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Daddy'’s financial luck runs out, and the glam life drifts out of reach.
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Stass
Stassi Hewitt’s heart rapidly started beating as she stared at the pony before her. He
shifted his head and turned to look at her, and she would have sworn that he gave her
awink. “Mine?’ she asked.
Her father laughed and nodded. “All yours.”

She rushed over and hugged him. “Thank you, Daddy. | love him!”

“And that’s what matters, my child.” His soothing tone hung close to her ear. “I love
you!”

“Love you, too, Daddy.” She broke from the hug and turned to him before throwing
her arms around his neck, holding him tight.

“You're spoiling her, Martin.” Her mother’s scold cut through but then was followed
by alight chuckle. “ She’'s going to think that every birthday will be just like this.”

Stassi turned and saw him shrug. “It’s not every day that your little girl turns five.”
Her mom threw her arms around his neck, and they kissed each other. Stassi giggled

as she turned and looked at her pony.

“What should | call you?’ She rubbed the back of his ear, and he tilted his head into
her palm. “How about Applegack?’

He didn't respond to her, but there was a hint of a smile. Five-year-old Stassi was



sure of it. “Are you excited?’ her mom asked as she touched Stassi’s shoulder and
watched the pony beside them.

“l love it,” Stass replied exuberantly. “This is the best birthday ever.” Her mother
laughed and picked her up, placing her on the back of the pony.

“Hold on tight,” she said. Stassi held on and laughed as her mother helped to lead the
pony around the circle. Her father appeared on the other side of her. Stass’s grin
couldn’t have gotten any wider that day. A life that was filled with so much love and
happiness.

Stassi stretched out in bed, the smile still playing on her lips as the dream slowly
ended. She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. She would never have dreamed
that just two years later, her life would be shattered when her mother was killed by a
drunk driver, leaving her and her father alone. A piece of her died on that fateful day,
taking years for her to allow herself to heal. Part of her questioned if she had even
gotten through the healing. While her father was her rock and her support, always
there to provide help to ease her through all situations, there were times when Stassi
just wanted to hear her mother’ s voice.

She turned to the nightstand and saw her mother’s picture, the same picture she woke
up to every morning, bringing a smile to her face. The dreams often brought smiles
after the initial realization once again returned. Her mother was gone at such a vital
part of Stassi’s childhood, and while her father did date a time or two, business
seemed to continue taking control of his life. After all, how else could one be
successful? That was a question her father always asked Stassi. Yet, to her, he was
really just asking himself.

Stassi tossed the covers back and slipped out of bed. Another day, another dollar.
Another phrase her father often spoke. Although, for Stassi, she didn’'t have to fret
over that. It wasn't that Stassi never worked. But she could have the luxury of



working out of fun, not a necessity. Stassi could choose her next gig without needing
to keep up the daily grind of a nine-to-five job.

After showering, she sat down behind her vanity, a mirror lavishly hugged the wall
clear up to the ceiling. She sifted through the makeup and finally settled on
something modest. She didn’t have to get to her next modeling job until later in the
day, and they would have their own makeup artists there to assist her in getting
herself magazine-ready, as the professionals would call it. A framed photo from her
first cover page was proudly displayed beside her vanity. She modeled for Cirque, a
luxury perfume based out of LA. She was only eighteen but felt proud that she had
made it. With a strong passion, it led her to the lifestyle she longed to treasure.

She reached for her perfume and splashed just a hint of it on her neck, then smiled.
And since they were her first big break, she would proudly wear it and be certain to
tell everyone how it was the best stuff she owned. Besides, they remained one of the
biggest companies she modeled for.

Stassi grabbed her change purse with her money and credit cards and slipped it into
her pocket, along with her apartment keys and phone, and hurried out the door. It was
the same morning routine, but if she was even off one day, she was running behind
schedule. She started jogging away from her LA apartment, leaving it in her dust. She
took awhiff of the corner bakery and nodded enthusiastically. Sure, there were things
about her life she would change, starting with her mother’'s death eighteen years
earlier, but that was one thing she knew for certain. Y ou couldn’t change the path and
had to alow yourself to grow. So, while a person’s past could define them, it
shouldn’'t break ‘em. Stassi was determined to make the best, and her life was near
perfection despite the obstacles.

Stassi rounded the corner and kept her jogging steadily, the bakery scent fading
further. She stopped at the corner and leaned against the pole, stretching her legs as
she waited for the walk sign to pop up. It was a quiet morning. Just the way she liked



it. The walk sign came onto the screen across from her, and she continued her jog.
She turned another corner and stopped just outside Roma' s Coffeehouse. She reached
into her pocket and felt for her money, then headed towards the door when she heard
the muffled whimpering.

She hesitated, glancing up and down the street, then shrugged. Perhaps she only heard
things that weren't there. She approached the door but heard the whimpering again.
She frowned and looked up one way and down the other, then her eyes landed on the
alleyway where the sound appeared to grow. She moved towards it, and that’s when
she spotted the little puppy. He couldn’t have been any more than ayear old. His foot
was stuck in awire grate from the ground. She hurried to the puppy and knelt in front
of him.,

“Are you stuck, boy?’ she asked. “Or girl,” she mumbled. She reached in and gave a
glight tug until his foot released, and he shook it off and looked up at her. She gave
him a pat on his head, then frowned again. “Are you alone?’

She picked him up, and he nuzzled his head against her chin. She snickered,
continuing to hold him as she exited the alley. She, again, looked up and down the
road. She shrugged and put him down on the sidewalk.

“You should be fine here. I’'m sure your owner will come find you.” A car whizzed
past them, and she scooped the dog back into her arms. Or perhaps not.

“Maizey, there you are, girl.” Stass turned to the sound of the voice. A woman came
running up to her, and she gave Stassi a sheepish grin. She held the leash up and
smirked. “ Sometimes, she can flee from her leash. I’'m glad you found her.”

“She was stuck in the alley. Maybe next time you'll better be more careful,” Stass
snapped.



The woman's eyes widened. “I’ll do that,” she mumbled, taking her dog back from
Stassi. Stassi spun on her heel and stomped towards the door. She hesitated and
looked over her shoulder. The woman was walking away from her, and Stassi shook
her head. Sometimes people didn't know that caring for a pet was a privilege and
stupid neglect was hard to get past.

“1I’ll take a lite mocha cappuccino without the whipped cream.” She tossed her money
down and thought back to the puppy. He was back with his owner, but she hoped that
was a good thing and he wouldn’t be neglected. “Keep the change.” She grabbed her
cup and moved to the corner booth. She had just sat down when her phone started
ringing. Ariel’s name flashed on the screen. “Hey, Chica.” She sighed as she took a

sip.
“What are your plans for the day?’

Ariel wasn't just Stassi’ s best friend. She was an ex. They went way back, all the way
to first grade. They didn’t try the dating scene until high school, which was scary.
Stassi feared that if they dated and it didn’t work out, then their friendship would end.
But they had ultimately been through alot. Ariel was there when Stassi’s mom died,
so nothing would break that bond, even a breakup. Their relationship ended, but their
friendship could never waver.

“Have a photoshoot at three. Besides that? Not much. Y ours?’
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“Not a damn thing. Work has been light.” She groaned. “But hey, what are you gonna
do? That's why God invented shopping, right?’ Ariel laughed from the other end of
the line. “Wanna meet up with me and splurge on stuff we don’t need?’

If work was light, then Ariel should have been home conserving, but that wasn't
either of their style. “Honestly?’ Stass took another sip. “Couldn’t think of a better
way to spend my day.”

“Fantastic!” Ariel’ s excitement came through the phone. “Pick you up in ten?’

“Works for me, but I'm at Roma’'s. Pick me up there.” She disconnected the call and
took another sip, this one longer. She heaved a sigh and leaned back. Her eyes made
their way to atable just afew over. A woman had a magazine in her hand, and Stassi
smirked. Page twenty-two is a four-page layout where she proudly wears an outfit
from a new fashion line. The woman could look up and spot her at any moment,
recognizing her from the few pictures. She wouldn't call herself vain, but she
appreciated when people admired her work and wouldn’t have objected if this was
one of those times. Before too much time had passed, though, the door swung open,
and Ariel entered. The moment had gone. But there’ d be other moments.

Sage

The woman in front of her stared aimlessly, to the point where Sage wondered if she
had fallen asleep with her eyes open. Sage cleared her throat, looked down at her
half-eaten food, and then back up at the woman. Greta curved her lips slightly before
looking down and rifling through her salad again. Well, there went the idea that she
had fallen asleep. But if the date didn’t end soon, Sage Pembroke was likely to.



“So, Greta,” she began. “We' ve been here an hour, and | don't feel like | hardly know
you.” Sage attempted her best shot at a smile. “Tell me a little about yourself. Y our
goals? Aspirations?’ Sage gave a slight shrug. “Whatever you desire to share...” She
hoped she could encourage her to say anything.

Greta looked up, and Sage swore she saw her face turn from a cheery red to ghost
white. “Not much to tell. Haven't really given thoughts and stuff a....” She shrugged,
“thought.” She giggled lightly. From the moment they met on Wednesday evening,
Sage could say that it was the first time that Greta even cracked a smile. Sage
wondered if Greta even had one ounce of personality. For that, she was able to
appreciate it. However, Greta was thirty-eight, or so she was told if you're thirty-
eight and have no plan or vision for your life, that causes questions.

“1 hear you work at The Golden Eye Boutique,” Sage continued. “You must have a
flare or passion for clothing. Tell me about that.”

Greta shrugged. “Not much to say. It pays the bills, at least most of them.” She
laughed, then snapped her mouth shut. “Just kidding. Um yeah, it makes up for the
bills.” If that was Greta s attempt at a joke, it flopped. Sage stared at it, practically
dumbfounded. Greta continued. “The hours aren't bad, but | have to work most
weekends. Guessit’'sjust what islaid out for me.”

And she had no drive to find her purpose. That was painfully clear.

Gretathen offered, “Y ou're an Occupational Therapist, Marcus said. Is that right?’

“Um yeah, going on twelve years.” Sage continued to stare at Greta. Greta's eyes
widened, and she shook her head. “It’s a passion of mine,” Sage continued.

“1 just can’t imagine doing anything for that long and still enjoying it.” Greta released
ahuff. “You enjoy it?’



“Enjoy the job? Absolutely. Enjoy the patients? Wouldn't have it any other way.
Working with them gives me great joy.” Sage frowned. “It’s a true passion of mine.
Don’'t you wish you had something you held dear to your heart? | mean workwise, of
course.”

Greta shrugged again. “Guess it just never really been something | felt the urge to go
out and seek. I’'m happy with where | am.” Then a slight smirk appeared on her lips.
“Would be happier if | had a woman to share it with. Hence, why I’'m out on this
blind date, but | assume you feel the same.”

At that moment, Sage wasn't quite sure why she had agreed to the blind date. Did she
wish she had someone to share her life with? Of course. Anyone would be lying if
they said they didn’t want to have a companion in their life. But Sage had tried that in
the past. Found someone that she thought she could spend the rest of her life with.
Ultimately, it ended poorly, shattering Sage's beliefs and desires that she needed a
woman in her life. That was six years earlier. Eventually, it was necessary to get back
out on the horse, and when her co-worker Marcus said he knew someone she needed
to get to know, Sage went for it. Now, foolishly, she saw exactly why she had
decided to remain single. And blind dates? She wasn't cut out for them.

“And how do you think this blind date is going?’ Sage wondered out loud.

Greta' s eyes widened, and there was a hint of a sparkle. For an hour, she hadn’t seen
any excitement or joy in Greta's appearance or movements. She had been seated
before a woman that appeared boring and uninterested. Now, there was a light in her
eyes, asmile on her lips, and confusion in Sage.

“1 would say that Marcus knows my type.” Gretawas the sister of Marcus' boyfriend.
Sage thought it was important to agree to the date, so it kept harmony in Marcus
relationship, but if she was Greta's type, then Sage wasn't sure about many things.
Sage didn’'t know if she had a type herself, but she wouldn’'t have said Greta was that.



Sage wanted to find someone with a passion or drive to stand up for something they
wanted. That felt like the complete opposite of what Sage thought she wanted. Not to
mention, Greta's looks weren't the drop-dead gorgeous type. She had potential, but
Gretawas more of a Plain Jane type. Sage wanted the type of woman to stand out in a
crowd and have other people talking. Greta blushed. “Y ou're staring.” She brushed a
strand of hair behind her ear and looked down.

Sage looked down at her food, her stomach clenching, her appetite completely gone.
“Look, Greta. | need to be really honest here. You seem nice enough. I'm just not
sure that we'rereally the right for each other.”

Greta arched an eyebrow. “One date can't tell a person that. I’'m an introvert by
nature and can open up once we get to know each other.”

“That’sjust it,” Sage continued. “Y ou’'re an introvert, and I’'m just not. It would never
work out.”

Sage reached into her purse, fumbling for her wallet.

“But you'll give it another try to see. Right?” More enthusiasm seemed to well up
inside Greta. Where this was during the whole date was beyond Sage, but it was a
little too late.

“I’'m sorry.” Sage grabbed her wallet and pulled out some money, then tossed it on
the table. It was plenty to cover their meals, and Sage was ready to bolt. “I don’t think
I’m ready to date or anything. And this just wouldn’t work out. | wish you al the
best.” She stood up and waited, but Greta just shook her head and stared back at her
salad. “Goodbye,” Sage mumbled. She hurried towards the front door. She hesitated
at atable, feeling dightly regretful about being rude. She turned around and found
Greta was busy eating her salad. If she had shrugged it off, Sage didn’t feel so bad.
She turned and bumped straight into a woman coming through the front door. “My



apologies,” Sage began.

Sage hesitated and stared at the woman. She had shoulder-length bleach-blonde hair
in waves and curved around her face. Her brown eyes were wide and had gold specks
that accentuated them. She would never want to leave the table if she had been sitting
in front of this woman. Her beauty was breathtaking and captivated her senses,
especially how the younger woman smirked.

“No worries,” she said, then brushed past Sage and rushed off to atable. Sage stood
there, staring off in the direction the woman had gone. The woman sat down at atable
with another woman, and they immediately started laughing. Sage shook her head.
Most likely a girlfriend. The good ones were always taken. She turned and left the
club, digging for her keys.

She unlocked her car and dlid into the driver’s seat, instantly pushing the call button
on her car’ s Bluetooth. “Call Lena!”

“Caling Lena,” the phone chimed in. It rang two times before Lena answered.
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“Hey! | wasjust thinking about you,” Lenareplied in greeting.

Sage backed out of the parking spot. “Wondering if | had jumped off a building to
escape my blind date?’ Sage asked. She laughed lightly.

“That good, huh?’

“If | ever agree to go out on another blind date as long as | live, just shoot me. Y ou
have my permission. | want to be put out of my misery.” She gave a two-minute
synopsis, with Lena silently listening. “ That about sumsit up.”

“Sounds thrilling,” Lena added sarcastically.

“Don’'t | know it,” Sage grumbled.

“Well, if you ever change your mind, | do know this great woman. She would be
perfect for you. Just say the word.”

Sage groaned, and Lena laughed on the other end. Sage meant it. This was the last
blind date she ever went on. If she had to remain single for the rest of her life, then so
beit. At least, it would be on her terms.

Stass

“S0?" Ariel asked. “How was the photoshoot?’ Ariel sipped her beer and looked at
Stassi with wandering eyes.



“Great! They asked me back for another gig in two weeks, which should last a month
or so. Getting work but loving what | do.” Stassi took a sip and looked around the
club. “It' s busy for aWednesday.”

“Yeah, there's a local band that’s debuting tonight. When | got here, the waitress
mentioned it. They’ re supposed to be good, though. At least that’swhat | hear.” Ariel
laughed.

Stassi gave a dlight nod. “When are they starting? Might not be here to hear them. It's
been along day.”

“Ismy old friend getting tuckered out?’” Ariel teased.

Stassi rolled her eyes, then laughed. “A morning jog, day of shopping, modeling gig
that lasted four hours longer than it was supposed to, and now winding down with a
cold brew, it can do that to a person.” Stassi gave Ariel awink. “You can’'t complain
because you had the day off after shopping. How’d your day go?’

“Went to the spafor amani and pedi.” Ariel held out her hand. “What do you think?’
Her fingernails were painted midnight blue with gold stars shimmering on them.

Stassi laughed. “A mani and pedi, how exhausting.” Ariel’s jaw dropped, then she
giggled. “Fingers look great, though. I’'m jealous.” Stassi took another drink. One
reason they might not have worked in a relationship was they were both high-
maintenance models and seemed to clash heads when it came to who needed more
attention. “ This weekend, | have a massage scheduled. Y ou should join me.”

“Helping my brother move,” Ariel scowled. “He offered to pay me.” She laughed and
shrugged. “I guess that’s something. After al, | don't have a dad to fluff my bank
account.” She offered Stassi awink.



Stassi shook her head. She wasn't sure why Ariel went on a shopping spree, then got
amani and pedi right before helping her brother move, but she supposed she would
do the same thing. It would be something to take her mind off of not working.

Stassi smirked as she took a drink. She couldn’t help that her father was rich. A
constant investor and the CEO of several local hospitals in the area, she could get
assistance when her modeling jobs weren’t enough to pay for the necessities. Or what
Stass felt was necessary. She was lucky in that aspect of her life, often taking her
plush lifestyle for granted but appreciating that she didn’t need to suffer.

“Ladies and Gentlemen.” A woman’s voice came on the speaker, and Stassi reached
into her pocket and pulled out her card. “We are pleased to announce a debut group.
They are from here in LA and looking for everyone to have a great time. Are you
ready to party?’ The crowd cheered.

“I’'m going to head out of here. I'll cover the tab for tonight.” She waved for the
walitress to come to their table. Stass raised her voice over the cheering crowd, and
the band started stringing their chords on the stage. “ Put the beers and fried pickles on
my card, please.”

“Areyou sure?’ Ariel asked, raising her voice louder as the band rocked on the stage.

“Yeah, it'smy treat. You got lunch today.”

Ariel rolled her eyes. “I meant, do you have to leave? Just stay for a few songs.”
Stass turned to the stage. It was true that the crowd loved them, and the music had a
nice beat. She nodded and started clapping in tune with the melody. The waitress
came back with her receipt, and she checked it over. It was more expensive than she
thought, and with the shopping earlier in the day, the funds on her card were most
likely running low. She signed her name, then grabbed her phone, still nodding to the
music.



Stass

Please transfer some funds to the bank. Love you!

She pocketed her phone and turned back to the stage. “They’re really good!” Stass
yelled over to Ariel. Ariel grinned, then looked past Stassi. She leaned in and nodded
her head toward where she had |ooked.

“You have an admirer over there. She hasn't stopped staring.”

Stassi turned her head and looked. This woman winked, then nodded in her direction.
Stass turned away and met Ariel’s gaze. “I'm not the least bit interested,” she
casually stated. She clapped her hands in the air in rhythm to the music and tried to
ignore Ariel’s laughter. The woman could look all she wanted. Stassi was used to
female and male admirers and quickly rolled her eyes at them. She didn’t have time
to get preoccupied with things like dating. She kept dancing to the music and played
oblivious to the attention. When one song ended, another began. After a while, the
admiration of the woman was completely forgotten by Stassi. When the second song
ended; however, they were no longer alone.
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“Excuse me,” the woman stated, approaching their table. “Don’t | know you?’ She
tilted her head, and Stassi heaved a sigh. It was the same line that people liked to
approach her with. It was a great opener, but Stassi wouldn’t fall for it.

“You probably saw her in a magazine,” Ariel blurted up. Stassi tossed a look in her
direction. She couldn’t believe how sometimes Ariel could be so gullible. It wasn’t
anyone’' s business, especiadlly this strange woman.

“That’ s probably it. You modeled for Cirque, didn’'t you?’

Stassi gave a sheepish nod. “Wow! | feel like I'm in the presence of a real-life
celebrity.” Stass wanted to roll her eyes, but that would be blatantly rude. Another
song played up front, and she considered turning to it, but not without first getting
thiswoman to leave the table. “1 love your work,” she said.

“1 don’t mean to be rude,” Stassi began. “But | really was just getting ready to leave.
Busy day tomorrow and all.” She checked her pocket for her phone and wallet, then
turned to the woman. “ Sorry,” she said again.

The woman frowned. “I see. | was hoping | could get just one dance.” She tilted her
head. “It can be a quick one.”

Stassi glanced in Ariel’s direction, but Ariel looked down a her phone like she
wasn't really gawking at them moments earlier. Stassi turned back to the woman.

“Can’'t hardly dance with you when | don’t know your name.”

“Tdia,” the woman said, sticking her hand out in Stassi’s direction. Stassi shook it



and nodded her head. “And yours?’

“Stassi,” Stasss mumbled before following Talia onto the floor. The up-tempo song
played just a few feet away from them. They danced, and Stass was careful not to
look in the woman'’s direction. She was beautiful, curves, and all-natural. But Stassi
didn’t want this kind of distraction. When the song ended, she nodded. “Thanks for
the dance.” As she attempted to leave, Talia grabbed her arm and pulled her to her.
Stassi protested, “You said aquick one.”

The woman shrugged. “One more won't hurt anything.” Stass turned to her table,
and Ariel had a grin on her lips. Stass shook her head, then smiled and nodded,
falling into the slow dance with the stranger.

She didn’t make eye contact as they danced. Talia didn’t seem to mind as she cozied
closer to Stassi, getting into her personal space. When the dance ended, Stassi was
ready to exit the dance floor.

“Thank you for the dance, but tomorrow will be busy, and frankly, I’m beat.”

Taliahurried after her. “Can | at least get your number?’ she asked.

Stassi turned and gave a slight smile. “It was nice and all, but the truth is, I'm kind of
seeing someone, and they wouldn’t appreciate me giving out my number.”

Talia frowned. “Fair enough. It was fun anyhow.” She shrugged and walked away.
Stassi turned on her heel and saw Ariel with an arched eyebrow.

“Why’d you lieto her?’

Stassi shrugged. “Maybe because I’'m not interested. Besides, you know | don’t mix



business with pleasure. She was only interested because I'm amodel. That’s all.”

Ariel snickered. “Y ou two could make a hot couple.”

Stassi rolled her eyes. She knew what she wanted, and a one-night stand wasn't that.
It might work if someone were interested because of who she was on the inside, but
she was just fine on her own. They left the club and headed to their cars. Stassi pulled
out her phone to see if her dad had ever responded. When there was no message, she
pocketed her phone and reached for her car door. In time he would get her that
money. He was probably just in the middle of something and couldn’t respond. She
would try him again later.

Sage

Sage paced back and forth for what felt like hours. Perhaps, more like minutes, but
the agony had slowly sunk into her gut. The sound of voices pierced through his
office door. She hesitated and glanced over at the oversized desk. “Is his meeting
nearly finished? | was supposed to be here at ten. It's fifteen after, and there hasn’t
been one break in the conversation that’s going on behind that door.” She waved her
finger towards Noah Benton's office. He was LA County Hospital's CFO and ignored
the steff like they were some deadly disease.

“He'll be with you in aminute,” Gina stated. It'd been the same thing the receptionist
had repeatedly replied with when Sage asked the question.

Sage sighed and began pacing once more. Back and forth. Back and forth. She had
started counting the squares on the carpet until they slowly gave her a headache. She
groaned as another minute passed, then another, then ten minutes. She had to be
clocked in, and if it weren't for the fact that he had promised her a meeting, she
would have rolled her eyes and gotten over it. It was now down to the principle of the
matter.



Sage looked over her notes. The employees’ demands were displayed one by one.
More pay. More benefits. More time off. Better supplies. Getting paid for Overtime.
The list went on, and the staff signed every demand. They wanted action, and Sage
was there to ensure they got it. She closed her eyes, kept pacing, then hesitated and
turned to Gina

“They will be finished at any moment,” Ginainterrupted.

Sage nodded and plopped down in a chair that sat against the wall. She checked her
watch, cringing. At this rate, she would have five minutes to state her case. If even
that. As time ticked by, she continuously checked her watch until she shook her head
and stood up. It was at the point of sickening. He was putting her off, and this would
have to wait another day.

“Will you check his schedule and let me know when | can meet with him again.”
Ginashrugged. “I don’t know. He's pretty busy.”
“Clearly,” Sage mumbled. She folded the list and slipped it into her pocket, waiting

for Gina to peruse his schedule. The door clicked open, and Sage grabbed the list.
Noah and another man exited the office.
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“Good to see you this morning, Chris. We'll make sure to set up that meeting sooner
than later.” They shook hands, and Chris turned and left the office. “Gina, cancel my
appointments for the rest of the day. An emergency has come up.”

“But Mr. Benton,” Sage started. He looked up and gave a slight now. “We had a ten
o’ clock appointment, but | imagine you forgot because it’s ten forty-five, and you
haven’t once even looked in my direction.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Hello, Sage. | apologize for the delay, but time got away
from me. And clearly, I'm in ahurry so that Gina can set you up for another day.”

He started to turn. “Mr. Benton!” Sage hollered. “You can't get away just like that.
The staff want answers. | have many requests, and they won't be pleased to hear that

you're brushing us off...again.” He turned and stared at Sage. “If you don't want
your staff jumping ship, | suggest you listen.”

He sighed and glanced over at Gina. “ Set up a meeting for next month.”
“Next month!” Sage objected.

He shrugged. “It’s truly the best | can do. Now, if you'll excuse me.” He turned and
headed back to his office, shutting his door, and leaving Sage staring in his direction.

“Shall | set up that appointment?’ Gina asked.

Sage shook her head in disbelief but nodded. If that was all they could get, she would
have to accept it, but she could already hear the disgruntled sounds coming from her



co-workers when she brought the word back to them.

Gina handed Sage an appointment card, unmoved by Sage's frustrations. “He better
not cancel this one. He's been putting us off for months, and it’s time he really takes
note and listens.” Gina shrugged as her phone rang, and she answered, barely making
eye contact as Sage turned and left the office.

Three employees stood outside the door. With his ear against the wall, Marcus
cleared histhroat and jumped back. “So?" he asked. “How’d it go?’

Sage rolled her eyes. “Didn’t you hear? It didn’t.”

“What'd he say?’ Rose asked, moving in closer to them.

“Not much,” Sage shifted her gaze. “He was in a meeting and never came out of it
until he had to rush to something else. He said an emergency, and | cal BS. He's
ignoring us.”

“Again,” Drake grumbled.

“Precisely,” Sage replied.

“l just don't get it,” Rose replied. “It’s like they don’'t give a damn about any of us.”
She crossed her arms. “I’'m fed up and know I’ m not the only one.”

“1t's number ten on my list,” Sage remarked. She glanced at her watch. “1 have to get
to my floor. Duty cals.” She held up the appointment card. “I'll try again next
month.” She shrugged. “ Sooner or later, he'll have to listen, right?’

She gave them each an encouraging smile but mentally groaned as she rushed to the
elevator. She wasn't sure of anything, especially how little the hospital truly



respected them. She fell back against the elevator as the doors closed her in.

Sage had been an Occupational Therapist at LA County Hospital for over eight years.
It had become a never-ending cycle as things had gradually become worse. Everyone
felt like overtime was necessary because the work couldn’t get done without it, yet
overtime was never approved. Therefore, they didn't get paid for it. Was it
disheartening? Absolutely because a body can only take so much. Sage wanted to
help her co-workers and friends have a better working experience, but it couldn’t all
be held on her shoulders even though Sage wanted to help them. She had to find a
way to do it. Somehow someway.

Stass

“Hey, Dad, it's me. | texted you a couple of nights ago and haven't heard back. Just
wanted to make sure everything was alright. Call me.” Stassi dropped her phone in
her pocket. It wasn't like her dad to ignore her pleas for money. He was usually quick
to load the funds, so when two days passed, she worried that something might have
gone awry.

She stepped onto the curb of the small diner. Now, this was heaven. It was a hole-in-
the-wall place that was a few miles outside of LA, but a place that offered some of
the finer bakery delights. When she wanted the best, she would make her way there.
Yet, just one whiff made her fedl like she was gaining ten pounds. She usually
shrugged it off and dug right in. She spotted a dog hooked up to the bike rack as she
approached the door. The leash was dangling, barely holding the dog in place. And
the dog seemed oblivious to the fact that one run and he’ d be loose.

She snickered as she approached. In just a week, this would be her second dog
encounter. It was like the universe was trying to tell her something. She knelt at the
dog and tied him tighter to the rack.



“That way, you won't get free. If you were human, you'd thank me.” He wagged his
tail, and she laughed. Maybe dogs were smart enough to speak human tongue. “Y our
owner should be back out here shortly.” She turned and headed into the diner. A line
was formed at the counter, and Stassi waited patiently until it was her turn. She
looked over her shoulder and saw that a man, whom she hoped was the owner, untied
the dog, and they walked off. The dog didn’t appear to be in distress, so it had to be
fine.

“Stassi? Stassi?’ Stassi whirled on her heel and hurried up to the counter. They all
knew her by name. That happens when you frequent a diner as if you were the
primary investor.

“Sorry, Clay. | was admiring the puppy out there.”

He snickered. “Didn’t know you were adog lover.”

She shrugged. She didn’t know either. “1’ll take a cold brew and a scone, please. Oh,
to go.”

“Coming right up.” Clay, the barista, turned and did his work as Stassi opened her
wallet and glanced at her cards. She grabbed her debit card and placed it on the
counter. She still had a little tucked away in her bank until her dad would finally get
her loaded once more.
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“Eight-thirty,” he replied, pushing the coffee and bag towards her. He grabbed her
card and ran it, then frowned and tried again. Even the third time wasn’t the charm.
He gave a weak smile. “Sorry, Stassi, but it's declined. | can try again, but | must
warn you that if it's declined a fourth time, it will make me contact the bank for
fraud.” He looked down at her card and shrugged. “Clearly, this is you, but | don’'t
think you’ d want me to take the chance. Y our call.”

A line of customers had formed behind her. She could feel her cheeks burning as she
pulled out a credit card and pushed it in his direction. He tried that, only getting the
same result.

“That’s not possible,” Stassi mumbled. “Try this, but something has to be wrong with
your register.” He shrugged and tried the card, getting the same outcome. “This
makes no sense. These cards can't all be having the same problem.” People started
chatting behind her, and she could practically feel their eyes on her.

“Consider it covered,” Clay whispered.

She looked up, and he gave a sweet smile. She mouthed thank you, then turned and
hurried out of the diner. The embarrassment still followed after her. She didn’'t stop
walking until she reached her car and was in the driver's seat, safely away from the

eyesthat were on her.

She fished her phone from her purse and redialed her father’s number. This time, he
answered on the first ring.

“l got your message,” he replied, a hesitancy in his voice. “Expected you to cal



sooner.”

“Explain to me, Dad, how my debit card and all my credit cards were declined. My
accounts were low, but there was something in there, especially enough for a coffee
and scone. So, what happened? Tell meit's asimple mistake.”

“1 wish | could. Thetruthis, I’'ve made some bad investments. | lost everything, from
my fortune to your trust fund.” He hesitated as the blood drained from Stassi’s face.
“Mostly in Cryptocurrency. But once you're headed down a dark road, it's hard to
overcome obstacles.”

“1...1...1 don't understand. How is this even possible? You own several hospitals.
Y ou have to have money come in the door. So, you're just blowing al of it.”

“Hospitals that are not-for-profit,” he argued. And these hospitals aren't doing the
greatest. It's atough world, but things happen.”

“Things happen?’ Her heart pounded furioudly in her chest. “What does that mean?
What am | supposed to do? | can’t make a living on just my modeling income,” Stassi
huffed.

“That is true, but the solution is simple. Y ou can always get ajob. You're twenty-five
years old, Stassi. It would be best if you always weren't relying on my income.
Maybe this is all for the best in the grand scheme.” His calm response to Stassi’s
minor panic attack wasn't helping matters.

She stared straight ahead. Her father had aways been the smart one, making
investments that mattered. When she was younger, he was quick to lay out the floor
plans of everything he needed to do to be successful, and he had the diagrams to
prove that there was always a clear path. But now she saw him in a different light.
She didn’t recognize him in this phone call.



“As mentioned, I’'m a model, and while it might not always pay the bills, it isajob,”
she argued.

“1t’ s not substantial enough. It would help if you had something more. | could get you
situated with ajob at one of my hospitals.”

Stassi scoffed. They weren't doing al that well, but she wouldn’t be saddled into a
place just to have a job. “I don’'t think s0.” She took a long sip of her coffee, then
broke off a piece of her scone and popped it into her mouth. She tossed the bag onto
the passenger seat and put her cup of coffee in one of the cupholders.

“1f you have an attitude like that, you can expect to fail.”

She backed out of her parking spot and headed towards her apartment, talking to her
father over the speakersin her car. “I’ll consider it,” she mumbled.

“That’smy girl. I'm sure | can pull some strings. I’ [l get with you later.”

“Alright. Goodbye.” She disconnected the call, and her thoughts quickly returned to
the days when she was younger and naive to how the world worked. But she always
believed her dad would have her back and be able to support her. But now, she wasn’'t
sure of anything.

Stass sat in front of the computer, staring amlessly at the website. The single
heading at the top of the screen read ‘Jobs.” She shuddered. She never thought she'd
be in a position to have to search for a nine-to-five gig when her heart always led her
back to modeling, but now she was here. There wasn't anything she could do about it
if she wanted to eat.

Unfortunately, as she pulled up the website, no job jumped out at her as acceptable.
Who wanted to work maintenance? Or waitress for tips? She pushed her computer



away and scowled. If there were something that enticed her, then maybe she would
gladly submit her application. But why go to work for a dead-end job? Because you'll
have rent to pay. You like to eat. Stassi pulled her laptop back to her and glanced
through the other options.

Her phone pinged, and she grabbed it to find a message from her father.

Dad

Submit your application here on this website. LA County Hospital has a few
opportunities, and once they get your application, you can start next week. I'll send
you enough money to help with food until you get your first paycheck.

Anyone could face bad investments. Maybe Stass was harsh in her disappointment
with her father. He could pull out of this, and in the end, Stassi could quit her job and
not have to face the daily grind of awork schedule.

Stassi

I’ ve been looking at work opportunities since we had the call. Hopefully, the hospital
will have better choices. Thank you, Dad.

At least this way, she could show her father that she was taking his news seriously
and not completely against the idea. Although, the initial thought was overwhelming,
at best. Taking the plunge into menial work was as bad as jumping out of an airplane.
She clicked on the link and then entered it on her computer. LA County Hospital
instantly pulled up and read ‘ Career Opportunities’ at the top.
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“Here we go,” she mumbled, clicking on theicon.

Five jobs instantly popped up. She took a moment to consider each one. She didn’t
qualify for a physician’s assistant and didn't have any medical schooling or
background. She didn’t want to clean toilets for the hospital. If she had her way, she
would hire a maid to clean her own. She definitely couldn't apply to be an HVAC
technician, as she didn’t even know what that was. So that left only two choices.

“Cafeteria cashier? Medical receptionist?’ She could throw a dart at either one and let
that choose the outcome, but then she read through the medical receptionist criteria
and ultimately decided that was the best one. She didn't want to transition to a
traditional career, but there were worst things out there. She could apply but still keep
her modeling career on the side. She looked over to her Cirgue magazine and
frowned. One day she would get back to that. This was only a temporary situation.
Things would soon turn the corner and head back in the right direction. It just had to.

Sage

“You're doing great, Tyler. That's right, just a little bit longer.” She held onto her
patient’s leg as he bent it. She could see the tension on his face. Once, something so
trivial that it took little effort was now something that put pain in this young man’'s
face. When he had the stroke at just twenty years old, the doctor said he'd most likely
never walk again. She was there to prove to him that the doctors weren't God.

“l can’'t!” he groaned, even though Sage had hisleg in her hand. She was pushing him
to his limit, but it was exactly what Tyler needed at the moment. He didn’t realize it
now, but he would eventually understand.



“1... 2... and 3,” she counted, finally releasing his leg, and allowing it to extend out
straight. He let out a few puffs of air, and she smiled. “I’'m sorry, Tyler, but | knew
you could make it.”

He chuckled. “Even when | think I’'m at my last straw, you know how to push me.”
Sage tilted her head and helped him to a seated position. “And in the end, | feel better
forit.”

Sage grinned. “Just doing my job.” Sage helped him into a wheelchair, and he was
still smiling, which was a great sign. “ Same time next week?’

“I’ll be here, kicking and screaming if | have to.” He laughed.

Sage put her hand on his shoulder and gave a dlight squeeze. “You're improving. I'm
very happy with your progress.”

“All because of you.” He offered her a wink, and Sage motioned for Genevieve to
come over and help him out of the room. “See ya next week.” He waved, and Sage
stayed there watching him. It was patients like him that allowed Sage to see the
difference she made in their lives and never took that for granted. She loved the
happiness she could bring to their lives when they always thought all hope was lost.

Sage grabbed his chart, documented his progress, and left the therapy room to check
on her next patient. She had just refiled his chart when she caught Lena headed her
way. Sage glanced at her watch and frowned.

“What are you doing up here? Lunch isn’'t for another two hours.”
Lena shrugged. “I was just in the neighborhood.” Sage rolled her eyes when Lena

started cackling at her joke. Lena shrugged as her laughter died. “Just wanted to tell
you about this gorgeous woman and how | think you two would make a hot couple.”



Sage shook her head. “Do you ever stop? Do you recall how | told you last week |
would never do another blind date? Or has that minute conversation been swept from
your brain in such a short time?’

“Au contraire,” Lena began. “You said blind date, which this is not. This person is
right under your nose.” Lena shrugged. “The truth is, I'm surprised you aren’t already
gaga over her. She's in your department.” She leaned in closer. “And headed our
way,” she whispered.

Sage rolled her eyes and looked over her shoulder. No one was there, and Lena
started laughing. “You're nuts,” Sage muttered.

“Hey, you must be interested enough that it made you look.” Lena had a mischievous
grin on her face. She was obviously proud of herself, which added to the fact that
Lena didn’'t know what the blind date from hell had done to Sage. She wasn’t ready
to get with anyone, and Lena would just have to accept that. “Anyway, | really think
you'd like this chick. | would say she’s your type, based on the few minutes I've seen

her.

“And you know my type?’ Sage crossed her arms in front of her and arched her
brow.

“I"'m your BFF,” Lena argued. “1 know you better than you know you.” She laughed.
“Mark my words. This woman is for you. She's a new receptionist that’s training
with Darlene.”

Sage frowned. “Where' s Darlene going?’

Lena shook her head. “Don’'t you get any of the gossip? Darlene is getting married,
and they’re moving to Tennessee. Her last day is Friday.”



“I’m wondering how you know all this. Thisisn't even your floor.”

Lena laughed. She was a pediatric nurse that was two floors down. Y et, she aways
seemed to be able to have an eye on everything. There were times when Sage was
jealous of that, but other times, Sage wanted to shake her head and tell Lena she

needed to be more invested in her own life and instead of others'.

“I heard it from Marcus, who heard it from Seth, who heard it from....” She
shrugged. “Y ou get the gist.”

“l suredo.”

“Sheisclearly leaving if she' s training someone, so | would say some of it’s probably
true.” Sage frowned. Darlene was a great receptionist, and Sage just hoped that
whoever they got to replace her would be half as dedicated to the patients.

“Well, | have to get back to work. Duty calls.”

“For me, too,” Lenareplied. “See you in a couple of hours?’
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“Yep, seeya” Lenawaved and grabbed her next chart. She glanced over to the front
desk but could only see the back of the other woman. She shrugged and hurried off to
the room. Her patients were waiting, and she could worry about the new employee
later.

“Hello Margaret, my nameis Sage, and I'll be your Occupational Therapist from here
on out.” Sage put out her hand, and the woman'’s eyes were dark and held a glazed
appearance to them. Sage touched her hand and gave it adlight pat.

Sage turned to the younger woman beside her, and Sage reached out her hand. The
woman appeared to have been crying. She allowed the handshake, but there was
some apprehension on her face. Sage grabbed the wheeled stool and pulled it over, so
she could sit near them. A new patient was one of the hardest things to experience.
They were typically scared and unsure of the process.

“What' s your name?’ Sage asked, addressing the woman beside her patient.
“Monica,” the woman replied. “I’m her daughter.”

“Well, Monica, | want to assure you I’'m here to assist you and your mom. Tell me
what brings you in here today.”

“My mom had a stroke. She's having trouble speaking and acknowledging when
she’'s being spoken to. Thisis al new to us and...” Monicatook a deep breath. Sage
gave her a genuine smile and patted her leg. “They say this is her last step to
recovery. If she can recover, that is.”



“You're both in good hands. | promise you.” Monica nodded and appeared relieved.
“While | care for your mom, why don’t you go to the cafeteria and get some coffee or
something? Or better yet, tea. The coffee isn’'t the greatest.” Sage laughed, helping
Monicato her feet. “Give me an hour. Today will just be an initial consultation to see
what level your mom is at. Once we're done, I'll be here for any questions from you.
Does that sound alright with you?’

Monica eagerly nodded, and Sage could feel a weight being lifted off Monica's
shoulders. Sage was going to be the one that gave a break to this family member, and
sometimes that was al they needed. The Occupationa Therapists that worked with
her grandpa when he was going through his stroke were always so pleasant and
sincere, and Sage vowed that’s who she wanted to be when she grew up. She turned
to her patient, and the woman’ s eyes remained dark. It wasn't always an easy job, but
in the end, it was rewarding, and that’s what Sage held on to.

Sage checked her watch. Just fifteen minutes before lunch, she was through with her
last patient from the morning. She grabbed some papers to copy and headed to the
reception area. With any luck, she could officially meet the woman that Lena was
referring to, but if anyone asked, she was merely going to speak with Darlene and ask
how it was possible that she hadn’t heard of her marrying news.

When she got to the desk, though, no one was there. She glanced around until she
spotted the woman standing at the copier. She was hitting the sides and mumbling
something under her breath. Sage approached her with caution.

“You stupid thing,” Stasst mumbled before hitting the copier again.

“Not sure what the copier has ever done to you but beating it like that rarely fixes the
issue.” The woman turned around and gawked at Sage. Lena wasn't wrong. This
woman was good-looking. With her eyes wide and pouting, she even had a certain
glow. But as Sage stared at her, she was hit by a sense of familiarity. She knew this



woman or had at least seen her somewhere. And it wasn't too long ago, but she just
couldn’t placeit.

“1 was given asimple task,” the woman said, huffing along the way. “ Darlene went to
lunch, and she ordered me to do one small thing, and | can’t even do that right.” The
woman diverted her gaze away from Sage. There was definitely some pouting going
on. Darlene was aways so helpful and never left the desk without her smile. The
impression that Sage now had of the new one left her knowing that this woman
wouldn’t be another Darlene.

“I can seeif | can giveit awhirl,” Sage offered. “I mean, if you don’t mind.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” Stassi grumbles. “But you'd think there’d be proper equipment
here.”

Sage gave alight chuckle as she moved in and began opening up trays and doors until
she found an area where some paper had wedged itself. She knelt and tugged on the
paper until it was all taken out of the copier. She closed the door, and the copier
sprung back to life, paper shooting out properly.

“There we go,” Sage said.

The woman nodded, then eventually made eye contact. “Thank you so much. | could
have been stuck here the whole time that Darlene was gone.”

“Glad | could assist.” Sage shrugged off Stassi’s thanks.

“The nameis Stassi Hewitt. I’m the new receptionist here.”

“Sage Pembroke.” Sage put out her hand to offer a shake, which Stassi accepted.
“1’m an Occupational Therapist on thisfloor.”



“Nice to meet you,” Stassi replied.

Sage nodded. “Likewise.” As their hands had touched, a dight spark coursed through
Sage’s veins. Sage had to quickly pull back, so she couldn’t admit that Lena might
actually have avalid point. She tilted her head. She definitely recognized this woman.
She wouldn’t have been able to miss those eyes anywhere. Stassi returned to her print
job and placed the papers into an orderly pile before picking them up in her arms.
Sage shook her head to get that thought out of her mind. “Now that the copier is back
up and running, | need to copy some things. Do you mind?’

“That’s my job,” Stass said in a weirdly sing-song yet decidedly disappointed tone.
For someone that was just starting in a position, she didn’t seem too interested in the
work she was doing. And, this was after only one half-day of work. This woman
would have arude awakening if she wasn't satisfied with her first day on the job.

“Thank you! You can put it a the nurse's station once you're through. Headed to
lunch.” Sage tossed a wave over her shoulder, but as she walked away, she glanced
over her shoulder, staring at the blonde that was back working the copier. She nodded
and smirked. It now hit her exactly where they had once crossed paths. It was brief
but caught Sage off guard. As she started thinking about bumping into the woman at
the club the other night, Stass turned around and headed back her way.

She gave Sage a curious look, and Sage cleared her throat and stood up straight.
“Checking up on me?’ Stassi asked, then her face fell into a genuine smile. Before
Sage could respond, she gave a meek shrug. “I’'m sorry about earlier. | was a bit
gruff. It's been a rough few days in my life, and | guess it’s kind of soured my
expression. But I'll get better.” She held out the papers. “Let me know if you need
anything else.” She turned and walked away from Sage. Sage continued to watch her,
curious about her life and interested in learning more.

“Sage?’ Sagejerked and spun on her hedl. Lenatilted her head. “Everything alright?’



“Um yeah, why wouldn’t it be?’ Sage shrugged and hurried towards the nurse’s
station. She slipped the papers onto atray and glanced at Lena. “Ready for lunch?’

“Are you kidding me? I’'m born ready.” Lena laughed and headed to the elevator, but
Stass hadn't left Sage’'s mind. Everyone had a story, and Sage was intrigued by the
idea of learning Stassi’s.
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Stass

Stassi groaned. “Not again?’ She leaned into the copier and started doing exactly
what she had watched Sage do earlier in the week. She opened up trays and peered in
every crevice. But she couldn’'t find one ounce of paper that had gotten stuck. She
tapped with some force along the side of the machine, but nothing. Finally, she turned
it off and waited thirty seconds before turning it back on. It couldn’t hurt. When the
copier had sprung back to life, the jam seemed to have fixed itself. She nodded.

She could do this. Although, it felt like the last four days had proven otherwise. This
had been the longest period of her life, and she wasn't sure how she could possibly
make it to another week. She returned the copies to the desk, where Darlene was
leaving. She spotted Stassi.

“Do you think you could handle it here for a couple of hours? There are only two
patients scheduled to check in during that time, but | have to run to a meeting. It's
something all employees have to do before they have their last day. They want to
know how | liked it here, things like that. It could take two hours, but I’ll try to hurry
back.

“1 should be fine,” Stass confidently spoke, but silently she wondered where that
confidence came from. Darlene would be having her last day the following day and
Stassi wasn't confident of anything. How could she do this alone? She still felt like a
fish out of water.

“Great! If you could please take care of thetasks | put by the phone. Most of them are
acinch and you shouldn’t have anything to worry about. I’ll hurry back.” She gave a



wave and was off, leaving Stassi to fend for herself.

“You can do this,” Stass mumbled. She picked up the list and read through the first
one. “Check eligibility on these three patients.” The patients were listed and that was
easy enough. She sat behind the computer and typed in the patient’s information. The
circle continued to go around and round. She leaned back in her seat and watched it.
Easy enough if the network was working. But it was constantly going out and they
needed network connection to access the hilling system and insurance websites. The
screen popped up, telling her to try again later and Stassi rolled her eyes. How was it
possible a company could function like this?

“Stassi?’

Stassi swirled in her chair as Missy Daniels approached the desk. Missy was her main
supervisor and while she was just a year or two older than Stassi, she had an all-
business outlook on her job.

“Hey, Ms. Daniels,” Stassi stammered. “Network is down. I'm waiting for it to reboot
back up.”

“Should be short,” Missy stated. “So, | wanted to bring you another copy of the dress
attire. You received it on your first day, but something must have been lost in
trandation.” Stassi frowned and looked down at her scrubs. She didn't like the drab
apparel but attempted to dress accordingly, no matter how hard it was. She looked
back up and took the sheet from her. “I think you'll find it most helpful to read at the
bottom. Large and gawdy jewelry is not to be worn.”

Stassi nodded and removed her earrings. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Missy turned and walked away from her, and Stassi scowled at her backside. Why did
it matter what accessories she wore? The patients wouldn’t mind or shouldn’t. It gave



a certain style to her and surely accentuated the attire she was forced to wear. She
dropped her earrings in her purse and attempted her best to shrug it off. If she had to
abide by the rules, then she would, if only for her dad’ s sake.

She moved closer to her computer and refreshed her screen, attempting to pull up the
system again. A box popped up on the screen. Restart your computer. An error has
been detected. “Sure, it has.” She restarted her computer and looked down over her
list. There wasn’'t one task she could fulfill that didn’t rely on the computer. When
her computer was back up, she attempted to get back into billing system.

She couldn’t imagine that her father was aware of all of these issues and not doing
anything about them. The hospital machines were falling apart, with little that anyone
could do about them. She could only imagine that the copier had been in the hospital
from day one. It was always dragging in the few times it worked right away. This was
something that her dad needed to be involved in, or nothing would ever change. The
management clearly wasn't using the budget correctly or none of this would be

happening.

She pulled up the first patient when the system was finally loaded. She checked the
insurance, then got on the portal to locate the patient’s eligibility. She did that for all
three patients; it was a breeze once the internet was working. Task one was fully
accomplished. Task two was calling an insurance company and trying to find out why
they denied the patient’s claim. This was her first time dealing with the insurance
companies, without Darlene by her side. She'd be lying if she said she wasn't a tad
reluctant, but she put on her best confidence and placed the call.

Stassi was on hold for twenty minutes before the representative came on the line. “Hi,
I’m trying to find out why aclaim wasn’'t paid.” So far, so good.

The rep went through a line of questions, having Stass stutter through where to find
some of the needed information. However, after several minutes, she was able to get



everything answered. A patient walked up while she was in the middle of it. The
patient wasn't due for another twenty minutes, so Stassi pressed her hand against the
mouthpiece to hush her voice.

“Take aseat and I'll call you up in a minute.” Surprisingly, she began to feel like a
pro. Why was she so worried about thisin the first place?

“Areyou there?” The woman asked, her sarcasm thick.

“Um yeah, sorry. You were saying?’ Stassi poised her pen to take notes.

“This patient ran out of benefits a month ago. That was three days before this
appointment.”

“Huh?’ Stassi asked. “I don’'t understand. We show that we called in the benefits
before this appointment, and we were told that the patient would be seen and 100%
would be covered. Instead, nothing was covered and now this patient is left owing
five thousand dollars.”

“Well, benefits were called in prior to the appointment where benefits were
exhausted, so it would have been covered at that time. However, another claim got to
us before yours, so none of it’s covered.”

“l don’t understand,” Stass groaned. She frantically looked between the computer
and her notes. “This patient can't owe this much. They’re low in funds, which is

liable to bankrupt them. Isn’'t there something that you can do?’

“Ma’am, it doesn’'t work that way. No benefits, no coverage. Do you have any other
guestions?’

The nonchalant response from the rep had Stassi’s blood boiling. She wouldn't stop



at that because the one insurance rep was giving her unfortunate information.

“No,” she mumbled. “Can | have the reference number?”’

The rep rattled the reference number off, made her ‘goodbye,” and disconnected the
call. Stass stared at the computer where she needed to put her correspondence, but it
was crappy information that she was given. How could she return to the patient and
explain that nothing could be done? A rock fell into the pit of her stomach.

The woman cleared her throat from the patient waiting area. Stass turned her gaze to
her and motioned for her to approach the desk. She would get her checked in and then
get back to the other patient.
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“Have a seat and the therapist will be with you shortly.” Stassi forced through a smile
and waited for the woman to go back to her seat. Stassi put that she was waiting and
turned back to her previous patient. She scrunched her nose in thought, then a
possible solution hit her. She didn’t know much about it, but she recalled that Darlene
had called on an assistance program that could help a patient with their bills. It was at
least worth a shot.

She looked at the counter, where all the important phone numbers were listed and
finaly found the number she was looking for. She quickly dialed it and waited for

someone to answer. After only a couple of rings, a man picked up.

“Hi, John, my name is Stassi. | work at LA County, and | have a patient who needs
some assistance in paying a bill and hoping you could take alook.”

“1’d be happy to. Provide the patient’s details, name, date of birth, when the date of
service will be, and their income.”

Stassi gave the name and date of birth and then gave the date of service. “I don’t have
theincome, but I’'m sure | can get that from the patient and give you a call back.”

“This service has already happened?’ he asked.
“Yes. Theinsurance won't cover it and the patient isn’'t able to pay her bills.”

“I"'m sorry, but we can do nothing about that. We only take care of payment before a
service.”



Stassi’s jaw dropped. “That doesn't make sense. Some patients wouldn’t know if
their service would be covered, so what do they do? Have to suffer?’

“That’s not really our concern,” he began.

“What?" Stassi couldn’t believe the way he was responding. Every patient deserved
to have compassion and care given to them. “You're not doing your job, if you're
saying you don’'t care.” Her voice raised a few more notches. She felt a hand on her
shoulder, and she looked up to find Sage staring at her. She tilted her head and gave a
sympathetic look before turning to the waiting room and calling the patient.

“Hey Sage,” the woman said, approaching her. “I’m used to the nurse grabbing me.”

“She had an appointment, so you're stuck with me. How ya feeling?’ Sage glanced
over at Stass before Stassi turned back to her call.

“I’m just trying to offer our patient some peace. Please tell me there is something you
can do.”

“My hands are tied. If the request had been made before the patient came into your
office, then there's a chance we could help, but we have nothing available now.”
Stassi sighed and sank into her chair.

“Alright. Goodbye.” She disconnected the call and stared at the cursor that hung in
the middle of her screen. She went to the correspondence and typed out her
information, from the call with the insurance company to the call with the assistance
rep, then glanced down at the amount that was read in the patient’s balance. Her
father would certainly assist if he had the funds, but since he personally doesn’t, then
maybe there was something he knew that could assist the patient. Patients had to have
better options than what they were given. It wasn't fair. She grabbed the list and
looked over her tasks, feeling like a failure that she couldn’t complete them all



satisfactorily. She tossed the list to the side and shook her head. The system was
broken, and she didn’t know how to fix it.

Sage

Sage refiled the chart and walked back to the receptionist’s desk. She heard the
frustration in Stassi’s tone, and she knew that Stassi was struggling. Starting a new
job was difficult, but when you're frustrated right out of the gate, you're left
believing everything is against you. Sage totally understood the pain. But Stass had
to learn to chill, or she' d be out of there before she had gotten her first paycheck.

Stass sat at her desk, unaware that Sage was watching her. Her eyes were zoned in
on the computer, and the waiting room was bare. Sage cleared her throat so as not to
frighten the young woman. Stassi looked up, and her eyes were red. She quickly
looked away, her face flushed.

“I must look awful,” she muttered.

Sage shook her head. She still looked beautiful, a startling revelation. *Just thought
I’d come out here and see how you're doing.” Sage leaned against the counter and
turned to Stassi. She eventually looked up, but there was obvious reluctance. She
gave a dlight shrug. “I can assure you that we all have rough days. Heck, we al have
rough weeks. Is there anything | can assist you with?”’

“I just feel like the system is broken. Patients need money, and there is none.
Insurance companies don’t want to pay because they’re cheap. There's nothing truly
out there to benefit the patient.” She groaned. “And I’'m rambling. Just please don’t
tell my boss. She'll probably get snippy with me about that, too.” Sage arched an
eyebrow. “She was upset that | wore, in her words, gawdy jewelry. “She shook her
head. “That’s a whole other issue. I'm just frustrated all around.” She dropped her
gaze to the computer.



“Believe me; I've been there,” Sage wasn't quite sure, but something about Stassi
caused her to want to console her. “It was my first week, and | had this patient that
had a massive stroke. They came in wanting my help, and because they didn’'t have
insurance, the hospital said that | couldn’t do anything for them.”

Stass frowned. “What’d you do?’

“1 was ready to throw in the towel. | thought it was crazy that anyone would want to
let this patient suffer just because they didn’t have insurance to prove that they would
somehow get paid. So, | fought through a lot of red tape and eventually found a
program that assisted the patient in getting the help they needed. The patient came
under my care, and a year later, they were succeeding. It was a great accomplishment,
| felt.”

Stassi nodded. “I imagine it was.” She furrowed her brows. “I shouldn’'t give up.”
Sage smiled at her as the elevator door opened. “Hello, | can get you checked in,” she
said. She was in better spirits as Sage walked away from the desk. She grabbed a
chart and checked it over as the other elevator opened, and Lena stepped off onto the
floor.

“You'resmiling,” Lenareplied in greeting.

Sage snickered. “You're delusional.”

L ena shrugged. “Looks like a smile. Ready for lunch?”

“lI can't. | have a full load this afternoon. Shayla is off for an appointment and is

unsure if she'll be back, and I’'m the only OT this afternoon. | have a protein bar in
my bag; I'll grab it when I’'m starving. Y ou go on without me.”
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Lena made aface. “Won't be nearly as much fun. Just don’t get burnt out like others
have.”

Sage smiled. “Don’t worry. | won't. Enjoy your lunch.” Lena walked away, and Sage
yawned. She covered her mouth to stifle it. She was tired, but she had to push through
it. She had too many patients that relied on her.

“Hello, Fran. How are you doing today?’ She entered the room to one of her familiar
faces. Fran, a forty-eight-year-old, sat in a chair. Her nod was a bit jagged, but she
had come far since they began therapy two months earlier. “How’s the weakness in
your arm.”

“Getting less,” she said, holding up her arm. She could only hold it up briefly, but it
was longer than when she first began. She was back to driving herself, so that was a
plus that you didn’t find in many patients. There was a knock on the door, and Sage
turned to the door. She opened it gjar and found Stassi fidgeting in the hall.

“Yeah?' she asked.

“I'm sorry to bother you, but Mitch Grey just walked in. He thought he had an
appointment. It’'s supposed to be tomorrow, and he is going out of town tomorrow.”

Sage sighed. “Put him in after Betty. I’ [l make the schedule work.”
“Thank you, Sage.” Stassi rushed off, and Sage watched her for a minute. This job

was liable to be Stassi’s demise. Working at the hospital wasn’t something everyone
could thrive in. She just hoped it wouldn’t break the young woman. She closed the



door and turned back to her patient. With another patient on the books of an already
busy day, she would be forced to work unpaid overtime, and she wasn't looking
forward to that, but it was all a part of her responsibility, and she would make the best
of it. It wasn’t as nearly as bad as others were facing. That was what she had to hold
onto. Hopefully, she would have that appointment the following month, and they
could finally get some resolution to everyone's problems.

Stassi

Stassi typed out the correspondence for her last patient and then scrolled down to the
next one that would be there at any minute. Another two days passed, and while there
were things that didn’t go quite as smoothly as she would have liked, she felt like she
was getting into the job.

“Hey, Stassi.” Stassi looked up and smiled. Sage approached the desk, another smile
on her lips. She had a beautiful smile. When Stass wasn't stressing, she could
actually enjoy it. However, it seemed to be not as often as she would have liked, but
she would appreciate what she could take. “I have to run to a lunch meeting. Joellen
from ER is going to come to grab this chart. It's imperative that she gets it ASAP.
She'll be up in about ten minutes. Also, if Lena shows up, tell her | have a lunch
meeting and won't be able to hit the cafeteria with her.”

“Sounds good. This goes to Joellen, and I'll pass the message off to Lena. You can
count on that.”

“Great!” Sage smiled and gave a generous nod. “Catch ya later.” She disappeared
around a corner, and Stassi focused her eyes back on her computer. She released a
yawn and shook her head, hoping to clear it before her next patient came in. Stassi
grabbed some papers that needed filing and copied and headed off to do the jobs.
Now that Darlene was gone, she had to manage everything independently. She did
the copying and went to the filing room. She was just finishing her filing when she



heard a bell at the reception desk. Stassi hurried back to the desk and saw a woman
dressed in scrubs.

“Joellen, right?’” Stassi asked.

“Yep. Just hereto grab a chart. Sage said she had it. |s she around?’

“Just left, but she gave me...” Stassi’s words trailed off as she looked at her desk.
The desk was empty. She had put the chart right there. She was confident about that.
“Um, it wasright here,” she mumbled.

“Excuse me?’ Joellen asked.

“I mean...” Stassi cleared her throat. “ Sage had to run off for a second, and she said
that she would run it down to the ER when she gets back. Shouldn’t be any more than
five minutes.”

Joellen frowned. “That’s weird. She knows that this is extremely important. And she
knew that | would come up and get it.” Joellen frowned.

“1 know, but | think she had a hundred things that had to be done. I'll make sure it
gets to you ASAP. | promise.” Joellen shrugged and accepted Stassi’s half-hazard
reply. “If shecan’t bring it to you, I’ [l make sure someone else does. No worries.”

“Alright then. Hopefully, it's no more than five minutes.” Joellen skirted away, and
Stass turned back to her desk. Stassi took a seat and frantically looked around her
workstation, including the trash, just in case it accidentally fell into the trash.

“This can't be happening,” she groaned, rifling through the HIPAA box that sat
underneath her counter. She spun around, spotting Lena heading her way. She had
only had a brief encounter with her, where Darlene introduced them, but she would



have taken any assistance at this point.

“Have you seen Sage?’ Lena asked. Lena, a pediatric nurse, had scrubs with little
puppies on them. Stass envied that Lena could wear something other than drab
colors, but that was a situation that she could argue about later.

“She’s at alunch meeting. She asked me to let you know that she couldn’t do lunch,
but | need your help.” Stass felt awkward making this their first attempt at a bonding
moment, but it would definitely be her job on the line if she didn't find the chart.

“What's up?’

Stassi told her everything about the missing chart. “I have looked all over my desk,
and it’sjust gone. I’'m going to lose my job, and | really need thisjob.”

“Just calm down. Retrace your steps. Where were you after you had possession of the
chart?’

“1 went to the copier and the filing room.” Stass took a breath, trying to cam her
nerves.

“You go to the copier, and I'll go to the file room. It couldn’t have just vanished.”

Stassi swallowed. “I aso threw some things away in the compactor.”
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Lena reached out and touched Stassi’s arm. “Don’'t worry about that just yet. We
won’'t know until we've looked everywhere. Got that?’ Stassi nodded and rushed off
to the copier. She reached there and looked all around the counter, in the trash, along
the ledge, but nothing. She turned and went to the filing room just as Lena came out.
She had a chart in her hand and was holding it up.

“Isthisit?’ she asked.

Stassi grabbed it and recognized the name right away. She nodded and clutched it to
her chest. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” She then paused and frowned. “I
suppose you'll haveto tell Sage | goofed up.”

Lena shrugged. “Not sure it really does any good. It was found, so no harm.”

Stassi appreciated that Lena felt that way, but she was just grateful that her job was
saved, and she could get this chart to Joellen. “I have to get this back to Joellen in
ER.”

“Headed that way to the cafeteria. Want me to passit along?’

“Thanks again.” She handed the chart back to Lena, and Lena went to the elevator.
Stassi dumped into the chair, sighing with relief for what could have been a
catastrophe she couldn’t have avoided.

The breakroom was quiet, with Stassi the only one in there at two ‘o’clock in the
morning. She took a seat and let out a yawn. This was her first redlly late night, and
she wasn't sure how many of them she'd be able to adjust to. She leaned forward, her



head resting against her arm as she closed her eyes. She felt herself nodding off, but
she jerked herself awake. She was liable to fall asleep and miss going back at the
fifteen-minute mark. She rubbed her face and looked around the empty room. She
could get up and get a cup of coffee, but that would require moving, and the counter
seemed too far.

The door opened, and a man entered. He gave her anod, then smirked. “Y ou’re anew
receptionist on the therapy floor, right?’

She nodded, yawning again. “ Stassi,” she mumbled as she shook out of a yawn.

“Marcus, | work in Pediatrics.” He headed over to the coffee maker, and you could
really use one of these. It’s nothing to write home about, but it will keep you awake.

“That’d be great. Thank you!” Marcus worked on making the two cups, then brought
one over to her. “Working thirds is arite of passage. Not everyone is cut out for me.
I’ve been doing it for five years, and I'd say I’ ve gotten used to it.”

The door opened, and Sage walked into the breakroom. She glanced over at their
table and gave a nod, then smirked when Stassi lifted the cup to her lips. “Marcus, are
you trying to kill her?’

Marcus shook his head. “Trying to keep her alive to get through the rest of her shift.
It's brutal out there.”

“And he doesn’t think I’ll make it,” Stassi added.
Sage went over to the drawer and rifled through it until she had some sugar packetsin

her hand. She walked them over and tossed them down in front of Stassi. “ The coffee
isthe worse, but it will get you through afew more hours.”



“l have six,” Stassi replied, dumping the sugar into the coffee and stirring it around
with the offered spoon. Sage made aface.

“You might have to come back for another coffee. Just remember where the packets
are.” Sage offered her a wink which brought a smile out of Stassi. She took a sip and
winced. They weren’t joking. The coffee wasn’t the best.

“Besides the cafeteria, there’s only one machine. It's in here,” Marcus continued.
“Let me rephrase that. Thisisthe only one working. Managers don’t much care to fix
the broken ones.” He shrugged.

“Or making sure the coffee isn't awful,” Sage added before offering a sweet laugh.
“Guess they don’t much care for what the staff thinks.” She groaned. “Not that that’s
anything new. We all know that’ s right.”

As Sage talked, there was a gentleness about her. Stassi watched her, wondering what
she would say next. Not really focusing on what she's saying rather than the sincerity
of her words. There was a lot of heart behind them, and Stassi appreciated that. And
Sage looked beautiful as she spoke to them. Stassi had to look away from her, or else
she would get too wrapped in the moment. The good thing was that Stass never
caught herself wanting to doze off. Was it the company or the coffee? She'd rather
believe the company.

She took a sip of her coffee and took it in. The coffee didn't even suck as bad. “I
should get back to work,” she quickly stated, standing up and taking another sip. She

held up the coffee. “Thanks for the suggestion. Anything to keep me awake.

“I'll head out with you. Have to head to the same floor anyway,” Sage replied.
“When does Lenawork?’ Sage asked Marcus.

“She comesin at six. Just in time for me to get out of here. Okay, I'll stop by on my



way out.” Sage waved, and both Stassi and Sage |eft the breakroom.

“How’ s the coffee for your tastebuds?’ Sage asked.

Stassi shrugged. “I’ve had worse.” The truth was, it wasn't what she was used to, but
complaining in the company of Sage wasn't exactly how she wanted to get them out
on the right foot. They stepped into the elevator, and the doors closed behind them.
Sage pressed the bottom, and they took the long ride up to their floor.

They stood there in silence, the memory of the error still trying to creep its way back
in. Lena had said she wouldn’t say anything to Sage, but it wasn't right to let the truth
be out there. She wouldn't want something so drastic to be hidden from her if the
roles were reversed.

“l have a confession,” she began.

“I’'m listening.” Sage turned to her, waiting.

“Remember when you brought me that chart, and Joellen was going to come and get
it?” Sage gave adlight nod. “The truth is that | was rushing around and doing things. |

guess you could say | was consumed by exhaustion, too. Anyway, there’'s no excuse
to be had, but | had misplaced the chart.”
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“l see.” Sage nodded. “Did you find it?" The elevator doors opened, and they both
left the elevator and stopped right outside the door.

“Yes. Lena showed up, and she helped me search for it. | got it to Joellen and
everything, but | should have mentioned it to you. I'm sorry | didn’t, but | was afraid
that | would be fired, and | really need thisjob.”

“Well, there's really no harm because you found the chart, and all is well,” Sage
began. “But | have a confession, as well. Joellen cornered me and asked why | didn’t
leave it at the desk since she was going to pick it up. | figured something must’ve
happened and just said that | was running behind schedule, but | was a bit confused.
This clears up that matter.”

“Y ou covered me?’ Stass asked.

Sage shrugged. “It's what co-workers do. Thanks for being honest. | have to go get
some things taken care of, but | appreciate your honesty.” She left Stassi standing
there. Stassi had never had anyone that went to great lengths to protect her like that.
At least no one that wasn't family. It was a nice feeling. She returned to her desk,
finished her coffee, tossed the cup, and returned to work. Maybe she was making her
own path. It felt good.

Sage

Sage grabbed a salad and water and paid the cashier. It was a beautiful day out, so she
left through the back doors and headed into the courtyard. Lena was off, and she
didn’t see anyone else in the cafeteria that she necessarily wanted to eat with. It was



the perfect opportunity to get a breath of fresh air.

She entered the courtyard and glanced around to find only one person in the courtyard
eating their lunch. For such a nice day, that was hard to believe. Sage sat on the other
side, her eyes off, looking in the distance as she ate her sandwich. There weren't too
many people that would have fessed up to their mistake, especialy when everything
was fixed. However, Stassi seemed to have a knack for ensuring that she did the right
thing. That was a commendable trait to acquire.

It'd been a week and a half since Stassi started working at the hospital, but Sage
wasn't quite sure she could state that Stassi was past the worry that she would up and
quit on them. In fact, she was only just beginning the journey to her career and
learning things every day. Anything could happen to push Stassi out the door, but for
now, she would hold out on the hope that maybe Stassi would stick around.

Sage approached her, and Stassi gave her asmile. “I was surprised more people aren’t
out here,” Stass replied.

Sage nodded. “That was my first thought when | first got out here.” She nervously
looked around. This whole courtyard and she was going to just barge into Stassi’s
lunch. That hardly seemed practical. “I hope you're enjoying the beauty of the
weather.”

“It's great.” Stassi glanced around, then turned back to Sage. “You're welcome to
join me.”

“1 don’t want to interrupt you.”
Sage shrugged. “Only have twenty minutes, but lunch is always better when you're

not alone. It’s like people may think you don’t have friends.” Stassi laughed. “ So, by
all means, have a seat.”



Sage took a seat and opened her salad. “I know what you mean. | rarely go to a
restaurant alone and when | do, I’'m constantly looking down at my phone, wondering
if people are gawking a me, or that's just my imagination.” Stass laughed and
continued to bite on her sandwich. Sage looked at her, loving the sweet sound of her
laughter. It was refreshing and when she laughed, it made everything feel better. She
had to look down at her salad, for enjoying it a little too much would only cause
confusion. “How’ s work been going?’

“Actually, not bad. I’'m looking forward to getting my first check on Friday. It’'s been
an incredible journey.” She was way more enthusiastic than most people would be,
another trait that was quite intriguing. Stassi took a long swig of her water. “1 tend to
talk too much.”

“Nothing wrong with that.” Sage gave a shrug and took a bite of her salad. Especially
when you're comfortable around someone and Sage caught herself being
exceptionally comfortable around Stassi. The one woman that would €licit that
reaction from Sage was Lena; she had known her for years. “What did you do prior to
applying to this job and what made you apply here?’

Stassi’ s cheeks turned a bright red. She looked down at her one bite of sandwich and
quickly popped it into her mouth, before downing it with a taste of water. Sage
waited, wondering if there was some big secret that Stassi had, and she didn’t want to
get too much drama out there.

“l mean, you don’'t have to tell meif it’sabit top secret or something.”

Stassi laughed. “Not exactly top secret. But before, | was a model. Well, | still model.
Just wanted some extraincome.”

“Anything | would know?’ Sage inquired. She didn’t stay too engrossed in modeling
news, but she would read a magazine here or there. So, it was possible she had caught



her somewhere. Although, Sage knew the only place she recalled her from was the
club. She still figured Stassi didn’t recall that.

“Modeled with Cirque. Did some fashion modeling. Just sort of all over the board.
Not too interesting.”

“l doubt that,” Sage replied. “I imagine you are quite the interesting one.” She
blushed when Stassi’s eyes went wide. “l just mean that you seem to have an
interesting lifestyle. Never met a model before.” She shrugged and continued to eat
her salad. It was a save, but not sure how good of one. “So, now I'm really interested
in what brought you to LA County Hospital ?’

“Well, you hear horror stories about waitresses, not getting the tips they deserve, so |
didn’t want to go that route. And frankly, I’m not too much of a maintenance man.”
Stassi laughed. “That was pretty much everything that was out there. When | saw this
opening, | couldn’'t resist. And looking forward to what the future will bring here.”
She took a drink of water. “How long have you worked here?’

“Eight years,” Sage started. Stass tilted her head and Sage laughed. “You're
surprised that anyone would choose to work here for that long?’

“No, it’snot that,” Stassi began. “1 guess |’ m impressed. Y ou don’t look old enough.”
Sage laughed. “1 think you're either blind or lying.”

She settled into the banter back and forth between them. Partly it felt like some
flirtation was even intermixed and Sage liked that. There was nothing wrong with
harmless flirtation as long as you both knew where things were headed. In this case,

nowhere.

It was obvious that Stassi was younger than she was. If Stass had to guess, she’'d say



nearly fifteen years. Thinking it like that, it seemed way too impossible to fathom that
there was any kind of flirtation.

“1 mean it, though. 1 would have never guessed that you'd be out of college and
working eight years.”
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“Well, thank you. If you want to feel even younger, | will add that this wasn't my
first job.” Both of them laughed and it was easy between them. Way too soon though,
it was all cut short. Stassi stood up and grabbed her trash.

“1"m going to have to head back to work. It was nice having lunch with you, though.”

“Likewise.” Sage tipped her water bottle in Stassi’s direction and watched her head
back inside. She was glad that she had opted to head out into the courtyard for lunch.
Thinking about Stassi brought a smile to Sage’s lips, surprising her. “Get over it,
Sage. She's too young and probably has a boyfriend or something. She dropped her
gaze to the ground, disappointment falling to her chest. It wasn’'t meant to be, but it
didn't mean they couldn’t continue their friendship. They got along and she could
always use another friend.

Stassi

Still on for drinks? Have a lot to talk about. The message came through fifteen
minutes before Stass was off the clock. She released a yawn and stared at her phone.
She would have dismissed Ariel’s message, but part of her wanted to check in on her
friend. Ever since she had gotten the job, she had had to ignore calls and texts. She
was too busy. Working too much overtime, and by the time she was done, she was
exhausted. But now, putting her off would only continue to delay the inevitable.

Stass

Y ep. Seeyain 30 minutes. Can't wait.



It was alittle white lie. It wasn’t like anyone would have to find out. She checked her
watch, another yawn escaping. She sat down in her chair and shook her head. If she
continued to yawn, she was likely to text back and tell Ariel another night would be
better.

The elevator door opened, and a patient stepped out. “Hello, are you checking in?’

The patient rattled off her info, and Sassi quickly got her checked in. The time it took
was ten minutes less than when she first started. She wondered if she would ever get
there. Turned out, she had picked it up relatively quickly.

“Have a seat, and the nurse will be with you shortly.” She checked the box stating the
patient was ready and pushed the chart off to the side. She leaned back in her seat and
began strumming her fingers on her desk. As she continued to strum, she saw Sage
headed her way. She stopped and sat up straighter in her chair.

Sage smiled and grabbed the chart. “ Getting ready to leave?’ she asked.

“Yep. It'sbeen along day.” Stassi nodded.

“Y eah, that can happen.” Sage snickered.

“Do you leave after this patient?’ Stassi asked. The conversation seemed to flow well
between them. Whether Sage saw that, too, she wasn't certain. However, after their
impromptu lunch together, things seemed even brighter.

“I’'m here until midnight.” Sage made a face. “Four more hours. Can | make it? We
shall see.” Sage winked and then pushed past the desk to grab her patient. Sage was
the one therapist that tended to be stuck without a nurse. She frequently grabbed her
own patients, but Stassi found that endearing. Another part she found endearing was
the way Sage would wink, giving an air of flirtation. Yet, she acted that way around



everyone, so it could confuse a person.

They passed the desk, and Stassi |ooked back at her computer. Just one more minute.
Just as the thought escaped her, she spotted Lucile from the ER. She didn’t miss a
stride as she crashed into the empty chair at the desk.

“I"'myour relief,” she said.

“Thank April was coming in overnight.”

Lucile shrugged. “Guess she has food poisoning or something. So, instead of
replacing it, they did some shifting. This desk is stuck with me. Anything | need to
know?’

“Nope. | think only three patients are scheduled, so it should be pretty quiet.” Stass
stood up and grabbed her purse from the desk. “ Thanks for covering. I’'m beat.”

“Anytime.” Lucile tossed a wave to her. “See you later.” She moved in and signed
into the computer. Stassi went to the elevator and dug her phone out of her pocket.
Ariel had replied to her message. Hope built inside that maybe Ariel was the one that
was going to cancel on her, but no such luck.

Aridl

Drinks ordered. Hope you don’t have to be to work too early in the morning. ;)

Stass laughed. She wasn't the free spirit that she used to be, making her own
schedule and having the time that her friendship circle required. She left the message

unanswered and got in the elevator. She knew her limits, and Ariel wouldn’t push her
to go past those.



The drive to the club was only five minutes away. She pulled into the parking lot, and
it was dead, securing her a spot right next to the front door. She entered the club and
spotted Ariel at a usual table of theirs. She went over to join her, and a beer was
sitting in Stassi’ s place.

“You weren't kidding,” Stassi laughed, sitting down and taking a sip. She sighed. “I
needed that.”

“Rough day?’ Ariel asked.
Stassi snickered. “Define rough.” She then shook her head. “I don’t want to bore you
with shop talk, though. How are you doing? Any modeling jobs that you just can’'t

resist?’

“Too many to count.” Ariel winked, a smirk raising the corner of her lips. “I am
working on a fashion magazine spread for LA Now.”
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“Wow, that’s huge, afar cry from where you were two weeks ago, and thisis the first
I’m hearing about it?’

Ariel gave a nonchalant shrug. “It was sort of one of those things that happened
unexpectedly. Just got the call yesterday. It’s pretty cool, actually. | met with the exec
this morning and will model four different covers for each season. If they like what |
have to offer, then they’ll come back for more. What’s even cooler, | get to choose
the outfits and keep them when it's all over. Getting a pretty nice sign-on bonus, as
well.”

Stassi’s face fell. It was hard not to be jealous. There were times when they would
both be gushing over their modeling gigs. She bit her lower lip, trying not to show her
jealousy. Ariel continued to ramble on.

“I’m thinking something cute and flirty would be the ideal shoot for summer. What
do you think?’

“Um yeah, | would say so.” Stassi sipped on her beer.

“Oh, and you know what? There's a total Goddess that is modeling with me. | got to
meet her, as well.” She smiled. “Maybe I' [l meet my happily ever after through this
job. Oh, and my nails...” she squealed. “They’re going to give me a complete
manicure.”

“Well, you would deserve it. You're going to do great, Ariel. I'm happy for you.”
Ariel was so excited, and Stassi didn’'t have the heart to put a damper on her parade.
Ariel needed this boost in her life, and Stassi would do what she could to make sure



shewasn't therain in the scenario.

“1 shouldn’t be gushing like this.” Ariel took a swig of her beer. “You can slap me at
any time.”

“Nonsense.” It was only a matter of time before her father was able to get back to the
position he was in. Stassi could do what she had to get by, but as soon as possible,
she would get out there and get back to the life she had left behind.

“Weéll, I'll cool it anyhow. Y ou don’t need to hear me babbling on. What about you?
How isit slumming with the common folk?”

“Common folk? That's harsh, don't you think? You're talking about real people
here.”

Ariel arched an eyebrow, and Stassi closed her mouth. “Gosh, Stass, | was only
kidding.”

“1 know,” Stass mumbled. She couldn’t believe how quickly she was to be angered
by a simple comment, but it was true. Ariel didn't even know these people. And
while Stassi wasn't extremely close to anyone, she had started to see bonds forming.
She didn’t want anything to get in her way. “I just don’t want it to get back to these
people that | think I"'m better than any of them. Yaknow?’

Ariel shrugged. “Not sure that | do. | mean, who would | tell?” She smirked, and
Stassi looked around, shrugging. Anything could happen. She would rather play it
safe. “But I’'m glad that you felt compelled to defend them,; that shows alot, actually.
Y ou’re not struggling as much as | thought you might.”

“Gee, thanks.” Stass took a swig of her beer. “I'll take that as a compliment.”



“As you should. It was a drastic change for you. Totally get it. Have you made any
work friends yet?’

She sipped on her beer as Stassi considered that one question. 1t’d been less than ten
days; could friendships be formed in such a short time?”’

“1 would say there’s some potential there. The first few days, | was eating my lunch
at my desk, but then | realized that wouldn’t show anyone that | was open to talking
to them, so | would say that’s a first step. Friendships will come, but just take it
slow.” Her mind went to Sage, and she felt her cheeks getting warmer. She looked
down at her beer and downed the rest of it.

“What's that look for?’ Ariel laughed. She then opened her mouth. “Is that because
there might be someone that could be more than a friend?” She practically squealed
as the words came out.

“No way!” Stassi snapped. “And lower your voice. It’s way too soon to even consider
that. Besides, I’m not going to be here that long. Why get too close to anyone just to
abandon the job and the relationships?’

Aridl frowned. “You certainly can't think that way. Be open to it. You just never
know what could happen.”

Stassi thought about those words, but she shrugged them off. A friendship was one

thing. If something happened there, she would gladly accept it. As for anything more,
there wasn't any reason to consider someone along those lines.

Sage

“What about her?’ Lena asked, holding up her phone.



Sage rolled her eyes and laughed. “Do you ever give up? Why do you always feel
like | need to be in arelationship?’

Lena snickered. “Because | want you to be happy.”

Sage grabbed a French fry and tossed it in her mouth. “And still 1 wonder if I've ever
given off the impression that I'm not happy. I've always prided myself in looking
with the glass half-full mantra. So, if | am showing you something else, do tell.”

Lena shrugged. “Not as far as relationships go.”

Sage rolled her eyes and turned to look off at the cafeteria entrance. Stassi walked in
and Sage caught herself staring. There was something about her. When she started,
she gave this persona that she was rather high-maintenance, with her earrings and
makeup. But she got the feeling that something had shifted because suddenly she was
toning down the look. Still beautiful, most would say, but just not trying to act like
she was above everyone else. Perhaps it was Stassi who was finally coming into her
own. Starting a job somewhere was aways difficult, especialy when you didn’t
know anyone. When they had the impromptu lunch in the courtyard, Sage saw that
she could have misudged her first impressions. And it was possible that maybe Stassi
would make it in the end. Stranger things had happened. With just a little coaxing,
anyone could succeed.

“Don’'t even think about it,” Lena mumbled.
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“Excuse me?”’

Lena shook her head. “1 saw you looking at her and you can forget it. | know | said
that you two would make a cute couple, but | was wrong. Nope. Not happening.
Forget | even went there.”

Sage frowned. “I’m confused. What brought on this sudden change to steer clear of
the new receptionist? | still recall that day that you were all for it. What’'d she ever do
to you?’

Lena sighed. “She didn’'t do anything to me, personally. But what do you think about
her? | mean really think about her?’

“Didn’'t give it much mind.” Sage took a drink of her water. “I mean, at first, I'd say
she was a loose cannon. | mean the way she beat the copier, it must’ve been crying.”
Sage laughed. When Lena didn’t join in, she continued. “I guess maybe first
impressions aren’t always the way to go, though. She’'salright, | suppose. But again, |
ask, what’ d she do to you? | mean you seem to be suddenly in a sour mood.”

“Not sour.” Lena looked down at her sandwich, while Sage watched with intent. “I
agree she definitely is a loose cannon. Not too sure | would say that side of her isin
the past.” Sage turned to where Stassi was standing at the deli, observing the options
like new ones could appear. Sage was prepared to say she'd been wrong, but now
Lena was leading her to think that first impressions were the sole route to look. “I
think that maybe looksis all Stassi has going for her.”

“Ya think?" Sage turned to Stassi as she paid for her sandwich and then turned,



instantly locking gaze with Sage. She raised her hand dlightly.

“Great,” Lenamumbled. “If you do that, then Stassi will want to come over here and
sit; frankly, I'm not in the mood. | might just rudely get up and excuse myself.

“Wait aminute.” Sage turned and stared. “1’m so confused. Something is amiss here,
So what isit?’

Lenasighed. “You asked for it. | heard that Stassi slept her way into this position.”

“What?' Sage sgquealed, then started laughing. “You're a riot. Stassi slept her way
into the position? Why? Because hospital receptionist is such an exciting job. If she
was going to do that, why wouldn’t she push for something with alittle more depth to
it? | think you're crazy.”

She turned and Stassi continued to look around for an empty table. At that moment, it
broke Sage’s heart that she wasn’t waving her down and offering her a friendly face.
Lena most likely didn’'t have any proof behind the accusations that the hospital was
throwing around. She tapped her fingers against the table and stared at Stass, just
waiting for someone to offer her a seat.

“Who'd you hear that from?’” She turned and glared at Lena.

“Marcus heard it from Seth, who heard it from...” Before she could continue Sage
waved her hand, dismissing Lena's comments. “I'm just saying, who wants to
associate with someone that could possibly have slept with the right person to get a
job?’

“1 highly doubt it's true,” Sage replied. Just a dlight inkling inside her said anything
was possible. “If it is then it's not really any of our business.” Sage shrugged. “But
Stassi is wandering out there like a lost puppy dog, looking for someone to throw



them abone.”

“That someone doesn’t need to be you,” Lena argued.

Sage sat back in her seat and contemplated it, but the truth was that if the rumors
were true, people would lose faith in those associated with her. Sad, but true. She put
her head down, questioning everything, but wishing Stassi would find one person to
just wave her over and take the pressure off her.

Stassi

When Stass first entered the cafeteria and saw Sage, she hoped Sage would welcome
her to her table. After all, she had lunch with her in the courtyard, so it wouldn’t be
too surprising. But things didn’'t go quite as planned. She spotted her with Lena, and
they looked rather cozy. She caught them laughing and talking so closely that no one
would interrupt that. Perhaps there was more than just a friendship between them.
And if that were true, it would be disappointing.

Why worry about it? It's already been decided that you can’'t do anything but
friendship.

She allowed her eyes to stray away from them. A few times, she would make eye
contact, but when she waved, she barely elicited a response. She sighed and tried to
make the best of a painful situation. The sound of thunder echoed through the
cafeteriawalls, and she shrugged. No going outside today.

“Hey, you.” Shefelt atap on her shoulder, startled; she nearly dropped her sandwich.
She spun on her heel and saw Marcus. At least it was a friendly face. Not the one she
wanted to come across, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. “Just got here myself.
Wanna join me?’ He leaned in, lowering his voice. “I hate to eat alone. Please say
yes.” He offered her awink, and she nodded with relief.



They went to a corner table just a few feet away from Sage and Lena. She had to pass
the table to get to where March led the way, and she forced herself not to look in her
direction. How much more awkward could it be when it was painfully obvious that
Lena and Sage didn’t want her sitting with them?

“Hi, Marcus,” Lena said. From the corner of Stass’s eye, she saw Lenatoss alook at
her. It caused her to be on edge. She didn’t know what she could have done to get
such a response. Last she spoke with Lena, Lena was helping her locate a missing
chart. She seemed nice and never gave the vibe that she needed to steer clear of her.

They sat down, with her back to their table. “ So, how’swork going?’ Marcus asked.

“Good. Pretty good. No complaints.”

“That’s convincing,” he laughed, digging into the soup that he had bought. He looked
up as he tore into the package of crackers. “Anything else exciting going on in your
job?’

Stassi laughed. He was funny, put her at ease, and helped her forget that just a few
feet away was another table that she wasn't welcome at

“It's really going well. It's different from what I’ve been doing for the past few
years.”

“Oh yeah? What's that? Stripper?’ She had taken a drink of water and nearly spit it
out. She gawked at him, but he was laughing so hard, clearly cracking himself up.
“I'm sorry. | couldn’t resist.” He held up his hand and shook his head. “Only joking,
but then broke into laughter again. “I should have held back until you realy got to
know me because you probably think I’m atotal ass.”
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“Not atotal one,” Stass began. “Just a partial one.” His eyes widened, and she started
to laugh. His mouth broke into agrin. “Just kidding, | swear.”

“Damn, you got me. | must admit.” He nodded. “ That was a good one.” That broke
theice and relieved any tension that Stassi had felt minutes ago.

When they were halfway into their lunch, though, he got up and motioned with his
head. “What?" Stassi asked. “Lunchisover already? | feel like we just got here.”

He laughed. “No, come with me. | noticed that there's a table that’s been watching
us, or rather, you. Thinking they want us to join them.”

Stassi frowned. “Who?’ She turned and saw that Sage was looking in their direction.
The tension instantly returned. “1 don’t know, Marcus. Not sure they really want us to
interrupt. They look awfully cozy, like maybe they want to be alone.”

He laughed. “Why would they want to be alone?’

Stassi shrugged. “I don’t know. Are they a couple or something?’ His face turned
red, and he started laughing, shaking his head, and sputtering out his words. “They’re
not a couple?’

“No, Sage is very much single, and Lena, well, pretty sure she's into guys.” He
laughed again and grabbed her hand, pulling her towards the table. He motioned for
Stassi to sit down next to Sage, who scooted away to give her enough room. Stassi sat
down but instantly knew how close to one another they were. Her leg had very little
room, brushing up against Sage. Sage moved just a bit more but still didn’'t provide



the ample room that Stassi needed to breathe, but as Stassi settled in, she relaxed. Not
minding the close proximity. “Y ou guys are not going to believe what Stass just said
tome.”

Stassi’ s eyes widened. This was going to go painfully wrong. Now Marcus was going
to rat her out that she thought they were a couple, and she would never make any
friends there. She shook her head when he looked in her direction, but it went
unnoticed.

“What's that?’ Lena asked. Lena shot Stassi alook, and Stassi’ s cheeks burned. Lena
had no sense of humor. She could just sense that. She considered making an excuse
that she had to leave or get back to work early, anything that could get her out of
there.

“Shetold methat | wasn't atotal ass, just a partial one.” Marcus started laughing, and
the air rushed out of Stass.

Next to her, Sage laughed. “Well, sheisn’'t wrong.”

Marcus glanced at Stassi and gave her a wink, and from that moment, she knew she
had made one friendship, but the woman next to her would barely look in her
direction. It even felt like she had shifted a little further away. If she wasn't in a
relationship with Lena, then maybe there was another reason she would stay away
from Stassi. Stassi shrugged. She’ d have to accept that.

Lena glared at her from across the table, making Stassi shift in her seat. Something
was clearly bothering Lena. Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket, and she retrieved it
and saw a message from Ariel.

Ariel



Call me when you can. Have afew minutesto chat if you're free.

“Something more intriguing than lunch?’ Lena asked.

Stassi looked up. “No but have to get back to work early.” She got up from the table
and glanced between the other three. “ See you all around.” She hurried away from the
table, relieved that she could escape. She was saved by the bell with Ariel’ s text. She
fell back against the wall and waited for her to answer.

“That was fast.”

“Well, you have no idea how much | needed your message. But | don’t wanna talk
about it. Tell me about your day.”

L ena started talking about her day on the job, and Stassi was glad to have the reprieve
and put the awkward lunch behind her.

Sage

Sage stepped out of the room as Stassi whizzed past her, a pile of chartsin her arms.
Just when she thought she could see Stassi in a new light, she was quickly thrown a
curveball. For starters, if what Lena had heard was true, then she shuddered with
disgust. If someone wanted to sleep around, then fine, but why stoop as long as that?
Stassi came out of the file room and went back to her desk, not even turning and
looking in Sage’ s direction.

It was true that first impressions said that Stassi was a socialite that didn’t know how
to lower herself to the standards of the hospital. And then there was a change. The
over-the-top jewelry and over-the-top makeup... it had all vanished. And Stass
seemed to apply herself in ways that made her a great employee. She glanced at her
watch and went to the computer. She had a new patient coming in for ther first



appointment. It was going to be atough case. A stroke at the age of sixteen. It would
bring all sorts of problemsto Sage and her duties.

Sage headed up to the front desk and grabbed the chart. Stassi turned to her, her eyes
wide. “Do you have something to ask?’ Sage asked. Her words came out strained,
and she clamped down on her lower lip. “You just look like you have something on
your mind.”

Stassi turned to the waiting room and then motioned for Sage to follow her. It seemed
important, so Sage followed her to the corner where Stassi turned around. “She’'s so
young,” she said.

Sage nodded. “ Strokes don’t much care how old you are. It’ strue that we like to think
that the younger generation can be strong enough to ward off the disability, but sadly
that just isn’t the case.” Sage tilted her head. “ Are you alright?’

Stassi shrugged, then glanced over her shoulder. Sage saw the genuine concern in
Stassi’ s gaze. It was refreshing. Sage reached out and touched her shoulder. “Thisjob
can take atoll on even the strongest of people. It’s not easy for me either.”

Stassi glanced back and gave adlight nod. “I better let you get to it, then.”

“You leave shortly, don't you?’ Sage asked, following Stassi back to the front desk.
Stassi gave a dlight now. “Then I'll be seeing you around. “Journey,” she called out.
That was an interesting name, especially with the journey that she was going to have
to be on to her road to recovery. A woman pushed her into a wheelchair, moving
slowly, and Sage just waited for them to approach. “The name is Sage,” she began.
She reached out her hand, and Journey was slow to grasp onto it. She moved at her
speed and took hold of her hand, squeezing it tightly. “I1t’s a pleasure to meet you.”
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The woman that stood behind her had tears in her eyes, and she glanced at her. “I'm
her mother, Sandi.”

Sage shook her hand before finaly squeezing it. “It's my pleasure to meet you both.
Head on over to room 3A, and I'll be with you guys momentarily. She turned to
Stass and leaned into her so Journey or Sandi didn’'t hear her. “Push my next
appointment back an hour. | think this is going to take longer than anticipated and
we' re down another nurse.”

“I'mon it,” Stass said. She had already grabbed the phone to make her call, before
Sage turned around and headed over to the room. When she entered the room, she
saw her mom leaning into Journey, as if she were consoling her. Sage ailmost hated to
interrupt. She waited at the door until Sandi looked up. Sandi’ s cheeks flushed.

“l didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“It's fine,” her mother commented. “Just saying a little prayer.” Sage gave a weak
smile and grabbed the stool. She took a seat and wheeled in closer to them.

“Let’s start by telling me when this happened, so | can get a fed of the whole
situation. Where were you? How did you respond? And so forth.” Sage looked at
Journey, but Journey immediately turned to her mom.

Sandi didn’'t hesitate. “She struggles to talk, so she would like me to fill in all the
details. If you don’'t mind.” Sage shrugged. It didn’t matter to her, as long as she got
the information out there. The more she knew, the better she would be able to put
together a plan. It was the same route she started with all her patients. “Seven days



ago, we were home. My husband and | just finalized our divorce. I’ d say that Journey
has been struggling a bit because of it.” Journey dropped her gaze and her mom
continued. “We were laughing, having a wonderful time and then she started to seize.
It was minor, at first, but then picked up in intensity. | didn't know what to do. |
called 911 and they got there fast. When the paramedics were at the house, they were
able to control the seizures. We went to the hospital. | guess we all thought it’d be the
worst of it, but then suddenly, it’'s the middle of the night and she’s having a stroke.”

“Were you there?’

Sandi nodded and looked longingly over at her daughter. “I haven’'t once left her
side.”

Sage smiled and reached out to touch her hand. “I need you to know right off that
none of thisisyour fault. Y ou understand that, right?’

She shook her head, tears glistening in her eyes. While Sage didn’t see many patients
that were this young, she knew the stress the families went through. When her
grandfather had his stroke, it took a toll on everyone that loved him, including
herself. So, seeing other families struggle wasn’'t something Sage would ever get used
to.

“Journey is going to be okay, and she knows this isn’t your fault.” Journey reached
out and touched her mom’s arm. Sandi gave her daughter a soft smile, then nodded.
That was what Sage needed to believe, that Sandi knew no one of this happened
because of the divorce that the family was going through. “Are there any siblings?
Cousins? Friend' s children?’ Sage asked.

“She has afew cousins, and my friend has a daughter that’ s Journey’ s best friend.”

“Great! That'swhat | wanted to hear. There is going to be a support system, because |



won't lie. Thisis going to be a long road, but together we'll get through it. Isn't that
right, Journey?’ She nodded, her lips even curving into a dlight smile. “Did the
doctors ever say what they felt caused the stroke?’ Sage asked. She stood up and
went over to her stethoscope and blood pressure cuff.

“High blood pressure,” Sandi mumbled.

“That can be caused by alot of things. High sodium diet, for one. Does Journey eat a
lot of greasy foods?’

Sandi snickered. “ She's ateenager. They live on corn dogs and French fries.”

Sage smirked. “See, doesn’t always have to come from stress. Let me check her BP
and see where we stand today.”

The room got eerily quiet as she pumped up the cuff. She let it release slowly until
theair wasall out. “Well?" Sandi asked.

“A little high. 130/92. W€ re going to do some exercises that will help to keep the BP
low and of course work on a diet regime. Again, it's not going to be easy, but she's
alive. So that’ s what matters.”

“Right!” Sandi seemed hopeful, so it was a definite start.

Journey made a scowl and Sage laughed. Typica teenager behavior. She couldn’t
fault her for that. She documented the BP and turned to both of them. “I’'m going to
grab afew things and I'll be right back in here.” She opened the door and saw Stassi
pacing in front of the door. She looked up and Sage frowned. “What are you still
doing here? Thought you were headed out.”

“1 should be, but the truth is, I’'m intrigued by your patient.” Sage arched an eyebrow.



“And you don't have anurse. | thought I could be of assistance to you.”

Sage smirked and moved past her to the nurse's station. “You shouldn’'t be here if
you don’t have to.” She shook her head and tossed the chart down on the counter.
When she looked over to Stasi, she didn’'t budge. “I think | can handle it. Go home
and get some rest. That'swhere 1’d be, if | didn’t have to be here.”

“You could use the help. | know you could. | really don’t mind putting in a couple
more hours. Let me at least take the burden off of you when it comes to
administrative work. Oh, and by the way, your next patient said they needed to
reschedule anyway, so | believe Journey would be your last patient.” Sage gawked at
her. Who was this woman? Why did she insist on intriguing Sage every step of the
way? “1"m not leaving, so you might as well put me to use.”

Sage tossed up her hands. “Do you know how to enter in vitals?’ Stass nodded.
“Notes?” Again, a nod. “Okay, enter her BP and the notes | took in her chart. When
you're through with that, you can file away the chart. In the desk is information
regarding stroke at a young age.” She pointed to the desk. “I believe we're low in
copies. Make about fifty copies and bring me one so | can giveit to our patient.”

Stassi nodded and quickly went to work. Sage hesitated and watched her before she
went to the supply closet and pulled out books that they had to help their patients
relearn to read. It was a step toward getting Journey back to being a self-efficient
teenager.

“Does Journey liketo read?’ she asked, entering the room.

Journey made a face before her mom could even respond. “Probably her least favorite
subject.”

Sage laughed. “Wéll, it's about to become her way of living, because if you can’t



read then it's impossible to lead a truly fulfilling life and patients that have a stroke
have to teach their brain to do these things al over again.”
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“How long have you been an Occupational Therapist?’ Sandi asked.

“Eight years and not a day goes by that | regret making that decision. So, today,
we're going to start with See Spot Run.”

Journey released a dlight giggle, which was aready a great sign. She would get
Journey to a place where she was happy in less than three months. That was a goal
that she was ready to achieve.

Stassi

Stassi covered her mouth, holding back a yawn. It'd been along day, working nearly
twelve hours and Stassi could feel it in her bones. Her ponytail was in disarray, and
she could only imagine what her makeup looked like. Perhaps this was one reason the
hospital had a code on what you should and shouldn’t have on your appearance. She
grabbed a hand mirror out of her purse and winced. It’s even worse than she thought.
She fought the urge to grab her blush and lipstick around her purse and had a little
more color on her face.

“You look fine.” She whirled around in her chair, spotting Sage there with a raised
eyebrow. Her cheeks pinked up; she dropped the mirror in her purse, then shoved it
under the desk and returned to her computer.

“Not that it much mattered,” Stassi nonchalantly replied.

“l can see that.” Sage snickered. “If it makes any difference, | think the lesser the
makeup, the purer the beauty.”



Stassi’s cheeks flushed and she looked back at her computer. That sounded like an
offhanded compliment, if Stassi wanted to take it all in.

“But as you say, it's not like it matters.” Stassi looked up and Sage offered her a
wink. Sage turned away, just as she yawned, shaking her head to clear herself from it.
“I'm exhausted.” “But, you're the one that should say that. How many hours has it
been? Ten?’

“Twelve,” Stass admitted, then shrugged. “Barely fedl the tiredness,” she lied. She
turned back to the computer, Sage's eyes falling back on her. “Just finishing up
scheduling Journey’s appointments and getting all the documentation and follow-up
notes. Then the night should be awrap.”

“1 wouldn’t have been able to do it without you.” Sage's tone was soft and pure.
Stassi looked up, noting that Sage had turned to gawk at her. She felt the warmth in
her cheeks again. “I mean it. If it weren't for you, | would still have several hours of
work.”

“1 was happy to help,” Stass replied. She meant every word. The night brought on a
sense of belonging somewhere that she had never felt in her life. She couldn’'t have
just picked that up anywhere. She needed this moment. Sage nodded, her eyes still
fixated on Stassi. “You're good with your patients, Sage.” This time Sage’'s cheeks
turned pink, and she looked away. “| mean it. The way you eased in with Journey and
made her feel comfortable, it was clear how much she really felt this bond with you.”

“1 love my patients,” Sage stated.
“Has this always been what you wanted to do?’ Stassi stopped working and focused

on Sage. She was intrigued to hear the response and Sage considered the question
with great thought as Stassi kept zoned in on her.



“My grandpa had a stroke when | was just a young teenager. | saw out the OT’ s were
around him and | knew then that | wanted to do this. They were some of the best
caregivers he had, healing him from the stroke and taking care of the family in the
process. SO, you could say that this has been in my blood, longing to help those who
were the most in need. And Journey, while | don’t usually have such young patients,
they are the ones that | have to care for the hardest. | want her to know that sheisn’'t
inthisalone.”

Sage was vulnerable with Stassi and Stassi couldn’t tear her eyes away. “My grandma
had cancer when | was twelve. She was the sweetest person | ever knew. She wasn’'t
the type that would get caught up in a high-maintenance kind of life. She was down-
to-earth, loved to laugh, and loved to show everyone how they should lead their lives.
When she was in the hospital, | saw the love and devotion the staff gave her through
her final days; it felt like they were al part of the family. So, | get what you're
saying. | find it quite admirable that you took that time in your life to decide what you
wanted to do when you grew up.”

Sage smiled and then snickered and turned away. She laughed for a moment, then
caught her lower lip between her teeth. Stassi smiled but wasn’t sure what they were
laughing about.

“Wannalet mein on your joke?’

Sage looked up and shook her head, then snickered again. “It’'s nothing. Funny,
really.”

“1 love to laugh.” Stass grinned. “Come on. | mean, you kind of need to tell me
because it would be rude to leave me hanging.”

“It's kind of ridiculous. | really can’'t believe I'm even saying anything.” Sage's
cheeks turned red again.



“You might as well just come out and say it,” Stass shrugged. “Who's going to judge
anyway? We're sort of bonding, so now is the ideal time to share.” Stassi moved in
closer, engrossed in what secret Sage had stashed away inside of her.

“Just thinking about something Lena mentioned earlier.” Stassi tilted her head. “She
said there was a rumor going around of how you got your job.”

Stassi’s face fell. She quickly looked away, feeling like everything had been stolen
from her in one swoop. She would now have to confess that all rumors were true, and
her father owned the hospital. Her stomach clenched and she looked back at the
computer.

“It's crazy that anyone would believe the rumors. | mean, getting to know you, you
obviously have abig heart. You don’'t seem like you’' d be that sort of person.”

Stassi frowned and turned to her. “What sort of person?’ Stassi asked.

Sage grimaced and shrugged. “ To sleep around, just for ajob.”

Stassi’s jaw dropped. “What? Those are the rumors going around? That | slept with
someone, so | could get this job?’ Her face flushed. She thought her secret was out,
but hearing this one made her laugh from the gut. She covered her mouth, trying not
to be too disrespectful. “But seriously?’

Sage nodded. “I didn’t believe it for a second, but now, it's even clearer that there's
no way.” She hesitated and Stassi turned back to her computer. She shook her head,
then released a laugh.
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“People will believe what they want to believe.” She shrugged. “Let them have their
thoughts. Those that matter will know the truth.”

There was a part of her that wanted to confess everything to Sage. If she could have
one friend in the hospital who knew her story, she wouldn’t feel so alone. But she had
made a silent vow to herself. She wasn’t going to get her dad involved and if people
knew he owned the hospital they would simply see it as her being privileged in some
way. It wasn't worth it.

But Sage could be that friend you need to talk things through.

Stassi finished up her computer and they both gathered their things and left the floor,
taking the elevator to their parking lot. “Again, | really appreciate you being here,”
Sage commented as they exited the hospital. “1 owe you.”

Stassi shrugged. “I feel like you don't owe me anything. | got a lot of satisfaction
from being there.” She stopped at her car and glanced at Sage. “ See you around,

Sage.”

“See you, Stassi.” Sage waved and headed off to another row to get her car.” Stass
did into the car and considered the evening. What harm would it have been to tell her
about her father? Yet, it wasn't something Stassi was fully prepared to involve
anyone else in. In due time, perhaps. For now, she would settle on the fact that she
had afriend in Sage, which was the first step in making the hospital feel like a home.

Sage



Sage took along swig of water. Stassi hadn’t left her mind since they parted ways in
the parking lot. There was something interesting about her, but more importantly,
there was something real about her. If she slept her way to get into that position, then
that was a whole other Stassi altogether and Sage just couldn’'t see it. What stared her
straight in the face, though, was that based on everything she saw, Stassi was
someone she wanted to get to know better. Last night was a great start at that. She
released a yawn and got up from the table.

She was glad Stassi was able to get some rest, as she had to have been exhausted. It
was a double shift for her and when you' re starting out in a position, you don’t know
what to expect.

Sage poured herself a coffee, when she heard the door to the breakroom swing open.
She grabbed her sugar and turned to see Lena. Lena s face was held with awide-eyed
stare and a bit mischievous. She came running over, her face full of insight.

“You are not going to believe what | just heard.” She grabbed Sage’ s hand and pulled
her into the nearest sest.

“Hey, now. Coffee here.” Sage laughed. “I hope this gossip is more truthful than the
one about Stassi.” Sage rolled her eyes and took a sip of her coffee.

L ena arched an eyebrow. “How do you know it’s not true? Did you ask her?”’

Sage snickered. “First of all, no, | didn't technically ask her. But Stass and | were
working late together last night.” She shrugged. “You can just tell the type of person
when you’re working so closely with them, and | know in my heart that Stassi just
isn’t that type of person.”

Lena arched an eyebrow. “Describe closely.” She then moved in. “Give me all the
juicy details.”



Sage rolled her eyes. “You're impossible.” She took another drink. Lena could
believe what she wanted. She knew nothing happened, other than two people that
were finally getting to know one another. “It was a patient that Stassi was just helping
me out with. She stayed late because she knew that | was without a nurse and needed
someone that could handle the administrative parts of the job. | was grateful for the
help. She's a sweet person.”

“That's behind al that makeup.” Lena snickered, standing up from the table and
going to the refrigerator to grab water.

“She’s toned her makeup way down,” Stassi argued. “Besides, as Stassi says, it is
what it is. People are going to believe what they want to believe. She doesn’t seem
too upset that small-minded people want to believe that she had an affair, al to get a
job.”

As she drank her coffee, Lenaturned to her, and her jaw dropped. “ So, you really said
something to her?’

Sage shrugged. “1 wanted to set the story straight and | wanted her to know that if she
heard the rumors, | didn’'t once believe that she was involved in anything so, so,
scandalous.”

“How naoble of you.” Lena made aface and wandered back over to the table, plopping
down in the spot across from Sage. She still held that mischievous grin. Sage was
done trying to convince Lena of anything. If she wanted to trust that the rumors, she
heard were true, then there wasn’t anything Sage could do to convince her otherwise.

“You came here with news to share...” The words trailed off as she took another sip
of coffee.

“Oh. Right. Well, it's not gossip.” She scrunched up her nose. Well, | guess it’s sort



of gossip. But based on the truth, because it’ s already happening.”

“Just spit it out.” Before Lena got out the gossip, Sage would have to dismiss herself
and get back to work. So if she didn’t start with it, she would never have heard this
big news.

“1 heard that they’re cutting shifts and dropping employees, like none of them even
mattered.” Lena s brows furrowed. “They said they’re starting from the bottom and
going straight to the top. Even people that are retiring in a year or two might find
themselves jobless because they won't have to pay them their full pensions.” Lena
downed half her water as Sage considered that piece of info.

“l1 wouldn't worry too much about it.” Sage shook her head. “There's no way that
they’re letting people go. We're running on a barebones staff as it is. How much
lower can we possibly go?’ That was one point to add out there, but it also would
mean that Stass would be one of the first cuts. They could easily say that the
therapists could check their patients in and take them back to the room. There were
ways to cut staffing, but none of it left awarm fuzzy feeling for Sage. “In two weeks,
| have the meeting.”

“Hopefully,” Lena mumbled. “I mean, what would stop him from canceling, again.”
She rolled her eyes. “They obviously don’t care what we think, and half the staff
could be on their last leg in two weeks.”

Lena was aways the drama queen, but she wasn't really wrong this time. It could
happen, but Sage wanted to believe that nothing could transpire that quickly. She
took a sip of her coffee.

“Without staff, they’ll lose patients. Without patients, there's no money.” Sage tried
for optimism, but it had been proven frequently that the hospital didn’t much care for
how the employees saw things. “Have you heard anyone losing their job yet?’



“Well, no. Although, Lilain the lab has been warned and practically threatened that
she could be one of them to be let go.”
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Sage snickered. “Well, Lila has come to work drunk, you know. It could be all
connected. She is harming the patientsin her intoxicated nature.”

“1t’ s only happened once.”

“And that’'s okay?’ Sage arched an eyebrow. “I'm just saying, let's not get all
worried about our jobs. If anything happens, we'll both easily find something else.”
Maybe even better. It was possible that it could be the one thing that was able to
move them to look for something else. Sage wasn’t opposed to it. She finished off her
coffee and stood up. “Have to get back to work, but I’'m just saying that everything
will al work out. Trust me.” She tossed her cup into the trash, grabbed her water
bottle, and left the breakroom. She had to get that meeting and finally make a
difference. They couldn’t keep them quiet forever, and she would be the voice of
change.

Stass

Stassi took a sip of her coffee and heaved a sigh. Now that was a fresh brew. She
couldn’'t go another day with the hospital coffee. She just got paid and could finally
relish in the deliciousness that she had grown to expect. She leaned back in her chair
and pulled up the app on her phone. She had downloaded it the minute she learned
that was the most effective way to get details on her paycheck. She had been there
three weeks, so it was finally time to enjoy the fruits of her labor and she was
surprised by how excited she was to see what all that hard work had produced.

It was different being a model. In modeling you might get paid high dollars for a
photoshoot, but it was one day. Y ou could work, get paid, and then not have another



job for several days. Working at the hospital you had days of exhaustion because you
were working over twelve hours every day, dead on your feet by the time you left and
went home. Most of the time if you didn’t eat at the hospital, you didn’'t eat. It wasn't
a gig for the wary, but Stassi was working to make the best out of it. She had to
admit; she was even proud of herself.

She refreshed the screen and her paystub popped up. She stared at it. Her eyes bugged
out as the number attempted to process in her brain. “This isn't possible,” she
mumbled.

She had done the math severa times and had a general idea of what she expected to
get paid. And this was about a quarter less than what she anticipated. She shook her
head and refreshed again. There had to be some sort of mistake. She went to the spot
where it said how many hours she worked, and her jaw dropped. There was definitely
a mistake. A huge one. She had been back to her schedule numerous times to gauge
how many hours she should be paid for and for the two weeks, she was looking at one
hundred and one hours. She was paid for eighty.

Stassi went back to her calendar where she documented all the hours she worked and
calculated them once more. She hadn’t made a mistake. But a mistake was made and
that was with the hospital accounting department. She pocketed her phone and
finished off the last of her coffee. She would have words with them, because no one
was going to short her for the long hours she put into her shifts.

As she left the coffee shop, she thought about the previous night. She had worked
four hours over her scheduled shift. If she wasn't going to get paid for her overtime,
then why even bother? She reached the hospital, determined to walk straight into the
hospital and demand answers with anyone that would listen.

When she reached her floor, she got off the elevator and saw Sage. She was
immediately hit with the connection they had formed the previous night. Those four



hours she worked were well received by Sage and Stassi actually caught herself
thinking that she would have gladly given another four, even if she knew that it
would all be for nothing.

Sage grinned as Stassi approached her. “Hey, Stassi began.”

“Hey!” Sage had this goofy grin on her face that Stassi found quite endearing and
beautiful. She was taken aback by it. She had thought maybe she would rattle off her
annoyance with her paycheck, but Sage was so cool, calm, and just easy to be around.
“I wanted to thank you again for your assistance last night. It was greatly
appreciated.”

Stassi grinned. “1 was happy to do it. If you ever need help like that again, you know
who to call.” She beamed like a beacon on a lighthouse and instantly recoiled. She
most likely looked like afool, but standing this close to Sage had her ready to say all
the cheesy things.

Sage wasn't like the typical women she was attracted to. She was butch, had a single
gold chain that was usually hidden by her scrubs, and didn’t thrive on makeup and
material things. But she was as real of a woman as Stassi had ever encountered. The
women Stassi typically gravitated towards had the same outlook on what was
important in life as her: fashion, makeup, and accessories, to name just afew.

“What are you thinking?’ Sage asked.
Stassi quickly brought herself out of her thoughts. Sage kept a simple smile on her
lips, looking like she genuinely wanted to know. “Just how last night showed me

what is truly important.”

Sage nodded. “ Those are moments that one can always hold onto.”



Stassi locked eyes with Sage. She was caught in the moment and a single strand of
hair was out of place at Sage's temple. Stassi reached up to brush it back, but Sage
quickly jumped back.

“I'm sorry,” Stassi quickly apologized. “There was a hair, and | was going to, but |
should have—instead...um” She stammered, quickly looking away for her escape.
There wasn’t a hole she could crawl into, although that would have been pretty nice.

“That’s okay. No need to apologize. If | would have seen a hair out of place, | would
have done the same.” Sage smirked. “But you never seem to have a hair out of
place.” Her tone softened and Stassi looked up at Sage. There wasn't any judging and
she completely put Stass at ease. Stassi gave a smile, glad to have that comfortability
factor back.

“l got my first paycheck today,” Sage began, glad to change the subject. “It wasn't
quite what | expected.”

“No surprise there,” Sage mumbled.

“1 didn’'t get paid for any of the overtime | had the two weeks that’ s on this paycheck.
| had twenty-one hours and nothing. Clearly, it's a mistake, right?’

Sage shook her head. “I wish | could say it was a mistake. The hospital doesn’t
currently pay for OT. They don’t say you can’'t work over, just that you can't get paid
for it, if you do work over.”

Stassi’ s jaw dropped. “How isthat even legal ?’
Sage shrugged. “We ask those questions, too.” She then frowned. “It should have

been in your manual, though. If it wasn't, then they can't enforce it. I'm fairly
confident they added it last year, though. If you want, | can look at your manual with



you. Y ou might actually have aleg to stand on, if they don’t haveit in there.”

Stassi groaned. “Y ou mean the manual that was like fifty pages? | thought it'd have
things in there that were obvious to anyone. So, | didn’'t really read it. In fact, I'll
have to look around for it.”

Sage gave another genuine smile. “1 get it. It’s boring and true that most people don’t
pay much attention to it.” She glanced at the computer and frowned. “I’m sorry, my
patient is here, but if you need me to help you locate where it gives that information, |
gladly will. It's the least | could do. And | can tell you're frustrated. It's quite
understandable, but if you think about going to your supervisor, it won't do any good.
It's just the way things are.” She shrugged and rushed away to grab her patient.

Stassi didn’t like that mantra; it's just the way things are. No one should get away
with something so devious, as getting people to work for free. It's not cool and even
if it was in the manual, that didn’t change anything. She had two tasks at hand. Call
her father and make sure he was aware. There wasn't any way he would stand for
that. But she also needed to find the manual. There was some chance that maybe it
wasn't in there and then she could fight it. That was aways a possibility.
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Sage

Sage finds her thoughts on Stass for the past few days. When they stood together
talking and Stassi went to brush a strand of Sage's hair out of the way, Stassi thought
she was going to actually brush it behind her ear. A move that you often see in old
rom-com. It startled Sage and she couldn’t help but back up. But the truth was, she
wouldn’t have exactly minded, if she had any inkling that Stassi wanted them to
pursue something outside of building their friendship.

She quickly tried to force the thought from her mind. Making extra trips to the front
desk to pretend like she needed copies or taking extra glances towards Stassi when
she passed by her. They were all indications that Sage was interested in the beauty,
but she had to be reasonable.

“Earth to Sage. Come in Sage.” Lena nudged her in the ribs as they exited the
elevator.

“Huh?’ Sage asked.

Lenalaughed. “Am | missing something?’ Marcus asked.

Lenarolled her eyes. “I think our girl has alittle bit of a crush. It’s hilarious because |
can’'t count how many times, I’ve tried to set this woman up and never once did she

seem interested. The blind dateswere....”

“From Hell,” Sage muttered. “But Lenaiscrazy. | don’t have a crush.”



Marcus arched an eyebrow. “Let me guess...Stass ?’

“Ding ding ding. We have a winner,” Lena laughed as Sage stared at her. “There's
nothing to be upset about.”

“You're the woman that runs hot and cold with Stassi,” Sage pointed out. “You first
thought that we would be cute together, then gave me these rumors about her and
acted like she’'s scum, and now you' re teasing me and giving me a look that says Go
for it, Sage.” Sage rolled her eyes. “Y ou confuse me.”

“1 confuse most people.” Lenalaughed. “I guess the bottom line is; | want you to be
happy. If Stassi can make you happy, who am | to judge?’ She winked, nudging Sage
in the ribs once more. “And as my very best friend pointed out to me once, chances of
the rumors being true are dlim.”

Sage snickered. “So just like that, you'd be overjoyed if we got together? Well, it
doesn’t matter, because I’ m not crushing.”

They stepped into the cafeteria and Sage instantly spotted Stassi sitting at a corner
booth. She was alone and met Sage’s gaze. She quickly waved her hand, beckoning
them to join her.

“And just like that,” Lena said. “Lunchtime improves.” Lena leads the way over to
Stassi’ stable.

“I’m thrilled you guys are here,” Stass commented. “I thought | was going to be
forced to eat lunch alone and the skies are dark, so it doesn’t look like going outside
is an option. Grab your food and join me.”

“Gladly,” Lena commented. “Sage was just saying how she wished you were at
lunch.”



“You were? Stass’s eyes bugged out.

Sage stared at Lena, then turned back to Stassi. Yeah, of course. You work way too
hard, and | was worried you wouldn't get a break. We'll be back.” She grabbed
Lena' s elbow and ushered her away from the table. “What the hell was that?’ Sage
asked.

Lena laughed. “Just giving you the in you want. You can thank me later.” Lena
winked and then wandered off. Marcus laughed behind her. She turned and arched an
eyebrow. He shrugged and went to get his food. Sage groaned. She just hoped that
things would run smoothly, and she wouldn’t have to kick Lena under the table too
many times.

After she had her food and got back to the table, she saw Lenawas aready there. She
mentally groaned, as she could only imagine the conversations, they could have
already started between one another. They looked to be too deep in conversation that
it worried Sage, but she chose not to say anything, simply sitting in the vacant spot
next to Stassi. She could smell her perfume, and she was hit with an elegant whiff.
She wasn't just beautiful, but she had an exquisite scent about her. She looked down
at her food, hoping that she could concentrate, but already failing miserably.

Marcus returned to the table and the four of them ate, with Sage steering clear of the
conversation. Lena spoke about work and then drifted into her conversation about her
girlfriend. Stass seemed interested, too interested. Her eyes were focused on Lena as
she spoke, and it caused Sage to laugh.

All eyes went to Sage. Sage felt her cheeks warm. “Just saying that if you get Lena
talking about Maya, she'll never stop.”

Lenalaughed. “Sheisn’t wrong.”



The table turned into laughter and Sage released a breath. One more hurdle crossed.
The conversation began flowing again and Sage went back to her food.

“You know, Stassi, you should come to the Hospital’ s Happy Hour Friday evening, if
you're not working,” Lena continued. It would be nice to see Stassi outside of the
hospital. Sage looked up, waiting to see what Stassi’s reply would be. “I know that
Sage would love for you to be there.” Sage choked on her water as she felt all eyes on
her. She stared at Lena. “Isn’t that right, Sage?’

“Well yeah, because everyone should experience the Hospital Happy Hour. It's alot
of fun, so you should come.”

Stassi nodded. “1 would love that.”

Sage looked at Lena and then kicked her in the shin. Lena winced and Sage looked
back at her food. Lena deserved it because she felt like Lena was just instigating to
get areaction and she didn’t want to be a part of that.

They finished eating and when lunch was over, they all |eft the cafeteria. Marcus and
Stassi were ahead of them, and Sage grabbed Lena' s arm and held her back. “What?”’
L ena asked.
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“What?" Sage asked. “What was that all about? | know Sage would love for you to be
there.” Sage batted her eyes, in replication of how the statement came across.

Lenalaughed. “1 didn't look like that.”
“You might aswell have,” Sage mumbled.

“Are you ladies coming?’ Sage turned to Marcus who had the elevator door open for
them. Sage led the way to the door and stepped in next to Stassi. Marcus pressed the
two buttons for the floors, with Lena and him getting off on their floor first. That left
Stass and Sage to take two floors alone. A situation that Sage expected to be
unbearable. When the doors closed, though, Stassi started the conversation.

“Happy Hour sounds like fun. I'll be there. That is, if you really want me to.” She
gave a dight laugh and Sage met her gaze. Stassi’s face lit up and Sage nodded.
“Perfect.” The doors opened and Stassi got off first. She turned around and gave Sage
a grin. “Everyone that works here is so nice. | couldn’t have asked to have a better
group of work friends.” She turned and walked away from Sage.

Sage shook her head. The intensity of the way Stass stared at her, made her all hot
and bothered. She couldn’t imagine that feeling ending anytime soon. She went to the
nurse's station, where Kimberly, a nurse that works with Physical Therapy was
crying. Heather, one of the PTs was patting her on the shoulder.

“What'swrong?’ Sage asked.

Heather looked up and grimaced. “Kim just got notified that her hours have been



slashed in half.”

Kim shook her head. “I have two kids that rely on my income. I’'m not married, and |
have no one. How could they do this?’ She sobbed, |eaning into the counter.

Sage shook her head, disgusted with how the budgets were handled. Sage looked over
to the front desk, where Stassi was back to working, her back towards Sage.
Something had to change. If they didn’t get answers soon, there wasn’t any guarantee
of the future of them or the hospital.

Stass

Stassi tossed another outfit to the side, then panned back through her closet. She had
to have something in there that would be a mix of chic and casual. She threw another
outfit out and then went back through her closet. She grabbed a navy jumpsuit that
she had only worn a couple of times, before deciding she wasn't sure it was a look
she was interested in. She held it up in front of her and stared at her reflection in the
mirror. It had a bow that was at her bust, allowing her to accentuate her breasts.
Perhaps tonight was the night to bring it back out of the closet. Besides, time was
getting away from her.

Stassi changed into the outfit and again stared at her reflection. With the right touch
of makeup, it would make the outfit really pop. She hoped Sage liked it, because
truthfully that was the one person she wanted to impress.

There wasllittle to go on, in believing that maybe Sage wanted something more than a
friendship between them. She went to touch her, and Sage rebuked her advances. Y et,
Lena acted like Sage was interested and that was something small that Stassi could
hold onto. At least it was something. When Sage looked in her direction, Stassi got
the butterflies that one could feel when someone was interested. Stassi already knew
shewas, so now it was just trying to figure out the other party.



The hospital had rented out a small Tagueria that was located two miles from the
hospital. Stassi had been there only once before, when she had a meeting set up with
a potential advertising agent. It was nice because it had a pool table and darts, along
with an olden jukebox that played the current mix of music. But because her new
friends were going to be there, she had more of areason to feel overjoyed.

As she took the drive, she used the opportunity to attempt to get ahold of her file. She
had tried several times over the past week, but she was always greeted with the same
thing, his voicemail. Tonight wasn't a different story. The message sounded and the
beep echoed through the phone.

“Dad, | don't know why you're so busy, or if you're just ignoring my calls, but
please...| need to speak with you. It's a matter of life or death. Cal me.” She
disconnected the call before she could rethink the message. That was what had
happened every other time she called. She got done with leaving a lengthy message,
only to chicken out and delete it, ultimately leaving it as a missed call. Maybe this
time it would elicit aresponse from her.

When Stassi pulled into the parking lot, it was already full of cars. It did appear that
everyone came out to these get-togethers. Stassi was happy to see that. She entered
the tagueria and a woman was standing at the entrance, speaking with someone that
Stassi only briefly knew. She believed her name was Rona. The woman standing with
her, though, turned and greeted Stassi with awave. She rushed over to her.

“Areyou Stassi?’ she asked.

Stassi frowned. “I’m sorry, have we met?’

The woman laughed. “No, but I've heard a lot about the beautiful blonde with the
radiating eyes.” She smirked. “I think everyone else is here.”



Stassi wasn't sure how to take the compliment. Who did she hear this from? The
woman was quick to explain that too.

“Lena,” she pointed. “I’m with her.” Lena and Marcus stood at the bar. They were
doing shots and it appeared like they were trying to see who could out beat who.”

“Oh, you're Maya, Lena's girlfriend?” Maya smiled wider. “I’ve heard a lot about
you, too.”

Maya laughed. “Welcome.” She threw her hands up. “I’ ve been around to see many
of these Happy Hours, and | assure you that you will not be disappointed. Just enjoy
yourself.” She patted Stassi on the shoulder and then walked back to Rona. She was
friendly and Stassi could see why Lena would be attracted to her. They seemed to
have much in common, including a bubbly persona. Stassi smirked to herself
remembering how she once perceived that maybe Sage and Lena were a couple and
how it was quickly realized she was wrong.

Stass moved in closer to where Lena and Marcus were still knocking shots back.
Sage stood at the edge watching them. She wore a green t-shirt and black jeans, and
Stassi allowed her eyes to wander just a little too long. She latched her gaze on
Sage’'s ass, which was hugged perfectly in those jeans. She bit down on her lip and
stared. When she looked up, Sage had her gaze directed at her. Stassi’s cheeks felt as
if they were on fire, and she gave a smile. Sage walked over to her.

“Hey,” Sage replied in greeting. “Lena and Marcus are practically drunk already. |
think I'll need to be their DD.” She smirked and then looked down over Stass’s
outfit. “You look nice.”

Stassi smiled. “As do you.” She pointed to the thin chain that hung around Sage's
neck. “You always have such nice chains.”



Sage grinned. “And | have a story behind most. Maybe you'll hear one or two some
other time.”

“1 would like that.” She wasn’t confident to say she would love that, because that
would mean they were inching even closer together. Something she wouldn’t fight.
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“Would you like adrink?’ Sage asked. She motioned a waitress over to them.
“I'll take a Strawberry Margarita,” Stassi replied.

“And I'll take a Modelo and Lime.” The waitress left them, and Stassi nervously
glanced around. This was one of the few times they were alone together, where they
had to carry on a conversation. And never away from the hospital setting. She
couldn’t believe how nervous she actually felt.

“It’ s nice the hospital does thisfor the staff,” Stass commented.
Sage snickered. “ They should do more.”

Stassi nodded in agreement, but if she ever got through to her dad, she could have
that very serious conversation with him. The waitress came back with their drinks and
Stassi reached in her purse to grab some money.

Sage shook her head. “It’s all covered.” Stassi withdrew her hand. That made sense.
She wasn't sure why she assumed she had to get some money out. Maybe for a tip
anyway. She sipped on her margarita and caught Sage staring at her. It was either a
lovely compliment or Sage was staring at the woman that was silly enough to think
they wanted her cash. Either way, her gaze caused Stass to blush, and she already
wanted the evening to linger forever.

Two margarita’'s in and Stass was aready relaxing. She started dancing with
everyone, tossing an intimate look in Sage’'s direction a few times, wondering if it
was reciprocated. When Sage would smile, she began to believe it was. When she



was offered a third margarita, she passed, settling on water.

“Hit your limit?" Sage teased.

“Wasn't sureif you' d have one more spot for another drunk.”

Sage laughed. “For you, I’d make room.” She then laughed and looked away. “That
came off atad flirtatious.”

“Just a tad?’ Stass teased. Sure, the alcohol was adding to the easiness between
them, but if she had athird it would surely send way too much ecstasy in her mind.
Before Stassi knew what was happening, though, the dance turned into a slow one
and she was moving in time to the music with Sage leading the way. Sage and Stass
kept the eye contact going and Stassi felt the intimacy heating up between them,
warming up her inner thighs as they danced.

“You do have beautiful eyes,” Sage whispered.

Stassi smiled. “Isthat the alcohol talking?’ she teased.

Stassi shook her head. “| stopped at one.” Stass arched an eyebrow. “DD, remember?
This is just water with lime. Not nearly the same effect, but worth it in the long
room.”

Stass moved in closer, relaxing in Sage's arms. The song played drifting them off
into a hypnotic haze, completely captivating Stassi in the way her body molded
against Sage. The feelings seemed to be reciprocated and Stasss was fully
mesmerized in the moment.

When the song ended, Sage grabbed Stassi’s hand and pulled her through the dance
floor and up the stairs. Stassi wasn't the least bit nervous as they made their way up



the long steps and down a corridor. She could have asked where they were going, but
she wasn’t the least bit curious because she' d go anywhere with Sage.

Sage pushed through a glass door, and they went out onto a balcony that was
cascaded with floors and plants. They were on the rooftop, and everything was
beautiful.

“One of my favorite places.” Sage dropped Stassi’s hand and went over to some
plants. Stassi watched with intrigue as she lifted each leaf and told stories of what the
names were. Stass was surprised by Sage's vast knowledge of what each plant was.
Sage turned and smiled, most likely seeing the shock that was written on Stassi’s
face. “My grandpa loved plants. He would take me to the botanical gardens for hours
on a Sunday and we would just walk around, taking in the various scents and
enjoying the scenery.”

“He sounds like he was a great guy.”

“He was the best.” Sage's eyes lit up as she spoke about him. “One of my favorite
peoplein the world.”

Sage continued to walk around the garden area and point out various plants for Stass.
Stassi could have been caught up in that moment and never wanted to break from it.
When Sage stopped in front of her, she turned and there was this genuine longing
between them; it caught Stassi’ s breath.

“l have a secret,” Stass whispered. Sage's eyes widened and she even stepped in
closer. “You say how the rumors started about me getting this job. Well, none of that

was true.”

Sage laughed. “Believe me, | never believed it.”



Stassi blushed, turning away from Sage’s intriguing stare. “The truth is, I'm a trust
fund kid.” Sage tilted her head. “Weéll, | came from wealth. My father’s rich and he
would give me money when | was running low on funds. | never needed a regular
job.” Sage continued to just listen. Stass wasn’t sure what al she wanted to share,
but she kept it light. There would be more time to divulge everything. “ Unfortunately,
my dad had a few bad investments come through and so the money stopped coming
in. I had no choice but to make the best of a rocky situation. That meant getting a job
and frankly | didn’t think maintenance work would intrigue me. | also wasn't
interested in waitressing, so this seemed the obvious move. | have to admit, though, |
didn’t know how this job would make me a better person. But I'm already seeing the
shift.”

“From the first moment | met you, | thought there was something pretty cool about
you.” Sage's voice was barely above a whisper. “Thank you for sharing that with

me.

Stassi nodded. “1 want to open up to you, Sage. Asmuch as | can.” She moved in and
captured Sage's lips against hers. She thought maybe Sage would pull back, but she
felt the passion slowly igniting between them and Sage wrapped her arm around
Stassi. Stassi opened her mouth and welcomed Sage's tongue in between her lips.
Stassi smiled, growing the intensity in their affection.

“It's about damn time.” Stassl jumped back and turned to find Lena staring at them.
Lenafell against the wall and laughed. “I thought | was going to have to lock you two
in an elevator.”

“What?’ Stassi asked.

Sage rolled her eyes. “Don't listen to her. She's already drunk.”
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“l am not!” Lenashrieked. Her words were slurred, though, so it was hard to dispute.
“There was atime when | thought maybe you two were a couple,” Stassi replied.

Lena laughed, shaking her head, and leaning forward against her knees. “Is it realy
that funny?’ Sage shook her head.

“You can havethisone,” Lenareplied. “I’ll settle as her BFF. | came up here to see if
you gals wanted to join Maya and me in agame of pool. Winner buys drinks.”

Sage laughed. “Because they’re free anyway. What do you say, Stassi? Do you know
how to play?’

Stassi smirked. “Guess you'll just have to wait and see.” She winked and the three of
them left the rooftop garden. Stassi was exhilarated to know that Sage and she were
in agreat place and ready to explore new things together. She couldn’t wait.

Sage

Sage was disappointed that they didn't exchange phone numbers when they left each
other at the taqueria. It would have been an option that they could have reached out to
each other. Following the kiss, Sage wanted to spend even more time with Stassi. It
was disappointing that they didn’t have more intimate time together, but the kiss was
something that kept hope inside of Sage that there were better things around the
corner.

Stass wasn't at the reception desk when Sage arrived at work, yet another



disappointment. “Hey, Cami,” she replied, grabbing the chart. “No Stass today?’

“She’s working ER desk. They said they wanted to cross-train, so you' re stuck with
me.”

“I’ll manage,” Sage teased. “George.”

He came slowly with his cane; mumbling as he passed her. She couldn’t make out
what he was saying entirely, but it had to do with her being a couple of minutes late,
but even George wouldn't damper her mood. She was hopeful that if she could get
through the morning, she would be able to see Stass at lunchtime.

That feeling was dampened when she walked into the cafeteria several hours later and
couldn’'t find her. It was a beautiful day outside, so it was possible that she would
have been in the courtyard, but she didn’t want to think that Stassi would go out there
without having first found Sage. In her mind, the courtyard was their place. It was
just she didn’t realize that would be the case when they sat out there during that one
lunch.

“Sage!” Lenaand Marcus called, waving her over to their table.

“No, Stassi?” Sage asked.

Lena smirked. “We're no longer good enough for her. She has to have her lover
nearby at all times.”

Sage rolled her eyes. “We're hardly lovers.”

“At least not yet,” Marcus teased. “1 mean they did seem rather hot on the dance floor
Friday night.”



“You thought that was hot. You should have seen them making out on the rooftop
garden.” Sage opened her mouth and Lena winked. “See, | told you | wasn’t drunk.”

Sage scoffed. “I’ll go grab my lunch and be right over. As she left them, she couldn’t
hide her smile. She was hot just thinking about how they were making out. She
grabbed a salad and water, paid, then went back to their table.

Marcus and Lena were talking in hushed tones when Sage got back to the table. “ Still
talking about my love life?’ Sage snickered. “It’s not that entertaining, | can assure

you.
“It makes for a better conversation,” Lena mumbled. “I was just talking to Marcus
about these stupid budget cuts. | heard some of the senior nurses talking about it and
they plan on cutting sick time and vacation days.” Lena shook her head. “1f we don’'t

figurethisall out, | don’'t know if any staff will be left behind.”

Sage’s face fell. She would have rather they continue talking to her about Stassi. At
least then they wouldn’t have to get this down-in-the-dumps attitude.

“I’ve heard much of the same,” Marcus admitted.

“Last week Kimberly was saying that they slashed her hours. | know it’s getting bad,
but what can we do about it? | have that meeting coming up at the end of the week.”

“If he doesn’'t cancel,” Marcus muttered.
“Maybe | should go to the budget meeting on Wednesday. If I'm at the door, they
can't really toss me out, can they?’ Lena looked hopeful and Sage was glad to see

that her friend was stepping up to assist where she could, aswell.

“Couldn’t hurt,” Sage replied. “If we're al doing our part, they’ll take notice. I'm



certain of it.”

At least it was a plan, but Sage worried that her meeting would be derailed, and she
would have her friends and co-workers upset with her, even when it wasn’t her fault.

“Look who just walked in,” Lena whispered. Sage looked over her shoulder and she
saw Stassi. Stassi turned and looked at her, giving her a small wave. Sage excused
herself and went over to where Stassi stood.
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“Follow me,” Sage whispered.

Stassi didn’'t hesitate to follow her into the hall. “I won't be able to stay long. They
have me cross-training and | didn’'t think 1’d even get a lunch, but...” Before she
could finish, Sage pressed her against the wall and kissed her. She held onto Stassi’s
waist, pinning her up against the wall, both their hearts colliding as one.

“Damn,” Stass replied, breathlessly gasping.

“You were the one to kiss me Friday, so | wanted to initiate this one. | was afraid |
wouldn’t see you and frankly that couldn’t wait.” She brushed her thumb against
Stassi’s lip and Stassi stared at her. “But you were saying you couldn’t stay.”

Stassi nodded. “Sadly,” Stass whispered before grabbing hold of Sage's necklace
and pulling her to her, drawing her into another kiss. Sage relaxed against her, feeling
the heat heavy in her core. If things didn’'t continue to progress, Sage would feel this
hole that only Stassi could fill. She was desperate for her touch.

Stass

Stassi stood against the counter, her eyes locked on her phone. She was ecstatic to
find the luxury coffee cart making its rounds near the ER. Since she barely had a
chance to grab her sandwich and head back to the department, a quick stop at the cart
would allow her the chance to partake in alatte. Something similar to what she would
find in her coffee shop, but with a dlight difference. She didn’t have to make the drive
twenty miles away.



There was one dight problem, though, the woman behind the counter seemed way
overworked and the latte didn’t provide a quick fix. If she stared at her phone, she
could hopefully ignore the fact that she would be late getting back to the desk. As she
perused through the website on her phone, she caught a glimpse of an elegant suit,
one that would match the speck of gold in her eyes. She could practically feel the way
she’'d fedl if she wore that while out with Sage. A smile peeked on her lips. And if
Sage and she shared kisses as she did afew minutes earlier, she would be glad to take
her suit off.

“Your coffee. That will be $10.50.” Stassi grabbed a ten and five out of her pocket
and pushed it towards the barista.

“Keep the change.” She took a sip and heaved a sigh. Not bad for hospital coffee. It
certainly beat the regular Joe she was accustomed to getting there, and she would
have to remind herself this cart was readily available. She glanced down at her phone
as she headed towards the ER doors. The outfit was a bit out of her price range. Well,
most glamorous attire was, now. But soon her dad would have her back on her feet,
living the luxury lifestyle that she had grown familiar with. She hit the buy now
button and pocketed her phone.

She had sent him an email telling him of the conditions at the hospital, only to get
ghosted by her own father. She tried to convince herself that he was simply busy, but
it was quickly becoming more difficult to believe. There were only so many calls that
could go ignored.

As she reached the desk to return to her training, her phone started vibrating. She dug
in her pocket and saw her agent, Kelly’s, name flashing on the screen. She glanced
around; not one person was there to see that she was taking the call. She shrugged
and answered.

“Hey Kel, what’s it been a month?’



“Too long,” she replied. “Just wanted to give you a call because I've got a job for
you. Stassi arched an eyebrow. Words that she hadn’t heard or expected to hear. She
had every thought that she would tell Kelly that she wasn't able to take on any jobs
until things settled down in her life. But now, her old life was thrust back in her face.
Y et, there was a dight tug that crippled her. She had to be realistic. There wasn’t
much chance that she could have a full-time job and model on the side. Most
modeling projects took weeks, maybe even months. It would require a certain amount
of dedication, and this could disrupt everything. Y et, there was a sense of excitement,
and she hadn’t even heard what it al was aboui.

“I'm listening.” She glanced around, hoping that she would still be alone. Sure
enough, the corridor was empty.

“1 need you for a print campaign with Seasons Boutique. It won't be a long project.
It's taking place next Saturday and | imagine you'll be in and out in a few hours, but
the pay is great and if it goes well, they’ll expect you to be available for more
projects. Areyou up for it?’

This was promising and right off, Stassi didn’t have to be set into a heavy schedule.
Besides, she didn’'t work Saturdays, unless there was an emergency and if she had
this setup, she would be able to get out of being called in. The extra income would
help to pay off the outfit she ordered, as well. Things were looking up.

“Yep. Sounds great.”

“Perfect. I’ll send you the details in the coming days. Talk soon.” She disconnected
the call and Stassi couldn’t erase the grin.

13 Stm!”

Stassi spun on her heel, prepared to get yelled at about being on her phone. “Y es?’



The words came out tense, but not as tense as her racing heart.

“Just got a call and you're needed upstairs in Therapy. You did well today and if
needed, | expect we'll giveyou acall in, if you' re good with that?’

“Of course. Anything to help out.” Stassi grinned and then grabbed her purse and
headed to the elevator. The ER wasn't her ideal department. She actually preferred
working in Therapy. Maybe because there was aways the chance that she would
catch a glimpse of Sage, and nothing enticed her more. When she got off the elevator,
she was hit with how quiet it was.

She headed to the front desk, where Cami was leaning back in her chair and
swiveling from side to side. She caught a small yawn from her, before their eyes met.
Cami laughed. “Y ou caught me.”

Stassi gave asmile. “Did you want lunch? Is that why you called me up here?’

Cami frowned. “I hadn’t. If | had, it would have been to keep me company.” Cami
released a laugh. “Two patients canceled and we're not due for another one for at
least an hour.” She scrunched up her nose. “Makes for along and boring shift.”

Stass frowned. “Well, if it wasn't you, then...” Her words trailed off when she
spotted Sage headed their way. Was it possible?

“Sorry to tear you away from the ER,” Sage began. “But | have some filing that's a
mess and thought you could take a look at it. Won’'t take too much of your time.
Possibly thirty minutes or so.”

Stass was a tad disappointed. To be summoned by Sage was nothing short of
amazing, but to be summoned for work, she was disheartened. “Of course. Show me
the way.”



“Gladly.” Sage turned and escorted Stass back down the hallway, bypassing the
filing room. She pushed open one of the exam rooms and motioned for Stassi to
enter.
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“There’'s filing in here?’ Stassi asked, turning to face Sage. Sage had a gleam in her
eye, catching Stassi by surprise. “Or is there not?’ Stassi teased moving in closer to

Sage.

Sage shrugged. “Sometimes you have to make your own destiny.” She grabbed
Stassi’s hand and pulled her to her. Stassi’s lips crashed to hers and Sage hungrily
kissed her, causing Stassi’ s heart to burst from her chest. “Ever since the two minutes
at lunch,” Sage breathlessly began. “1 wanted to kiss you.”

Stassi dlipped her fingers into Stassi’s hair and pulled her closer to her. She didn't
have any argument with her. Sage trailed her hands up the back of Stassi’s top and
clung to her bare back, while Stassi shifted and kept the heated kiss rolling through
her body.

Stassi pulled back from the kiss and grabbed onto her shirt tossing it to the side. Sage
tilted her head and laughed. “You naughty girl.” She dipped her eyes to Stassi’s
breasts and moved in closer. “I’d devour you right now, but then we'd both be hungry
for more.”

“What'd be wrong with that?’ Stassi whispered. She reached up and unclasped her
bra, letting it lowly fall to the ground. “Y ou locked the door, right?’

Sage nodded and moved in cupping Stassi’s breasts in her hand. She looked up and
grinned. “Beautiful.”

Stassi moved in and captured Sage' s lips with hers. Her tongue swept in and claimed
a moan that exited Sage, while Sage greedily groped Stassi. “I need you,” Stass



whispered between their kisses.

“l need you more,” Sage replied, grinning and pushing Stassi back up against a bed.
Stass felt the warmth inside of her practically boiling over. She grabbed onto Sage's
shirt and slipped it up and over her breasts, letting it down to the floor. When an
alarm interrupted them.

“Dammit,” Sage groaned, breaking from another heated kiss.

“What's that?’ Stass asked, gasping. The moment quickly gone. Sage grabbed
Stassi’ s bra and handed it back to her, then picked up her shirt.

“My next appointment will be here shortly.”

“1 don’'t understand. Cami said that we had an hour.” Sage quirked up an eyebrow. “I
mean, that your patient wouldn’t be here for another hour.”

“That might be true, but | have to set up the room and get things prepared.” She
shook her head. “But we were on the track for...” She snickered, then shrugged.
“There' s always another day.”

Stassi mentally groaned what she wouldn’t give if they could go back to their heated
embrace. “Oh, you didn’'t hear my news.” She put on her bra and pulled over her top,
as Sage stared, waiting. “ So, | got acall from my agent.”

Sage snickered. “Y ou have an agent.”
“Oh, yeah. I'm sure | told you. Or thought | told you.” She shrugged. “I do some

modeling on the side and my agent called and said that I’'m set up for a gig next
Saturday. Could be an exciting one.”



“Huh...” Sage then nodded. There wasn't anything beyond that and Stass stared at
her, waiting for her to gush over the news. Something that never came.

“So, anyway, that’s all. Just wanted to share.” Sage gave a slight nod and turned from
Stassi. Stassi frowned but didn’t want the excitement of them nearly being together to
be overshadowed by how the meek display of enthusiasm coming from Sage. “So,
now that we're getting closer, | think we should go on a date.”

Sage turned, obviously catching her attention. “Y ou do, huh?’

“It’s the obvious next step, | would think.” Stassi continued to wait, wondering what
was going through Sage’s mind at that very moment. “I don’t want to push or
anything, but | think it'sagreat idea.”

“Alright,” Sage replied. “On one condition. | get to make the arrangements.”

Stassi nodded. She wouldn’t object to that. She wanted someone that would take the
initiative and if Sage was willing to go to those depths, then she would gladly accept
it. She was excited about an official date and hopeful that nothing would disrupt their
evening alone.

It wasn't long for Sage to decide when the date would be and what the plans were.
Huntington Botanical Gardens seemed like the perfect choice, especially when their
first kiss was held surrounded by an array of flowers and plants. It seemed Sage put a
lot of thought and effort into where they should go. A quality that Stassi was
appreciative of.

However, as the date began, it felt like things were forced between them. In fact, it'd
been a week since Stassi got up the nerve to suggest they go on a date and that week
was the tensest between them. Stassi didn’t want to ruin the evening by pointing out
the inevitable, but she felt like Sage was merely going through the motions.



When they got back to Sage’'s apartment, Stassi considered that maybe Sage would
walk her to her car, and they would part ways only two hours into the night. To her
surprise, though, Sage led her to her apartment door.

“Do you like pizza?’ Sage asked.

“Doesn’t everyone?’

“Madeit all vegan,” Sage replied. “ Just have to toss it in the oven.”

“Sounds delicious.” Stass stepped into the foyer and looked around. Sage's
apartment was modest, and this was the first time Stassi really had a chance to take it
al in. It's small, yet cozy. A far contrast from the apartment style that was typical
with Stassi.

“Do you want some wine?’ Sage asked, tearing Stassi away from the gawking she

was doing in the living room. Sage held up a glass of wine and Stassi took it with a
smile.
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“Thank you!” She took a sip and then swallowed it slowly. “Nice place you have

here.

“Thanks. It's home, so can’t complain.” She shrugged and the conversation stagnated
again, with Stass sipping on her wine and wondering when the next piece of
conversation would ignite. She licked her lower lip, then looked over to Sage. “This
evening was fun. I’ ve never been there, so glad | got to experience it.”

“Yeah. One of my favorites.” Sage took a drink of wine, then looked up and met
Stassi’ s gaze. “ So, how have things been at work?”’

“Good. Great, mostly. | enjoy it.” Stass looked down at her wine. Conversation
stalled. She looked up and Sage quickly glanced down at her wine glass.

“1 should check on the pizza,” she mumbled. She turned and left the living room.
Stassi groaned. They had been there for no more than ten minutes and the pizza had
to still be going. Was it merely an excuse to get away from her? Stass |eft the living
room and went down the hallway to the kitchen. Sage was up against the counter, her
eyes staring aimlessly across the kitchen to the wall.

“Something on your mind?’ Stassi asked. She wanted things to get back to the point
where they could talk about anything, whether it was life growing up, work, or the
weather. Things weren't tense between them. That's why she wanted the date. She
knew that Sage was someone she could get along with and not have to be someone
shewasn't.

Sage nodded. “I’m sorry. Guess | haven't really been in the mood tonight. Perhaps |



should have canceled.”

Stassi frowned and looked away from Sage. “Oh well, if you fedl that way about it,
then maybe you should have. Don’t want you doing something you don’t want to do.”
She threw up her hands. “In fact, | could just leave now and put us both out of our
misery.”

Stassi turned and it wasn't fifteen seconds before Sage was rushing over to her and
reaching for her hand. There was a dight spark that struck Stassi and she turned and
met Sage’s gaze. “l don’'t want you to go, Stassi. | didn’t mean it like that. I’'m just
struggling with the hospital, and I’ve put my heart into that place and with budget
cuts, I’'m not sure how much longer I’ll be ableto do it.”

“Budget cuts?’ Stassi stared at Sage. Sage slowly nodded. Stassi knew it was bad, but
she hadn’t heard hints of budget cuts.

“There was a budget meeting and well, from what | hear, it didn’t go well. Next week
| have a meeting and I’'m just worried that it won't go as planned. If it doesn’t, then
we might al think about looking for something else. This place is just not the place it
used to be. And it's sad.”

Stassi listened, intently. If her father didn't answer before, she would demand he
answer her now. People were going to lose their jobs over this. The patients deserved
better, and her father would ensure they got better. Together they could help make it

happen.
“1 don’t want tonight to be brought down by my sour mood. Forgive me?”’
“Forgiven.” Stass smiled and Sage leaned in and gave her akiss. As they kissed, the

oven timer went off. Sage dipped her hands up Stassi’s shirt and hugged her to her,
not breaking from the intense connection that had reunited them.



“The oven,” Stass breathlessly stated.

“Can wait,” Sage finished. Stassi laughed. She didn’t care if they had burnt pizza. She
was just glad to figure out why things had been so off with them. When the timer
continued to go off, Sage groaned and pulled back. “Hold that thought.” She gave a
wink and turned to the stove. Stassi bit her lower lip, grinning as the thoughts of
where they could go by the end of the night danced through her mind.

Sage put together two plates and filled up their wine and they sat down to enjoy the
pizza. But throughout the meal, Stassi caught herself staring at Sage, wishing they
could just toss the plates into the sink and get back to the kiss.

After two pieces, Sage glanced across the table. “I’'m not al that hungry. At least not
for pizza.” She gave awink and Stassi laughed.

“You read my mind.” Sage got up and walked around to take Stassi’s hand, and she
escorted her back down the hallway and this time to a bedroom. When she turned
back to Stassl, Stassi took charge. She grabbed hold of Sage's shirt and pulled her to
her, raising the shirt as they kissed passionately just two feet from the bed. Sage
pushed Stassi down to the bed and Stassi stared up at her, watching as Sage did a
striptease in front of her.

When the last piece of clothing had been shed from Sage, Stassi grabbed hold of her
shirt and pulled it up and off of her, then Sage moved in and helped her remove her
bra. Stassi kicked out of her pants and Sage grabbed hold of her panties and tore them
slowly down Stassi’s legs.

“Damn,” Stassi whimpered, tossing back her head and trying not to quiver with need.
It was impossible. Sage grabbed Stassi’s chin and raised her head to her, so they
could return to the desperate kissing, Stassi’s knees trembling. Through the kiss, she
spotted Sage smirking and Sage touched her hands to Stassi’ s knees to steady them.



“I’ve got you,” she whispered, before breaking from the kiss and moving her lips to
Stassi’s neck. Stassi released a groan and arched her back. Those words played
dangeroudly inside Stassi’s mind. Stassi laid her head down on the pillow as the kiss
deepened. Sage's breath was hot as she wandered down Stassi’s body, her teeth
latching on Stassi’s right breast. She sucked as Stassi wiggled underneath her. One
hand held firmly onto Stassi’s waist as she continued to suckle her nipple. She shifted
and latched onto the | eft one.

Stassi stretched out her arm and held onto the edge of the bed while enjoying the way
Sage’'s tongue swooped around her curves. “Yesssss,” she groaned, her body
trembling with desire.

Sage splayed kisses along Stassi’s navel before trailing a line of kisses up her body
and to her chin. She kissed, then elicited a groan before moving her lips back to
Stassi’s. Stassi dlid her tongue into Sage’s mouth, and they hungrily kissed, Stassi’s
heart pounding steadily into her chest. Her opening wept for Sage to move down
lower, but she couldn’t tear herself away from the heated kiss.

As they kissed, Sage moved her hand from Stassi’s waist and moved down between
her legs. Two fingers snaked their way into Stassi’s opening, dipping in to spread her
apart. Stassi bit down as her core throbbed with Stassi pumping her fingers in a
steady motion.

Sage swirled her tongue around Stassi’s before exiting her mouth and shimmying
down Stassi’s body. Stassi gripped tight to the bed, her body already primed for what
was going to happen. She arched her back and released a breath, her eyes rolling up
to the ceiling. Hurry! Before | can’t control myself. She shifted back under Sage as
Sage moved in, replacing her fingers with her tongue.

Stassi bore down and closed her eyes, her mind racing as Stassi powered in and out of
her. Quickly Stassi’s lower half started to tremble. Sage reached out and touched her



leg, steading her, but Stassi couldn’t hold back the cries that built inside of her. “Oh
God,” she groaned, bucking her hips hard against Sage's tongue. “Sage,” she cried,
wriggling even faster beneath her.

“Come for me, baby,” Sage moaned, thrusting her tongue in harder.
Stassi groaned, her fluids gushing from her and her eyes falling back into her sockets.
The room began to spin, and she came hard, crashing down to the bed, her body

convulsing until the tremors slowly dulled.

Sage felt her way back to Stassi’s lips and she had a huge grin on her lips. “Kiss me,”
Stass breathlessly gasped.
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Sage fell into her and kissed her longingly, holding her tightly against her body.
Stass had never had such an earth-shattering experience, but it was only just their
beginning.

Sage

Sage stretched out her arms, her hand slowly sliding down the woman in her bed. She
grinned and hovered over her. She looked so peaceful asleep. It was just after six and
Sage had to be to the office by nine. Stassi was off, but she had no problem if she
stayed in her bed all day and waited for her to get home. It was a thought that quickly
hit Sage. To say that about someone she’'d only known for a month, was crazy.
However, she wasn't sorry to think those words. The previous night was everything
she wanted and more.

She moved in and kissed Stass softly on the lips. She could rest a little more. Sage
wanted to get her some breakfast. If it was in bed, all the sexier. She got up and
grabbed her fluffy robe from the chair and slipped it on, taking one more long look
over to where Stassi was still sound asleep.

Sage went to the kitchen and pulled out all the makings of a grand breakfast buffet.
She hit the button on the radio, so it played softly in the kitchen as she hummed along
to an Adele song that she barely knew. She had the waffles in the toaster oven and
was scrambling her eggs when she heard the shuffling of feet. She glanced over her
shoulder and saw Stassi standing there, gawking.

Stassi grinned. “Hope you don’t mind that | borrowed a shirt.”



“Mind? It fits you well.” Sage winked, then walked over and planted a soft kiss on
her lips. “I’'m disappointed, though. | was hoping to serve you breakfast in bed.
Consider it your award for the hot sex last night.”

Stassi laughed. “You are the one that deserves all the praise. I've never had such an
erotic night in my life.”

“Then something to surpass in the future.” Sage winked, then went back to the food,
with Stass laughing softly behind her.

“1 woke up because | got acall from the hospital.”

“Oh?’" Sage turned and arched a brow.

“Yep. Turns out I’'m needed in the ER this morning. No one to run the front desk.”

“That’s what happens when they keep cutting people,” Sage mumbled. Stassi stared,
but Sage quickly turned back to the food. “What time?”’

“Whenever | can get there. Thought | would just go in when you do. If | could take a
shower here and borrow a pair of scrubs...” Her words fell off and Sage nodded. She
began to pile the eggs and bacon on a couple plates, then felt Stassi’s arms around
her. “We could take a shower together.” She kissed the nape of Sage's neck, exciting
Sage with her hair standing on her arms. She turned around and tossed her arms
around Stassi. “| take that asayes.”

“Hell yes,” Sage whispered, kissing Stass and hoping she knocked the anxious
thoughts from her mind. This wasn't the time to dwell on budget cuts and anything
else that could hinder their growing connection. She had to give in to al her desires
and let doubts get cast away. “Eat up. I’ ve made plenty.”



“| can seethat,” Stassi grinned. “ All my favorites. It slike you know me already.”

“I’'m doing my best to get to know you.” Sage grinned and waited for Stassi to take
her seat before Sage sat down across from her. “Oh, what do you want to drink?’ She
jumped up and hurried to the refrigerator.

“Whatever you have. I'm not particular.” Sage grabbed out orange juice and took two
cups from the cabinet. She poured them each a glass and carried them back to the
table to where Stassi had already started in on the waffles. She sighed. “Delicious.”

“Seeing that smile on your face makes slaving over the store this morning worth it.”
Sage laughed, forking some eggs onto a piece of toast. They talked casually over the
breakfast meal, and it did take her mind off of the hospital, a much-needed
distraction. There was never a time when Sage could imagine that she would feel
comfortable sitting at a kitchen table, eating breakfast with another woman. Her heart
had been shattered a time or two before and this was something that she never truly
desired again. Yet, with Stassi smiling and enthusiastically enjoying being there with
her, it put Sage’s mind in adifferent mindset.

When breakfast was done and the dishes were in the dishwasher, Sage grabbed
Stassi’s hand and escorted her to the bathroom. Stepping under that hot water was
refreshing, but not nearly to the extent of their first kiss in the shower. Sage was
quickly warped back into the place that the bedroom had taken her the previous night.
She kissed Stassi with a passion that tingled her toes and Stassi fell back against the
shower wall. The steam completely enveloped them as one. The heat was on a
Richter scale of off the charts and Sage just wanted them to fall back into bed and
forget about work for afew days.

Sadly, al great things are forced to end, and they had to get around to go to the
hospital. When Stassi got dressed, Sage tilted her head and smirked. “Y ou look good
in my clothes.”



Stassi grinned. “That sounds sexy.”

Sage grabbed her hand and pulled her to her. “Y ou look good in my bed, sounds even
sexier.” Sage kissed her, and she heard Stassi produce a small laugh, a sound that |eft
Sage wanting her even more. She groaned as she pushed her away. “And on that note,

we best get going before both of us end up ‘sick.

Stassi laughed. “ The hospital would be shocked about that one.” She then frowned,
and Sage quickly stepped up to her, worried the frown had all her fears rolled up in
her head. “We're keeping this hush-hush, right?’ She shrugged. “I mean, | don’t
know that | want everyone in the hospital to know our business. It’s really none of
theirs. Besides, it'd be nice to have you all to myself, with no one frowning down
upon us.”

Sage brushed the back of her hand along Stassi’ s cheek. “1 agree. For now, we'll keep
this between us.” She gave her aquick peck, and the smile returned to Stassi’ s face.

Sage led the way to the hospital, with Stassi close behind. She kept checking the
rearview mirror to ensure that Stassi was back there, but never once did the distance
get between them. When they parked in the hospital, Sage went down one row of
cars, and Stassi chose the next. This way no one could say they came together. Sage
would do anything to make sure Stassi was comfortable, and if that meant steering
clear of any intimate encounters, then she would abide by those rules. However, it
was Stass who walked over to her car. Sage got out, and Stassi had this devilish
smirk in her eyes.

“What are you doing?’ Sage asked, trying to control her smile.
“There’s no one around.” Stass moved in and kissed Sage. The heat was till there,

just like when they were in the shower and the bedroom the previous night.
“Something to get you through your day.” She winked. “Maybe we'll see each other



at lunch.” She then turned and sauntered off away from Sage, with Sage gawking
after her, wishing that she could run and pull her up against her. She licked her lips
and snickered. That wasn't nearly enough to make her get through the day.

Luckily, the morning started off hectic and only got crazier as it went on. Sage kept
checking her watch, anticipating lunch, and hoping that Stassi would come grab her
so they could possibly have a heated getaway in aroom. Y et, none of that happened,
and as the morning progressed, she even wondered if she would get to take lunch.

“George?’ she called out. She tried not to let her disapproval show. George Ruiz
tended to be one of the more difficult patients. He always had something to complain
about. But at least she was on time to get him from the waiting room, and he couldn’t
harp over that. He came slowly with his cane, mumbling as he reached the desk. His
son was on the other side of him, holding onto his arm to guide him. Again, the
mumbling. “How are you doing today?’ she asked, staying cheerful, despite the
grimace on the older man’s face.
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“I’m still walking with a damn cane. How do you think I’m doing?’
She shot alook at his son, and herolled hiseyes. “Dad, it’s not Sage’s fault.”

“That's what she wants us to believe,” he grumbled. Sage escorted them into the
room and closed the door. When she turned back to face him, he continued to
grumble. “I should have been done with this cane weeks ago.”

“George, it realy hasn’t been all that long,” Sage began.

“Don’t mind him, Sage. He woke up on the wrong side of the bed.” George Jr. tried
to talk cam and collected, just as he aways did when he accompanied his father.
Sage appreciated it, but she knew the truth. He was just a grumpy old man who
couldn’t be satisfied with anything. She even sensed that maybe he would have rather
the stroke have killed him. It was a sad situation, but his emotions were intrusive
wherever he was.

“l did not,” he argued. “I just don't know what the point of coming here is. The
doctors said | would be better in no time, and still, I’m struggling with this damn cane
and relying on you to drive me around everywhere. I'm done. It's clear that
Occupational Therapy is a bullshit science and just something to get my money.”
George collapsed dramatically into the chair and stared at Sage.

Sage slowly nodded but held up her hand when his son attempted to apologize. “It's
aright. Every patient can feel the way they feel. | know when | had to go around
taking care of my grandfather, he felt the same way.” She shrugged and crossed her
arms. “You can't force the patients to want to try to get better. Besides, sometimes it



works, and sometimes it doesn't. It's been a busy day, and | could eat my lunch, if
you want to cancel. Y our choice.”

George J’'s eyes darkened, and there was a sort of glare about them. Sage pleaded
with her facial expressions for him to just give it a few more minutes, and his face
softened.

Sage continued, “So, you have ten more sessions scheduled. Should | cancel them
al?

George glared at her. “So, just like that, you are dismissing me? What kind of
hospital isthis? | should report you.”

Sage shrugged. “It's redly all relative, George. If you don’t feel it's working, then
why waste your time? I’ m just trying to help you out.”

He looked away from her, catching a glimpse of his son’s eyes. “What do you want,
Dad?| could take you home. There was a horserace on that you wanted to see, right?’

George huffed and shook his head at the outrageousness of the situation. “I never...”
He remained seated. “Fine. Since we are here. I'll give it a few more sessions,” he
hastily replied.

George Jr and Sage shared a look, with George Jr trying to hide his grin. It was
something that could have easily gone wrong, but to her relief, she didn’t have to beg
him not to go to the hospital regarding her tactics. And he didn’t argue another drop
during the rest of his therapy. Maybe she would have to play this card for other
patients who were distrusting of the methods.

As she finished documenting in his notes and left the room, she spotted L ena getting
off the elevator. Sage gave her a dight wave as she approached. “Marcus is in the



cafeteria; wanna grab some lunch?’
“Your timing is impeccable.” Sage glanced at her watch. “I just finished the last
patient of the morning, and | have about an hour. Let’s get out of here.” There was a

small ounce of hope inside that she would bump into Stassi in the cafeteria, but she
had to remind herself that she wasn't to tell Lena or Marcus anything.

When they got on the elevator, Lena turned to her. “Spotted Stassi earlier. She's
working the ER, and | had to run and check on a patient.”

“Oh really?’ Sage asked, keeping her eyes off the wandering nurse.

“Yep, and funny thing, | could have sworn she was wearing your scrubs.” Sage
turned to her, and Lenalaughed. “Am | wrong?’

“I’m sure there are aton of those scrubs out there. Seriously, you’' re whacko. “
Lenatilted her head. “A ton that have a slight tear on the right side? | remember the
day you got hooked on that door on floor 3. Funny thing, | would have thought you
would have aready gotten that fixed.”

Sage winced. “How close did you get to her? You can't say anything to anyone. We
were together and she got called in to work. There was no time for her to get home

and change.”

Lena laughed. “Well, | wasn't that close, and you just confessed, so now | know it's
true.”

Sage rolled her eyes as the door opened. “Y ou tricked me.”

“All in fun. | won’'t say aword, but why are you being so secretive? Y ou can be with



whoever you want. | was just surprised when | recognized it, but clearly, you two dig
each other.”

“We just decided that keeping it between usis the right way to go. At least for now.”
Lena shrugged, and they entered the cafeteria. Sage glanced around to see if she
could spot Stassi, but only saw Marcus seated at a corner table. Perhaps she would
get a chance to have a few minutes with her before she went back to work. She
grabbed a fruit bowl and water, paid, and then went over to Marcus' table. He looked
up, but his face was somber. “What' s wrong?’

Marcus shrugged and grabbed his phone. “ So, Wyatt, who isinterning in HR, has sort
of acrush on me.”

Sage arched an eyebrow. “He knows you're taken and in a fully committed
relationship, right?’

He shrugged. “Never came up.”

“You're playing with fire, Marcus. Just don’t let anything go where it shouldn’'t go.
Y ou have too good of athing going, and you wouldn’'t want to screw that up.”
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“I’m not interested,” Marcus said. “But that’ s totally not the point. When you have an
in with HR, you tend to learn things, and well, let’s just say that it isn't always what
you want to learn. Take alook.” Sage grabbed his phone and read over an email that
was sent to him. “It’s just a plan of what they’re putting together. They haven’t sent
out the official word, but it's coming.”

“What's coming?’ Lenaasked, grabbing the seat next to Sage.

Sage pushed the phone towards her so she could read it. “All the senior nurses are
getting their 401K’ s slashed? How can they do that?’

Marcus shrugged. “And I’m sure they won't just stop at the nurses. This is getting out
of hand. Again, they haven't finalized the email, but Wyatt said it's only a matter of
time. He was ordered to get it sent out by early next week.”

“Having the middle-man do the dirty work. That’ stypical.” Sage shook her head.

“This is annoying,” Lena pushed the phone back to Marcus. “This would never
happen if we had a union.”

“Then go ahead and start one,” Sage grumbled. Lena s brow furrowed in thought. She
had a meeting with HR the following week, and she hoped the email would have been
sent by then. That way, she could bring it up without getting anyone into trouble. She
grabbed her phone and pulled up Stassi’s number.

Sage



| missyou. Doesn’t look like you'll make it to lunch. Come over to my place tonight!

Stassi was a great stress reliever, and if nothing else, she could have her as a cherry
on her evening, but something had to change. She just wasn’'t sure how to get that
started.

Sage lit two candles and placed them in the center of the table. Flowers were already
in the middle, which led to the perfect ambiance. There was a knock on the door, and
Sage smirked. She was right on time. She loved that about Stassi.

Sage opened the door and greeted her with a smile before she lowered her gaze to the
bag Stassi carried. “What' s this?’

“Well, | thought | might as well bring an overnight bag. Y ou just never know, and it’s
better to be prepared, right?’ Stass moved in and gave Sage a kiss, but the sight of
the overnight bag did a lot to Sage’s emotions. When she invited Stassi, she hadn’t
anticipated that Stassi would take it as an invitation to move in. Yet, here, it felt all
too familiar, like her past life was colliding with her present.

Stassi tilted her head as the kiss ended. “Did | do something wrong?’ she asked.
“You look pissed.”

“Pissed? | wouldn't say that.” Sage turned away from her and wandered back to the
kitchen, where the décor greeted them with aromantic hue.

“This is nice,” Stass whispered, but she didn't sound jovia, like when she first
arrived.

Sage forced a smile and turned back to her. “I’ll take your bag.” She reached for it
and carried it down the hallway to her bedroom. She felt like she was headed to the
gas chamber, instead of al the intimate possibilities that would draw themin.



When she turned back around, Stassi had made her way to the bedroom. Stassi smiled
but glanced over to her overnight bag. “If | read too much into the evening, I’ m sorry.
| don't have to stay over. It was merely a thought. Just in case, you know?’ She
walked over and grabbed her bag, but Sage was quick to reach for it.

“Keep it here. It was a good thought. | guess | just have a lot of thoughts going
through my head. None that should concern you, though.”

Stassi frowned. “Well, if it concerns you, then it concerns me.” There was a small
smile on her lips and Sage wanted to pull her into her arms and tell her how sweet
that was, but she was frozen. Was it the fear of getting too close to someone else
again, so fast? She moved past her, brushing dlightly against Stassi before leaving the
room. “You know,” Stass continued. “Whenever I'm stressed, | find that a game of
basketball will usually relax me. And | couldn’t help but notice that there’'s a court
out back. Up for agame?’

Sage laughed. “In my years of living here, I’ve never played one single game of
basketball.”

Stassi grinned. “ Good because then maybe I’'ll have a chance.”

“What about dinner? It's already prepared and just ready to warm up on the stove. Do
you really want to go outside and work up a sweat before we eat?”’

Stassi shrugged. “Not all that hungry, are you?’

Sage considered that, then sighed. “Alright. Let’s go.” She blew out the candles, and
they left the apartment building. “There’'s extra basketballs in here.” Sage stepped
into the laundry room and grabbed a ball, and they left through a back door to get to
the court. She began dribbling the ball but wasn’t too far into it when Stass reached
out and grabbed the ball from her.



“She shoots. She scores. And the crowd goes wild.” She cheered for herself, and Sage
laughed.

“1 never knew you were so competitive.”

Stassi grinned wider. “Guess there's a lot you don’t know about me. Ball is yours.”
She bounced the ball to Sage and Stassi went back to dribbling it. She saw Stassi
moving towards her to come get the ball, so Sage dodged her and moved closer to her
basket. She positioned herself and shot the ball, scoring. “Not bad,” Stassi said. “Now
we have areal game.”

They were only ten minutes into it when Sage realized that Stassi was right. She had
considerably calmed down, to the point where she was laughing and enjoying being
out there with Stassi, asif basketball was her favorite pastime.

“So, do you wanna talk about it?" Stassi asked as she dribbled the ball and stared
across at Sage. Sage smiled, relaxing even more.
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“Got some unsettling news today.” She told her about the email that was getting
ready to go out and Stassi listened, halting the dribbling to keep her mind focused on
every word. “I’'m just worried about my fellow co-workers, and | feel at a loss
because | don’t know how I can help them.”

“You're agood woman, Sage,” Stassi began. “Your heart is so big.”

Sage snickered. “And yet, there' s not adamn thing | can do.”

“There' s always something that can be done.”

Sage slowly nodded. At the meeting, she could do everything she could to pull
everything in their favor, but it was a bit overwhelming to consider that she was the
one that everyone now depended on. Stassi reached up and caressed Sage's cheek and
Sage’'s eyes went to hers.

“I"'m glad you' re here,” Sage whispered.

“There’'s no place I'd rather be.” Stassi winked and wrapped her arm around Sage,
pulling her into a mouth-watering kiss. As their tongues collided in unison, they just
held one another. The ball dropped, jarring Sage out of her deep fantasy.

“1 could warm up the food,” Sage began.

Stassi shook her head and reached for Sage' s hand. She scooped down and picked up

the ball while still holding onto Sage. They went back into the building, dropped the
ball back into its basket, and then headed up to Sage's apartment. They were both



quiet, but Sage could hear her escalated heartbeat.

Sage unlocked the door and pushed it open, then followed after Stassi as they went
down the hallway to the bedroom. Once inside, Stassi turned to Sage and wrapped her
arms around her, kissing her with such passion and hunger that it left Sage breathless,

“Let metake away your worries,” Stassi whispered.

Sage couldn’t object. The room started spinning, and somehow, they both ended up
naked and back in her bed. Sage pulled the covers back around them and fell down
into the bed. It was so cozy and comforting. Stassi pressed her bare body to Sage's,
and they melted together, with Sage’ s finger quickly swiped against Stassi’ s folds.

Her opening was wet, and she could tell that hers was too as they kissed one another
with all the fire captivating them. Sage arched her back and let Stassi’s lips slowly
trail down to her neck. Stassi methodically sucked, even leaving teeth indentations as
Sage released a groan. Stassi grabbed onto Sage’'s hips and held her in place, not
breaking from her neck. She kissed and sucked, sucked and kissed, undoubtedly
leaving a hickey inits place.

Sage growled, her insides aching to feel the same attention. Stassi released a dlight
giggle, then moved her lips around to the other side of Sage’'s neck, applying the
same appreciation. Once she had given her all, she moved down, trailing kisses along
her chest. This was her attention to give, and Sage wouldn’'t lead her elsewhere. She
grinned, fully entranced in how Stassi had her body on fire.

Stassi traced Sage's stomach with her lips, leaving kisses around her belly and then
shifting her lips down to Sage’s most delicate spot. Her breath was warm and inviting
as Sage spread out her legs, the ache even harder to get past. Stassi slipped her tongue
inside of her, causing the shock to break through Sage’s core. It happened so quickly
and yet didn’t appear to be quick enough.



“More,” Sage gasped.

Stassi dlid her tongue up one side of Sage’'s opening and back down the other, eagerly
tracing the spot that Sage had maintained the first time they had intercourse. Sage
shot up, grabbing onto Stassi as Stassi made the lap again. She held onto Stassi’s
shoulders and slowly rocked her hips back and forth, waiting as Stass went in even

deeper.

“Oh God,” Sage whimpered, her legs shook, and she grabbed onto the bed, her
stomach tightening as Stassi swiftly moved in and out of her. Stassi’s sounds of
pleasure left Sage panting and bearing down, ready for the orgasm to shoot through
her. Stassi’s tongue slid even faster, opening Sage up even more, and Sage latched
down and released a cry. Her body shook, right along with the bed, and she shattered
in two, releasing her juices. She was spent, crashing down onto the bed, panting from
the orgasm that had raked her body.

Stass slithered up Sage’s body, like a cloth to its flame and moved in and kissed her,
nipping down on her lips. Sage tasted her own juice coming off Stassi’s lips; it was
sweet. Her mind had cleared of her worries from earlier, and she was smiling with
happiness. Thiswas her safe space, and Stassi knew how to stroke all the right parts.

Stass

Stass stared at Sage as she rested so peacefully. She pulled the blanket around her as
a chill hit her body. It wasn't even chilly in Sage’'s bedroom, yet there was this
ominous feeling. It amost felt like doom was hanging over them, before they could
even continue what was happening.

Stass didn't want to feel this way, but there were too many things that could go
wrong between them. When they were together, Stass felt like they were meant for
an eternity. They weren't nearly in that position, though. Time was hardly on their



side. And there were too many ways they could crumble. So why did Stass feel it
was meant to be? Love wasn’t aword that Stassi had never had reason to say. Outside
of her parents, Stassi would avoid using the word. It was reserved for when her mom
or dad would initiate it. It was too soon. Hard to even consider that Stassi would want
to say it to Sage, especially someone she hardly knew. The bedroom proves
otherwise. That was the problem. When they were together in an intimate setting,
there was no denying their chemistry. She was comfortable with her. And that wasn't
even scary to admit.

Stassi grabbed her phone and stared down at her |atest text to her father.

Stass

Are you ignoring me? | get the feeling you're ignoring me. |’ ve texted, emailed, and
called. | need to talk to you.

She fell back against the chair and stared at the sleeping woman, who was barely
covered in her bed. If her father didn’t return her messages shortly, she would have to
go directly to his house. He couldn’t ignore her if she were standing right in front of
him.

“Areyou staring at me?’

Stassi turned and spotted Sage on her elbows, her eyes directed to her. Stassi felt her
cheeks burning. “I mean, you are hard not to stare at.” Stassi stood up and moved
over to the bed. She leaned in and planted a kiss on Sage’s lips. “I didn't mean to
wake you.”

“You didn't wake me.” Sage tilted her head. “Y et, I’'m wondering what you’ re doing
awake. It'sjust after two.”



“Got alittle hungry. Hope you don’t mind, | warmed the food up.”
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Sage snickered. “Don’'t mind at all. Just bummed you didn’t wake me. Didn’'t you
hear my stomach grow!?’ Sage grinned and Stassi sat down on the edge of the bed.

“Do you want me to warm you something up?’ Stassi asked. “It was delicious, by the
way.

“l can get it.” Sage looked Stassi up and down, then grinned. “You look good al
wrapped up in that towel. Good enough to devour.” She wrapped her hand around
Stassi’s neck and pulled her to her. Words like that were impossible to ignore. And
she didn’t want to.

“Y ou better get out of that bed, or you'll never get anything to eat,” Stassi teased.
Sage groaned. “Y ou just want to see me naked. | know how you are.”
Stass laughed. “Y ou caught me.” She tossed Sage’ s robe to her. “But just in case...”

Sage snickered and put the robe on. “Maybe it’s the fact that you like to take clothes
off of me, that you really like.”

“You're naughty.” Stassi shook her head but couldn’t keep the laughter down. She
could get wrapped up in similar moments like that and never question why she felt
that Sage was her ultimate destiny.

When Sage stood to her feet and closed her robe around her, she reached for Stassi’s
hand, and they left the room together. “This is nice,” Sage replied, as if to read
Stassi’s mind. Stassi gave a dight nod, despite her inner voice telling her that things



were moving way too fast.

“1 will do the deed. Do you want it all?’ Stassi let go of Sage's hand and moved to
the refrigerator to grab the food that needed to be warmed up.

“Yes, please.” Sage took a spot at the table and Stass moved around the kitchen, like
she owned the place. When she looked over to Sage, Sage had her eyes drawn down
to the table, lost in another thought. She looked up and met Stassi’s gaze. “| have a
meeting with Noah Benton on Wednesday.”

Stassi arched an eyebrow. “Who?’

“Oh. Right. Noah Benton is the hospital's CFO. I've had numerous appointments
scheduled with him to discuss the staff’s demands. Unfortunately, every attempt I’'ve
made has been refuted by him. He's either had to cancel or reschedule. This last time
| was in his office, he practically dodged me like a bullet.” She shook her head. “It's
hard to be taken seriously when they won’t even listen to your pleas.”

“That’'s rough,” Stassi mumbled. Watching Sage, she felt a certain amount of guilt.
She couldn’t tell Stassi the truth about her father, because then she would be seen as
one of those people. She didn’t want people to look down upon her because she was
the daughter of the hospital’s owner. But also the longer she kept the secret, the
harder it'd be to tell her. “Hopefully, you'll get to actually talk with him this week.”

“That’ sthe plan.”

The microwave dinged, and Stass was able to turn away from Sage's wandering
eyes. She grabbed the plate but didn’t anticipate how hot it would be and winced in
pain. “Ouch.” It dropped from her hand, splattering the plate to the counter. Food
went everywhere, and the corner of the plate broke off.



“Dammit, I'm sorry. | wasn't thinking.” Stassi turned to Sage, holding her hand
against her as her hand burned.

“Are you aright?’ Sage jumped up and hurried to stand next to Stassi. She reached
for Stassi’ s hand, causing Stassi to pull back instinctively. Her eyes clouded over, and
she quickly nodded. She wanted to tell Sage everything about her father and how he
was the typical rich patriarch but had lost his fortune, which caused her to look for a
job... ajob that he was able to get her.

“I"'m fine. Just alittle sore.”

Sage scrunched up her face. “It’s red and will likely blister if we don’t do something.
Here put your hand under the cold water while | get some things.” Sage guided
Stassi’s hand to the sink and then rushed from the kitchen. With the cold water
running on her hand, Stassi turned to the mess in the kitchen. She scowled and tried
to pick up the pieces, but Sage ran back into the room. “Don’t worry about that. I'll
get it. Give me your hand.” Stassi held out her hand as Sage put cream on the burn
and then bandaged it up.

“Not just an Occupational Therapist,” Stassi began.

Sage snickered and shrugged. “In school, you learn lots of skills—so | have a broad
range of foundational knowledge. How does that feel ?”

“Better,” Stassi said, looking at Sage’ s handiwork and then at the mess. “But I'd feel
even better if | could get this cleaned up and give you some food.”

Sage nodded. “Fine. We'll clean it up together.” And that’s what they did. The truth
never did get revealed that night, but as they worked in the kitchen to pick up the
mess and discard the broken dish, Stass felt even closer to Sage. Maybe everything
would work out in the end and Sage didn’t have to know right at that moment who



her father was. She just hoped that Sage' s meeting with the CFO went well, though,
for everyone’s sake.

Sage
“Have you planned on what you’ re going to say?’ Marcus asked.

Sage held the paper up in her hand. “I’ ve been preparing this for months. | think |
haveit.”

Lenarolled her eyes. “Exactly what | thought when | went into the budget meeting.”
She shook her head. “They’re ruthless, | tell ya. Couldn’t even get a word in. When
they were ranting and raving over their reasons, it was clear they believed they
thought they were the only ones that mattered.” Lena crossed her arms in a huff.
“Clearly, they just don't care.”

Sage shook her head. “I can’t believe that. Or, rather, | don’t want to believe that. We
give our heart to this place and to get shucked around, we can’t stand for that.” Sage
looked past Marcus and Lena. She had hoped that Stassi would be there. She knew
that it wasn't likely since they had decided that they would keep their relationship
quiet, but it would have been nice to see her face. Besides, Lena already knew, and it
was likely that Marcus strongly suspected it.

Sage glanced at her watch. The minutes were inching closer. She was relieved that he
hadn’t up and canceled on her, but based on the last encounter, anything was still
possible. “How much longer?” Marcus asked.
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“Ten minutes. I'll head in, in about five.” She glanced down at the note, nerves
starting to set in.

Her phone vibrated a notification and she reached into her pants and withdrew it to
find a message from Stassi. She grinned as she read over it a second time.

Stass

Remember that I’'m there in spirit. You' ve got this. I’m sure of it. Don’t back down.
“What are you smiling about, as if |1 need to ask?’ Lena giggled and Sage playfully
nudged her in the side. She was like a giddy schoolgirl when she was around Stassi
and seeing this message reminded her how much Stass already meant to her. She
quickly pocketed her phone and couldn’t break from the smile.

“That tells me everything | need to know.” Marcus chuckled.

Sage’s mouth opened, then quickly snapped shut. She had a job to do and wasn't
going to let Marcus and Lenateasing her get to her head.

“| better get in there, before they give my appointment away.”

“You're taking one for the team, Sage.” Lena reached up and sgueezed Sage's
shoulder. “1 know we al appreciate it.”

Sage shrugged. If only she got some useful resolution from it. She turned and headed
towards the door. Gina sat a her desk. She quickly typed on her computer and looked



up as Sage entered the office.

“I’m here for my appointment.”

Gina frowned. “I thought that was rescheduled for next week.” She looked back to
her computer as Sage stood there, gawking. She nodded. “1 show the appointment
was canceled and a call was made to you to reschedule.”

Sage shook her head. “1 never got acall.”

Gina sighed. “Wedll, I'm sorry. We've been extremely busy, and it must’ ve escaped
me, but Mr. Benton is completely swamped with high-priority cases and there's no
way that he can see you today.”

“You can't be serious. I’ve been waiting outside the door for thirty minutes now. |
didn't get a call to reschedule, and I'm not leaving until | speak to him. We want
answers and, until we get them, no oneis going to be happy. You tell him that.” Sage
glared in Gina's direction. Gina didn't seem the least bit phased. She shrugged,
stuttered, and ultimately held her own ground. “Is he in there?” Sage asked. She
stomped towards his door.

“You can’'t!” Ginacalled, just as Sage grabbed the handle and tugged at the door. It
flew open and Noah stood up at his desk. “Mr. Benton, we demand answers.”

“What' s the point of this?’ he asked. “ Gina? Gina?’

“I’m sorry, Mr. Benton. She barged in, and there wasn’t anything | could do.”

He glared at Gina, then turned his head to Sage. “I am busy, Sage. This is going to
have to be put on the back burner for another day.”



Sage sat down in the chair across from him. “I’m not leaving until you at least hear
what | have to say. If that means you have to work around me, then | guess that’s
what will have to happen, but I’'m staying. Like it or not.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Y ou do realize that you' re not in a position to negotiate with
me, right? | am the CFO. | report directly to the CEO and have years of experience
over you.”

Sage stared back at him. He could ultimately have her fired on the spot. She knew all
this, but she wouldn’t be able to respect herself if she didn’t giveit atry, and now she
felt she had nothing to lose. “Yes, but | represent the nurses and staff who make this
hospital run.” The staring contest continued.

“You may go, Gina.” He waved her on and sat down behind his desk. Gina closed the
door behind her and for one split second, Sage felt she had succeeded. “Sage, you
have to understand that you don’t know what all goes around the making and running
of ahospital.”

“That istrue,” Sage admitted. “But | do know that the hospital relies on patients. And
| know that without patients, there’s no money. | also know without staff to help the
patients, the hospital will fail. If that’s your ultimate goal, then just say it. However, if
you would like to explore other avenues, then maybe, as a team, we could all help
you out. The nurses and the rest of the staff, we want to feel like we're still part of a
team.”

He snickered. “It’s not our goa to make you believe otherwise.” He leaned back in
his chair. “So, what are the major concerns?’

Sage looked down at her note. “One of the big concernsis the email that was sent out
yesterday. 401ks are being slashed? Some of these nurses have been employed with
this hospital for thirty or forty years. That's a lifetime for me. And a lifetime for



many others. These nurses are going to retire and not have enough money to support
themselves. | can't believe a company would be aright doing this to its loyal
employees.”

“Again, you don’t know how business works. Thisis a not-for-profit hospital, and the
hard truth is that we're losing money. Things have to be cut somewhere, and

unfortunately, we have opted to make the cut. It will be agradual one.”

“Beforeit’s al gone.” Sage shook her head, and he didn’t comment. “The employees
are upset that overtime hasn’t been paid for awhile now.”

“Again, it's al about there not being enough money.”

“Yet, because you let staff go, the ones that are left behind feel they need to
compensate by working off the clock. That’s not ethical.”
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He raised his shouldersin a shrug. “Any other thoughts?’

Sage stared at her list. Everything she said was going in one ear and out the other.
Not one item on her list seemed like it would go any further than coming from her
mouth. If she mentioned that the staff was threatening to walk, then he would shrug it
off and that would be one less employee he had to fire.

“Is there areason you won't get the staff more involved and allow them the courtesy
of coming up with cost-based solutions?’ Sage tossed the list down on his desk. “We
have a great team, and | don’t think the hospital will be what it has been built into, if
we lose some of this staff. Keep that in mind.” She got up from her chair and turned,
leaving the office before Noah could even give arebuttal. She had said her peace, but
with someone that stubborn, it was hard to get him to hear the voice of reason.

Ginawatched her as she left the office. Marcus and Lena were still out in the hallway
and both of them jumped up from their chair and stared at her. She slowly shook her
head.

“It was pointless,” she stated. Lena and Marcus groaned. “He tried to back out of the
meeting, again. When | wouldn't leave, he said he’'d listen, but that was about as far

asit went. He' s so damn bullheaded, but it iswhat it is.”

“No,” Lenaargued. “We can't just say it iswhat it is and shrug it off. Something has
to be done.”

“What?’ Marcus asked.



Lenashook her head. “I haven't figured that one out but give metime.”

Sage glanced at her watch. “| have to get to work. | have a patient coming in. I'll see
you guys later.” She hurried to the elevator and rode it up to her floor. When she got
off the elevator, Stass stood at the nurse’s station, her eyes directed in that direction.
She stood up straighter and hurried over to Sage.

“1 was on break and hoping you’ d be back. How'd it go?’

Sage shook her head. “It didn’t. He didn’t want to hear me out. He listened but didn’t
seem too concerned. | just don’'t know that 1’1l be able to see this hospital again as the
place where one cared about the employees,” she sighed. “Maybe it's time | go to
work someplace else.”

Stassi frowned. “Don’t say that. | see the way you deal with these patients and they
al genuinely like you. Don't give up on them.”

Sage gave aweak smile. She wanted to be in the same mindset, but it was hard when
the place she’ d worked so hard for, to succeed, was quickly crumbling in front of her.

“If | didn't have a patient, | would pull you into a room and have mad, passionate

Sex.

Stassi laughed and then looked around before she caught a quick kiss. “If you didn’t
have a patient and | didn’t have to get back to work, I'd alow that. But later?’

“Definitely.” Sage watched as Stassi went back to the front desk. She had to try to be
positive, but all she saw were ways to fail in the current situation. She turned and
headed to the room. With her patient waiting, she had to think about that later, as now
wasn't the time.



Stassi

Sage

| missyou.

It'd only been two days, but it was nice to see the message pop up in Stassi’s text. |
miss you, too. Stassi stretched out in her arms and left her apartment, making the
morning jog per usua. The past couple of days, they had been working opposite
shifts, leaving it impossible to get to spend time together. She had to tell herself, that

when they were finally together, it would make that intimacy all the better.

As she reached the corner, she heard another text message ding on her phone. She
grabbed it from her pocket to find another text from Sage.

Sage

I’m off tomorrow. You are, too, right? Let’s plan aday of it. | can pick you up at 6.
Stassi sighed. Now would be the time when she would have to remind Sage that she
had a modeling shoot the next day. She had been steering clear of the topic because
she got the ideathat Sage wasn't al too pleased with Stassi’ s choice of side hustle.
Stassi

I’d love to spend the day with you tomorrow, buit...

She stared at the phone and quickly deleted her message.

Stassi



Sounds good, unfortunately, | have plans tomorrow.

It wasn't alie. It wasn't exactly truthful, though, because it was vague, and Stassi felt
guilty the moment she typed it out. She quickly deleted it. How could she be honest
and not start another potentially hazardous conversation.



Page 36

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 5:06 pm

Kely

Hey, send me your updated sizes. | want to make sure we're prepared for tomorrow.

9)

Stass shifted between each text message. She landed back on Sage's.

Stass

Sounds good. Let me make sure | don’t have anything that needs to be taken care of
tomorrow. | come in a one. Hopefully I'll see you then. We can discuss it.
Otherwise, I'll text you later.

Stass

I’[l email them to you tonight. Can’'t wait.

Sage

Yep, I'll be there. Come in at noon and have lunch with me. I’ll make it worth your
while. ;)

Stassi
I’[l meet you in the cafeteria.

Stassi pocketed her phone and released a breath. It was difficult juggling everything



in the air. Made a person’s conscience do al sorts of acrobatic routines. She reached
the coffee shop. She hadn’'t intended on swinging in for a powerful cup, but she
needed something to take the edge off and her usual routine was just what the doctor
ordered. Once inside, another text dinged on her phone.

“Are you kidding me?’ she mumbled. There was a part of me that wanted it to be
Sage again. She was excited about seeing her at lunch, but fearful that things would
erupt when she confided, again, about her Saturday plans.

She pulled it out. Thistime it wasn't from Kelly or Sage.

Dad

I’m not ignoring you. Things have been busy. How’ s work going?

He couldn’t be serious. After the no response to emails, texts, and calls, he was going
to message and act like there was nothing crazy going on?

Stass

Work at the hospital or with my modeling? Both are going well, | suppose you could
say. | have a print campaign tomorrow. Excited for the opportunity.

Stassi went up to the counter and the barista nodded. “ Usual ?’

“Yep. Thanks, Clay.” She pulled out her card and moved it towards the center of the
counter. Another text popped up.

Dad

Y ou need to focus on your stable job. That's the one you'll be able to make a career



out of. Enough worrying about this modeling. It's a cruel and fickle world out there.
Better not to be a part of it.

Stassi

Y ou don’t think I’m a good model?

Dad

It's not like that, Honey. But they don’t tend to hire older models. That’s just the way
things work. If you were still eighteen, then maybe. You know you can't do this
forever.

The man behind Stassi cleared his throat, and she noticed that the coffee was sitting
there waiting for her and all eyes were on her. “Sorry,” she mumbled. She grabbed
the coffee and card, then hurried to a corner table.

Stassi

Have you seen my messages? |’ ve sent you over a dozen emalls, texts, and |’ ve called

you. Haven't heard anything back. Are you free to actually talk? There' s some shady
shit going on and we need to discussit.
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She sipped on her coffee. Perhaps that was a bit harsh. She stared at her phone,
waiting, hoping he would call, and they could square things away. Y et, she waited,
and no call or text came through. Her father suddenly ghosted her, but why?

Sage was at the entrance to the cafeteria, when Stassi approached it at noon. Sage
grinned and grabbed her hand, pulling her to her, welcoming her into a deep kiss.
“1"ve wanted to do that since Wednesday,” she whispered.

“Even if people see us?’ Stassi teased.

She shrugged. “Who cares? I’ m at the point where I'll tell anyone that wants to listen,
that I’ m sleeping with this beautiful woman. Y ou just say the word.”

Stassi tilted her head. Sage wasn't kidding. Stassi still felt that they had to keep things
on the down-low, especialy if it got out who her father was. Everyone would think
negative thoughts about Sage. She was certain of that and if it hindered Sage's
reputation, she'd never forgive herself.

They entered the cafeteria, with the conversation dropped. Sage pointed to the booth
where Lena and Marcus were seated. Stassi was a tad disappointed, considering she
expected that they would be alone, but perhaps they would have that alone time once
lunch was over and before she had to log in for the day.

“Grab your food and meet you over there.” Sage went over to the table, leaving Stassi
to wander around, wondering what she should choose. She finally settled on a
chicken Caesar salad and iced tea. She paid and took it over to the table. Sage scooted
over, leaving the way for Stass to take her seat next to her. “So, what's this surprise



you have?’ Sage began.

Lena had a clipboard in her hand and was grinning. Stassi felt like she was warped
into the situation, unsure which direction she should go, but she watched Lena.

“Following your meeting, Sage, | have done alot of research. And | won't even lie. |
quite enjoyed it. Leaving me to think that maybe | would enjoy life in politics.” She
laughed, then shook her head. “Only teasing. | didn't enjoy it that much. Anyway,
through this research | discovered something very important, which | believe will be
quite beneficial for all of us.”

“Geez, Lena, the suspense is killing me,” Marcus replied, groaning. “Can’t you just
get on with it?”’

“Y ou know our dear friend, Lena,” Sage began. “Always the drama queen.”

Lena rolled her eyes. “You joke now. You'll ultimately be thanking me. The other
day you said | should start aunion, well that’s exactly what I’ m looking to do.”

Stassi glanced to Sage, who had her eyebrow raised. “And how’ s that, might | ask?’
Lena turned the clipboard around and placed it in the middle of the table. “If we can
get three hundred signatures from the employees, we can unionize. Look, | aready

have twenty. We can do this.”

“That’s amazing,” Marcus replied. He grabbed the clipboard and pen and quickly
jotted down his signature.

“Great job, Lena. | must hand it to you.” Sage was the next one to jump on board.

Stass stared at the clipboard when it sat in front of her. If she didn’t sign, it would



odd, but without having the full story from her dad, she felt it was impossible to get
her name on board. Plus, if her name was there, people might start to realize the
connection she had with the owner of the hospital.

“What's wrong, Stassi?’ Sage asked, nudging her in the side. “This is exactly what
we need. If the staff isin aunion, then they’ll be forced to listen to someone. Besides,
if we don’t like how things are handled, we have more clout. | think thisis perfect.”

Stassi nodded. “It is, in theory,” she began. “I’'m just thinking about how it might
look, though. I'm new to the group. They’re not going to much care what | have to

w_”
Lena laughed. “Don’t worry about that. Heck, it doesn’t matter if you've been here
two days or twenty-two years. All voices matter.”

Stassi felt this ache in her gut. “I just don't want to rub anyone the wrong way. At
least not yet. | mean, I'm till on probation. They can easily fire me for looking the
wrong way.”

“l get what Stassi is saying,” Sage replied. “1f she's one of the first people to sign the
petition, they’ll think she's just trying to stir up trouble. If it comes down to you
having two hundred and ninety-nine signatures, I’m sure that Stassi will be more than

happy to help.”

“Right,” Stassi conceded.

Lena shrugged. “| suppose that makes sense. Y ou are on probation and all. Wouldn’t
want you to immediately lose your job.”

Stassi heaved an inward sigh. That could have gone horribly wrong and instead she
had Sage to thank. The rest of lunch they hate, in peace, with Lena getting up a few



times to grab signatures from fellow co-workers. By the time lunch was finished,
forty-four names were listed on the board. Still had a ways to go, but would allow
Stassi ample time to get through to her father and actually have an adult conversation
with him.

When Stass had fifteen minutes left until she was expected to be at the desk, she
caught Sage's eye. Sage gave a silent motion with her head and then got up. “We
should be heading. | wanted to show you a few things before you clock in,” Sage
began.

“Of course.” Stassi jumped up and they both went to discard their trash. Once they
were out in the corridor, Sage grabbed her hand and pulled her towards a room. They
went inside and she sslammed the door behind them and made a point to lock it before
turning back to Stassi.

“Now, about tomorrow.” She moved in closer to Stass and Stassi could feel her
breath hitch. She didn’t want to immediately be thrust into an awkward situation, but
there they were. “I was thinking we could do a picnic in the park. Then maybe go
roller-skating. I’ve never been, but | would love to learn. A moonlight walk could
also be on our agenda. But I’'m open to suggestions.” Sage winked before brushing a
Kiss on Stassi’s lips.

That all sounded great. She couldn’t recall the last time she went roller skating. But
just spending time with Sage would hit her high-priority list.

“What do you think?" Sage whispered before capturing her lips again. She pulled
Stassi’ s pants back and slipped her hand down it the front of them, aready filling for
her opening. Stassi groaned, before she shook her head and tried to come back to
reality.



Page 38

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 5:06 pm

“Tomorrow iswhen | have that photoshoot. I'm sure | mentioned to you. Perhaps you
forgot?’

Sage pulled back, gawking at her. Stassi reached out for Sage's hand, but Sage was
quick to pull it back. “I guess | forgot,” she muttered. “I...1...l should get to work.”
She unlocked the door and hurried out of the room. Stass fell back against the
storage shelf, her head spinning. Sage didn’t conveniently forget. Between her father
dodging her questions and Sage, she didn’t know what way to look, but she knew that
if she didn’t try harder, she was liable to screw everything up and that was hard to
swallow.

Sage

Sage attempted to ignore Stassi when she went to the front desk after she rushed off.
With Stassi, she didn’t like to dwell on the fact that Stassi had a modeling career that
was outside of the hospital. She knew that everyone was and should have a life that
didn't involve LA County, but modeling wasn't one of those jobs that Sage
appreciated. She saw all models as self-absorbed. And there was a chance that she
was aso impulsive. Those that came from money, tended to have a lavish lifestyle
that allowed them to jump whenever things got too difficult. If she continued a
relationship with Stassi, perhaps she would find herself losing Stassi, the one woman
she had opened up to since her previous failed relationship.

She checked the computer and saw her patient was in, she leaned against the nurse’s
station and figured she’'d give it some more time before she considered them a no-
show. She would have normally liked to hang out the front desk, see if Stassi needed
help with anything, or just be there to catch up on some deeper conversation. But not



now. She heaved a sigh and reached for a magazine that one of the nurse’'s had left
behind. Glamour. She wasn't the type to get caught up in fashion nonsense, hence
another reason why she was aways dodging that with Stassi. But if she had to kill
time, she might aswell do it.

She absentmindedly flipped through the pages. One page stood out, as the corner was
bent down, as if it was the exact place someone had stopped. It fell open, and she
stared at Stassi. She was smiling coyly, a bottle of perfume in her hand. The person
staring back at her wasn't the same person that Sage felt she had gotten to know. This
person in the page was the typica model that Sage believed she would find in a
magazine like that. It made Sage feel as though when Stassi got burned out, she
would bolt.

“Just marked your last patient as a no-show.” Sage jerked and turned to where Stassi
stood. “Unless you wanna give them five more minutes.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t
much matter to me. Just thought I'd let you know. After al, you could possibly get
out of here afew minutes early.”

“Right.” Sage glanced back at the picture. “No-show works,” she muttered. Stassi
was beautiful. It was easy to understand that she had the skills to be a model. She
flipped the magazine and showed it to Stassi. Stassi’s eyes narrowed in on it, and she
made a dlight cringy face.

She looked up. “Maybe | can see if | can get al my magazines banned from this
hospital. It might make things easier.” The sarcasm was thick in her voice.

“1 didn’'t say that,” Sage argued.

Stassi shrugged. “It’s clear that’s how you feel, though. Every time | mention it, you
grow cold.” Shethrew up her hands. “It'swho | am. | can’'t even defend that.”



She started to turn, but Sage reached out and grabbed her arm, halting her. “But it's
not who you are. That’'s why | don't get it. The person | have gotten to know isn’t
some self-centered woman that cares only about looks and what’ s on the outside.”

“Oh yeah? Remember when | first started?’

Sage sighed. “But you’' ve changed. | don't think that’s the woman you are. | open up
this cover, and I'm immediately tossed into think that maybe I'm wrong and I've
been blinded. Or maybe I’'m afool.”

“A fool for what? Believing that I'm a good person?’ Stassi shrugged. “Guess | can’t
really try to convince you otherwise.”

“Stassl, that’s not what I’'m saying. But who is the real Stassi?” When Stassi didn’t
respond, Sage turned away and tossed the magazine back where she found it. “I'm
struggling, here. On one hand | believe you are a good person. Then when | think
about your modeling career, | question everything. | want to understand. Help me to
understand. What do you love about it so much?’

Stassi hesitated, glancing off to the side, shuffling from one foot to the other. Sage
simply waited. She wasn't hypothetically asking the question. She needed answers.

Stassi glanced back and finally shrugged. “Y ou want to know? Y ou probably won't
understand, but I'll tell you. Growing up, when | lost my mother, | lost sort of piece
of who | was. My dad tried hard to be a great single parent. He did the best he could.
Hell, he doesn’t get it ether, but | took a chance. Out of high school, | went to
college, did the typical business classes and | was bored by them. | needed something
more. Modeling offered me that escape. Tomorrow, I'm set to do a print ad for a
small boutique. It's a mother/daughter photoshoot, and they needed some young
women to portray new mothers.” She shrugged. “Sure, I’ m not a mother, but | think it
could be interesting. | didn’t want to passit up.”



Stassi’s eyes lit up and there were moments when Sage thought she would see a
bright smile cross her face, but it appeared like Stassi was hesitant. For that, Sage was
sorry. She didn’t want Stassi to downplay her emotions. If she was excited about
something, she wanted Stassi to fedl like she could share that enthusiasm. Even if
Stassi didn’t understand it.

“This photoshoot, is it something that someone can come watch?”

Stassi’s eyes were wide. “ Y ou’ d want to?”

Sage shrugged. If she did, then maybe she would be able to get a more intimate |ook
at Stassi’s life prior to the hospital. “I would like to see what you do. If you don’t
want me there, then all you have to do is say that.”

Stassi quickly shook her head. “I’d be happy to show you around.” And with that,
that was part of their date for the next day. It wasn't quite what Sage had in mind, but
If she wanted to give Stassi the benefit of the doubt, it was important that she started
there. Even if it meant changing her mind about everything.

Stassi

Stassi was nervous when they arrived at the photoshoot. This was the first time
anyone had wanted to come to see what her job was like, so it worried her that Sage
would walk away thinking that she was right to not trusts models. She aso noticed
that ever since Sage arrived at Stassi’ s apartment, she was quiet. Stassi had to remind
herself that Sage was most likely just apprehensive herself.

“Thisis the studio.” Stassi waved her arms around and turned to face Sage. “This is
where the magic happens, or so they say.” She nervously giggled. She had no makeup
on, and her hair was up in a clip. It was another thing that caused turmoil within
Stassi. She didn’t know how Sage would react to the barefaced look. To her surprise,



she had greeted her with a kiss and a smile, so it wasn't too awkward for their first
encounte.

“And you are...” A woman with aclipboard came hurrying over to Stassi.

“Perfect. You're wanted in hair and makeup.” The woman glanced over at Sage.
“You can just hang out. Do what you want to do.” She grabbed Stassi’s hand, and
Stassi glanced over her shoulder and stared at Sage.

Sorry, she mouthed. She should have given Sage more warning when it came to how
things worked. She just hoped that she didn't fall asleep as sometimes hair and
makeup could be one of the longest aspects of a photoshoot. She encountered other
women and many kids. She was whisked into the excitement, quickly forgetting that
Sage was | eft to herself.
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Two hours later, she was all dolled up and, in a robe, told which dressing room she
could wait in. She grabbed the same woman that had initially pulled her to the side.
“Excuse me. You know that woman that came here with me, will you ask her to come
to the room?’

“I’m sorry, but | have been rushing around here all morning, and do you think | could
possibly remember everyone that was here?’

Stassi sighed. “1 understand, but if you have remember her. She's probably sitting by
the front door or something. She'll ook out of place. Just | really would love if you
could get her for me. Since I’'m dressed like this, | really don’t...well, you know.”
She gave a genuine smile, hoping that the woman would budge. The woman
shrugged and walked off.

“How rude,” Stass mumbled. She checked up and down the hallway. The hallway
was empty. She shrugged and hurried down the corridor until she reached the opening
where people were gathered around with the cameras. She finally spotted Sage and
was relieved when she looked up and met her gaze. Stass motioned for her to come
over to her and Sage did but seemed to with such reluctance.

“Thought | lost you,” Sage replied. Her words barely came out above a whisper.
“Sorry about that.” Stassi led the way back down the corridor to the dressing room. “I
tried to get them to go and get you and well, it was a feat that | failed miserably.”

Stassi closed her door and grinned. “How do | 1ook?’

Sage gave a semi-smile and nodded. She then glanced around the room. “So, what



happens now?’

“Well, my agent Kelly will come in at any moment. Then wardrobe will bring in my
outfits and they’ll devise a plan. Could take several hours, though.” Stass |eaned
back against the vanity. “If you hadn’t noticed, there's at least fifty other models that
are going through the same thing.”

“Overkill,” Sage mumbled.

Stassi frowned. “What was that?’

Sage shook her head. “Didn’'t realize what it took to do a photoshoot.”

Stassi nodded. “Yeah, it's a lot, but the end is usually worth it.” When Sage didn’t
acknowledge that, Stassi smiled. “So, you and Lena...how long have you been
friends? Where did you meet...hospital, | assume?’

“You would think,” Sage began. “We actually met and became friends in Biology
class at the University. Then we sort of drifted apart, until fate brought us back to the
same hospital.”

“Wow. Impressive. She seems like a great woman.”

Sage nodded. “ Sheis. I'm lucky to call her my friend.”

The conversation died and Stassi considered another path to bring Sage out of her
shell. If Sage didn't want to converse about the modeling, then she would keep the
conversation on her and the hospital. It should have been an easy task, but Stass

faltered. There was a knock on the door and that thirty seconds was a beacon.

“I"m decent,” Stassi hollered out.



Kelly opened the door and peered inside. She came in and gave air kisses in Stassi’s
direction, then heaved a sigh. “I have been roaming the halls looking for someone
that could point mein your direction. It is a nuthouse out there.”

“That's what | was saying. It’'s been a while since I’ ve seen so many models in one
place.” Stassi opened her mouth again to introduce Sage, when Kelly looked in her

direction.

“Hon, will you get me agreen juice? I’'m literally dying. And if | don’t have my pick-
me-up, ain’'t nobody happy.”

Sage’s jaw dropped, and Stassi took a step closer to her. “Kelly, you have it wrong.
Thisis Sage. She’ swith me.”

Kelly gave a nod, then looked down at her phone. “1 wasn’t going to pass judgment
Stassi. If you hired an assistant, then kudos to you.” She looked up and gave a fake
smile. “My juice and all will be right with the world.”

“Kelly!” Stassi hollered. “ She' s not my assistant. She’s my girlfriend.”

Kelly looked up, eyeswide. “Oh, didn’t see that coming.” She tossed up her hands.

Stassi glanced over at Sage, and Sage had her eyes directed on her. There wasn't one
hint of asmile and that startled Stassi. She bit her tongue and turned back to Kelly.

“I’ll get someone to get you your juice,” she mumbled. She reached for the phone
that every dressing room came equipped with. One that you use if you need anything.

Pushing a button connects you to the main desk.

“Thisis Margot,” the woman answered.



“Hello, is there someone that could bring a green juice to dressing room 32. | would
appreciate it.”

“Onitsway, Ms. Hewitt.” She hung up the line and turned to Kelly.

“It will be here soon.” She turned to Sage, who looked down at the floor, and Stassi
mentally sighed. The morning wasn’t going as she had hoped. A few short minutes
later, there was a knock on the door, and Kelly’s juice had arrived. Stassi turned to
Sage. “Did you want anything?’
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“No, I’'m good. Thanks, though,” The door closed, and Kelly looked up from her
phone and took a drink from her juice.

“They want you on the set in fifteen minutes.”
Stassi looked around the room. “I don’t have my outfits yet.”

Kelly grimaced. “Never fails. I'll take care of that.” She called a number and took
another drink from her juice. “Stass is waiting on her outfits. How do we expect her
to be ready in fifteen minutes? Do | have to do this al by myself? Fine.” She hung up
the call, then turned to Stassi. “Give me a minute. There was a mess up. I'll take care
of it.” Sheleft the room, and Stassi turned to Sage.

“She seems like alovely woman,” Sage said, the sarcasm evident on her voice.

“She’s really not that bad. It’s just on photoshoot days, she can be a bit diva-like.”
Sage nodded, and then they stood there, awkwardly. “Are you aright?’

Sage shrugged, then looked away as the door swung open, and Kelly reappeared. She
had a clothing rack with outfits trailing behind her. “Five minutes.”

“It's showtime.” Stassi glanced over at Sage. Sage looked like she was gonna be sick.
Stassi frowned. Something was clearly bothering her, and Stassi would have to make
sure she got down to the bottom of it.

They got through the photoshoot despite it taking the whole day—not the quick
couple hours that Kelly had originally suggested. Stassi enjoyed it, though. It was



nice having Sage there, even though it was clear Sage wasn’'t enjoying herself. In
fact, there were many times when Sage just kept to herself, barely making eye contact
with Stassi, let alone talking with her.

They got sandwiches from catering provided by the studio, and Stass was glad that
Sage was alowed to partake in that, otherwise she would have been forced to go out
and Stassi was already worried that Sage was going to say that she regretted coming
to the photoshoot.

When they got back to Stassi’s apartment, it was time to really get to the bottom of
what was troubling Sage. Or so she hoped.

“1 think I'll head on home,” Sage replied, standing just to the side of her car.

“Huh?’ Stassl asked. “I thought you were staying overnight. Or, at least, | thought
that was the plan.”

“It was, but...” Sage's words trailed off and Stassi heard a sigh. “Plans tend to
change.”

“Sage, | know something is bothering you. Can we please just talk about it? | don’t
want you running home, leaving usin an awkward place. Please.”

Sage shifted from one foot to the other, but finally nodded and followed Stassi up to
her apartment building. Stass was relieved that she had convinced Sage to stick
around because there was one thing she was certain about and going away upset
about anything would be the first nail in their coffin.

“1 can put on some coffee. We can order in Chinese. Does that sound okay?’

Sage shrugged. “| suppose.” She dropped her gaze to the foyer floor and Stassi had



the urge to pull her into her arms and just say she wanted to have everything out
there. Instead, she went to the kitchen and grabbed the Chinese menu for delivery.
She handed it over to Sage and turned to make the coffee. As Sage looked in the
menu, Stassi kept her back to her. Her coffee wasn't anything fancy, but it would do
the trick, something to keep them occupied as they were waiting on their food.

“1 was out of my element,” Sage replied, softly. Stass turned to face her, and Sage
had taken a seat on one of the bar stools. “That was part of my problem. | felt uneasy
al day. | was mistaken for an assistant. Y ou were rushing around like you grew up on
this.”

“Well, | kind of did,” Stass stated.

“1 know, but it was al new to me and | just didn't expect it to be like that.” She
pushed the menu away and looked up. “I didn’'t expect today to go like this. | had
plans and none of it worked out, so | guess| just felt on edge.”

“I'msorry. | didn't realize.”

Sage nodded. “And that’s sort of the problem.” Stassi’s mouth dropped. “ That came
out wrong. | wanted to come today to see your world and there's part of me that is
glad that | did, because | got to see something that was far more intense than |
expected. And, | must admit, you were great. You totally seemed to be in your
element and if that makes you happy, then I’'m happy.”

“Areyou?’ Stass asked, frowning.

“Yes.” Sage quickly nodded. “I just know that putting myself in that situation isn’t
going to work for me.” Sage put a smile on. “And that’s okay. We can have different
lives, as far as that goes.” Stassi considered that, still frustrated by how the wording
was coming across. “Now, I’'m famished. Go ahead and order what you want and just



make it two. I’'m going to go use the restroom.” She got up from the stool and
glanced over her shoulder. “Whichis...”

“Down the hall and to the right. Third door. Sage left the kitchen, with Stassi staring
at the menu. Maybe it was alright that they had two different lives when it came to
certain likes and dislikes. They always say opposites attract. She pulled up the phone
number for Chinese Paradise and waited for the phone to be answered.

“Chinese Paradise, what can | get for you?’

Stassl rattled off her order, followed by the address and waited for the man to come
back with her total. She disconnected the call as she heard the footsteps coming down
the hall. A message dinged on her phone, and she saw Ariel’s name,

Ariel

How was the photoshoot?
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Stassi

Not sure. | thought great, but | think Sage just really doesn’t know how to fit into this
world. That makes me sad.

Ariel

Give her time. It's new to her, right? But I’m starting to see this great girl, Natalia,
and we wanted to invite you two to brunch tomorrow. | would love to meet Sage and
really want you to meet Natalia

Stassi |ooked up as Sage reclaimed her seat at the counter. “So, my friend Ariel has a
new girlfriend, and she would like us to go to brunch tomorrow. No pressure, but if
you're up for it, | thought it could be fun. | haven't responded, so it’s truly your
decision.”

Sage considered it and there was a moment when Stassi felt like maybe Sage would
disregard Stassi and say it wasn’t happening. However, Sage finally nodded. “If you
want to, sounds like fun.”

Stassi

Y ep, sounds good. Text me place and time and we'll be there.

“The food has been ordered and should be here in twenty minutes. Want to go find us
amovie to watch?’



“Sure.” Stassi and Sage headed into the living room and had just reached the cabinet
of movies, when Sage cleared her throat. “ Girlfriend, huh?’

Stassi turned and her cheeks felt warm as she stared at Sage. “I, well | really wasn’t
sure what to say and didn’'t think Kelly believing you were my assistant was really
going to work for me. Or you.” She shrugged. “I guess | should have come up with
something better to say.”

“It's fine.” Sage knelt at the cabinet and Stassi stood back and watched her. There
wasn't one sign that secured Stassi’s feelings on the remark, but at least it wasn't
something that started another fight. Maybe brunch with friends was just what they
needed.

Sage

From the corner of her eye, Sage caught Stassi repeatedly looking in her direction.
She had agreed to the brunch, but then spent the rest of the night trying to convince
herself it wasn't the worst idea in the world. What if she clashed with Stassi’s
friends? That would be just another reason why Stassi and her weren’t meant to be. It
was disheartening, but at the time same it was good to know before they put any more
effort into it.

“Areyou excited?’ Stassi asked when they reached the café.

Sage sighed. “Excited isn't quite the expression | would use.” Stassi opened her
mouth and turned to look straight ahead. Her eyes narrowed in, and Sage feared she
would start crying. “It’s not that I’'m not looking forward to meeting your friends.
But...” She shrugged. “I don’'t know. Let’sjust hope for agood day.” She quirked up
her lipsinto afaint smile and reached for the door. “We're afew minutes late, | don’t
want to keep them waiting.”



They got out of the car and headed up to the café. A woman waved from an outdoor
table, before they could even reach the door. “That’s Ariel,” Stassi replied.

Ariel was beautiful. Sage stared, suddenly feeling that sensation in her mind again.
Maybe Sage wasn’t the woman for Stassi. She had a different lifestyle than Sage was
used to, and Sage didn’t want to muck that up for her just because it wasn't her thing.

Stassi reached for Sage’'s hand and Sage knew her hands were clammy. Yet, Stass
didn’t jerk to get away. She released a slow breath. She just needed to take it one
minute at atime and do her best to breathe.

“Hey, Girly.” Ariel jumped up and wrapped her arms around Stassi, greeting her with
amore than generous embrace. Sage stood back and watched the encounter. Was this
really someone that had moved on and no longer had feelings for Stassi? Stassi had
mentioned they were once a couple, but this didn’t seem like that was too far away.
Ariel pulled back from Stassi. “This is Natalia the love of my life,” Ariel quickly
introduced her.

Natalia laughed and shook Stassi’s hand. “She used to say that about me. Don’'t get
too comfortable.” Stass made the comment with an easy laugh, but Sage quickly
looked away. Stassi shot a look to Sage. “I’m absolutely kidding. We lasted about
two seconds.”

Arid continued to laugh. “Yeah, | couldn’'t deal with her drama.” She shot a look at
Sage. “Good luck to you.”

Sage wanted to bolt, but she was stuck standing there, gawking aimlessly, and
wondering when they could get out of there. “Well, as I'm sure you figured,” Stassi

cleared her throat. “Thisis Sage.”

“Isit?’ Ariel asked. “I thought you just picked up some random Jane on the street.”



She laughed. “Wouldn't be the first time.”

Natalia nudged Ariel in the side and glared in her direction. Stassi shook her head.
“And on that note...” She motioned to the table. “Let’'s have a seat and get this
brunch going.”

“Works for me,” Natalia commented. She shot a knowing look to Sage, a look that
seemed to say her apologies for the way Ariel behaved.

Sage grabbed a menu and looked at it but saw that there weren't any prices listed next
to the food items. She checked the other side of the menu, but nothing. How did you
know what you wanted to order if you couldn’t see how much it cost? Another sign
that she was way out of her comfort zone. When the waitress arrived to take their
orders, Sage was worried she would say the wrong thing. When Stassi ordered, she
smiled and nodded.

“I'll take the same.” It was easier that way, and she could just hope that she had
enough money to take care of their orders.

“S0o, Sage,” Ariel started. She glanced over Sage, and then looked up and met her
gaze. “What makes you think that you're good enough for my BFF here? Ouch!”
Ariel shot Stass a look when Stassi kicked her. The whole table saw it, especialy
Sage. Deep down she was relieved that someone had done it, so she wouldn’t be the
one that was expected to defend her honor. “I’'m only teasing,” Ariel commented.
“Some people can be so touchy.” Ariel rolled her eyes and smirked as she turned to
Sage. “Do you enjoy your job?’

“Love it,” Sage replied. Her words came just above a whisper, and she hoped she
didn’t sound unsure.
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“You're an Occupationa Therapist, right?’ Natalia asked.

“That’s correct.” Sage nodded. “It’'s a rewarding career, and | wouldn’t do anything
else”

“That’'s exciting. It's great to find something that you love and enjoy doing. That's
what I’'m working towards. Just two more semesters and I'll be graduating. Thank
heavens!”

“What are you going for?" Sage asked. Natalia seemed genuinely interested, and
having a conversation with her was easy, as long as she didn’t have Ariel interrupting
with her holier-than-thou attitude. She was possibly just trying to be the protective
friend, but she was overly protective and didn’t need to be quite that aggressive.

“ Anthropology.”

“That’s awesome. | took a course in college, and it was interesting stuff. | wish you
the best in your endeavors.”

“Thank you!” Natalia grinned brightly, and the mood at the table eased dlightly.

The waitress came back to the table with their food, and they all started to eat the
omelets and French toast they had ordered. “How’ s your eggs?’ Stassi whispered.

“Delicious.” And Sage wasn't lying. The food was great, but in the back of her mind,
she still questioned how much it would all cost her. The conversation stayed light and
airy throughout the meal, with Sage talking briefly when someone asked her a



question but not fully appreciating the social atmosphere.

Towards the end, when dishes were being cleared, Ariel broke the mood. “Nothing
will ever surprise me as much as it did when Stassi told me she was getting a job at
the hospital.” She laughed loudly, loud enough that everyone within two tables turned
to see what was so funny.

“1s something wrong with the hospital?’ Sage asked.

“Not wrong, per se. | just didn’'t think Stassi would ever want to stoop to getting a
real job. The Stassi | know, would never.”

“Well, Ariel, maybe I’'m not the Stassi | used to be.” Sage turned to Stass when she
made that remark. “Ever think of that? People have been known to change.”

“Not that much,” Ariel mumbled.

Sage looked down at the last couple bites of her food and tossed her napkin in its
place. Stass glared at Ariel, a silent remark to tell her to cool it. Stassi reached into
the center of the table for the receipt, but Ariel quickly grabbed it.

“Money is tight, so I’ll get the tab. Besides, | invited you both out to brunch. My
treat.”

“You don't have to do that,” Sage argued. “I’m more than capable of paying.” She
reached for the receipt, but Ariel pulled it back. Sage raised her hand to say she
accepted defeat. “ Thank you!”

Ariel nodded. “I’'m happy to do it.” She then looked down at her coffee and back up,
a smug grin on her face. “I know I might have come off strong, but | only want the
best for my friend.”



Sage glanced at Stassi, who had her hand covering her face. “Y ou and me both.”

Stassi dropped her hand, and they got up from the table. “It was nice meeting you
both. Maybe we'll do it again sometime.” She shook Natalia s hand, then turned to
Ariel. Ariel shook it.

“I’ll giveyou acall later,” Stassi said to Ariel.

Sage felt awkward as they left the table. When they reached Stassi’s car, Sage
grimaced.

“Not sure that went so great.”

“It was good. | appreciate you coming. Ariel can just sometimes be forward. Too
forward.” She looked down at her clenched hands. “Want to go for a hike? | know the
perfect place.”

Sage agreed, and they got into the car, and Stassi drove away. Maybe it was time to
decide if what they were doing was worth it, because Sage wasn't quite sure.

Asthey started the hike at the park observatory, it gave Sage the opportunity to take a
deep breath and try to hone in on her thoughts, without saying anything that she
would regret later. She wasn't the type to discuss feelings, and this was no exception,
but as they walked, she started to relax and remind herself that it was Stass who was
beside her. When she was with Stassi, she always felt like she could be herself. There
was no reason this should be anything different.

“It's a beautiful day out,” Stassi replied.

“That it is.” Sage continued to walk, the silence catching up to her again. When they
reached a clearing, Sage stopped and turned to Stassi. “This is totally out of my



comfort zone, but that’s nothing new this weekend.” She snickered, hoping the
lightheartedness attempt was received. “1 didn’t know how to respond this weekend
as everything we did was out of my comfort zone.” Stassi opened her mouth, but
Sage reached up and touched her fingers to her mouth. “It’s made me wonder if we're
meant to be together.”

“Sage,” Stass began, Sage's fingers dropping as Stassi’s eyes narrowed in. “Please
don’t think that way. | want to be with you. We get aong, and to me, we make
absolute sense.”

“But,” Sage began. Thistime, it was Stassi’ s fingers that touched Sage'slips. “Let me
finish. | know that you didn’t feel like you belong... first at the photoshoot and then
today at brunch. And I'm sorry that you feel that way, but here’'s why | think you're
wrong. Ariel and | have been friends for a long time. We have a history.” Sage
opened her mouth, and Stassi held up her hand to stall her. “Just like you and Lena
have history.”
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“1 was never intimate with Lena,” Sage argued.

Stassi shrugged. “Okay, maybe the relationships haven’'t been the same, but you are
best friends with Lena, and | am best friends with Ariel. She knows me better than
anyone else. She was there for me when | lost my mom, and it's sometimes hard for
her to have boundaries. It's something she’'s going to have to learn. But the bottom
lineisthat isthe life | used to know.” Stassi smiled. “I won’'t deny that | enjoyed the
photoshoot this weekend, but | am more than that now.”

“And | don’t want you to have to change that. If you enjoy it, then you should do it.”

“But, babe,” Stass continued. “What I’ve learned about myself is that while | do
enjoy that, | enjoy new parts of my life much more. If | wouldn’t have come to the
hospital, | would have never met you. And | can’'t imagine how drab my life would
have continued to be. We're going on two months of knowing each other, and |
believe we can only continue to get stronger. Y ou’ve encouraged me to be down-to-
earth. Y ou’ ve encouraged me to be a better person.”

Sage enjoyed hearing that, but it didn't change certain things. “You still buy
expensive coffees. While, yes, you have toned down the accessorizing at the office,
when you're out, you still glam it up. I’'m the jeans and t-shirt kind of person.”

“And that’s okay. You look great in that, but just because | got a regular job and not
doing the modeling regularly, does that mean | can’'t look good while I’'m doing it?
Besides, | like those coffees, and I'm working to have less go into getting ready for
the day. Doesn’t that account for something?’



Sage rolled her eyes and dropped her gaze. It was better to say nothing at all than to
argue about why she disagreed with those comments.

“You say you're out of your comfort zone this weekend, but | can assure you that I'm
out of my comfort zone at the hospital nearly every day.”

Sage frowned. “You look like you're making your place there, though. | haven't
noticed you struggling recently.”

Stassi smirked. “Well, that’s because you’' ve been there. And things have improved
greatly from when | first started, but it hasn’'t been easy. I’'m not certain that Lena and
Marcus like me, other than they know that you and | are close. They probably feel
like they’ re forced to have lunch with me.”

“That’ s not true,” Sage quickly denied, yet Stassi shrugged.

“It's how | feel, though. So maybe my thoughts are just as unfounded as yours are.”
Stassi quirked up her lips. “Do you think?’

Sage laughed, shaking her head. Stassi worked to reassure Sage, and for that, she was
grateful. Everything wouldn't be resolved overnight, but Sage believed they were one
step closer.

Stass

Stassi could understand Sage's worries, but she had to cam her down. She didn’t
want Sage to bolt from a relationship just when things were heating up. They both
had problems to overcome. She needed to feel more confident in her abilities at the
hospital and her ability to make new friends. Different worries, but one not less than
the other.



As the next workday arrived, Stassi decided to make it her best yet. She always felt it
was cumbersome to work solely off the computer system for appointments and
grabbing the chart. If she could work on one patient on the system while prepping the
other with the medical record chart, she could get double the work done in the same
amount of time. That way, she wouldn’t feel forced to work extratime off the clock.

By the time lunchtime arrived, she had it working with ease, keeping up with the
patients she was currently checking in and still getting all the charts prepped for the
upcoming patients. What was even better was that the system was working like an
assembly line, and she didn’t feel pressure to get to the next patient.

Sage was busy during the morning. First, she had a meeting, and then patients one
after another, but Stassi couldn’t wait to tell her about her new system. When she
spotted Sage coming out of aroom, looking ragged, she waved her down.

“Ableto take lunch?’

Sage smiled, “Best invitation I've had all day. Let’'s go.” They went downstairs to the
cafeteria and Lena and Marcus were aready there. They looked like they were
already done with lunch and just killing time, when Sage and Stass joined them at
their table.

“Hey, you two,” Sage said.
Stassi waved, still wanting to feel like she wasin their friend group, and not just there
because of Sage. “How are you both doing?’ Marcus asked, chewing on a piece of

celery.

“Been doing well. It's been a busy day, but Stassi can vouch for that as well. Isn’t
that right, Stassi?’ There was Stassi’ s opening, and she was happy to take it.



“Yeah, it's been akiller. We're down an OT and two nurses.” Lena groaned as Stassi
talked. “But | think I’ve finally got it down to a system. | have worked it out so that |
have al the charts prepped before the patient comes in. | can check them in and still
get the next patient’s chart worked. It's saved so much time, and | fedl like I’ m ahead
of the game.”

“Great job!” Sage beamed with pride.

“Doesrich girl want agold star for doing her job?’ Lena snidely asked.

“Lenal” Sage scolded.

Stassi widened her eyes. It was so out of character for Lena. Although she thought
she could be a bit abrasive at times, she seemed to warm up to Stassi and never came

across as rude or condescending.

“Don’t mind, Lena,” Marcus stated. “She’s just in a mood. And not a good one.” He
rolled his eyes.

Lenawinced. “He'sright. It'sjust frustrating. | haven't gotten all the signatures, and |
have to pull al this paperwork together. It's a lot harder than | expected to start a
union.”
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“I’ll help you tonight,” Sage replied.

Stassi could understand frustrations and being overwhelmed. “It’s alright. If there’s
anything | can do to assigt, I'll be happy to.” Outside of signing it, because I'm just
not ready. She sipped on her milk, hoping no one would bring that to everyone's
attention.

“Thanks. | have to get back to work.” Both Marcus and Lena stood up and said their
goodbyes, then hurried away from the table. Stassi glanced back at Sage.

“1 apologize for Lena.”

Sage shrugged. “No need to. After al, Ariel wasn't exactly warm and friendly with
you. Guess it’s my turn.”

Sage shrugged. “ Still...”

They sat there in silence, Stassi picking at her sandwich. “Remember how you said
that we should get together and have a date? Well, Saturday didn’'t exactly go as
either of us planned, so | think it'd be nice to do that. It's been years since | roller
skated last, but | think | could remember how and would love to teach you.”

Sage smiled. “Wdll, I'd like that, as well. But | think maybe we should wait until
things calm down with the union. | should put some focus on that.”

Stass understood. She wasn't pleased, but it had to be done. She would accept it,
even when she felt like once again their relationship was set to the side.



Stassi got into her apartment and reached for her cell phone. On the drive home, she
contemplated what she could do to assist with the union. The one thing she came
back to was talking to her dad and getting him to straighten things out. He was the
owner and had to know something was going on. Yet, with him not answering her
calls, it was hard to get a message through to him.

She pulled up his number and tried. This time, though, he answered right away.

“Hey, honey. What's up?’

It was so nonchalant, yet she couldn’t believe he had actually picked up the phone,
that it took her a moment to get her words together. “Wow. I’'m stunned you actually
answered.”

“Well, I'm a busy man.” He chuckled, lightheartedly. “But can | do something for
you. How’ swork?’

“Can you do something for me? Dad, |I've been trying to reach you, but when we
findly started talking, you stopped texting. So, yeah, there’s something you can do
for me. You can start by giving me answers, and | swear you better have some good
ones.” She took a breath, but he didn’t interrupt, so she carried on. “What’s going on
with the hospital? The machines are falling apart. There’'s one coffee maker which
makes lousy coffee. The staff are overworked and underpaid. And they’re talking
about cutting bonuses and 401K benefits.” She hesitated. “But you know all that,
right? Y ou have an explanation that I’m just missing. I’m sure of it because no oneis
getting paid overtime, and people are getting burned out.” A pause, and still no
response. “Just tell me that you didn’'t realize they were handling the money and
budget poorly.”

“Stassl,” he started.



“Dad, I'm running out of patience. Just tell me that you had no idea any of this was
happening, and you'’ [l go down tomorrow and straighten it out. | have friends that this
is really affecting. Not to mention me, I'm exhausted and getting paid pennies to
work double shifts.”

“Stassl,” he started again.

Stassi heaved a sigh. She did not like where this was going. She felt tears stinging the
backs of her eyes, and she willed them to dry.

“If you had continued your education, you would realize that business requires
sacrifices.”

“Sacrifices? Y ou can't be serious right now. Who needs to make these sacrifices? The
hospital? The employees? Dad, people' slives are at stake here. You knew all this?’

“Again, it's all about what ultimately serves its purpose, and without sacrifices, no
one would benefit.”

Stassi shook her head. Right before her eyes, her dad's strong business sense was
being washed down the drain. She idolized him as a child, but he was a businessman
first and said screw the little people. It was wrong, and she couldn’t just stand and
watch it happen.

“1 worked nearly a hundred hours in two weeks, and the amount | got paid was next
to nothing. So, I'm just supposed to accept that?’

“I"'m sorry that you got caught in the crossfire, but it wouldn’'t be fair if | changed
things for my daughter.”

Stassi groaned. “I’m not asking you to change it because of me. I’'m asking you to



change things because of everyone at the hospital that deserves better. People are sick
and don’'t have the benefits. Single parents are being forced to get two jobs. There's
so much more than just me not getting paid fairly for what | work. This isn’t about
me.”

He huffed. “Well, | don’t know what it's about, because my daughter would have
once understood that you have to do what you have to do. Y ou have to take the good
with the bad.”

“And there are amillion other clichés out there. | get that, but nothing is going to stop
the employees from trying to get their voices heard.”

He laughed. “Good luck with that because there are a ton of other people out there
who would love to be employed. People are replaceable, friends or otherwise.”

Stassi sunk down on the couch. It was so cold and heartless. If she ever had that kind
of mentality, she would hope that someone would come forward and tell her to snap
out of it.
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“They’ re going to put together a union. Y ou should realize that.”

He laughed. “It will never happen. There's too much red tape to get through to
unionize. They can try what they want, but I’'m telling you that they will need alot of
backing, and | just don’t see it happening.”

Was he always this ruthless? Stassi wanted to believe that the business world had just
found a way to corrupt him. But she would have to fight if her father wasn't there to
help her out. It wouldn’t be easy, but they would make the difference that they all
longed for.

Sage

Sage yawned as she turned into her building's parking lot. She leaned back in her seat
and stared ahead. She could actually stay there and sleep a few hours, but then she
was liable to wake up and forget why she was there. She had spent the previous few
hours working with Lena on the Union paperwork, and now all she wanted to do was
crash. I1t'd been along day.

She walked up the stairs to her apartment and spotted Stassi. She was pacing in front
of her apartment door and stopped just as Sage reached the top of the stairs.

“Stassi?’
“lI know it's late,” Stassi began. “I’ve been out here for a couple of hours now. |

considered leaving. In fact, | would have in about ten minutes if you hadn’t showed
up. | know it’slate.”



Sage glanced at her watch. “It’s after midnight, but...”

“If you want meto go, | will,” Stassi stepped in, closing the gap. “I just really need to
talk to you. Things have been so tense between us. | can’t even tell you the last time
we slept with each other.

“Eight days,” Sage commented.

Stassi hodded. “ Seemed longer.”

Sage agreed with that statement. “Do you want to come in?’ Sage asked. “Or, we
could take awalk. Whatever you want.”

“A moonlight stroll would be nice,” Stass softly replied. Sage unlocked her door and
tossed her purse inside, then closed it and reached for Stassi’s hand. It was true, and
it"d been too long since they had slept with one another.

“1 know this path,” Sage replied as they turned the corner and the clutter of buildings
faded away. “So, you were pacing outside my door for a couple of hours?’ Sage

asked, intrigued. “Must be something pretty important you want to discuss.”

“1 guess it’s a culmination of things,” Stassi admitted. “I’ve been thinking a lot, and
what we have could be so special.”

“Could be?" Sage asked.

Stassi laughed, softly. “Well, it is special, but you and | have different stories that led
us to this point. There'salot that divides us. Our age is only one of those things.”

“Ageismerely anumber,” Sage added.



“Which is true. But when you take those things into consideration, you could always
say, this,” she gestured between them, “isn’t that big of adeal. Or isn’t that much of a
problem. Everything | come back to is something trivial, you know?’

“1 think | understand. It’'s whether we want to make it abig deal. So maybe we should
discuss everything that could divide us and give it a scale. Then decide if it's
something major or something minor?’ Sage paused and looked up at the moon.
Stassi nodded. “I'll start. On a scale of one to ten, where would you put our age.”

“Three?

Sage laughed. “1 was going with a one, but okay, athree | can work with. You go.”

“On a scale of one to ten, where would you put my modeling career?’ Stassi arched
an eyebrow. Under the moonlight, she looked so beautiful. Sage had nearly forgotten
how beautiful she was. Her hair glistened in the moonlight. Her eyes sparkled in the
dark.

“1 appreciate that you’'re beautiful enough to be a model. What's even better, | can
see that you have a great heart. You're not the selfish and conceited person that |
originally assumed models were.”

“That’ s promising.” When Stassi smiled, her eyes got brighter.

“I"d give it atwo. | can work with it.” Sage reached up and brushed a strand of hair
away from Stassi’s eyes. “You're beautiful. You should be a model.” She moved in
and kissed her softly, as the moment called for it. When she parted, she tilted her
head. “On a scale of one to ten, how much do you think our friend circles should
affect our relationship.”

“One.” There wasn't any hesitation, and Sage nodded, glad to hear that they both



agreed on that. “1 believe that Ariel and Lena both just have our best interestsin their
mind and don’t mean any ill-will towards either of us.”

“1 agree.” Sage grinned. The talk was going better than she could have asked for. “On
ascale of one to ten, how much heat do you think we have together?’

“Fifteen, at least,” Stass smirked.
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Sage snaked her hand around Stassi’s neck and drew her into a kiss. “Let’s make it
higher,” She whispered before passionately kissing Stassi, slowly dipping her tongue
in to taste the sound of Stassi’s groan. With the moon casting a shadow down over
them, they remained in that spot, ready to reunite.

“Sage?’ Stassi whispered.

“Yeah?' Sage continued to plant sensual kisses on Stassi as she waited for Stassi to
continue.

“Let’s vow that the budget cuts or anything that happens in the hospital stays in the
hospital and does nothing to break us. Dea ?’

Sage smiled between kisses. That was a vow she could keep because right there, at
that moment, she wouldn’t let anything break them, especially something that was out
of their hands.

Stassi

Stassi

What sounds good to eat tonight?

Sage

Anything. I’'m famished. Y our choice.



Stass

I’ [l figure something out. What time should | expect you?

Sage

10. I know, so late. I'm sorry. I’ [| be home ASAP. | can warm up anything.

Stassi wasn't surprised. Two weeks into the budget cuts, her hours had aready been
drastically slashed. Sage's, however, they had no choice but to keep her. They had
laid off two of the Occupationa Therapists, and there weren't any other employeesto
treat the patients. The patient count hadn’'t decreased despite the budget cuts, so the
workload increased. Ten o’ clock was actually early for Sage.

Over those two weeks, Sage and Stassi had gotten closer. It was nice to be the one
who was there to help Sage whenever she needed it, fixing her food or whatever. And
with not working as many hours, she was able to stay at Sage’s apartment and handle
those certain tasks. Plus, Sage appreciated it. Her last girlfriend was more into the
money Stassi could spend on her, so it was a nice change to have Sage appreciative.

Stassi also made sure that whenever she came home from work late, she had the
apartment spotless; she didn’t want Sage to feel like she had to come home and pick
everything up, as well. It was a unique experience for her, but Stassi had no problems
taking care of Sage and being the woman of the house, even when they weren't living
together.

Stassi’s phone rang, and she grabbed it before it reached ring number two. “Hey
there. Long time no talk.”

“That’s because you' ve been stuck with Sage every night.” Ariel’s tone was one of
disgust. Stassi knew that Ariel felt she was neglecting their friendship, but while Sage



needed her, she had to make her the priority. This is something Ariel should
understand, especially when she had been spending most of her nights with Natalia.
Life should be about the people who are important in your life, and Sage was that for
Stassi.

“So, what you up to?" Stassi asked, hoping that the obvious switch of the subject
would tell Ariel what she wanted to hear.

“Headed out to the club. Thought you might want to join me. If you can tear yourself
away from Sage for two minutes.”

Stassi rolled her eyes. “I can,” she began. “But | already promised Sage that | would
have supper waiting for her, and | haven’t even started. I'll have to take arain check.”

“Again?’ Ariel muttered. She heaved a sigh. “You know, we haven’'t even gotten
together to celebrate your spread in the magazine. | just saw it this morning. It looks
great.”

“Oh? Isthat out? Completely slipped my mind.”

It wasn't entirely the case, but she didn’t want to rub it in Sage's nose when it was
clear that was one thing that they were still separated by. “I got something from Kelly
yesterday but haven’t even opened it.”

The phone went silent. She checked it to make sure that Ariel hadn’t hung up on her,
then brought it back to her ear. “You certainly aren't the same Stassi. You would
have been in line the night before to grab all the copies you could.”

“You aren’'t wrong,” Stass mumbled. She leaned back on the couch. But in all
fairness, what kind of woman is that? If someone can’t show some humility in their
life, then all they areis abeautiful cover, and | want to be more than that. Ariel didn’t



immediately reply. “But I’ m the same person you knew, Ariel. | just have grown up a
bit.” Again, Ariel didn’'t reply. “Are you there?’

“I’'m here. Just wondering if your new lifestyle has room for me.” Her voice was so
low that Stassi had to hold her breath while pressing her phone into her ear. “Guess
I’m abit worried that we'll drift apart. If we haven't already.”

“Ariel don't say that,” Stassi argued. “Changing and growing isn’t a bad thing. | just
wish that you could see that Sage is a good woman, and we work well together. If
you weren't worried that | would move on and forget our friendship, | think you

would see that.”

“Maybe.”
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Stass cleared her throat, the silence deafening. She opened her mouth, but Ariel was
already speaking.

“l have to go. I'll chat with you later.” She disconnected the call, leaving Stass
staring at the phone. She groaned and fell back against the couch. She shouldn’t have
to favor one over the other. Ariel and Sage were both important to her. And she had
to believe that Ariel would eventually accept that Sage wasn't trying to replace her.
She would make sure Ariel believed that.

She got up from the couch and went to the kitchen to look up something good for
supper. She was perusing through her phone for a recipe when her phone rang. She
was a tad apprehensive about answering it until she saw Sage's name.

“Hey, Babe. This is a pleasant surprise. How does chicken mozzarella sound for
tonight? | just saw a great recipe, and | believe you have all the ingredients. | can
whip it up in no time.”

“Sure.” Sage was quiet, and she stated her response. Stassi leaned back against the
counter.

“What’'s wrong?’

“Just found out two more nurses were laid off in the ER and another one in Peds.
That means Marcus and Lena are the only ones in that department. | don’t know how
much longer this can go on. This weekend, I’'m going to have to spend time with
Lena finishing up the paperwork. There's so little time, and I'm exhausted, but it has
to be done.”



“Babe, I'm sorry to hear that.” Stassi’s heart cried out for her. It was hard to see
everyone suffering, especially Sage. She wanted to do something but felt her hands
weretied, and it was frustrating.

“1 just really needed to hear your voice. | can’'t wait to get home to see you.” Stassi
smiled at those warm words from Sage. They were moving in the right direction, and
Stassi only saw them going forward from there. “| have to get to a patient. I'll see you
soon. Loveyou.”

The call disconnected as Stassi’s jaw dropped. Was that out of habit, something a
person just said to disconnect the line? It came out so easily for Sage, but Stass
wasn't sure Sage even meant the words like that. The words tugged at her heart,
though. They felt nice, as if she was wrapped into a nice warm towel when she was a
child.

She pulled up her father’s number and let it ring. After three rings went by, the call
was answered.

“1 was just thinking about you,” he said.

“You were?’ Maybe this was his redeeming grace, and he was going to assure her
that all would be alright.

“1 was flipping through channels and a movie came on that you used to watch all the
time when you were a kid. Don’'t remember the title.” He snickered on the end of the
line. “Guess it doesn’t really matter. Just a fleeting thought.”

He had his chance to redeem himself and help her figure everything out, but he only
had a fleeting thought of who she was when she was little. Maybe it was too far gone
for redemption.



“Why are unions so bad?’

“Huh?’

“The other day when we talked, and | mentioned a union. You got al huffy, but the
way | seeit, it might be the only way the hospital is saved. At this rate, more people
are losing their jobs and frankly | can’t stomach it. So maybe a union is exactly what
they should form.”

“It’ s not that simple,” he argued.

“Well, it never is, isit? The employees |eft are exhausted, and my hours were cut.”

“That shouldn’t have happened. I'll go to them and demand that you get your full-
time hours reinstated. Y ou're my daughter, after al, and if | can’t do that much then
there' s no hope.”

“No!” The words came out loud, and she clamped down on her tongue. “1 don’t want
you doing anything that will show favoritism to me. That wouldn’'t help anyone, and
certainly not me.”

From the other end, he snickered. “ Stassi, | don’t even know who you are anymore.”

“Well, that makes two of us,” she retorted. Her stomach clenched, and she shook her
head. “I can't talk with you right now.” Without even saying goodbye, she hung up
the call, tears threatening to roll down her cheeks. He didn’'t get it, and that alone
crushed her.

“Stassl, are you awake?’ She felt Sage softly move her shoulder, seeing if she would
make a sound. Stassi opened her eyes, and Sage looked down upon her. “Y ou should
get to bed. Thislooks like you tried to wait up for me.”



Sage stretched out and shifted on the couch, before pulling herself up. “What timeis
it?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.

“Midnight.”

“1 thought,” Stassi began. Sage quieted her by placing her finger along Stassi’s lips.
Stassi sighed. “ Should have known. | have supper and can warm it up for you.”

“You don’t need to do that, Stassi. You' re exhausted. Go to bed, and I’'ll eat and then
joinyou.”

“I'm not even tired now.” Stassi shrugged and reached for Sage’s hand. They walked
to the kitchen, and she grabbed the plate from the fridge, then covered it and put it in
the microwave. She turned to Sage, and Sage looked even more tired than Stassi
expected. “You should go get in bed, and I’ [l bring supper to you.”
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“I'm fine.” Sage released a yawn, and Stassi shook her head. “Let’s focus on you.
What' d you do this evening?”’

Oh, let’s see, besides argue with my father? She turned away. She wanted to tell Sage
everything, especially with them getting so close, but the more she considered it, the
harder she’d believe it would be. “ Spoke with Ariel abit.”

“Oh yeah? Did she try to talk you out of being with me again?’
Stassi snickered, but then shook her head. “I wish you guys could get along.”

Sage held out her hands. “I have no beef with her, but | did get the distinct impression
that she really didn’t like me and really didn’t want to put in any effort to like me.
Maybe she was jealous because she till has the hots for you. | mean, who could
blame her?’

The microwave dinged, and Sage turned to grab it. She carefully pulled it out and
placed it on the kitchen table, with Sage’'s eyes following her. “I can assure you that
this has nothing to do with her having the hots for me. I’ ve spoken with her, and it
seems like Natalia and her are heating up quite nicely.” Sage shrugged, and Stassi
continued. “Maybe she's a hit intimidated by you, thinking that she'll lose me as a
friend.”

Sage arched an eyebrow and then took a bite of her food. She nodded, grinning.
“Delicious,” but then contemplated that. “1 mean, it's possible. But she should know
that | have no intention of keeping you away from her. I’'m not a bully.”



Stassi reached out and trailed her finger over Sage's. “Maybe someday we could all
get together again, and you could tell her that.” Stassi tilted her head. “Yathink?’

Sage nodded. “If that’s what you would like, then that's what will happen.” She
continued to eat as she spoke about Lena and how she was worried that the union
would not even make a difference. “We still need so many names, and | just think
that maybe Lena is in alittle over her head with this project. | don’t think she even
knew what she was getting into.”

“1 definitely don’t think she should give up; that’s truly the only way to fail.” Stassi’s
mind went to her dad and the conversation. If he knew that she was pushing Lena to
continue, he would really be surprised, but she didn’'t care. She had to take a side, and
right now, she wasn’'t going to be able to accept his take on it. The way the hospital
was treating the employees was wrong, and she wasn't going to allow that to continue
without knowing she had done something to assist the cause.

“You're right. Maybe you should tell her that, so she doesn’t think that I’'m the only
one giving her a hard time and trying to push her to continue this.”

Stassi nodded and grinned. “ The next time | see her.”

Sage held her stomach and stared at the food. “I’m stuffed, but that was amazing.
You are such a wonderful cook, and | can’'t thank you enough for being here and
taking care of me while I’'m off working the extra shifts. It means the world to me.”

“I wouldn’'t be anywhere else.” Stassi leaned in and kissed Sage. The three-letter
word came fluttering back into her mind, but she had to press it back down. She stood
up and grabbed the dishes, then put them in the sink to soak overnight.

“I may need help to bed,” Sage teased, holding out her hand. “My legs might not
carry me al that way.”



“Lean on me,” Stassi beamed as she grabbed Sage’'s hand and pulled her closer to
her. They walked down the hallway and reached Sage’s bedroom. Sage went to the
dresser, while Stass grabbed her clothes from her suitcase. When she turned around,
Sage had her eyes on her. Stassi grinned. “Y ou’re staring,” Stassi whispered.

Sage snickered. “Sue me. | can't help it.” Sage walked over and cupped Stassi’s chin
in her palm. She lifted her head and brought her into a kiss. Stassi relaxed in her arms
and stayed in that position, relishing the way Sage enveloped her.

“Sage?’ Stass whispered, breaking from the kiss. Sage’'s eyes narrowed in on her.
“Never mind.” She fell back against Sage and kissed her again, until her arms snaked
around Sage, holding her to her. “We should get you to bed,” Stasss mumbled,
wishing the night didn’'t have to end like that, but Sage had to be back at the hospital
in just a few hours, and she'd be no use for the patients if she didn't have her
strength. She pressed her hands against Sage's chest to push herself away, not
realizing how hard that’d be.

“1 meant those words, you know.”

Stassi turned, and Sage’s lips quirked up into a small smile. “They came out quickly,
| know. Perhaps you didn’t even hear them.”

“I heard them, at least | think | did,” Stassi smirked. “Y ou meant that?’

“With al my heart. | love you, Stassi. There's no denying that.” She nibbled on her
lower lip. “You don’'t have to say them, just because | was the first. | can wait, and |
certainly don’'t want you to say anything to them if you don’t believe them. | just
couldn’t stop myself.”

Stassi moved in and placed her hand on Sage’s lips. “Will you let me get aword in? |
love you, Sage. And I'm not saying that because you said it first. I'm saying it



because it’s the truth. | have been falling in love with you every single day we've
spent together, and | would shout it from the roof if | could.

Sage snaked her hand around Stassi’s neck and pulled her to her. Stass was
overjoyed that Sage meant the words, and she didn't have to go on wondering,
guestioning, or hoping. It was out in the open, and every day after this would be their
next adventure together.

Sage

Sage looked over the papers, reading line by line to ensure that nothing had been
missed. She nodded as she shifted to the next page and then the next.

“It al looks good to me, Lena. Now we just need the lawyer to look it over. We want
to make sure nothing is missed because that will only prolong the finalization of the
papers. But | would say that we're just one step closer.”

L ena clapped her hands together. “| feel like thisisreally going to happen.” She then
grabbed the papers and looked them over, before looking up to meet Sage’s stare.
“$0, had an interesting conversation with Stassi yesterday?’

“Oh yeah? What about?’

“She just wanted to tell me how impressed she was about me going through with
doing the union.” She frowned. “ She hasn’'t quite committed to signing the petition.
And | know I’'m not fully there until we get that signed with all the signatures, but |
thought it was nice that she said something.” Sage nodded, then looked down at the
petition in front of her. “Did you have something to do with that?’
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Sage smirked. “I'll be truthful. Stassi told me that she thought it was a great thing you
were doing. | was fearful that maybe you would ultimately get scared that it wouldn’t
work and back down. So, | might have casualy said to her that she should really
mention it to you, in passing.” Sage shrugged. “I’m pleased that she took me up on
it.”

Lena nodded. “Well, | would say that you two make a cute couple.” She then looked
around the cafeteria. “1 probably shouldn’'t say that too loud. The walls, they have
ears.”

Sage didn’'t care who knew. The fact remained that she loved Stassi, and if anyone
wanted to balk at that, they could shove it. She didn’t care what they thought because
she knew that how Stassi and she felt about one another was truly all that mattered.

“S0, where' s Stass today?’

Sage smirked. The way she asked the question insinuated a lot, her voice shifting in a
curious way. “Sheis off. Probably at my place deciding on another delicious meal to
make.” She grinned. She amost felt like a user, but Stassi enjoyed being there, so it
didn’'t quite feel so bad.

“Y ou’ ve been spending alot of time together, haven't you?’
Sage nodded. She opened her mouth when she spotted Linda walking in their

direction. Her eyes appeared red, and the closer she got she realized they were
bloodshot. She caught Sage staring and quickly looked away.



“Lindal” Sage jumped up, blocking her way. “Is everything alright?’

Linda sighed and shook her head. “1 wanted to avoid people. At least for alittle bit.”
She shook her head. “Just got done talking to HR. | had some vacation that | planned
on taking for a couple of days. But she said that she ran my benefits, and my days are
gone. | know | have at least two days. I’m sure they trashed them. There's no other
explanation.

“That's crazy.” Lenaglared. “How can they do this?’

“They just don’t care,” Sage mumbled.

“Exactly!” Linda shook her head. “They know that the senior employees won’t do
anything about it because we're nearing retirement, but I’m not the only one who's
noticed my vacation time is missing.” She sniffed and looked down at her clenched
hands. “I heard there’ s talk about a union, giving the employees a voice. Where can |
sign up?’

“Actualy...” Lena grabbed the clipboard and pen and pushed them towards Linda.
“We aren’'t quite there with the signatures, but we're getting there. With word of
mouth, we'll get there faster.”

“l can assure you that | will let everyone know.” She gave a slight wave, and Sage
turned to Lena.

“That should make you feel better. Thisisall worth it. Everyone knows that.”
Lena grinned and looked over the names. Sage sipped on her water and thought about

how she was ready to get out of there and get home to see Stassi. Just a few more
hours and she would be free.



When Sage entered the apartment, she took in a whiff of marinara. It was some kind
of pasta cooking, and it tingled her senses. She made her way to the kitchen, and
Stassi looked over her shoulder.

“1 didn’'t hear you come in.” She walked over and kissed Sage. “How was work?’

“Exhausting,” Sage said.

Stassi helped her to a seat, and Sage sat down and propped her legs up onto the chair
across from her. “Just relax until supper is served. | have a surprise for you, and |
need you all rested up.”

Sage laughed. “What isit?’

Stassi shrugged. “If | tell you now, there will be no need to hold onto the
anticipation.”

Sage stared at her, curioudly. If she continued to pry, it wouldn’t give her any more
clarity. Stass wasn't the type to break. “Food smells delicious, as always.”

“Thank you, Babe.” Stassi picked up Sage's feet and took a seat, then rested them in
her lap. She massaged them as Sage groaned, leaning back in her chair, deliriously
exuberant over the touch of Stassi’s hand on her feet. She expertly kneaded at them.
“Tell me about your day.”

Sage sighed. “Not much to tell. There is more work than bodies to complete the
tasks.” She released a groan. “I wish you were there at registration, though. They
brought a temp up from medical records, and she was all fingers, fumbling around
like she didn’t know where anything was.”

Stassi rolled her eyes. “Technically, I'm sure she didn’t. That's what they get for



cutting back labor. And | barely make any money, so I'm not sure what they thought
they were gaining by taking my hours away.”

Sage scoffed. “Perhaps they are just grasping at straws, thinking that cutting back the
hours of those who work the hardest will somehow save them money in the end. If
anything, it’s liable to work in the opposite direction.”

“Well, | guesswe'll see how it works out for them. Maybe they’ll find away to better
manage the finances.”

Sage closed her eyes and allowed Stassi’ s fingers to dig into her feet. “I don’t want to
talk about work. It stresses me out.”

The timer on the stove began to beep, and Stassi slowly dropped Sage' s feet from her
lap and jumped up. Sage groaned, €liciting alaugh from Stassi.
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“Don’t want the food to burn,” she said. Sage straightened up and waited for Stass to
grab their plates of food, two glasses, and a bottle of wine, and bring it al to the table.
She poured each of them a glass, then raised her glass as she took a seat. “| want to
raise a toast.” Sage raised her glass and continued to wait. “I never knew what |
needed in my life until | met you. And here’s to hoping that we continue to
experience everything we need.”

“I"ll drink to that.” Sage tapped her glass, and they each took a sip. Over the top of
her glass, Sage watched Stassi. Her heart yearned for the woman across from her.
Even when stress attempted to drag her down a long and narrow winding road, she
was reminded that Stassi was by her side.

They ate the meal, avoiding topics of the hospital and work, focusing more on their
relationship and small talk like any other couple—the weather, TV shows, and
movies that they had never seen but wished they had.

“Favorite food?’ Stass asked.

“Anything pasta,” Sage replied, taking a bite of her noodles with marinara. “Or rather
anything that you make.”

Stassi blushed. “Y ou know how to make a woman feel special.”
Sage grinned. “What about you, Stassi? Favorite food?’

Stassi scrunched up her nose in thought. “1’m not really all that picky of an eater and
| like to try new things, so | guess | would say Chili. You'd be surprised how many



spices you can add to chili, in order to change things up.”

“Chili isgreat on acold fall night, out under the stars, cuddled up in front of afire.”
Stassi arched an eyebrow. “Y ou mean like camping? Y ou like to camp?”’

Sage nodded. “It’s a favorite pastime of mine. As akid, | would go with my parents
often. We would tent camp, and there was nothing but us and the wilderness. Do you

camp?’

“l can't say that |I've ever been.” Stassi laughed. “My parents weren't exactly the
camping type as they would choose a five-star hotel over a campground any day.”

Sage considered that. She should have guessed that would be the response that came
from Stassi, but just because it was yet another thing, they didn’t have in common
didn’t mean it would drive a wedge between them. There was still too much pushing
them together.

“It’s a shame, though. Camping can be a lot of fun, especially when you're with the
ones you're closest to. Y ou should try it sometime.”

Stassi smirked. “Well, maybe you' |l take me some time.”

Sage finished off the wine in her glass. There would be nothing more romantic than
camping under the stars with Stass there in atent with her. She would gladly accept
that challenge.

“Do you want seconds?’ Stassi asked.

“I"'m stuffed.” Sage stood up and reached for both plates. “The least | can do is take
care of the dishes since you did all the cooking.” She put the dishesin the sink, just as



Stassi reached for her hand. “ The dishes won't wash themselves,” Sage teased.

Stassi motioned with her head and pulled Sage along, out of the kitchen and to the
living room. “First, | want to show you your surprise.”

Sage was giddy at the mention of it. She had nearly forgotten a surprise was
mentioned, but now, it was the only thing she could think about. Stassi placed her
hands on Sage’ s shoulder and pushed her down to the couch.

“Areyou giving me alap dance?’ Sage asked, wide-eyed and grinning.

Stassi laughed. “You wish!” She tossed her a wink, then turned away and reached
behind the chair, pulling out a box that had a single bow wrapped around it.

“It’ s not my birthday. It's not Christmas. What holiday am | missing?’

Stassi snickered. “Do | have to give you gifts only on a special holiday? | personally
think when you love someone you should be free to gift them something any time
you want. Or am | wrong?’ Stassi shrugged. “If | am, | don’t want to be right.” She
laughed. “Open it, will ya?’

Sage grinned and tore into the box. She ripped off the bow, breaking it in the process.
“Oops, doesn’t that mean we' re going to have a baby or something like that?’

Stassi laughed. “I think that’s only during a bridal shower. | don’'t see any brides
around here.”

Yet. Sage considered the word and nearly choked on it. Never did she think she
would want to consider that, but many things made her want to plunge into something
serious with Stassi. Heck, they were practically living together, as it was. Sure, Stass
would go home and check on her plants and apartment, but after a day or two away at



her apartment, she would find her way back to Sage's.

Sage lifted the lid off the box and pulled back the tissue paper. She stared at the pair
of roller skates that were packed away in the box. She looked up and gawked at
Stassi. Stassi clapped her hands together, gleefully squealing.

“What do you think?’

“1’m speechless.” Sage pulled them out and looked at the size. “And just my size.”
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Stassi laughed. “When you're home alone with your closet full of shoes, you can get
to know a person. But | bought myself a pair, as well. Y ou want to skate, and | want
to teach you. | thought we could start tonight.”

“Tonight?’ Sage exclaimed. “But where?’

“The basketball court out back seems like a great place to start.” Sage opened her
mouth, but Stass held up her hand. “I aready spoke with the manager, and he said
that he's cool with it, so there’ s no arguing. Let’s get these skates on and go.”

Sage knew that no one had ever done something as sweet for her as Stassi had done
with the skates. And to go through the trouble of getting the manager’s blessing for
them to use the basketball court seemed even more special.

Sage put on her skates, with Stassi taking care of hers and they rolled through the
apartment and to the front door. Stassi grabbed hold of Sage's arm to guide her. It
wasn't too difficult, since Sage could also hold onto the wall. However, once they
reached the back, it began to get a bit sketchier.

“l don’t think | can do this,” Sage argued.
Stassi turned so that Sage was directly in front of her. “Do you trust me?’ she asked.
Sage nodded and Stass took both of her hands. She rolled backward with Sage

slowly following her, their eyesinterlocked. “Just don’t let go,” Sage replied between
clenched teeth.



“I'll never.” Stass continued to skate backward, as Sage continued to go forward.
When Stassi turned, Sage did, as well. They were in-sync with one another. Stassi
dropped her one hand and turned so that they were going side by side. “Just follow
my lead.” Sage watched her, mimicking the steps that Stassi maneuvered. Sage felt
more at ease, letting her body relax. She focused on Stassi’s cool and calm words and
never once feared that she would fall flat on her face. “That's it,” Stass called.
“You've got this.”

Sage grinned, believing she truly did, until her skate hit a rock and she felt that the
world was shifting. Stassi reached for her to help steady her, but it was too late. Her
skate went out from under her, and she skidded to a halt, lying flat on her back.

“Areyou aright?’ Stassi knelt down over her, staring into Sage's eyes.

Sage laughed and nodded. “That was a rough fall.” Stassi reached for her hands and
helped her to a seated position. Sage began laughing harder, until her stomach ached
from laughing so hard. “Let’sdo it again.”

Stassi laughed, helping Sage back to her feet. Sage moved in, and they briefly kissed
one another. Stass’s heart rapidly beat across her chest. From the corner of her eyes,
Sage spotted Stassi watching her, and Sage grinned.

“Thisis amazing,” Sage said. “Now you'll just have to let me take you camping. I'll
show you how it’s done.”

Stassi’s grin widened and they rolled back to the apartment building and up to Sage’s
apartment. Once inside, Sage collapsed in a chair and took the skates off. She had

been exhausted at the start of the evening, but now she had reached her second wind.

“This was awonderful surprise,” Sage began.



Stassi leaned in and kissed her, her tongue gliding along Sage's. “I’m glad you liked
it,” Stassi whispered. Sage stood up and snaked her arm around Stassi’s waist. They
walked to her bedroom, both so close that you couldn’t slip a paper between them. “|
love you so much, Sage.” Stassi stopped in the bedroom and wrapped her arm around
Sage’ s neck.

“1 love you!” Sage pulled Stassi to her. One hand grasped the back of her neck, the
other rapidly tugged at her clothes to remove what covered her.

Sage pulled back and dropped her gaze to Stassi’ s jeans, she quickly tugged on them
until they were lying on the floor, then turned her attention to her own clothes. The
only thing left was Stassi’s lingerie and Sage reached her hand around Stassi’s back
to work the zipper. It slowly dlipped off of her, leaving Stassi naked.

Sage reached around for the clasp of her bra, but Stassi reached out and touched
Sage's hand. In asilent plea Stassi said her peace. Sage stopped attempting to get her
bra off and watched. Stassi touched the clasp of Sage’s bra and flicked her wrist. The
bra dropped. She then grabbed hold of Sage’s panties and helped her remove them.

Stassi crashed her lips against Sage's, and they stayed in that position, their two
naked bodies crushed against each other, with growing admiration. Their love had
never been stronger.

Stass
“There’s something | need to tell you. I’ ve been going around and around about how
| should put this out there, but there's redly no easy way. The truth is my

father—he' s Martin Hewitt.”

Stassi waited for Sage to respond. Her brows furrowed, but she didn’'t remark, good
or bad. Stassi took a deep breath, waiting. Finally, Sage's lips twitched. “Martin



Hewitt? Am | supposed to know him?’

Stass wanted to laugh. She was surprised, amost ready to laugh it off and say, nah,
you wouldn’'t run in the same circles. But she had gotten this far and needed to be
completely honest. “He's the owner of the hospital. Martin Hewitt. He owns a few
hospitals in the area. And when | needed the job, he was there to make sure | had
one.” She couldn’t even stop spewing out the words. Once the truth cascaded out of
her, it was over. “| needed to tell you because | don’'t want some false pretense that |
got thisjob just because I’'m the owner’ s boss.”

Sage's eyes narrowed. “False pretense? That's exactly what you just said. You
needed a job, and he got you one.” She shook her head. “ So, your father is the reason
our hospital is struggling. Y ou said he had hit some bad investments, right?’ Sage got
up from the couch and began pacing. “What am | supposed to do with this
information, Stassi? Am | supposed to be happy that the woman | love is the daughter
of the man that doesn’t care about the workers?’

“What? No! And that’s not true.” Stassi jumped up from the couch. “He cares and
will ultimately do something to save the hospital. | just felt guilty.”

Sage scoffed. “You felt guilty sleeping with me because you knew you were
harboring this huge secret? Well, I’'m damn sure you did feel guilty. But this isn’t
going to ease your conscience, Stassi, because you just ruined everything. And you
tore my heart into pieces. Congratulations. Are you happy and relieved that all the
truth is out there? | need some air.” Sage turned on her heel and stormed out of her
living room. Stassi held her breath, hearing the sound of the sslamming door.

“Don’t go! Don't go!” she called, but it was too late, Sage was probably halfway to
the car by now, leaving Stassi unsure why she had felt the need to tell her everything.
It didn't make her feel better. It only tore them apart, and she wanted Sage to come
back, so they could mend things.



The sound of a ringing bell echoed in the living room and Stassi glanced around. It
almost sounded like a timer was about to go off, but she didn’t know where the sound
was coming from. She just wanted Sage back in her arms.
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“Stassl, your phoneisringing.” Sage shook her arm, gently. “ Stassi!”
Stassi quickly sat up. She was back in Sage’'s bedroom, the sun seeping through the
window, and her phone rang from the nightstand. She looked over, and Sage stared at
her expectantly. Stassi turned and checked the caller ID.
“It’ s the hospital,” she mumbled. “Hello?’
“Hello, Stassi? It's Missy. I’'m sorry to bother you. | know you're off today, but we
have a bit of an emergency. There' s no one to work the reception desk. In a hurry, |
must have forgot to schedule someone, but we' re booked with patients, and Oliviais
the only therapist scheduled today. There's no way she can check in with the patients
and see them without getting totally stressed. |s there any way you could come in?’
“I’ll bethere assoon as| can.”
“Thank you! | really appreciateit.”
“No problem. See you soon!” Stassi disconnected the call and turned to Sage.

Sage groaned. “Do you have to?’

Stassi smirked. “They’re kind of running out of options; they have things spread so
thin. But it’salright, | could use the extra shift.” She tossed the covers back.

“1 was hoping since we were both off today that we could just spend it together. | feel
like we don't get much time together, and it's bumming me out.” Stass stared



forward, the dream intruding into her mind. She quickly went about grabbing her
clothes while Sage continued, “I could take you to work, and then when | pick you
up, we could go out to dinner or something.”

“You could, but | don't know how long I'll be there. I'll just drive, and when | get
off, we can figure out something.” She went to get off the bed when Sage grabbed her
arm and pulled her down to greet her with akiss.

“We could take a shower together.” Sage winked.

“1 don’t think so. I'll never get out of here. You just wait in bed, so I'm not tempted.”
She jumped out of bed, grabbing the clothes she had just dropped. At that moment,
she felt a tad awkward that she was standing naked in the bedroom and most likely
being gawked at by Sage, but she didn’'t dare turn around. If she did, she would be
thrust back into the nightmare of Sage walking out on her. True, it was only a dream,
but it felt so real.

She stepped into the warm shower and let it drown her for a minute as she closed her
eyes and was forced to relive those short moments when she told her the truth and
found out how it would feel if that was how Sage truly responded to it. She couldn’t
go through that for real, even though she knew she had to eventually.

Sage stayed in the bedroom while Stassi took her shower. When Stassi got dressed
and was about to head back to the bedroom to say goodbye, she heard movement in
the kitchen. She peeked her head in and saw that Sage stood at the counter, likely
whipping her up some breakfast.

“1 really should get out of here.” Stassi shifted from one foot to the other.

Sage turned and frowned. “You can’'t wait for me to fix you up something. You're
doing them afavor, and | just feel like you might as well take your sweet time.” Sage



looked so sweet and sexy standing there and it took every ounce of Stassi’s strength
not to run to her, tell her about the horrible dream, and beg her to forgive her for
keeping it from her. She swallowed and just stayed where she was. Her feet glued to
the floor.

“I’ll grab something from the cafeteria. They sounded like they were in a bind.”
Stassi winced, realizing how stupid that sounded. They put themselves there. She
understood that and this wasn't like her, but the guilt sSlowly was eating away from
the inside out.

“If that’ s the way you feel.” Sage walked towards her and cupped Stassi’s chin in her
pam. “I'll be waiting for you when you get home.” She brushed her lips against
Stassi. Home, it sounded so permanent and while the one word sounded simple, there
wasn't anything ssmplein that very second. “I love you.”

“Love you, too.” Stassi quickly turned away, hurried from the kitchen, and grabbed
her purse next to the front door. She escaped. She took in a deep breath and fell back
against the apartment door. She wanted to stay there forever, just being lost in Sage’s
eyes, where nothing could harm them. But life wasn't always able to give you what
you wanted. She pushed away from the apartment door and hurried down the stairs. It
was much harder than that.

“Olivia will be with you one moment,” she said to one patient as she turned to work
on the next. Missy was right, the floor was heavy with traffic. And Olivia was
exhausted. It was evident with every patient she brought back into a room. “Y our
name and date of birth, please.” She typed in the information as fast as her fingers
could take her. Since she didn't start out the day, she had no charts pulled and felt
like she was getting further and further behind schedule. “Take a seat and Olivia will
be with you shortly.”

“Are you sure about that?’ The man huffed. Stassi glanced out into the waiting room



and cringed. Four patients were waiting on Olivia, and it was ridiculous that the
hospital expected any department to work like this. She forced a smile and gave a
dlight nod, then jumped up and hurried to the record room.

She grabbed the charts for the next few patients and carried them out to the front
desk, when she spotted Olivia. She was hidden in a hallway, her back against the
wall. Her head was down, and the closer Stassi got, she swore she heard crying.

“Olivia?’

Olivialooked up. Her cheeks flushed and her eyes were definitely red. “I didn’t want
anyone to see me like this” She heaved a sigh. “I'm exhausted and feeling
nauseous.” She covered her mouth and shook her head. “I don’t know how much
more | can take of this.”

Stassi grimaced. “ There’ s awaiting room full of patients,” she began.

Olivianodded. “I’'m well aware.” Again, she covered her mouth. “I just found out I'm
pregnant.”

Stassi’s eyes widened. She wanted to wrap her up in a hug, congratulate her, or tell
her what a great mom she would make. But that didn’t change that time was ticking
away from them and the patients would start leaving if someone didn’t check in on
them.

“What can | do to help?’ Stassi asked.

Olivia shrugged. “If | could go home, that’d be a start.” Stassi opened her mouth.
There was only one chance of that happening. She pulled her phone out of her pocket
as Olivia stared. It was the only thing that she could do. “Who are you calling?’ She
held up her finger.
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“Hey, babe. When are you getting of f?’

“If 1 only knew,” Stassi replied. “But I'm calling because Olivia isn’'t feeling well,
and we have awaiting room full of patients. Isthere...”

“I’m on my way.” Sage hung up before Stassi could even thank her.

“Sage will come to relieve you. Do you think you could take care of the patients until
she gets here, though?”’

“Yes!” Oliviawrapped her arms around her. “ Thank you so much, Stassi.”

Stassi shrugged. “Congrats on your pregnancy.” They both turned and hurried to the
front desk, where another patient had come in to get checked in. “Name and date of
birth,” she asked in greeting.

She thought being at the hospital, she would be able to keep some distance between
her and Sage. The guilt from the fact that her father was Martin Hewitt had totally
taken over her movements and she wasn't sure how much longer she'd be able to
hide in this fragile bubble of privacy.

Sage arrived at the hospital just a half an hour later and she greeted Stass at the
reception desk. “That was fast,” Stassi replied.

Sage shrugged. “1 was happy to help. | just ran into Olivia, and she looked practically
green, the poor girl.”



“She’s pregnant,” Stassi whispered.

Sage's eyes lit up. “Then | guess she isn't so poor after all.” She laughed. “Great
reason to be sick, I’d say.” She grabbed a chart and called out her first patient. As she
turned, she gave Stassi a wink before disappearing with the patient. Stassi sighed, her
head a mess. Was that an insinuation about Sage wanting a family, full of love, a
child, and a dog, perhaps? Y ou' re getting way ahead of yourself. First you have to get
through the omissions and lies. And that was awork in progress.

Sage

Sage glanced over at the reception desk, where another two patients stood. Whenever
she went to grab a patient, Sage was swamped. She wanted to speak with her, tell her
that maybe they could grab a quick bite during patients, but it didn’t seem like they
were going to ever get that chance. She had to accept it because she liked the fact that
Stass had a great work ethic. It was one of the things that continued to draw her
closer to her. That and the fact that she had akiller body.

She smirked, the thought resting in her mind. “What are you laughing about?’ She
glanced at the sound of Lena's voice. She had just stepped off the elevator and was
staring at Sage.

“Nothing,” she lied.

Lena shook her head. “I highly doubt that. Is it because of this woman?’ She held
open a magazine, and Sage glanced at it. She tore it from Lena's hand and stared at
the pages where Stassi was beaming. She recognized the outfits. Sage had spent the
whole day watching her as people fell all over her. It felt so long ago that Sage had
practically forgotten that day had occurred.

“Where'd you find this?’



Lenalaughed. “It's called a grocery store. They have a whole slew of magazines and
look.” Lena closed the magazine and held it up. “She made the front cover. Have to
admit, she looks good.” She shrugged. “Don't tell her | said that, though.” Lena
laughed. “Wouldn’'t want her thinking | was checking her out or something.”

Sage rolled her eyes. “Nah, wouldn’'t want that.” She grabbed the magazine back and
flipped through it again. She shook her head. Was she totally in her element? She
looked happy, her piercing smile lighting up the cover. She glanced up and started to
hand the magazine back. “Y ou’ re right, though, she does ook good.”

Lena held up her hand. “That’s your copy. | figured you hadn’'t seen it, since you
didn’t mention it. | got a few copies just in case anyone wanted to see Stassi in a
whole new light.” She laughed, and Sage rolled her eyes at that comment. “Anyway, |
want to grab something to eat.”

“Can’t. | wasn't even supposed to work today. The waiting room hasn’'t once let up. |
could really use the help to room some patients if you want to work on your lunch
hour.” Sage laughed.

“Gee, it's such a wonderful idea.” Lena frowned, then shrugged. “Then again,
anything to help my friend out.”

Sage arched an eyebrow, and Lena motioned for them to go to the front desk. She
was partly teasing, but if Lena wanted to assist, then she would gladly take the
reinforcements. When they reached the front desk, and Lena grabbed a chart, Stassi
turned and stared.

Sage held the magazine behind her and shrugged. “ Guess Lena was bored in peds.”

“Not hardly,” Lena mumbled, before calling out another patient.



Sage grabbed a chart, hiding the magazine underneath it. If Stassi didn’t want Sage to
see it, then she wouldn’t rub it in her face. She called out the patient, then turned and
hurried to room them. It was how the rest of the day went. It wasn't until five, when
they had their first [ull in patients. Sage collapsed against the counter.

“When does your replacement come in?’ she asked.

“1 saw Geneva listed on the schedule for eight. You?’

“Not until midnight,” Sage scowled. Glancing at her watch, she tilted her head. “The
next patient doesn’t come in for thirty minutes.” She grabbed Stassi’ s hand and pulled

her to her feet.

“And?’ There was adlight grin on Stassi’ s face, but she still looked confused.
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“Well, | was thinking that you and | could dlip into a room and make ourselves
comfortable. If you know what | mean.”

Stassi laughed as Sage pulled her behind her, but then Stassi caught herself, digging
her heels into the floor. “Actualy, it's a divine thought, but | really should be
prepping the charts.”

Sage groaned. “Isit all about work?’
Stassi sighed. “When we're at the hospital, it should be.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry.”
She turned on her heel and walked to the chart room. Sage frowned. She didn’t

expect to be dissed in that way. She started to head to the triage room, when the
elevator doors opened, and L ena stepped off.

“I'm glad you're still here.” Lena hurried over to Sage. “Did you check your emails?’
“Areyou kidding me? | did say I’ ve been swamped, didn’t 1?7’

Lenawaved her hand with her phone and then looked down and fiddled with it before
handing it to Sage. Sage looked down at what appeared to be an invitation.

“You're invited to the 1st Annual Fundraising Gala. Employees get a discounted
ticket for $70.” She looked up and shook her head. “What’ s this?’

“That’s what | would like to know. Looks like the head honchos think that charging
us to go to agalato raise money for the hospital is exactly what we need. They make
us work unpaid OT. They cut the hours for the other half of the staff. They take away



benefits for the senior employees, and they expect that we'll just gladly shell out
some money to pad their pockets? Well, no thank you.” Lena huffed, shaking her
head.

“Hey, Lena,” Stass stepped out of the records room, apile of chartsin her arms.

“Hey, Stassi.” Lena didn’t even bother looking up. Sage saw the disappointment still
etched on her face.

“Everything alright?’ Stassi asked, stopping just shy of them.

Sage held the phone up for Stassi to read. “They’re holding a fundraising gala, and
they expect usto pay to go,” she said, shaking her head.

“Could be fun,” Stassi replied. “I mean, I’ve been to afew in my time and never left
disappointed.” She hesitated. “Y ou don’'t want to go?’

Sage frowned. She had to continue to remind herself of the different lifestyles they
were brought up in. It was nothing for Stassi to jet off to a gala in another state,
whereas Sage wasn't used to those high-maintenance issues. “| guess it is frustrating
to think that they want usto go when the pay is crap. Y ou know?’

Stassi gave a soft smile. “I get that, but maybe it will actually help. | better get these
charts back to the desk. I’'m just saying that | wouldn’t mind going, if | were going
with someone who | enjoyed spending time with...” With that, she turned and headed
to the desk.

“Wow!” Lena muttered. “Y ou’ re hooked.”

Sage turned and stared, then released alaugh. “1 mean, she kind of has a point.”



Lena grabbed the phone and took another look, then shrugged. “I guess if you're
going, | might consider it. Guess we'll see if we're off that night. I’'m headed out.
When do you get off?’

“Not until Midnight.”

Lena playfully tapped her shoulder. “I’ll be thinking of you while I’'m lounging in
bed and watching Netflix.” She laughed and waved, then headed back for the
elevator.

Sage considered the email and turned to the front desk, where the patient was already
being checked in. It would be nice to go out with Stassi in public, where everyone at
the hospital would see them together, and if Stassi was up for it, she wouldn’t argue.

Sage entered the apartment at one o’ clock. An ominous feeling hit her. She was sure
that Stassi was in bed since it was so late. But part of her had hoped Stass would
have stayed awake so they could talk, discussing their busy day working. But she
couldn’t expect Stassi to stay up just because it was what Sage wanted.

She released a yawn. Perhaps it was even a good thing that they couldn’t talk because
that would have wound them up in bed, and she needed to get a few hours of sleep
before she had to get back up and start her day.

When Sage entered the bedroom, though, there was a huge difference from other

times she arrived home so late. Stass wasn’t in the bedroom. She turned and headed
out of the room, curious as to where she could be at such alate hour.

Sage

Just got home, and you're not here. A tad worried. Please respond ASAP.



Sage began pacing. It was so late. Perhaps Stassi had gone back to her apartment?
With no word, though, it was hard to decipher if that’s where she could be.

Stass

I’'m fine. | just needed to get some things done at my apartment. I’'ll see you later.
Have agreat day at work tomorrow.
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Her words were so unemotional. It was a text message. Y ou’ re reading too much into
them. But Sage couldn’t let that rest. She dialed Stassi’s number, and Stassi answered
after thefirst ring.

“Y ou should be getting some rest. I’ m sure you' re exhausted.”

“I"'m confused. | thought you'd be here. You didn't mention anything about not
coming back to my apartment, and | guess | sort of got used to you being here.” Sage
laughed. “Is everything aright?’

“Yeah, everything is fine. But my apartment was feeling neglected.” Stass giggled,
lightheartedly. “We'll see each other soon. I'm certain of that.”

Sage looked down at the magazine in her hand, Stassi’s picture staring back at her.
She tossed it down on the coffee table and tried to relax on the couch. “So? What are
you wearing?’

Stass laughed loudly. “Are you trying to talk dirty? I’'m not letting it happen. It's
after one, and you really should be getting your rest. Six o’ clock will come around
awfully soon, you know.”

Sage groaned. “You're killing me. | could really go for some phone sex since you're
not here. It will be just the thing to relax me.” Sage quirked up her lips. If only Stassi

was truly there, though.

“A t-shirt,” Stassi replied.



“Nice. Wearing anything under it?’

“A thong,” Stassi giggled. “But that’s not fair. You can mentally picture me, while
I’m clueless about what you're wearing.” Sage stood up and went down the hallway
to her bedroom. “Are you there?’

“Baby, I’'m here. Just wanted to get comfortable.” With one hand she shed herself of
her scrubs, so they were lying in a pile. Just my bra and panties.” She fell back into
the bed and waited. “| want to tear your thong off with my teeth.”

“Damn, you're good at this” Stass laughed. “And then what?’ Her voice turned
sensual .

“Arethey off?” Sage asked, clenching her teeth as her core throbbed.

“They are,” Stassi replied, her tone just as clenched. Sage stretched out in bed,
closing her eyesto picture Stassi on top of her. She wanted Stass to always be by her
side, but she didn’t know how physically attached she had become, and it was a part
of her that she craved.

Stassi
Saturday morning, Stassi woke up to her phone ringing. She stretched out in bed and
grimaced. She wished Sage had been in her bed, but the past couple of nights, she

settled for phone sex. One would wonder why she avoided going to her house, but the
truth was the closer they got, the more the guilt started to crowd her.

She reached across and grabbed her cell phone, spotting Dad Immediately. Maybe
thiswas agood sign. “Hello?’

“S0, did you hear about the gala?’ he asked.



“We got emails at work. You know me, aways up for a good party. That hasn’t
changed.” She stayed quiet for a few minutes, thinking about the fundraiser. While
she was excited, the other employees didn’t quite seem to have the same appeal of the
idea. “Was it your idea?’

“Yep,” he proudly stated. “I took your advice and decided we needed to do
something. This could really get the cash flow back to the hospital. It's what the
hospital needs.”

“True. And I'm glad that you're trying, but Dad, you have to redlize the staff had
their hours cut. Overtime isn’t paid. And now the hospital wants us to pay $70 for a
ticket?” Shelaughed. “ Tak about irony.”

He huffed. “You know, Stassi. It takes money to make money, and I’ m doing the best
| can. The staff should be grateful for that. They’ re getting a discounted ticket. If they
were someone on the street, they would have to pay more than double that. And | can
assure you the tickets are already going fast, so people are willing to pay. Can’t you
be thankful ?’

Stassi frowned. He seemed to get defensive immediately. This wasn’'t something she
ever had to fear with him. “I’'m thankful, Dad. And | hope it works, but I’m speaking
from my heart about the rest of the staff. They are good people, and many don’'t have
the money to feed their families, et alone spend money on agala.

“I’ll take that into consideration. Maybe | can get vouchers out there for those that are
less fortunate and would like to still come and show their support.”

“You mean it?’

This would at least show that he hadn’t lost all compassion. Hope had filled her up
inside. “I’ll put some things together and see what we can do. | have to run. I'll talk



to you soon.”

“Bye, Dad. And thank you!”

She heaved a sigh. At least he was trying. Once this was resolved, she could talk to
Sage and explain why she didn't tell her about her dad sooner. Sage would
understand—she' d just have to. They would possibly even laugh about how scared
Stassi was to tell her. All because her father had a hand in what was happening at the
hospital, and she didn’t want Sage to know that she was one of those Hewitts.

She pulled up Sage’s contact info and called her. The phone rang three times before
Sage answered. “ Good morning, Beautiful.”

“Good morning! Areyou off today? Y ou are, right?’
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“Yep. After | got my morning coffee | was going to give you acall. | thought maybe
we could hang out or something. I’ ve missed you.”

“1’ve missed you, too. So, how about if | get around and head your way? We could go
shopping and get a new outfit for the gala. And then just, you know, be together.”

“Actually, that sounds great. I'll see you soon.” Sage and Stassi disconnected the call
and Stassi jumped out of bed. She was finally at peace with the guilt. Everything
would be aright.

Stass didn’t take long to take her shower and grab a piece of toast. She didn’t bother
with the coffee, as she was going to splurge and show Sage what a good cup of coffee
really tasted like. She left the house and drove to Sage's. There was a different skip in
her step. Giving her hope and vigor. She pulled into Sage's parking lot and parked
right next to her car.

When she knocked on Sage' s door, it immediately flew open. Sage pulled her into the
apartment and wrapped her arms around her. She gave her a passionate kiss that
knocked the wind from Stass. Sage groaned. “God, I've missed that,” Sage
whispered, breaking from the kiss.

Stassi grinned. “Just a few more minutes.” Stassi moved back in and hungrily kissed
Sage, adding to the passion built between them.

“If we don't stop, we'll never get out of here.” Sage playfully pushed Stassi away,
and Stass pretended like she was falling back, dejected. She frowned like a lost
puppy, and Sage laughed. “Don’t pout, Stassi Hewitt; it's not very becoming,” she



teased. Stassi grinned and turned away. There would be plenty more hourslike that in
their lifetime. “I’'ll finish getting ready. Hang out for a minute.” Sage winked and
then disappeared down the hall. Stass glanced around the living room. Sage's
apartment was homie and inviting. She had come to feel like she belonged there.

She sat down on the couch and reached forward to grab a magazine. She briefly
flipped through it and then reached forward to grab another. She quickly grabbed it
and stared at the cover, her picture smiling back at her.

“What the hell’?” she mumbled. She opened it up, and there was her spread. She had
yet to actually go out and buy it because every time she considered it, she realized
that she didn’t need to be sucked back into that life. She appreciated the opportunity,
but if they called again, she wasn't sure she would take it. It paid well, so that was
nice, but at some point, she needed to realize her future needed more.

“Are you ready?’ Sage popped into the living room and her eyes narrowed in on the
magazine. “Um, yeah, so there' sthat...”

“You bought a copy?’ Stassi asked.

“Actually, Lenabought a copy.”

“When?" Stassi asked. Sage shrugged, but her eyes diverted to the magazine. “Why
didn’t you tell me?’

“Because | didn't want to make it such a big thing. | was trying to keep it from
blowing into something.” Sage then walked over and took a seat next to Stass.
“Besides, the past few days we haven't done much talking. | feared you were
ghosting me, or whatever the kids call it nowadays.”

Stassi snickered. To be considered a kid was laughable, but she understood the gist.



“l wasn't ghosting you. But | guess | was getting worried. When | get close to people,
they tend to abandon me. We were getting closer, and while | was glad about that,
and | do loveyou, it brings back the fear that maybe it’ stoo good. And maybe...”

“l1 would never just abandon you, Stassi.” Sage reached out for her hand. “I’'m not
that type of person.” She ran her fingers through Stass’s. “Communication is
important, though. And if you don’t communicate, then that’s where problems start.”

“1 know, I’'m sorry. | should have talked to you.” Sage smiled and continued to hold
Stassi’ s hand.

“The fact is that we all have hurdles to overcome when it comes to relationships.
When | first met you, | might have judged you. When | went to the modeling gig,
preconceived ideas had aready been made. | was wrong. You aren't that sort of
person, and | should have never believed my misinformed thoughts. | was burned in a
past relationship. | trusted her with all my heart. She took advantage of that and
thought she could do whatever she wanted in the relationship, including sleeping
around whomever she wanted. | was afraid to lose her. And that was my problem.
Eventually, | came to the conclusion that | was better off alone than with someone
who didn’t appreciate being with me.”

Stassi shook her head. “She was a damn fool because she lost you. But I’'m glad she
did.” Stass moved in and brushed a kiss against Sage’s lips. Getting things out in the
open with communication was the smart thing to do. In a matter of time, she would
have everything divulged, and they would slowly work through things. All about the
small steps to reach a happier place.

Stassi watched as Sage licked her lips. She waited for her determination, hanging
onto it like she was hanging for dear life. “Well?’” she finally asked, when no words
came.



Sage nodded. “It’ s not bad.”

Stassi fell back into the seat and gawked. “Not bad? That’s all you're giving me? Y ou
can't be serious. Don't you taste the freshness of the coffee beans? The uniqueness of
the way the creamer blends into the coffee. It's like they complete each other. You
don’t taste any of that?”

Sage held up her finger and took another sip, then eagerly nodded. “You're right.
That explainsit to atee. How could | have missed that.”

Stassi laughed, playfully tossing a napkin in Sage' s direction. “Y ou're teasing me.”

Sage smirked. “It’'s quite easy to do.” She gave a wink, then looked down at the
coffee. “Now, if I'm being honest, while initially | didn’t taste all that imagery going
on inthisone cup, it’s easily my favorite cup of coffee|l’ve ever had.”

“Yes!” Stassi pumped her fistsinto the air. “Now, that, iswhat | wanted to hear.” She
wiggled in her chair, sipping on her own cup.

Sage shook her head. “You do put alot of thought into what makes a good coffee,
though.”

Stassi |ooked around the coffee shop and then met Sage's stare. “I have spent many
days in this shop. This isn't the only one. This just happens to be the one in
Pasadena.”

When they decided to go shopping at the store, Stassi figured Sage wouldn’t be
comfortable at the stores where Stassi typicaly would make her appearance. They
were way too glamorous for Sage, but the vintage shops in Pasadena would be
perfect. Making a quick stop at Noel’s Coffee House was the right place to start their
adventure. And what an adventure it was. Stassi found that spending a casual day



with Sage gave her the added reflection she needed. Sage and she could have easy
moments together, ones that Stassi couldn’t experience with her friends who came on
the other side of the tracks. She liked having the best of both worlds.

“The blueberry muffins are also delicious,” Sage took a bite and sighed. “Mélt in
your mouth.”
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“See, my world isn't al bad,” Stass teased.

Sage snickered and nodded. “Like | said before, | had preconceived notions. I'm
learning.” She took another sip of her coffee, and Stassi noticed how her eyes
glowed. She was confident that Sage was working her way into loving everything
Stassi loved.

When they were done with their muffins and coffees, they stood up and headed
outside. “1 thought we would head down this strip. There are some cool shops down
here and | believe we could find the perfect outfits.”

“Works for me.” They settled into a stroll with Stassi seeking out Sage’'s hand. They
held hands and stopped at some of the shops, just checking out the window displays
and seeing the various items the store sold. “Do you like to read?’ Sage asked,
stopping outside a bookstore.

“Magazines,” Stass replied, laughing. “What about you?”’

“l love to read classic novels.” Sage turned to the window and scanned her eyes
through it. Her eyes lit up, and she pulled Stassi into the small bookstore. Stassi
would have followed her anywhere and laughed as it was clear Sage had seen
something that excited her. She rushed over to a table, dragging Stassi behind her.
“My favorite story of al time.” She held up the book.

“Anne of Green Gables,” Stass read.

“Do you know what this book is about?’ Sage asked, inquisitively.



Stassi scrunched up her nose. “A girl named Anne?’

Sage laughed. “Geesh, you're so smart.” She playfully rolled her eyes and turned to
the display. The display was set up with a whole slew of books related to the series.
“1 would go, as achild, to the library and just sit in the section that had classic stories.
Anne of Green Gables was the first book | read, and | loved it. Of course, | had to
read every story in the series.” She tilted her head. “You really should get the book
and read it.”

Stassi scoffed. “I'll take your word for it.” She looked around and pointed to the
magazines. “Now, that, that is a section.” She pulled Sage after her, and they went to
the magazines.”

“You can take the girl out of the glamor but can’t take the glamor out of the girl.”
Sage shook her head. “Fashion, fashion, and more fashion. Which is your favorite.”
She motioned with her head towards the magazine. “ That one has your picture on it,
so | would say you' d start there.”

Stassi snickered. “You would think, but you d be wrong.” She grabbed one of the
other magazines and looked through it. | would lean toward this one. If | was the one
buying it, that is.”

“l don’'t know.” Sage reached out and took the magazine that had a picture of Stassi.
“1 would be more inclined to choose this one.” She quirked up her lipsin agrin. “In
fact, | haven't seen thisone. | think I'll purchaseit.”

Stass leaned forward. “The thing about magazines is they’re small. You could
literally peruse through it and not have to waste the money.” Stassi put the magazine

she had back on the rack.”

Sage laughed. “True, you could, but then that loses the appeal when you want to read



it again.” She grinned. “I think I'm definitely getting it.” Stassi considered that then
turned and went back to the table with the Anne of Green Gables display. “Y ou don't
haveto,” Sage argued.

“I know | don't, but | do need some culturein my life.” She shrugged. “Might as well
start here.”

Sage held her fist to her mouth, pretending it was a microphone. “Ladies and
gentlemen, that’s where it all started. A woman fell in love with classical reading at a
little bookstore in Pasadena. It can happen to anyone.”

Stassi shook her head and laughed. “We'll just see if | truly fall in love with it.” She
winked, and they went to the counter to pay for their purchases. They left the
bookstore and continued down the walkway, checking out each store as they passed
it. Sage had her hand back in Stassi’s, and the morning felt perfect.

As they walked across the street and went to the other side, they saw a vintage shop
that looked like it had just what they were looking for. At least from the outside. They
stepped inside and were hit with the air conditioning.

Sage grinned. “I could stay in here all day.”

Stassi had to agree. “ The sun is getting hot.” Y et, she still enjoyed the peaceful ness of
being together and enjoying their day. There was no drama, no work, nothing but two
people loving their time together.

They wandered around the small store, checking out rack after rack, not seeing
anything that jumped out at them until Stassi saw a pantsuit that she believed would

look perfect on Sage.

“What do you think?’ Stassi asked. “Holding it up.”



“Isit my size?’ Sage asked, peering at the tag and nodding. “Do you like it?’

“1 think it would look great on you, but the question is, do you like it?’ Stassi held it
up and allowed Sage time to take it al in. “You could try it on and see what you
think.”

“Let’s give it a whirl.” Sage grabbed it, and Stassi led the way to the back of the
store, where the dressing room was hidden. She stood outside and waited, pacing
some because she was nervous that Sage would think Stassi was trying to change her.
Stassi truly didn’'t care if Sage came dressed in a garbage bag, but Sage would look
nice in the suit, if she wanted to add some flare, making it something new.

The door opened, and Sage stepped out and twirled around. “What do you think?’ she
asked.

Stassi smiled. “1 think you look great. You could add a chain to it, if you'd want.”
That would be something that would keep Sage’s own look. “Or...” Her words trailed
off and she held up her hand and disappeared from the fitting room. She found the
rack of ties and leafed through them, until she found a bolo tie that would look
perfect to it. She hurried back and held it up in front of Sage. Sage turned to the
mirror, and a smile deepened across her face. “ Sexy,” Stass commented.

Sage turned and leaned in for a kiss, causing Stassi’s toes to curl. “I love it,” Sage
replied.
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“Perfect.” She gave one more look to the mirror and nodded in agreement. “Now, |
just need to find something that will go with it. You get dressed, and I'll be right
back.”

As they had been looking, she spotted a lavender dress that she had her eye on. She
wanted to get something that would complement Sage’s outfit, so everyone knew
they belonged to one another. The dress would be ideal. She came back with it just as
Sage exited the dressing room.

“Don’'t look,” she said, rushing into another stall. She quickly shed her clothes and
dressed, then checked out her reflection. She stepped out of the room and did her own
turnin front of Sage. “And?’ she asked.

“You look breathtaking,” Sage commented. She cupped her hand around Stassi’s
neck and pulled her into a kiss. “Beautiful. Sexy. Perfect.” She spoke between soft
kisses, and Stassi glowed. They had their outfits and were set for the big gala.

Stassi paid for both outfits despite Sage arguing with her. “1 got paid for the modeling
gig, and thisis how | want to spend my money. Just say thank you and smile.” Stassi
gave her aquick kiss and dlid her card to the woman behind the counter.

Once they were paid, they left the store, two garment bags in hand. They continued
their walk, still looking in the shops, despite they had everything they needed. When

they reached the beach, Sage turned to Stassi. “Are you hungry?’

“Famished,” Stass remarked.



Sage led the way to the food cart on the beach. “My treat,” she replied, arching an
eyebrow so Stassi didn’t dare complain. Sage ordered them each two tacos and they
walked along the beach, eating tacos and keeping their date going. It was a highlight
to them just spending the day together, but it was obvious they were their happiest
with each other.

Sage

“We should be waking up,” Stassi whispered as Sage continued to kiss her.

Sage groaned. “Why? We both have the morning off.”

Stassi laughed as Sage flipped herself over so that Sage could be on top of her. “You
make a very valid point,” Stass replied just before Sage's lips touched hers. Sage's
tongue dove into Stassi’s mouth, capturing her sigh. Stassi stretched out underneath
her and they were right back in the heat of it.

Ever since Sage and Stassi had gotten it out in the open about communication, their
relationship had only gotten stronger. Every night they spent together and every day
they woke up together, it didn’t matter if it was a day they had to work, or a day that
they both were off. For two weeks, things had only progressed.

Sage moved down, so she was between Stassi’ s legs and spread her opening with her
fingers. She moved in, dipping her fingers in and feeling Stass’s legs shiver as she
propped her knees back with her elbows. Sage replaced her fingers with her tongue,
dlipping in as Stass groaned.

She was so beautiful and sexy. Sage was hit by that every single encounter. She dlid
her tongue in and out as Stass smoothly rode against her mouth. Stassi stopped,
exhaled, and whimpered, but Sage didn’t stop.



Sage continued to lick her way around Stassi’s opening and relished in every taste.
Sage had never been this comfortable with another woman before, filling the
excitement driving from Stassi. She explored every inch, spreading Stass apart as
Stassi’ s groans amplified.

Stassi’ s legs shook harder and became uncontrollable and a cry was quickly released.
Sage lapped up her juices with Stassi frantically bouncing under her. Indeed, she was
desperate for Stass every time they crashed together and couldn’t wait for the next
time. She ran her hands up Stass’s body until she was able to kiss her. Stassi
swooped her tongue in, claiming her own juices they kept the morning slowly
smoldering. Sage fell next to Stass and cradled her and for two hours they slept the
morning off, feeling relaxed and overcome with love.

Stassi was the first one to pull out of a deep sleep. Sage felt her spreading kisses
along her chin. It was an exciting way to wake up and Sage grinned, not wanting to
open her eyes. If she did, it would end. She was enjoying the enticing moment a little
too much.

Stassi shifted to Sage’'s neck and Sage growled. “Y ou're going to leave a hickey,” she
groaned.

“Display of love,” Stassi corrected.

Sage laughed and opened her eyes. Stassi moved from her neck to her lips and kissed
her. “And | love you so much,” Sage whispered, drawing Stassi into another kiss.

“Areyou hungry?’ Stassi asked.
Sage shook her head. “Unless it’s for you,” she replied with a teasing grin, slipping

her tongue in between Stassi’s lips. Stassi laughed into the kiss but didn’t hesitate or
pull away. Time ticked on, though. Sage did have to get to work, and it only meant



that the heated hours in the bedroom were forced to end.

Sage pulled back and pouted. “I’m going to have to be to work before you know it.
How about we get up and have some breakfast.” She gave her a quick kiss and rolled
off of her.

“You said you weren't hungry,” Stassi added.

Sage shrugged. “ That was hours ago, wasn't it?’

Stassi shrugged. “ Sort of lost track of time.”

“Well, | can’t fault ya there.” Sage snickered and reached for two robes. She tossed
oneto Stassi and put the other one on.

Sage and Stass went into the kitchen, as they did most mornings, and started a
routine that had become so natural. Stassi fried the bacon, and Sage started working

on the waffles.

“Did | tell you that I’'m almost done with Anne of Green Gables?’ Stassi asked.
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Sage arched an eyebrow. “It’ s been what, two weeks?’

“Must admit that | should have read it years ago. I'm really enjoying it.”

Sage knew that Stassi would, if just given the chance, but she was pleased to see to
what extent Stassi enjoy it. It was just something else that they could discuss,
broadening their relationship.

“1 finished the magazine days ago,” Sage teased. “1 couldn’t put it down.”

Stassi laughed and shook her head. “Y ou're crazy, you know that?’

“Crazy for you.” Sage winked.

Stassi laughed and broke apart a piece of bacon and held it up to Sage's lips. Sage
grabbed it in her teeth before moving in and kissing Stassi.

“The waffles are burning,” Stassi replied.

Sage looked over at the waffles, and they were perfectly fine, but Stassi laughed, the
sound ringing through the kitchen. Things were better than she could have hoped for,
and the future was never brighter.

Stass

Stassi ran the vacuum in Sage’s living room. She believed if she was living there, for
the most part, she should do her part of the house chores. So she vowed that when



Sage was working, she would do any dusting and sweeping that needed to be done.
She wiped her brow as sweat dripped. It was a sweltering day outside, and the AC
wasn't doing its job of keeping things cool.

She turned the vacuum off and went over to the window. Stassi unlocked the window
and let in a fresh breeze. As she went back to the vacuuming, her phone rang. She
grabbed it from her pocket and spotted Sage’ s name. She grinned.

“Hello. How’ swork going?’

“Work is dragging. Mainly because you're not here.” There was alight and airy laugh
echoing through the phone. “But | have some fabulous news.”

“Oh yeah?’ Stass sunk down in the couch. “What' s that?’

“Just spoke with Lena, and we have two hundred and seventy-five signatures. Only
twenty -five to go. | personally think that we might get those signatures at the gala on
Saturday.” She hesitated. “Unfortunately, | don’t think there are going to be as many
people able to attend.”

Stassi frowned. She hadn’t heard from her dad since he mentioned that there might be
vouchers that people could claim, in order to get into the gala.

“People just can't afford it. Most of the staff don’t have emergency funds they can
switch to or a savings account to rely on. And even then, spending that money on a
gala seems wasteful. So, they’ll be left out in the cold.”

“Yeah, that’ s too bad,” Stassi muttered. Mentally preparing her next phone call. “But,
that’s good to hear about the signatures Lena does have. Perhaps you can look at
putting up atable in the cafeteria. Or sending out mass emails. I’m sure not everyone
realizes that a union is even a possibility. There’'s word of mouth, but people are



easily ableto missit.”

“That’s not such a bad idea. I'll have Lenatalk to the cafeteria staff and see if they’ll
support it. It can easily go undetected. | better get back to work. My next patient isin,
but | love you.”

“1 love you, too.” Stassi disconnected the call and dialed her dad. At first, given the
number of times it rang, she thought it would ultimately go to voicemail. However,
just before that happened, it was answered.

“Hello.”

“Hey, Dad. How are you?’

“Been good. No complaints here. | have to run into a meeting soon, but | thought |
would grab your call. So here | am. What’ s going on?’

“1 was kind of wondering the same thing for you.” Stassi didn’t know how to broach
the subject. He tended to get defensive, and she didn’t want him to think that she was
coming at him, when she just wanted answers to questions that she deserved to ask.
“When we talked last, | mentioned that people aren’t able to afford the gala, and you
said that you would work on getting vouchers for those that didn’'t feel they could
make it for financia reasons. | hear the representation for the hospital is down, and
it's because there are staff members that can’t afford it. Did you get the vouchers put
together?’

“No, but there’' s a very good reason for that.” Stassi sighed. She was sure that she was
ready to hear a plethora of statements that never truly explained the situation in full.
“Over a thousand tickets have sold already, and there could possibly be double that
by the time the gala takes place. We' re averaging three hundred purchases aday. The
support is there for the people that are able to spend the money. | think that $70.00 is



very generous, and frankly, it would be a shame for this to sall out just because we
provided vouchers to those who aren’t able to dig in their purses. If we sell out, then |
would say we achieved greatness, and we're looking at that distinct possibility.”

Stassi cringed. So it all came down to the all-mighty dollar once again. “Dad, | think
you're making a mistake. The people that aren't wealthy should deserve the
opportunity.”

He snickered. “It’s the unwealthy that we really don’t want there. We want to show
that we can get the heavy hitters, and it’s those people that are going to spend the big
bucks in donations. Trust me, I’'m a businessman, and thisiswhat | do.”

Y ou're also an investor, and you can lose just as easily as you can make money. “But,
Dad,” she argued.

“1 don’t have time to debate this with you. Trust me when | say that | know what | am
doing, and we will get through this. Just be patient, and it all will work out. | have to
go.” The call was disconnected, and Stass stared at the blank screen of her phone.
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How could she trust him when he refused to try to make a difference? She felt like
her trust was fading slowly and there wasn’'t much possibility that she would be able
to trust him again after this situation had gone from bad to worse.

Stassi flicked a tear from her eye and tossed her phone to the side. If the hospital
could be saved, then that was fantastic, but shouldn't everyone have equa
opportunity when it came to going to the gala? Stass went back to work, her dad’s
conversation still heavy in her mind. If there were anything she could do to just to
allow everyone in for celebration, she would. Sadly, she had to let the thought go and
hope that the employees who couldn’t afford it wouldn’t have gone anyway. At least
that would make her feel better.

Sage
Stassi looked breathtaking as she walked down the hall and straight for her. When
Stassi first tried on the dress, she was beautiful, but now, with her hair and makeup, it

seemed to add to the exquisiteness that Stassi brought.

“How do | look?" Stassi asked, giving a twirl in front of Stage. Stage nodded,
speechless. “Cat got your tongue?’ she teased.

“Something like that,” Sage whispered. She moved in and Stassi kissed her, despite
her makeup being freshly applied.

“You look beautiful,” Stass said, parting.

Sage snickered. “I look like a dog, compared to you.”



Stassi quickly shook her head. “That’s not true. | am lucky to have you on my arm.”
Stassi offered up her arm, and Sage willingly grabbed it.

She had been dreading the gala. She knew how excited Stassi would be, but they
would be whisked in their two different worlds again and Sage wasn’'t even sure how
she was supposed to act. What food and drinks would be offered? Should they dance
or would that not be proper etiquette? This was such a different place than what Sage
was used to, and it was hard not to be intimidated.

They arrived at the hotel, where the galawas in alarge ballroom. The parking lot was
already packed full of people. Crowds were milling into the hotel from the parking
lot, in large groups, making it easy to stand within the group.

Stassi and Sage’'s arms never once swayed away from each other as they walked into
the ballroom with the others. Sage produced their tickets to get in, and they were
scanned right at the door and discarded into a box.

“Where do you want to sit?’ Sage asked. The tables were already starting to fill, and
Sage couldn’t see Lena or Marcus anywhere. At least not yet. She knew Lena's date
had to work late, and they would be arriving later, but Marcus said he couldn’t wait to
get there and planned on picking up his boyfriend an hour earlier. Sage was confused
because Marcus didn’t seem like the person who would be too engrossed in galas and
black-tie affairs. But people could handle situations differently. But neither of them
seemed to be around.

“At this table's fine.” Sage held out the chair so Stassi could take her seat and then
joined her in the seat beside her. “Do you see anyone we know?’ Stass asked,
reflecting Sage’s thoughts. An orchestra played on the stage in the background as
guests milled around and greeted one another.

“| see afew | know, but none that | am that close with. | know Lena and Marcus will



want to sit with us. They mentioned it last week.”

Stassi hodded and looked around the ballroom. Then she pointed. “There’s Marcus.”
She waved him over. He was dressed in a black suit with a white pinstripe, but he
was alone.

Sage arched an eyebrow. “Where' s Trent?’ she asked.

He rolled his eyes. “You mean the traitor? We won’'t talk about him.” He slumped
down in his chair. His cheeks were rosy, and when Sage stared at him, he eventually
made eye contact. “He said he ‘wasn’t really in the mood for coming to this party.’”
He did quotation marks and shrugged. “His sister is in town or some shit like that. |

said, ‘whatever if that’s how hefeels.” I'll just have agood time.”

“But you two are okay, right?’ Sage asked. Marcus' eyes diverted to the table, and he
shrugged. “You can’t end things on a silly argument like that. There’s way too much
importance to let something like that break you.”

He sighed. “It's not even just that. We're drifting apart. Our lives are too separate.”
He sighed and looked between Stass and Sage. “You two spend way more time
together than | spend with Trent.”

Sage looked over to Stassi, and her cheeks were bright red. Sage reached across and
took her hand, squeezing it lightly.

“It' swhat you want to do when you'rein love,” Stass commented.

He smirked and nodded. “At least you finally said it. Not that it's a surprise to any
one of us.” He motioned with his hand between the two of them. “But you both
clearly want to be together, whereas | got the feeling that a relationship with Trent
was more like a burden. It’s not worth it, in my opinion.” He put on a smile. “ So, we



ended things.” He shrugged. “But it iswhat it is. Life goes on.” Sage looked over to
Stassi, who seemed to share the same questioning look. Marcus continued as he
scanned the room, “1 need a drink. Anything for you?’

“I’ll get something later,” Sage said.

“Same,” Stassi replied.

When Marcus walked away, Sage turned to Stassi. “ So, what do you think?”’

Stassi scrunched up her face. “I think he's on a dangerous road full of bumps and
curves. Ending things is one thing, but acting like it's no big deal right after it
happened is something else completely. | just hope he doesn’t do anything stupid.”

Sage had to agree. That was her biggest fear. Sage ran her fingers over Stassi’s. “On a
brighter side, | was glad to hear you say ‘love.” Out loud. In public.”

Stassi grinned. “| think tonight it would be impossible to hide it.”

As they continued to sit there, waiting for the rest of the group to arrive, the stage
grew quiet, and there was a tap on the microphone. A woman in an evening gown and
white fur draped over her shoulders stood at the microphone with some speech cards.
“I want to welcome everyone to the first-ever fundraising gala for LA County
Hospital.” There was a spattering of applause as people continued to come into the
ballroom. “This turnout far exceeds what we considered possible. We sold a total of
two thousand and twenty-two tickets, which sold us out, and for that, we are al
grateful.” The woman paused. “And it just hit me that | didn’'t introduce myself. My
name is Bethany Gleason. | work at the headquarters for the four different hospitals.
So, on behalf of myself and Martin Hewitt owner and CEO, we welcome you. The
food will be out soon, and the open bar is available for all.”
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Another round of applause sounded, and Sage glanced over to Stassi. “Mr. Hewitt
couldn’t have come himself? Typical.” She rolled her eyes, and Stass just ssimply
nodded. Sage stood up, pushing herself away from the table. “I guess we should have
gotten our drinks when Marcus took off. | can imagine the line is long. “What would
you like?’

“I’ll take a champagne.” Sage took off and went to get in line. She was there for only
ten minutes when she spotted Marcus headed in the opposite direction, drink in hand.
He walked over and leaned in.

“Expect to give atip for the bartender.” He smirked. “ There isn’t one person leaving
without tossing something in the cup up there.” He rolled his eyes. “So much for the
free open bar.” He walked past her, and Sage reached for her wallet in her pocket.
She opened it and found a one-dollar bill and then a few twenties.” She sighed and
pulled out a twenty. Maybe that would be enough for the night.

It took her nearly thirty minutes to get to the front of the line, where she ordered two
champagnes. She tossed in the twenty and waited for their drinks to be handed to
them. She thanked him and turned away, heading back to the table. When she got
back there, the food had already arrived.

“Y ou better eat up,” Sage replied. “Y our food will get cold.”
The situation was awkward to start with, and Sage wanted to think that things would

ease themselves out throughout the night. Little did she know, it could only get
WOrse.



Lena and Maya came rushing in an hour later after Sage and Stassi had just finished
their meals. “It's good of you both to show up,” Sage teased.

Maya rolled her eyes. “If you knew the day | had, you would never tease. | worked
late, then was just about to get here when we got a flat tire.” Maya made a face. “I
thought we might have to walk so we could get some use out of our $70 tickets.”

“That’ s stinks,” Sage remarked.

“I’ll go grab us a couple of drinks,” Maya said, looking to Lena. “I know we could
both use them.”

Lena sat down and stared aimlessly across the table. “Exhausted,” she said. “1 had to
work this morning, and then the outfit | planned on wearing had ahole init, so | had
to find something else, and then, like Maya said, the rest of the day didn’t go quite as
planned.

“But you' re here now,” Sage replied. “ That’s what matters.”

Lenalooked over to Marcus and frowned. “Where's Trent.”

Marcus groaned. “Don’t ask. I’ve been through the story at least half a dozen times.
I’m over it.”

Lena looked across the table. I'll tell you later, Sage mouthed. Lena nodded and
closed her eyes. “1 could have slept the day away.”

Stassi slowly pulled her hand away from Sage’'s. “I’'m going to run and do a few
things, talk to afew people, just mingle some. I'll seeyou al in abit.”

Sage watched as Stass went out onto the floor and walked straight up to a man. She



shook his hand, then started talking to him, laughing and exuberantly stating
something. Sage couldn’t hear her, but there was either a connection there, or Stass
was just back in her element.

“What was that about?’ Lena asked, turning her attention to Stassi.

Sage shrugged. She expected that the two of them would just spend the evening
together, not alowing space to get between them. But when Stassi took off, it took
Sage to a dark place. What was it that excited Stass so much about socializing with
people she barely knew? Sage recognized a couple of faces in the crowd as board
members, but Stassi wouldn’'t have known them. Or had any reason to converse with
them.

Maya came back to the table, and both Lena and Maya quickly drank from their
glasses of wine. “Hold up,” Marcus replied. “You're going to get drunk before
you'’ ve had the food.”

Lenalaughed. “Wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Drown out this day, anyway.”

Sage smiled before turning back to watch Stassi. Stassi had wandered up to two more
people. Sage frowned. Where was this coming from, and why was Stassi so eager to
talk to everyone? She leaned back in her seat and just watched her. Maybe she didn’t
know Stassi as well as she thought she did.

“Hey, Marcus.” Sage turned to the sound of the voice. Wyatt from HR was grinning
from ear to ear as he looked at Marcus. As Marcus mentioned, he clearly had a crush.
Now that Marcus had broken up with Trent, it seemed like Marcus was open to it.

“Hey, Wyatt. You look nice.” Wyatt s cheeks flushed as he looked over Marcus and
gave him an approving smile.



“Wanna dance?’ Wyatt asked.

Sage stared between the two of them as Marcus got up and was escorted out to the
floor by Wyatt. They began slow dancing, and Sage turned to Lena. “So, what the
hell?’ Lena asked.

Sage shook her head. “A minor disagreement, from what | can tell. Marcus saysit's
over that they’ve drifted apart. Trent didn’t really want to be here. Blah blah blah.”
Sage shrugged. “Who knows? It just seems like Marcus is jumping. He's probably
hurt, but he shouldn’t be doing something as drastic as dancing with another guy.
Makes no sense.”

Sage turned to Stass as those words looped around her mind. Nothing really made
any sense, though. If Stassi preferred to socialize with the people that the union
would fight against, then she wasn't certain she knew who Stassi was. She sipped on
her champagne, until the glass was empty, then pushed it to the side and continued to
watch.

Two hours passed, and Stassi continued to mingle on the floor, like she was escaping
Sage. Lena and Maya joined the dancers, and Wyatt showed Marcus his moves. Sage
got up from the table and went over to the bar when the line had dwindled. “I’ll take a
champagne,” she said.

“Coming right up.” The bartender turned and poured her a glass, then did it in her
direction. “Tips are aways welcome,” he said, before moving on to the next
customer.
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Sage rolled her eyes and turned from him. She'd already given atip and wasn’t going
to give in to that peer pressure. She got back to the table and continued drinking her
champagne. Stassi turned to her and gave a slight wave, then glanced back at the man
Sage didn’'t even know. She shook her head. If this was the real Stassi, then maybe
she'd been fooled. After another thirty minutes of spending time alone, she got up
from the table and stomped over to her. Stassi had just finished talking to a man, and
it looked like she was on a quest to speak with someone else.

“Excuse me.” Sage tapped her on the shoulder, and Stassi twirled around and grinned.
“S0, thinking that maybe it'd be nice to get a dance or two in. Before this place is
closed down, and you’ ve spent the night with everybody else.”

Stass stared. “I’m merely trying to help. The more networking, the more donations.”

Sage sighed. “ Stassi, | know that’ s what you' re used to, but thisis all new to meand |
was kind of hoping that we would get a chance to be a couple together, if you know
what | mean.”

“1 do, but the night will end before we know it, and we every chance to get the money
into the hospital system that it so desperately needs.”

Sage shook her head and threw up her hands. “As you wish.” She turned and stomped
back to her table. She sunk down in her chair and stared at the table. So much for a
romantic evening. When she was stuck at a table in the middle of a crowded room,
where no one much cared that she was alone, she couldn’t expect that it would go
well.



“Would you care to dance?’ She looked up, and Stassi held out her hand.

Sage quirked up an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Wouldn't want to ruin your night of
socializing.”

“I'm sorry,” Stassi replied. “1 should have been more mindful, but I'm here now.
Please, will you dance with me?’

Sage grinned and reached for Stassi’ s hand. “I thought you’ d never ask.”

They went out into the middle of the floor and began to sway to the sSlow song. The
night quickly faded away, and Sage felt like nothing would hinder her present mood.

“1 really do want to help the cause. | don't feel like | can do nearly enough, and thisis
something that | can do.”

Sage nodded. “Let’s not talk.” She moved in and kissed Stassi. The world stopped,
and they were the only two left in the room. The kiss deepened and a shadow fell
over the two of them. Sage could forget, as long as there was a greater purpose and
they were there together, in love, and not alowing the rest of the world to interfere.

“What' s the meaning of this?’” The words came out and Sage quickly pulled from the
kiss. Every eye in the ballroom went to Marcus and Wyatt. Sage's jaw dropped as
Trent stood there in front of the other two men in a full tuxedo. “Why are you
dancing with my boyfriend?’ Trent bellowed.

“Well, | thought so, too. But when you chose something over going out with me, |
realized that maybe | was only kidding myself.” Marcus shrugged.

“Oh really? So you' re choosing someone else? | hope you two are very happy.” Trent
spun on his heel and started to stomp off the dance floor.



“Trent!” Marcus called. He ran to him. It was practically in slow motion, as you
would see in the movies. “This meant nothing.” He hesitated and looked over at
Whyatt, all dressed up in his black suit and tie. “What are you doing here?’

Trent shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “I suppose | felt bad not
coming. Thought I’d surprise you. Turns out, it's me that got the surprise.” Trent
scoffed.

“This meant nothing,” Marcus insisted for the second time. “I was missing you and
wishing that you were here. It was only adance. Y ou have to believe that.”

Trent nodded and looked past him. Wyatt had already removed himself from the
situation, grabbing a seat in a far corner. Trent turned back to Marcus, “I love you,
Marcus. | don’t want usto fight.”

“Neither do 1.” Marcus quickly shook his head. “I love you, too.”

They embraced, kissing one another in front of everyone in that room. When they
parted, Trent’s eyes narrowed. He then got down on one knee. “1 can’'t spend another
day without you, Marcus. Will you marry me?’ He surprised everyone by pulling out
aring and producing it. Marcus' eyes widened, and he eagerly nodded.

“I’ll marry you, Trent. Yes!”
Trent dlipped the ring on his finger, and the crowd erupted. Marcus turned, his face
absolutely glowing. He then turned back to Trent, and they embraced. While

everyone cheered them on, they kissed passionately, nothing able to tear them apart.

Sage touched her chest, tears stinging the backs of her eyes. That was what love was
all about, and she loved that they all got to witnessit.



Stass

Stassi stretched out, a smile on her face as she nuzzled up against Sage in bed. “ Good
morning,” she mumbled. Her head was a little sore from the amount of Champagne
she drank, but a lot was going on the previous night. When someone would offer her
a glass, she couldn’t refuse. Luckily, Sage didn’t have as much and could make the
drive back home.

“Good morning!” Sage whispered, kissing Stassi on the top of the head. “How’d you
Sleep?’

“Well, great, in fact.” Stass heaved a sigh. “I can’'t stop thinking about Trent and
Marcus. That was such a beautiful display of love, don’'t you think?’

“l1 would say so,” Sage softly agreed. “But...” Her words trailed off as she pulled
herself up, the blanket falling down a bit, but still covering her. “Is that what you'd
imagine?’
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Stassi propped herself up on her elbow and frowned. “Imagined?’

“l just mean, if you were to get proposed to, would you want a public spectacle like
that?” Sage tilted her head. “Don’t get me wrong, it was a sweet gesture, and it was
romantic, but there were over a thousand pairs of eyes gawking at them.” She
laughed. “I guess | wouldn’t think many people would want such an extravagant

display.”

Stassi nodded. “1 see what you mean. Now that | think about it, | suppose | would say
that something a bit more intimate would be nice. After al, the only ones that would
matter would be the two of us.” Stassi’s cheeks burned. “Well, you know what |
mean. Myself and whoever | would be getting proposed to.” She added the last bit
guickly, rambling.

Sage smiled and nodded. “I know what you mean.” She tossed her covers back and
jumped out of bed. Stass stared at her as she grabbed a pair of sweats and a
sweatshirt and threw them on.

“What are you doing?’

“Thought | would run out and get us something to eat for breakfast. My treat. I'm
starving.” She kissed Stassi before turning and heading to the door. She tossed awave
over her shoulder and Stassi fell back in the bed and stared at the ceiling.

Sage had way too much energy for so early in the morning. She rolled onto her side
and considered Trent and Marcus. In a perfect world, she would accept either
proposal. There wasn’t anything wrong with grand gestures like that, but she would



also enjoy something light and intimate, just the two of them. And when she thought
of someone proposing, her mind immediately went to Sage. That was the best feeling.
And alittle scary.

As she stayed in that position, her mind was on Sage and her heart, and her phone
began ringing. She glanced at her watch and groaned. It was just before eight o’ clock.
Who needed to bother her that early in the morning? She reached for her phone and
saw it was her dad. She was hesitant. It felt like every time she talked to him,
something else shady came up in the conversation.

“Hey, Dad.”

“I"'m glad | reached you,” he began. That was afirst. Most of the time, when she tried
to reach him, she never got through. This was one time, in what felt like forever, that
he wanted to speak with her. Maybe something had changed. “Heard you spoke with
my friend Michael last night.” The truth was, upon socializing, she quickly realized
that she recognized several of the hospital board members from either seeing articles
that included her dad or encountering them at her father’s building. So, she used the
opportunity. And believed that it went excessively well for her.

“1 did,” she began. “Got to have plenty of conversations last night at the gala. After
al, you taught me well. Galas are used for networking, and if you don’'t network,
there’ s no point in going. Isn't that your motto?’

“Something like that,” he replied with amumble.
“Michael was nice. As were severa of the others. You can typically get a vibe from
people one way or another, in just a few minutes of conversation. And | fed it

worked well to my advantage.”

“What advantage isthat?’ he asked.



Stassi shook her head. “I care agreat deal for many of the hospital’ s employees. The
union that they’re looking to form is important for their future. And they’re really
close to making that dream happen. What little bit of help | can do isimperative.”

“You have a kind heart,” he began. “But I've given it much thought; | think you
should stay away from the union nonsense.”

“What do you mean?’

“Weéll, you like the finer things. Y ou care about looking your best and doing that all
takes money. The gala was only a glimpse of what your old lifestyle has in store for
you. You miss that. | know that, and you know that. I’'m working to get my fortune
back so | can go back to supporting you. With the union, it could possibly derail that
from happening, and | know you don’t want that.”

“Dad, what are you truly saying?’
“I"m saying that these cuts that are being made will assist in us getting our lifestyle

back, honey. Give it some time and you'll certainly see. Take a step back from
supporting this union business and everything you'’ ve ever dreamed of will be back in

your grasp.”

“I"m back,” Sage called.

“l gotta go,” Stassi quickly disconnected the call as Sage rounded the corner of the
bedroom.

“1 have four different kinds of muffins and, of course, some of the richest brewed
coffee.” Sage held out one of the cups. She then frowned. “ Everything okay?’

“Yeah, everything is great.” Stassi forced a smile, but her father’s words were quick



to cast a cloud over her. If given the chance, would she bolt from all of this for the
chance at her old life?

Sage

Lena came running up to Sage’s table in the cafeteria. “ There you are,” Sage replied,
taking a bite of her banana. “1 was beginning to think you were skipping lunch.”

“Sorry I'm late,” she said. “But look. | just got the last signature we need. With the
paperwork signed, we are officially a union, and we can decide what we're going to
do to make a difference in this hospital. | can hardly believe that it's finally

happening.”

Sage grabbed the clipboard and looked at it. She shook her head. “Y ou did it.”

Lenashook her head. “We did it. In fact, | would say Stassi had a part in this. Perhaps
even abigger part.”

Sage frowned. “How do you mean?’
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“Well, | noticed that she was socializing with everyone at the gala. And many of
these names came from that night. So, | can’t deny the fact that there' s a pretty good
chance it came from her influence.” She shrugged. “But, however it happened, I'm
relieved. | was beginning to think we would never see this day.”

Sage set the list down. “And | would say it’s none too soon because I’ m hearing more
talks about more benefits being pulled.” Sage groaned. “I’'m ready to really kick this
into high gear, so we can truly make a difference here.”

“Do you mean that?" Sage looked up as Linda approached their table. Her cheeks
were splotchy, and her eyes were red. She had a balled-up tissue in her hand and
dabbed her eyes, just before another tear released. “My daughter is having a baby.
She's having this baby alone and she livesin Texas, and | thought | could take FMLA
and get away for alittle while once the baby is born.” She sniffed, then continued. “I
was just informed that I’m no longer eligible for FMLA. | have no vacation time, so
that’s out of the question. And beginning next month, my 401K is losing some more
money because the greedy SOBs can't find anyone else to pester, | guess.” She
slumped down in the seat next to Sage. Sage put her hand on her shoulder and looked
acrossto Lena

Lena shook her head. “It’s not right and if we don’t do something now, then | think
thiswhole place is going to crumble, and we'll al be left under the rubble.

“Well, we could send out a mass email that says starting tomorrow morning, we're
going on strike.”

Linda’ s eyes widened. “Could we really?’



Sage swallowed the lump in her throat, from just saying the words. It wasn’t going to
be easy but change rarely was. “Lena, meet me at my place tonight. We'll make signs
and tell all those who are ready to make a difference to be here tomorrow morning at
Six.”

Lena grinned and turned to Linda. “Sage is right. Nothing is going to work if they
don’t see that we're serious about this. We'll get everyone involved, and together we
will make a difference.”

Sage felt hopeful walking back to work, knowing it'd be a while until she was back
helping the patients. They might suffer, but there were other facilities that could give
them the care they needed. And if things went according to plan, this wouldn’t be
forever. She caught Stassi coming out of the records room, and she walked up to her.

“$0, be at my place when you get off work.”

Stassi nodded. “1 usually am.” She released a soft laugh.

Sage grinned. “True, but tonight is a bit different. Lena just got all the signatures we
need, and we're putting together a picket line. As of tomorrow morning, we're going
on strike.”

Stassi stared at her. Sage couldn’t read her expression, but it didn’'t feel like it was
filled with excitement. Mostly uncertainty. “Are you sure?’ she asked.

Sage laughed. “Of course. It's what we' ve been working our asses off for.”

“l1 know, but the patients. Won't they suffer?’ Stassi fidgeted from one foot to the
other. Sage would have some consoling to do when it came to Stassi and her fears,
but she would make her see that no one would suffer from this. They would all
benefit, and the greater good would reign victorious.



“It'sall going to work out,” Sage replied. “You'll see.”

Sage turned around and held up the sign that she had spent forty-five minutes on.
“We demand results,” she said. “What do you think?’

Lena nodded. “I mean, nothing comes across as straight as that. It should get their
attention.” Lena held up asign, and Sage read it out loud.

“What are you hiding?’ Sage grinned. “That’s our exact point. They’'re hiding
something if they haven’t taken two seconds even to consider our side of things.” She
slid down to the floor and reached for another sign. She grabbed the gold sparkling
glitter and began to outline another poster.

To the right of her, Stassi sat there. She had the same sign in front of her, which she
had when they first started. She glanced over Stassi’ s shoulder and heaved a sigh. Not
one word had been spread across it. Perhaps she was just in thought over the perfect
sign. Not everyone could have the words pouring out of them.

Sage glanced at Lena, who was back to making another poster. “ The email blast was
out there, right?’ Sage asked.

“Yep. Sent it to all departments, leaving out the head honchos, of course. We better
have a hundred of these babies ready to go.” She giggled and shrugged. “Of course,
we could just have lots of megaphones so those that don’t have a sign are chanting, or
something.”

“1 wonder how many will show up? We have to be redistic and realize that it's
possible that some people may be more comfortable to come on day three or day

four.”

L ena shrugged, looked down at her cardboard sign, then looked back up and frowned.



“I wonder how long we'll have to picket.”

“As long as it takes,” Sage commented. She glanced around at the floor filled with
blank poster board and the colors that were close by to grab and decorate. “We're
making a difference, and, for that, we should be very proud.”

Sage glanced at Stassi’s still-empty sign. She opened her mouth to inquire if maybe
Stassi was just stuck. They could use the same slogan on several signs. No one would
care, but Stassi turned and stared at her. Sage closed her mouth and waited.

“Areyou sure you' re doing the right thing?”

“Hell yeah, we are,” Lena shot back. Sage turned and glared at her, but Lena wasn't
finished. “How could you say otherwise? Don’t you believe in fighting for a cause,
goodwill, and all that shit?’

“Well, yeah, but...” Stassi shrugged and looked down at her blank board. “Guessit’s
not for me to say. After all, | have no say. | haven't even signed the list.” Stass

grabbed a marker and leaned forward, while Sage stared at her.

“That’ s another thing...” Lena began.
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“Drop it!” Sage mouthed, glaring in Lena's direction. Lena closed her mouth and
nothing more was said. They only stopped a few times to proudly show off their
signs. Even Stassi had finished off two before the boards were completely done. It
was two in the morning, and Sage felt like she could go all night. She was on her
second wind and not ready for it to fall back down.

“Morning is going to get here pretty soon,” Lena commented, standing up. She
looked over the piles that were scattered across the floor. “What should we do with
these?’

“1 can hold onto them. I'll load them up in my vehicle and meet you at the front
doors.” Lena nodded, trying to hold back a yawn, but it broke through. Sage laughed.
“1 was just thinking that | could go afew more hours, and here you are yawning.”

L ena shrugged. “Guess | worked harder than you.” She gave awink and glanced over
to Stassi. When Stassi didn’t acknowledge her, she shrugged and turned back to Sage.
“I’ll seeyou in afew hours.” She raised her hand over her shoulder to wave and then
left the living room.

“1 should be going, too,” Stassi mumbled.

Sage spun on her heel. “Huh? You typically stay. It's two. Why would you go now?
Y ou have plenty of clothes for tomorrow.”

“Just feel likeit’'s best if | go, that’s all.” She pushed past Sage, but Sage reached out
and grabbed her arm, stopping her.



“What gives? You've been in sort of afunk al evening, and now you’re not staying?
Clearly, something has pissed you off, and | would rather we just talk about it.”

“1 don't know,” she replied. “I just don’'t think tonight is a good idea, and | should
just go home.”

Sage stared, but then reluctantly nodded. If that’s what Stassi wanted, then how could
arguing change the result?

Sage quietly walked Stassi out of the apartment and to her car. Once they reached her
car, Stassi turned and leaned back against it. “I think it’s best if we take a break,” she
said.

Sage frowned. “A break?’

“Yeah, a break. We're just so different, and maybe once the strike is over, we can
look at resuming where we left off, but until then...I think it’s for the best.”

“Why?" Sage argued. “What aren’t you telling me?’

Stassi threw up her hands. “1I’'m doing my best to support this union business, | truly
am. | just can't support a strike. It goes against everything | believe. You want to
throw a tantrum and strike, then go for it, but | don't want any part of it.” Stassi
crossed her armsin front of her and turned her head away.

“Look meintheeyeandtell methat'sall itis,” Sage quietly rebuked.
Stassi turned to her, and her eyes had darkened. She flicked a tear away and shook

her head. “| spoke with my father. He doesn’t think it's a good idea. He thinks it will
destroy everything, and I'm beginning to think that he' s right. Why risk it?’



Sage held up her hand. “Your father? What does your father have to do with
anything? | don’t even know your father.”

“You may not know him, but I’'m sure you know of him. Martin Hewitt, CEO LA
County.” She shrunk back against the car. “Need | go on?”’

“What the...” Sage took in the news and eventually looked down at the ground. “So,
you' re the daughter of Martin Hewitt? Why didn’t you tell me?’ She then held up her
hand. “Forget that question. | know why you didn't tell me. You didn't tell me
because you didn’t want me to know that he's the one who had bad investments. Y ou
didn’t want me to know that he's the reason you got the job?’

“It'snot like that,” Stassi argued. But it was hard denying the truth. She looked down
at her feet. “He was only trying to help.”

“You had plenty of opportunity to tell me, and yet you chose not to. God! Even after
us talking about trust and communication!” Sage turned around and took several steps
away from her before slowly turning back around. “I fell in love with you, Stass.
That means something. But | think you're right. We should take a break.” She turned
back around and hurried away from her. She didn’t know how temporary it would be,
but she knew that she needed to gain some distance. At least for a moment to catch
her breath.

Stass

Stass sat in her car. She stared up front and dreaded crossing the line even one more
time. The strike had been going on for aweek, and it never got easier. But now, more
staff members had joined the fight, and it was just one more time she' d have to barrel
through the line, and hope no one tried to trip her. She felt like a traitor, but someone
had to do it.



As she approached the line, she saw Sage standing in the front. She held her sign up
the highest, and Stassi was quick not to look in her direction. On the other side, stood
Lena. Lena glared at her, and she could only imagine the things that Sage told her.
She missed Sage and longed to go to her, apologize, and even join the line, but it was
impossible to make that leap. As devastating as that was. And the guilty feeling of
crossing that line would never end, only go deeper into her guit.

She got inside and released a sigh. “Never easy, right?’ Charlotte, who worked the
front desk in the lobby, grimaced. She shook her head and stared outside the glass
doors. “It’s not easy sitting here and being forced to watch it, then walking back out
and doing it al over again. But when you have a family to support, you don’'t have
much choice. But | envy them. | do, indeed.” Charlotte looked down at her computer,
and Stassi stared over her shoulder. In away, she did, too. But it was tough knowing
that with her dad as the main person behind the strike, she didn’t have much choice.

Stassi entered the elevator and took it the long way up several flights. When the doors
opened, she was whisked into an even more chaotic mess. Just like the previous
week, this week wasn't starting out any better. People were running around, calling to
try to find bodies who could assist wherever they could. Stassi sighed and dropped
her purse in the drawer, then sat down at the computer. A line had already formed to
be checked in.

“I'll take the next one here,” she called, quickly attempting to get signed in on the
computer. The phone rang. Blake, who isjust an intern, was trying to man the phones
and check patients in. She looked disheveled, her eyes bugging out as she tried to
keep everything straight. Stassi gave a soft smile to the man in front of her. “Name
and date of birth?’

“Ugh!” Blake moaned next to her, tossing the phone back into its cradle. “1 can't do
thisanymore,” she said. “Thisjob is not for me. | quit.”



“You can't quit,” Stassi gasped.
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Blake turned to her, her cheeks red and her eyes not far behind. “Try me. Those
picketers have the right idea. There’'s too much chaos going on here.” She threw up
her hands and stormed away. The phone started ringing, and Stassi turned to her
patient. She was ready to start crying herself, not sure which direction she should go.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled. She moved over to the phone and answered it. “Please
hold.” It rang again; in fact, it rang five times, with Stass putting it on a different line
each time. She quickly got back to the patient and checked in the line that had
formed. But what would she do with all these patients who expected to see a therapist
or nurse? She had no one to give them to. She took a deep breath and released it, the
shakiness appearing. She reached for the phone and stared at all the flashing lightsin
front of her. She pushed the button to connect with the ER.

“Hello, thisis Brooke.”

In a calm and quiet voice, Stassi said, “Brooke, it’s Stassi on Therapy. Do you have
anyone? Doctor, nurse, MA, | really don’'t care. | just need a body up here, to where
they can at least pretend they know what they’'re doing. | have a waiting room of
patients and no idea where to put them and what to do with them.”

“l don’t know much. | work reception, but we're doing okay down here, so | can
come up. | can pretend with the best of them.”

“Great! I'll take it.” Stassi thanked her and hung up, then turned back to the phone
and began answering the calls. It wouldn't be ideal, but it would have to do because
there was nothing she could do differently. The elevator door opened while she
continued to schedule patients, patients who expected to see someone qualified and



would be sorely mistaken. Brooke came rushing in and immediately took the first
patient. She had obviously been watching the doctorsin the ER, to know what needed
to be asked and done.

Stassi finished with the calls that were on hold, along with three additional calls, then
went to the records room and pulled out several charts for upcoming appointments. It
was a day that never had a chance of dragging on because she was way too busy for
that. With no breaks and no lunch, the afternoon brought a little more breathing room.
It also brought Missy stepping off the elevator. Stassi quickly attempted to put her
hair back up in aponytail, but Missy waved off Stassi’s concern of how she looked.

“How’sit going?’

“Rough,” Stassi admitted. “It’s been a hectic day, but these days should be expected,
right?” Missy nodded.

She then leaned against the counter. “Smart move in getting Brooke, even if she's
only a receptionist. At least she was a body to take care of the patient load, and |
heard that she didn’t do too bad. Perhaps she'll have a calling as an Occupational
Therapist.” She shrugged. “Y ou just never know.”

“True,” Stassi mumbled. She wasn’t sure why Missy was there, as the conversation
seemed flat, but she didn’t want to pry. Missy would get around to it, which she did.

“Just wanted to let you know that tomorrow should be better. | was able to get a
Physical Therapist and Occupational Therapist brought into the department. They
work at a neighboring hospital, and last year, they had a similar situation, and we
were able to help them out. So, they’ re returning the favor.”

“That’'s great!” Stassi replied. Missy reached out and touched her shoulder, her face
showing genuine warmth. “Just hang in there. We'll get through this. We always do.”



She turned and got back on the elevator. Stassi thought about those words. She
wanted to believe that she, too, would get through it.

As she left the hospital at the end of the day, Sage glanced over and met her gaze.
Stassi’s heart felt pulled toward her, and she cringed as she had to once again cross
the line. She couldn’t keep the tears from falling as she got in the car. Her tears fell
freely and rapidly now. She hit her palm against the steering wheel. She brought most
of this on herself. She had to be strong.

She drove home, and when she entered her apartment, the quietness engulfed her.
That was something she wasn’t confident she could ever get used to. The apartment
was devoid of laughter, food, or warmth. All she wanted was to hear Sage call out her
name just once more.

Sage

Sage looked towards Stassi. It d been three weeks, and Stassi had gotten to the point
where she wouldn’t even look in her direction. Every time Stassi crossed the picket
line, it crushed Sage' s soul. It felt like every bone in her body had been smashed with
agrinder, and she could only watch it all go down.

“Earth to Sage!”

Sage turned and saw Lena crossing her arms. She had a scowl on her face and started
tapping her foot. “Thinking and wishing again?’ Lena asked.

Sage shrugged. “1 don't know what you're talking about. I’ ve been working. It's all
I’ ve been doing over the past few weeks. Making sure this is the best picket line one
could possibly have. You heard what the news station said yesterday. We' re making a
difference, and the hospital will have no choice but to give in to all of our wishes and
desires.”



“And you now sound like a politician.”

Sage rolled her eyes at Lena. She did find it difficult not to think about Stassi. But
when she was working on organizing the strike, it felt like things weren't quite as
hard to overcome. Seeing Stassi cross the line was always going to be difficult. It was
just something she had to force herself to get through.

But as the days turned into weeks, and the support continued to flourish around them,
she could hold her chin alittle higher and try to put Stassi on the back burner of her
mind. She grabbed a few signs as more employees came in to join the line. She
handed them off, and they joined in marching to the imaginary music. Stassi slowly
faded from her mind.

Two hours into the day, Wyatt approached the line. He had been steering clear of
Marcus, or so it seemed. He was probably embarrassed that Trent came back in,
swooping in with a proposal that Marcus couldn’t refuse.

“Hey, Wyatt.” Marcus stopped marching, hesitating as he suddenly appeared nervous.

“So, | know I'm only an intern, but some shady stuff is going on in the hospital. Y ou
can truly trust no one, and | just feel like there’'s more use | could do out here. | aso
have a few reinforcements that could run and get you guys lunch, or just join in the
line. Admin needs to do something to fix this because this shit is seriously broken.”

Marcus glanced over to Sage, and Sage tossed him a sign. “We'd be happy to have

you.

Over the past three weeks, that's how things seemed to progress. One by one, more
and more people heard the impact they were having on one another and wanted to
join the brigade. And even the patients started showing support. That was one thing
that Sage worried most about. If they didn’'t get the care they needed, then some of



these patients wouldn’'t make it. But they weren't sad that they felt abandoned. They
were al at peace withit.

It would have made everything feel worth it—except for one part that was the hardest
to grasp. Sage's emergency fund was fading fast. She feared that she would be forced
to go back to work if she couldn’t resolve the strike. Legally, they couldn’t fire them,
but Sage didn’t want to be the first employee to go back in, crawling back for her job.
And that worried her more than most things did.

At lunchtime, Sage grabbed a water and a bag of chips and just went to find a quiet
spot to sit, hoping she would be alone. However, she wasn't there by herself for too
long before Lena joined her. “Room for one more?’ she asked. Sage gave a dight
nod, not willing to lose her friendship over wanting some alone time.
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Lena sighed and took a sip of her water. “You seem quiet. | mean, more so than

”

usual.

“Just alot on my mind.” Sage popped a chip into her mouth. A lot that didn’t depend
on confiding it al over a light snack. “Wonder how much longer this will go on. |
guess | thought maybe we' d have someone reaching out to us. | don’t know...Noah,
or Martin Hewitt, someone.” She shrugged and took another chip in her hand.

“You mean Stassi’s father?’ Lena rolled her eyes. She regretted telling Lena that
news, as Lena had yet to let go of it. “l just can’'t believe Stassi would keep
something like that from you. Y ou were supposed to be lovers and tell each other
everything. Stassi didn’'t seem like the person that could hide such big news. It goes
to show that you don’t know who you were dealing with.”

“Stassi is a good person,” Sage snapped. She bit her tongue and looked down at her
water bottle. One more outburst, and it would appear that Sage was more lost than
she wanted to appear.

“Good person or not,” Lena began. “ She should have told you.”

Sage looked back up and met Lena’'s gaze. “I can amost understand why she didn’t.
Sure, it would have been less of a blow if | had learned sooner, but | get it. I1t'd be
hard to confide in something so big. Especially if since she didn’t know how | would

respond.”

“She knew. Which iswhy she kept it from you.”



Sage stood up from the cement flower bed. “Is there a point to this? If not, we should
get back to work.”

“Don’'t be angry, Sage, I'm trying to help you out here. | know that you loved her.”
Sage looked down at her hands that were twitching around the water bottle. “Y ou
can't close your heart to a new love. It's out there and ready for you to reach for it
whenever you want.”

Sage shook her head and looked up to meet Lena’' s gaze. “I’ll remember that, but you
remember that it's only been a few weeks. Not nearly enough time to grieve.” She
turned on her heel and stepped away from her best friend. Especially, when she was
still fighting the urge to go to Stassi. She missed her and wanted to fed the
excitement they shared together. Nothing was going to suddenly take that away.

Stassi

Five weeks. It'd been five weeks since Sage and Stassi had the falling out and five
weeks since the union had formed. Stassi couldn’t believe she had made it more than
amonth, but she didn’t make it freely. She felt every pain she could inside whenever
she was forced to walk by Sage. And, what’'s worse, she knew that her heart would
never fully be healed aslong as they weren't able to be together.

Stassi entered her lonely apartment, ready for another night of sitting in front of the
TV, surfing until she ultimately decided to just go to bed. It wasn't a fulfilling
evening, but at least it didn’'t require getting dressed and going out on the town.
Something she once craved now held no appeal.

She padded into the living room, her fuzzy socks making a swishing noise on the
linoleum. Her lounge pants were baggy, and her t-shirt was two sizes too large. The
ideal outfit to wear when you have nowhere to go. She wouldn’t be sad about that.
She grabbed a bowl and loaded it with ice cream, then piled it high with whipped



cream. She grabbed a cheery from the refrigerator and plopped it onto the top. All she
needed now was a variety of toppings, but she could do away with those. She sat
down on the couch, grabbed the remote, and began her nightly routine.

She was half a bowl gone when there was a knock on her door. She groaned. “Who
could that be?’ She wasn't exactly dressed for visitors. Her hair was pulled back into
a messy bun. She had no makeup on. And she just wanted to cower down in front of
the door and pretend no one was there. When two more knocks came, she cringed. So
much for a restful night in. “I'm coming,” she grumbled. She peeked through the
peephole and shook her head. “I' m fine. Go away!”

“Stassi!” Ariel pounded on the door. “Open the door up right now before your whole
apartment building comes running out to see the commotion.” She paused for just a
second before she added, louder, “I mean it.”

Stassi threw the door open. “I’'m good. No need to be here.” She gave a curt nod to
Natalia

Ariel looked her over. “No offense, but this doesn’t look like you're good. In fact,
thisisthe opposite of good.”

Stassi admitted that she was depressed, at times, but she felt that she had every right
to be. She was mourning the loss of her relationship. Give her time and she was
bound to be fine. She looked down at her attire. “I’'m sorry I’'m not presentable, but it
is after eight on a Friday night, and | was not expecting company. But you're here,
S0... do. You want some ice cream?’ She held up the bowl and started to turn toward
the kitchen.

Arid latched onto her shoulder and pulled her back. “Not so fast. Y ou're coming out
with me.”



“Ariel, | told you this wasn't a good idea. If you broke up with someone, you
wouldn’t want anyone hounding you.” Natalia tilted her head. “How about we go
away and come again when Stassi expects us.”

“Listen to Natalia, she' s the smart one.” Stass took a bite of her ice cream, but Ariel
pulled the bowl out of her hand.

“Thisisn't you, Stassi. Get dressed. Tonight is ladies' night, and you just mind find
another woman that will strike your fancy.”

Stassi groaned and looked to Natalia. “Can you believe this chick?’

Natalia shook her head. “ Still love her, but she' s insufferable.”

“I’m not taking no for an answer,” Ariel argued.

Five minutes later, Stassi was whisked away to her bedroom, where an outfit was laid
out for her, and her makeup and hair were done just as if she were working on a
modeling gig. The scene was all too familiar, and twenty minutes later, they entered
the club.

Stassi glanced around and acknowledged that Ariel was right. Ladies night wasin full
swing. She grabbed a beer off of a passing tray and took a swig. The beer didn’t hurt.
She couldn’t keep up that, though, with just a bowl of ice cream to back it up. The
three of them sat down, and they ordered nachos and fries, along with a side of fried
pickles. Stassi glanced around the club, checking to seeif she recognized anyone, and
was grateful that she didn’t.

She continued to sip on her beer as Natalia and Ariel spoke with one another. Stassi
tapped her foot, questioning why she even needed to be there. They looked al too
consumed in each other to even know that she was there. Stass stifled a yawn and



was relieved when the food arrived at the table. She would at least have that to keep
her company.

Natalia reached across and grabbed a pickle, then looked to Stassi. “Wanna dance?’
she asked.
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Stass laughed. “With you?’
Natalia shrugged. “Any better offers?’

Aridl grinned, and Stassi realized that was one of the things Natalia and Ariel had
most likely been discussing. “No, thank you! | don’t know this song.”

Natalia shrugged and then reached for Ariel’s hand and escorted her onto the floor.
Stassi was fine with that—it was how it should have been anyway. She didn’t want
Natalia to merely offer because she felt sorry for her; it was misplaced and
unnecessary. Stassi ate and drank her beer, letting her eyes drift out to where Natalia
and Ariel danced. When she saw her, she nodded her head to the music, not paying
much attention.

Sage was talking to Lena and a couple of other women she recognized from the
hospital. Stassi stared, mostly thinking how good Sage looked. She cringed when the
thought crossed her mind. Out of all the places they could have gone, why did it have
to be the same club? She heaved a sigh, her heart racing as she stared.

Then, as if Sage could read her mind, she turned and met Stassi’s gaze. Sage lifted
her hand to wave, but Stassi was motionless. Then Sage walked over to the table,
leaving Lena and the other girls behind.

“Hey!” Stassi’sthroat was dry, so how she got the words out was beyond her.

“Hey!” Sage looked over to the dance floor before turning back to her. Sage opened
her mouth, but when words didn’t come out, she closed it. “I...I really should be



going.”
“Sage!” Stass jumped up. Sage turned around and stared. I’ ve missed you.”

“Stassi? Do you need us to beat someone up for you?’ Ariel asked. Stassi cringed as
she turned back to Sage. Sage gave a weak smile, then turned away and walked back
to Lenaand her other friends. Stassi gawked in her direction before looking at Ariel.

“Why did you do that?’ Stassi asked. “We were finally going to talk. Or at least |
thought,” she muttered.

“I"'m sorry,” Ariel replied. “It just looked awkward, and | wanted to save you.”

Stassi grimaced. “1 don’t think | need saving—not from Sage, not from anyone.” She
shook her head. “I’m going home.”

“1 brought you,” Ariel asked.

Stassi threw up her hands. “I’ll get an Uber or something. | just really need out of
here.” She tossed down some money and then hurried towards the front door. She
wanted a few minutes alone with Sage, hoping they could actually talk and figure
some things out, but now it felt like that wasn’'t ever going to happen.

Stassi tossed around in bed. She couldn’t get Sage out of her mind since getting back
to her apartment, and there was no chance she was going to get some sleep. It was
amazing how much she had changed since she started working at the hospital. That
was only a few months, but it felt like a lifetime with all of the obstacles they had to
face. When she started, she was more driven to make sure she had the finer things in
life. But now, she just wanted to be with Sage.



She sat up in bed and stared at the alarm clock. It was four o’ clock in the morning.
Hours and hours of tossing and turning never made the clock move any faster. She
laid back down and closed her eyes. She was glad she had the weekend off, but she
didn’t want to spend it tossing, unable to get any sleep. She closed her eyes, silently
vowing that she wouldn’t open them until it was morning. A trick that didn’t work.
She sat up in bed and tossed her covers back. There wasn’t any point in laying down
if she was going to still be wide awake.

Stassi went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of milk. She sunk down at the
kitchen table and stared aimlessly. She was exhausted, but nothing seemed to help to
bring her into a slumber. She took another sip of her milk, and her mind went back to
Sage. She looked extra hot at the club, but maybe it was because Stassi was on the
brink of forgetting what it was like to be in Sage’ s bed. Stass dropped her head to the
table and rested it there, her eyes closing, nearly nodding off until Sage’s smile
popped into her brain.

“Ugh!” she groaned, sitting up and forcing herself to down the rest of the milk.

She got up and put the dirty cup into the sink, then left the kitchen and went to the
living room. Maybe a little TV would do the trick. By the time she fell asleep, she
wasn't sure what time it was, but her last memory from the televison was an
infomercial for avacuum cleaner. It did the trick.

The next time Stassi saw the time, it was just after ten o'clock. She yawned and
stretched out, shifting on the couch to try to get comfortable. She sat up and tried to
stretch again. Then Sage popped into her mind again.

“Dammit,” she grumbled. A few minutes without thinking about Sage would have
been ideal. She was out picketing, most likely, as Stassi’s thoughts went to her. She
hated that they felt the need to continue to fight for a cause that didn’t seem to be
making any change—just hurting everyone involved. How much longer would they



be able to make it?

The hospital had worked to fill most of the positions. All temporary help, of course,
but if they could pay people to come in from other employers, then why worry about
making right with the employees they aready had? It was a vicious cycle, and Stassi
despised seeing her co-workers running ragged to try to prove something that wasn'’t
even going to change.

Stassi had only one more hope that maybe her father could still make that difference.
He had to eventually hear the voice of reason. Right? The phone rang, and he
answered on the second ring.

“Martin Hewitt,” he began.

“Hey, Dad, it'sme.”

“Oh. Sorry for the formality. | didn’t notice the name. I’'m really pretty busy, though.
Will thistake long?’

She touched her temple, wanting to ease the ache in her head. The harder she tried to
convince him things were not on a good path, the further they seemed to be drifting

apart.

“Did you see the media coverage of the strike?’ she asked. “These people aren’t
giving up. Isn't it time that someone listens? | mean, | just don't see how anyone
could think thisis good publicity.”
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“You can't fight politics,” he said. “People will do what they want to do. If the staff
want to make fools of themselves by marching, hoping it will make a difference, then
let them. Eventually, they’ll come crawling back because they’ll need to. The money
will only last so long.” He chuckled, and she winced at how nonchalant he was.

“You don't know how dedicated these employees are. They will fight for what they
believe is right, and they won't give up until some changes are made. But in the
meantime, the hospital is going to crumble. | just can’t believe that’s what you would

want.
“You're being dramatic.”

“I’m not being dramatic.” Her voice was raised a few notches. “I’m being realistic.
These people deserve better than what they’ re getting.”

“1 just can’t believe how much you'’ ve changed.”

Stass sighed and stood up from the couch. “Y ou may not get this, but I'm glad I've
changed. That means that I’ m not this egotistical bitch that only cares about money. |
care about people, too. And I’ m telling you that watching them suffer has about killed
meinside, and | don’t want to watch them in silence anymore.”

“What do you mean by that?’ he asked.
“1 know what | have to do. Goodbye, Dad.” She hung up the call and stood up. There

wasn't any doubt that she had to take the step. She wanted things to get back to
normal and losing sleep was not going to be a part of her new routine. She dialed up



Aridl, but it went straight to voicemail. “I need your help. I’'m headed to the hospital,
and 1I’'m going to do what | should have done long ago. Join the fight. | know you
don’t work there, but the more bodies the louder the voice. Will you join me in front
of the hospital? I’ ll bring the signs.”

Stassi hung up the line and hurried to get ready. She had a lot to do, but she had to
take her stand. Once and for all.

Sage

Sage had to force herself to go to the hospital. After seeing Stass and not getting a
chance to really tell her what she was feeling, the wind had been kicked from her.
Lena, however, kept telling her she had to do it. It was what they were working hard
to fix and without her, the team would want to give up. Sage didn’t think that was
true, but she had to do it because she would feel like she had let the team down if she
didn’t.

Sage held up the blowhorn. “Listen up, everyone. Let’s rally up the chant. What do
we want?’

“Changes.”

“When do we want them?’ Sage yelled.

“Now!”

“How long will we wait?’

“Forever!” The crowd hollered back. Then they started chanting: LA County Hospital

cares about themselves. That's al. Themselves.” No one stopped chanting, even as
the momentum drained from Sage. She wanted to be more enthusiastic, but her heart



was slowly losing the oomph that it needed. But then she spotted Stassi staring at her,
and she took in a deep breath and began to chant even louder. Stassi couldn’t know
that Sage felt like she was drowning in a pool that was slowly gaining water.

She looked away, the chant still powering through the megaphone, even though she
was feeling the words less and less. As she turned, Stassi moved in closer, closing the
gap. Sage dropped the megaphone from her lips and waited.

“1t was good seeing you last night,” Stassi began.

Sage nodded, and then glanced at the bright pink sign that Stassi held in her hand.
“What' sthat?’ Sage asked.

Stassi shrugged. “1 was hoping you could use some more help? | have a couple others
that will be here shortly.” Sage frowned. Stassi met her eyes, “I should have been
here along time ago.”

Sage opened her mouth when Lena popped up behind her. “Nice use of swear words
to show the imagery,” Lenasaid. “Welcome aboard! Always room for one more.”

Sage’s jaw dropped. Lena was the one to act like Sage needed to move on but was
now welcoming Stassi back into the group as if nothing had even happened. Stassi
jumped into line and continued to chant just as loud as the rest of them. Sage
shrugged and moved to the head of the line, starting the chant up with the volume
increasing. She was still confused as to why Stassi was there, but there was time to
figure that out. They still had ajob to do.

As Stassi settled in, she carried the sign around like she owned the place. Then, when
they did the chants, it seemed like Stassi was hollering the loudest. An hour after she
arrived, Ariel and Natalia showed up.



“WEe re here to work. Put usto use.”

Sage opened her mouth and turned to see Stassi grinning. This was something Sage
hadn’'t expected. Stassi had put this al together? That was beyond a surprise. What
was even better was that Ariel didn’t seem to be the judgmental person who didn’t
think Sage was good enough. Both Ariel and Natalia each made a sign, and it was
nice to see the support coming from outside of the hospital, especially from those
who had no stake in what happened.

“I’m gonna run out and get sandwiches,” Sage hollered, when it reached lunchtime,
Typically, she would have gotten someone else to do the grunt work, but she needed
a few minutes to catch her breath, where she wouldn’'t be forced to see Stass and
wonder exactly what Stassi anticipated this would solve.

“Do you need help?’ Stassi asked, almost hopeful.

Sage gave her a smile but shook her head. “1 think the troops are needed, just in case
HR happens to make an appearance. We want to show that we're continuing this
fight.” No matter how hard.

“Alright!” Stassi’s voice sounded resilient, but her face fell in disappointment. She
turned back to the group and there was a pause. Sage nearly changed her mind in an
instant. She reluctantly turned and headed to her car. At the car, she glanced over her
shoulder and watched as Stassi led the picket line, yelling so loud that it echoed
through the parking lot. She shook her head. What could Stassi have planned?
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Sage went to the deli on the corner. When they first began, they would get the food
from the cafeteria, but then it became laughable. Why support any part of the
hospital, when they still weren't able to get what they were arguing for? The deli
seemed to be a more obvious of a choice and the manager supported them, without
fail. Always giving them a discount and words of encouragement.

“You guys stay strong,” Josef yelled out as she left. She was proud that she was
making a difference, even if it hadn’'t officially worked yet. When Sage got back to
the hospital, the line was continuing strong. Natalia and Ariel were finishing off the
line and the chanting hadn’t waned.

Sage held up the bags as she approached the line. “Come and grab ‘em.” A few
people hurried to pick from what they wanted, but Stass kept the sign held up
proudly. Sage rummaged through the bags to find Stassi’ s sandwich, then approached
her, with caution.

“Everyone stops to eat. It becomes a bigger part of the fight than the actual
picketing.” She laughed.

Stassi shrugged. “ Someone has to continue. Go ahead and eat. I'm fine, realy.” She
turned away and marched forward despite being the only voice. As she did, a man
walked up to the line. Sage recognized him as Bobby Swihart, one of the investors of
the hospital.

“Really...” He shook his head. “I didn’t think a Hewitt would stoop so low.”

“You think I'm stooping low? What about you, Bobby?’ Her words tilted as she



stared at him. He scoffed, shook his head, and stormed off.

Sage gawked at the display, as Stassi glanced over to her. Sage’s feelings of darkness
started to lift. Maybe Stassi was truly there to show her support and was grateful to
do so. That feeling was priceless.

Sage waved. “Thank you al for coming out today. We'll see you tomorrow if you
can makeit.” She turned and saw Stassi still there, grabbing armloads of supplies and
nearly fumbling over them.

“You don't haveto,” Sage argued, reaching out to help her get the items.

“Did | say | felt obligated?’ Stassi asked. “I want to do it. Let me help. Y ou shouldn’t
have to load this stuff up yourself.” She shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”

Sage fell back and grabbed some items. Then they walked the first load to Sage's
vehicle. “Thank you,” Sage replied softly as they put them in the back of her car.

“Of course. If you need to use my vehicle to haul some of this, we can. After dll, I’ll
be back in the morning. In fact, we really could have gotten others to take some. It's
not like they aren’'t all coming back.” She shrugged. “Maybe we could do that
tomorrow.”

“Yeah, makes sense.” Sage quietly walked back to the pile of signs and reached for a
stack, while Stassi reached for the same. When they bumped heads, Stassi laughed,
but Sage rubbed her head. When she saw how Stassi laughed, she slowly started to
joinin. “After you.” She held out her hand so that Stassi could take a load before she
grabbed the last pile, and they headed over to Stassi’ s vehicle.

“1 really want to thank you for being here today. Y our support meant a lot to me.”
Sage looked away from Stassi. “It's meant a lot to all of us. The more people that



support us, the more we feel that we' re capable of making a difference.” She wanted
to say more, but it was already getting too mushy, and so she let it rest, giving Stassi
timeto reply.

“Well, if I'm being honest, | was finding it hard to stay away. And I’'m sorry that | let
my ego get in the way because | should have been here long before now.”

“Better late than never,” Sage gave asmall smile.

“Discussing my feelings is never easy,” Stassi began. She heaved a sigh and even in
the moonlight, Sage saw her red cheeks. “But sometimes you have to do what you
fear, in order to grow as a human being. | learn that the hard way. But when it was
just my father and me, growing up, | was like his shadow. | put him on this pedestal
because | believed it was where he deserved to be. As | saw the hospital struggling, |
didn’t know how to cope with learning the truth. | thought if | shared everything I
knew, you would find reasons we needed to break up, so | decided | needed to be the
first one to break us. | have been working hard to get my father to understand what’s
going on here, and he’'s being oblivious. And | didn’t know how to be the girlfriend
you deserved to be.”

“Stassl, you were aways the girlfriend | deserved. | was hurt that you didn't talk to
me about your father’ srolein al this. | guessthat | didn’t put it together. It's not like
you're the only Hewitt in the world, but | would have understood if you had come to
me. | just don’t like it when people hide things from me.” Sage hesitated, scuffing her
shoe on the parking lot pavement. “| guess that’s because |’ ve never been lucky in
love. You know that my last relationship didn’t end so well and there was part of me
that thought that it was easier just to throw up my hands and say that we're better off
being apart.” Sage shook her head. “ Just one of thelies | told myself.”

Stassi moved in closer. “I should have talked to you.”



“And | should have been there to listen,” Sage quietly replied.

“I’ve missed you.” They both spoke in unison. Sage grinned and snaked her hand
around Stassi’s neck. She pulled her in, and they kissed, the hunger igniting between
the two of them. They were on a new trgectory, and Sage was ready for the ride.

Stass

Stassi looked at Sage. She hadn’t stopped fidgeting once. Stassi reached across and
grabbed her hand. “Why are you so nervous?’ she asked, winking.

Sage’s eyes widened. “For starters? This is not exactly how | wanted to meet your
father.”

Stassi laughed. “ Just remember, we're not going in there as lovers.”

“Besides,” Lena commented. “If you were, | wouldn’t be here.”

Stass giggled and nodded. “She has a valid point.” Stassi leaned back against the
chair. They had worked long and hard to get the meeting together with her father and
the board members. Now that they were there, she wasn’'t going to let any nerves
waste her time. She was excited that they were closer than they ever had been. Most
likely, they realized the publicity was starting to kill them. They had to do something
if they wanted to save face. Stassi lifted Sage’'s knuckles to her lips and gave them a
kiss. She was only there because Matin was her father, and Sage thought it’d be nice
to have Stassi’s support. Stassi wasn't going to deny that. If Sage felt more
comfortable, then Stassi would do what she needed.

Her fear, though, was that she’'d be in the way. She wasn’'t there to start the
negotiations, but she would go ahead and support them and do as little of the talking
as she possibly could.



The door opened, and Rene Prestley peeked her head out. “ Stassi? The board is ready
for you.” Stassi stood up and turned to look at Lena and Sage. “Actually, the board is
ready for us.”
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Sage and Lena stood up and followed her in. Stass knew most of the members
through her father. So it was like a weird fiscal family reunion. She had to mentally
remind herself that this wasn’t a reunion she wanted to attend. She was there as an
employee who demanded change, or else they would have no choice but to walk.

“Hello, Stassi.” Her father greeted her, his words spoken through clenched teeth.
Only Stassi noticed, or at least she hoped.

“Hello. Thisis Sage and Lena. I'm merely here for support.” Stassi sat down in one
of the three chairs and waited for Sage and Lenato join her.

“Alright,” her father began. “So, it's my understanding that you all have concerns.”
Stassi shook her head. Her father did have away of twisting things. Clearly, they had
concerns. He didn’t even know the half of them.

It was Lena that spoke up first. “Yes, sir.” She looked around the table, her cheeks
seemed to drain with fear. Maybe it wasn't the greatest idea to have her be one of the
spokeswomen. From what Stassi was once told, she attempted to take it to the board,
before and failed miserably. Stassi sat on her hands, so she wouldn’t nervously play
with them and waited. “| have been working here for many years, and over the years,
| have discovered the changes that have come, and | have to admit, rarely are the
changes good. It's time that we take the hospital into the twenty-first century. We
have outdated equipment, and that doesn’t even scratch the surface with al the issues
that we have going on.” Lenaturned to Sage.

“Older employees are losing their benefits and OT hasn’t been paid for a long time.
Y et, we're expected to work overtime because it's al making sure that the job gets



done. There aren’t enough staff to get the job done, so what other choice do we
have?’

All board members listened as Lena and Sage continued, each tossing out various
things that were in need of a major overhaul. Stassi watched with pride, especially
every time Sage opened her mouth. They had come so far, and it was appearing like
they could be on the home stretch.

“I love my job, Mr. Hewitt. It's why | do it. | don’'t do it for the money or the
benefits, but | also know that | work hard. | feel that it isn't wrong to expect to be
appreciated. We are willing to do fundraisers such as the gala. A ot of money was
earned, but none of us saw any benefit from that cash influx. It felt like no one cared
that some staff couldn’t attend, and then with the strike, it was proof to us that you
didn’t care about us because you easily went out and found replacements. We matter.
And that’s what we want to show the employees that come after us.”

When they had said their peace, Dad nodded. “So, | imagine you have a list of
demands?’

“We absolutely do.” She took out a paper and dlid it towards him. “It’s not much. But
it'swhat we feel worthy of. Still, we are willing to negotiate within reason.”

He looked over them and then turned to the rest of the board as he showed them the
list. Stass stared between Sage, Lena, and the board, anxiously waiting for something
to be said. Finally, Dad nodded again.

“We aren’t here to negotiate. You all are valuable employees, and we want to ensure
that you see that.” Stassi stared at her father. A glimmering light of the man she once
knew. “We will get a contract drawn up, and what you want seems reasonable
enough.”



“Seriously?’ Lena asked. “After al this time...” Stassi saw Sage nudge her in the
side, and Lena closed her mouth.

“Thank you, sir.” Sage leaned forward and held out her hand. Stassi’s father shook it
and smiled. “We'll be expecting you al back at work Monday morning.”

Sage nodded. “Y ou have my word.” She got up from the table, and the three of them
left the boardroom. Once outside of the room, Sage turned to Stassi. “Did that
seriously just happen?’

Stass squealed and threw her arms around Sage. “I knew you could do it,” she
whispered. She held her for a moment, it feeling good that they were finally moving
forward in their reconciliation.

“Let’s celebrate.” Lenaturned and held up her phone. “I'll call Marcus and have him
organize a group to meet us at the club.”

The door opened, and Stassi turned to find her father beckoning her, “May | speak to
you for a moment?’

Stassi turned to Sage. “I won't be long.”

Stass dipped into the boardroom, which was now empty, to her relief. The other
board members must have left through the other door. Her dad closed the door and
turned to face her. “It finally happened,” he began. “I got some good investments, and
the money is starting to roll back in.”

“That’ s great to hear,” she stated.

“1 thought you' d be a bit more ecstatic. Y ou can quit the job, and I'll start taking care
of you again. You can even get some modeling contracts going. | know that’s what



you'’ d rather have, anyway. Now’ s your chance.”

“Dad, you just don't get it. I’ve changed. What once mattered to me, just doesn’t
anymore. | think it's great that things are on the rise for you.” She shrugged. “But
I’ve grown and matured, and I'm happy where | am. In fact, I’ve never been

happier.”

“3S0, you don’'t need me?”’

Stassi rolled her eyes. “Dad, you're my father. I’ll always need you. | just don’t need
you to support me financially. You should be thankful.” She leaned in and kissed his
cheek. “Love you, Dad. | better go.” She turned and walked away from him, feeling
this huge weight sowly dissipate. When she got back to Sage, Sage arched an
eyebrow. “Things are going well with my father, and he just wanted me to know that
he could support me again.”

“Oh wow.” Sage looked away. “It’s what you want, right?’

“A long time ago, but I’'m happy right where | am.” Stassi reached for Sage's hand
and pulled her to her. They kissed and Sage continued to smile. “Let’s get out of

here.

Sage drove them to the club, where everyone had already started to gather. They
walked into the noisy club, hand in hand. Sage grabbed two beers and handed one to
Stassi, and they stood at atable and sipped their beers.

“So, you're officialy back together, right?” Marcus ran up and placed his hand on
Sage’ s shoulder.

Stassi laughed. “Isn’'t it obvious?’ She leaned in and kissed Sage, letting the beer drip
off her lips. Thiswas going to be one hell of anight. They let the beersfly like no one



had to drive home.
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Sage

Sage looked around the empty room of their new apartment, as Stassi came in and
placed a plant in the corner. “Imagine there' s atable, and this plant is on top of it.”

Sage laughed. “If | squint just right, | can nearly picture it.” She winked, and Stassi
leaned against her. They looked around the living room until Stassi met Sage’ s gaze.
“1 love you so much,” Sage whispered.

“l love you!” Stassi wrapped her arms around Sage, and they kissed until they were
both on the floor and wildly taking each other’'s clothes off. Stassi laughed. “1 do
believe this makes the final room we needed to christen.”

“And all in one week.” Sage winked and straddled Stassi. Stassi tossed back her head
as Sage moved down and kissed her chin, Stassi’ s bare breasts brushing against hers.
When they moved in together, she was worried that they were taking things too fast,
but Stassi assured her that six months was plenty of time. And now, Sage couldn’t
picture waiting another day.

“We're going to miss meeting the girls at the farmer’s market,” Stassi argued, closing
her eyes as Sage kissed her earlobe and then slowly moved her lips down to her neck.

“If you keep talking, we'll never finish,” Sage teased.
“Maybe that’s my evil plan,” Stassi replied.

That brought laughter from Sage. She pressed her hands down Stassi’ s sides and held



her hips as she stretched aline of kisses along Stassi’ s sternum.

Trailing her hands down into Stassi’ s pants, she dipped her finger into her folds. Sage
felt how wet Stass was, nearly as wet as she was. Nearly. She pressed her hands
against the floor and moved downward, pulling Stassi’s clothes off with her. Sage's
inner core throbbing as she met Stassi’s opening. Sage released a breath, and Stassi
shuddered underneath her. Perfect timing. Using her fingers, she pressed Stass’s
labia back, opening Stassi up further. Stassi waited patiently, keeping her body as still
as possible. Sage then swiped her tongue out and captured a drop of Stass’s
moi stness.

Stassi released a whimper, and Sage did it again. Sage swiped her tongue around the
inner edge of Stassi, gathering up the drops in acircle. Stassi reached out and pressed
her palms against the tile, pumping her hips up to meet Sage’ s mouth. Sage pushed in
further. They settled in this rhythmic groove. Sage's opening was dripping as she
tried to show Stass the love she felt, continuing to swivel around her with expert
care. As Sage dove in deeper, Stassi stopped, growing completely still.

Sage pulled out of her and kissed her way up her stomach and to Stassi’s lips.
“Why’'d you stop?’ Stass whimpered.

“Left you wanting more.” Sage grinned, holding onto Stassi’s waist as she kissed her.

“Fuck!” Stassi gasped, pressing Sage back from her. “I need you to continue.”

Sage shrugged. As if she didn’t mind one way or the other, she shifted herself down,
so she was back at Stassi’s opening. She plunged back inside her three times before
Stass released a cry and withered beneath her. Sage sloppily kissed her way around
Stassi’s insides, feeling her own core throbbing. She pressed her hands against the
floor and licked her dry, then pulled out and flipped onto her back.



“You know what to do,” she moaned between clenched teeth. Stassi laughed as she
changed positions and moved in, pressing her tongue inside of Sage and holding her
still.

Sage’s mouth opened and she stared at the ceiling. Nothing would beat the sexual
tension that had developed between them. As Stassi’s tongue plunged inside of her,

Sage began to tremble with sensation.

A phone started bussing, and Sage groaned, parting from the kiss. “Y ours or mine?’
she asked.

“Who cares?’ Stass started to go back in for a kiss, when Sage laughed and pushed
her way. Stassi pretended to pout as Sage went looking for the ringing phone. She
finaly found it in her coat.

“It'sLena.” She checked her watch and cringed. “We're already ten minutes | ate.”

“Are you sure?’ Stassi sat up on her elbows and glanced at her watch. “1’m surprised
Ariel hasn't...” Just like that, her phone started to ring, cutting into the conversation.

“ He)/, Lena.”

“Where are you? |’ ve been looking everywhere for you. Haven't seen Ariel or Natalia
either.”

Sage tossed a look in Stassi’s direction, as she grabbed her phone. “Hey, Ariel.” She
put the call on speakerphone.

“Where are you? Y ou have to check out the adoption booth. The puppies are soooo
cute,” Ariel cooed. “But I' ve looked everywhere, and we' re not finding you.”



“Um, well, we haven't exactly left yet,” Stassi admitted. She shrugged when Sage
laughed.

“Where are they?’ Sage mouthed.

“Where are you?’ Stassi asked.

“Corner of Beckett and Crater,” Ariel replied.

“They’re at the corner of Beckett and Crater. Something about cute puppies.”
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“Tell them we'll seethemin abit,” Lenareplied. “Hopefully we'll see you two.”

Sage snickered. “Um, yeah, we'll be there.” She disconnected the call. “Lena and
Mayawill meet you there,” Sage yelled out.

“Sounds good. But you guys have got to check out these puppies. | could take them
al.”

“See you soon, Ariel.” Stassi disconnected the phone. She looked around the room
and grimaced.

“My feelings exactly. I'm not really wanting to leave,” Sage shrugged. “But we have
friendsto see...”

Sage was glad that they had all quickly become friends, when it felt like it would
never happen. It was much easier to have a loving relationship when everyone
supported it.

“We should get dressed,” Stassi replied. She then tilted her head. “What do you think
about puppies?’

“Love them.” She grinned as she looked around the living room. They had just
returned from a conference in Chicago last week, and they didn’t have any travel
plans for the next few months. “Well, we have some time to get a puppy used to us,
and | would say that this place could use some energy.”

They didn't say anything else on the subject as they got dressed and then left the



apartment and drove the two blocks to Crater Street, where a parking lot was
available. They held hands as they hurried to the area where the other women would
be waiting for them. Asthey drew nearer, they heard the barking of dogs.

“We're getting closer.” Sage laughed and they approached the table. Lena, May,
Ariel, and Natalia were all playing with the puppies, as were a few other people.
Stassi went over to join them as Sage saw this dog sitting in a corner, al alone. She
knelt down, and he walked over to her. He was older than any of the rest, but he
immediately laid his head in her lap as Sage ruffled the fur behind his ears.

“What's your name?’ she asked.

“It's Rocks,” the woman stated, approaching her. “He's older and, unfortunately,
hasn’t had anyone that’ s paid him much attention.”

“That is a shame,” Sage replied. She continued to pet him, and he looked cozy and
comfortable with her.

“And who isthis?” Stassi asked, kneeling beside them.

“His name is Rocks,” Sage replied. She couldn’t take her eyes off of him. He was a
silver pitbull and seemed already emotionally attached. “He's a great dog, don’t you
think?’

Stassi stared at her. Sage grinned and then turned back to Rocks. “All pets, no matter
what age, need aloving home.”

“Rocks human parents were just recently killed in a car accident. No one stepped up
to carefor him. It'sa sad story, but every sad story can still have a happy ending.”

“You sold me,” Stass replied. And just like that, Stassi and Sage had their dog of
choice. Rocks needed a loving home, but Sage didn’t realize how much she needed



him. The three of them were destined to be aloving family forever.



