to recording and promoting and touring.”
“And here I was thinking we’d made a progress,” Harper laughed gently. 
“I guess I’m feeling melancholy.” She shrugged. “It’ll go away when the weather changes.” 
“How about we skip out to some fancy restaurant and I buy you a thick juicy steak?” Harper figured it was the safest thing for the two of them since they seemed to do better when they were talking over food and drinks. 
“You don’t need to do that.”
“What if I wanted to?”
“I don’t think I could face going back into my closet to find something pretty to wear.” Jane’s face softened and the distance between them seemed to lift away. “Netflix and popcorn are more my speed right now.”
“Is that a date?” Harper, deciding it was time to take a little leap of faith, slid her arm around Jane’s waist and pulled her closer. To her relief Jane relaxed and melted a little. 
“Of course.”Jane pressed her hand to the small of Harper’s back.  “As long as you don’t mind watching Korean horror movies all night?”
Harper was about to remark on her willingness to watch whatever Jane wanted to watch when she saw Kara coming out of the sound booth with a few scraps of paper in her hand.
“Riley kicked me out,” Kara said as she reached them and handed Harper the papers. “And he had me write down the dates I’m not available so there isn’t a mixup.”
“He needs to switch out the mics.” Harper replied. “We want to muddy up the sound a bit. Kara, I don’t know if you’ve met Jane Hollis.”
“I haven’t actually met you but I feel like I’ve known you for a while now,” Kara held out her hand and smiled when Jane took it. “I was part of Harper’s tour last year and got to hear all about you from Anders.”
“It’s very nice to meet you.” Jane said, her voice careful and measured as she drew her hand away from Kara’s grasp.
Kara’s gaze seemed stalled on Jane’s beautiful face and Harper had to acknowledge the faint stab of jealousy that pinned her down. Her relationship with Kara was a part of her past but she recognized the look in her old girlfriend’s eyes when she gazed at Jane
 “And I’ve met your mom a few times and she’s always going on about her kids.”
“I bet she is.”Jane’s back went stiff under Harper’s arm. Obviously Kara had exposed a nerve that Jane would’ve preferred to keep buried deep in her skin. 
“I hear she’s writing her autobiography.” Kara’s smile waivered, becoming more nervous the longer she was in Jane’s presence. “That must be exciting?”
“Not really.” Jane’s voice lost the rest of its warmth in that second.  “I’ve already lived through her grudge matches with Courtney Love and Shirley Manson, so I’m probably not going to be rehashing the good old days anytime soon.”
Kara nodded, as she scanned Jane’s face. It appeared as if she was finally at a loss for words. 
 “Do you want to stick around for a while?” Harper broke the silence. “We can go drive over to your place after we wrap up here.”
“I can’t,” she replied. “I need to get Alice and bring her back to the house before she gets into trouble.”
“Yes, Alice.” Harper laughed. 
Jane let out a sad little groan. “How bad is it?”  
“I wouldn’t say bad,” Kara paused. “Mostly she’s keeping herself occupied with Jason.”
“Jason?” Jane pressed her head to Harper’s shoulder and took a deep breath. “Drummer or bass player?”
“Bass.” Harper told her. “And we need to keep him from getting too distracted. We’ve got to have him lay down three new tracks in the next thirty-six hours.”
“Okay, I’ll get her out of here.” Jane gave Harper a quick kiss on the cheek before pulling away and giving them both a small wave. “It was nice meeting you.”
Neither one of them had a chance to say anything before Jane disappeared back through the door to Riley’s house. Harper felt her absence the second she was out of sight.  
“You like her.” Kara’s voice reached out, grabbing her attention and turning it back to the immediate situation. 
“I do.” Harper agreed. 
“She’s really beautiful.” Kara grinned at her like a hungry little fox. “You guys make a cute couple.”
“I’m not so sure Jane sees it that way.” Harper smiled. It wasn’t the happiest smile she’d ever given someone but it was the most honest one. 
 
*****
They stopped at three different stores on the way home, pharmacy, groceries and liquor and Jane’s head was still spinning from the endless chatter that flew out of her sister’s mouth. Jane didn’t mind talking when she had something to say and she certainly didn’t mind listening but today she was in the mood for stillness so she decided to do something she almost never did, Jane parked herself at the kitchen table with a cup of hot cocoa, various bottles of liquors and contemplated her future. It seemed like a self-indulgent end to an otherwise weird and miserable day. 
With her eyes closed and a mouthful of warm chocolate she tried to remember the names of all the people she’d dealt with in the last twenty-four hours but one person was melding into another. Sarah could just as easily be Kara and Alice’s name was rarely spoken without a side order of Riley. Chloe and Lily were starting to feel like one person. 
And then there was Harper.
Harper was an independent agent. She was new and unconnected from the rest and it was one of the reasons Jane was having a difficult time staying away from her. 
Jane took another sip and wondered if this was how her, long overdue, nervous breakdown would begin or if it was one of those cases of early onset dementia brought on by excessive drug use and too little sleep. Either way it didn’t matter, Jane wasn’t about to put up a fight. If she was going to lose her shit she was going to do it with as much panache and élan as she could muster. She’d get herself some hand painted acrylic nails, shave her head and start wearing wool ponchos in the middle of summer.
“And what are we drinking tonight?” Jane looked across the table to see Lily watching her from the kitchen. 
“Hot chocolate.” she answered. “It’s some of that stuff my dad sent me from Belgium.”
“And those?” Lily pointed to row of pint bottles on the table. “Is that what we’re polluting it with?”
“An excellent assumption,” Jane replied. “The kettle’s still hot, get one of those soup mugs, put in two scoops of the powder and fill it halfway and finish it off with these bad boys.” 
Lily, never one to hold back an opinion, was good humored enough to let Jane micromanage the unimportant stuff and didn’t tell Jane the step-by-step instruction on how to make hot chocolate were unnecessary.  
“Comfort drinking,” she said as she took her place across the table from Jane. “I approve of this.”
“I figured you would.”
“So, you wanna tell me what’s wrong?” Lily opened the Irish cream first and added a healthy dose before moving on to the almond liqueur.
“Not really.”
“You want one of these?” Lily nodded and reached into her purse to retrieve a bottle of pills. “Might make you smile.”
“Is it the only thing on the menu?” Jane asked as Lily poured out four little pills and slid two of them across the table. 
“I can dig deeper is you want,” Lily laughed. “Maybe make a few phones calls? Break a few laws?”
“Who’s breaking laws?” Alice yelled out from the living room.
Lily looked over her shoulder before leaning and whispering, “I thought she was at your brother’s house?” 
“She was bothering people.” 
“Why are people always talking about me behind my back?” Alice’s question swept through the room a brief second before she did. “Every time I turn around one of you is saying something about me and I’m getting tired of it.”
“People talk about you because you want them to talk about you.” Jane informed her. 
“That’s not true.” Alice took a seat next to Lily and grabbed one of the bottles, but Lily was faster and Alice was left empty handed.  “Did Jane tell you that she met Kara Olsen today?”
“No,” Jane shot back before Lily could answer. “I didn’t tell her because it’s not important.”
“You sound pissy.” Alice opened the palm of her left hand and set a bottle of nail polish on the table. Jane recognized it immediately from her own bedroom. It was also her favorite. She knew it wasn’t worth saying anything, the theft was meant as a way to start an argument, and Jane figured it was easier to just have Chloe pick her up another bottle the next time she went to Ulta. 
Jane picked up her pills, popped them in her mouth and swallowed them down with a swig of her cocoa. 
“You know who she is, right?” Alice asked. 
“I don’t really care who she is.” Jane tucked her legs up under her and made a conscious effort to not lose her cool until the medication kicked in and chemically altered her sour mood. 
“Jason told me that Kara and Harper have a long, messy history and no one is happy that she’s back.” Alice informed them with a syrupy smile. “He said she’s got a good voice but he thought Harper had someone else lined up to do the work.”
“And you’re telling her this, why?” Lily picked up the bottle of almond liquor and gave her cup another healthy dose.
“I just find in interesting.” Alice shrugged as she opened the bottle of nail polish and painted a thick layer of oxblood red on her index finger. “Someone else did the original vocals for the tracks but Harper wasn’t happy with them. Jason says she’s a real ballbuster when it comes to producing but likes to party when she’s out on the road.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jane regretted asking the question instantly, but this particular conversation seemed inevitable. Alice was looking for her pound of flesh and Jane just happened to be in her line of sight. 
“You saw Kara Olsen,” She said as she stared in on her middle finger. “Holy hell, I’d do it with her, and I don’t even like girls.” 
“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Lily cocked her head to the side and watched Alice with dangerous interest. 
“Who knows? I might actually have the chance to switch teams.” Alice announced. “Jason said there’s going to be room on the tour bus and he’s pretty sure Kara will be joining them for some of the dates. He was showing me the itinerary today and-”
“They’ve already got an itinerary set?” Jane heard the question leave her before she had a chance to stop herself from asking. She already knew Harper was going to leave. She didn’t live in Portland and she was going to have to tour eventually. Those two pieces of reality were unchangeable and there wasn’t a whole lot she could do about it except prepare to have her heart broken. 
Harper was a good person and it would was easy to sit back and create a grand fantasy about how amazing their life together could be but, Jane wasn’t about to do that because once you started to entertain those kinds of thoughts, once you admitted how important a person was in your life, you gave up control.  
“Harper was going over it yesterday. She and a couple of the guys were updating the tech rider and the hospitality rider. They were adding the extra accommodations for Kara, and Jason wanted to add a guest,” Alice said, her voice smug and assured. Even Riley was penciling in dates.”
“Why are you telling her this?” Lily’s voice was edged with a razor sharp edge.
“Because the world moves on. You can either sit around licking your wounds for the better part of a decade or you can grab whatever opportunity comes your way.”  She announced. “And she knows what it means when they start adding guests to the hospitality rider.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Lily asked between clenched teeth.
“Harper didn’t add a guest,” Jane informed her. 
“That’s because she didn’t have to,” Alice snickered. “At least not since Kara’s signing on.”
“Fuck you.” Lily sounded unconvinced but Jane knew her sister had a point. 
“No, Alice is right.” Jane took a quick drink of her cocoa and tried not to let any of it bother her. “There’s only so much room on a tour and if you’re not added to the hospitality rider you don’t get to stick around for more than a few days.”          
“You’re totally gonna screw this up,” Alice sighed. “Maybe if you’re lucky Harper will put you in charge of the merch but I don’t see that happening.”
“What do you think you’re going to accomplish by being this much of a bitch?” Lily growled.
“Call it sisterly concern,” she said, the corners of her mouth turning up into a self-satisfied smirk.  “But just so you know, Harper is going to dump you. It’s only a matter of time and you’ll be sorry to didn’t listen to me.” 
“Alice,” Lily began. “I’m not sure what you’re doing but it’s really starting to piss me off.”
Alice stared at her before shifting her gaze back to Jane. “What?” she laughed. “I’m just looking out for her.”  
“You certainly are brave for a bitch who’s about to be homeless.” Lily picked up her cup and took a sip.
“You can’t kick me out,” Alice sneered at the both of them before returning her attention to the bottle of nail polish. “Janie’s my sister. She won’t let you-”
“I won’t what?” Jane interrupted. “You keep talking and you’re going to end up in a tent in the park.” 
“Excuse me?” Alice scoffed.
“Go to bed, Alice. The big girls don’t want to play with you tonight.” Lily stared across the table, her gaze pinning Alice to the chair. It she and Chloe had come to call ‘the look of death’ and it was scary as hell. Alice, to her credit, appeared to be terrified. Without a word she screwed the cap back on the tiny bottle, picked it up and left the room. 
“Not my bed,” Lily called out as Alice disappeared back down the hallway. “Don’t listen to her.”
 “Why not?” Jane brought the cup to her lips and inhaled the sweet scent of almond and mint. “She’s right. I’m going to fuck it all up.”
“No, you’re not.” Lily assured her. 
“It’s inevitable,” Jane stated. “Harper’s only here until the album is finished. She lives in New York and spends most of the year on tour so I need to remember to keep the end date in mind. I don’t need to get in over my head.”
“You could always go on tour with her.” Lily suggested with an encouraging smile. 
“No, I can’t do that.” Jane shook her head with such force it had her seeing stars for a second.  “I’ve already done that in my life.”
“As a kid,” Lily reminded her.
“Exactly.” Jane pressed the palm of her hand to her forehead and willed the pills to kick in so she could find some relief from the constant stream of thoughts running through her head. “I was a kid, and as inappropriate as it was for me to be on tour with my parents, I had an excuse. I was their kid and I was supposed to be there. I’m not going back as the girlfriend.”
“That’s not what you’d be doing.”
“Yes, it is.” Jane brought her knees to her chest, wrapped her arms around her shins, and hugged herself tight. It was a self-defensive posture that closed her off from everyone and everything. Even Lily couldn’t break through. Lily or Chloe or Harper. Jane was an island and she planned on keeping it that way. “If I go on tour with Harper it’s because I’m her girlfriend and a girlfriend is considered a hanger-on. I’d be a starfucker and nothing else.”
“That’s not true.”
“It was true ten years ago and it’s true now.” Jane bit her lip. She needed to stay focused on all the reasons she wouldn’t entertain the thought of stepping one foot on a tour bus and not get tripped up by her feelings. Feelings were untrustworthy and dishonest. They would run roughshod over the things that were good for you if you gave them free reign. “It’s not like I’d have a reason to be there other than Harper.”
“You’d be traveling.”
“I’ve already traveled.” Jane reminded her. “And being on tour isn’t the same as traveling. It’s hotel rooms and planes and tour busses.”
“Jane.” Lily’s sigh carried a note of resolve. She’d been on the receiving end of too many late night phone calls with Jane, in tears, wanting to come home from wherever her mother had dragged her, to put up much more of a fight. 
“I’ve already done it and I can’t do it again.” Jane pressed her forehead to her knees and tried to remember to breathe, but it was difficult with the elephant standing on her chest. “That’s what it comes down to. I can’t do it again and I’ve known that ever since I found out about Harper.” Jane had to stop to catch her breath. “I think I’ve been saying goodbye to her for a while.”
“You don’t mean that,” Lily shot back. “You guys just met. It’s only been a few days and you’re making this huge decision without waiting-Jesus fuck, Jane, you’re like the opposite of a u-hauler. You’re killing this before it has a chance to start.”
Jane felt tears burning behind her eyes and promptly bit down hard on the inside of her cheek to stop them from escaping. “That’s not what I’m doing,” she said after she was certain she was safe from crying in public. 
“What do you call it?” asked Lily.
“Self-preservation.” Jane whispered.
Lily took hold of the bottle of Irish cream and topped off Jane’s cup. “Self-preservation isn’t going to mean shit when you finally wake up to the realization that-”
“Don’t.” Jane held up her hand to stop Lily from voicing the same obvious conclusion she’d already come to on her own. “I just can’t go there right now.”
“Okay,” Lily said with a slow nod. “Just be careful you don’t spend your whole life avoiding the things that might make you happy. People who do that have a tendency to have their faces eaten off by their twenty-five cats after they die.”
 



 
 
13.
Harper had never stood over someone and watched them sleep before. She always figured it was one of the weirder aspects of human relationships but it seemed to be the only time Jane stopped moving and as interesting at that was she was thinking about leaving her a note when Jane opened her eyes, and gave her a funny smile. 
Suddenly Harper felt one of those sparkly vampires that liked to creep around under the guise of protecting innocent young virgins from themselves, and her face started to burn with embarrassment. 
“Chloe let me in,” she said before Jane had a chance to call her out for the stalker she was.  
“It’s okay.” Jane rubbed her eyes with the heel of her palms and sat up. “I guess I fell asleep.”
Harper pointed to the book as she sat down next to her on the bed. “Must’ve been a boring book.” 
“It was,” answered Jane.  
Harper looked at the cover, it was non-descript, just a black and white picture of orchids resting on a mirrored surface. “What’s it about?”
“I’m not really sure,” she sighed. “Something about a woman who inherits a winery in California, and ends up falling in love with a bunch of men.”
“A bunch?”
“Four or five. I started skipping parts. Too much of a sex parade to keep me interested.”
“Is this a common complaint?” Harper teased.  
“Only in my fiction, not in my real life.” Jane tossed the book onto the floor. “What time is it?”
“A little after nine.”  Harper looked back at the clock on Jane’s nightstand. “I know I’m late but I didn’t want to not show up at all.”
“It’s not that late.” Jane assured her. “How did it go at the studio?”
“Better than expected. We got most everything done that we needed to do and then we packed everyone off and sent them all home before I could change my mind and start nitpicking everything.”
“You can’t polish a turd, but you can roll it in glitter.” Jane gave her a knowing smile that Harper could easily interpret since it was similar to the one her brother had been throwing her way for the better part of the day.
“You and Riley seem to be speaking from the same dictionary.” She looked up at the ceiling and laughed. “He said something very similar when I asked for one more take on Kara’s vocal track.”
“Speaking of Kara.” Jane grimaced as she said the name. “Is that one of those things we need to talk about?”
“We can, but there isn’t a whole lot to talk about.”
“But there was?” she asked. 
“Truthfully,” Harper paused for a moment; she wanted to explain the situation as it was and not as other people might take it to be, so she chose her words with care. “I love the sound of Kara’s voice and it works extremly well for my music, but she and I are a spent force.”
“That sounds very dramatic.” 
“There was something between us but it wasn’t good.” Harper told her. “A lot of antagonism and jealousy and petty bullshit for as far as the eye could see.”
Jane placed her hands on her stomach and began toying with the little snaps that ran down the front of her shirt. “Was that why she was giving me the eye?” 
“You noticed?” 
“Noticed and knew it had nothing to do with me.” Jane shrugged. “Does she usually put on a show for people or was it just because you were standing in the room.”
“She’s not in love with me.” Harper assured her.
“I know she’s not,” said Jane. “Remember the thing you just said about petty bullshit? I do actually listen to you when you speak.”
Harper watched Jane close her eyes and took a deep breath. She looked like she was trying to find some sort tranquility and as much as Harper wanted to let it happen she knew there wasn’t going to be a better time to discuss the elephant in the room. “I guess the only thing we need to talk about is where you and I are headed.”
Jane opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling before turning to stare into her eyes. She looked sad and lost and like she was in desperate need of either a good cry or a good fuck. “A few hours ago I told Lily that I’ve been saying goodbye to you for a while now,” Jane paused, her voice cracking as she spoke the words. “Alice’s mouth was flapping and it was an easy though to have.”
“How do you feel now that I’m here?” Harper’s chest tightened in response to Jane’s admission, but she kept her voice calm and even. Normally she would never be in a rush for bad news, and she and Jane had only known one another for a short time, but she felt a deep connection growing, and that frightened her as much as it gave her happiness. 
“Now it’s not so easy. I took a look at your face and I stopped wanting to say ‘goodbye’.” Jane pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes and rubbed furiously for a moment before dropping them to her sides. “But I still don’t have a solution to the problem.”
“Maybe we don’t need to struggle for a solution?” Harper suggested. 
Jane gave her a weak smile before looking away. “Alice was after me this afternoon.” 
“About?” Harper asked. 
“Her spot on the hospitality rider. She wanted me to know she’s been added. She and Kara, and not me,” she said before biting her bottom lip. 
“Alice is aware that Jason isn’t in charge of the rider? I have final say and there’s no way in hell I’m going to take Alice on tour, if I know Jason, he’s not taking her on tour either.” She informed her.
“Really.”
“He’s not exactly an upstanding citizen.” Harper acknowledged. “Jason’s a hell of a bass player but he’s a dog and he likes to spread it around. I suspect he’s using a spot on the bus as a way to get into Alice’s pants. And, just for the record, I did add a guest to the rider. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen so I decided to cover my bases.”
“Oh.” Jane’s face paled a bit but she didn’t throw up or run out of the room like Harper assumed she would when she started talking about going on tour together. 
“You don’t have do the whole ‘going-on-tour’ thing. You can fly out to meet me, spend a few days or a week traveling through some interesting and beautiful part of the world, stay in fancy hotels until you get bored and then come back out on the road when you miss me again.” Harper offered the suggestion and hoped to hell that Jane would take it.
“What happens if I don’t stop missing you?” Jane looked like a panicked little girl when she spoke and it pulled at Harper’s heart. 
“Then we’ll take a look at the situation and come up with a better plan,” Harper assured her. “We’ll compromise and adapt because that’s what people do when they’re in a-”
“When they are in a relationship?” Jane interrupted, finishing the sentence before Harper had a chance to finish it herself.  “Are we in a relationship?”
“God, I hope so,” said Harper as she lay down next to Jane. “At least I’m assuming that we are going to be in a relationship?”
“I’m not…” Jane paused and Harper’s heart fell. 
“You’re not what?” Harper, with her pride doing a nose dive, decided she needed to see the conversation through even with the threat of rejection looking on the horizon.
“I’m not sure I’ve ever been in a relationship.” Jane’s voice fell to a whisper as she made the confession. 
“Ever?” 
“Well,” she paused. “There was the thing with Robin, and I’ve had a lot of sex but I’ve never wanted anyone to stick around for more than a few days.”
Harper had to wait for her heart to stop pounding before she could speak. “So, you don’t do relationships?”
“It’s not that.” Jane leaned her head on the edge of Harper’s shoulder and stared up at the ceiling. She looked like she was searching for the perfect words to describe an imperfect emotion. “I guess, up until now, I’ve never felt the need to be in a relationship. Before you it never seemed worth it. This whole thing just sort of snuck up on me and I’m going to sit back and let it happen.”
“Do I get to breathe a sigh of relief or what?” Harper rolled onto her side so she could get a better look at the woman who was in the middle of stealing her heart. 
“Yes, you do.” Jane laughed. “You can breathe a sigh of relief for the both of us if you’re like and then we can do that cuddling and kissing thing until we fall asleep again.”
Harper wrapped her arms around Jane’s waist and pulled her close. She didn’t want an inch of space left between them and she didn’t want to ever let her go because Jane might get scared and run away.
 
*****
 
Jane got up early to take a shower and pull herself together before Harper woke up. She knew it was silly and she wasn’t planning on putting on a full face of makeup but having clean hair and freshly brushed teeth made all the difference when they were still in the beginning stages of their newly christened relationship. 
“You don’t have to do that for me,” Harper voice, still heavy from sleeping, reached her as she finished applying a thin coat of tinted moisturizer to her face. 
“Who said it was for you?” She grinned back at Harper in the mirror. “Maybe I’m addicted to putting on mascara.”
“I’ll call my agent and see if I can get us a spot on My Strange Addiction.” Harper laughed and sat up to watch Jane apply mascara and a touch of blush. 
“What time is Riley expecting you?”Jane tightened the edges of her robe sat down on the bed next to Harper. 
“He’s not.” She touched her index finger to Jane’s chin and smiled. “He kicked me out of the studio for a few days so I can stop obsessing about the album.”
“Really? 
“He thinks I need to take a step back so I can get a better perspective.”
“Does this mean you get to spend the day with me?” She asked, her heart pattering with the possibilities of serious time together. “Or a few days?”
“It does.” Harper told her.
“We should do something fun.”
“Your idea of what constitutes as something fun makes me a little nervous.” Harper teased. “You’ll have me drunk and hopped up on Ambien before lunch.”
“Okay, now you’re just giving me a hard time,” Jane laughed. “I’d never let anyone use Ambien recreationally.” 
“Good to know.” Harper ran a hand through Jane’s wild tangle of wet hair.
“We could drive up the coast, check out a few lighthouses, maybe get a room in Bristol and visit Pemaquid Point?” She suggested the first thing that came to her mind. “I like pretending to be a tour guide.”
“You do?” Harper asked with a sweet laugh. 
“Of course I do,” she answered. “And I might be plotting a way to make you fall in love with the area so you have more than one reason to stick around.”
“Seduce me with real estate.” Harper noted with humor in her voice. “You certainly know the way to a girl’s heart.”
“Here’s hoping.” Jane leaned forward and gave her a gentle kiss on the lips. 
“You better stop that or we’ll never have a chance to leave your bedroom,” Harper murmured as Jane broke the kiss. 
“How about you hop in the shower? I’ll map us out a few places to go and get a room reserved?” Jane slid her hand under the edge of Harper’s shirt and traced the line of soft skin just above the elastic waistband of her panties. “We can hit the road as soon as you and Riley are finished?”
“Sounds like a plan,” Harper said before giving her another quick kiss and hopping off the bed. 
*****
Jane was on her phone checking on hotels in Bristol on her phone when a new message came in. 
First, when she read it, her pulse started racing with anxiety and then her heart sank. 
‘It’s Robin
I need to talk with you’
Jane almost didn’t answer, it would be such an easy thing to erase the message and pretend Robin and Sarah didn’t exist, but she wasn’t ready to let go of the situation until she found some resolution, so she shot her back a quick message.
 ‘About?’ 
She stood up, and began counting the seconds as they ticked by. When she got to thirty she started pacing around the room, and when a full minute passed she wanted to kick herself in the ass. Robin and Sarah were an unnecessary distraction. Things were good between her and Harper. She knew there were going to be details they needed to work out but she was happy.
Jane was deep in thought when her phone started blinking and blinking and buzzing in her hand as Robin’s message came through. 
‘We need to talk about Sarah
York’s in 45 mins.’
Jane tossed her phone into her bag. Robin, ever the efficient micromanager of lives, was still determined to be in charge of everyone and everything. Jane was tempted to dig her phone out of her bag and shoot her a text that she could go fuck herself but curiosity got the better of her.
She wanted to see Robin, and she really wanted to talk to her about her mindfuck of a breakfast she’d had with Sarah the day before. 
Jane grabbed a tee-shirt and pair of cut-offs, the ones that were too short but she figured she might as well let Robin see what she could never have again.  She dressed as fast as she could, tied her hair into a lose knot behind her head and grabbed her purse before coming up with a reasonable lie for Harper. 
With her head buzzing and her heart beating a heavy tune in her chest she cracked open the door to her bathroom, took a breath, and lied to the one person who she didn’t want to lie to. 
 “Hey, my boss just messaged me.” she stammered. “I need to go down there and pick up my paycheck before he cashes it to pay the light bill.”
“Hold on, give me a minute and I’ll go with you.” Harper pulled back the shower curtain, her hair a spiky mess of shampoo suds and her creamy skin glistening and slick with soap.
“No, it’s okay, I won’t be very long,” she replied with lightening speed. She needed to be fast because looking at Harper made her want to strip down and hop in the shower with her and, she did not have that option at the moment. “You hang out here and wait for Riley. If we skip breakfast we can have stuffed French toast at Two Cats in Brunswick.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Harper leaned back, rinsing some of the shampoo out of her hair. 
“You can raid my closet if you’re a stickler for clean clothes.” Jane offered. “Top drawer. I’ll pack us a bag when I get back.”
“Are you letting me wear your clothes?” Harper gasped dramatically. “That’s a big commitment. Do know what this means?”
“Stop.” Jane laughed. 
Harper shook her head, she was grinning as she continued teasing Jane. “In some parts of the world it might mean that I’m your girlfriend.”
“Don’t push it,” she warned jokingly. “Just get yourself pulled together before I get back.”
Harper laughed as she pushed the shower curtain back into place and Jane felt like the sneaky asshole she truly was.
 
*****
 
Jane wasn’t even to the front door when Chloe caught her making her escape. She had a cup of coffee in one hand and a bottle of creamer in the other and a fuzzy, dazed expression on her face. 
“Where are you going this early?” She asked as she topped off her cup. 
“I have to run out for a few minutes,” she said. Chloe narrowed her eyes and stared at her until Jane panicked and blurted out the truth. “Robin texted me. She wants me to meet her for a quick cup of coffee”
“Christ.” Chloe swore under her breath. “You’re kidding, right?”
Jane looked down the hallway to her bedroom. She could hear Harper moving around and knew time wasn’t her friend. “It’s just a cup of coffee.”
“Does Harper know?” 
“No,” Jane whispered. “She doesn’t need to because it’s not a big deal.”
“If it’s not a big deal why aren’t you telling her?” Chloe cocked an eyebrow and watched Jane squirm under her questioning. 
“I just need to clear up a few things.” Jane replied. 
 “It’s dishonest.” Chloe took a slow sip of her coffee before continuing. “You shouldn’t be so willing to put your relationship with Harper at risk. The two of you just patched things up and you trying very hard to screw it up.” 
“That’s not what’s happening here.” Jane 
 “Does Harper know you’re going on dates with-”
“They’re not dates.” Jane interrupted. “Look, there are a few things I have to straighten out with Robin, stuff Sarah said that deserves clarification.”
Chloe crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she remarked, her eyes filling with disappointment.
“So do I,” Jane said as she turned away and made a beeline for the door. 
 
 



 
14.
Harper was at the kitchen table, her first cup of coffee and a new stack of papers when Alice rushed in with a panicked expression on her face.
“Hi,” she gave her a wave before returning to her work. 
“Where’s Riley?” Alice steepled her fingers and pressed them to her lips. “Is he still here?”
“Bathroom.” Harper informed her. 
Alice nodded and lowered her gaze to the floor. Harper assumed she was going to hold the pose until her brother returned and was surprised when she cleared her throat and whispered, “I told you she was going to do it.”
“Excuse me?”
“Jane,” Alice said her sister’s name with such righteous indignation it sounded like a curse. “I told you she was only using you to get back at Robin.”
“So you did.” Harper agreed with as little emotion as she could. Chloe and Lily had already warned her that Alice was on a tear this morning and there was no use in trying to reason with her.
“People never believe me,” she grumbled as she began to walk around the table. “They don’t listen to a word I say and then the wonder why things unravel the way they do.”
Harper looked back down at the papers in front of her. She was doing her best to stay focused until Riley came back, but with Alice circling like a hungry bird, it was nearly impossible.
“You have no idea what’s going on, do you?” Alice stopped walking, put both hands on the table and grinned at her. “You’re just sitting here waiting for someone to put you out of your misery.”
Harper stopped what she was doing and watched as Alice started circling again. “Why don’t you sit down so we can talk about it?” 
“I can’t sit,” Alice said with a shake of her head. “If I sit all the thoughts will fall out and I won’t remember what I need to tell you.”
Harper stood up. She had a nagging feeling Alice was getting ready to pounce and she wanted to be prepare to either run for the door or defend herself. “What do you need to tell me?” 
Alice ran her hands over the top of her head, she pulled her hair back and let it fall in wild waves around her shoulders. “She out with Robin right now.” 
“Robin?”
“Yes. They’re on a date.” She nodded furiously. “I overheard Chloe trying to talk her out of it, but Jane said that she needed to see Robin. She said she needed an answer to something.”
“Okay.” Harper backed up when Alice stopped to stare at her. As much as she’d like to think she had the ability to defend herself in a fight she didn’t. The people who raised her were practiced non-violence. They were pacifists and hemp-wearing vegans. 
“You don’t understand what I’m saying.” Alice’s voice blossomed with the same urgency reflected in her eyes. “She was in love with her. Desperately in love.”
“She was seventeen.” Harper swallowed the kernel of fear that sat at the edge of her throat. 
“The first thing you have to understand is that I love my sister but she’s not a good person.” Alice pinched the bridge of her nose with one hand and held the other out as if to stop an oncoming train. “She’s got this amazing act, convincing people that she’s something she’s not, but it’s all a lie.”
“Alice,” Harper began. “Why don’t you sit down? You look stressed.”
“She works so hard to get people to see me as irrational and out of control, but you have to trust what I’m saying,” she pleaded. “I’m not trying to hurt you but I’m the only one who’s going to be honest. Everyone else in Jane’s life is either too scared of her or depended on her for money and drugs. Lily and Chloe will never do anything against her because she keeps them supplied with cash and pills, and Riley’s afraid that she’ll start something with Mom.”
“Why don’t we wait for Riley? It would be better if you told the both of us?”
“Like I said, I love my sister.” Alice pressed both hands to her chest and leaned forward as if she were trying to plead a hopeless case. “I don’t have the stomach to sit back and watch her do this to one more person.”
“Alice, I know you’re trying to help but I think we should wait for your brother,” she stammered. “Or maybe Lily or Chloe? You can stay here and I’ll go get them.” 
 “I don’t need you to get anyone else. I don’t have anything to say to them because this is all about the lie she told you.” 
“Alice, Please.” Harper felt like her face was on fire. She was in so far over her head she doubted there was a way out that didn’t involve Alice taking her to the floor. “Just sit down.” 
“She met Sarah,” she hissed. 
“Jane and I aren’t tethered at the wrist.” Harper tried to explain but her words only seemed to make Alice’s face darken with anger. “She can meet with whoever she wants. Jane and Sarah were friends-”
“Sarah was never her friend!” Alice screamed. “Jane hated Sarah! She probably still hates her which is why she’s trying to get back together with Robin!” 
 “Alice?” Riley asked as he came up behind her. “What are you doing?”
“I’m keeping Harper safe from Jane.” Alice spun on her heels. “She lied to her. She’s with Robin right now.”
Harper took a step back, the color in Alice’s face drained to a painful shade of white that even her purple lipstick couldn’t hide and her eyes fluttered for a second before she grabbed for the chair in front of her.
“Shit,” Riley swore as he caught Alice in his arms. “Call 911 and help me empty her pockets.”
 
 



 
15.
Jane regretted her choice of casual clothing the second she saw Robin standing outside the coffee shop. She was holding two extra large cups of coffee and dressed head to toe in Prada.
As she walked closer she reminded herself that it didn’t matter and she should’ve expected as much. Robin always made it a point to be better dressed than anyone else so feeling like a miserable slob came with the pleasure of being in her company. 
Jane took a deep breath and told herself to keep moving forward. Robin looked good. Short red nails, Coffee colored hair styled into a sleek, angled bob that highlighted her graceful neck and spectacular cheekbones. Robin, true to form, was all angles and lines and the very best money could buy.
A true power lesbian if she’d ever seen one.
 “For you,” Robin said as Jane got close enough to hand over one of the cups. “Real sugar. Real cream. Three shots of espresso.”
“I see you remembered.” Jane replied. 
“You’re the only person I know who drinks it that way,” Robin eyed her carefully before taking a sip. “Everyone else wants almond milk, half-decaf and a teaspoon of stevia.”
“Good thing I’m not everyone.” Jane sighed as she popped off the plastic lid and let some of the steam escape. “I guess we’re skipping over the customary greetings?”
“Seemed unnecessary,” Robin shrugged. “It’s not like we don’t know one another.”
“And it’s not like we’re here to catch up or talk about the good old days.” Jane put the lid back on her drink and remembered how much she didn’t like other people ordering her coffee. “Should we go inside and sit or maybe walk around or something?”
Robin stared at her as if she’d just said something particularly stupid before she nodded and moved away from the wall. “Walking sounds good.”
Jane tightened her grip on the cup. She figured the easiest course of action was to let her coffee companion decide which direction she wanted them to go. Robin, never one to hesitate, turned right and started walking away from the direction that Jane had come from.
 “You and Sarah?” she asked as she fell into step beside Robin. “What’s going on with the two of you?”
“Besides the fact that we delight in mistreating one another?” Robin’s laughter sounded heavy, as it filled the air in front of them. For a second Jane imagined that it was a physical thing, like rain or snow and they were walking through it to get to their chosen destination. She could see how it would cling to them, slowing their steps until movement became impossible.
Jan decided to try another tactic before she gave up on the conversation before it had a chance to begin. “Maybe we should start with why you and I are having coffee?”
“I felt the need to warn you.” Robin brought the cup to her lips and took a sip. “She has a tendency to become fixated on people.”
“I’m going to assume it’s not the good kind of fixated.” Jane responded.
Robin didn’t say anything else until they’d cleared the next cross walk. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure?” Jane answered.
Robin took another sip of her coffee before asking, “Did she try to fuck you?”
“No.” Jane was grateful that she had an honest answer to the question even though her brain was foggy with guilt. “I’m not really sure what she was trying to do. She kept talking about how pathetic I was and that you needed to have someone you could rescue and the two of you could rescue me together and it would save your relationship.”
“Please tell me you didn’t encourage her.” Robin groaned.
“Me?” Jane shook her head. “Not my circus. Not my monkeys.” 
“That’s a good description of the situation.” Robin laughed again, this time it sounded sad and a little broken. “Circuses and monkeys. Sarah and I have become angry primates.”
Jane had a joke sitting on the tip of her tongue, something about flinging shit, but the depth of hurt in Robin’s eyes kept her from unleashing it. “She also told me that she has a tendency to stray.”
“Her word,” Robin said. “Not mine.”
“Of course not, you’re a lawyer.”
“What gave me away?”
“The suit.” Jane told her. “It was either lawyer, banker or funeral director.”
“Please tell me I don’t look like a bank teller.” Robin scowled.
“You’d rather look like a funeral director?”
“God, yes.”
“Fine, Loan officer.” Jane shot back before Robin could start grumbling again. “You don’t have the necessary giant wall of hair to be a bank teller.”
“Or the love of cheap perfume.” She added. 
Jane followed Robin as she crossed the street and headed deeper into the Old Port before asking the question that was currently bothering her, “I’m still not sure I know what’s really going on.”
“That makes two of us.” Robin answer was bitter, like unsweetened coffee left to steep too long. “She makes messes. People get hurt because she’s gotten sloppy and she expects me to clean things up for her.” 
“You must be tired.” It was the most comfort Jane could offer to old friend she detested. She simply acknowledged of her suffering and kept going. Jane didn’t think she owed Robin emotional support or connection and she doubted it was what Robin was looking for at the moment. 
 “I miss having a sense of personal dignity.” Robin slowed her step enough to give Jane the lead. Her voice was curt, perfunctory, as if she were sitting in her office talking to a room of lawyers about the kinds of things lawyers talk about. “I blamed myself when I first found out what she was doing but now I’m not sure who to blame.”
“For?” Jane asked. 
Robin stopped walking and made herself busy with the lid on her cup.  “She likes to break people up. Disassembling happy couples is her specialty.”
“I see,” Jane said.
“You’re allowed to smirk,” said Robin. “Or talk about the irony of the situation.”
“I’m making an attempt to be a better person.”
“That’s very noble of you considering her goal was to get us back together so she could break us up again.” Robin announced. 
“She wants a redo on the break up?” Jane let out an exasperated groan. “That’s classic. Seven years later and she’s still trying to prove how much better she is than me at keeping a girlfriend. Is it why you guys moved back to Portland? So she can relive her high school triumphs?”
“No, running into you was just an unexpected surprise for her.” Robin unbuttoned her sleek blazer and straightened out her crisp blue shirt underneath. “Sarah wore out her welcome in Burlington. It was a small city and there were only so many people she could piss off before she became a social liability.”
“Portland’s not that big either.” Jane reminded her. “You start messing with people’s lives and everyone notices.”
Robin tossed her empty cup into a trash can before picking up the pace. “It’s new and it’ll take her a while to really burn her bridges.” 
“Why do I get the impression you’re not sticking around to watch her go up in flames?” 
“Because I’m not.” Robin tucked her hair behind her years and kept her eyes on the sidewalk ahead of them.” “I have a job at a good firm in Boston and I’ve found her a therapist willing to work with her. The rent on the house is paid up for the next year and I won’t leave until she has a job. I know you probably think I’m being cruel but she’s out of control and isn’t willing to do anything about it.”
“I never said you were being cruel.” Jane stated. “It does feel a little bit like when people trap raccoons and dump them somewhere else.”
“That’s not what I’m doing.” 
Jane took a sip of her coffee and tried to think of what she was supposed to say. Most of the words floating around in her head felt hollow and insincere. When it came right down to it, she didn’t know why it mattered. Being thought of as an asshole was never much of a problem and seeing as how Robin’s escape plan was already in place she wasn’t obliged to extend any promise of kindness or friendship. 
As a matter of fact, Jane was more confused now than when she’d left her apartment. None of the questions she’d had had been addressed and all that’s she’d really accomplished was getting a free cup of coffee and an aerobic workout that she didn’t want. 
Jane opened her mouth to tell Robin she was done talking when her phone beeped.
“Hold on,” Jane said before they could turn down one more street. 
Robin turned and watched Jane scramble to find her phone in her mess of a bag. It took an embarrassingly long time but she refused to apologize or look ashamed at carrying around so much crap. Instead she pulled it out as quickly as she could hit the message button. To her surprise, Lily’s number popped up and a message blinked to life on the screen.
‘Alice passed out
Going to MM. 
Hurry’
“Fuck,” She swore and tossed the phone back into her purse. She could feel her stomach turn, the sweet coffee sloshing around making her nauseas. At least she wanted to blame it on Robin’s coffee because putting the blame on Alice for one more thing didn’t feel right at the moment. “Fucking fuck.”
Robin narrowed her eyes with every new curse word that came out of Jane’s mouth. “Everything okay?” 
“No,” she answered with as much calm as she could muster. “I need to get across town.”
“What’s going on?” Robin reached out and placed a hand on Jane’s arm. It was strangely comforting and upsetting at the same time but Jane gave her credit for trying. 
“My sister’s been taken to Maine Med,” she stammered, the panic attack that always seemed to be threatening to rear its ugly head moved to the forefront of her brain. “Something happened. I’m not sure but I need to get over there.”
“Come on.” she motioned as she turned around and started walking in the opposite direction. “I’ll drive you.”
 
*****
 
Harper sat on the bench outside the emergency room entrance at Maine Medical Center with Lily and Chloe waiting for Jane to show up. They’d tried staying in the waiting room but empty chairs were at a premium on Sunday afternoon, so they scoured the first floor until they found cheap candy bars and the worst coffee in town from a machine left over from the age of the dinosaur. 
With the exception of all the weirdness from Alice, Harper didn’t think it was the worst way to spend a few hours until a black Lexus pulled up across the street and two women got out and Lily’s head snapped around. 
Harper stuffed the last bite of her candy bar into her mouth and took notice at how different the women were dressed. The driver, was decked out in a sleek grey designer suit and looked like she chewed uncooked testicles for lunch while the passenger, dressed in cutoffs and a tee-shirt, looked surprisingly like Jane. 
“You’re shitting me,” Lily said under her breath.
“What?” Chloe stood up, her breath catching in a gasp before she muttered something unintelligible.
Harper swallowed the bite of chocolate and tossed the rest of her stale cup into the trashcan.  She tried to stand up but couldn’t get any traction since Lily had a hand on her belt, forcing her back down on the bench. 
“What is it with all the manhandling you people do?” Harper laughed as she pried Lily’s fingers loose. 
“We should go back in,” Chloe stuttered nervously. “We should check on Alice.”
“Who’s that with Jane?” Harper stood up moving and watched as Jane took a step away from the car. “That’s not her boss. Her boss is a guy and that’s not a guy.”
Lily shook her head but didn’t answer. Neither did Chloe.
“Is it Sarah?” Harper asked, the memory of Alice’s warning fresh in her brain. 
“I didn’t know she…” Lily’s voice faded away as her face flushed with anger.  “I texted Jane to tell her about Alice. No one told me about this.”
“Who is that?” Harper asked, her voice going higher with dread. “One of you needs to tell me.”
“It’s Robin,” Chloe said, her voice carrying a deep sense of resignation. “I’ve never seen her but Jane said she was going to meet her this morning.”
“You should’ve told me.” Lily muttered. 
“Come on, Lily.” Chloe motioned for her friend to follow. “Let’s go check on Alice.”
Harper felt sick to her stomach. She didn’t know if she should run for the hills like the coward she wanted to be, or stay where she was and ask the questions she felt she deserved to ask. 
She didn’t have the chance to make the decision on her own. The car pulled away and Jane turned around. It took her a moment to cross the street and another moment to make eye contact. Harper could tell by the look of surprise on Jane’s face that she hadn’t witness Lily and Chloe’s awkward departure.
“You’re here,” Jane let out a breath and gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you for helping out.”
“Riley’s in the room with Alice.” Harper sat back down on the bench and stared straight ahead at the cars pulling into the curved driveway outside the emergency room entrance. “You should probably go in.”
“Do you know what happened?”
“She was talking to me,” Harper paused to stand. She was caught in a strange place and didn’t know how to maneuver. Alice said things to her that she refused to believe until faced with them. Alice told her the truth when no one else would, and revealing it felt like a betrayal. “And then she went white and passed out.”
“So, what are the doctors saying?”
“Nothing yet,” she said. “Riley’s in there with her but it’s too early to know anything.”
Jane held out her hand for but Harper didn’t take it. Instead she wrapped one hand around the other wrist and held onto herself for support. 
“He’s waiting for you.”
“Are you coming?” Jane reached out again but Harper moved away. 
“No.” She shook her head. “I’m going to head back to the studio and start packing.”
“Packing?” 
“I’m going to finish the album in New York. Maybe take a few weeks off and go to Berlin.” Harper’s mouth moved faster than her brain but once the words were out she knew she’d have to stand behind them and stop letting her heart control everything. “I need to get back to my real life.”
“Your real life?” Jane took a step back. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means whatever you want it to mean.” Harper stuffed her hands deep into the pockets of her jeans and shrugged.
“Okay,” Jane paused to toss her coffee cup in the trash, her focus quickly narrowing in on Harper. “Are you going to tell me what the fuck is going on?”
“Probably not since I’m not the one getting rides with power lesbians, but that’s none of my business since I told the first lie, right?” She ran both hands through her hair and remembered how bad she was at fighting with people. “I mean, you get to do whatever you want since I’m already the bad guy in this situation and I have to stand here and take it.”
“What are you doing?”
“Nothing.” Harper turned and headed away from the hospital. “Riley’s waiting for you. They’ve got Alice in the ER.”
“Hey!” Jane called out after her. “Are you breaking up with me?”
Harper spun on her heels and got a good look at the woman she was choosing to leave behind. Jane was standing between the trash can and the bench with a look of confused terror on her face. It was difficult for her to remember that she wasn’t the only one behaving badly, Jane had lied too and she’d run out on her to meet with old girlfriends. Harper knew she had a right to be angry. She also knew she had a right to protect herself from the inevitability of falling in love with someone who was never going to love her as much as she loved them.  
“I don’t know that this counts as an actual breakup since all I’ve been doing is chasing you all over this goddamn town like a fucking dog in heat.” She could hear the bitterness in her voice and had to wonder if it was misplaced on this one person she barely knew.
“Whoa.” Jane shook her head. “Where the hell is all this coming from?”
“You ran out on me yesterday to meet some other girl.” Harper replied. “And you did it again this morning. Twice in twenty-four hours. It’s like a thing with you.”
 “It’s not what you’re thinking.” Jane took a step toward her and Harper took a step back. 
Harper thought about that.
Maybe this was one of those moments when something shifts in a relationship and the power balance evened out. Harper took another step away and Jane didn’t move.
She felt like it was answer enough.
“Harper?” 
 “I get to think what I want since you never tell me what’s going on.” Harper pressed her index finger to the bridge of her glasses and pushed them up her nose. “Being with someone isn’t supposed to be this damn difficult.”
“What is it supposed to be like?” Jane asked, her eyes wide with shock and pain.
“I don’t know,” Harper sighed. “But so far all we’ve done is lie to each other.”
“It’s not all we’ve done.”
“No,” she paused. “I’ve chased and you’ve run. I’ve followed and you’ve led. If you and I stay together and we do end up falling in love it’s never going to be even between us.”
“Why are you doing this?” Jane asked, her voice a thin, shaky whisper. 
“Because, one of us has to do it.” Her breath caught in her chest and she could feel the sharp sting of tears behind her eyes. “Because I look at you and I see all the hurt we’re going to cause one another and I just can’t let that happen.”
“Self-preservation.” Jane crossed her arms over her and stared down at her shoes. “Lily told me it was going to bite me on the ass one day. I guess she didn’t anticipate it happening like this.” 
As much as Harper wanted to reach out to comfort her or to take back her words, she kept her hands deep in her pockets. “I need to go.”
“Yes, you do.” Jane agreed and stepped away from her. 
Harper hesitated for a second before turning around and leaving Jane outside the hospital. The idea that she’d talked herself into making the kind of mistake that couldn’t be corrected grew with each step she, but her pride kept her from turning around to take one last look at what she was losing. 
 
 



 
16. 
Jane had a list of things she hated and hospitals were at the very top. It’d taken four hours of waiting and worrying to hear the news that, once they got her detoxed and on a new medication schedule, Alice was probably going to be fine. It then took another four hours to decide which floor Alice needed to go because the doctors couldn’t decide if she was a psych patient or a drug addict.
Jane tried explaining that she was both, probably in equal amounts but all the men in the white coats seemed to want to do was direct her to the family waiting area while they called in an expert. 
It was at that moment that Jane decided to add doctors to the list of things she hated. 
“What’s going on with you and Harper?” Riley asked. He had kept relatively quiet about the fight between her and Harper, but he listened with keep interest while she told Lily and Chloe about the fight outside the ER.  
“Apparently nothing,” Jane muttered as she popped the top of her soda can. “She’s cutting her losses and heading out of town.”
“Don’t be pissed at her.”
“She accused me of screwing around behind her back.” Jane announced. “How can I not be pissed?”
“I overheard her talking to Alice.” Riley looked down for a second before meeting her gaze. “Well, Alice was doing all the talking and Harper was doing all the listening.”
“What did Alice say?” Jane stretched her legs out in front of her and prepared herself for the worst since Alice had a particular knack for ‘the worst’. 
“You’re going to have to cut her some slack.”
“Why?” Jane 
“Because she’s sick.”
“Riley?” She brought the can to her lips and took a sip. “You better start talking.”
“It was right before her seizure and I’m hoping that it was just because her brain was getting ready to explode.” Riley tipped his chair back and stared down at the fancy cupcake he’d scored from a pretty CNA down the hall. 
“And?” Jane pressed. In her heart looking for absolution and another person to blame was wrong. Harper had jumped to conclusions, but she’d been right when she said she had had no choice since Jane refused to tell her what was really going on. 
“I didn’t hear all of it, but she was telling Harper you were using her to get back at Sarah and Robin,” he paused to take a bite of his cupcake. “And it wasn’t the first time she’s said it.”
“Oh? Really?” Jane crossed her free arm over her chest and pressed the edge of the soda can against her chin. 
“I caught her at it after you asked Harper to go to the party with you. I thought she was just trying to create a little drama,” he said as he popped the top off the cupcake. “You know how she gets.”
“I have a pretty clear idea how Alice gets.” Jane looked toward the door and willed a stranger to come into the room so she could stop having this conversation. 
 “This time was different.” He took a bite and swallowed it with a grimace.
“How?”  
“She was talking about how people were afraid of you and that you were cruel and used everyone.”
“That’s a new one.” Jane pressed her lips together and held on the anger that swelled in her chest. She figured being pissed at someone in a hospital bed wasn’t something you were supposed to do but, carting Alice and her emotional baggage around was starting to wear her down. “Is there more?”
“The condensed version was, you were fake and the only thing you were interested in was causing as much damage as possible.” Riley took another bite before setting the rest of the cupcake down on the seat next to him.  “She told Harper that you’d been on a date with Sarah and that you were out meeting Robin. I guess when you pulled up in Robin’s car it just helped prove Alice’s case against you.” 
“I’m allowed to have breakfast with anyone I want.” Her voice reeked of defensiveness but she didn’t care. Riley was her brother, he was supposed to be on her side.  
“Which is what Harper told her but Alice wouldn’t stop talking.” Riley informed her. “I just thought you’d want to know everything before you did something you’d regret later.”
“Why am I the one accused of doing something worth regretting?” Jane dug her fingers into her soda can till it dented in on both sides. “Maybe you didn’t overhear me talking to my friends but Harper was the one who dumped me, not the other way around.” 
“Did it ever occur to you that she was in shock?” 
“Shock?”
Riley set his chair back on four legs and looked around the room like he was trying to chose his words carefully. “Wouldn’t you overreact and fly off the handle if you saw the person you were attempting to have a relationship getting out of an ex’s car?” 
“Let me get this straight,” Jane paused for a second to put her thoughts into some kind of order. “Harper is allowed to overreact and fly off the handle, and basically say whatever the hell she wants, but I’m not supposed to have any kind of reaction because there might be extenuating circumstances?”
“Jane.”
“Do you even know how much what-the-fuck you just dumped on me?” She pressed her hand to the top of her head and pushed down. It was the only thing she could think of that might stop her head from popping off her neck. 
“Can you stop talking for a second and think about what I’m trying to say?”
“I don’t give a flying fuck what you’re trying to say,” she replied. “And no, I will not stop talking because you’re the one who brought up this whole thing with Harper, so you need to be the one who stops talking because I don’t even want to be related to you right now.”
“You’re not making any sense,” he said in his calm, quiet and collected voice. 
“And you’re a dickhead.” She shot back. “What really sucks is that you’re the only person in this family that I can count on to be a decent human being and now you’re just being an asshole.”
“I’m not being an asshole. I just think you need to cut Harper a little slack. 
“A little slack? You have this completely turned around and now I’m the bad guy.” She felt the breath leave her body as her words escape. The idea that Riley was leaving her to hang out to and dry by taking someone else’s side stung more than she wanted to admit. “She didn’t even give me time to explain anything. She just looked at me and that was it. She didn’t give me a choice or a chance. I got nothing and I’m done talking about it. Time to move on and get a new subject.”
“Fine,” Riley sighed. “I guess it’s time I told you that Mom and Dad are on their way here.”
 “Wait?” she stammered as the blood rushed out of her head and flooded her heart. It was a horrible sensation that left her ice-cold and sweating. She’d been prepared to deal with Alice, and nurse her broken hear, but her parents showing up was the last straw. “What?”
“Oh, come on. You knew they’d have to put in an appearance. Alice is their baby and she’s sick.” He let out a dry laugh before giving a shrug and going back to his cupcake.
“You heard the doctor, he said she was going to be fine.” Jane reminded him. “They don’t need to come here.”
Riley shook his head and gave her the big brother stare that was meant to shut her down. “The doctor also said Alice was going to need a lot of help getting things straightened out if she was going to get back to her old self.”
 “Yes, and that’s what we want?” Jane raised an eyebrow as she challenged her brother’s last statement. “Alice back to her old self? Really?”
“You know what I mean.” Riley sighed with frustration. “She’s over medicated and she’s gonna hurt herself.”
“So, you want the parents to come here and rescue her because they are so good at-”
“You can’t spend your whole life being angry at them,” Riley interrupted before she had a chance to give her usual bitter speech about Iris and Anders and their mutual assholery. “You’re going to have to finish growing up and forgive them.”
Jane pulled her hair out of the fabric band holding it up and slipped it onto her wrist. She needed to come up with a plan and she needed to do it now. Somewhere to run away to and somewhere to stay.  She’d skip going back to the apartment, too many roommates asking questions they’d already asked. Hopping on the train and heading out of state seemed like her best option. Boston or Providence. It was a tossup, Boston being closer but Providence being the place no one would look for her.
She knew she’d have to tell Chloe and Chloe would tell Lily and Lily wouldn’t tell a living soul because, more than anyone else on Earth, Lily loved keeping secrets. 
 “I need to leave.” Jane pulled the band off her wrist, gathered up her hair and tied it in a loose knot at the back of her neck. She had to get to the bus station if she was going to get to Boston in time to catch the next train to Providence. She was also going to have to put in a call to Jimmy and quit her job before she got fired for not showing up.  “I have to get out of here.”
“What about Alice?” He asked as she turned and started walking away. “What if she wakes up and you’re not here?”
Jane spun on her heels and stared at her brother. He looked worn down and exhausted. Apparently the past few weeks had been as difficult for him as they’d been for her but she decided it was time to get some distance. “It takes less than eight hours to fly in from London. We’ve been sitting here for just under that so either Mom’s about to show up or she decided not to bother. I guess I’m not really all that interested in finding out which one of those things is true.”
 
*****
 
Jane closed her eyes the second her head touched the pillow and all her thoughts focused on one point in her brain.
She was alone.
She’d turned her phone off hours ago and now the only thing she heard was the hum off the central air system singing its love song to the mini-fridge. 
It took her nearly seven hours to get to this spot and she was going to enjoy it for as long as she could because the best kind of solitude was found in hotel rooms. Even the gross ones, the greasy roadside motels that served up moldy showers and bad cable packages, had something to offer in the way of tuning out the noise from the rest of the world.
And right now solitude was exactly what she needed. Her life had become a sudden explosion of noise. There Alice at the head of the line, screaming and kicking for her attention while the mess with Sarah and Robin seemed to be jockeying for position. Of course, Chloe was there to fill in all the silent places while Lily served as the messenger you weren’t supposed to kill.
Jane opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. It was one of her favorite kind of hotel, expensive, discrete and no one asked about her lack of baggage. The just ran her credit card and handed her the key without incident. There was also amazing room service and high end booze in tiny bottles waiting for her.
Most important to her was that they had interesting ceilings since she had every intention of spending an obscene amount of time laying on her back staring up at the ceiling and trying to think her way past the clutter that was clogging up her brain. 
This ceiling was fabric tile. Not exactly white but not quite beige. Jane didn’t know if she had the right word to describe the color but she figured she’d been here enough times to be able to pick out this exact shade at the hardware store if she felt so inclined.  
Her favorite ceiling in the states was in a tumble down hotel in Savannah, Georgia. The building was over a hundred years old and the molded plaster ceilings had deep cracks hidden in the intricate Grecian designs.  
It made for the perfect distraction. 
Jane took a breath and held it until her lungs ached. When she was a kid she used to wonder what it could feel like to drown, if it would hurt or if it was like falling asleep. She wondered if it was one of those terrible experiences that sharpened all your senses so you could focus on something other than the stark reality of knowing you were about to die. 
When her father’s girlfriend overdosed on heroin and died, she stopped thinking about what it would feel like to drown. The two seemed interconnected, drowning and overdosing, and she was never able to separate one from the other after that. 
She let out the breath and the ache of lungs in desperate need of being filled again. She should be happy she was still alive. Happy she wasn’t in a hospital bed next to Alice, the both of them hooked to tubes and wires, while doctors discussed where they should be placed.  
Jane placed her hand over her eyes. There were more tears than she could count struggling to get out but she knew she wasn’t ready for it. Things with Harper had imploded, she should think of it was catching a lucky break since what lay ahead was not what she wanted. This time she wouldn’t have been the bored, lonely kid waiting in the empty hotel room for someone to come talk to her. She’d be the bored lonely girlfriend who would be faced with adoring fans, resentful band mates and the painful knowledge that she was the only one with something left to lose.
Jane moved her hand away from her face, she tried to focus on the tile over her head but all she could think about was the eventuality of her current situation. Suddenly, paths weren’t as important as patterns, and more than anything she didn’t want to end up like that woman who dies with a needle in her arm. 
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Harper stood in the middle of the apartment, her clothes all around her.  She was separating them into piles and throwing them into the suitcases when she heard a familiar knock on the door followed immediately by a very masculine voice asking, “You in there?”
“No,” she responded and waited for the door to open. 
Riley didn’t make her wait long. Maybe three seconds but since he had a pizza box in his hands she figured she’d let it slide. 
“There’s a rumor you’re packing up and heading out.” He asked. 
Harper tossed another shirt into her case and made up the only excuse that didn’t sound like an excuse. “You’ve got a lot of people. I figured you’d need the room.”
“For Mom and her entourage?” Riley laughed derisively. “Those people don’t bunk with mere mortals. They’ve got the top floor of some downtown hotel booked for the rest of the week.”
“What happens after that?” She grabbed a dirty pair of jeans, rolled them up and threw them into the biggest case. 
“Dad shows up and moves them to a different hotel.” Riley placed the pizza down on the coffee table and motioned for Harper to sit on the couch. “It’s kinda what this family does.”
“I noticed.”
“She’s not with them. If that’s what you want to ask.” Riley sat on the chair across from her and doled out the paper plates and napkins. “And I don’t think I’m supposed to be talking to you.”
“But here you are,” Harper remarked. “With a pizza.”
Riley smiled at her across the small expanse of space that separated them before flipping the top of the pizza box. Bacon and hot peppers. Harper’s favorite. “So, you gonna tell me why you lost your shit and dumped her?”
“I suppose it all boils down to me being an idiot,” Harper ran her hands through her hair. “I went over to her apartment but Lily wouldn’t let me through the front door. Apparently Jane has run away and no one will tell me where she is and all I want to do is find her. “
“So you can apologize?” Riley placed a slice onto one of the plates and handed it to her. “You are aware that you’re going to have to apologize.”
Harper plucked a piece of bacon off the top and ate it. She figured she’d go for the jalapeño next as a form of self-flagellation. “I was stupid.”  
“That’s a decent place to start but I doubt it’ll be enough.” Riley announced as he got himself a slice. “You know how when you really like someone and they totally screw you over and it sorta hurts more than when your average asshole hurts you?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that’s what you’re up against.”
“She did lie to me,” Harper reminded him. “And she ran out on me two days in a row and didn’t tell me what was going on. I think I had a right to be angry.”
“Hey, I don’t need the play-by-play. I’ve heard all about it.” Riley held his hands up in mock surrender before going back to his pizza. 
Harper took hold of a pepper and compared her need for forgiveness against mouth searing pain. She decided to give it a few more minutes and put it back on her pizza slice. “Alice said all that stuff, and I freaked out when I saw her with Robin.”
“Well, that’s the problem with Alice.” Riley let out a deep breath, the kind that sounded like it’d been held onto for too long. “She’s very convincing until you realize that she’s just out to hurt Jane.” 
“Jane?”
“Alice’s favorite target.” Riley stretched out his long legs, crossing them at the ankles. “It’s a holdover from our childhood that Mom still likes to encourage since she’s not allowed to hurt Jane anymore.”
“Wait,” Harper paused to get her bearings now that she’d officially been knocked off her high horse. “Say that again.”
“Iris uses to get Alice to hurt Jane because she isn’t allowed to do it anymore.” He said the words with the slow, care of someone who wanted to be heard. “And, just for the historical accuracy, Alice isn’t her daughter.”
“Seriously?” Harper felt herself stumbling with each new piece of information set down in front of her. 
“My parents have a very liberal view on what it means to be married. They have rules that they follow, but monogamy isn’t one of them.”
“So, she’s Ander’s daughter?”
“Not biologically,” he said. “Dad adopted Alice after her mom, Kayla, died. She was a groupie with a heroin problem. Alice, she was three when she and Kayla moved in.”
“He moved his junkie girlfriend into your house?” Harper picked up her plate and set it down on her knees. She wasn’t sure whether or not she was hungry but she was anxious and eating usually fixed that. “Your mom was okay with that?”
“My mom was on tour most of the time and my dad was starting to settle into domestic bliss.” Riley told her. “He was happy raising me and Jane and keeping us off the road. Kayla came along and she sort of fit into the whole scene. Mom liked her and she adored Alice, so it worked for a while.”
“What happened?” 
“Dad went on tour again,” he said after he swallowed his mouthful of pizza. “He tried to take his happy little family with him and everything kind of exploded. Kayla always had problems, and Alice was a real pisser of a kid. There isn’t a whole lot to do when you’re on the road. Old ghosts have a habit of whispering in your ear when you don’t have anyone new to talk to.”
“Heroin.”
“Everybody’s got something.” Riley looked down at his plate and shook his head. “Kayla was more of a mother to Jane than our own mom ever was. She was the one who found her. It was the ‘needle-in-the-arm’ nightmare that people who’ve never experience like to talk about. Jane certainly never talked about it after the cops showed up.” Riley looked past her shoulder for a moment; it was as if he were remembering the whole thing. Every detail, every word, every tendril of emotion flashing in front of his face one more time. “Jane wasn’t the same after that. The rest of the tour was canceled, Dad brought the three of us back here and Jane made him promise that she’d never have to go on tour again, but Mom wasn’t having any of that. She told Dad that she’d never made the promise so it wasn’t her word being broken.”
“Shit,” Harper whispered. 
Riley’s gaze returned to her face, he nodded and took another deep breath. “She had Jane back on the bus in two weeks.”
“Just Jane?” Harper wanted to close her eyes and have the information wiped from her brain. She didn’t want this kind of insight into someone without their permission. Jane was too private a person to have people discussing her history behind her back. 
“When she took Jane with her I didn’t understand what she was doing but the older I got the more I understood my mother’s motivations. Iris was pissed that Jane loved Kayla, so she punished her.”
“Emotionally?” she asked.
“And physically.” Riley told her. “I knew how to avoid getting smacked around but Jane’s never had much fear of anyone. She fought back and she paid for it. Bruises, broken bones, a few mysterious falls off the back of the tour bus that no one wanted to explain. Had to get her jaw wired shut when someone bounced her off the edge of a bathtub. A lot of people depended on our mother for their livelihood so there was considerable effort to keep her abuse of Jane out of the papers. She had money and she had connections so no one ever asked what the fuck was going on.”
“How could they adopt another child if she was abusing the ones they already had?”
“Like I said, Ander’s adopted her and no one was talking about Jane.” Riley took another slice of pizza and slapped it down on his plate. “Iris had her name put on the paperwork after Kayla died. They both thought that, after every Alice had been through, she deserved to grow up with a mother and a father. I guess they believed that they owed her some normality. What no one anticipated was how Iris planned on using Alice against Jane.”
“That is fucked up.”
“Not as fucked up as Jane being programmed to take care of Alice.” Riley shook his head. “That takes some serious mind-fuckery to accomplish.”
Harper put her slice of pizza back on the plate. Her appetite disappeared as her stomach nosedived into her shoes. She’d been raised by some pretty strange people but she never, for one second, felt anything but love and pride coming from them so her basis for shitty parent comparison didn’t exist. 
She knew Jane would never want her to feel pity for her so she settled on sorrow. 
“I talked to Chloe.” Riley’s voice sounded resolute while his eyes spoke of something less certain. Harper had to wonder if he was just as conflicted as she was or if he was desperately trying to patch things up so they could all go on with their lives. “The thing with Robin wasn’t what it looked like. Alice was listening in on their conversation-”
“Wait.” Harper held her hand up, cutting Riley off before he could finish defending Jane with information she already knew. “She still lied to me.”
“And you lied to her,” Riley reminded Harper. “I think this means you guys are even. What Chloe told me was that Jane had breakfast with Sarah who, apparently, said all kinds of weird, fucked up shit and she wanted to talk to Robin about it.”
“What kinds of weird shit would have her running out the door?”
“Sarah talked about cheating on Robin. I guess Jane felt like she owed it to her to find out if she knew.”
“She could’ve just told me where she was going,” Harper replied. 
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed but both of my sisters are terribly decision makers,” Riley laughed. “If you’re going to be in her life you’re going to have to learn how to roll with it.”
“And you didn’t tell me any of this before? Why?”
“I was hoping you’d figure it out on your own, but obviously you need me to walk you through the whole damn thing,” Riley said with a kind smile directed her way. “Look, Jane doesn’t forgive easily and I’m impressed she was willing to get over the first round of bullshit. I suspect it means she really likes you.”
“And that’s a good thing, right?” Harper was ready to grasp onto any kind of hope Riley offered but she knew it wasn’t going to mean a tinkers damn if Jane wouldn’t talk to her. 
“It was until you fucked it all up,” he answered. “Like I told you, the more you like someone the more it hurts when they break your heart.”
“Did Robin break her heart?” Harper felt the question building up in her gut before her brain was ready to tamp it back down where it belonged. 
“Only in a
very seventeen kind of way.”Riley shrugged. “Jane’s a smart girl. She moves on. So you need to get yourself to the Renaissance Hotel in Providence and you beg her forgiveness.”
“Is that my only options” Harper sat back in her seat and stared up at the ceiling. She never minded admitting when she’d done something wrong but suddenly it felt like there was so much at risk and all she was going to do was make it worse. 
Riley put his pizza back down on the plate and clasped his hands together. He looked paternal and caring, like her dad the day she came out of the closet. “Do you really need another option?” 
Harper already knew the answer. She and Jane were fucked up and terrible for one another but Harper didn’t want anyone else. The only question that remained was if Jane felt the same way.
 
*****
 
Jane knew answering the door was a bad idea when she heard the first knock but curiosity got the better of her and soon found herself face-to-face with an anxious looking Harper. 
“Please don’t slam the door in my face.” Harper held her hand out to keep Jane from blocking her entry. 
“I wouldn’t do that.” Jane gripped the doorknob and reminded herself that she had told enough lies for one lifetime so she needed to restrain herself. 
“Can I come in?” Harper took a shaky breath and stepped toward the door. 
Jane bit down on the inside of her cheek. Her first instinct was to tell Harper to go away and never come back but she knew it wasn’t what she really wanted. “Sure,” she muttered and stepped aside to let Harper pass.
She waited until Harper was safely in the room to ask the day’s most obvious question. “Who told you where I was?”
“Riley,” Harper answered. “He talked to Chloe.”
Jane decided it wasn’t worth reacting to something she’d assumed would happen. Chloe had a big mouth and Riley was nosey, together they created assholery of epic proportions. What did surprise her was Riley spilling the beans and Harper taking action. “What are you doing here?”
“Apologizing and begging your forgiveness.” Harper put her hands on her hips and stared down at the floor. “If you’ll let me.”
She went back to carving up the inside of her mouth as her brain turned the situation over in her head. Apologizing wasn’t something she was accustomed to, but she was willing to do it when her conscience needed cleansing. “I was the one who ran around behind your back and told a bunch of lies. I’m the one who should be apologizing. I the one who fucked it all up because-”
“We both fucked it up,” Harper interrupted cut her off before she could complete the thought. “You and I were active participants so we both get to feel like giant pieces of shit, and we both get to apologize so we can fix this.”
“No, you don’t understand, I was laying here thinking it was good that we weren’t going to work out because it was never going…” Jane’s voice faded away. 
Harper shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other but kept her gaze locked on Jane’s face. “Riley told me about Alice’s mother.”
“See, that’s just the thing, I can’t end up like that.” She shook her head.  “I can’t be some famous person’s dead girlfriend. I can’t be like her and I can’t die like that.”
“Why do you even think it’s a possibility?” she asked.
“Because when I look at you I feel happy and when you’re not around I feel like I might never be happy again and it terrifies me.” Jane felt her voice crack under the weight of her emotions but kept going. “You can take it all away by just leaving. By telling me that you don’t want me around because I’m too much of a fucked up mess and no one would blame you.” 
“Riley told me that everybody’s got something. We’re all fucked up in some way and there’s nothing we can do about it so we might as well enjoy it.” Harper looked down at the floor and tried to clear her head. “Maybe life isn’t about being with the perfect person. Maybe it is about being with someone who isn’t perfect by society’s standards. Maybe what you think is fucked up about you is what makes you perfect for me. Maybe it’s why I love you?”
Jane stared up at her. She was past the stage of keeping the tears at bay. They were going to escape no matter how many times she tried blinking them away. “Did you just say you loved me?”
“Yes,” Harper said, running her shaking hands through her hair. “I did and I’m not taking it back just because it scares you or makes you nervous. This is how I feel and I’m tired of trying to keep it hidden from you because you don’t like feeling all the fucking feels.”
“Even if I can’t say it back?” Jane’s eyes blurred and her face stained with tears. Harper’s honesty was a hot iron rod sticking in her gut that she wanted out so she could inhale one more breath. “I don’t know if I can ever say it back.”
“It’s okay. I can wait.” She gave a firm nod. “I’m a very patient person.”
Jane swiped both cheeks with the backs of her hands and made a feeble attempt pull herself together enough to keep going. “It might take me a long time.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” Harper answered her with such quick assurance it was difficult to doubt her intentions. “I’m here and I’ll always be here no matter how much pushing and shoving you feel you need to do. I’m not sure how things are going to end up, you and I might just be really amazing friends but I can promise you that my heart is yours.”
This was the grand gesture she’d been waiting for all her life, the problem was that she didn’t know it. “You can’t do this,” she stammered, suddenly the room felt small and cramped. It was as if all the air was being sucked out of the room and now everything was stifling and cloying and the walls threatened to cave in around her. “People don’t do this.” 
“Why not?” Harper took a step closer and paused when Jane held out her hand for her to stop.
“I lied to you,” she reminded her. "I’m the one who’s supposed to be begging for your forgiveness.”
Harper’s face softened and she smiled. “You could do that or you could kiss me.”
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Harper knew she was taking a chance that might backfire but she had to try. She needed a new line of communication, Jane was starting to panic and panic led to shutting down, so she was willing to do whatever it took. 
“Do you hear me?” she asked. 
“What?” Jane looked up, and winced as though she were in pain. 
“You need to kiss me.” 
Something in Jane’s face changed, her body seemed to shift as if the inner mechanisms inside spine began turning. She crossed the empty space between them in long-limbed strides, her fear appearing to slip away as she got closer. 
Jane took Harper’s face in her hands and stared at her for a long moment before pressing her forehead to Harper’s and closing her eyes. 
“Jane.” Her name was becoming a sort of talisman for Harper, a precious totem to hold on to when she was unsure of the world around her. 
“You are the most beautiful human being I have ever seen in my life,” Jane whispered. “I look at you and I feel so much happiness that it makes me want to run away. All I want to do is love you back but I’m not sure I know how.”
“Kiss me,” Harper told her again. “If you kiss me everything will be alright. We can start all over and make it better.”
“Are you sure?” 
“Not really.” Harper’s laughter was gentle and her words were honest. “But I’d like to hope.”
Jane watched her carefully before sliding her hands down Harper’s neck, past her breasts and along the length of her torso. With eager fingers she traced the gentle curve of Harper’s ribs until she found the edge of her shirt.
“I’m not ready to kiss you,” she murmured as she gave the soft, worn oxford a pull and untucked it from her jeans. 
Harper lowered her gaze to watch Jane’s hands when they found the first button that held her shirt together. She had to bite her lip to keep from gasping as she watched Jane slip the first button through the tiny hole before moving into the next one up. 
“You’re going to have to tell me when to stop,” she said as she reached the button that fell between Harper’s breasts, her finger’s toying along the seam while the backs of her knuckles grazed Harper’s sensitive skin. Harper couldn’t move and she couldn’t speak. She was worried that either of those actions would slow the progress of Jane’s hands. 
“Are you okay with this?” Jane stared into her eyes while she worked to free the button. 
After that there was only one left. 
One tiny button.  
“Yes,” Harper stuttered. 
“Do you want me to stop?”
Harper didn’t want to speak. She’s suddenly grown accustomed to the sound of her own racing breath intermixed with Jane’s cautious questioning so she just shook her head.
Jane smiled, her eyes fixed on Harper’s face while her fingers slid over the last button with ease.  She hesitated, darkness passing over her eyes before she slid her hands under the collar of the shirt and guided the fabric over her shoulders and down her arms with gentle care. 
To her surprise Jane brought her mouth to Harper’s, giving her a soft kiss before sinking to her knees. Harper’s entire body shook as Jane’s hands moved to the front of her jeans and worked the belt buckle.  Jane smiled up at her for a second before she slid the jeans down her legs, holding Harper steady so she could step out of them. 
When she was free, Jane reached up, both hands wrapping around Harpers hips, and guided her back to the bed and sitting her on the edge. She slipped both hands between Harper’s knees, opening them just enough to fir her own body between Harper’s thighs.  
“Yes?” She asked in a low questioning whisper as she slid her hands along the front of her thighs. 
“Yes.” The word caught in her throat as she tried to speak. “Please.”
Harper held her breath as ran her hands up her legs, her thumbs meeting at the tops of her thighs while she splayed her fingers along the top edge of her panties. 
Harper was nearly naked and wet and waiting for Jane to make the next move.
Jane reached out to undo the front clasp of Harper’s bra. She felt a momentary rush of anxiety at how small her breasts were, but it faded away when she saw the look of lust in Jane’s eyes the instant the bra slipped off her shoulders. Jane kissed her again, this time teasing her mouth open and darting the tip of her tongue along Harper’s lips while she caressed both breasts until her nipples tightened into pearled points that ached for Jane’s mouth.
She arched her back and Jane broke the kiss to lower her mouth to Harper’s breasts. A deep groan of pleasure escape her as Jane sucked and licked each nipple while her hand slipped between Harper’s thighs to stroke her dampened panties. 
Jane sighed, moving away so she could slip both hands under Harper’s ass and take off her panties and quickly spreading her legs apart again.
She looked up at Harper as though she wanted to say something but only smiled and turned her gaze to Harper’s pussy.
“Are you sure you don’t want to wait a little long?” She asked, her voice heavy with lust.
“No,” Harper panted. “No more waiting.” 
With a wicked glint in her eyes she slid a hand over the top of her thighs while she caressed Harper’s nipples with the other. Jane took her time, slowly moving her fingers until they met the soft dark curls of Harper’s cunt. 
Harper felt a familiar jolt as Jane stroked the sensitive outer lips, taking her time to ease her way past the tender seam of Harper’s core. Once there shr teased Harper’s sensitive clit with the pad of her index finger. 
Jane licked her lips and smiled as she moved her other hand down to spread Harper’s pussy open so she could pull back the soft hood of her clit and tease the small bud with her juice dampened fingers. 
Reflexively Harper moved into Jane’s hand, spreading her legs apart with a deep moan of pleasure. Jane quickened the movement of her fingers, drawing fast, small circles around her clit until Harper’s thighs quivered. It was then that Jane lowered her head and pressed her lips to Harper’s swollen, aching bud. She inhaled at the electric feel of contact but wasn’t prepared for Jane’s hot mouth as she slipped her tongue into Harpers wet slit, fucking her tight hole while she teased her hardened core with fast, expert fingers. 
“Yes,” Harper whispered as she stomach tightened and familiar sensation of heaviness invaded her pelvis.  Jane shifted, tightened her grip on Harper’s hips and closed her mouth over her aching clit. 
She alternated her movements, sucking and then licking back and forth until Harper felt as if her body was on the verge of exploding and then Jane was fix her eyes on her face and pull her mouth back down to tongue fuck her until Harper teetered on the edge of her orgasm. 
Jane let out a low, humming groan and flattened her tongue against Harper’s clit and began swishing it back and forth, adding pressure and taking it away. The walls of Harper’s pussy tightened and her stomach quivered as hot sparks worked up her backbone and she was certain her entire body was on fire from the sheer intensity of wave after wave of pleasure that washed over her. For a second she thought her heart was going to burst out of her chest, it was all too much and Jane wasn’t stopping her ministration to Harper’s cunt. 
She reached sat up and reached down Jane’s back, gathering handfuls of her shirt and pulling it up over her shoulders. With deep groan, Jane moved her mouth away from Harper’s cunt so she could get the shirt over her head.
Harper slid to the edge of the bed and tugged at Jane’s shorts until they slid past over her hips. She grinned as her eyes fell on Jane’s smooth, naked pussy. 
“The carpet doesn’t match the drapes,” Jane laughed. “This way I don’t have to explain anything.”
Harper pulled Jane down into her lap and kissed her hard before she shifted her weight and lowered Jane onto her back. Sliding down her body, Harper traced the line of Jane’s jaw with her mouth, licking and nipping at the tender skin while her hand closed over one breast. She rolled Jane’s nipple between her thumb and forefinger while she ran her tongue over her other nipple. Harped switched sides, sucking and licking one breast then the other until Jane whimpered with pleasure. 
Harper sat back, she ran her hands up Jane’s pale thighs, remembering how the first right of Jane’s legs made her skin burn. Now she had those beautiful long legs under her touch and she wanted to feel them quiver around her neck. She smiled as she pressed against the inside of Jane’s thighs, spreading them wide while Jane’s breath caught in her chest. 
Harper settled herself, she traced the tender cleft of Jane’s pussy with her hand, teasing at the sensitive skin with her fingernails and dipping a finger to play along the wet seam. Jane groaned with each taunting pass of Harper’s hand, her hips rising to meet the touch. 
Harper smiled she glided her middle finger into Jane’s folds, she was wet and hot and gasped with pleasure. 
“Fuck me,” she groaned and Harper readily complied by sliding her finger deep into her moist channel. She added a second finger when Jane opened her legs for more. “Oh, god.” Jane pressed her head into the pillow and moaned.
Harper rewarded her with a third finger while she spread the lips of Jane’s pussy apart with her other hand and slid her fingers down until the juncture of her index and middle fingers rubbed against the hood of Jane’s clit and the walls of her slit tightened. Harper rubbed harder, back and forth while she slid her fingers in and out, fucking her slowly.
“Shit,” Jane groaned, her hands curling into tight fists at her side. “Fuck, you’re gonna make me come.”
Harper moved forward, she pressed her mouth the naked skin of Jane’s mound, kissing her sweet skin before lowering her mouth to lick along the soft inner lips of her pussy, tasting every inch of her sweetness before seeking out her sensitive core. She flicked her tongue back and forth, making fast circles until Jane’s thighs began to shake and her cunt contracted around her slippery fingers.
Harper fucked her harder as Jane spread her legs further apart, her breath was heavy as she gasped for air.
Jane dug her fingernails into Harper’s scalp and held her still while her hips bucked wildly as her body tightened and released in a deep orgasm. Harper rode the waves of Jane’s pleasure, meeting every motion, licking and sucking until her body calmed and relaxed until Jane reached down and pulled Harper up to her waiting mouth, kissing her wildly before settling them both back down on the bed. 
“What are you doing?” Harper let out a throaty laugh as Jane rolled onto her side and slid her hand down Harper’s stomach.
“You’re so beautiful when you come,” she whispered in Harper’s ear when her fingers found their mark. “I want to watch you one more time.”
 
*****
 
Jane didn’t want to open her eyes. She was warm and comfortable snuggled up in Harper’s arms. It didn’t matter to her what time of day it was or what meal was being served down in the restaurant or which TV show she’d missed. She’d stumbled onto something better than food or shows. Hell, being with Harper was better than keeping track of time. Jane opened her eyes, there was daylight where the edge of the curtain met the wall and all she could think about was that maybe they should spend one more day just like this, tethered to the bed and to one another before they ventured out into the world
She shifted an inch and Harper responded, her arms tightening reflexively. In this bed Jane was Harper’s willing captive and would remain that way until they decided to change locations. 
In her heart she hated the idea of leaving the hotel and going back to her real life, so she decided to keep the promise of a drive up the Maine coast. They could do all the things they’d talked about, the lighthouse at Pemaquid Point, brunch at Two Cats, a room in Bristol. The rest of the world, Riley and Alice and her miserable mother, would have to wait until she’d had her chance to seduce Harper with natural beauty and available real estate. 
 
 
The End
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