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To everyone who has been hurt before, and chooses to risk getting hurt again.
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Chapter One


8:14 am





My dad loved to remind my mom that no good deed goes unpunished when she would bring home a stray cat and it ended up puking on the carpet or, one memorable time, eating my pet hamster. I’d been trying to avoid all thoughts of my dad recently, but even still, it was his voice that echoed through my head when my phone lit up with a call from Gia Holloway - Bride. I groaned as I moved up in the drive-thru line of a coffee shop about half an hour away from the wedding venue.

"Hey, Gia, how are you feeling?" I answered, injecting my voice with perkiness.

"Sage! Where are you?" she snapped. 

“In my car, on schedule to be there at nine.”

"You were supposed to be here at eight!” Her shriek made me wince. 

I knew with absolute confidence her contract and all our emails said nine. And yet my stomach still plunged. "We agreed on nine,” I said again, frantically searching my emails until I found my thread with her. Yes, right there: 9 a.m. on March 1. Why would someone plan a wedding on a mountain lookout in Colorado at the start of March, when spring snowstorms were very much still a possibility? No clue, but my shoulders relaxed knowing I had the correct time.

"Well, I told my bridesmaids eight, so we're all here now, waiting on you!" Gia insisted. 

Someone behind me honked, and I realized the car ahead of me was gone. I rolled up to the service window. 

"Seven seventy-six is your total," the barista said. I nodded, mouthing thank you.

"Well, it sounds like you all have some time to hang out together, maybe eat breakfast, and I'll be there as soon as I can," I said, reaching for my purse on the passenger seat. 

"But the entire day is planned out!” Gia wailed. “Everything is based on makeup starting at eight!” She sounded exactly the same as she did in high school, when I made it onto the volleyball team and she didn’t. I shuddered.

My hand hit my purse and knocked it forward, spilling everything onto the floor of the passenger seat. 

"Shit," I muttered.

"Exactly!" Gia said. "So you'll be here soon?" 

"No—sorry, I didn't mean that toward you," I said as I leaned over, got choked by my seat belt, and had to try again to snag my wallet off the floorboard.

“You’re going to be late, then?” Gia asked.

"Ma'am?" the barista at the window asked.

"Yes, so sorry about that." I handed my card to the barista. 

“‘Sorry’ isn’t going to fix the schedule for the day,” Gia said.

“What? No, I wasn’t talking to you. I will be there exactly at nine, like we planned on. We’ll have plenty of time to get everything done, I promise.” I mouthed thank you to the barista as she handed me my card and my drink.

“Fine. Be here as soon as you can.” She hung up.

I sighed, glad that I had ordered the largest coffee my cupholder could manage, and left the parking lot to head to the venue. After high school, I’d promised myself I would never talk to Gia Holloway again and had been largely successful—until her mom called me in a panic a week ago. The makeup artist for Gia’s wedding had broken her wrist in a skiing accident and wouldn’t be able to do the wedding anymore. But Gia had remembered I was a makeup artist and specifically requested me to be the replacement, so would I please do a huge favor for my longtime high school friend? Clearly, Mrs. Holloway had either forgotten or was ignoring my high school frenemy status with Gia, who I was pretty confident would rather walk down the aisle in clown makeup than have me at her wedding day. I was prepared to say no—until Mrs. Holloway offered double my usual rate. I decided I could suck it up for one morning, but I was beginning to second-guess that.

I would’ve bet my pay for the entire event that Gia would turn out to be a bridezilla, so her frantic phone call wasn’t surprising to me. I just had to get through the morning, and then I’d never have to see her again. At least her cousin, Bridget, wouldn’t be there, thanks to some falling out she and Gia had years ago.

Wading back into the Holloway family fun house threatened to drag me back into the shitshow that had been senior year of high school, but I had to keep a cool head. I didn’t owe anyone in that family—

“Shit!” 

A car accelerated out of a parking lot right in front of me, apparently convinced they were the only driver on the road. I slammed on my brakes, my old car screeching in protest. I watched, as if in slow motion, as my giant cup of coffee lurched out of its cupholder, slammed into the center console, and exploded coffee all over my car—and me. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I yelled—at my coffee cup, at the oblivious driver, at the world in general. Trying to keep one eye on the road, I grabbed for napkins to wipe down the hot liquid soaking through my black jeans. The first napkins I grabbed, though, were also damp with coffee and I ended up just wringing out coffee from them onto the passenger seat when I grabbed them. Perfect. 

Groaning, I turned into the next parking lot and scrounged around for dry napkins to dab down the wettest patches. Thankfully my all-black outfit wouldn’t show stains too badly after it dried, but I reeked of coffee and still didn’t have any to drink for myself. As if I needed more proof today was going to be a dumpster fire.


      [image: ]The next few minutes involved some driving straight out of a Fast and Furious movie, but between that and some luck with traffic lights, I showed up to the venue, a historic mountaintop mansion, at nine on the dot. Caffeine-less and slightly damp, but on time. According to my contract, at least. 

A frown was cemented onto Gia’s face when I swept into the bridal suite, rolling my makeup kit behind me.

“Good morning, ladies!” I called, trying to reset the vibe of the room which was . . . tense, to say the least. I’m sure they’d all been told I was running an hour late, so no one was going to be my biggest fan, but still, it was a wedding. Why were things so . . . flat? I glanced at the hair stylist who was also in the room to see if I could get a clue from her, but she was focused on the one bridesmaid settled in front of her. 

“Finally!” Gia huffed. “Let’s get going.” She plopped into a chair at a vanity, smoothing out her silky pink robe.

“Sure.” I set up my supplies on the vanity surface. “I’m gonna have you turn so you’re facing the window. That way we can take advantage of that great natural lighting.” 

Gia sniffed indignantly, but did as I said. As I pulled everything out of my bag, I scanned the room. Including the one getting her hair done, there were three women in here, besides Gia, all in matching pink robes.

“Your mom mentioned you had four bridesmaids, but I know a couple are doing their own makeup so they won’t need me,” I said to Gia as I pulled my blonde hair back into a half bun. “Are the girls I’m doing all in here?”

“Oh, uh, my maid of honor is just outside, she’ll be back any minute.” Gia swallowed, her gaze shifting away from me. Like she was . . . nervous? 

Before I could ask another question, the door swung open. I looked up, ready to smile at who I assumed was the fourth bridesmaid.

But my smile froze on my face when I saw who came through the door.

Most wedding vendors have a horror story about running into exes at weddings and having to smile through the awkwardness. That’s never happened to me—an unplanned perk of being demisexual is that I don't have a string of one-night stands behind me. The exes I do have, I tend to know well enough that either it's not awkward or I can avoid them. 

But this wedding just surpassed any nightmare I’ve had. It wasn’t an ex who walked through the door as the fourth bridesmaid. It was worse: She was my first love. 








  
  

Chapter Two


Ten years earlier





It was the kind of summer evening you thought only existed in country songs. A gradient of deep blue fading to orange streaked the sky above us, the sunset clinging on even as night took over. Music thumped distantly, but out here, beyond the reach of the bonfire, we could hear the crickets. 

“I can’t believe he got us cotton candy flavor.” Bridget’s nose wrinkled at the bottle she’d gotten from her older brother after I badgered her into asking him about it.

“Pretty sure this is a ‘beggars can’t be choosers’ situation,” I replied. “C’mon, open it up.” 

The cap let out a cracking sound as she twisted it. Tentatively, she sniffed the open bottle—and immediately gagged. 

“No way.” She shoved it toward me.

“You’re overreacting!” I smelled the bottle and did my best not to grimace. “I'm going in.” 

Bracing myself, I put the bottle to my lips and tilted it back. The liquid burned down my throat, while the overly sweet flavor flooded my tongue. After only a sip, I yanked the bottle away, coughing and gasping. 

Bridget looked at me with her eyebrows raised. “I told you so.”

“Shut up.” I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand. “We gotta practice or we'll look like losers at our first college party.” I handed the bottle to her, pretending not to notice when her fingers grazed mine as she took it.

“We never got invited to parties in high school,” she said with a laugh. “You really think we'll get invited to them in college?”

I gestured to the bonfire flickering in the distance. “We're literally at a party right now.”

She scoffed. “I'm basically hosting the party. That doesn't count.”

I looked over at the bonfire, wondering where Bridget’s cousin, Gia, had gone. She loved being the center of attention, so she was surely among the crowd, flitting from person to person. I generally couldn’t stand her—Bridget was the only reason we put up with each other—but the party was her idea, and I had to admit, their family ranch was the perfect spot for an end-of-summer, end-of-high-school bonfire.

“Well, it's college,” I insisted. “It's a chance to start over.” I paused, suddenly nervous to tell Bridget about the idea I’d had a few weeks ago. But if she didn’t like it, I wanted to know now. “I'm thinking about going by my middle name.”

Bridget tilted her head. “What's wrong with Amanda?” Her voice was neutral, but in such a careful way I knew she was trying to hide her real feelings.

I shrugged. “It doesn't feel like me. And there are a dozen other Amandas in our graduating class, so you can bet there will be even more at college. But Sage . . . that stands out.”

Bridget twisted her lips, thinking. “I’ll call you whatever you want, but I think you’re so . . . you, that you don’t need a new name to stand out.” Her eyes met mine tentatively, enough to make me wonder what she really meant.

Before I could ask, though, she quickly brought the bottle to her mouth and took a swig. The sight of her pink lips wrapped around the glass did funny things to my stomach, and I made myself look away.

Then she was gagging and spluttering, too. “That is absolutely vile.”

“I don't know what you expected.” I laughed as I snatched the vodka back from her. “But it feels kinda good, after the flavor has faded some.”

I looked down at the bottle. There was a faint pink smudge on the glass from her lip gloss. I put the bottle to my lips for another swig, and tasted strawberry for a flash before the vodka overwhelmed it. It was as close as I would ever get to kissing my best friend.

I coughed less this time, knowing what to expect. When I looked over at Bridget, her face had gone all serious, as it sometimes had in the months leading up to graduation and especially as we got ready to leave for college. 

“Hey.” I bumped my shoulder against hers. “Whatcha thinking?”

She sighed, taking the bottle from me. “I just wish we were going to the same college. It would make all of this so much less scary.” I knew she was serious because she took a drink and barely made a face.

My breath caught in my throat, but I forced myself to act casual, shaking my head. “You don't want to be stuck with me. You'll go to New Mexico and meet a bunch of smart people and forget all about me.”

I meant it as a joke, but the real insecurities I'd been feeling over the last few months must have leaked through, because Bridget scoffed. “What are you even saying? I'm not going to forget about you. Don't be stupid.” 

She could argue all she wanted, but even the best of intentions might not be enough to overcome going to college states apart. I never would have admitted it, but the main reason Gia and I had been going at it more than ever this summer was because a part of me knew she and Bridget would always have some sort of connection as cousins, whereas I stood a very real chance of fading into “that girl I was friends with back in high school.”

“It's fine. Like I said, college is a fresh start.” I shrugged like it didn't carve open a piece of my heart to say the words.

Bridget, though, wasn't going to let it go. “But you're you. And we're us. We’ll both be home over the holidays—oh maybe we can plan a road trip during spring break! Also,” she said, rolling her eyes, “phones exist. Wait, you know what . . .” She trailed off, searching in the pockets of her jean shorts.

“What are you looking for?” I asked, bemused. 

“I thought I had—here.” She pulled a receipt out of her pocket, one of those extra-long ones from CVS, even though all she’d likely bought was a Cherry Dr Pepper, her favorite. Pulling out a pen from behind her ear, the plastic clip broken off because she was always fidgeting with them, she started scribbling on the receipt, using the rectangular vodka bottle as a sturdy surface. 

“What are you—”

“Shh. Give me a minute.”

I waited, staring at the bonfire, the blaze brighter than before now that the sun had set. Silhouetted figures flickered against the light, some that might have been moving this way, but the shadows made it hard to tell.

“Okay. Here.” Bridget tore the receipt in two and handed me half. 

I looked at the words scribbled on it, reading them out loud. “I, blank, swear that I will be friends with, blank, forever, and nothing, including college, will change that.” There was even a line for a signature. I looked up at Bridget. “You are the biggest dork, do you know that?”

She laughed. “It's a contract! Mine says the same thing. So now it's legally binding that we'll be friends forever. Well, it will be once we sign them. So . . .” 

She picked up her half and filled in her name, then mine, in the corresponding blanks, before signing at the bottom. 

“Your turn,” she said, handing me the pen.

I took my time writing out our names, trying to make this moment last as long as possible. I didn’t know what would happen at the end of this summer, but I wanted as much of this, her next to me smelling faintly of strawberry, thighs pressed together, slightly damp from the summer heat but neither of us moving away. I wanted this evening, this moment, to stretch out into infinity, so that we never had to leave the flickering light of the bonfire, never had to go to college, never had to say goodbye.

And then, too soon, there was nothing left to write. I lifted the pen from the paper, and Bridget held her receipt half out to me. “Okay. Let's swap.” 

“Shouldn't I keep the one with my signature?” I asked.

“I dunno. But I want the one with your writing.” She made grabby motions with her fingers. 

I laughed, and we swapped contracts. I stared at mine for a moment, mentally tracing the swooping script of her handwriting. My heart contracted, and I carefully folded the receipt and put it in my pocket. 

“I'm not sure that's actually legally binding,” I pointed out. “We probably need a notary or something.” 

“Hey, I'm the one who wants to go to law school, and I say it's legally binding.” She sounded so authoritative that I had to laugh. “Shut up.” She bumped my shoulder but didn't pull away, instead leaning her head on me, letting out a contented sigh. I smiled to myself. Maybe this coming year didn't have to change anything.
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