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      The busy streets begin heating up with the noise of the traffic. Through her sleepy daze, Sasha is awakened by the sound of a blaring horn, followed by a series of cursing. She tosses the covers over her head and groans. What time is it? she wonders.

      Groggy and still half asleep, she stretches her arms out and fumbles around the bed in search of her phone.

      5:00 am? Talk about an early morning, she thinks.

      She lets out a groan and throws her face into the cool fabric of her pillow.

      “I guess there’s no point trying to get back to bed now that I’m awake,” she says to herself. Little rays of sun peek through her curtains and illuminate her small apartment. The place she calls home isn’t lavish. It’s a modest one-room apartment with a coffee table, a home office, a bathroom you can barely move in, and it’s littered with plants—but it’s home.

      Sasha throws herself out of bed and rubs her tired eyes. As she makes her way to the coffee machine, she turns her laptop on. Leaning over the counter, Sasha breathes in the heavy scent of coffee, feeling energized by the aroma alone. She takes in a deep breath and gathers her hair into a messy bun. Disheveled and half awake, she prepares herself for a day of work.

      Coffee in hand, she walks to the little corner of her apartment that she’s boldly declared her office. It’s composed of a desk, her digital pad, some sheets of paper, paint, pencils, and a lamp—more of a mess than anything else, but to her, it’s organized.

      She starts up her computer, Sasha Rozen - Graphic Designer and Illustrator flashes brightly across the screen.

      A website with those words on it once seemed like an inconceivable goal. Now, each morning she wakes to her dream job. It isn’t glamorous, but working remotely as an artist was always Sasha’s dream—one she felt was never appropriate.

      A few months ago, Sasha worked at an uptown New York office as the art director of ISSUE Magazine, one of the leading art magazines for creatives. She had it all; an exorbitant salary, job security, and the “perfect” partner, but she wasn’t happy. She woke up unexcited and drained even before the day began. Her picture-perfect life was monotonous and empty. The work she was doing didn’t bring her joy; the events she went to all blurred together. She needed a break from the mundane rituals of corporate life. Or so she thought.

      After a short hiatus from work, Sasha felt re-energized, but something was missing. She spoke to her then-girlfriend, who merely brushed off the topic, saying, “You should be grateful. You have more than most people would dream of. Look at us. We’re doing great.”

      “But I’m not happy,” Sasha quipped. What was the point if she went to bed miserable and woke up fizzled out? She was only 38, but she felt like her life had come to a standstill.

      That thought stayed with her for a few days. She didn’t want her life to end at 38. She was too young for that, and there was so much to live for. There was so much she wanted to do, so many places she wanted to see.

      She did what no one expected of her, something she didn’t think she’d have the courage to do. Her whole life, she followed society and adhered to the rules. For once, she threw caution to the wind and gambled it all on the hopes of chasing inner peace and happiness.

      People called her crazy, a hippie, unreasonable, and hormonal. She quit her job and left her partner. She couldn’t see herself with someone who didn’t want the same things as her.

      Sasha wanted to wake up to numerous possibilities, and she couldn’t do that from the comfort of her stuffy New York office or the reprimanding eyes of the people in her life. So she packed up, traded in her fancy apartment for a cozy little studio in another state, and moved her work online.

      The pay isn’t great, and the hours are brutal, but it’s enough for her to pay the bills, have decent meals, and, most importantly, fund her travels.

      Since she left her position at the magazine, Sasha has taken on more hands-on, creative jobs. No longer is she directing and commanding—she does the grunt work and transforms her client’s vision into tangible pieces of art. It’s hard work but it’s rewarding, and it keeps her busy.

      She’s always on the hunt for the best deals, and in the months since she quit her job, she’s seen the Trevi Fountain in Rome, toured the Louvre four times, explored the streets of Budapest, danced through the streets of Vienna, ran through Swiss hills, and seen the ancient ruins littered all across Egypt. She’s flown across the globe and floated down the Mekong River, white water rafted in Thailand, trekked through the unforgiving outback in Australia, sipped mojitos on the sandy beaches of Bali, and went diving in the Maldives.

      Her travels have filled her with long-lasting memories, but she remains unsatisfied—something she refuses to admit.

      Of course, life isn’t rainbows and butterflies. Her choices, though admirable, were seen as foolish and disappointing through her mother’s eyes. Sasha’s mother played a big part in how she turned out and why she adhered to the rules so rigidly. The blowout that happened when her mother learned of her quitting her job and breaking up with the partner she approved of was catastrophic.

      Sasha’s mother, Janice Westwood, was a successful business mogul. She was one of the first few women to create an empire based on products for women by women. Janice Westwood was a household name, and she intended great things for her one and only daughter. Nothing less would do.

      It was no surprise that her decision to leave her nine-to-five and cut ties with her partner in search of “happiness” and “inner peace” was a blow to Janice and her reputation.

      This didn’t faze Sasha. Although she looked like a carbon copy of her mother, they never got along. She had her mother’s brown eyes, long lashes, and thick strawberry-blonde hair, but she had her dad’s smile, kindness, and determination. And those were her favorite things about him. Growing up, she was closer to her dad; he nourished her curiosity and taught her to reach for her dreams. “Live each day like it will be your last. Find someone who would pluck the stars from the sky and bring pearls from the depths of the oceans for you. And love them that way too.” That was what she heard constantly growing up.

      It didn’t surprise her when her parents split. She often wondered how they got married in the first place. They had different values, and ultimately, the only thing they had in common was that they wanted to raise a strong, intelligent, and independent feminist.

      Sasha grew up reading magazines like Life, National Geographic, Reader’s Digest, and more. She admired women like Madame Curie, Margeret Bourke-White, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Rosa Parks, Maya Angelou, and Emmeline Pankhurst, to name a few. She was a feminist to the core and believed in equal rights regardless of gender, race, or ability.

      Working for herself gave her the freedom to choose her projects and canceled out all the networking events she had to attend at her old job. Something she loathed; if she enjoyed her work at any point, the one thing she couldn’t stand was the mandatory social events she had to participate in.

      Over the few years, she noticed the industry drowning in superficiality and models vying for fame; it had lost its essence. She was happy working from the comfort of her little home office. Thinking of the parties she used to attend and filled to the brim with models desperate for their 15 minutes, was nauseating to her.

      She suppresses the instinctive eye roll that accompanied the thought of her old life. She takes a deep breath and a sip of coffee before diving into today’s agenda.
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      In the suburbs of New York, Lucy Beckett lies in bed, fast asleep. She is dead to the world. Nothing could wake her from her slumber, not even the sound of construction droning on in the background.

      What wakes her each morning is the sun. She stirs from her sleep when the clock strikes nine and the sun hits her face. Not the best way to wake up, but Lucy isn’t a fan of her phone. Which may come as a surprise to those who know her as the famous Instagram model.

      She rubs her eyes and places her arm over her face, shielding it from the overbearing ray of sunshine cast on her face. As her eyes adjust to the brightness, she looks up at the ceiling and is met with her reflection. It’s one of those lavish homes with a huge master bedroom and a useless mirror above the bed.

      Lucy’s life was never like this. She didn’t always have a fancy house or fame. It was all a game of chance. She doesn’t think so, but Lucy is beautiful. Her curly brown hair complements the olive tone of her skin, and her piercing hazel eyes are lined with long thick lashes. She won the genetic lottery thanks to her parents. She attributes her fame to her biracial traits and a project she started as a teenager.

      Like any young girl, Lucy struggled with her body image as she grew older. To combat this, she took pictures of herself and entitled it, “Through My Lens.” She took a selfie each day and posted it online. The page was just her way of documenting her journey of self-love, but it garnered more attention than she expected. People started reaching out to her for collaborations, and soon after, she was spotted and asked to model for high-profile brands. She’s walked on countless runways for Fashion Week, worked with prestigious photographers and received a steady influx of advertising products for her Instagram account.

      What was meant to be a small project by an unknown teenager ended up catapulting her into fame. As her notoriety grew, so did her income. She was able to buy an amazing house in the suburbs of NYC with all the money she made modeling. And yet, she wasn’t happy.

      Her life is the epitome of superficiality. She knows she can’t trust her “friends” and people are only around her because they want a claim to her fame. There are times when Lucy thinks she’s made a connection with someone, maybe even a friend, but it always ends badly. They either want something or want information to sell.

      A life of parties, free goody bags, and all the money she could ever need, but at what cost? She’s estranged from her family, she doesn’t have close friends to share her deepest thoughts with, and she’s often lonely.

      The life she has now and the person she has to be is as fake as plastic. She’s created this persona of an exotic beauty who leads a grand life, goes to parties, loves shopping, and has no substance. Ever since her career took off, she’s been pretending to be someone else—pretending to play the role of Lucy Beckett, basing everything on her god-given face and body.

      She gets out of bed and grabs her phone. Angling her body, twisting her hips and placing her perfectly manicured hand on her face, she pouts and snaps a picture of herself clad in a large white tee. She edits the picture, throwing on filter after filter before captioning it, Woke up like this, and posting it on Instagram. Her phone buzzes instantaneously as the comments and likes flood in.

      At first, this superficial life felt sustainable. I can do it, she thought. But as the years went by, she felt stuck and tired. She’s 25, and all she’s known for is her Instagram and modeling career. How she looks is so much more important than how she feels or who she is. She desperately wants to be more than a pretty face—she wants someone to see her for who she really is. An introvert who loves to read. Because of her facade, people assume she’s nothing more than a beautiful influencer who loves parties and dressing up, but that couldn’t be further from reality.

      The truth is, Lucy appreciates simplicity. She dreads getting ready, wearing makeup, sky-high heels, all the fake pleasantries at parties, and horribly boring conversations. She knows more than she lets on. She’s actually pretty smart given the fact that she didn’t actually graduate. She left school when her modeling career took off. Lucy loves reading about history, wonders of the world, entomology, anthropology, social science, psychology, agriculture, and so many other topics you wouldn’t expect. But when she tries to slip these things in a conversation, she’s met by cricket sounds and confused expressions. So she’s stopped.

      But as unhappy as she is with the life she has now, she wouldn’t change it. What would she even do? Modeling, although tiresome, was easy and paid well. For now, it would have to do. The only thing she really knew was that she wanted a dog—something to love her for her. A dog doesn’t care what you look like or who you are, all they need is love and food.

      Lucy’s fanbase is mostly made up of women, which bodes well for the young influencer as she’s openly gay. She’s tried the whole dating thing, but it never works out. The superficial life and the role she plays as Lucy Beckett means that no one ever gets close enough to see past the facade. She doesn’t trust anyone and is emotionally guarded. The wall she’s built around her once served to protect her, but now it isolates her too.

      It holds her back from letting anyone in. Even her family; she loves them and they adore her but she can’t help but feel like an outsider around them. They live outside the city and don’t understand what she does for a living or why she does it.

      She chooses an outfit for the day; it’s not something she would typically wear, but some big brand sent it to her to feature on her Instagram. She shrugs it on and takes another picture, making sure to tag the company in the post.

      She stares at herself in the mirror and sits down in front of it. Lucy studies her face and reflects on her life. She’s alone and tired of feeling that way.

      “I’m going to go crazy if I keep going on like this,” she whispers to herself softly.

      What can I do? Rent-a-friend? she snorts at this thought.

      Eh, why not?

      She’s desperate. A quick search online and nothing. It was all dating sites and creepy craigslist ads.

      “It was worth a shot,” she huffs. As she’s about to swipe away the window, her eye caught something. Likemindedfriends.com — Find like-minded people to converse with, no-frills or strings attached, read the site.

      Her finger hovers over the link as she debates whether to sign up or not. “It looks legit, couldn’t hurt to try, right?” she asks herself.

      Unsure, she signs herself up and creates a profile. To preserve her anonymity, she uses the name ‘Noah S’, a stock picture of a woman as her profile picture, and lists writer as an occupation. It’s ironic how this fake profile could allow me to be my true self, she thought.

      She answers a series of questions on the website: Who do you admire? What are your interests? Why did you sign up for this website? and so many more like those. She even found some of them hard to answer because she hadn’t been her genuine self for so long.

      “How does this even work?” she says, scrolling through the archaic website. She finds the FAQ page and clicks on it.

      How it works: Like-Minded Friends works with an algorithm that matches people with the same views, values, interests, and conversational needs. You and your potential friend will be notified with matches as soon as your profile is live, and the survey is completed.

      Lucy’s phone beeps and she receives a notification from the website, You have a match! Click here to connect. She clicks on the link and the words Sasha Rozen - Artist and Traveler appear. She clicks on the profile and looks through the stranger’s interests. Her curiosity is piqued as she reads through Sasha’s profile. “What the hell. I’m here for something, aren’t I?” she breathes out and sends her potential friend a message.

      Lucy stares at her phone, hoping for a reply. She grows more anxious as the minutes pass. If they don’t reply now, they’ll probably never reply, she thinks to herself.

      “It was a long shot. I should just get on with the day,” she whispers to herself. Dressed in designer clothing, Lucy leaves her home and meets her manager at an event.
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        * * *

      

      “Luce, darling! You look fantastic! Let me get some snaps of you for the gram!” Jonathan excitedly exclaims. She stands there, a fake smile plastered on her face as she poses for the camera.

      Smile. Breathe. Don’t roll your eyes, Lucy, she thinks to herself.

      “Fab, hun. We got it,” he says.

      “Fan-fucking-tastic.”

      Typing away furiously at his phone, Jonathan looks up for a brief second. “What?” he quips.

      “I was thinking about it and I’m going to adopt a dog.”

      “Oh, no babe, you can’t do that. I found this great breeder and everyone’s getting their pups from them. Like, the Baldwins just posted about their teacup chihuahua and it’s so gorg. They do all of the ‘in’ breeds there. Cavapoochon was one I discovered today- its like a threeway between a Cavalier, a Poodle and a Bichon. Can you believe that? That is something we could hashtag. And they look INSANE in clothes. We can definitely get deals on with designer dog outfits”

      “You don’t want to be stuck with an ugly shelter dog anyways, it’s definitely not a cute look,” he says, flicking his long brown hair over his shoulder.

      “J, I—” She doesn’t get to finish her sentence as Jonathan replies, “Great, I’ll set it up.”

      “Uh, you know what? On second thought, I’m too busy for a dog,” Lucy says.

      “Fine, whatever. Get a dog, don’t get a dog, just make up your mind,” he quips as he struts away from her.

      Lucy exhales a sigh of relief and prays for the day to end.
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      As night progresses, Sasha tosses and turns. Unable to sleep, she reaches for her phone and goes through her email, stumbling across one she left unread.

      Likemindedfriends.com: You have a new message from Noah S.!

      Usually, she’d mark it as spam and move along, but tonight she felt like she could use the company.

      She taps on the message and sees a solitary line:

      Hello Sasha, I’m not really sure how this works but I saw your profile and it looks like we have a lot in common. I loved the movie mirror-mask too but I thought the book was better. Anyways, I’m just looking for someone to talk to.

      She taps to reply:

      Hey Noah, it’s nice to meet you. If you throw around opinions like that, be ready for a debate. I loved the movie and although I agree the book had its charm, you can’t fault the cinematography in the movie. I thought the book and movie held their own. I’m here if you want to talk.

      She hits the send button and puts her phone down.
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      It’s 2:00 am and Lucy can’t sleep. She’s exhausted but her mind won’t rest. She feels unaccomplished and unfulfilled. Her train of thought is interrupted by the sound of her phone. She picks it up and sees a notification for that website she signed up for.

      “She replied!” she squeals.

      She unlocks her phone and feels the corners of her lips tug as she reads the message from Sasha. She taps on the screen of her phone, eager to respond.

      Get used to it, because I’ve got a lot to say. I see you love to travel, one of my favorite photographers growing up was Margaret Bourke-White! And thank you. I’m surrounded by people but it feels lonely.

      She sends the message and patiently stares at the bright screen of her phone, illuminating her face.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha’s phone vibrates and she feels giddy. Her insides are buzzing, but she can’t quite place the feeling. Reading Noah’s message, she lets out a little gasp.

      No, way! I loved her too! Not many people know about her, it’s nice to finally talk to someone who does. And I know what you mean. I left everything behind and started fresh a few months ago, so apart from my plant friends, I haven’t really found anyone I wanted to talk to.

      She nervously sends her message.

      “Was that too weird?” Sasha wonders out loud.

      Noah is a stranger but somehow Sasha feels connected to her. “Maybe it’s just been a while since I’ve had an interesting conversation,” she mumbles to herself.

      The two of them spend the entire night sending messages back and forth, talking about history, women’s rights, random fun facts, their shared love of ancient Egypt, and everything in between.

      Sasha’s phone starts blaring the obnoxious tune of her alarm. “It’s 8:00 am? How did that happen?” she wonders out loud.

      She picks up her phone and messages Noah.

      Have you seen the time? We’ve been IM-ing for 6 hours!

      Sasha writes.

      Yeah, I just saw the time. I can’t believe it. Definitely doesn’t feel like it.

      Lucy types.

      I know what you mean. I actually have to start my workday but I had a great time talking to you, Noah.

      Sasha presses send and exhales. She spent the whole night talking to Noah and she isn’t the slightest bit tired—if anything she feels invigorated.

      Lucy’s phone vibrates and her smile falters slightly.

      Yeah, me too. I guess we’ll speak soon?

      She sends the message, forlorn that their interaction is coming to an end.

      Of course! Don’t think you’ve dodged that argument on Marie Antoinette, missy.

      Sasha smirks as she hits send.

      No! Don’t get me started on that. You’ll never make it to work.

      Lucy types as her smile continues to grow at their banter.

      You’re right, let’s save this for later. Have a good day, Noah.

      Sasha sends the message and lets out a little sigh of contentment.

      Her phone pings, indicating a new message. She clutches it excitedly.

      I look forward to it. I hope you have a good day too, Sasha. Thanks for the company.

      Her heart skips at the text but she brushes it off.

      My pleasure, Noah, she replies.

      Sitting at the edge of her bed, she smiles to herself.

      As she works throughout the day, her mind wanders. What’s Noah up to? she thinks to herself.

      She shakes the thought out of her head and brings her focus back to her work. Meanwhile, Lucy, too, is distracted. Unable to concentrate on work, she gives up with her set-up and chooses one of the hundred pictures she’s taken and posts something on her profile. She sets it down and walks over to her laptop, going through her list of things to do.

      Her phone vibrates and she all but leaps off her chair to reach it, hoping it’s Sasha.

      Um, is that really what you posted today? You know you can do better than that, Jonathan’s text reads.

      She rolls her eyes at his text and throws herself on her bed. Groaning, she decides to take the rest of the day off and read instead.

      Completely immersed in her book about the ocean, Lucy wonders what it must be like to travel the world and see all these beautiful sights. She has travelled- but only for modelling shoots. All she has seen is the posh hotels and the shoot locations and after a while they all start to look the same. Her thoughts bring her back to Sasha and all the stories about her travels.

      She picks up her phone and notices the time. It’s early, around 7:00 pm.

      I should get something to eat, she thinks.

      She grabs her phone and leaves the comfort of her couch, making her way to the kitchen. She opens the fridge and inspects the contents. She pulls out a few ingredients—chicken, truffle, cream, onions, potatoes, salt, and pepper.

      She begins making her dinner by thinly slicing the potatoes and laying them in a baking dish. Seasoning the dish with salt and pepper, she continues to pour cream over it and places the potato gratin in the oven. Lucy loves to cook; it gives her a sense of tranquility. She finds it cathartic.

      As her chicken sears in a cast-iron pan, she stirs the pot filled with onions, truffle, and cream. A beautiful sauce to go with her meal. She stirs the pot absentmindedly. Her phone vibrates, causing her to abandon the task.

      She checks her phone and sees a message from Sasha.

      Hey Noah, what are you up to? How was your day?

      Beaming at her phone, she begins to type a response.

      Hey Sasha, I was just making—

      Beep! Beep! Beep! Lucy’s head snaps up from her phone as the smoke alarm sounds.

      “Ah shit,” she curses as the smoke—from what was meant to be her dinner—fills the kitchen. She moves the charred poultry away from the heat and turns off the stove. Snatching a nearby coaster, she climbs on a chair fanning the smoke away from the alarm. As the smoke clears, she puts the chair back and continues writing to Sasha.

      Hey Sasha, oh you know, making dinner, trying not to burn the house down. The usual, you? Lucy types, a smile on her face as she sends the message.

      Burn down the house? I stay away from fire. The trick is to eat instant noodles; all you have to do is boil water.

      Lucy laughs at Sasha’s remark. I never burn anything, I just got distracted earlier, she admits.

      What were you making? Or should I say burning? And what could’ve distracted you from food? writes Sasha.

      I was making pan-seared chicken with potato gratin and a truffle cream sauce, but I think I'm having potatoes and sauce instead… And, well, to be honest, you distracted me. Lucy hesitates before sending the text but does it anyway. She feels like she can be honest with Sasha, something she hasn’t had in a long time.

      Are you sure you’re a writer? By the sound of that dish, I could’ve sworn you were a chef. I think I know what you mean; I’ve been distracted today too, Sasha admits.

      Lucy feels the blood rush to her cheeks as they grow pinker at Sasha’s revelation.

      Is it weird that we’ve only just started talking to each other, but it feels like I’ve known you for ages? she boldly replies.

      Sasha reads the message and smiles fondly at her phone. Usually, I’d say yes but I feel the same. It’s so easy to talk to you.

      Lucy peeks through her lashes at her phone when it vibrates. She breathes out a sigh of relief as she reads Sasha’s message.

      Great, I thought I was losing it. Lucy laughs to herself in delight.

      Maybe we both are? Sasha chuckles lightly as she sends the message.

      It is likemindedfriends.com. Maybe they knew we were both nutcases and would make the perfect match, Lucy writes.

      Sasha laughs upon reading Noah’s message. Her cheeks are aching from her broad smile as she types a response.

      The night continues with sending messages back and forth. Lucy opens up about her family and how she feels like an outsider looking in.

      I’m sorry you feel that way. What about your friends? Sasha asks.

      I don’t really have friends. Not ones I can talk to at least. Lucy sends the message, surprised by her honesty.

      You’ve got one now. Sasha hits send as a warm feeling spreads through her.

      Lucy reads the message, and her heart flutters. The best one out there, I think. She smiles to herself as she presses send.

      Sasha’s cheeks flush and turn a deep shade of red as she reads Noah’s message.

      She hesitates but sends the message, Do you maybe wanna take this off the website and swap numbers? It’ll be easier to text each other.

      Lucy’s heart pounds rapidly at the thought of giving Sasha her number, but she goes with her gut.

      Her phone rings, an unknown number flashing on her screen. Cautiously, she picks up the call.

      “Hello?” she answers timidly.

      “Noah? It’s Sasha. I thought I’d call to see if you gave me a fake number,” she chuckles softly.

      “I-Uh, hi, Sasha! No, of course not,” Lucy responds nervously.

      “You never know. Lots of psychopaths out there these days,” Sasha muses.

      “I think we’ve established that we’re both nutjobs, so I’m not sure who you’re worried about,” Lucy responds, a laugh escaping her lips.

      “I guess you’re right. So, what have you been up to since we last texted a second ago?” Sasha asks her jokingly.

      Lucy laughs and lets out a snort, causing her to gasp and erupt into more laughter. “God, that was attractive,” Lucy replies in between laughs.

      Sasha feels her cheeks ache. “My dad snorts anytime he laughs and I always thought it was cute, my ex hated it though, too proper for that,” she retorts.

      “Oh, your boyfriend and your dad didn’t get along?” Lucy asks.

      “My girlfriend actually, I'm mostly only into women,” she mentions coolly, “and no, she got along with my mom. I guess that should’ve been a red flag,” Sasha laughs.

      Girlfriend? Women? Yes, Lucy thought to herself. “Are you not close to your mom?” Lucy asks, avoiding the question she really wanted to ask.

      “No, she’s always expected too much of me and had my whole life planned out. At the end of the day, I decided my happiness mattered more,” Sasha shares openly.

      “That must suck but I’m glad you’re following your dreams,” Lucy says.

      “It was about time. What about you, Noah? Has writing always been your dream job?”

      Lucy pauses for a moment, caught in her lie. “I kind of just fell into it, and I’ve been stuck with it ever since,” she says.

      “I get it, I felt stuck too, and sometimes, I still feel a little lost, but then I gather myself and take a little trip somewhere before I—” a yawn escapes and disrupts her speech, causing Lucy to chuckle softly.

      “Why don’t we call it a night? We can pick this up tomorrow?” Lucy suggests.

      “No, no, I’m fine.” Another yawn. The girls laugh in unison. “Okay, maybe you’re right. I’ll text you tomorrow,” Sasha says while rubbing her eyes.

      “I’ll be waiting. Good night Sasha,” Lucy says softly.

      “You won’t have to wait long. Sweet dreams, Noah.”

      The line clicks, and Sasha is gone.
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      Sasha’s eyes open slowly as the sun hits her face.

      What time is it? she thinks.

      Her mouth opens and a yawn escapes as she stretches. Her apartment is filled with light, a sight she usually witnesses during her morning coffee. She reaches under her pillow for her phone and checks the time.

      9:00 am? When was the last time I got this much sleep?

      Dazed and slightly confused, Sasha scrolls through her phone, checking her emails and texts. Memories of last night fill her head as she comes across Noah’s number. Her insides warm and a smile appears on her face when she thinks back to their conversation. Sasha sits up and stares at her phone. Her fingers hover over the screen.

      Dear Noah,—Dear Noah? What is this, a job application? No. Delete. — Hi, Noah ;) —Nope. Too creepy.

      Her palms sweat as she goes back and forth between messages. She falls back into the cushiony duvet and covers her face with a pillow, letting out a loud groan. She tosses the pillow aside and sends Noah a simple text. Somewhat satisfied she managed to send a message, Sasha gets out of bed and begins her day.

      She gathers her pale coppery mane into a messy bun and turns on the coffee machine. Her mind is filled with the sound of Noah’s voice, her laugh, the cute little snort she let out. Something about Noah made her feel comfortable.

      You’ve only spoken once. Don’t get ahead of yourself.

      As she shakes the thought of Noah from her mind, she tries to immerse herself in her work. Her attention elsewhere as her eyes dart from her computer screen to her phone. Eagerly awaiting a reply.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Lucy stirs in her sleep as her phone vibrates. Groaning, she rolls over and reaches out for it. Her phone falls and lands to the floor. Lucy cracks open an eye and blindly fumbles around, searching for her phone. Her knuckles bump against the smooth surface of her screen and her lips tug into a smile as she happily sinks back into her covers, phone in hand. Tenuous rays of light peak through her curtains.

      It must still be early, Lucy thinks to herself.

      With her eyes barely open, she swipes at her screen and unlocks her phone.

      One text message from Sasha

      Her heart leaps out of her chest as she reads the notification. She taps on the message, I couldn’t think of an excuse to text you, but I wanted to be the first to say good morning. Good morning, Noah.

      Lucy reads over the text a hundred times. It was nothing, a silly text, but for some reason, it made her insides churn with excitement. She responds immediately.

      You don’t need an excuse to text me ever. Congratulations, you are the first and only person to wish me a good morning.

      Lucy is jolted by the sound of her ringtone. Sasha’s name flashes across the screen. Her heart races as she picks up. “Hello?” Her voice is hoarse and scratchy. She lets out a small chuckle and clears her throat.

      Sasha’s heartstrings tug at the sound of Noah’s laughter.

      “Hey,” Sasha coolly replies. “I thought I’d call. It’s easier,” she admits.

      “Mmm, yes—” A yawn escapes Lucy’s lips and disrupts her sentence.

      “Looks like the tables have turned,” Sasha says as she laughs. “No urgent writing emergency today?” she asks.

      Lucy freezes. Writing? Oh crap. I told her I was a writer.

      “Oh… No,” Lucy nervously laughs. “No writing emergencies today!”

      Change the subject, she tells herself.

      “What about you? What are you working on?” Lucy asks.

      “It’s actually pretty cool. I’m designing a label for this company that makes natural dog treats,” Sasha shares as she moves away from her desk. Sasha walks over to her couch and plops down, bringing her knees to her chest.

      “That sounds so cool,” Lucy admits.

      “Yeah, I think so too. It’s been a fun project to work on.”

      “Would you send me the finished design when you’re done? I’d love to see it,” Lucy asks curiously.

      “Keeping an eye out for your dog?” Sasha asks.

      “I wish. If I had a dog, I’d go broke buying everything and anything for it,” Lucy laughs.

      “What’s stopping you from getting one?” Sasha probes.

      “It’s a bit of a tricky situation, my manag—I mean, my time management is off. I really want one, but I don’t think it's the right time,” Lucy breathes out, relieved she managed to cover the slip-up.

      “I get what you mean; a dog is a commitment. It doesn’t hurt to look though, right?” Sasha questions.

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start,” Lucy’s voice trails off as she entertains the possibility of having a dog.

      “You could go to your local dog shelter. There are so many rescues looking for a loving home,” Sasha says encouragingly.

      “I-I’m not sure if I—”

      Sasha cuts Lucy off, “Noah, if I’ve learned anything from the past few months, it’s to live in the present and do what makes me happy. Your voice lit up at the thought of a dog,” she continues passionately. “You have one life.”

      I hope that wasn’t too forceful, Sasha wonders.

      “You’re right, Sasha. I’ve put this off long enough,” Lucy admits. “I’m going to look up the nearest dog rescue and head over there right now.”

      “Atta girl!” Sasha cheers.

      “I’ll keep you updated. Thanks for giving me the push I needed, Sasha.” The butterflies in Lucy’s stomach flutter maddeningly.

      “Anytime, Noah. Don’t forget to send me pictures!”

      “You’ll be the first,” Lucy says, a wide smile plastered on her face.

      Sasha’s cheeks turn a bright shade of pink, and her smile widens at Lucy’s words.

      “Good luck, babe.”

      Shit, did I just call her babe? Sasha worries.

      The line is silent.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. “I—” Sasha begins.

      “Thanks, babe,” Lucy echoes in a playful tone.

      Sasha’s face flushes, and warmth fills her insides at the sound of her new pet name.

      “Bye, Sasha,” Lucy calls out.

      “Bye, Noah,” Sasha softly replies.
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      Lucy stands in her bedroom, dazed.

      Babe.

      That one word was replaying in her mind. She smiles to herself as she thinks about Sasha. She looks at Sasha’s photo again. God, I love that messy coppery hair. Lucy shakes the thought of the 38-year-old beauty from her mind and focuses on the task at hand.

      I’m going to get a dog, she thinks to herself.

      Her smile widens at this thought, and she sprints to the bathroom to get ready. She takes the fastest shower she’s ever had in her life and quickly throws on the first outfit she can reach. She races down the stairs, grabs her car keys, and makes her way out the door.

      Her drive to the rescue center was short. She parked her car and took a deep breath.

      “You can do this. Don’t think about anyone else; this is for you,” she repeats to herself.

      Jonathan’s voice rings in her head.

      She drowns out thoughts of him and exits her car. Walking into the shelter, she notices a young girl behind the counter.

      “Hi, I’d like to adopt a dog?” Unsure, Lucy’s statement sounds more like a question.

      The girl sighs and pries her eyes away from the brightly lit screen of her phone. She looks up, her eyes widening as she scans Lucy’s face.

      “You’re Lucy Beckett,” she breathes out.

      Lucy smiles at her softly and nods. This was the trouble wherever she went; her long legs, her smooth skin, her full lips, her crazy dark curls; undeniably Lucy Beckett. There was barely a person under the age of 30 in or around NYC who didn’t recognise her. She puts a finger over her lips.

      “Yeah.” Lucy looks down at the girl’s name tag and asks, “Could we keep this between us, Anna?”

      Anna’s head bobs up and down as she furiously nods in agreement.

      “Can I take a picture with you?” she asks excitedly.

      “How about we take one after?” Lucy offers.

      Anna smiles back at her, pleased with the compromise. “Okay!”

      She leaves the counter and motions for Lucy to follow her. Anna leads her through a door and into a big room filled with individual kennels and dogs of every shape, size, color, and breed. She shows her a small selection of miniature dogs and smiles at her eagerly.

      “Here are some dogs you might like,” Anna suggests.

      Lucy looks down at the little dogs that are jumping excitedly by her feet. “I was kind of hoping I could look around?” she admits.

      “Oh, of course! I just thought you’d want a small fancy dog,” Anna says.

      “I get why you’d think that.” Lucy shrugs.

      “Feel free to look around and call me if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Anna.”

      Lucy walks around the room, peering into each section, and examining every dog. Nothing was calling out to her. She reached the end of the room and sighed. Determined, she made another round, looking over each dog once more but nothing.

      Her shoulders slump, and her head hangs low. She folds her arms across her chest and leaves the room full of dogs. Anna greets her as soon as she enters the reception area.

      “Did you find one?” she asks.

      “No,” Lucy responds with a sad smile.

      “You can always come back in a few days. We usually get more dogs at the end of the week,” Anna offers kindly.

      “It’s okay, I think I’ll just wait a bit,” Lucy says.

      Anna gives her a small smile. “I’m sorry, it’s just I’m such a big fan, could I still get that picture?”

      “Sure,” Lucy responds.

      Anna reaches for her phone, smiling giddily.

      “Anna!” a loud voice boomed from the back room.

      Anna was distracted by the sound of her name being called.

      “One second!” she hollers back.

      “Right now!” the voice sternly calls out.

      The young girl rolled her eyes and apologizes, “Sorry, that’s my mom. I’ll be back in a minute. Promise!” she says as she walks away.

      Lucy smiles as she disappears into the back room. Alone in the waiting area, her mind wanders.

      I wonder what my life would’ve been like if I was never famous. What if I had my teenage years like Anna’s, instead of the insanity of my actual life? she wonders.

      “Ugh!”

      She is brought back to reality as she notices Anna struggling with a dog—if you could call it that. It is a massive brown and black scruffy hairy dog that looks like a bear. Lucy has never seen such a big dog. God knows what breed he is. You can barely see his face. The dog tugs at the leash as Anna tries to drag it back into the room full of dogs.

      “Come on, Max,” Anna breathes out as she tries to wrangle the dog back into the room. Max digs his nails into the floor, resisting her attempts to tame him.

      Lucy let out a small laugh at the scene unfolding in front of her. The sound of her laughter catches the dog’s attention. His ears perk, and his head turns towards her. Anna’s eyes widen, and her lips form an O as his leash slips out of her grip. Before she knows it, Lucy is lying flat on the floor and Max is above her, licking her face. Lucy is laughing. Max probably weighs more than she does.

      Lucy can hear Anna profusely apologizing as she tries to get the massive dog off of her. Anna manages to pry Max away, and Lucy gets off the floor. She wipes her face clean of dog slobber with the back of her sleeve. Max paws at Lucy and whines, jumping to lick her face.

      “I’m so sorry, I couldn’t hold on.. oh god he has got your top dirty—I mean, you see how big he is. He is SO difficult to manage. I’m so sorry—” Anna continues.

      “I want to take him home!” Lucy beams at her excitedly.

      “I’m so sor—You want to what?” Anna’s eyebrows furrow as her facial expression morphs into one of confusion.

      “I want to adopt Max,” Lucy repeats once more.

      “Oh, Lucy, you don’t want to do that.” She tugs on the leash, trying to settle the dog. “Max has been here for years, and no matter how many times he’s adopted, he’s always sent back,” Anna explains.

      “Okay, I still want him,” she says with a smile on her face.

      “He has behavioral issues—he never listens, he’s needy, he can’t be left alone, he is scared of almost everythin—”

      “That sounds great, Anna. If his issues become a problem, I’ll pay for help for him. Whatever he needs. It is Max I want to adopt. Where do I sign?” Lucy gets on her knees and scratches Max’s face.

      “Are you sure? We have other dogs.” Anna tries once more.

      “I’m 1000% sure,” Lucy declares confidently.

      “Okay. You just need to fill out some paperwork, then we come and do a home check- I think my mom can come out and do that this afternoon, I know she has had a cancellation, and then he’s all yours,” Anna says, a wary look on her face.

      Lucy completes the forms, signs her name, dots the I’s and crosses the T’s. She places the pen down, a large smile on her face.

      “So, then I could take him later this afternoon if my home is suitable?”

      “I don’t see why not.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Anna hands over the leash to Lucy.

      “He’s all yours, your home passed with flying colors!” she says, “I’ve put the name and contact details of an excellent Dog Trainer on here. But if you really can’t handle Max, please just bring him back to the shelter. We never euthanise difficult dogs, we would keep him for the rest of his life.”

      “Thank you, Anna, I really appreciate it,” Lucy responds. “I’d also like to make a donation to your shelter so you can help other dogs in need. I’d like it to be anonymous, though. I don’t want publicity for it.”

      Lucy hands a check over. Anna stares at it open mouthed.

      
        
        $50,000

      

      

      “Wow, Lucy. Are you sure? Oh wow. My mom is going to be blown away. That will make such a difference to us. We could make a real difference to the lives of so many dogs.” There is a tear in Anna’s eye.

      Anna opens her mouth to say something but closes it immediately.

      “Don’t worry. I didn’t forget,” Lucy says, smiling and nodding to Anna’s phone.

      “You’re the best!” Anna exclaims.

      Anna takes her phone and positions it in front of them as Lucy puts her arm around her. Max jumps in and wedges himself between them as the camera flashes.

      “Max,” Anna groans.

      Lucy laughs at his antics. “Hey, you know what they say—it can’t be a bad picture if there’s a dog in it.”

      She peers over Anna’s shoulder and looks at the picture. Anna and Lucy have massive grins on their faces, and Max almost looks like he’s smiling, his tongue sticking out of his mouth.

      “I actually really love it,” Lucy says.

      “Me too. Thank you, Lucy! Good luck with Max.”

      “No worries! Bye, Anna!” Lucy waves at the young girl as she makes her way out of the shelter with a new addition to her family.
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      Lucy arrives at her house and parks her car in the garage. Max’s tail wags uncontrollably as he peers out the window at his new home. He lets out a bark and bounces excitedly on the passenger seat. Lucy stares at him, her heart filled with love at the sight of her new dog’s excitement.

      She gets out of the car, and Max leaps out of the passenger seat and through her door. He runs through the yard, a big bundle of fur whizzing across the lawn. Lucy’s cheeks lift, a smile plays on her lips as she watches her bear-sized dog make his laps at full pace.

      She maneuvers her way through her yard as Max continues to run around and she opens the front door. Max stops in his tracks and pauses at the entrance. His tail droops, and his ears fold back as he lets out a small whimper. There sits this magnificent and sizable dog, terrified of entering her home. Lucy’s heart sinks at the sight of Max by the entrance.

      She bends down. “Hey boy, it’s okay. Come here,” she calls out to him softly. Max lets out another whimper. Lucy tries again, her hands patting the skin of her thighs as she motions for him to come. Max lays on the ground and rests his head on his paws as he stares back at Lucy.

      What do I do? she wonders.

      She stands by the doorway, thinking of ways to lure her new pet into the home. As she thinks, she joins Max on the ground, stroking him gently in an attempt to comfort him. He nuzzles his face into her hands.

      Poor thing. He must be traumatized.

      Lucy tries to coax him through the door, and she manages to get two paws in before Max takes a few steps back and resumes his position on the patio.

      Alright, plan B.

      Lucy huffs as she rolls up her sleeves. She bends down and tries to lift the enormous dog and falls onto the grass. Max licks her face, causing her to erupt into laughter. “Okay, let’s try that again, Beckett,” she says to herself.

      She wraps her arms around Max and securely positions him in her hold. Lucy can barely lift him, but she heaves the large dog into her arms in a big hug and carries him, his back legs dragging on the floor. Max clings on to her as she lifts him. Breathing heavily, Lucy struggles to walk with Max’s weight bearing on her.

      “Max, I hate to say it, but you’re as heavy as a ton of bricks,” she says. With every step, Max slips out of her grip, but she doesn’t give up. She makes it through the front door and into the foyer. Triumphant, she cheers as she places him on the rug.

      “There you go! That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      Max’s gaze shifts from left to right as he examines his new surroundings. He turns his back to Lucy and makes a beeline through the door, sitting on the patio.

      Lucy groans, the palms of her hand run down her cheeks as she looks at Max.

      “Okay, right back to square one,” she mutters quietly to herself.

      She grabs her phone and goes online searching for a solution. Nothing useful comes from the quick search. She instinctively goes through her contacts and dials the first person she can think of.

      “Hey, Noah. Miss me?” Sasha asks playfully.

      Lucy’s heart raced at the sound of her voice. “You could say that,” she responds as she twirls a curl around her finger. Biting her lip, she says, “Actually, I called because I’ve got a little problem over here, and I thought you could help.”

      “What is it?” Sasha asks.

      “Remember how I said I’d get a dog?” Lucy pauses.

      “Yeah?” Sasha replies, sounding confused.

      “Well, I got one,” Lucy exclaims excitedly.

      “That’s great, Noah!” Sasha cheers. “But I don’t get it. What’s the problem?”

      “He won’t come in,” Lucy says as she lets out a small sigh and rubs her temples.

      “What do you mean, he won’t come in?” Sasha repeats as she laughs.

      “I mean, he won’t come in,” Lucy laughs. “I’ve tried calling him, pulling him in, and I even carried him through the door. I had three seconds before he ran outside.”

      “Is he still outside?” Sasha asks.

      “Yup, the big bear is rolling in the grass as we speak,” Lucy’s head shakes as she watches Max rub his face into the greenery.

      Sasha laughs at the sound of Lucy’s tone.

      “Enjoying my misery, Rosen?” Lucy asks, her eyebrows raised.

      “Of course, S—Wait, that doesn’t work. I don’t know your last name,” Sasha laughs.

      Shit. What did I use again? Star? No, that’s not right, Lucy thinks.

      Lucy laughs nervously. “Focus, Sasha. How do I get my dog into my home?”

      “Right. Have you tried luring him in with treats?” Sasha asks.

      “Treats?” Lucy repeats. “I don’t have any treats.”

      “Dog food?” Sasha offers.

      “None of that either. Come to think of it…” Lucy’s voice trails off.

      “So, you have a dog but no treats, dog food, or anything else?” Sasha questions.

      “Yes,” Lucy replies, sheepishly.

      Sasha shakes her head, a broad smile on her face. “Do you have any meat or cheese?”

      “I have bacon!” Lucy cheers. She runs to the kitchen and retrieves the salty snack. Making her way back to the foyer, she finds Max digging a hole in the front of her yard.

      “Now, make a trail leading into the house with the bacon,” Sasha instructs. “Mostly bacon wouldn’t be recommended for feeding dogs, but I think in a case like this, a small amount won’t do any harm.”

      Lucy tears the greasy strip of meat into small chunks and lays them on the floor. Satisfied, she calls Max, waving the treat in the air. He stops digging and runs to her, jumping and harassing her for the bacon.

      “Okay, let him follow the trail of bacon and once he’s in, shut the door,” Sasha says.

      “Got it,” Lucy replies. She gives him the treat and points to the other pieces of bacon on the floor. Max sniffs the ground, devouring each strip of meat. As soon as he makes it through the door, Lucy runs behind him and shuts the door.

      “Okay, now he’s inside, and I’m outside,” Lucy says as she leans against the door. She hears Max pawing at the front door and sighs.

      “He’s crying,” she says softly.

      “Leave him for a bit. He’ll be okay. He just needs to get used to it,” Sasha says reassuringly.

      “Thank you, Sasha,” Lucy breathes out.

      “Anytime, Noah.”

      The whimpers die down, and Lucy is worried. “He’s stopped,” she says.

      “Maybe have a look inside?” Sasha suggests.

      “I’ll call you back,” Lucy replies.

      “Good luck,” Sasha says as she hangs up.

      Lucy slides her phone into her back pocket, carefully opening the door. She holds onto it firmly as she peeks through the gap. Max is nowhere in sight.

      She opens the door and enters her home, calling out to her dog, “Max? Where are you?”

      Silence. She checks the kitchen, but he isn’t there. She looks under her couch, behind the curtains, and even in the laundry room, and there’s no sign of him. Worried, she makes her way up the stairs. She walks into her bedroom and finds Max wrapped up in her covers, his eyes drooping as he drifts into sleep. He almost takes up the whole bed. Her white sheets are stained green and black from his garden adventures. She smiles to herself as she watches her new dog settle in.

      Lucy reaches for her phone and snaps a picture of him. She smiles at it fondly before sending it to Sasha.

      Her phone vibrates. What a cutie! the message reads.

      I couldn’t agree more, Lucy types back.

      Congratulations, you now have a dog in your home, Sasha responds.

      Yes, and I couldn’t have done it without you. Lucy presses send and then types, But now I need to buy things for said dog, haha.

      Sasha’s phone vibrates, and her cheeks lift at the notification from Noah.

      Try not to buy the whole store, Sasha cautions.

      No promises, Lucy responds. She puts her phone away, a smile on her face as she thought about Sasha.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy’s cart is filled to the brim with an assortment of treats and toys. She browses the aisles in search of a bed large enough for Max. Her hands run through the soft velvety fabric of a bed that might just do the trick. She places it in her cart and goes to the cash register.

      As she is about to pay, her phone vibrates incessantly.

      That’s weird. I didn’t post anything, she thought.

      Lucy brushes away the thought and put her phone on silent. She makes her way to the car and decides to see what the notifications could be.

      Anna tagged you in a photo.

      Jonathan - 15 missed calls

      Tagged: Lucy Beckett’s new mutt.

      “Oh no,” Lucy scrolls through her feed, staring at the picture of her, Anna, and Max. Her phone rings, Jonathan’s name flashing across the screen. She presses the red button, rejecting the call. A second passes before her phone rings once more. It’s Jonathan. Taking a deep breath, Lucy hits accept.

      “What the fuck, Lucy?” Jonathan belts out. She pulls the phone away from her ear as his voice booms through the phone.

      “Jonathan, just calm down,” Lucy says sternly.

      “Calm down?! It’s a fucking mess. Could you have gotten an uglier dog? Do you know what a shitstorm this is? That dog is truly hideous. All that hair! I bet it stinks. You can’t even see it’s fucking face and THAT is probably for the best. Just those massive abnormally placed teeth. It isn’t even a dog. It's a bear or an ogre or a troll that should live under a bridge somewhere….” Speaking so fast, his words slur together, making it hard to understand.

      Jonathan continues reprimanding Lucy, but she doesn’t pay attention. Fed up, she cuts him off sharply. How dare he insult Max?  “You’re management, fix it. I am NOT getting rid of Max. I pay you a lot, the LEAST you can do is find a way to make this work,” she quips.

      The line is silent.

      “Okay,” Jonathan responds curtly.

      The familiar sound of the end tone drones and Lucy smiles triumphantly.

      Lucy drives home, satisfied with her trip to the store. She unlocks the door and is greeted by Max as he pounces on her and licks her face.

      She laughs as she pushes the energetic dog away from her. Wiping her face, she goes to the kitchen and places his new bowls in a corner. He waits patiently by her feet as she pours water into one and food into another.

      Lucy places a dog bed in her living room and snaps a picture of it. She edits the picture and writes a short caption, I guess the cat’s out of the bag - or should I say dog? She hits send and puts her phone away as the notifications pour in.

      Her phone rings. Hoping it’s Sasha, she reaches for it excitedly. Mom flashes across the screen.

      “Hey, Mom!” she greets her cheerfully.

      “Hi, sweetie. Your brother tells me you got a dog?” her mother says.

      “What did Robbie say?” Lucy asks as she rolls her eyes.

      “Just that. I hope you didn’t get one of those noisy little purse dogs,” she says.

      “I got this giant scruffy dog from the shelter and gave my managing team a headache trying to sell that,” Lucy shares.

      Her mom sighs. “I don’t understand why you live your life like this, Lucy.”

      She feels her chest tightening as disappointment rings through her mother’s tone.

      Lucy can’t think of a response. The sound of her heart thumping drowns out her mother’s voice.

      “Lucy?” her mom asks. “Honey, are you still there?”

      “Y-yes, Mom. I’m here,” she replies timidly.

      “Why don’t you come home? Find a nice boy to settle down with,” her mother suggests.

      Lucy has told her family about her sexuality. She’s been clear on the subject, but it wasn’t received well. With no response, Lucy’s mother breathes out a heavy sigh and says, “I have to go, hun.”

      “Okay, Mom,” she says softly.

      “Love you, Luce.”

      “I love you too, Mom,” she replies solemnly.

      The line clicks.
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      Smoke wafts out of the oven as the timer beeps. Coughing, Sasha fans the smoke away and examines her meal. It’s darker than she’d like, but she isn’t fussy. She grabs her phone and starts picking at food.

      She scrolls through her messages, hovering over the chat with Noah.

      I wonder what she’s up to.

      “I could call her,” she muses. She presses on the contact and makes the call.

      Lucy is on the couch with Max when her phone rings. She grabs it and is delighted by the name flashing across the screen. Her smile disappears as she notices it’s a video call.

      “I can’t pick up,” she says to Max. He stares back at her blankly.

      “Sorry, the number you have called is unavailable, please try again later,” Sasha pulls the phone away from her ear and stares at the screen.

      Maybe she’s busy, she thinks to herself.

      Her phone rings. It’s Noah.

      “Hey, I just tried to call you,” Sasha responds.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I can’t take video calls on my phone. I dropped it the other day, and the screen is shattered. The camera won’t work,” Lucy explains.

      “I hate how fragile these phones are,” Sasha says.

      “Right? Remember how indestructible those old phones were?” she laughs. “What are you up to?” Lucy asks.

      “I burnt my dinner and thought of you, so I figured I’d call,” Sasha says as she pushes her food around the plate.

      “How romantic,” Lucy laughs.

      “Thank you, I try. What are you up to?” Sasha asks.

      “Just having dinner with Max,” Lucy replies.

      “You’re having dinner. I’m having dinner, shall we call this a date?” Sasha suggests.

      Lucy feels her heart thump in her chest.

      I wish we could go on a date, she thinks.

      “I-Uh,” Lucy struggles to get the words out. “We could,” she finally says.

      Sasha was joking, but the thought of meeting Noah in real life sent a shiver down her spine.

      She clears her throat. “Then it’s a date, or should I say a blind date?” she says as she laughs.

      Lucy’s smile falters at Sasha’s joke.

      I can’t keep lying to her. But I can’t tell her the truth either, Lucy thinks.

      “Hey, you okay?” Sasha asks, “You seem distracted.”

      “It’s nothing. I just had a rough day is all,” Lucy admits.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Sasha asks.

      “No, it’s okay,” Lucy replies flatly.

      “It doesn’t sound okay,” Sasha responds.

      Lucy breathes out. “I had a difficult conversation with my mom. She doesn’t really understand what I do, and she wants me to come back home and settle down with some guy,” she admits. “I came out to her and my family already, but they haven’t been hugely supportive,” Lucy shares.

      “Oh, that must be tough,” Sasha says.

      “I know I shouldn’t care but—”

      “You shouldn’t,” Sasha interjects softly. “It’s your life, Noah, no one should disregard that or make you feel bad about who you love,” she says softly.

      Lucy feels her cheeks lift into a smile. “I don’t know how but you always manage to make me feel better,” she admits.

      Sasha’s heart flutters at Lucy’s admittance. “I’m glad I can help.”

      Sasha can’t contain the butterflies as her stomach churns and her heart races.

      They talk about their day, and as the hours pass, a yawn escapes Lucy’s lips.

      “What time is it?” she asks.

      “Let me check…” Sasha checks her screen. “It’s 1:15 am.”

      “Oh, wow, how did that happen?” Lucy wonders.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel like it's been hours,” Sasha admits.

      “I feel the same,” Lucy says as she pulls her knees to her chest.

      “We should get some sleep,” Sasha suggests.

      “Mmm,” Lucy hums in agreement.

      “Good night, speak to you soon?” Sasha asks.

      “Looking forward to it, babe,” Lucy responds.

      The line clicks. Lucy and Sasha head to bed with smiles on their faces and the thought of each other on their minds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Lying in bed, Sasha can’t help but think about Noah. She grabs her phone and searches Noah’s profile on Likemindedfriends.com. Her eyes squint as she focuses on Noah’s picture. She zooms in on the tiny picture, but it’s too grainy. All she can make out is a few of her features, nothing distinctive. Dark hair, maybe brown eyes? God, its a shit photo.

      She’s still beautiful.

      She exits the website and goes on her browser, typing “Noah S.” in the search bar. Three million hits.

      Great, it’ll be like looking for a needle in a haystack, she thinks to herself as she scrolls through the endless list of names.

      “She said her camera was broken, that happens all the time,” she says to herself out loud. She brushes off the feeling in her gut. Turning her head to the side, she catches a glimpse of the time.

      Only a few more hours before I start the workday, she thought.

      Her mind wanders back to Noah. Sasha grabs her phone and sends her a text.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lucy is awakened by her phone, vibrating under her pillow. She reaches for the device and checks the time.

      Five in the morning? Lucy thinks.

      1 message from Sasha, the notification reads.

      She presses on the message. Hey, I can’t sleep. Are you up?

      Lucy smiles as she dials Sasha’s number.

      Sasha is surprised by the call and picks up.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said speak soon,” Lucy says as she laughs softly.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?” Sasha asks, her face contorts into a frown.

      “I wouldn’t have called you if I didn’t want to,” Lucy says.

      Sasha’s heartbeat races. “What are you up to?”

      “Just in bed, talking to a rather beautiful woman. You?” Lucy replies.

      “Me? Oh, you know, the same,” Sasha responds. “I was in bed, and I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” she admits.

      “Oh,” Lucy breathes out. “What about me?”

      Sasha pauses, unsure of what to say. “I was looking at your picture,” she admits.

      Lucy freezes.

      “And I think you’re beautiful,” Sasha adds.

      Lucy feels a warmth spread through her. “I think you’re beautiful too,” she admits. “I love your hair and your lips, they’re—” Lucy stops herself.

      “They’re what?” Sasha asks, curiously.

      “I think about how soft they must be,” Lucy says softly, “if we kissed.”

      Sasha inhales sharply, her hand trembles as she imagines the soft touch of Noah’s lips against hers.

      Lucy closes her eyes, fantasizing about Sasha. Her lips pressed against Sasha’s as she runs her hands down her body. Lucy’s breath quickens.

      “What are you thinking about?” Sasha asks.

      “Your lips on my neck, trailing kisses down my chest,” Lucy breathes out.

      Sasha’s heart races, and the spot between her legs begin to pulse at the sound of Noah’s voice.

      Lucy’s hand caresses her breast, squeezing her nipple as she continues, “Your hands pressed against my body, grabbing my waist and your tongue on my nipple.”

      Sasha’s breath quickens, her hands slide down her pants, stroking small circles, she breathes out, “I’d do more than that.”

      “Tell me,” Lucy says as she moves her hand, gathering the wetness pooled between her legs and moves her fingers gently over her clit.

      “I’d run my hands in your hair and pull your head back as I kiss your neck,” Sasha says. “My other hand caressing your body, then I slide it between your legs.”

      Lucy lets out a small moan as Sasha’s fantasy plays out in her head, and her hand quickens.

      Sasha strokes her own clit and continues, “I’d trail kisses down your body, my warm mouth on your clit and my tongue—”

      The alarm rings and the girls freeze, shocked by the loud blaring tone.

      Sasha slides cancel on her phone. “Shit, sorry.”

      Lucy breathes heavily, wiping her hand on her sheets. She tugs the covers and brings them up to her face, groaning.

      “It’s okay,” Lucy breathes out.

      Sasha’s heart is racing, her fingers slick with wetness. Flushed, she sighs.

      Lucy lets out a small laugh, “Just our luck.”

      “I’d say,” Sasha laughs in agreement.

      “I guess you need to get started with the day?” Lucy asks.

      “Yeah, unfortunately, I do. I’ve got to get across town for a meeting,” Sasha admits.

      “Bummer, I was having a great time,” Lucy responds.

      Sasha’s heart flutters and the throbbing resumes.

      Fuck, I wish I didn’t have to go, Sasha thought.

      She sits up, rubbing her face with her hands. “Me too.”

      “It’s alright, Sasha. We’ll talk later,” Lucy says reassuringly.

      “Okay. Bye, Noah.”

      “Bye, Sasha.”
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        * * *

      

      The familiar sound of the dial tone drones. Sasha tosses her phone onto the bed and groans.

      Frustrated and a little blue, Sasha hops out of bed. She packs her bags, chooses her outfit, and runs the coffee machine. Her thoughts are scattered as she jumps into the shower. The warm water cascades down her body as it soaks her entirely. She massages her neck, working out the kinks as the heat seeps into her muscles, relaxing the knots.

      Sasha’s mind wanders to her conversation with Noah. Images flash in her head. Her hand instinctively travels to the spot between her legs. She visualizes Noah’s body, entangled with hers as they kiss passionately. Warm tongues brush against one another, needy hands grabbing every inch of skin. The warm slick surface of her tongue as it circles Sasha’s clit. Her breathing is heavy, and her legs shake. She runs her own fingers between her folds and rhythmically across her clit as the water pounds down on her.

      Sasha envisions Noah going down on her; she can almost feel her tongue. Sasha feels the familiar sensation at the pit of her stomach, the tension builds, and her muscles tighten. She imagines the heat from Noah’s mouth, her tongue. Sasha is panting; she focuses on the feeling and gives in. Her back arches and her legs quiver. She moans loudly as the tension breaks. Her body relaxes as the heat of orgasm floods through her body.

      Fuck, she thinks.

      Her breath steadies as she brings herself back to reality. Sasha hops out of the shower, still dazed as she goes through her day.
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        * * *

      

      The meeting was short, the client a little wishy-washy. She didn’t mind. That was the life of a freelancer. Usually, she’d work a little harder to secure a sale and win over a client, but today, Sasha had a one-track mind. She barely made a dent in her to-do list for the day.

      She stretches from her desk, giving up on the work day. She checks her phone for any messages.

      1 message from Noah, the notification reads.

      Her face breaks into a smile as she presses on the message and sees a picture of Max lying on top of Noah.

      I can see his cute face, but what about yours? ;) she types.

      Lucy’s phone vibrates and she leaps for it. Checking her messages, her shoulders slump as she reads the text. Her hand moves to her temples, rubbing her brows as she thinks of an excuse.

      I’m not ready, lazy day in bed haha.

      Oh, come on, you probably look amazing, Sasha sends.

      I wouldn’t say that, Lucy writes back.

      Something tugs at her gut and Sasha feels like something is up. She pushes the thought away and decides not to press Noah for a picture.

      Alright, alright. I know when I’m beat, Sasha replies defeatedly.

      Lucy’s frown deepens.

      This is getting too hard. I like her too much to keep lying to her like this, she thinks.

      Lucy is lost in thought as she struggles to keep the façade up. Max wakes from his slumber, stretching his legs. He climbs on Lucy and plops himself on her, causing her to huff.

      Are you still there, babe? Sasha texts.

      Yes, Lucy types, 110lbs of fur just decided to sit on me.

      Sasha laughs at her text. Glad Max has made himself at home, she replies.

      Do you want to call? I’m having a hard time texting with this huge lump on me, Lucy writes. It’s only been since that morning but she feels giddy at the thought of hearing Sasha’s voice again.

      Sasha’s phone vibrates. Upon reading Noah’s text, a smile breaks on her face. Sasha taps on the screen and hits the dial button as she walks over to her bed and lies down.

      “Hey,” Lucy breathes out. “Thanks for calling.”

      “Thank you for suggesting it,” Sasha says.

      Lucy’s cheeks lift at the sound of Sasha’s voice. She moves her hand to prop the back of her head, beaming at the ceiling. She catches a glimpse of her reflection and her smile brimming from cheek to cheek.

      “How did your meeting go, by the way?” Lucy asks. Her body buzzes as she’s reminded by their heated exchange that morning.

      “Could have gone better, but it’s okay,” Sasha shrugs.

      “What went wrong?” Lucy questions.

      “Nothing, I just got the vibe that he wasn’t serious about the design project,” Sasha admits. “He was kind of up himself too, corporate I’m-better-than-you air about him,” she snorts.

      “I’d say you dodged a bullet there,” Lucy laughs.

      “He reminded me of my ex,” Sasha shares.

      “Oh, so we’re talking about exes now?” Lucy replies, curious about Sasha’s dating repertoire.

      Sasha chuckles, “There’s nothing much to talk about. We wanted different things.”

      “I’m sorry it didn’t work out between the two of you,” Lucy says.

      “It’s ancient history. I wasn’t happy with my life and I felt like I was settling,” Sasha shares.

      She thinks back to her life a few months ago, how different it was and the adventures she’s had. She wonders about the adventures she may have with Noah.

      Woah, there. Slow down, Sasha says to herself.

      “Settling?” Lucy asks.

      “I was tired of the industry. I was burnt out and surrounded by superficiality. The parties, the fake people, and ugh, don’t even get me started on the models. I mean, how is that a legitimate profession?” Sasha says.

      Lucy’s smile falters, the distaste Sasha has for modeling is clear as day.

      There’s no way I can tell her who I really am or what I do, Lucy thinks.

      “Anyway, I spoke to my ex about it and we got into an argument about priorities,” she shares. “I wanted to be happy and free of all the rituals that came with a high-flying corporate job and she wanted the big house and a perfect partner.”

      Lucy conceals her concern with a snort, “Perfect partner? Good luck, lady.”

      Sasha laughs at Lucy’s remark. She grabs a lock of hair, wrapping it around her fingers. “What about you?” she asks.

      “What about me?” Lucy responds, her eyebrows raised.

      “Any exes?” Sasha asks as she toys with her hair.

      “No?” Lucy replies weakly.

      Sasha’s brows furrow. “None at all? Not even short term?”

      “Nope,” Lucy responds.

      “How do you get to twenty five years old and have no exes?” Sasha replies, her voice raises in surprise.

      “I don’t know,” Lucy laughs, “I don’t have the time?”

      “Bull,” Sasha snorts.

      Lucy sighs. What the hell, she thinks to herself.

      “I’m guarded,” Lucy admits.

      “Is that code for picky?” Sasha questions.

      Lucy laughs at her joke. “No, it’s not.”

      “Then what is it?” Sasha replies quizzically.

      “Don’t judge,” Lucy warns. “I’ve dated women in the past—okay, the word date can be taken lightly. I’ve gone out on dates and I’ve had one night stands but I haven’t been in a relationship yet,” she admits sheepishly.

      “Wow. That’s different. Do you want a girlfriend?”

      “I’m not looking for the one or anything like that, but I don’t know…” she sighs.

      “It must get lonely,” Sasha replies.

      “It does, but I’d rather be on my own than stuck in a relationship with someone I feel like I can’t trust. I don’t have the energy for that,” Lucy admits.

      “I know what you mean, but you can always learn to trust someone,” Sasha says.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Lucy’s voice trails off. She feels like a hypocrite—here she is going on about not trusting someone when she’s catfishing Sasha.

      “Noah?” The sound of Sasha’s voice brings her back to reality.

      Noah. She thinks that’s my name. She doesn’t even know what I look like, Lucy thinks to herself.

      The line is silent, Sasha tugs at her sleeves, worried. “Are you still there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here,” Lucy replies.

      “Did I say something wrong?” she asks.

      Lucy’s phone vibrates. She pulls the phone away from her ear and checks the message.

      1 email from Jonathan, the notification read.

      “No, you didn’t. I’m just a bit distracted,” Lucy replies. “I got an email from my manager and—”

      “Manager?” Sasha questions. What writer has a manager? she can’t help but question.

      Lucy freezes; she’s caught in a lie. She laughs nervously, “I meant publisher. Publisher, manager, potayto-pohtato, right?”

      “Right,” Sasha unconvincingly agrees.

      Something doesn’t add up. What is she hiding? Sasha wonders.

      “It’s nothing, I’ll look at it later,” Lucy says.

      “Okay,” Sasha responds.

      Lucy feels her chest tighten. There is a lull in the conversation as Lucy and Sasha are deep in thought.

      “I should—” Lucy starts.

      “Do you—Oh, sorry what were you going to say?” Sasha asks.

      “I should go. I have a long day tomorrow,” Lucy says softly.

      The lines on Sasha’s face deepen. She doesn’t understand what just happened.

      “Noah, did I do something?” Sasha repeats.

      There it is again. That name. That isn’t my name. How long can I keep this up for?  Lucy wonders.

      “No, you didn’t. Really, I’m just tired,” she replies.

      “Okay, I’ll text you later?” Sasha asks.

      “Sure,” Lucy responds.

      “Bye, babe,” Sasha says, a small smile on her lips as she utters those words.

      “Bye,” Lucy replies.

      The line clicks and the dial tone rings in Sasha’s ears.

      What just happened?  she thinks to herself.
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      After the phone call with Sasha, Lucy lies in bed pondering her options.

      On the one hand, I’ve been completely honest with Sasha about my life and my feelings. Okay, maybe not my job or my face but everything else is true, she thinks to herself.

      Max nuzzles his face into the nook of her neck and exhales loudly. She turns her head to kiss his nose and strokes his head softly, playing with his fur as she thinks.

      She deserves the truth, Lucy thought.

      “I don’t think I have the courage to come clean,” she says out loud. Max huffs at the sound of her voice.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll shut up now,” she says fondly to her dog. Lucy drifts slowly and falls asleep, her mind plagued with the lies she’s told Sasha. She tosses and turns the whole night, barely able to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The morning sun peeks through her curtains and she groans as little rays of light shine across her face. Lucy shields her eyes with the back of her arm. She sits up, her body feels sore and her head heavy—the internal dilemma is taking a toll on her.

      She rubs her tired eyes with one hand and grabs her phone with the other. Lucy checks her messages and sees a text from Sasha.

      Good morning, Noah (:, the text reads.

      Her heart flutters but almost immediately, she feels her chest tighten. Lucy types out a response. Her fingers hover over the screen of her phone as she debates whether or not to send the text.

      She sighs as she removes the chat from the screen and locks her phone. She places her phone on the nightstand and turns to Max.

      “What should I do, Max?” she asks.

      Max’s ear twitches at the sound of his name. He tilts his head and stares at her.

      “I wish you could talk,” she says out loud. She scratches his ear lovingly and his tail thumps against the covers as it wags.

      It hits her. Maybe that’s the only way? she thinks to herself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Many miles away, Sasha tries to work. Her eyes darted from the screen of her tablet to her phone.

      It’s almost noon. Why hasn’t she replied yet? Sasha wonders.

      She checks Likemindedfriends.com to see if Noah’s been online—no luck. She presses on the message to see if it was delivered.

      It says delivered. Maybe she’s just busy, Sasha thinks. Worried, she sends her another text.

      Lucy’s phone vibrates, catching her attention. She picks it up and checks her screen. 1 message from Sasha.

      She taps on the notification. Up for a lunch date? I won’t burn my food if you don’t burn yours? it read.

      She laughs at the text and automatically starts typing back a response. Her finger hovers over the send button. Thinking back to her decision, she hits delete instead. Lucy sighs and puts her phone away.

      Sasha sees the message is marked read. The lines on her face deepen as she notices Noah go offline.

      Is she avoiding me? she thinks to herself.

      Sasha puts her phone away and tries to work. Her eyes shift back to her phone. She picks it up, sending Noah another text.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy stares at her phone, reading over Sasha’s text, How about a dinner date?

      She feels her chest tighten as she sets her phone down.

      The hours pass and Sasha still hasn’t gotten a response from Noah.

      “Come on, Noah,” she says to herself. Her heart aches as she looks at the unanswered texts.

      Lucy’s phone vibrates. 1 message from Sasha. She presses on the notification and opens the chat.

      Hello? ): is the only thing written in her text. Lucy sits on the edge of her bed as she grapples with her decision to ignore Sasha.

      She goes against her better judgment and calls Sasha.

      “Hey,” Lucy whispers softly.

      “Hi,” Sasha’s voice echoes hers. “I thought you were maybe avoiding me,” she admits timidly.

      “I haven’t,” Lucy lies. “I’ve been swamped with work,” she adds.

      “Oh,” Sasha responds.

      “What did you do today?” Lucy asks.

      “I’m going to be honest, Noah. I didn’t get a lot of work done,” Sasha admits. “I thought you’d ghosted me and I couldn’t focus.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucy says. Her heart breaks at Sasha’s honesty. “I like you, Sasha,” she admits.

      She likes me? Sasha thinks to herself as she feels the heat rush to her cheeks.

      “A lot more than I’d like to admit,” Lucy says as she laughs.

      Sasha’s smile widens and she’s grinning from ear to ear. “Really?” she asks.

      “Really,” Lucy confirms.

      Sasha breathes out a sigh of relief. “Me too,” she admits.

      Lucy’s heart flutters, and her stomach churns. “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “I’m in bed,” Sasha responds.

      “I didn’t wake you with my call, did I?” Lucy asks.

      “No, it’s too hot in here. I couldn’t sleep,” Sasha replies.

      “I know what you mean. I had to kick Max out of bed, but it’s still too warm. I had to strip down to nothing, and I’m still—”

      “You’re not wearing anything?” Sasha interjects.

      “Nope,” Lucy replies, a smirk forming on her lips.

      Sasha’s mind wanders as she imagines Noah in bed.

      “Sasha?” Lucy calls her playfully. “What’s on your mind?” she asks.

      “You,” Sasha admits. “Your body.”

      Lucy breathes in sharply as she gauges Sasha’s mood.

      “If you were here, I don’t think I could stop myself from kissing you,” Lucy admits.

      Sasha’s heart races at the thought of Noah’s lips pressed against hers. “What else?” she asks. The familiar tingling in her core returns.

      “I’d run my hands through your hair, tugging on it lightly as we kissed,” Lucy says. Sasha closes her eyes and visualizes the events Lucy describes.

      “More,” she breathes out softly.

      Lucy hums, “I’d throw you on the bed and kiss every inch of your body.”

      Sasha’s hand trails down her chest as she kneads her breast, a small moan escapes her lips before she says, “I’d run my hands up your body and place your breast in my mouth, my tongue on the tip of your nipple.”

      Lucy’s hand settles in between her legs, her fingers rubbing small circles on her clit. She moans softly.

      “Tell me what you’re doing,” Sasha pleads.

      “I’m touching myself and imagining it’s you,” Lucy pants.

      “Tell me what you want,” Sasha moans as her own hand trails down to her groin, collecting the slick wetness and making a circular motion on her own clit.

      “I want you,” Lucy says. “I want to feel your tongue as you go down on me,” she adds breathlessly.

      Sasha’s back arches and her pace quickens as the fantasy plays out in her mind. “I want to taste you, to have you straddle my face as my mouth envelopes your clit,” Sasha adds.

      Lucy moans. Her wetness pools between her legs. She changes the rhythmic movements of her fingers and glides them up and down.

      “Fuck,” Lucy breathes out. “Don’t stop, please.”

      Sasha moves her phone, placing it on speakerphone. She continues rubbing her clit with one hand and uses the other to caress her breast. She lets out a moan as the combination adds to the tension building inside her.

      “I pin you down and wrap my hand around your wrists as I place them above your head. I spread open your legs and tease you, my fingers tracing your folds,” Sasha pants.

      Lucy’s toes begin to curl as she touches herself, her hands moving frantically over her wetness. Her breath quickens as she rubs herself, imagining Sasha’s body pressed against hers. Their bodies entangled with one another.

      “I straddle you and position myself on top of you. Pressing my clit on yours, slick from wetness, we slide against each other as I grind back and forth,” Sasha continues.

      Lucy’s back arches as the familiar sensation builds in her core. The thought of Sasha on top of her, grinding in to her is just too much. Her hips thrust against her hand as she continues. She feels the tension creep through her body as her legs quiver. Her breath deepens as she pushes herself towards the edge and moans.

      Lucy hears Sasha’s breath quickening through the phone and guides her, “I kiss your neck, biting down lightly on the crook of your neck. My hands cup your breasts, kneading them and pinching your nipples.”

      Sasha moans loudly as her own fingers move more urgently, pushing into herself, in and out, harder and faster, then sliding over her clit.

      “My hand wraps around your neck lightly as the other slides in between your legs. I gather your wetness with my fingers, teasing you as I press against you,” Lucy says, her breathing ragged.

      “More, please,” Sasha breathes out.

      “I trail kisses down your body until I reach the inside of your thighs. I kiss your wetness and my mouth sucks your clit. My tongue moves over it fast as I—”

      Sasha’s back arches and her legs quiver as she moans, imagining Noah between her legs, ravaging her body. Her toes curl as she climaxes, she moans loudly as she orgasms. Sasha’s loud orgasm pushes Lucy over the edge too. Their orgasms run deep through both their bodies.

      “Thank you,” Sasha pants.

      “My pleasure,” Lucy says. “Literally,” she adds.

      Sasha laughs at her joke, still out of breath.

      Fuck, that was hot, Lucy thinks to herself.

      Sasha lay in her bed, coming down from her high.

      I can’t imagine what it would be like if we met, Sasha wonders. “I wasn’t expecting this to happen,” she admits.

      “Neither was I,” Lucy says. “But I’m happy it did.”

      “I thought about you in the shower,” Sasha blurts out.

      “What? When?” Lucy asks.

      “Yesterday” Sasha responds.

      “You mean when your alarm rang and killed our buzz?” Lucy adds.

      “Yeah, I couldn’t get you out of my mind, so I, you know,” Sasha says. Her cheeks flush and turn into a deep shade of red as she confesses her erotic shower escapades with Noah.

      “Oh, I know,” Lucy laughs. “When I think about you, I feel it all through my body. You do things to me even from so far away,” she admits.

      “Fuck, don’t get me started again, Noah,” Sasha says.

      “I wouldn’t say no to another round,” Lucy adds playfully.

      “How about we save some of this sexual energy for our real-life encounter?” Sasha suggests.

      Lucy’s heart flutters at the thought of meeting Sasha, being able to hold her and look her in the eyes. Her daydream is dashed by the reminder of her lies. She suppresses the guilt and revels in the moment they just had.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Lucy responds.

      Did she just agree to that? Sasha muses. Excited by the prospects of possibly meeting Noah, she sighs contently.

      “I was beginning to think you weren’t real,” Sasha jokes.

      Lucy laughs nervously. “We’ll meet up soon enough, I promise,” she lies.

      “Great. I’m looking forward to it,” Sasha says excitedly.

      Lucy is racked with guilt at the sound of Sasha’s cheery voice. She tries to change the subject.

      “Me too. Did anything exciting happen today?”

      “I got an invitation to an event, but I don’t think I’ll go,” Sasha says idlily.

      “What’s the event for?” Lucy asks.

      “Some fashion show, modern art meets couture,” Sasha says as she fake gags. “I don’t get the hype with modern art or models. At the end of the day, it’s all down to aesthetics and superficiality in that world. There’s more to life than beauty, or the obsession with one’s appearance. If there’s one thing I can’t stand other than models, it’s pickles,” she adds.

      Lucy conceals her despair at Sasha’s strong stance. “Got it, no models or pickles,” she says.

      Sasha laughs at her statement. “What about you?” she asks. “What don’t you like?”

      “Have you ever had a Christmas fruit cake? The one that’s as hard as a brick and filled with neon-colored fruits? That. I can’t stand it,” Lucy shares.

      “You sound very passionate about that,” Sasha laughs. “Speaking of Christmas, I know it’s a few months away, but I’m thinking of flying back to New York City.”

      Lucy pauses as she waits for Sasha to continue.

      “You mentioned a while back that you live in NYC, maybe we could meet while I’m back for Christmas?” Sasha suggests.

      Lucy doesn’t expect this and remains silent.

      “I like you, and I love talking to you, I’d also really just like to meet you in real life,” Sasha pleads. “You can’t tell me you don’t feel the same way.”

      “I do, trust me, I do,” Lucy sighs. “It’s complicated.”

      “What’s so complicated?” Sasha presses.

      “It’s hard to explain,” Lucy says, her brows furrow as she’s pressured.

      “Try, Noah, because I don’t understand,” Sasha says, frustrated by the lack of clarity.

      “Can we not do this?” Lucy asks, defeatedly.

      Sasha sighs, “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nothing, Sasha. Please, can you drop it?” Lucy says softly.

      “I thought you said you wanted to meet up,” Sasha states. She senses Noah’s mood as she deflects from a meeting.

      “I do,” Lucy says. “I’m just shy, that’s all,” she lies. “I get really anxious when I meet new people, so maybe we could ease into it?”

      Is that really it? Sasha wonders. She pushes away the pestering thoughts and alarm bells. Desperate to keep things with Noah going well, she accepts the answer.

      “Okay, I get that. We’ll do it on your terms, as long as you’re comfortable,” Sasha says, a small smile plays on her lips.

      Lucy exhales a sigh of relief. I managed to get myself out of this now, but what do I do when Christmas rolls around? she thinks to herself. “Thanks, Sasha,” she responds.

      “I’m sorry if I seemed pushy earlier,” Sasha apologizes.

      “No, it’s okay. I get it, if I weren’t so shy, I’d hop on a plane and drop by your place in a heartbeat,” Lucy says.

      Sasha smiles at the idea of Lucy visiting her, sharing a bed in her cozy apartment. I think I’m falling for her. Her heart races at this thought. “You’re welcome at mine any time, babe,” Sasha adds.

      Lucy’s lips curl up into a smile. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she says. Her eyelids feel heavy as the two talk; she dozes off slightly, her head pressed against her pillow. Lucy lets out a soft snore.

      Sasha chuckles lightly at the sound. “Good night, babe,” she whispers and hangs up.

      Lying in bed, she stares at her ceiling, her mind occupied with the thought of Noah, and plays out every scenario where they meet. She has never felt this kind of intense connection with anyone before. She falls asleep with a smile on her lips, a belly full of butterflies, and a head full of hope.
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      Lucy awakens to the feeling of her phone vibrating under her pillow. Eyes still closed; her face breaks out into a smile. She knows exactly who it is. Weeks have passed, and she and Sasha have grown closer with every day. They start and end the day with each other, and this morning is no different than others.

      She picks up the video call. Sasha’s face appears, her pearly whites on full display as she beams at the screen.

      “Hey, babe,” Lucy says, a yawn escaping her lips. “Good morning.” Lucy rubs the sleep away from her eyes and smiles fondly at the coppery blonde beauty before her. God, I could look at Sasha’s face forever.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” Sasha replies. “You really need to do something about your camera,” she says, her mouth settling into a straight line.

      “I will, I will,” Lucy starts, “but then I’d miss all our texts and calls.” She clicks her tongue. “What’s a girl to do?”

      Sasha’s steely exterior breaks, and her lips tug up into a smile. “I’m sure we’ll live,” she says.

      “I’m not taking that chance,” Lucy replies as she laughs.

      How much longer can I stall? she wonders. It’s been two months. We talk every day. ALL day, everyday.

      The sound of a shrill bell disrupted Lucy’s train of thought.

      “Coming!” Sasha yells out. “One sec, babe.” She disappears from the screen as she makes her way to the door. Lucy hears Sasha laugh.

      I wonder who it is, Lucy thinks.

      Sasha reappears, her brows furrowed, but a small smile plays on her lips. She mouths, “I’m sorry,” and a man appears on the screen. His smile is identical to Sasha’s, a glimmer in his eyes as he waves at the screen.

      “Hello, there!” the man chirps.

      Confused by the stranger, Lucy remains polite. “Hello?” she says, unsure.

      “Sasha’s told me so much about you, Noah, I can’t wait to—” he stops, then, “Ow!” as Sasha hits his arm.

      “Dad!” she laments.

      Lucy laughs at their exchange.

      “I’m sorry, he decided to surprise me for—”

      “Christmas tree shopping!” the man continues, interrupting Sasha.

      Sasha smiles apologetically at the screen.

      “Isn’t Christmas a month away?” Lucy asks.

      “The good ones go fast,” he says with a serious expression. “I have this great trick that will keep this tree alive until January, heck even spring!” he says excitedly. Sasha shakes her head, a smile on her face.

      “Dad, I don’t think she wants to hear about your Christmas tree elixir,” Sasha says as she pats her father’s arm.

      “Actually, I’d love to hear more about it,” Lucy replies.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha’s smile widens at Lucy’s response. Her father’s face lights up as he grabs the phone away from Sasha. “I’m John, by the way,” he says, introducing himself.

      “It’s nice to meet you, John,” Lucy replies.

      John smiles and continues animatedly explaining the ratio of his magic tree elixir. Lucy listens intently as Sasha’s father goes into detail about the myths of Christmas tree shopping. She catches a glimpse of Sasha’s smile in the background as he’s animatedly waving his arms around to demonstrate something.

      Sasha couldn’t believe her eyes. Her father had taken her phone and was talking Noah’s ear off about all things Christmas tree-related. She could hear Noah respond cheerfully, her father laughing at her response. Sasha’s cheek ached from the broad smile plastered on her face.

      Shit, I’m falling for her, Sasha thinks to herself. Her father waves his hands in front of her face, bringing her back to reality. “Sasha, we should get going before all the good trees are gone,” he says as he hands the phone back to her.

      Sasha laughs at her father’s enthusiasm. Taking the phone from him, she smiles at the screen, “You heard the man. I’ve got to go now, but I’ll call you later if you’re free?” she asks.

      Lucy smiles back at the sight of Sasha’s face, her father in the background waving cheerfully at her. “Alright, speak soon,” she responds.

      Sasha waves at the screen before hitting the end call button.

      “I haven’t seen a smile so big on your face before, kiddo,” Sasha’s father comments, as he raises his eyebrows and pokes her dimples.

      “Shut it, Dad,” Sasha scoffs, swatting his hand away.

      He laughs. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “I know, it’s just crazy. We’ve been talking for a few months, but it feels like I’ve known her forever,” Sasha says, her arms folded across her chest.

      “It’s about the connection you two have. If you enjoy spending time together and you can talk to her about anything, then what’s the problem?” he asks.

      “You’re right. We talk on the phone for hours, and when we aren’t on the phone, we’re texting,” she says.

      John’s eyebrows raise. “I know it’s a new-age romance, but sweetie, are you telling me you haven’t met Noah in real life yet?”

      “No,” Sasha responds. Her head hangs low, and her shoulder slumps.

      “Okay, that’s okay,” he says as he places a comforting hand on her shoulder. “At least you can video call the girl,” John says reassuringly.

      “That’s another thing. I haven’t actually seen her on camera either,” Sasha states, her voice trailing off.

      “Do you remember when I started dating online?” John asks her.

      “Yes,” Sasha snorts, “it was a disaster.”

      His face remained stoic and unaltered by her attempt at humor. He continues, “You told me about fly-fishing.”

      “Fly-fishing? What are you talking about, Dad?” she questions.

      “Fly-fishing! When someone pretends to be someone else on the internet,” he explains.

      “That’s called catfishing, Dad,” Sasha responds as she shakes her head. “Besides, Noah isn’t a catfish. See?” she says as she shows her father Noah’s profile on Likemindedfriends.com.

      “She’s pretty, kiddo,” he smiles at her softly. Sasha swipes through her phone, going through her photo gallery. “Look, she sends me pictures too,” she points out, placing her screen in front of her father’s face.

      John is silent as he scrolls through the pictures in his daughter’s phone.

      “What?” Sasha asks.

      “Nothing,” he replies.

      “Spit it out, Dad,” she pleads.

      He lets out a small sigh, “Have you noticed that none of the photos have her face in it?”

      “She’s shy,” Sasha defends.

      “Didn’t you tell me that was a red flag?” her father challenges.

      “What? Being shy?” Sasha responds.

      “Not one photo of her face, and you’ve been talking for months,” he states. “I know you like her—”

      “I think I’m in love with her,” Sasha blurts out. Her hand covers her mouth as she makes her confession out loud.

      Her father’s expression softens. He pulls her in and folds his arms around her, engulfing her in a hug.

      “I’m happy for you, sweetie,” he sighs.

      “But?” Sasha whispers.

      “You should know who you’re really talking to,” he says.

      “I know who she is,” Sasha responds softly. “I wouldn’t even care if she was using someone else’s photo. I like her. Her laugh, the debates we have, her passion for food—”

      “Does she know this?” John interjects.

      “She knows I like her a lot.”

      He pulls her away, arms outstretched. “I mean, does she know you wouldn’t care what she looks like?” he asks. Sasha’s head drops.

      “I haven’t brought it up,” she sighs. It’s a touchy subject.”

      John sighs, his brows furrow as he massages his temples. “It’s your life, Sasha. I just don’t want you to get hurt. That’s all,” he says lightly.

      “I know, Dad.”

      “Any idea when you’ll meet her?” he asks.

      “She did kind of agree to meet me,” Sasha replies.

      “That’s great. Do you know when?”

      “Well, it isn’t a done deal, but I might see her when I fly back to Mom in New York for Christmas,” she says, unsure. “But I haven’t brought it up since,” Sasha replies.

      “Why not? You want to see her, don’t you?” His eyebrows lift as he questions her.

      “I do, but she’s a bit of a flight risk,” Sasha chuckles nervously.

      John tries to smile at her, but it doesn’t conceal the concern on his face. “I say go for it.”

      Sasha sighs, “I don’t know, Dad. Can we just go get a tree?”

      Her father smiles at the mention of the tree. “Let’s get your mind off this whole thing. I’ll get you the best tree in the lot,” he says.

      “Deal. And I’ll get the hot chocolate,” she says as she hugs her father.

      “It’ll be okay, kid,” John says, and he strokes her head.

      I hope so, Sasha thinks.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha and her father—mostly her father—spend hours at the Christmas market. She trails behind him as he inspects every tree before claiming he has found the perfect one. They walk around aimlessly, scanning through the booths at the Christmas market as they listen to carolers sing hymns. But Sasha isn’t there. Not mentally, at least. She’s ecstatic that her father is with her, but she can’t get their conversation out of her mind.

      There are too many red flags, she thinks. It doesn’t even matter. I just want her to be honest with me.

      Her father points to a little café, jolting her from her inner monologue.

      They sit by the fire and rub their hands together, warming their cold fingers. The waitress sets two cups on their table—hot chocolate with a whipped cream tower and little marshmallows scattered across the top. Sasha turns to her father, a massive smile on her face, and sees the same expression reflecting back at her. Her father picks up a spoon and scoops up some whipped cream.

      “Wait,” Sasha says. John grumbles at the unwelcomed interruption.

      “Come here,” she says as she pulls out her phone and lifts her cup to the camera.

      “Thank you,” she says to her dad, who now has a frothy white mustache.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy’s phone vibrates. 1 message from Sasha, the notification reads. Her lips instinctively curl up into a smile.

      She opens the text and laughs, her heart filled with warmth. Sasha is beaming with a cup of what looks like whipped cream, and John isn’t even looking at the camera. Instead, he’s busy shoveling cream into his mouth.

      This is absolutely adorable, she types out.

      Sasha’s phone vibrates and she smiles at her screen as she responds.

      I’ll get you a cup just like this when I come back for Christmas, Sasha’s text reads.

      Lucy is torn. Her heart is beating out of her chest at the thought of seeing Sasha but her stomach is in knots because she knows she can’t. She puts her phone away and pushes the thought to the back of her mind.

      Sasha stares at her phone, anticipating a response. Silence. I could’ve seen that coming, she thinks. She lets out a sigh.

      “Everything okay?” her father asks, blowing on his steamy cup.

      “Yeah,” Sasha replies half-heartedly.

      He doesn’t press her on the matter and changes the subject.
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      Sasha returns home, Christmas tree in tow.

      “Ugh,” she grunts as the sharp needles of the pine tree dig through her gloves. “Pivot!” she exclaims.

      “A Friends reference, Sasha? Really?” John breathes out. “It didn’t work in the show and it’s definitely not working right now,” he huffs.

      “Pivot, Dad,” she calls out once more.

      “I am,” John grunts.

      Pine needles cover the floor as the two struggle to get the tree through the door. “Did we need to get such a big tree?” Sasha hollers, peeking her head over the shrubbery.

      “It was the perfect one,” he grumbles.

      Sasha rolls her eyes as she maneuvers the large tree. She staggers backward as her father angles the tree and successfully gets it into her apartment.

      “There,” he says, panting.

      “It’s massive, Dad,” she laughs. It looked like the perfect tree in the lot, but now that it was in her house, it was a different story. The top of the tree nearly touched her ceiling and the branches spread out widely taking up her whole apartment. John stares at the large tree and bursts out into laughter.

      “Okay, maybe you’re right. It is huge, but it’s still perfect,” he says as he beams at his magnificent tree.

      Sasha laughs, shaking her head.

      “Do you want me to stay and help decorate it?” he asks her as he sweeps the fallen pine needles away.

      “No, it’s okay. I’m a little tired. I’ll do it some other time,” she says.

      “Okay, sweetie,” he replies as he shrugs his coat on. John walks over to his daughter and envelopes her in a hug, squeezing her tightly. “I’m sure you’ll sort things out with Noah,” he says softly.

      Sasha wraps her arms around him and sighs, “Thanks, Dad.”

      He gives her another squeeze before he lets her go and walks out the door.

      Alone, Sasha picks up her phone and texts Noah. Hey, you. I’m home. Do you want to call?

      Her phone rings in her hand. Noah’s number flashes on the screen. She presses on the green button, her smile disappearing as she’s met with the familiar black screen.

      “What’s wrong?” Lucy asks.

      “Nothing,” Sasha breathes out.

      “Come on. That isn’t going to work on me, babe,” she says.

      “I was just hoping I’d see you on video call, that’s all,” Sasha replies dejectedly. She brushes it away, not wanting to upset Noah. “It’s fine,” she says as she musters a smile.

      “I’ll get it fixed soon, I promise, babe,” Lucy recites.

      “Mhmm,” Sasha hums. Like I haven’t heard that one before, she thinks to herself.

      “Really,” Lucy pleads.

      “Okay,” Sasha replies, her mouth set into a straight line.

      Is she catching on? Lucy wonders. In an attempt to change the mood, Lucy asks, “How was the Christmas market?”

      Sasha lets out a small laugh and pans the camera to her apartment.

      Lucy bursts out laughing. There is a massive tree in Sasha’s tiny apartment.

      “Do you even have space to move around anymore?” she laughs.

      “Barely,” Sasha replies, a smile appears on her face as she hears the melodious sound of Noah’s laugh.

      “John wasn’t kidding when he said he’d get you the best tree on the lot,” Lucy replies. “It looks great, babe.”

      “Thanks, I’ll let him know you think so,” she says. “He likes you,” Sasha adds.

      “He does?” Lucy responds, surprised.

      “Yeah, I can tell,” she says.

      “That’s nice. I thought he was pretty swell too,” Lucy replies.

      “You can meet him if you want,” Sasha asks.

      Lucy chuckles nervously. “I thought I just did.”

      Sasha almost rolls her eyes but sighs instead. “You know what I mean.”

      Lucy’s brows furrow. “No, I don’t.”

      “I meant, in real life,” Sasha responds.

      “Oh,” Lucy says softly.

      Sasha remains silent, her gaze fixed on the black screen. She opens her mouth and closes it shut.

      “What?” Lucy questions.

      Her mouth opens once more before she shuts it and shakes her head. “Nothing, Noah.”

      “Tell me,” Lucy pleads.

      “I’m flying home for Christmas on the 24th, and I want to meet you,” Sasha states.

      Shit, I knew this was coming, Lucy thinks. What do I say?

      “I want to see you too, but—”

      “But what, Noah? What other excuse are you going to give me?” Sasha says, the lines on her face deepen.

      “It’s complicated,” Lucy replies softly.

      “I’ve heard that before,” Sasha sighs. She massages her temples and rests her head on her hand. “Am I ever going to meet you?” she asks. “Am I ever going to find out the truth?”

      “The truth?” Lucy repeats. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Stop it, Noah. I’m not dumb. I know you’re hiding something,” Sasha says.

      “I’m not hiding anything,” Lucy replies. Oh no, she knows.

      “I don’t care what it is. Please just tell me.” Her eyes pained as she pleads to the camera. “Please, Noah.”

      “I told you, I’m shy,” Lucy tries again.

      “I don’t buy it,” Sasha replies. “What is it? Are you not the girl in the photo? Is that it?” Sasha asks.

      Lucy’s heart pounds, her hands begin to shake as Sasha interrogates her. “I—” she starts, but she can’t get the words out. Her head is throbbing and her world starts to spin. “Sasha, can we not do this, please?” she says softly.

      “Noah, I don’t care what you look like. I like you, not the girl in the photo,” Sasha pleads. The screen blurs as Lucy’s eyes fill with tears. Sasha smiles softly at the screen, reaching out. “You can tell me anything, Noah,” she says.

      Noah. That stupid name, Lucy thinks. “It’s complicated.”

      “I’m falling in love with you, Noah,” Sasha breathes out.

      She’s falling in love with me? Lucy thinks to herself. How can she be, when I’ve been lying to her? Lucy chokes back her tears as she stares at Sasha’s face. I don’t deserve her.

      “I can’t do this anymore, Sasha. I’m so sorry,” Lucy says, tears streaming down her face as she presses the red button and ends the call. Her body shakes as she sobs. Her heart aches and her chest is tight as she struggles to breathe through the cries that rake through her body.

      She feels a dip in the bed and the soft wisps of Max’s fur on her head as he rests his head on hers. Lucy looks up at the large dog and he licks her tears away. She lets out a small laugh before another wave of agony overcomes her as she bursts into tears.

      Max whimpers and paws at the sheets, nudging himself between her arms. “Thanks, Max,” Lucy whispers through her tears.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha stares at the blank screen.

      “No. No. No. Shit,” she panics. She dials Noah’s number and the line rings. “Pick up, pick up, pick up,” Sasha chants. The line clicks, Thank god, she thinks. “Noah, I’m—” she begins.

      “The number you’ve called is currently unavailable. Please try again at a later time.” The droning sound of the end tone rings in Sasha’s ears.

      She tries again. The voice of the operator is the only one she hears. “Come on, Noah,” she pleads as she dials the number again. But nothing.

      Lucy’s phone is ringing incessantly. She stares at Sasha’s number on the screen before rejecting the call. But with every tap of that little red button, her fingers grow heavy. Lucy does the only thing she can manage at that moment—she turns her phone off.

      Sasha is persistent and keeps trying. She calls Noah over and over in hopes that she will pick up. She hits the call button and the call doesn’t go through. Sasha’s eyebrows pull together as she tries again—nothing; not even the sound of the line ringing.

      No, she thinks. She abandons her phone and grabs her laptop. She gets on the browser and logs on to Likemindedfriends.com in search of Noah. She breathes out a sigh of relief as she sees the profile online. Sasha types frantically, composing a heartfelt virtual letter to the girl she so desperately yearns for.
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        * * *

      

      Wrapped up in her sheets and engulfed by the warmth of her large dog, Lucy lies there silently crying and absentmindedly stroking Max’s fur. Her laptop chirps signaling a notification. Her eyes move over the screen, Likemindedfriends.com: You have a new message from Sasha Rosen! read the notification.

      The tears start streaming down Lucy’s face once more as she presses on the green speech bubble and begins reading the message.

      Noah, I’m so sorry if I pushed you. That wasn’t my intention. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to be you and I’m sorry if I pressured you. We don’t have to meet now or even on Christmas. We can do it whenever you feel comfortable.

      Noah, please don’t shut me out. I’m falling in love with you. Whatever you have to tell me won’t change that. Nothing can.

      My whole life I’ve followed the rules. And I thought I’d be happy if I left all of that behind. If I paved my own road and traveled the world, maybe I’d be happy. But even after I broke free from the shackles of my corporate life and became a globetrotter, it wasn’t enough. Something I refused to admit before. I was just running away from reality—from my life. But I stopped running when I got to know you. I could be myself, say whatever I wanted or felt, and I was safe with you; free of judgment, reprimand, or expectations. There was nothing too big or too small, because everything mattered to you. You saw me for me and you didn’t try to change a thing.

      Noah, I see you and I’m in love with you. There’s nothing I want to change. It doesn’t matter what you look like.

      Please don’t run away from me, please don’t shut me out. I beg you, Noah.

      I love you, Noah.

      Lucy reads over Sasha’s message, her heart aching with every word. “I’m in love with you,” she repeats.

      Lucy types out a response but nothing sounds right. Where do I begin? How can I tell her the truth? she thinks. Her thoughts go back to their conversations.

      “The parties, the fake people, and ugh, don’t even get me started on the models. I mean, how is that a legitimate profession?”

      “I don’t get the hype with modern art or models. At the end of the day, it’s all down to aesthetics and superficiality in that world. There’s more to life than beauty, or the obsession with one’s appearance. If there’s one thing I can’t stand other than models, it’s pickles,” the sound of Sasha’s voice clear in her mind.

      She’s made it clear she can’t stand the industry. What happens if I tell her I’m a model? That my whole career was built off of Instagram, superficiality, and my face and body? If I tell her, that’s it. I can’t do this to her, Lucy thinks.

      “I’m in love with you.” Sasha’s words ring in Lucy’s mind.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha fidgets with her fingers nervously. She can feel her breath caught in her throat as the speech bubbles move like a rhythmic wave. The screen freezes and the green dot turns grey.

      “No, no, no,” Sasha says to herself as she taps the side of her laptop. She grunts in frustration and hits the refresh button. “Come on!” she yells.

      The page loads, except it’s different. 404 Error – This page is gone. Noah’s profile is replaced by an illustration of an outstretched hand holding a flower.

      Sasha stares blankly at the screen. It begins to blur as the tears fill her eyes.
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      It’s been ten days, and Sasha hasn’t heard a thing from Noah. Not one text, a voice message, a call, or even an email. She checks the website each day, hoping Noah would reappear online.

      She can’t just be gone, Sasha thinks. She searches for her on every platform she can think of. Comparing every Noah S. to the girl she knew. With over 3 million results, there was no way she would be able to find her.

      She sighs as she rubs her hands over her eyes. They’re red and puffy, swollen from all the crying. She hasn’t been able to focus on work. It’s like a truck ran through her and crushed her heart. It ached heavily but felt so empty at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy is none the better. She hasn’t posted anything in days or gone online. Her phone is on but she can’t bear to look at it.

      30 missed call(s)

      58 message(s)

      10 voicemail(s)

      Half of those are from her management team, the other from Sasha. She sighs, going through her notifications. I’m sick. Just recycle some content and #throwback. XO, she types out and sends the message to Jonathan. She listens to her voicemails and freezes as the sound of Sasha’s voice plays through the phone.

      “Noah? I miss you,” sniffle, “please call me back,” another sniffle. “How can you just leave me like this? I thought you were different. I thought you cared,” the message ends. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean that. I just—Noah, please don’t do this to me. To us,” Sasha pleads.

      Lucy pulls the phone away from her ear. A loud sound leaves her lips, she puts a hand over her mouth as she tries to hold back the sobs. Max howls at the sound of Lucy’s wails and he rushes to her side, nudging his nose against her. She wipes the tears away and bends down to stroke her dog.
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        * * *

      

      Days turn into weeks, and Lucy still hasn’t responded to Sasha’s messages. She reads them and imagines what Sasha’s doing in those moments. Lucy can’t bring herself to listen to the voice messages though; she can’t hear the sound of Sasha’s voice without crumbling into a mess.

      Lucy’s phone vibrates, 1 message from Sasha, the notification reads.

      Good morning, beautiful. I love you.

      A month ago, she would’ve leapt to her phone and responded to the text immediately. Not today. She knows it’s another good morning text and she knows she’ll get one at the end of the night too. Every morning and night Sasha texts her Good morning or Goodnight and tells her she loves her.

      When the calls stopped and the voicemails ceased, Lucy had mixed emotions. She missed them, but she was relieved. When the texts began, twice a day, it was as if a weak flame lit her heart—it was broken, but Sasha’s messages made her tattered heart flutter. Sasha hadn’t given up on her. Even though Lucy hadn’t replied to one text, she kept sending them without fail, day after day.

      Lucy ignores the message and goes through her agenda instead. She has lost track of time. All she does lately is sit at home crying and watching Netflix and going on long walks with Max. The date is displayed, December 24. Her heart stops. “I’m flying home for Christmas on the 24th, and I want to meet you,” Sasha’s voice clear in her mind.

      She’s flying back today. We’ll be in the same city. She’ll be so close, Lucy thinks.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha sighs as she stares at the screen of her phone, hoping for a response. Just like every other day, there is never a reply any more. But, she can’t help herself, she still loves Noah. She puts her phone away and continues packing. She isn’t crying as often but her eyes are tired from the lack of sleep. Her heart is heavy from Noah’s absence. They went from speaking daily to zero communication in a blink of an eye. That adjustment hasn’t been easy on Sasha.

      She folds her clothes neatly and zips up her suitcase, ready for her flight home. A month ago, I was making plans to meet her at Christmas, Sasha’s mind trails off. It’s been nearly a month since we last spoke. How can I be so near but so far? she wonders. Shaking her head, she wipes the solitary tear running down her cheek. Sasha takes a deep breath and leaves her little home. “I’ll be back soon, guys. Don’t die on me,” she calls out to her plants.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy is torn as she stares at the endless good morning and good night texts from Sasha. She’s flying back home today, Lucy thinks. It’s now or never.

      Lucy takes a deep breath before typing out a long message. She pours her heart into it and her fingers move frantically over the screen of her phone. She signs off the message and hesitates before sending it. “Should I do it, Max?” she asks. Max’s ear twitches and he tilts his head to the side. “Super helpful, pal,” Lucy says as she scratches the back of his ear.

      Okay, you can do this. Just press send, Lucy thinks to herself.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha feels her phone buzz in her back pocket as she approaches the boarding gate. The flight attendant asks her for identification. I’ll check it later, she thinks to herself as she hands over her passport. Sasha makes her way through the line and finds her seat on the plane. Settling in, she reaches for her phone and gasps at the sight of the notification, 1 message from Noah S.

      Her heart races. She replied? Sasha’s fingers tremble as she presses on the message and her heart sinks when she reads the words written by Noah.

      Sasha, I’m so so very sorry. I’m sorry I left you so abruptly and without so much as a reason either. The truth is, you were right. I was hiding something.

      I’m terrified to tell you the truth but you deserve to know. I haven’t been entirely honest with you. My name isn’t Noah. It’s Lucy, Lucy Beckett. And I’m not a writer, I’m a model. I got famous on instagram accidentally as a teen and it’s been my job ever since. I don’t love it, trust me; I hate the mundane characters vying for fame, the parties, the fakeness of it all. I hate that all people see in me is my face, my body, my fame and my money. That’s why I never had a girlfriend- women want me for all the wrong reasons.

      I do it because, honestly, I never finished school and I just was earning so much money all of a sudden for so little actual work, it seemed like madness to turn it down. I don’t know what I’d do if it weren’t for this. I kind of just fell into it and when my career took off, I got comfortable.

      I know I lied to you about my name and my career but I promise you everything else was real. With you I was able to be more real than I have ever been. The name and career I gave you may have been a lie but the girl you spoke to wasn’t.

      I felt so alone before you, Sasha. I couldn’t trust anyone; I wouldn’t let anyone in. I was a walking facade. My livelihood and whole life were built on this persona and ‘being’ Lucy Beckett, but I craved something else. So, I made that fake profile. When we started talking, I felt a connection immediately and I know you did too.

      I didn’t mean for it to go this far. I was just looking for a friend. Someone to talk to, that’s all. I never thought I would need to address my real identity. But the more we spoke, the more my feelings grew, and the harder it became to tell you the truth. When you told me how you felt about the modeling industry, I all but nearly cried. How could you really love me when you found out that the very essence of my career was something you loathed?

      Something you left behind in your past, along with your stuffy corporate job. How could I tell you the truth and risk losing you?

      But Sasha, you know me. The real me. You’re the first person that I’ve been honest with - the first woman to see me for who I really am. I feel the same way you do, Sasha. I’m in love with you too.

      You said you were in love with me, that no matter what I had to tell you, that wouldn’t change anything. That you saw me. The real me.

      I know you’re flying to New York today and if by some miracle you still want to meet me after reading this confessional, I want you to know I’m ready.

      All my love,

      Lucy Beckett

      113 Springfield Gardens,

      NY 11413.

      Sasha stares at her phone, devastated by the revelation of Noah’s true identity. Shocked by the reality of the situation and heartbroken by her confession. She reads over the text again.

      “I’m not a writer, I’m a model,” “I feel the same way you do, Sasha. I’m in love with you too,” “I want you to know I’m ready,” “All my love, Lucy Beckett.”

      Lucy Beckett, Sasha repeats to herself. She pulls up the internet browser and types that name into the search bar.

      Verified Account: Instagram – Lucy Beckett.

      Verified Account: Facebook – Lucy Beckett.

      Verified Account: Twitter – Lucy Beckett.

      News: Lucy Beckett’s ugly new mutt.

      News: Lucy Beckett announces hiatus.

      Sasha can’t believe her eyes as she scrolls through search results. Noah Lucy isn’t just a model; she was an international model with a huge following. She presses on the first link and looks through Lucy’s Instagram feed. Smooth olive skin, wild curly hair and eyes that look into your very soul, Lucy Beckett is dazzling. She swipes on each picture and tries to marry the images before her with the Noah/Lucy that she knows. She pauses as she recognizes a familiar face. “Max,” Sasha breathes out as she spots a picture of Lucy’s perfect white smile fixed mid laughter, a young girl, and Max.

      She finds more photos of the giant dog and even pictures of food that “Noah” had sent her. She clicks on a video of Lucy laughing and introducing Max officially to instagram. The big dog is jumping all over her and licking her as Lucy just rolls around laughing. It is her voice. Her laugh. God, she is stunning. Noah really is Lucy Beckett. Lucy Beckett is Noah. Sasha can’t help but notice Lucy’s body in tiny hotpants and a tight tank top. Full breasts and endless smooth brown legs. No wonder people want to look at this woman.

      This can’t be real, Sasha thinks to herself. I can’t be some international model’s girlfriend. Her entire life is plastered all over social media. The girl can’t even get a dog without the press making a fuss.

      Sasha’s eyes are fixed on the picture of the girl she had been speaking to. The girl she is in love with. The girl that lied to her. Sasha studies Lucy’s real features—her heart-shaped face framed by a thick mane of brown ringlets. Beautiful wide set hazel eyes lined with long thick lashes. These incredible full lips. She’s dazzling, Sasha thinks.

      “All my love, Lucy Beckett. 113 Springfield Gardens, NY 11413,” Sasha memorizes Lucy’s address. Should I see her? Why would I? How can I trust her? How would this ever work out? This changes everything. She rubs her temples as her head begins to throb. She’s a model. I left that life behind. Could I go back to it for her? Do I want a girlfriend whose face and body is more important than her mind? Sasha muses. But, Lucy’s mind is incredible. She is curious, well read and fascinating. It is Lucy’s mind that I fell in love with. It feels so wrong that all people want from Lucy is her body and her face.

      Her inner monologue is cut short by the sound of the intercom, “Dear passengers, this is your captain speaking. You might want to get comfortable; due to some choppy weather, the flight has been delayed. So, sit back, relax, and hang tight. I’ll be back shortly with more information. Thank you for your patience.”

      A chorus of groans and whines erupt as the passengers learn of their travel delay. Sasha unfastens her belt and starts to type a reply to Lucy, when suddenly the screen goes blank. Her brows furrow as she presses the power button. The screen remains black. “No, no, no,” she mutters. Sasha rummages through her bag in search of her power cord. Shit, she thinks as she recalls packing the little device in her luggage.

      Her fingers brush against a thin rubber wire. Yes, thank god, Sasha thinks, grabbing the charging cable. She looks around for a plug and groans. Determined, Sasha presses the little button on her seat. Moments later, a flight attendant appears by her side, a large smile on her face. “How can I help you today?” she chirps.

      “Hi, my phone died and since we’re going to be here a while, I was wondering if there were any charging ports available?” Sasha asks.

      “I’m sorry, Ma’am. Unfortunately, this plane is one of our older models. It isn’t equipped with charging ports or plugs,” she says. Sasha sighs, slightly annoyed. Just my luck, I’m on the only plane this century that doesn’t have a charging port, she thinks to herself.

      “I can offer you some complimentary headphones, so you can enjoy our in-flight music selections to help you pass the time?” the woman offers sweetly.

      “Thank you, but it’s okay. I’ll just wait till I land,” Sasha replies.

      “Is there anything I can do to make your trip more comfortable?” she asks.

      “No, thank you,” Sasha responds. The flight attendant flashes her another smile before walking away to attend to another passenger.

      Slumped in her chair, Sasha goes over the message Lucy sent in her head, thinking about her options. “All my love, Lucy Beckett. 113 Springfield Gardens, NY 11413,” she repeats in her head.

      What am I going to do? Sasha thinks to herself.
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      Staring intently at her phone, Lucy watches as a second tick appears next to her text. She’s read it, she thinks. Her heart pounds heavily in the cavity of her chest, her stomach churns.

      “Reply, please,” she pleads, bringing the illuminated device up to her face. Minutes pass and there is no response. A tear falls on the screen of her phone as realization sets in That’s it. I’ve lost her, the thought causes a wave of sadness to wash over her. Engulfed by despair, she tosses her phone across the room and wraps her arms around her knees as she weeps.

      She hears the pitter-patter of nails against her wooden floor. She breathes out a small sigh as she feels the soft wisps of Max’s fur brush up against her leg. Her furry companion has been by her side through the weeks, appearing at the first inkling of anguish, offering her comfort and solace in moments of pain.

      Lucy runs her hands through the brown fur of Max’s face, her fingers scratching the large dog’s cheek. He sighs into her hand as his head droops, feeling heavy on her hand. She is broken-hearted but Max makes it a fraction easier.

      Her head snaps up at the sound of her phone vibrating. Could it be her? she wonders. Lucy lifts her head from the comfort of Max’s and cautiously makes her way to the little device cast aside at the other side of the room. “Shit,” she groans as she inspects it. The screen is shattered but the phone works.

      Lucy struggles to read the text and squints her eyes. 1 message from Mom, the notification read. Her heart sinks as she presses on the message.

      Can’t wait to see you, Honey! Don’t forget to bring that amazing Christmas cake you make, followed by numerous emojis.

      She had completely forgotten about Christmas dinner at her family home tomorrow. She sighs, looking at her phone, hoping Sasha would text or call.

      If she was going to forgive me, she would’ve called me when she landed, Lucy thought to herself. She looks out the window and into the brightly lit city. The night sky illuminated by Christmas festivities and the streets filled with droves of people. Her flight probably landed hours ago, she thinks. If she wanted to see me, she would’ve been here by now. Her eyes begin to sting. I guess this is it. It’s over.

      Lucy wipes away the tears that come and makes her way to the bathroom. Staring at her reflection, she doesn’t recognize the girl in front of her. She changes into a comfy white shirt and hotpants grabs her phone and walks out of her bedroom. “Come on, Max,” she chokes out, motioning for her furry companion to follow her. Lucy stands in the foyer of her house. What’s the point of all this? she thinks to herself.

      A surge of anger rushes through her as she looks at the picture frames lined on the wall. Pictures of parties, fake friendships, and her persona. She rips the frames off the wall and toss them in the bin. Grabbing her phone, she dials a number.

      “Hello?” Jonathan’s voice sounds through the phone. “Lucy?” he yells. She can hear the loud bass thump through the phone.

      “I quit,” Lucy deadpans.

      “What? I can’t hear you, Lucy! It’s crazy here, are you coming to the party?” he shouts through the speaker.

      “Jonathan, listen,” Lucy says.

      “Wait, a sec,” Jonathan says. The music fades and so does her courage. “What is it, Lucy?” he quips. That tone was all she needed to continue on with her task.

      “I quit,” she repeats, a small smile on her lips.

      “You, what? Lucy—” Jonathan frantically begins. She doesn’t give him a chance to finish the sentence as she hangs up. Breathing a sigh of relief, she logs onto Instagram and creates a post.

      “Be yourself – not your idea of what you think somebody else’s idea of yourself should be,” the naturalist Henry David Thoreau once said. I haven’t been myself for many years and that is going to change. I’m tired of pretending to be this girl you all think I am and I can’t do it anymore. Thank you for all the love, the support, and kindness but I will no longer be available for modeling inquiries. Love, Lucy. x”

      A heavy weight lifts from her chest as she presses confirm and posts her notice.

      Lucy walks over to her record player and throws on a record and dances. She moves through her kitchen, guided by the beat of the musical talents of Ella Fitzgerald, gathering food for the night. Chips, popcorn, gummy bears, anything she could grab. “Something’s missing,” she says to her dog. “Oh, I know! Ice cream!” Lucy exclaims. She rummages through her freezer and finds none.

      “We are not having a Christmas party without ice cream are we, Max?” she asks. She reaches for her phone and orders three tubs of it. “There. It should be here soon,” she says out loud.

      With her snacks in hand, she makes her way to the living room and plops down on the couch. Lucy wraps herself in a blanket as she settles in between the cushions. Max joins her as she searches Christmas movies on the huge flat screen TV.
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      “Fuck,” Sasha curses as she pushes through the crowd of people at the airport. “It’s going to be impossible to get a cab,” she says to herself. The airport is full—filled to the brim with people, packed like a can of sardines. Sasha struggles to get through the crowd and pushes through until she feels the cold air on her face. It is snowing heavily.

      “Thank fuck,” she breathes out. Her eyes scan the packed road. Angry people, wrapped up in their winter coats, cussing at cabs as they pass by. “I don’t have time for this shit,” she mutters to herself. Her flight was delayed for three hours; three hours, she was stuck on that airplane with a dead phone and Lucy’s confession in mind.

      Sasha is freezing. She waves down a cab and it drives past her. She continues to hail them down, even tapping on the doors as they drive past. Frustrated and desperate, she grabs her luggage and stands in front of the traffic, causing a yellow cab to halt. A loud honk follows. “Are you out of your mind, lady?” the cab driver shouts.

      “You’re taking me where I need to go. Now,” Sasha says, forcefully.

      The man shakes his head and mutters under his breath before he nods.

      Sasha rushes into the cab. “Where are you heading?” the man asks.

      “113 Springfield Gardens NY 11413 Please,” Sasha replies as she stares out the window. The streets play their symphony, a percussion of blaring horns and swears. It’ll take ages before I get there, she thinks to herself.

      “Sir, I’m in a bit of a rush,” she says.

      “Yeah, you and the rest of the world, lady. It’s Christmas Eve and it is snowing, you’re going to spend most of it in this cab,” the man retorts.

      “Not if I can help it,” Sasha says. She reaches for the man’s hand and grabs it, placing money into it. “Get me there as fast as you can, please.”

      The cab driver’s eyes widen at the sum in his hand. “Yes, Ma’am,” he replies.
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      Lucy pauses the movie as her doorbell rings. “I’m coming,” she calls out. It rings again causing her to roll her eyes. “I said, I’m coming!” she yells once more. Lucy grabs loose change from her bowl and opens the door. She is greeted by the sour face of a pre-teen boy. She flashes him a smile. “Thank you,” she says.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he mutters, placing his hand out, palms outstretched. Lucy places the tip in his hand and receives an eye roll in return. The boy grumbles and gets back on his bike. She shuts the door and unpacks her order. Grabbing the massive tub of chocolate ice cream, she shovels a spoonful of the creamy confection and brings it up to her lips.

      The doorbell sounds again. Ugh, what did he forget? she wonders. “I’m coming,” she calls out as she sighs, and shoves the spoon back into the container. “Don’t you dare touch anything while I’m gone,” she says pointedly at Max, his face dangerously close to her bowl of chips. “I mean it, Mister,” sternly addressing the dog. His ears droop and he huffs, slumping back into the couch. “Good boy,” Lucy says, patting his head.

      She walks over to the door, prepared to face the grumbling prepubescent boy once more. She swings the door open; a hand on her hip and a scowl on her face. “What—?” she stops and her eyes widen.

      The words are stuck in her throat. She can feel her mouth move but no sound comes from it.

      Fuck, she’s stunning, Sasha thinks as her eyes scan Lucy’s face. Dressed in a ratty old t-shirt with her long legs and bare feet underneath it, her wild curls atop her head, and bright eyes staring back at her.

      “Hi,” she says breathlessly. “My flight was delayed, my phone died and I couldn’t text or call. But I guess you already knew that,” her voice trails off as she rambles. Oh god. Say something else, you idiot, Sasha thinks.

      There is a moment of absolute silence as the Lucy just looks at her in absolute disbelief.

      It is interrupted as Max comes bounding over and jumps all over Sasha nearly bowling her over.

      “Max. MAX- DOWN.” Lucy tries in vain to wrestle Max away from Sasha. “Oh god, I’m sorry. He is a bit unruly. I mean, they did warn me. Turns out I am USELESS at training dogs. I’m going to contact the dog trainer they recommended after Christmas. But he is, you know loving and the best at cuddles. He is just pretty, well, wilful.”

      Sasha laughs as he licks her, he is standing on his back legs with his big paws on Sasha’s shoulders.

      “Oh Max, so lovely to finally meet you! You are the biggest dog I have EVER seen!”

      Max eventually satisfies himself with the level of welcome he has provided and drops his meaty paws back to the floor and trots off to the kitchen to get a drink giving Sasha some breathing space.

      Lucy smiles slowly. Pinch me, I must be dreaming, she thinks to herself. Her eyes study Sasha’s face—her beautiful blondish-red hair, light brown eyes, and pink lips. She’s so beautiful, Lucy says to herself.

      They stare at each other silently. Lucy opens her mouth to say something and Sasha does the same.

      “You first,” they say in unison.

      “No, you,” again. Sasha chuckles and Lucy’s smiles at the sound of her laugh. It’s been so long since I’ve heard her voice, the sound of her laugh, or seen her face, she thinks to herself. Lucy can feel her heart pound in her chest.

      “You’re here,” she whispers.

      Sasha nods.

      “Why?” Lucy asks, her brows furrowing.

      Sasha takes a deep breath and says, “I love you, Lucy.”

      Lucy’s heart races as Sasha utters her name. Her real name. “I love you, Lucy” she repeats in her head. She feels the familiar sting of her eyes and a tear rolls down her cheek.

      Sasha reaches out her hand and wipes the tear away with her thumb. She caresses Lucy’s face and her lips curl up into a smile. Lucy exhales into the touch of Sasha’s hand and cries. “I’m so sorry I lied to you, Sasha,” she whispers through her sobs.

      “Hey, hey. It’s okay,” Sasha says as she pulls Lucy in for a hug. Their arms wrap around each other in a warm embrace. Sasha places her head on Lucy’s and strokes her hair.

      “I love you, Lucy. None of it matters,” Sasha says, kissing the top of her head.

      “But I lied to you. How can you ever trust me?” Lucy says softly.

      “I get why you did it,” Sasha says, stroking her back. “I didn’t make it any easier for you to tell me the truth, either.”

      “Models and pickles,” Lucy breathes out, “Two things you absolutely loathe.”

      Sasha laughs, “Okay, that was a bit much. Not the pickles though, that remains the same.”

      Lucy lets out a little laugh and the corner of her lips pull up into a smile. Sasha pulls her away and caresses her face gently. “We’ll figure it out together,” she says, wiping away the trail of tears. Lucy’s gaze shifts from Sasha’s eyes to her lips. Sasha is silent as she softly traces the outline of Lucy’s lips with her thumb. Like magnets, they lean into each other. Soft lips press against one another, like two pieces of a puzzle.

      A soft moan escapes from them both as the warmth of Sasha’s tongue brushes against Lucy’s. She can taste the salty tears through their kiss. Lucy pulls her in, her hand cupping Sasha’s face as they kiss. They stagger backwards as Lucy guides Sasha into her home. They separate for a moment and Lucy grabs Sasha’s hand, leading her up the stairs.

      They reach the foot of Lucy’s bed, their faces a hair away from each other. “I can’t believe you’re here,” Lucy breathes out.

      “I can’t believe I get to feel your lips,” Sasha says. Sasha’s hand slides up the base of Lucy’s neck, pressing her forehead against Lucy’s. “I thought I’d lost you,” Sasha says, tears rolling down her cheek.

      “I’m so sorry,” Lucy replies, a small whimper escaping her lips.

      Sasha shakes her head. “We’re together now. That’s all that matters.”

      “I love you, Sasha,” Lucy whispers.

      She loves me. Sasha’s heart races.

      Sasha closes the gap between them. Their lips wrap around each other as they share a passionate kiss, intermingled with the taste of their salty tears.

      They fall into each other and land onto the soft cushion of the mattress. Lucy moans as Sasha kisses her neck and her warm hands run across the expanse of Lucy’s body as she caresses it. She pulls Sasha in, wrapping her legs around her waist and guides her lips back onto hers.

      Lucy places her hand at the base of Sasha’s neck, her other hand glides upward, stroking the side of her waist, leading up to her breast. She massages the soft mound and her fingers brush over Sasha’s nipple. A moan escapes Sasha’s lips. Their hips flush against each other, grinding softly as they became a tangled mess of limbs.

      Sasha peels Lucy’s shirt off her. Her eyes widen at the curve of her smooth brown body. Lucy’s chest moves rapidly as she breathes. “You’re beautiful,” Sasha says. She cups Lucy’s breasts in her hands, massaging them slowly as she dives back down to place a kiss on Lucy’s lips.

      Lucy’s back arches and she presses her body up into Sasha’s. Lucy grabs a hold of Sasha with her legs, wrapping them around her waist, and swings over her. She straddles Sasha and undresses her, Sasha raising her arms and her hips to make her task easier. “You’re stunning,” Lucy breathes out, studying Sasha’s body. Sasha lies there, her coppery blonde hair fanned out around her, her hand trailing Lucy’s body. Sasha lifts herself to press their lips together and they fall into each other.

      Sasha’s hands trail down Lucy’s torso, her fingers pushing the lacey fabric of her underwear aside. Lucy moans as Sasha’s fingers glide to her entrance, gathering the wetness on her fingers as she strokes small circles over Lucy’s clit.

      Sasha maneuvers Lucy onto her side as they continue to kiss. Lucy’s hands wander to the spot between Sasha’s legs, her fingers stroking her lips, they feel like silk on her tips, soaked. She parts them, feeling the wetness. They touch each other together as they kiss.

      Sasha rolls on top of Lucy and pushes her back.

      “No hands, Lucy,” she orders assertively as she makes her way down Lucy’s body with her mouth.

      Sasha places her mouth on Lucy, her lips enveloping her clit with warmth as her tongue moves over her. Lucy’s hips thrust forward, her hand fisting the sheets as she moans. Sasha moans in content, the sweet taste of Lucy on her tongue that she has waited so long for. Lucy grinds herself against Sasha’s mouth, her fingers in Sasha’s hair. “Please don’t stop,” she breathes out.

      Sasha can feel the pulse in between her own legs increase at the sight of Lucy coming apart above her. She peers through her lashes as she stares at Lucy’s body; her back is arched, the mounds of her breasts perfectly rounded and her rich brown nipples stiff and excited. God, she is so beautiful.

      Sasha’s tongue is moving rhythmically over Lucy’s clit and she carefully pushes a finger in. Curving it upwards, her tongue quickens. Lucy cries out in pleasure, Sasha pushes in another finger and Lucy pulls her head closer. “Don’t stop,” she whispers.

      Sasha’s fingers curve upwards, pressing on the soft spot in her core. Lucy can feel the tension build in the pit of her stomach. She holds her breath, her hand reaching for Sasha’s. Their fingers intertwine as Sasha continues. The tension breaks, her legs quiver, toes curl, and fingers grip Sasha’s hair tighter as she’s pushed over the edge. Her hips grind against Sasha’s face as the sensation spreads through her body and washes over her like a wave.

      Her back flattens as she comes down from her high. “Wow,” Lucy breathes out, her chest rising and falling.
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      She beckons Sasha to lie on top of her for a kiss, tasting herself on Sasha’s lips, her fingers reaching in between Sasha’s legs. They kiss passionately, tongues brushing against one another, needy hands grabbing every inch of skin. Lucy brings Sasha’s nipple to her lips and wraps her mouth around it, peering up at Sasha. Her eyes are fixed on Lucy, her mouth open as she lets out a purr. Lucy parts Sasha’s lips and her fingers are slick with wetness. Sasha breathes heavily as Lucy gently pushes two fingers in, causing Sasha to moan and move against her hand.

      Lucy guides Sasha’s body further up above hers until Sasha is straddling her face. Lucy’s hands grip Sasha’s waist, pulling Sasha’s hips to her lips. Sasha moans, her hands grip onto the headboard of the bed as Lucy’s mouth works all kinds of magic between her legs. Sasha can feel the familiar knot form as Lucy continues. Sasha groans and leans forward, losing herself in the moment and grinding herself down onto Lucy’s face as Lucy hands grip Sasha’s thighs tightly. Lucy’s mouth is perfect and insistent.

      Sasha lets out a cry of pleasure and bears down, the knot inside her unfurling. Lucy moans, her tongue unrelenting as Sasha’s pace slows and the orgasm sweeps through her. She trails kisses on the insides of Sasha’s thighs, feeling the soft touch of Sasha’s fingers comb through her hair.

      Lucy places a soft kiss on Sasha’s wetness and she breathes out a sigh of content. “Come here,” Sasha says and Lucy slides out from beneath her and they both settle down into the bed. Lucy lies next to her and they lay facing one another; cheeks flushed pink and lips curled up into smiles. Their bodies intertwine, their arms and legs wrap around each other and their foreheads touch as they regain their breath. Sasha kisses the tip of Lucy’s nose, causing a broad smile to appear. Lucy nuzzles her face into the crook of Sasha’s neck, placing a gentle kiss. Their breathing slows as the they fall asleep tangled in each other.
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      Rays of sun stream into Lucy’s room, a tenuous ray cast on her face. She groans, instinctively using the back of her arm to shield her face, when she feels the soft touch of Sasha’s finger graze her arm, the warm exhale of her breath against Lucy’s back causing goosebumps to break out across her entire body. She sighs, leaning into Sasha’s embrace, a sleepy smile creeps on to her face as she recalls their gentle lovemaking the night prior.

      Lucy can feel Sasha’s smile on her back as her cheeks rise. She turns over and opens her eyes; gazing at Sasha’s lovely pale skin, messy hair golden in the sunshine and her dimpled grin. “Good morning, Lucy,” Sasha says, her eyes crinkling as her smile widens.

      “Good morning, Sasha,” she repeats, her expression mirroring the breathtaking woman lying in front of her. Their noses graze ever so slightly as they inch their faces closer. The light feathery touch of their lips causing a warmth to pulse through Lucy’s body. Lucy can smell the sex from last night on Sasha’s lips. Sasha sighs into the kiss, pulling Lucy in, pressing her body flush against hers. She slides her leg in between Lucy’s, her slick heat pressing on Lucy’s thigh. Lucy does the same and her own wetness presses against Sasha’s thigh as she moves slowly into their kiss.

      Their bodies entangle once more as they move against each other’s legs. Sasha can feel her core begin to pulse as their tongues brush against one another. She can feel Lucy’s wetness slick on her thigh as she presses her clit on Sasha’s skin.

      Lucy moans as they thrust their hips against one another, gliding back and forth, slick from wetness. Their hands roam over each other’s curves in the bright morning light.

      Lucy rolls over and pins Sasha down; she kisses her, biting her bottom lip. Sasha grabs Lucy by the waist and pulls her hips up to her lips. Lucy moans as her clit is enveloped by the warmth of Sasha’s mouth, her tongue tasting the wetness pooled in between her legs. Lucy leans back, her hand reaching for Sasha. She spreads Sasha’s lips, collecting the liquid with the tips of her finger and rubs gentle circles. Lucy feels Sasha’s moan vibrate through her as she goes down on her. “Wait,” Lucy pants.

      Lucy turns around, her long legs kneeling either side of Sasha’s head. She leans forward, her mouth moving to the damp reddish curls between Sasha’s legs. Lucy’s tongue traces the folds of Sasha’s lips, feeling the velvety touch of her smooth skin.

      Sasha simultaneously envelopes Lucy’s lips in her mouth and spreads them with her tongue. Sasha moans loudly into Lucy, her hips bucking upwards. Lucy moans back into her.

      Lucy’s hands grope the insides of Sasha’s thighs, her right hand wandering to her entrance as she pushes Sasha’s legs apart and she pushes two fingers inside her. Sasha moans as Lucy curves her fingers upwards, her tongue moving in time with her fingers.

      “Fuck, Lucy. Please, don’t stop,” Sasha begs, her breath hot and ragged into Lucy’s slick folds. Lucy’s fingers push harder, her tongue quickens. Sasha can feel her orgasm building. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she chants as her body shudders and she begins to come. Lucy presses herself down onto Sasha’s face, grinding into her and the pressure between her legs triggers her own orgasm. She groans loudly and takes a second in Sasha’s mouth and then smiles to herself and rolls off her.

      “Fuck, Sasha, that was incredible. I never knew it was really possible to cum at the same time as each other.”

      “You turn me on so much. I’ve wanted this for so long. I came so so hard. I love you. I really love you. ”

      “I love you too.”

      Sasha moves up the bed and falls beside Lucy, hands searching for hers. She feels the soft skin of her fingers and intertwines their hands. Lucy rolls onto her side to face Sasha, her eyes sparkling. They gaze intently into each other’s eyes and kiss.

      “I never want to be apart from you again, Sasha.” Lucy’s eyes are intent.
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      Lucy gets up lazily to let Max out in the snowy garden for the toilet. She feeds him and puts the heating on. Then Lucy and Sasha pass the early hours pressed against one another. Naked bodies entangled, needy hands grabbing and squeezing. They speak in hushed tones. Hidden under the covers, they spill everything to the other. Lucy’s head lay atop Sasha’s chest as Sasha twirls a wild curl of Lucy’s through her fingers. Lucy gazes out the window, noticing the once-blue sky turning orange.

      “Sasha?” Lucy calls out.

      “Hmm” Sasha hums, eyes heavy.

      “What time is it?” she asks.

      “I’m not sure,” she says as she yawns.

      Lucy’s hands fumble around the edge of the bed as she retrieves her pants, fishing her phone out of the pocket.

      “Oh fuck, it’s 10:15am. It’s Christmas Day.” she says. Lucy jolts as realization hits.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Sasha asks, her hand tentatively stroking Lucy’s back.

      Lucy turns to Sasha, a nervous smile on her face. “How do you feel about going to a family Christmas Day? There will be a lot of good food at least… and my family.” she asks sheepishly.

      “I never say no to food and you’ve already met my dad, so…” Sasha shrugs her shoulders, “I’d love to. I’ll just need to charge my phone. I’ll ring my mom and tell her my flight was cancelled because of the snow. I didn’t want to go anyway. I hate Christmas at my Mom’s. I only really wanted to come home for Christmas to see you.” There’s a happy expression on her face.

      Lucy sighs, her lips curling up into a smile. “Great! We can leave in an hour?” she asks.

      “Sure, babe. Also, Merry Christmas,” Sasha says. Lucy smiles, “Merry Christmas to you too. You are the best Christmas present I could have had.”
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      They arrive at Lucy’s family home and Max paws at the door; no doubt entranced by the smell of the Christmas turkey. The door swings open and Lucy’s mom’s eyes widen at the addition of another woman and the massive hairy dog jumping up to lick her face.

      “Max, calm down,” Lucy says. “Sit.”

      Max whines, obeying the command for once. “Good boy,” Lucy says, patting his head. She looks up at her mother, offering her a hug. “Mom, this is Max.” She points to her dog. “And this is my girlfriend, Sasha,” she says. Lucy’s mom looks momentarily surprised but doesn’t let it phase her. “Come in,” Lucy’s mother smiles.

      They hang their coats and Lucy introduces Sasha to her big family that she has mostly been distant from; they warm up to her instantly. Sasha may not like it, but she’s a natural with people. Lucy looks over at Sasha as she entertains a conversation with her grandmother—they both burst into laughter. Max is surprisingly an absolute hit with Lucy’s little cousins who are there. They are rolling around on the floor with Max and running out in the snowy yard with him. Lucy’s mom is surprisingly unbothered when Max comes back in the house and shakes his snowy coat out. Lucy’s heart flutters at the sight of her two worlds merging.

      “I saw you quit that job of yours.” Lucy jumps at the sound of her mother’s voice.

      “Yes. I think it’s time for a change,” she says.

      “What will you do instead?”

      “I’m not totally sure yet.”

      “Well, I’m proud of you, Lucy,” her mother says softly. “She must be a good influence on you. I like her. She’s a keeper.”

      Lucy turns to her mother in disbelief, “You think so?” she asks.

      Her mother smiles at her. “I know I haven’t made it easy for you, hun,” she begins. “I just want you to be happy. I haven’t seen a smile like that on your face in years,” she says.

      “Thanks, Mom,” Lucy whispers. Her mother wraps her hand around Lucy’s shoulder, bringing her in for a hug.

      Lucy catches Sasha’s eye across the room and she looks so beautiful, her hair looks almost coppery shining in the light as she ruffles the hair on Max’s head.  Lucy smiles, happier than she has ever been. This is her future now.

      THE END

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      There is an epilogue with a glimpse into the lives of Sasha, Lucy and Max a year later on Christmas Eve. Sasha and Lucy both have a special present for each other. (There is also a bonus really hot sex scene.)

      

      CLICK HERE to get the FREE epilogue

      

      You have to sign up to my mailing list to get the epilogue- I know this is a bit of a pain, but I hope you can understand that I do this to build my writing fanbase and give me a chance to fulfil my dreams of making writing my full time job.

      If you don’t want to stay on the mailing list, just sign up, get the epilogue and then unsubscribe. You can unsubscribe at any time.

      I try to send out fun emails about my own life, my books and special offers, other authors books and special offers and freebies. Anything I have read that I have wholly enjoyed. I’d love to have you on board.

      CLICK HERE to see Sasha and Lucy and Max one year later in the Epilogue
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed the book. I really loved writing this one. Have you ever fallen in love online? I have and it was the most intense thing. I couldn’t believe how strongly I felt for someone I had never met. In some ways, once you strip someone back and reduce their appearance to just one small photo, you get the purest version of them.

      Lots of love,

      Emily x

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Emily Hayes
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      Strong butch, Mickey is very guarded emotionally and sexually. Can she find a way to let go of her demons and fall in love for Christmas in this Feel Good Holiday Romance?

      CLICK HERE to read Her Christmas Love
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      Can single mom, Megan’s charms melt the frozen heart of her Ice Queen boss in this hot age gap office romance?

      CLICK HERE to read Headmistress
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      Wealthy business woman, Ashley Davidson hires an escort to pretend to be her girlfriend. When the chemistry between them heats up, will they keep things strictly business in this sexy Butch-Femme Romance?

      CLICK HERE to read Escort
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      Forest Vale Medical Romance Series:

      Book 1: World class heart Surgeon Katherine Ross meets a mysterious young woman on a dating app and their chemistry together is incredible. When their true identities are revealed what will they do in this hot age gap romance?

      CLICK HERE to read Surgeon

      Book 2: Ex Army Doctor Hollis Roman is always right. She doesn’t expect to be challenged by anyone on her medical expertise, far less by a feisty paramedic. A very attractive feisty paramedic. Can they keep things professional in this Enemies to Lovers butch-femme romance?

      CLICK HERE to read The Doctor’s Rival
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      Lix Club Trilogy

      Follow Lauren as she explores her desires at the exclusive women only club Lix. The owner of the club is the handsome, yet guarded Quinn and Lauren is attracted to her immediately. Can she find a way to break down Quinn’s walls and explore all of her own fantasies in this Age Gap Butch-Femme erotic romance.

      Click Here for Book 1: Her Seduction

      Book 2: Her Desire

      Book 3: Her Forever
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