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Olivia
“Liv. You'redoing it again.”

Olivia Jones glanced up at her father, grinning sheepishly. “I know. Just ten more
minutes.”

“Y ou know, when | told you that you’ d have to work hard as CEO, | didn’t mean you
should work yourself into a nervous breakdown.”

“1I"m not having a nervous breakdown, Dad.”
“Not yet,” he muttered.

“Relax. Just ten more minutes and I’'ll be done.”

Kane narrowed his eyes suspicioudy. “I’ll wait for you.”
Shoot. There was no way Liv was staying much later. “Fine. I'll see you in ten
minutes.”

It was just two months since her father had promoted her to CEO, and it was a lot of
work. He kept pushing her to maintain boundaries between work and her personal
life, but Liv couldn’t help it that she loved her job.



She had helped him raise Aimee Enterprises from the ground up. The had started off
as a small, struggling business, but they had grown into one of the most successful
companies in the transport industry.

She was invested in their success, to say the least. When her mother, Aimee, died, Liv
and her father got through it by leaning on each other, bringing them closer than they
had ever been before. Liv knew that it was unusual for an adult daughter to be living
with her father still, but she didn’t care about what other people thought. They were
both happy with the way things were.

Unfortunately, she knew that her father was right. She did need to work on allocating
herself more free time.

So, after ten minutes, she regretfully closed the folder she was working on and got up.
Kane was waiting for her.

“Let’sgo out to dinner tonight.”

They usually had dinner at home after along day, saving nights out for weekends, but
Liv wasn’t opposed to the idea. “ Sure. Joe's Diner?’

“Exactly what | was thinking.” Liv had a weakness for cheese burgers. She made up
for it with going to the gym every morning before work, but she knew that it wasn't

exactly healthy, no matter how much time she spent working out.

Stacy zeroed in on them the moment they walked into the diner. She knew that they
were regulars who were always polite and tipped well.

“Hey Kane, Liv. Theusud, | takeit?’

“Please, Stacy. Olivia?’



“The same for me aswell.”

Stacey bustled off to get their order ready while Kane looked out of the window.
“Everything ok, Dad? Y ou seem tense.”

He sighed. “You know me too well. It’s... well, | have news.”

“Oh yeah?” ‘News could mean something good or bad, and Liv couldn't help but
worry. Was she not doing a good job as CEO? The company profits were at a record
high, employee satisfaction was rated at nine and a half out of ten, and Liv was
working as hard as she’ d promised. Still, perhaps her father thought differently.

His voice brought her out of her anxious thoughts. “1 proposed to Laura.”

“Oh!” That wasn’t what she’ d been expecting. “Did she say yes?’

“Shedid.”

Liv leaned over the table to hug him. “I’m happy for you, Dad. | know how much you
love her.”
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“She’ll be moving in with us.”

Liv should have expected that, but the words sent a tingle of nerves though her. “Are
you sure she'll... be ok? With me, | mean?”’

Liv liked Laura, but she had one fatal flaw — she was homophobic. She wasn’'t
passionately and outwardly bigoted like some people were, but she still held the
private belief that being gay was wrong. In the early days of the relationship, Liv and
Kane had fought about it alot.

Liv hadn't been able to believe that he'd date a homophobe, knowing that his
daughter was gay. It had taken her some time to even agree to meet Laura, but when
she had, she realized that Laura was far from the monster she had thought her to be.

“She'll be fine, Liv. You know she' s trying. She can’'t help it that she was brought up
in a very conservative religious household. She likes you and she's already made
great progress toward correcting her beliefs. She'sjust not quite there yet. We need to
be patient with her.”

Liv knew that he was right about Laura changing; she had seen that change herself.
However, Laura still held onto some unsavory beliefs, and that didn’t sit right with
Liv. It had never come up between the two of them, but if they were living together ...

“Stop worrying. 1I’'ve made myself clear to Laura from the start. The moment she
shows any form of bigoty toward you — even one negative comment — and we're
over. That still holds. | love her, but | won't stand for my daughter being made
uncomfortable about who she is, especially in her own home.”



That was reassuring to hear. Liv was still nervous, but in the end, she trusted her
dad’s judgment. “Well, hopefully living with me will help convince her that I’'m not
really that different to anyone else other than in who | chooseto love.”

“Exactly. She was brought up to believe that gay people are immoral, but living right
alongside you will show her that your ethics aren’t far away from hers.”

“I’'m sure we can make it work.” She had to, for her dad’'s sake. He was deeply in
love with Laura, and Liv wanted him to be happy. It had been so many long years
since Liv’'s beloved mom had died and they had both been through so much grief. He
deserved some happiness finally and Laura did make him happy.

“There s one other thing. Her daughter, Juliette, will be moving in with her.”

Oh.

Liv knew that Laura had a daughter, but she hadn't met her before. This was
something she couldn’t have expected. They had plenty of room in the house. Kane
and Aimee had been planning on having more children when Aimee died, and they
had never moved out of their luxurious and spacious four-bedroom home.

Space wasn'’t the issue, though.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea? Bringing two people into the house... | don’'t want
what we have to change.”

Liv valued her dynamic with her father highly, and she would hate for someone else
to comein and messit up.

“Nothing is going to change. Juliette is great, you'll see. I'm sure you'll all get along
just fine, and it’s not like we won'’t get our one-on-one time anymore. We still work



together, and we'll still go out for lunch or dinner just the two of us sometimes.”

“Yes, but alot more of our activities will be group ones with Juliette and Laura. | like
Laura, but I’ve never even met Juliette.”

“True, but they don't have to be. If you don’t like Juliette, you don’'t have to spend
time with her. You're both adults. You can figure out how to live together without
being friends. That being said, | think you'll like her alot.”

Her father did have good judgment — Liv had seen that many times first hand. For
now, she would trust him in this. There was no point in going into this with a closed
mind.

“Then | guess I’ d better meet this Juliette.”

“You'll meet her soon. If you're on board, they’ll start moving in next week.”

“I’m on board. I’'m happy to give this a chance... but Dad, if things don’t work out, |
may want to get my own place.”

“1 wouldn’t want to chase you out of your own home.”

“l wouldn’'t ask you to live separately from your wife. | know you' re wanted to live
together for a while, but have been holding off for my sake. I'm a big girl — | can
handleit. I’'ll try my hardest to make it work, but if it comes down toit, I’ [l be the one
who leaves. I’m not letting you sacrifice your happiness for my sake.”

“1 don’t want you to have to sacrifice your happiness for me, either.”

“I won't be. | love living with you, but it's not like we wouldn’'t see each other if |
moved out. It would be a change, but I’ m sure we could manage it.”



“Let’shope it doesn’'t come to that.”

Liv suspected that the success or failure of this venture would depend on how well
she and Juliette got along. Laura knew better than to be bigoted toward Liv. Kane
wasn't bluffing when he said he' d leave her the moment she was.

Did Juliette hold her mother’s beliefs? Even if she didn't, that didn’t mean she and
Liv would get along. Juliette could be a perfectly lovely person, but that didn't mean
they were compatible to live together. Living with someone was intense, and it took
some type of natural connection as well as determination to make it work in order to
sustain long term.
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“Is... does Juliette hold the same beliefs as Laura?”

Kane snorted. “Absolutely not — they’re polar opposites in that regard. Half of the
progress Laura has made in that area has been thanks to Juliette.”

“She’sgay aswell?’

“No, she's straight, but she's a passionate ally. Some of her best friends are gay. Y ou
may have even seen her at pride.” Kane chuckled. “You should see the scoldings
Laura gets sometimes. Juliette is religious as well, and every time her mother tries to
play that card, Juliette plays it right back at her. After all, Jesus taught love and
acceptance for everyone, and Laura doesn’t really have any argument against that.

Poor woman doesn’'t stand a chance.”

Well, that was certainly encouraging. If that was Juliette's attitude, her chances of
getting on with Liv increased exponentially.

“It sounds like | need to meet this Juliette.”

“I"'m sureyou’'ll get along just fine, Liv. Trust me, thisis going to be great.”

Juliette

Juliette was nervous. How could she not be? Her mother’s happiness depended on
this move working, and Juliette wasn't sure it would.



She wasn't worried that she would be the one to ruin things. She had already met
Kane and they got along just fine. She hadn’t met Olivia before, but she had heard a
lot about her from Kane, and Juliette was confident that they would easily become
friends.

No, her anxiety was about her mother. Juliette knew that Olivia was gay, and Laura
still held onto afew unsavory beliefs about gay people.

If she slipped up so much as once, made even one homophobic comment or gesture
toward Liv, Kane would leave her. He would be right to, but Laura would still be
heartbroken.

“Remember, you have to treat Oliviajust like you would anyone else.”

“l know, Juliette, how many times do you have to tell me? | like Liv, even if she

is...

“That. Right there. Comments like that — even ones you cut off before you say
something unforgivable — have to go. Liv is a whole person, and being gay is part of
that person. If you truly want to be a Christian, then you have to be like Christ, which
means loving your neighbor wholly and completely.”

Laura pressed her lips together, no doubt holding back the Leviticus verses that were
dying to escape.

“| doloveLiv.”

“If you don’t love all of her, that’s not good enough. Y ou need to be prepared for the
fact that living with her will be different. | know Kane said she’s not with anyone
right now, but that will most likely change at some point. She will date women. She
will bring women home. You're going to have to learn to be ok with gay sex



happening down the hall from you. Not only will you treat Liv right, but you will
treat her partnersright. If you can’'t do that, then your marriage with Kane is doomed
from the start.”

“Surely, she doesn’t have to do it in the house. | mean, | accept that she’'s going to do
it, but could she not do it somewhere else?’

Juliette took a deep breath, trying to be patient, reminding herself that Laura was
trying to overcome an entire lifetime of negative conditioning.

“Would | ask you and Kane to leave your own home every time you wanted to be
intimate?’

“That’ s not the same.”

“Yeah, itis. We're moving in today. Get your shit together, mom.”

“Don’'t you talk to me like that, young lady.”

“I"ll talk to you like this until you act in a way that warrants otherwise. Y ou do want
thisto work, don’t you?’

Laura took a deep breath of her own. “I do. You're right. | need to get my head
around this. Gay sex, potentialy happening in my home. Yep. | can handle that. |

can.

Juliette hoped for her mother’s sake that she was right. “It’s not wrong,” Juliette
repeated for emphasis. “ Remember what Jesus said.”

“Love your neighbor.”



“Not love your neighbor conditionally.”
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Laura nodded. “Y es. Unconditional love. | need to love dl of her, evenif | find it —"
“Nuh-uh. Y ou stop right there. Y ou need to love al of her. Just leaveit at that.”

“Ok. Yeah, you'reright. Asusual. | will get my head around this. Gay sex... just like
normal sex, right? Different parts don’t make any difference. Aslong as it’s between
consenting adults, there's no problem.”

“Exactly. See? You're learning. | know it’s hard for you, mom. It’s not your fault you
were raised this way, but that doesn’t mean you can’'t take responsibility and put in
the effort to change. Now, do you have the flag?’

Laura grimaced. “I still feel like it's hypocritical. | mean, | do love Liv, but this
seems like a gift under false pretenses.”

“1t’ simportant that you show her support, even if you're still working on making that
support more sincere. You said yourself — you love her, and | know you want to
support her, even though you're finding full acceptance hard at the moment. This will
show her —and Kane —that you're really trying.”

“l am trying. | do want this to work.” Laura pulled a small wrapped package out of
her bag. “I hope she likesit.”

“Trust me, she will. Support — especialy from people close to them — means just as
much to queer folks as it does to everyone else.”

When she found out they would be moving with Liv, Juliette had dragged Laura out



of the house to go shopping for alesbian pride flag. Laura had resisted at first, but she
had allowed Juliette to convince her, like she usualy did.

Juliette knew that deep down, Laura knew that her beliefs were wrong. That's why
she always allowed Juliette to scold her like achild, and listened attentively whenever
Juliette spoke about queer issues. She was sure that with time, her mother would
come around.

“Then let’s go. We' ve got alot of boxes to move.”

They made the first trip from the truck to Kane and Liv's house. Juliette grabbed a
box of books, hoisted it into her arms and started down the driveway.

Kane and Liv were waiting to meet them. Olivia was slightly blocked by the angle,
but as they rounded the corner, Juliette caught afull glimpse of her.

Olivia Jones. Phew.

She dropped the box of books, which landed painfully on her toe.

“Fuck! Ow!”

Oliviawas suddenly already there, lifting the box of books up. “Here, sit down. Take
off your shoe. Let melook at it.”

Juliette gaped at her like an idiot. Olivia, Liv was... well, Liv was stunning. Juliette
didn’t think she’'d ever met a woman so beautiful, with short wavy honey-colored
hair. She was curvy in al the right ways, and her green eyes seemed to see into
Juliette’ s soul.

Liv wore tight pants and a black button down shirt. Her green eyes fixed Juliette



intensely.

“Juliette? Are you aright?’

“I'—um. Yes. I'mfine.”

“Can you sit down?”’

Juliette flopped down onto the bottom stair by the front door.

“May | take your shoe off?’

Juliette nodded dumbly.

Liv gently removed her shoe and examined her foot. “Ok, it doesn’t seem to be
broken, but you'll have one hell of abruise. I'll get you an ice pack.”

Juliette felt her face burning with embarrassment. What a way to make a good first
impression on her soon to be step-sister. Why did Liv have to be so beautiful and
clearly confident and capable? It wasn't fair. Juliette had seen beautiful women
before, but she had never found herself so totally tongue-tied around them.

Liv went into the house and returned with an ice pack. She placed it gently on
Juliette's foot. Juliette knew that Liv was a CEO, not a doctor, and wondered what
knowledge Liv was working from.

“Do you have any medical training?’

“When | got promoted to CEO, | got myself certified in advanced first aid. If
someone runs into trouble in the office, | want to be able to help.”
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“Makes sense.” Juliette gritted her teeth as she tried to move her toe. It certainly felt
like it was broken, but she wasn't certified in first aid, so she would trust Liv’'s
judgment.

“Comeon, let’s get you inside. Y ou need to elevate this.”

Juliette felt her face burning as Liv got her to her feet and pulled one of Juliette's
arms over her shoulder. “I’'m fine— I can manage.”

“Let me help you.”

“You can put her on the couch.” Kane was there too, witnessing her humiliation.
Laura fluttered anxioudly as Liv towed Juliette into the house.

“Do you need painkillers?’ Laura asked.

“Um... yesplease.”

Laura rushed off into one of the bathrooms and came back with a first aid kit. She
rummaged around until she came up with some Tylenol. Juliette swallowed it

gratefully and let Liv help her onto the couch.

Liv's hand was on her lower leg again. “Are you cold?’ she asked, her voice silky
and smooth, her accent indefinable.

Juliette wasn't cold at all. In fact, she felt quite hot, but everywhere Liv touched her,
goosebumps were rising on her skin. How the hell was she supposed to explain that to



Liv, though, when she couldn’t even explain it to herself?

“I’m fine. Just sore.”

“Here, put it up on these cushions.”

Juliette did as she was told, lying back and allowing Liv to position the ice pack on

her swollen, bruised toe. As she leaned over, her cleavage was exposed in her low
shirt. Juliette’ s mouth went dry.

What the hell was wrong with her? She was straight, for fuck’s sake! Why would she
even care about another woman'’s cleavage?

Fortunately, her toe chose that moment to give a particularly painful throb, distracting
her from the issue.

Liv cut up a compression bandage to size and carefully wrapped up Juliette’s toe.
“Thank you,” Juliette mumbled. “I’'m sure I’'ll be fine to help again in afew minutes.”

“Absolutely not.” Kane came over with aglass of water. “You'll stay right there until
the swelling goes down. The three of us can handle things.”

Juliette felt awful that her blunder meant that she wouldn’'t be able to help. It hardly
made a good impression, lying here on the couch while her new stepfather and
stepsister did all the work.

“1 suppose we should get back toit.” Liv glanced at Juliette again. “Y ou keep that ice
pack on for twenty minutes, then off for twenty, then on for another twenty.”

Juliette glanced at her watch. “Alright. Thank you, Liv.”



“Anytime.”

Juliette gave her mother a meaningful ook, who hurried forward, taking the wrapped
package out of her bag. “Liv, |, uh, | got this for you. | just wanted you to know that |
support you.”

Juliette could tell that Laura was trying hard not to add a qualifier to that statement.
Thankfully, Laurawon that battle and handed over the flat.

Liv’'s face lit up as she unfolded the flag. “Laura — thank you! Y ou don’t know how
much this means to me.”

She pulled Laurainto atight hug.

“l love you, Liv.” Laura sounded more sincere this time around. “I want you to be
happy, with whoever makes you happy.”

It was left unsaid that Juliette’s mom would be a lot more comfortable should it be a
man making Liv happy. Juliette was sure that Liv and Kane could sense the cut-off
statements and careful wording, but neither of them called her out on it. She was
trying, and that’s what counted. Juliette was glad that Liv at least seemed willing to
be patient with Laura sjourney.

For the next severa hours, Juliette lay guiltily on the couch, trying her best not to
stare at Liv. She failed miserably, and the more she looked, the harder it became to
look away. She was sure that Liv caught her watching, but Liv seemed to be watching
her right back.

At least Liv had good reason. She was into women. Juliette wondered momentarily if
Liv was attracted to her. She found the idea strangely alluring. She told herself it was
just because it was a compliment, even if the attraction wasn'’t returned.



And it definitely wasn’t returned.
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Was it?

Nope. Juliette wasn’'t going to go down that road. She was straight and that was the
end of it.

When they got to unpacking Juliette’s paintings, she hauled herself off the couch,
pleased to find that her toe wasn't throbbing nearly as badly as before.

“Let me do that.”

“Juliette, you should be resting that toe —"

“No, Liv, let her be. My daughter is very fussy about her artwork.”
“Oh! | didn’t know you're an artist. May | see?’

Juliette was suddenly self-conscious. She wasn't usually shy about her work, but the
ideaof Liv seeing it made her all tingly with anxiety.

“Um. Sure. I'm not sureif it'll beto your taste. It’s pretty abstract.”
“1 love abstract!”

Juliette took a couple of pieces into the room that was to be her studio and carefully
pulled away the cloth covers.

Liv gasped and took a step forward. “I’ ve seen these before! At least, I’ ve seen ones



like them. Y ou go under Julie?’

“It'smy little artist nickname.” Juliette glanced at her small signature at the bottom of
the paintings.

“I’ve had my eye on one of your pieces for awhile. The one with all blues and greens
— it reminds me of the ocean. Isthat one ever going to be put up for sale?’

Juliette was stunned. She had hoped Liv would like her work, but hadn’t imagined
she would be a pre-existing fan. “I was actually planning to keep that one.”

Liv's face fell. Juliette felt flattered that Liv really liked her work. She loved that
piece too, but Liv was basically family now- her new stepsister.

“But if you really likeit, you can have it.”

“No, no, I’'m happy to buy it from you.” Liv’'s face was beautiful and her green eyes
were earnest. Juliette didn’t want to charge Liv for the painting.

“Please, takeit asagift. | can bring it over tomorrow.”

Liv squedled and threw her arms around Juliette. “Thank you! That'll be amazing.
Y ou must let me take you out to lunch, to say thank you.”

Juliette was hardly going to object to spending more time with Liv. Not only was
Juliette somehow fascinated and inspired by Liv’'s lovely face, but she was so warm
and genuine, it was impossible not to like her.

“1’d love that. But perhaps for now, we should finish the unpacking?’

“Right. Yeah, of course.”



They unpacked until the sun started to set, making several trips back and forth
between the houses. When they were done, all the boxes were at least here, but it
would take some time yet to finish unpacking them all.

“Comeon, I’'ll show you to your room.”

Kane and Laura watched as Liv led Juliette away, clearly thrilled that their daughters
were getting on so well.

When Liv showed her the room, Juliette dug through one of the boxes and found her
own pride flag — the aly flag, black and white stripes with arainbow triangle on top.

Liv didn’'t say anything, but Juliette saw her grinning as she affixed the flag to her
wall.

“I’ll get you some bedding.”

Juliette was exhausted, and as soon as Liv got her the bedding, she crawled into bed.
She was asleep almost instantly.
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The next few days were filled with unpacking. Liv, Kane and Laura all had nine-to-
five jobs, but Kane and Laura had taken a couple of days off to help. Juliette was
touched when Liv did the same, leaving her assistant to handle things and call her if
there was an emergency at work.

Judging by Kane's wide-eyed look of surprise, taking time off wasn’t something Liv
did often.

It didn't seem to escape their respective parents’ notice that Liv and Juliette were
choosing boxes in the same room to unpack more than would be dictated by
coincidence, but they both seemed pleased by the devel opment.

When everything was finally put in its place, Liv gave Juliette a high five. “ Good job!
Y ou want to come to Joe’' s with me? | still owe you dinner.”

“I"d love to.”

Kane and Laura seemed pleased to have some aone time together, thinking that their
girls were just giving them space. Juliette et them think that. It wouldn’t do to have
Laurathinking that Juliette had undue interest in Liv.

Juliette realized there was something between her and Liv bubbling below the
surface. She had never before questioned her sexuality, but here she was doing just
that.

Accepting Liv’'s sexuality was one things. Accepting that her daughter might not be
as straight as she had always appeared would be quite another hurdle for Laura. One



that Juliette wasn’'t sure she would ever recover from.

Anyway, that shouldn’t be a problem, because Juliette was straight. She had always
felt confident in that. She wanted to spend more time with Liv purely from a
friendship perspective. It must be the new step-sister thing. Juliette had always
wanted a sibling, and to suddenly be given one that she got on so well with, that must
be what was triggering Juliette' s slightly confused feelings.

It didn’t matter how Liv’s cleavage somehow seemed suddenly intriguing to Juliette.
She promised herself she wouldn’t look anywhere except Liv’'s face the entire
evening.

This proved to be... challenging. Why did Liv have to like such tight shirts? Juliette
was all for body positivity — and there was a lot for Liv to be positive about when it
came to her body — and confidence, but did Liv really have to display that confidence
so thoroughly in front of her?

Fuck, she sounded like her mother. Juliette needed to get her head straight, and fast.

Y ou are straight, Juliette.

To distract herself from the enticing sight, she forced herself to stare into Liv’'s eyes —
this hardly helped matters; Juliette had never seen such beautiful eyes before — and
start a conversation.

What on earth is happening to me? Sheis my new sister! Get agrip, Juliette!

“S0, it sounds like you love your work. Tell me more about it?”

“It'sreally amazing. Managing a business is so satisfying — seeing your actions have
a direct effect on everything around you. It's a delicate balancing act, keeping



employees happy while making sure everyone works to their fullest capacity, but
when you get it right, it's amazing. It’s everything | ever wanted — to make a success
of myself, to make my mother proud.”

Juliette was surprised. Most corporate CEOs were obsessed with profit and little else,
but Liv hadn’t mentioned money at all. Though the business world definitely wasn’t
for her, the way Liv described it, Juliette could see the appeal.

“1 don’t know much about Aimee. Laura just said that she died along time ago.”

“Yeah. It was tough. Redlly, so hard. It still is. | loved her so very much and nothing
Is the same without her. It took my dad years to get over it. Well, obviously you never
get over something like that, but you know what | mean. He needed to move on. He
couldn’'t spend the rest of forever alone and | know she wouldn’'t have wanted that.
I’m so glad he' s finally found someone who makes him happy..”

“I'm glad, too. My dad left when | was just two. | guess he decided raising kids
wasn't for him.”

“Dick. Running out on you was inexcusable. When you decide to have children, you
take responsibility for them. Y ou don't just get to leave.”

Juliette shrugged. “My mom thinks so, too. She was really angry about it for a long
time. I'm glad he left, though. | mean, | would have loved to grow up with a father,
but a father who wanted me. Having a father who was only staying resentfully would
have really fucked me up.”

“| suppose that’ strue. That’s avery mature way to look at it.”

Why did she have to blush? Why? Juliette hardly ever blushed, except it seemed
around Liv, her face seemed to have the on-off switch of afaulty geyser.



“What about you? Tell me more about your work. Did you always know you wanted
to be an artist?’

“Yeah, ever since | was young. My mom always encouraged me, even used my dad’s
support checks to get my extra art lessons.”

“Where do you get your inspiration from? I’ve seen a lot of art, but nothing like
yours.”

There her cheeks went, back to flaming again. “I’ ve aways seen things like that — as
potential to become something beautiful. As | go through life, I'll watch situations
and envision how | could capture their essence with paint. That painting | gave you? |
got that from swimming in the ocean on a sunny day. It was beautiful out, and |
imagined | was amermaid.”

“You certainly captured the beauty of the moment perfectly. Not all of your paintings
are about good memories, though.”
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Juliette was impressed that Liv knew that. Most people didn’t understand her art
without having it explained to them. “Which ones are you thinking of 7’

“Well, the one with the reds and blacks, with all the sharp edges. That's far from
peaceful or joyful.”

“What do you think it’s describing?’

“At aguess, I’d have to say anger.”

Juliette nodded. “Anger... and shame. That’s why | added those gray streaks.”

“What was the situation?’

“My mom wanted to move tables at a restaurant when two guys next to us started
kissing. They heard her asking our waiter for somewhere else to sit. | was so pissed,
and so embarrassed to be seen with her.”

“What did you do?’

Juliette' s eyes sought the table. “I... well, | acted rather childishly.”

“Now |I'm curious.”

“1 kind of threw my glass of orange juice in her face and told her to fuck off and go
sit aloneif that’s how she felt.”



Liv threw her head back and burst out laughing. “Oh, Juliette. | think you and | are
going to be good friends.”

Juliette laughed as well, now that she knew Liv wasn't going to judge her for her
tantrum. “She didn’'t speak to me for days after that. The guys at the other table,
however, invited me to join them. We're good friends now. | bring them over to the
house whenever my mom is home. I’ ve told them they don’'t need to be shy about
showing affection toward each other in front of her.”

Liv had tears in her eyes from laughter. “Wow, Laura really has a tough time with
you, doesn’'t she?’

“It was a lot worse at first. For a while, she truly believed that she was right about
this. | finaly got her to realize that her beliefs are wrong, but she still has trouble
shaking some of the ingrown bigotry.”

“Well, at least she’' strying, which is more than | can say for alot of people. That kind
of change doesn’t happen overnight.”

“I"'m redlly grateful you're giving her a chance. Aside from the homophobia- which |
am certainly not excusing- she is mostly a lovely person, very kind and has been a
very good mom to me. But, you are doing a big thing. Most people wouldn’'t be so
accepting.”

“ She makes my dad happy. That’s the most important thing.”

“But if it came down to a choice, he would bein your corner.”

“Yeah, | know. I’'m going to make sure it doesn’t come down to a choice, though.
They’re good for each other. | can see how heisaround her.”



Juliette nodded, her face finally returning to its normal state. “ So what kinds of things
do you do when you’ re not working?’

Now, it was Liv’'s turn to blush. “Um. Not much, redlly. | don’t have much of alife
outside of work. I'm pretty much always working.”

“Your dad works you hard, huh?’
“No, | can't blame him for the fact that | have no life. He's always begging me to
take time off. | just want to do well. | want the company to do well. | want to make

my family proud.”

“Dedicated. But | suppose I’'m not much different — at least in terms of taking time
away from work. My work is pretty different to yours, though.”

They chatted all through supper. Juliette hardly noticed what she was eating. The
more shetalked to Liv, the more she liked her.

As hard as she tried to keep her eyes where they belonged, she dlipped up severa
times. Worse, she was sure that Liv noticed.

Thiswas going to be a problem.

Olivia
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This, Liv thought, was going to be a problem.

It wasn't the kind of problem she had envisioned. She had worried that she and
Juliette might not get along.

She hadn’t considered the possibility that they might get along too well. There was
something about Juliette that just drew her in. Sure, if Liv had a type, Juliette would
be it. Maybe if she didn't look the way she did, things could have been different.
They could have just been really close friends, and that would have been the end of it.
Juliette was straight anyway, wasn’t she?

However, Juliette' s appearance complicated things. Liv had been totally unprepared
to face a woman like Juliette. Her blonde messy hair hung just past her shoulders,
framing her face perfectly. She was pale with a dusting of adorable little freckles
across her nose, and big blue eyes that made her ook like an angel. Her lips were full.
Full and tempting. Juliette liked to wear lipstick and the red of her lips lived long
inside of Liv’s mind.

And her body... fuck, it made Liv’'s mouth dry just to think of it. Juliette was slim,
with understated curves and small breasts that would fit perfectly into Liv's hands.
She had always been a sucker for small breasts. She wondered what Juliette’ s nipples
were like.

Fuck, Liv. Stop it! Sheisyour new step-sister!

She reminded herself that Juliette was straight. Making a move on her would surely
make things weird between them, and that was the last thing either of them needed.



Was Juliette straight, though? Because the looks she had been giving Liv ever since
they met were decidedly not straight. Straight women didn’t look at other women like
that. Liv would know. Like al lesbians, she had experienced the struggle fancying
women who simply weren’'t into women. She knew how to tell the difference, and
Juliette was setting off her gaydar like fireworks on Guy Fawkes Day.

However, that didn't mean it would be a good idea to do something stupid like kiss
her. If she was gay, Juliette was clearly repressed, and with the beliefs her mother still
somewhat held, Liv didn’t blame her.

She would simply have to let Juliette come to that realization in her own time.

But, a small voice in her head argued, how would Juliette ever come to that
realization on her own? She had every reason to want to continue thinking she was
straight. Maybe all she needed was alittle nudge...

Nope. She was so not going there. Things were going fantastically between her and
Juliette. So what if Liv wanted her in a way that Juliette didn’'t return? She was an
adult and could deal with unrequited feelings.

At the very least, she knew that Juliette liked her, asafriend if nothing else.

Liv was home early, again. Her dad was delighted that she had taken to coming home
at five rather than staying severa hours late.

Kane and Laura weren't home yet, which suited Liv just fine. She dropped her
briefcase off in her room and shrugged off her suit jacket before heading straight to
Juliette's studio- a side building close to the house, that had been mostly unused
before Juliette and Laura had moved in.

Juliette was painting, as usual, her fine delicate hand on the paintbrush, but she



looked up when Liv walked in. She was all full lips and big blue eyes and she just
oozed sex appeal. She wore aloose fitting tunic in blue that brought out the beautiful
color of her eyes.

“Hey, Liv. Take a seat.”

They had moved one of the couches from the lounge in here so that Liv could relax
and spend time with Juliette. She loved seeing Juliette paint. It was utterly
mesmerizing.

“Still not that one, huh?”’

“Yeah, it's giving me some trouble.”

“It’ s beautiful.”

“You think everything | do is beautiful.” Her voice was lyrical and Liv craved more
of it.

“Becauseitis.”

“Thanks, but | want it to be more than beautiful. | want it to be perfect.”

“Y ou never told me what this one is about.”

“What do you think?’

Liv thought about it for a moment. “Well, the rainbow colors remind me of pride.”

“That’s right. It was inspired by you. | love how you're just so completely you, no
matter what anyone else thinks.”



Knowing that she was the inspiration for one of Juliette’s paintings sent butterflies
fluttering through her stomach.

“What else?” There was always more, and Liv was getting better at picking out the
more subtle meanings, though she was struggling to tell with this one. Perhaps
because it wasn't complete yet.
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“Look at these curves here. What do they remind you of 7’

“Hm. They look kind of like a woman’'s body — something about the swells there
reminds me of hips, or breasts.”

“Very good. You'll see the orange, pink and white | added here, for the lesbian flag.”
“1 don’t understand what more you want from it. It's perfect.”

“l want to give it more of a shimmery look — like a translucent layer on the top, to
make it look kind of likeit's made of glass.”

“Why glass?’

“Glass is fragile and beautiful, just like the peace queer folks enjoy. It is too easily
shattered by those who think their love iswrong.”

That was so touching, it nearly brought tearsto Liv’s eyes. She was struck once again
by the powerful urge to kiss Juliette. She stood up, drawn to her as though Juliette
was a human-sized magnet and she was a haplessiron filing.

“You're so talented,” Liv murmured. Her eyes flicked to Juliette’'s lips without her
permission. Desire was quickly outweighing rational thought. She looked back into

Juliette' s eyes to see that Juliette’ s gaze was fixed on Liv’'slips.

Liv leaned forward.



“Juliette? Liv? Areyou in here?’

They jumped apart as though an electric pulse had gone through them. Liv tried not to
look too guilty as Laurawalked in.

“There you are. Dinner is ready.”

Was it dinner time already? Liv glanced at the time to see that she’'d been watching
Juliette paint for nearly two hours now.

“Great.” She cleared her throat, trying to get her voice to sound less squeaky. “We'll
be right out.”

Juliette looked shaken. Liv wondered whether she was disappointed or relieved that
the almost-kiss had been interrupted.

All through dinner, Liv and Juliette spoke little, both immersed in their own thoughts,
letting Laura and Kane carry on the conversation.

When dinner was finished, Liv followed Juliette to her room. This wasn’t unusual.
They often spent time together talking before bed. This time, though, there was a
subtle tension between them.

Liv perched on the edge of Juliette’s bed, and Juliette sat beside her. They usually
sprawled out on opposite ends of the mattress, but Liv was too anxious to lie down
right now.

“$S0... wewere kind of interrupted earlier.”

Juliette didn’t say anything. Liv knew that this was a bad idea, but she had made her
decision. She needed to know if Juliette regretted being stopped before kissing or not,



and there was one sure way to find out.

Liv pressed a hand to Juliette's cheek. “Tell me if you want me to stop,” she
whispered. Very slowly, she leaned in and pressed her lipsto Juliette’s.”

For a moment, Liv thought it was going to go exactly as she hoped. Juliette’s eyes
fluttered shut and her lips parted dlightly... then she leaped up, staggering three steps
away from Liv, her eyeswide.

“Stop, Liv! | don't —I’'m —thisisamistake. Y ou should go now.”

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, she'd redly screwed up this time. Of course, Juliette didn’t
want her. Juliette had already made it clear she was straight — she had the straight ally
flag hanging in her room, for fuck’s sake. Liv was the biggest idiot ever to have lived.
She had misread Juliette’ s looks completely, transferring her own desire and fooling
herself into believing that her feelings were returned.

“I"'m sorry. Shit, I’'m so sorry, Juliette. | didn’t — | thought you wanted me.”

“Liv, | likeyou alot —asafriend. Nothing more than that. Please, | can’t do this.”

“Of course. Forgive me. | should go.”

Liv dashed out of the room, fighting back tears. She had kissed a woman who didn’t
want her, knowing that said woman was straight.

She was the biggest piece of shit alive. How could she be so stupid?
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Liv ran to her room, losing the fight against tears. She felt awful. How could she ever
make this up to Juliette? How would she look her in the eye? What if Juliette refused
to speak to her ever again?

If it came down to it, she knew that Kane would choose her side, and Laura would
choose Juliette’s. Liv would never be able to live with herself if Kane and Laura split
up because of her blunder.

How could she fix this? She desperately wanted to do something about it now, but
that would be the opposite of helpful. If she pushed herself on Juliette now, tried to
force her to hear her apologies when Juliette clearly wanted to be left aone, she
would make things worse rather than better.

No, Liv would have to control herself. Too bad her sudden commitment to self-
control was coming too late. Nevertheless, she could at least avoid making this
catastrophe any worse than it already was.

Would Juliette tell Laura? Liv wouldn't blame her if she wanted to confide in her
mother, but if she did, it would pretty much spell death for Laura and Kane's
relationship.

Laura would be furious at Liv, and rightly so. Kane would defend her, and the
resulting fight would be relationship-ending.

Surely, Juliette wouldn't tell Laura, though. She was also invested in seeing their
parents happy, and she had to realize the consequences as well as Liv did. Liv wanted
to go back and try to secure her silence now, but once more, she used her newfound



self-control to prevent herself from leaving the room.

She had to think with her head now. Way too late, but better late than never, right?

Liv could only hope that she hadn’t ruined everything irreparably.

Juliette

Juliette had never had a panic attack, but she was fairly certain she was having one
now. The walls seemed to be closing in on her and the room was spinning. It was
becoming increasingly difficult to draw breath.

Was this a panic attack or a heart attack? Should she be calling an ambulance?
No, this had to be panic. She could fedl terror racing through her insides, which it had
been from the moment she felt Liv’'s lips against hers, before she had begun to

experience any physical symptoms.

Not terror because she didn’t want the kiss, terror because she did want it. She really
wanted it, and what that meant just seemed too big to comprehend in the moment.

Juliette had no idea how to deal with a panic attack. She had seen people use paper
bagson TV. Surely there must be a paper bag around somewhere.

She pulled open drawers, her hands shaking so badly that she sent socks and panties
flying everywhere. One of the drawers came flying out of its place entirely and

crashed onto the floor.

Giving up on the paper bag idea, she let her knees give out and crumpled to the floor,



trying to breathe evenly.

She wouldn’t think about the kiss — that would surely send her spiraling deeper into
the panic attack. Juliette put her hands on her stomach and focused on expanding and
contracting it, filling her lungs with air and then expelling that air as slowly as she
could.

She didn’'t know how long it took for her breathing to return to normal, but it seemed
like forever. When she finally no longer felt like she was suffocating, Juliette let out a
soft moan of relief. The bed was too far away, so she lay down on the floor, drawing
her knees up to her chest.

What the fuck was that?

She didn’t blame Liv for kissing her. Liv had told her to say if she must stop, and
Juliette had kept stupidly silent. The moment had felt magical. She had let Liv kiss
her, so this entire disaster was entirely her fault.

The problem wasn't that Liv had kissed her. If it had just been that, it would have
been easy. Juliette would have politely told Liv that she didn’t return her interest, and
they could have continued being friends.

Except.

Juliette had enjoyed the kiss.

She wasn't supposed to enjoy a kiss from Liv. She wasn't supposed to enjoy a kiss
from any woman. She was as straight as they came. She was into men. She had sex

with men. She dated men. Surely, that meant she was straight?

Sure, nothing had ever lasted and she had never been that sad about that, but that was



just because she hadn’'t found the right guy yet. Loads of straight women struggled to
find guys they were compatible with. Some of her friends had even confided in their
struggles. Dating was difficult, not only because you had to find someone you were
emotionally compatible with, but someone you were sexually compatible with.

She smply hadn’t found someone she was compatible with.

Except Liv.

No, she couldn’t be compatible with Liv. What would her mother say if she caught
the two of them kissing? Juliette would be disowned and kicked out of the house. She

did well enough in her own career that she could afford to support herself financialy,
but that was hardly the point.
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She loved her mother and it would break her heart to lose that love. Laura may learn
to accept Liv, but she would never accept homosexuality from her own daughter. Just
the thought was laughable.

What was she going to do? How could she look into her mom’s eyes, knowing that
she was lying to her? Not lying directly, but certainly by omission. If Laura knew that
Juliette was having doubts about her own sexuality she’d be horrified.

There was only one thing for it. Juliette would have to prove, once and for all, that
she was straight — for her own sake as well as her mother’s.

She didn't know if Liv would be willing to help her, after Juliette had so rudely
kicked her out. She would have to do some groveling if she was going to earn
forgiveness.

Juliette was too upset and shaken to do anything tonight. She wanted to talk to Liv
after breakfast the next day, but by the time she was awake, Liv had already left for
work. She didn’t usually leave this early. Juliette didn’t blame Liv for avoiding her,
but Liv would have to come home sometime. Juliette would get her chance, sooner or
later.

It turned out that later was how it was going to be. For three days, Juliette barely saw
Liv. Liv didn't even look at her, let alone speak to her.

Juliette decided to take matters into her own hands. She stopped by Joe's just before
Liv’s lunch hour was about to start and got takeaways.



Then, drove to Aimee Enterprises’ headquarters and marched confidently to the front
desk.

“Hi, I’'m here to see Olivia Jones.”

“Do you have an appointment?’

“No —but I'm her stepsister, Juliette. | brought her lunch.”

The secretary eyed her suspiciously. “Please, just tell her I'm here.” She hoped Liv
would agree to see her. “Tell her | brought her a Joe's cheeseburger.” Hopefully that

would sweeten the deal.

“Alright, give me a minute.” The secretary made a call, and hung up after a short
exchange.

“You can go up. Seventeenth floor, second door on the left.”

“Thank you.”

Nerves flared, creating waves in Juliette's stomach as she made her way to Liv’'s
office. When she knocked, Liv called for her to comein.

Juliette was surprised to see Liv feeling every bit as nervous as she felt. Her face
looked tight and drawn and her green eyes looked nervous. She ran a hand through
her short wavy hair. “Hi,” Juliette said quietly. “Can we talk? Please? | brought
food.”

“Yes, | suppose we had better talk,” Liv sighed. She looked immaculate as usual in a
navy blue pant suit. She was smart and effortlessly cool. Liv never wore make up and
she didn’t need it. Her skin was luminescent. “Please, sit down.”



Juliette perched on the edge of one of the chairs opposite the desk. She opened her
mouth to speak, but Liv beat her to it.

“Juliette... words can't begin to express how sorry | am. My actions were
inexcusable. | know you are straight, and | kissed you anyway. | was absolutely in the
wrong. | am honestly ashamed at myself—"

“Liv, stop!” Juliette was genuinely shocked. “Y ou didn’t do anything wrong.”

“1 kissed you when | knew =" Liv’s green eyes were wide and full of guilt.

“No. Liv, please, just listen to me. | told you | was straight, but then | gave you every
reason to believe otherwise with my actions. It's no wonder you were confused.
Besides, you told meto say if | wanted you to stop, remember? | kept my mouth shut,
and that’s on me. Is thiswhy you’ ve been avoiding me? Because you felt guilty?’
“What else would | feel?”’

“Honestly? | thought you' d be angry.”

“Angry?’

“Furious. | thought that’s why you wouldn’t look at me.”

“Why in the world would | be angry with you, Juliette?’

“| treated you horribly. | let you kiss me, then | threw you out like it was nothing.
It... it wasn't nothing, Liv.”

Liv'seyeswidened. “It wasn't?’
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“No,” Juliette admitted. “I... | think | liked it.”
“You think?’

“lI mean, I'm obviously confused. | really like you as a person, and | was letting my
feelings of warmth toward you get mixed up in my body.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works...”

“Of course that’s how it works. What else would explain my... reaction?”’

“1 hate to point out the obvious, but maybe you' re not as straight as you thought.”
“1’ve dways dated guys. I’ ve never been into women before.”

“That doesn’t make you straight.”

“You'reright. That in itself is not a defining factor. | need to sort this out once and
for all. | need to provethat | really am straight.”

“How in the world would you prove something like that?’

“Well, it is a big ask, and | absolutely imagine you will say no. | want to...
experiment with you. See through my feelings for you. Soon enough, I'll redlize that |
only care about you like a friend, and | only admire your body because you're so
beautiful — the same way any straight woman would admire a beautiful woman.”



“What if you just end up proving the opposite?’

“I won't. I. Am. Straight. | can’t imagine things would get very far between us.”
Juliette said through gritted teeth. “L ook, Liv, | understand completely if thisisn't for
you. I’ve messed you around already. This would be messing you around more. It is
super messy anyway because we are step-sisters. But, | know | need to find some
kind of way to tria this. I'm sure | can find someone else. That's what dating apps
arefor. | can—"

“Absolutely not.” Liv's face that had looked curious and confused was suddenly
resolute. “I am not entrusting you to some stranger to go on this journey with. Of
course, I'll help you.”

“Really?

“Yeah, | will. You may turn out not to be into women, but I'm sure it’s not escaped
your notice that | am super into you. I’d love to date you, even if it's only for a short
time.”

“Date?’ Juliette squeaked. “I was thinking of just... physical experimentation.. like
um.. kissing.”

“We should do both. | mean, if you want to be thorough. Y ou know that romantic and
sexual attraction aren’t the same. It could be you're into women physicaly but not
romantically, or vice versa. You want to prove that you're straight on all fronts,
right?’

“Right.” Juliette hadn’t thought of that, but the idea of dating Liv was enticing —all in
the name of proving her straightness, of course. “In that case, where do we start?’

“Right here. Thisisour first official lunch date. Come here, let’s sit on the couch.”



They moved to the couch, taking their food with them. Liv dug into her burger. It was
hilarious how much she loved those burgers. They weren't even that good, but Liv
went crazy for them. Juliette felt afond smile gracing her face as she started in on her
chicken wrap.

“So, what made you finaly decide to talk to me? It must have been a scary
conversation to initiate.”

“Yeah, but not knowing for sure is driving me crazy. | couldn't take it anymore.
How... how wasit for you?’

“Discovering my sexuality, you mean? Pretty boring. | aways knew | was into
women, from the time | understood what it mean to be into anyone. When | was old
enough to have the sex talk, my dad gave me the rundown on gay and straight sex.
It's all the same thing to him —all sex, all love. | never even officially came out. | just
turned up at the house one day with a girl | liked and told him that we were going on
adate.”

“How did he react?’

“He was ecstatic. | was a bit of a late bloomer. He was worried that | wouldn’t find
someone. Of course, like most teenage relationships, it ended after not too long, but
I’m still glad it happened. Joanne moved to Europe, but we still keep in contact. She
has a wife, now, and she's pregnant with their first child.”

Wow. It was incredible to Juliette that things were so easy for some people. For her,
it wouldn’t be that easy.

But, she reminded herself, it wouldn’t come to that. Liv had agreed to help her prove
to herself that she was straight. This was going to work.



The finished eating and put their takeaway packets aside. Juliette wondered if Liv
would kiss her again, and found she was more excited than nervous about the
prospect.

“Come here.”
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She moved closer to Liv, but instead of kissing her, Liv pulled Juliette so that her
head was resting on Liv’s lap. Juliette looked up at her as Liv started playing with her
hair. “Tell meif you don’t like it. We can stop.”

“No, I likeit.” She liked it way, way too much. Not in a sexual way, but in a gooey,
stay-with-me-forever kind of way, which was almost worse. She knew she had never
felt this comfortable with aguy before.

Juliette let her eyes dlip closed as she enjoyed the sensation.

“1 think we should take this real slow. This is going to be an emotional journey for
you, and | don’'t want to push you until you're uncomfortable. If | do anything you
don’t like, you have to agree to let me know immediately, or the deal is off. Agreed?’

“Agreed.” Juliette felt like she would agree to anything in this position. Liv’s hands
were like magic, sending waves of relaxation and contentment through her body and
soul.

Too soon, Liv's phone rang. She groaned and answered.

“OliviaJones. Yes. Alright, thank you. I’ll handleit.”

She hung up and shot Juliette an apologetic look. “| have to get back to work. Sorry
to cut this short.”

“No need to apologize — I’ m the one who ambushed you at work with no warning.”



“So warn me next time. We should do this again.”

“Y eah, we should! Second date tomorrow?”

Liv grinned. “Second date tomorrow. Just in the name of proving your
heterosexuality. I’ll see you at home, Juliette. Oh, and thanks for the burger.”

“Y ou are most welcome. Seeyou later.”

Juliette practically skipped out of the office building. She shouldn’t be this giddy, but
she didn’'t care. She was ecstatic to be speaking terms with Liv, and aimost painfully
excited about the coming weeks. Sure, it would have end, but she was still delighted
to have given herself permission to experiment with Liv.

This had been a great idea. She would ultimately prove to herself she was straight,
but for now, she gave herself permission to enjoy this.

Olivia

Liv couldn’t believe how lucky she'd gotten. Not only did Juliette not blame her for
the kiss, but she had agreed to date.

Though Juliette was sure it would end in her figuring out she was straight, Liv was
far from convinced. Sure, straight people did experiment with their sexuality, just like
gay people did. So in theory, it was completely possible that Juliette was indeed
straight and just curious.

However, Liv didn’t think that was the case in this instance. She couldn’t pin down
what made her so sure it was more than curiosity for Juliette, but she was nonetheless



convinced that Juliette was in fact gay.

And what better way to convince her than show her how amazing a relationship with
someone she could truly care for and be attracted to could be?

Liv was going to make this good for Juliette. Even if it did end — because even if
Juliette was gay, that didn’t necessarily mean she and Liv would work out — Liv was
determined to make Juliette’ s first time dating awoman a positive experience for her.

She momentarily thought it might be a bad idea- Juliette being her stepsister and
everything, but Liv had always pursued love freely and she didn’t intend to change
that now.

The next day, she dressed particularly carefully, in one of the tight shirts she knew
Juliette liked (even though Juliette had yet to admit it,) and a smart red pantsuit that
really showed off her ass. Liv stopped by a florist on the way to work to get some
sunflowers — Juliette’ s favorite flower.

She didn’t get much work done that morning. She was too excited about lunch time.
She and Juliette had shared plenty of meals together, but now it was different. Now,
they were dating, and those meals took on awhole new meaning. Liv was finally free
to feel and do what she wanted, without worrying about upsetting Juliette or ruining
things between them.

Juliette knocked ten minutes early. “Sorry, | know I'm early. If you're still busy | can

“No, I'm not busy,” Liv said quickly. “Please, comein.”

They sat down on the couch and Juliette handed her another Joe's burger. “You
know, you really should eat something other than burgers. They’re not good for you.”



“Yeah, but I’d rather die young than live a sad, burger-lesslife.”

“Bah, you can still have them. It's all about moderation. Besides, there's plenty of
nice food at Joe's. This wrap, for instance, has half the carbs and fat, but it’s still
realy delicious and -’
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Liv burst out laughing. “Look at you, worrying for my health. It's like we're an old
married couple aready.”

She immediately regretted the comment, wondering if it would freak Juliette out.
However, Juliette just laughed too. “If we get married, you are so cutting back on the
burgers.”

She knew that Juliette was just joking around with her, but the words sent a thrill
through Liv’s veins nonetheless. “If | have to cut back on the burgers, then you have
to cut back on your hours. Sometimes | worry that you've accidentally locked

yourself in your studio, with as much time as you spend there.”

“Ha, like you're one to talk! Y ou work longer hours than | do.” Juliette’s full red lips
in a smile were so seductive as she teased Liv back.

“1 can see we're going to have alot of marital strife.”

“Imagine the couples counseling sessions. We' d probably scare the therapist away.”
“Nah, | have the perfect line to effectively end any argument.”

“Oh yeah? Now I’'m curious.” Her blue eyes were wide and expansive like the sky.
“We're having afight. Tell me you can’t even look at me right now.”

Juliette played along. “I’'m so fucking angry with you, Liv! | can't even look at you
right now!” She stood up and turned her back, folding her arms and facing resolutely



in the other direction.

“Well, why don’t you come and sit on my face so that you don’t have to look at it?’

Juliette burst out laughing. She flopped back onto the couch with Liv, laughing so
hard it brought tears to her eyes. “That’ s fucking brilliant.”

“It works, too.”

“You've actually used that?’

“Yeah, and | can tell you, it ends arguments pretty quickly.”

“Yeah we are definitely scarring that couples counselor.”

“l didn’'t say we'd do it with them in the room!”

“Come now, where' sthe fun in that?”’

“You're a menace,” Liv muttered. “Do you have an exhibitionist streak? Should we
be exploring kinks as well? Y ou want me to tie you up and spank you?’

“Ugh, no thanks. That’s one thing I'm sure I’m not into. What about you?’

“I’m not so much into it for myself, but one of my exes loved it. | did some stuff for
her. It's not as bad as you think. Very intimate.”

“1"ll take the intimacy without the spanking, thanks.”

“Speaking of which... what do you say to another kiss?’



Liv was watching Juliette carefully for any signs of reluctance, but she saw none.
Juliette nodded enthusiastically. “Y eah, let’s give it a shot.”

“You let me know if you want to stop, yeah? Pull away or tap my shoulder or
something. Promise me.”

“I promise. You've given yourself a complex over something that didn't even
happen. Y ou didn’t kiss me when | didn’t want you to. | swear, | am not going to kiss
anyone | don’t want to be kissing.”

“Ok, then.” Liv moved closer on the couch, so that her and Juliette’s knees were
touching. She put a hand behind Juliette’ s neck and drew her closer in.

Their lips brushed lightly at first. Liv paused, giving Juliette time to pull away if she
didn’t like it, but instead of pulling back, Juliette pressed her lips more firmly to
Liv's.

Liv kissed her slowly, exploring Juliette’s lips with hers, in no hurry to move things
on. They were taking this slowly. Her body had other ideas, but Liv remained firmly
in control of her impulses. This was about making things good for Juliette, not
chasing her own pleasure at the expense of Juliette’s comfort.

Juliette returned the kiss, hesitantly at first, but then with more confidence. Her lips
tasted amazing and Liv wanted more. She wound her fingers into Juliette’s hair and
drew her closer, letting her mouth sip open, waiting to see if Juliette would take the
invitation.
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Juliette hesitated for only a moment before sliding her tongue into Liv’'s mouth. Fuck,
she tasted amazing. Liv couldn’t get enough of it.

Juliette moaned softly, and that sound sent a bolt of desire through Liv’s whole body.

They both jumped apart as someone knocked on the door. Liv internally cursed
whoever it was and tried to compose herself.

“Comein.” It was Meg, Liv’'s assistant. Liv liked Meg very much, but right now, she
wished only that Meg would go away.

“What isit, Meg?’

She must have not done as good a job as she thought at keeping the sharpness out of
her voice, because Meg took an automatic step back. “Sorry to disturb you. It's just
that I've got Lessi Corporation on the line. They’re wanting to negotiate the terms of
our contract.”

Liv sighed. “I’ll be right there. Just give me a minute.”

Meg closed the door behind her as she left. Liv leaned in to give Juliette one more
kiss, just alight little peck on the lips. “We'll continue thislater, yeah?’

“Definitely. I'll leave you to your work.’

Juliette kissed Liv one last time before leaving, throwing a parting glance over her
shoulder.



Liv didn't remember being this turned on by anyone ever before. She desperately
wanted to get away into a bathroom — or even a broom closet would work in a pinch —
to do something about her throbbing desire. However, work didn’t wait for her just
because she was horny.

Liv was frantically busy for the rest of the day. It helped her forget her desire for
now, but that returned in full force when she came face to face with Juliette once
more at home. Liv knew that it would be smarter to wait until after dinner, when they
were less likely to be disturbed, but she wasn't sure if she could wait that long.

11 HW.H

Juliette looked up from her painting and immediately put her brush down. “Hey. My
room?’

The atmosphere between them was heavy and very sexual. Juliette’s beautiful face
was seductive. Liv couldn’t believe how lucky she was. Things might get messy here-
sure. But, it was arisk Liv was willing to take. She was crazy about Juliette. Crazy
for her stepsister and it would be foolish to try and deny that to herself.

Liv grinned, glad that Juliette was thinking along the same lines as her. “I was
waiting for you to ask.”

They were kissing the moment the door closed behind them. Liv groaned as Juliette
pressed their bodies together, entwining her arms around Liv'swaist as Liv caressed
her face.

“Been thinking about you all day,” Liv murmured.

“Metoo. | touched myself, imagining what we'd do tonight.”



Fuck. Really? She drives me wild.

“1 wanted to. | was cursing everyone at work for keeping me busy.”

“We'll just have to make up for it now, then, won’t we?’

After that, their lips were too busy to do any talking. They made out passionately,
swallowing each other’s moans and small whimpers. Liv couldn’t resist pressing a
thigh between Juliette’'s legs, putting some pressure over her clit. Liv had plenty of
skills to pleasure women with, and she knew it.

Juliette gasped and ground into Liv’'s leg with increasingly frantic movements. Liv
knew she was driving her crazy. She increased the pressure.

“Fuck, I’'m gonna come. Oh yes, Liv, yes!” Juliette’'s voice was a whimper. Liv
smiled to herself.

| knew damn well she wasn't that straight. Straight women don’t come humping
another woman’s leg while fully clothed.

Liv clapped a hand over Juliette’s mouth to smother her cry as Juliette convulsed on
her leg, her arms clutching Liv so tightly that it was hard to tell whose body was
whose. Liv felt a surge of wetness spreading over her leg as Juliette came hard,
finaly going lax in Liv’'sarms.

Liv felt momentarily very pleased with herself. There was nothing she enjoyed more
than a beautiful woman coming apart in her arms.

They barely had time to recover before Laura's voice rudely interrupted their
moment. “Girls, it’s dinner time!”



Liv groaned in frustration. She was so horny she felt like she might just explode. She
was sorely tempted to just lock the door carry on, but she knew that would raise
suspicions that Juliette didn’t want.
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“Later,” Juliette promised.

“Yes, please.” Liv glanced in the mirror and groaned again. “Look at my eyes!
They’re going to think I’'m high.”

Her pupils were blown wide and frantic with need.

“It'll be fine. | doubt they’ll even notice. Come on, we do not want them coming up
here. We both need a change of clothes.”

Juliette blushed as she looked down at the mess she’d made. “I’ve never done that
before.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. But you're right — we don’t have time to talk right

NOW.
Almost as much as she wanted to come, Liv wished she and Juliette had time to talk
through what had just happened. There she was, trying to take it slow, but she had

once more allowed her body to override her mind’ s more sensible thoughts.

Still, Juliette didn’t seem freaked out at all. If anything, she was just as enthusiastic as
Liv was.

Liv hurried to her room and quickly changed her pants before getting to the dining
room just as Laurawas about to come and call them again.

“Oh, there you are. Where's Juliette?’



“I think she'll be down in a moment.”

There was nothing suspicious in the way Laura was looking at her, which was a
relief. Liv felt riddled with guilt. Juliette entered the room a minute later, looking
adorably flushed.

It was the longest dinner Liv had ever sat through. She tried to answer her father’s
guestions about work attentively, but her eyes kept being drawn back to Juliette. The
moment everyone was done eating, Liv grabbed the empty plates and took them to
the kitchen, practically fleeing the room with Juliette right on her heels.

“Bed,” Juliette said shortly and Liv enjoyed her authoritative tone. Liv threw herself
onto the bed, beckoning for Juliette to join her.

“Need you,” Liv muttered. “ So bad, Juliette.”

“Oh, | know. | could see you squirming all through dinner. I... you'll need to tell me
how to do this. I’ ve never done it with awoman before.”

“Are you sure you want to?’ Liv might just die if she didn’t, but she had to check.
“We don’'t need to go thisfast. | know we were going to take things slow...”

“Fuck slow. | want you, now.”

Oh, thank God.

“Then let’s get our clothes off.”

They undressed and Liv pulled Juliette in for a kiss. They kissed until Liv thought

that she might just die of unrealized desire. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she
pulled back just enough to speak.



“Touch me. Right here.”

She guided Juliette's hand to her clit. Juliette's movements were hesitant at first, but
quickly became surer as Liv murmured her encouragement. “Just a little lower...
circles, yes circles are good... You can be more firm. Oh yes, Juliette. That's so
good. Fuck, I'm close.”

Liv was so on edge aready that it didn’t take her long. “Faster. Please, faster.”

Juliette’s hand flew over her clit, rubbing firmly in circles in a way that made Liv
lose her grip on reality.

Liv gritted her teeth together to stop herself from crying out aloud as she came into
Juliette’'s hand. It was so intense that it took her breath away, literally. She was
actually seeing stars by the time her body allowed her to draw in a desperate gasp of
oxygen.

Fuck, why does this particular woman drive me so crazy?!

She pushed Juliette' s hand away weakly when the overstimul ation became too much.

“Woas that good?” Juliette asked anxiously.

“Fuck it, Juliette. That was the best |’ ve ever had.”
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“You'rejust saying that to make me feel better.”
“1 am absolutely not. | wouldn’t lie to you, Juliette.”
“Really?’

“Redly. You do something to me. Something powerful. Now, you look like you
could use something to take the edge off, am | right?’

Juliette blushed. “It’ s so hot watching you come.”
“How do you feel about ora?’

“Well, I’ve had guys do it to me before and I’ ve never really enjoyed it... but maybe
it'll be different with you.”

“Then come here and sit on my face.” Liv knew it was asking a lot for her first time
with a woman, but she enjoyed testing Juliette and it was the one thing she herself
had not been able to stop thinking about and fantasizing over.

Juliette hesitated a couple of seconds before she began to obey. She carefully
arranged herself straddled kneeling over Liv’s face, hovering a few inches above her
tongue.

“You can get off any time you decide you don't like it,” Liv reminded her, desperate
to bury herself in Juliette’ s pussy. She could see how wet Juliette was above her. She
could smell the sweet scent of Juliette’ s arousal and it was driving her crazy.



“Yeah. Ok. Let'sdo this.”

Juliette sounded nervous, but all traces of nerves left her movements when Liv’'s
tongue first flitted over her clit.

“Oh! Oh yes, that’s good. Mmm, that’s really good.”
Juliette began to move on Liv’s tongue, taking control of the experience. Liv let her
do what she wanted. She had plenty of experience in this and knew how to make it

good for Juliette. Liv put her al into licking Juliette into afrenzy.

Juliette was making tiny whimpers under her breath, clearly enjoying the experience
alot.

Straight? | don’t fucking think so.

Liv smiled to herself as she gripped Juliette' s thighs tighter and pulled Juliette down
onto her face more, knowing the increased pressure would take Juliette closer.

“Liv’ I’m _”

She wasn't able to give any more warning than that. Juliette ground herself so hard
onto Liv’s tongue that Liv had to hold her breath as Juliette came hard and wet into
her mouth. Liv swallowed fast and smiled to herself.

Fuck, yes.

Juliette sighed as she finally pulled a leg over Liv’'s face, alowing Liv to breathe
finaly. Although if she had suffocated with Juliette sitting on her face, she knew she
would have died happy. Juliette flopped down next to Liv on the bed, but Liv wasn't
having that. She immediately pulled Liv into her arms, spooning her and resting her



hands on Juliette’ s sscomach.

“Thisisnice,” Juliette mumbled.

Juliette is super gay. Even more than | had first thought.

“Yeah.”

They lay in silence for awhile. Liv was so blissed out that it took a few moments for
her to realize that Juliette was shaking.

“Juliette?” She propped herself up on one elbow and was horrified to see that Juliette
had tears streaming from her eyes.

“Juliette? What' s wrong?”’

Liv panicked. She'd done something wrong. Juliette hadn’'t really enjoyed it, or
perhaps it was ssimply that they were moving too fast. She knew that she shouldn’t
have let her body get ahead of her brain again. She'd fucked things up royally, and
once more, Juliette was the one to pay the price.

“It'sok if youdidn't likeit,” Liv soothed. “There’'s no pressure, Juliette.”
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“No, that’snot it —it’sthat | did likeit. A lot.”

Oh. Liv could only imagine how confusing this must be for Juliette. She had been so
busy proving Juliette was gay, she had forgotten to think about what it might be like
for Juliette going through that discovery. “That’s fine, too,” she assured her. “We're
just experimenting, remember? There are bound to be things you like and don’t like.

So, we put oral sex on thelist of thingsyou like. A lot.”

“That'sjust it — | shouldn’'t be liking any of this with awoman, let alone liking it way
more than | ever did withaman. Liv... | think | might be alittle bit gay.”

VERY VERY GAY.

Liv felt asmall smile creep over her face.

“That’s ok, Juliette. | swear, there' s nothing wrong with it.”

“1 know that! You know | do. | just... | can’'t be gay.”

“Why not?’

“Y ou know my mother. She’'d never accept me.”

“She’ll come around. If anything, you coming out will help speed up her journey.”

“No!” Juliette gasped. “Liv, | can’'t come out. You mustn’'t say anything to her —
promise me!”



“Shh, it's ok. | promise. I’'m not going to out you, Juliette. Y ou can come out in your
own time.”

“l can’t. This hasto stay a secret.”

Liv knew that coming out was a big deal to many people, and the last thing she
wanted to do was pressure Juliette. She was sure that Juliette would navigate her own
coming out journey eventually, but right now, she needed to support Juliette’s current
decision.

“Whatever you decideis ok. You are in control, Juliette.”

“It doesn’t feel like it. It feels like my life is spinning out of my control. | don’t want
to begay, Liv.”

“WEell, you know what | think — that you should live your life as who you are. But
you don’t have to take my advice. No one is forcing you to date or sleep with women
if you don’t want to. You are in control of who you spend time with and what you do
with them. Y ou are in control of whether or not you come out. | promise, even though
it feelslikeit'sall falling apart, it's really not. I'm here for you, whatever happens.”

Juliette sighed as she turned and nestled her head into Liv's breasts. It felt good.
“Yeah, | guessyou'reright. It just feels overwhelming right now.”

“Of course it does. You've spent your whole life thinking you're straight and now
you're having some serious doubts like that. It's a real turnabout on your own axis.
Just giveit time. You’'ll come around to the idea.”

“1 hope so. It’s not me I’'m worried about, though.”

“The only person who is going to tell your mom about this is you, and if you decide



to do that, it'll only be when you’ re good and ready. Maybe you could even wait until
she has kicked the last of her unsavory beliefs before doing it.”

“Isthisit, then? Am | definitely gay?’

Y es. The way you came for me. The way fucking me turned you on. Definitely.

“That’s not a question | can answer for you, but the fact that you enjoyed this so
much when you said you never really enjoyed it with men is a strong indicator that
you probably aren’t so straight. Do you feel like you' re attracted to men at all?’

“1 thought | was, but now I’'m having doubts. | mean, | can tell when a man is
logically attractive, but that doesn’t make me want to do anything with him. It’s not
like with you. All | want is to get my hands al over you. I’ve never felt like that
about a guy before.”

Y eah, she was definitely gay. However, Liv didn’t want to freak her out, so she kept
that thought to herself. “We can keep experimenting. Once is hardly grounds to make
afinal decision.”

And ok, there was some selfishness to her statement. She was enjoying this. No, that
wasn't putting it strongly enough. Liv was loving this, more than she’'d ever loved
anything in her life. She didn’t want her dates and sexual encounters with Juliette to
end. She wanted to draw it out for aslong as possible, until she had convinced Juliette
that the ‘experiment’ didn’'t have to end at all.

“You'reright. | could still turn out to be straight,” Juliette added hopefully.
“Honestly, | wouldn’t count on it. But, it isn't as ssimple as straight or gay. There are a

lot of people who are somewhere in between. And, you never know what might
happen. We can just keep going at your pace — even slow down if you want.”



“I don't want that,” Juliette said quickly. “I want more of this. | want all of this. With

you.
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“Then we' re on the same page.”
Fucking my ‘straight’ stepsister. Great work, Liv!

They lay together for a while longer. Liv was relieved that Juliette had at least
stopped crying, though her expression was still troubled.

“1 should go.” Liv reluctantly disentangled herself from Juliette’s arms. “If you want
to keep this secret from your mother, it won't do to have her walking in on us naked
in bed together.”

Juliette chuckled weakly. “Y eah, | somehow don’t think we’'d manage to explain that
away. It is a good job my bedroom is pretty separate from the rest of the house.
Goodnight, Liv.”

“Goodnight, Juliette.”

Liv was still on cloud nine as she drifted to her bedroom.

When she and Juliette started this, she hadn’t been sure where it would go, but so far,
it was going better than she had ever dreamed.

Messy? Sure. But, that didn’t phase Liv.

She couldn’t wait for what came next.



Juliette

“You two going out again?’ Laura was eyeing them beadily, and Juliette felt a
familiar flash of fear. Did her mother suspect anything? She and Liv had been going
on a lot of dates together recently, but Laura had no reason to suspect they were
dates. Asfar as she knew, Liv and Juliette were just good friends.

“Yeah, we were thinking of going to Joe's,” Liv said lightly.

They weren’'t going to Joe's. They had reservations at a romantic, fancy restaurant,
but Laura wasn't to know that. Juliette knew that Liv was uncomfortable with lying,
and appreciated that Liv did it anyway for her sake.

“Ok, well enjoy yourselves. Juliette, can | have aword before you go?’

“Sure.” Juliette told herself not to freak out. It was probably nothing.

She followed her mom through to the living room. “What’ s up?”’

“Juliette, you need to be careful around Liv.”

Julitte' s heart sank. “What are you talking about?’

“|1 see the way she looks at you. | think she wants you in a more... unsavory manner
than just friendship.”

“Mom!” Juliette tried to hide her fear behind the indignant outburst that would have
happened anyway at those words, even if she and Liv had been just friends. “Even if

Liv did want mein that way, it wouldn’t be unsavory! Stop being abigot.”

“But she looks at you like -



“I don’t care how you think she looks at me. Liv and | are just friends. That's it. But
if she did like me as more than a friend, that would be ok. | would politely let her
know that | didn’t return the interest and we' d continue as friends. Ok?’

“Yeah. Ok.” Her mom at least seemed reassured by this. Juliette couldn’'t help
wonder if she had been noticing the way she looked at Liv. If she noticed the way Liv
was looking at her, it only made sense that she would see the looks going in the other
direction.

They were going to have to be more careful, but Juliette wasn't sure how. She
couldn’'t exactly avoid looking at Liv, and she had no idea how to modify what her
eyes held to the view of another.

Liv was waiting for her at the door. They had their smart evening wear carefully
packed into Liv's car. They could hardly leave the house like that while pretending
they were going to Joe's.

Liv drove them to the local mall first, where they used the bathroom to get changed.
Juliette reflected sadly that some people would find all the cloak-and-dagger exciting,
but she just found it exhausting.

Liv was wearing some tight navy blue pants that made her ass look incredible and a
low cut silk shirt that clung to her body. As usual, Liv was effortlessly cool and

effortlessly sexy.

Fuck, sheis so beautiful. And sexy. Fuck.
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Liv seemed to be in good spirits, though, and that lifted Juliette’s mood, too. She was
looking forward to tonight. They had been on a number of dates by now, but this was
the first one that was overtly romantic and couldn’t be mistaken at all for two friends
hanging out.

When they got to the restaurant, a waiter was ready for them, leading them to a table
with along candle in the middle and an elegant, dark blue table cloth hanging almost
to the floor.

Juliette glanced around as she sat down, sure that she would be treated to judgmental
looks on every side, but no one paid more than passing attention to them. Two
women clearly on adate... and no one cared.

“What are you looking so concerned about?’

“1 just —well, I"'m expecting someone to confront us, to be honest. My mom certainly
would. At least, she would have a year ago. I’'m not sure now, but she’d be thinking
disapproving thoughts to be sure.”

“No one is going to confront us. People nowadays are a lot more accepting than
you'd think — and those who aren't know better than to cause a scene in here.
Allowing homophobia in your establishment is a sure way to get the worst press
possible. They would be kicked out for sure.”

That was a comforting thought, because Liv was right. Juliette knew that the manager
wouldn’t want to risk their restaurant’s reputation. She turned her eyes to the menu,
which looked absolutely delicious.



They ordered, and while they were waiting for the food to arrive, Liv took Juliette’'s
hand over the table. This time, Juliette didn’'t bother to look around. She was too
focused on the pleasant feeling of Liv’s warm hand around hers to think of much else.

“You know, there’'s a garden out back. | was thinking that after dessert, we could go
out and watch the stars together.”

Juliette squeezed Liv’'s hand. “That sounds wonderful.”

The date was absolutely perfect. The food was divine, the staff pleasant, and the
garden around the back was beautiful. Liv and Juliette sat on a bench. It was chilly,
and Liv put an arm around Juliette’ s shoulders, drawing her in closer as they gazed up

at the sky.

Juliette, if she was honest with herself, which she was desperately trying to avoid,
knew she was on some level falling in love with Liv.

Liv made her happy in away that nobody ever had.

“1 always liked looking at the stars, you know. A lot of my paintings are inspired by
the feelings they evoke.”

“Likewhat?’ Liv asked curiously.

“The feeling of being atiny speck in the universe — but not in a bad way. Just a small
part of something much bigger. It reminds me of who God is and how amazing He
was to have created all this.”

“That must be anice feeling.”

Juliette knew that Liv wasn't religious, and she’ d never felt the need to try to convert



her. She knew that some people were all about converting others, but Juliette held the
unpopular belief that those who didn’t worship as she did weren’t destined for hell.

It drove her mother aimost as crazy as her pro-LGBTQ+ beliefs did. Laura had tried
unsuccessfully to convert both Kane and Liv. Kane had been patient with her, but Liv
had just laughed in her face, telling her there was no way. Juliette smiled as she
remembered her mother’ s indignation.

“Yeah, it is. Do you believe in anything? | know you don’t believe in God, but is
there anything else that guides you?”’

“1 suppose my own moral compass guides me. Most of my beliefs are the same as the
ones my dad taught me growing up, but I've examined them and taken and added
what | felt was necessary.”

“How do you decide which beliefs are right and which ones aren’t?” Juliette had it
easy. Everything was written down in a book for her — though to be fair, there were
many parts of the book she didn’'t take literally, or prioritized over others, such as
Jesus' command to love your neighbor over some aspects of Leviticus.

“1 guess the ones that make me feel proud of my actions are good one, and the ones
that cause me to be ashamed are bad ones.”

It seemed like a faulty system to Juliette, because how could you trust that your own
feelings were correct? However, Liv's beliefs were much the same as hers, and she
hadn't found a single objectional thing about Liv’'s views, so perhaps the system
wasn't as faulty asit seemed.

“That makes sense. Ugh, look at the time. We should probably go. Any later and my
mom isn’t going to buy that we were at Joe' s this whole time.”



Liv sighed. “Yeah, let’'s head out.”
Juliette was quiet on the drive back, immersed in her thoughts. The date had been
enlightening as well as delightful. She knew that she liked dating Liv — she’d known

that for along time.

Tonight, though, was the first night it had hit her just how much she didn’t want this
to end.

They returned and said hurried goodnights to Laura and Kane before going to
Juliette’ sroom, as was their habit in the evenings.

“Liv, | need to talk to you.”
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Liv stiffened.

“Nothing bad, | promise,” Juliette assured her. Liv only seemed to relax a fraction,
and Juliette hurried to say what she needed to, sure it would be well-received.

“1 don’t think we should continue this as an experiment.”

Disappointment filled Liv’s face. “Y ou want to stop?’

“Absolutely not. What I'm saying is that | don’'t’ want this to be an experiment
anymore. | want to date you for real, not just to try things out. I'm gay, Liv, and...

and I’m falling in love with you.”

Liv's lips were suddenly on hers, hot and passionate. “I feel the same for you,” Liv
murmured between kisses. “We're going to be great together, Juliette, you'll see.”

“We dready are.”

All thoughts of talking ended as they started stripping each other’s clothes off
between Kisses.

It was a good thing Liv was more observant than Juliette, because Juliette didn’t
notice anything until Liv was jerking away from her and diving for her clothes.

Then Juliette heard the sound of approaching footsteps. It didn't matter whether it
was her mom or Liv’'s dad. Kane wouldn’t take issue, but he also wouldn't lie to his
fiancé about it. If they were caught like this, they were doomed.



Juliette frantically shoved her arm through the sleeve of her top, trying to straighten it
before the door opened.

There was a knock. “Girls, are you still in there?’

“Just aminute!” Juliette called out frantically, trying to zip up her pants.

The door opened and Laura stuck her head in. Juliette hastily pulled her shirt down to
hide the fact that her pants were unzipped. She glanced at Liv, who seemed to have
done a better job at getting dressed speedily, though her clothes were still a bit
rumpled from lying in a pile on the floor.

“What are you two still doing up? Have you seen the time?”’

Juliette didn’t know what the time was, but she was sure it was | ate.

Liv made a show of looking at her watch. “Shoot! | guess we got so caught up in
talking that we forgot all about it. You must tell me more tomorrow about the
inspiration for that painting, Juliette.”

“Of course. I’'m aways happy to talk about my work.”

Laura was eyeing the two of them suspiciously, but she seemed to accept their story,
for now. “Well, goodnight, then.”

“Goodnight,” Juliette and Liv chorused.

“1 think she knows,” Juliette whispered after the door was closed.

“She can’'t know. She can only suspect, and as long as we don’'t give her any solid
proof, those suspicions mean nothing. You realy should install a lock on that door,



though.”

“And tell her what? That will just make her more suspicious.”

“l suppose. | was thinking, if worst comes to worst, we could pretend I’'m posing
nude for a painting you' re doing.”

“And what would we say about the reason for me being naked too?’

“| felt self-consciousto do it alone, so you agreed to do it in solidarity?’

“Wesak, Liv.”

“Well do you have a better idea?’

“Um. Spilled paint on my clothes?’

“Y eah, because you don’t have other clothes to get changed into.”
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Juliette chuckled along with her. “1 guess we'll need to work on our story. But best
not to get caught in that position in the first place.”

“Agreed. Anyway, | should go, before she comesto check in on us again.”
Juliette couldn’t help but pull Liv in for one more kiss. “ Goodnight, Liv. Sleep well.”
“Sleep well, Juliette. I’ [l see you tomorrow.”

The words were a seduction and a promise all rolled into one. When Liv left, Juliette
threw herself onto the bed, a silly grin spreading across her face.

She and Liv were dating. For real, not just as an experiment.

If she was being honest with herself, it had been more than an experiment to Juliette
for some time now, but it still felt good to make it official.

Her smile faded as she thought about all this meant. It meant that the sneaking around
and hiding from their parents would no longer be temporary. That would be the rest
of their lives. Did they really want to live like that?

It was worth it, Juliette decided. For Liv, it was worth it. Even if they could never be
together openly, they knew what was in their hearts, and that's what mattered, not
what other people saw.

Juliette had a brief glimpse of a future she could never have — one where her mother
walked her down the aisle and handed her over into Liv’'sarms... but it wasn't to be.



Juliette had better get those ideas out of her head right now, before they threatened to
consume her with sadness.

Sad was the last thing she was feeling right now. She was positively elated that Liv
had agreed to be with her properly, despite knowing that it would mean a lifetime of
lies and hiding. It meant the world to Juliette that Liv valued her that much.

She fell asdleep with a smile on her face.

Olivia

“Oh, hi!”

“What are you looking at your phone so intently about? Did we get any updates from
Less Corporation?’

“No, | was just texting Juliette.” Texting her dirty messages that were making Liv hot
and flustered in all the best ways.

“You two certainly seem to be getting on well.” Kane gave her a knowing look that
Liv didn't like at all.

“She’'s become a good friend,” Liv said guardedly. She wished more than anything
that she could be honest with her father. She was sure that he would be supportive.
However, she was also sure that he wouldn’t keep it from Laura.

If it was up to her, she and Juliette would brave Laura s reaction, but Liv would never
do something like that without clearing it with Juliette first. It had been three months
now since they had started dating officialy, beyond the guise of ‘experiment’. Maybe



it was time to broach the subject.

“Did you need anything, Dad?’

“No, | wasjust checking on you. Y ou seem... distracted.”

Liv's insides squirmed quiltily. She had thought she was doing a good job at
concentrating on work even when all she wanted to do was spend time with Juliette,
but maybe she wasn’t doing as well as she’ d thought.

“I’'m sorry, Dad. I’'m just... stressed.”

“1 told you that you'll work yourself into a nervous breakdown. Y ou should take a
week off.”

“| can't do that! There'stoo much work to be done.”

“You forget that | was CEO before you. Take a break, Liv. | can hold down the fort
for aweek.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Absolutely. Go home. Surprise Juliette.” He winked at her. Fuck, he knew. He may
not be saying it, but he knew anyway.

“I’m sure she’ s busy working,” Liv said quickly. “1 won't bother her.”
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“Asyou like. I'll just be glad to see you having some well-deserved rest.”
“Fine, I’'ll go, but only because you' re making me.”

“I'll happily take the blame if things fall apart when you're not here — which they
won't. Give me abit of credit here.”

Liv chuckled. “Alright, I'm going. Thanks, Dad.”

On the way home, she stopped by the florist for some more sunflowers. It was time to
have the conversation.

“Liv!” Juliette exclaimed in delight. “You' re home early.”

“Yeah... my dad convinced me to take some time off.”

“That’ s excellent. Do you want to do lunch? | have some water boiling for pasta.”
“Pasta sounds delicious. | got these for you.”

Juliette kissed Liv on the cheek as she took the flowers. “Thank you, they’'re
beautiful. Let me just go put these in water.”

Liv followed her through to the living room and perched on the edge of the couch.
“Juliette, come sit for amoment.”

Juliette happily crawled into Liv'slap. “I’m glad you’ re home.”



“Metoo. Juliette... please don't freak out, now... but | think my dad knows.”

Juliette stiffened. “Knows? About us?’

“Don’t worry, he's not going to rat us out.”

“Did you say something to him?”

“Of course not! You know I’d never do that.”

“Then how do you know?’

“l suppose | don't know for sure, but judging by his behavior, he at the very least
strongly suspects. But we're ok, | promise. If we had told him outright, he'd be
obligated to tell Laura, but | know how his brain works. Given that he has no actual
proof, he won't see the point in confiding his possibly wrong suspicious to Laura and
just causing alot of trouble for everyone.”

“Are you sure?’ Juliette sounded positively panicked and Liv tightened her arms
around her, stroking her hair soothingly. “I’m sure. If he was going to say something

to her, he would have done it already. We'refine, | promise.”

“Ok.” Juliette pulled in a deep breath. “Yeah, ok. You know him better than | do. If
you say we're fine, then | believe you.”

“You know... it doesn’'t have to be like this.”

“Of courseit does. What other option is there?’

“Y ou could come out to your mom.”



“You know that’s not an option.”

“Actually, it is. Sweetheart, | know you find it scary, but you don’t have to be scared.
I’ll be right here with you. It'Il be ok, | promise.”

“You can’'t promise something like that, Liv! It won’t be ok and you know it!”

Liv was trying to remain patient, but Juliette’s closed-mindedness wasn't making it
easy. “I truly believe that your mom will accept you with time, but even if she
doesn’t, it’s better to have her know the truth than believe a lie, regardiess of whether

that means she’sin your life or not.”

“Easy for you to say! Your dad accepts you — you’'ve never had to make a decision
like this!”

“There' s no reason to shout, Juliette. We can discuss this calmly.”
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“There’ s nothing to discuss!”

“Well | say there is! You're not the only one in this relationship, you know! You
think | want to sneak around and hide forever?’

“You knew exactly what you were signing up from the beginning! Now you choose
to complain about it? Don't act like you're the victim here, Liv. | was clear with you
from the start. | am not coming out. Ever.”

“That’ s totally unreasonable!”

“Well that’s my decision, takeit or leaveit.”

Liv was so angry she was shaking. How could that be Juliette’ s stance? Did shereally
expect Liv to lie for the rest of her life? What kind of stupid expectation was that?
How could you ask that of someone you cared for?

“You know what? Forget lunch. I’m not hungry anymore. I'm going for awalk.”

Liv stormed out of the house, grabbing her jacket on the way out.

She walked quickly, putting all of her rage into her strides. How could Juliette be so
inconsiderate? Did she not care about Liv’'s feelings at all”? She knew how much Liv
hated lying. Liv had been extremely patient with her, but her patience was running

out.

She sighed as she rounded a corner. It was their first fight, not something Liv had



been looking forward. She knew it was inevitable — all couples fought, after all — but
knowing it was coming didn’t make it hurt any less.

WEell, there wasn't much Liv could do about the situation. She could either break up
with Juliette, or she could accept her decision. Surely, that decision wasn't as final as
Juliette thought it was now. Juliette was an honest person, and Liv knew that she

didn’t like lying either.

Juliette had to come around, sooner or later. Liv just had to dig deep down and find
some more patience.

She turned around, heading back toward the house.

Unsurprisingly, Juliette was in her studio. “Knock, knock. Can | comein?’

Juliette sighed and put down her paintbrush. “Yes, please do. Liv... I'm sorry |
shouted at you. | stand by my decision, but | handled that conversation badly.”

“1 know, but | did as well. Coming out is your decision, and you’re right that you
were clear with me from the start. | shouldn't have alowed myself to get al

emotional about it.”

Liv didn’'t expand on her hopes that Juliette would come out sometime in the future.
That was sure to start the argument all over again.

“I’ll forgive you if you forgive me?’ Liv bargained.

“Done.” Juliette stepped in for a kiss. “Care to stay? I’m struggling a bit here and |
could use my persona muse.”

“Well, who am | to stand in the way of an artist’s creativity? Of course, I'll stay.”



Juliette pushed her current painting away, eyeing Liv speculatively. “You know, |
was thinking about that conversation we had a few months back — about what to do if
we were caught naked together.”

Liv didn’t remember that particular conversation, but she liked where Juliette’'s mind
was at.

“Our parents won't be back for awhile. | was thinking you could get naked...”

Yeah, Liv definitely liked where this was going.

“... and let me paint you.”

Oh. That was not what she' d expected, but certainly not an unwel come devel opment.

“Y ou want to paint me?’

“Of course. It s been something in my head for awhile. If you're up for it, that is.”

“1 am definitely up for it. Where do you want me? I’ m yours to command.”

“Well, ideally we'd do it outside, but | somehow don'’t think that would go down very

well with passersby. But | can make it work with you on the sofa. If you could
undress and lie down...”
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Liv did as Juliette asked, and lay down on the couch. She couldn’t resist running a
hand down Juliette’ s hip as she stepped close.

“Hey, no touching! Y ou're going to distract me.”
“Mmm, maybe that’ s not such abad idea. We haven’t done it on this couch yet.”

Juliette hesitated, clearly torn. “After,” she decided. “We' [l make sure to stop before
our parents are due home.”

“Asyou wish. In that case, | am putty in your capable hands.”

Liv let Juliette position her lying down on the couch, draping her hair artfully around
her face and asking her to point her toes alittle.

“Ok, perfect. Just hold that position for... | don’t know, several hours. To start with.”
Lying still for several hours was harder than Liv would have imagined. After three
hours, her toes were starting to cramp, but Juliette’'s face was so intense and happy
that Liv didn’t want to ruin the moment for her.

The painting was facing sideways, so that Juliette could look at it and glance to the
side to see Liv, which meant Liv couldn’'t see it, but she was sure it would be

spectacular. All of Juliette’swork was.

When the sun started to set, Juliette finally put her paint brush down.



“Done?’

“No, but we're out of time.”

“Dol getto seeit?

“It's far from finished,” Juliette hedged. “And | hadn’t done this style of painting in
years...”

“Come on, Juliette, it's me. | won't laugh if it's awful, | promise.” Liv was sure it
would be far from awful, but her words seemed to reassure Juliette, who turned the
painting to face her.

Liv gasped as she stared into her own face, as lifelike as if she was looking as a
photograph. Juliette had taken some artistic license, making her look like she was
gracing the airbrushed pages of a fashion magazine.

“Thisisreally how you see me?’ Liv murmured.
“You're the most beautiful thing in my world.” Juliette carefully put the painting
down to dry, facing the wall — probably a good idea. If Laura saw it, it would be

disastrous.

The moment Juliette was done, Liv moved to kiss her, but Juliette danced back. “ Put
your clothes on first.”

“Why?’

“Because I’'m going to enjoy stripping them off you — and kissing every inch of you
asyou’'re exposed.”



WEell, Liv could hardly argue with that. She got dressed and stepped eagerly into
Juliette’'s arms. They kissed deeply, both of them affected by the intimacy of what
they had been doing all afternoon.

Liv was so into the kiss that she made the fatal flaw of not listening out for footsteps.
Juliette sucked at tuning into background noises when she was focused on something,
which left itupto Liv... and Liv failed.

“Girls, it’ stime for —what are you doing?’

Liv barely had time to register horror at Laura s voice before Juliette’ s hands were on
her chest, shoving her away so hard she stumbled.

“What the fuck, Liv! How dare you do something like that? Y ou’ re disgusting!”

Liv stared dumbly at Juliette.

“Get out of my studio. | don’t even want to look at you right now.”

“Juliette...” It wasn’t that Liv didn't understand what Juliette was doing. What she
didn’t understand was how Juliette could do it to her.

“You know what? Stay here. I’'m leaving.”
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Juliette stuck her nose in the air and stalked out. Liv caught alook of satisfaction on
Laura's face before she threw a scornful look in Liv's direction and followed her
daughter out of the room.

Liv was rooted to the spot by shock. Juliette had shoved her. She'd called her
disgusting, al in the name of keeping up astupid lie.

Liv couldn’t believe it. She knew that Juliette didn’t want to come out, but she had
never thought Juliette would treat her that way, regardless of the outcome.

Juliette was one of the kindest, most caring, brilliant people Liv knew... and Juliette
had betrayed her.

She had been deluding herself before. Juliette was never going to come out. If she
would rather treat Liv like a piece of shit than tell the truth, clearly the truth wasn't

that important to her... or Liv wasn't. Either way, she and Juliette were over.

Liv didn’'t go to the kitchen for dinner. She went to her room, pulled a pillow over her
head and cried until there were no tears | eft.

Juliette

The guilt was eating her alive. Juliette couldn’t believe what she had done in a
moment of panic. What the hell was wrong with her? How could she do that to Liv?



She didn’t know how else she could have gotten out of that situation, but there had to
have been a better way. If Juliette were less of a shitty person, she would have found
that way.

Her guilt intensified when Liv didn’t come down for dinner.

“Where's Liv?’ Kane glanced at Juliette. “Did she go out for dinner?”’

“Um. No, she's here.”

“Liv said she got hungry and ate earlier. She's getting an early night.” The lie rolled
smoothly off Laura's tongue, and Kane didn't question her. Juliette hated that she
was just as good aliar as her mother was. What kind of skill was that to foster?

“She deservesarest.”

She deserved everything, and Juliette couldn’t give it to her. Someone like Liv
deserved better than to have to live in secret, and Juliette was selfish for trying to

make Liv settle for her.

She picked at her food for about ten minutes before giving up and taking her plate
away. “I’'maso tired. | think I'll get an early night. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Juliette.”

“Sleep well.”

Juliette went hesitantly to Liv’'s room. As she stood outside the door, she heard the
muffled sounds of crying. A wave of self-loathing nearly took her off her feet.

Juliette raised a hand and knocked on the door. There was no answer. She didn’t



know if Liv had even heard her.

Coward that she was, Juliette decided to give Liv some space for tonight. No point in
trying to talk to her when she was distraught. She would try again tomorrow.

The truth was, she couldn’t bear to see Liv’s distress, knowing that she was the cause
of it and could do nothing to comfort her. But Juliette hid behind her excuse of
waiting for Liv to be calmer before apologizing. It was a good one, and she could
almost convince herself that was the reason she retreated to her bedroom. Almost.

Juliette barely dlept that night, and when she did, her rest was disturbed by
nightmares. She didn't remember them fully when she woke, but she remembered
Liv’'s shattered, horrified face and the pain that flooded her lovely green eyes as
Juliette screamed at her.

She went down to breakfast, and wasn't entirely surprised to find that Liv wasn’t
there.

“IsLiv out?’

“She went to work.” Kane frowned in disapproval.

“l thought she had decided to take some time off?” Not that Juliette should be
surprised.

“Yes, she had. Funny how she changed her mind.” Kane gave Juliette a dark 100k,
which sent shivers down her spine. Liv had been right. Kane knew. However, Laura
wasn't looking at Juliette any differently to how she usually did, which clearly meant
Kane had kept his mouth shut.

Juliette only wished that yesterday, she'd had the balls to do the same. Instead, she'd



screamed at Liv, betrayed her love and broken her heart.
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Though he might not know for sure, he clearly suspected that something had
happened between them, and that Juliette was to blame for it. If that was the case, he
was absolutely correct. Juliette had to work to contain the impulse to break down in
tears and beg his forgiveness for what she’ d done to his daughter.

She managed to hold herself together through breakfast, and tried to spend the
morning painting, but got very little done, having to scrap three canvases before
deciding to give it up for the day. When lunchtime came, Juliette went to Joe's and
got Liv's usual cheeseburger. She was too queasy with nerves to eat, and got nothing
for hersalf.

She waved at reception as she walked into the building. They all knew her by now,
knew that she often spent lunch with Liv, and didn’t think anything of her coming
and going.

That’s why she was surprised when Harold, one of the security guards, stepped in
front of her, holding out a hand in a stop motion. “Ms. Montgomery. May | ask where
you're going?’

Shecametoahalt. “ToseeLiv.”

“I'm afraid Ms. Jones doesn’t want to see you.”

“What? She told you that?’

Though Juliette certainly didn’t blame Liv for not wanting to see her, she hadn’t
expected to be physically barred from her office.



“She did. Now, unless you have other business here, | think it’s best that you leave.”

“But... but | brought her lunch.”

Harold held out his hand for the bag with the burger in it. “I’ll see to it that she gets
it.”

“Um. Ok. Thank you.”

Juliette handed over the burger and turned for the door, fighting not to let the tearsin
her eyesfall.

She was glad that she was the only one who worked from home, which meant she had
the entire house to mope in when she got back. She would need to find some way to
talk to Liv. She may have ruined everything irreparably, but that didn’t mean she
wasn't at least going to try to fix things.

Juliette couldn’'t bear to lose Liv. She didn’t want to go through life without Liv at
her side. She needed to fix this. She was in love with Liv, and she couldn’t let the
love of her life go.

Y es, she had fucked up badly, but she knew that Liv loved her too. Surely, Liv would
give her a second chance? It would take some time to earn her trust back, but Juliette
could dea with that.

Liv came to dinner that night, but she didn’t so much as look at Juliette. That was
fine. Liv couldn’t avoid her forever. They lived in the same house, after all.

Both Kane and Laura were eyeing them warily during the meal. Kane knew what was
going on, but Lauradidn’t.



“Is everything ok with you girls?’ she asked hesitantly.

Juliette braced herself. She couldn’'t expect Liv to lie for her anymore. She knew that
Liv wouldn’t out her, but she fully expected Liv to tell Laura that no, everything
wasn't ok, and how in the world was Juliette supposed to explain that?

Liv didn’t react at all like Juliette expected. She pulled on a smile so genuine that
even Juliette had trouble telling it was fake. “Of course. | think I’'m just tired. | don’t
have energy for socializing right now. I’'m going to get an early night. Sleep well,
everyone.”

Juliette stared after Liv as she left, dumbstruck.

Liv was still lying to protect her, even after what Juliette had done.

What had Juliette ever done to get someone like Liv? Clearly, she didn’'t deserve her,
and Liv had finally figured that out.

Well, Juliette wasn't giving up, at least not yet. If Liv truly didn’t want her, then she
could say so. Juliette was no stalker, and wouldn’t try to harass Liv into being with
her if Liv didn’t want to, but she certainly wasn’t giving up until she knew for sure
that all hope was|ost.

She knocked on Liv’'s door. Once more, there was no answer.

Well this time, she wasn’t giving up so easily. Juliette opened the door and stepped
inside, closing it softly behind her.

“Hi, Liv.”

“Can you not take a hint, Juliette?’ Liv snapped. “I don’t want to talk to you.”



“You don’'t need to talk. I’ [l be the one doing the talking.”
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Liv folded her arms and glared at the spot of wall just behind Juliette’ s shoulder.

“Liv... | can't even begin to express to you how sorry | am. There aren’t enough
words... what | did was despicable. | betrayed you. It was the worst thing | ever did
in my life, and it makes me sick to remember how | treated you. | know | have no
right to beg your forgiveness — and you have every right to tell me to go to hell — but

I’m going to do it anyway. Please, Liv, will you forgive me?’

Something like hope flickered in Liv's eyes, and she finaly looked at Juliette.
“You're sorry?’

“Of course | am.”
“Then come out to your mom.”
“What?’

“You heard me. If you truly care about me, then you’'ll drop this charade — for both
our sakes.”

“Liv... | can't do that.”
“Then, your apology means nothing.”
“It does! Liv, | swear it does. I’ ve never been sorrier for anything in my life—"

“Words! Y ou give me sweet words, but your actions speak louder than your words —



they scream, Juliette. They scream that you care more about keeping some dumb
secret than you care more about me, about us.”

“1 loveyou,” Juliette whispered. “Please, Liv, | love you.”

“l don’'t believe you,” Liv said flatly.

There was only one thing she could do to convince Liv, and that was the one thing
Juliette couldn’t do.

“Please, Liv, don't let it end like this,” she begged. “1 know you love me too.”

Liv’'s expression took on a haunted look. “I did,” she said softly. “At least, | loved
who | thought you were. | was afool. That woman doesn’t exist.”

Those words pierced Juliette' s heart.

“Please, Juliette, just go. There is nothing more to say.”

“1 haveto fight for us!”

“There' s nothing left to fight for.”

Juliette felt like she been punched in the stomach. Liv went to lie on her side in bed,
facing away from Juliette. Juliette ached to comfort her, but Juliette was the last
person Liv would want to accept comfort from right now.

She wandered through to her room in a daze.

It was over. It was really over.



How could she have fucked everything up so thoroughly?

There had to be away to fix this.

There was, but it was one path Juliette couldn’'t take. She lay down on her side,
Imitating Liv’s position, wrapping her arms around her knees.

Was it really so impossible? She can’'t be the first gay person in history faced with
coming out to unsupportive parents. People all over the world did it every day, even
knowing that they would be disowned and kicked out of the house, many in
circumstances where their only recourse would be a homeless shelter or living on the
streets.

That wasn't the case for Juliette. She had much better options. She wouldn’'t be left
destitute — at least in terms of money.

But she would lose the only family she had. How could she do that? How could Liv
ask that of her?

She could, because deep down, Juliette knew it was a fair request. Asking the woman
she loved to live a lie wasn't reasonable. Asking someone to come out, even if they
were conseguences, was a reasonabl e requirement for dating them.
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That knowledge didn’t help her much, because Juliette still couldn’t do it.

Juliette didn’t know how she was going to get through one day without Liv, let alone
the entire, desolate lifetime that was stretching out ahead of her.

She tried to focus on her work, but her work was crap right now. She'd had no
trouble painting before she met Liv. Logicaly, she should still be able to find
inspiration in her surroundings and her own thoughts.

It was like Liv had taken the life right out of her paintings, though. Juliette threw
away canvas after canvas of utter crap. It was a nightmare. She had aways loved her
work, but now, even that had been taken from her.

Juliette tried to keep up the motions, al for the sake of her lie. She had sacrificed
everything to keep thislie going. The last thing she was going to do was let her mom
figure out what was going on, which meant hiding how thoroughly depressed she
was.

Juliette got out of bed. She ate a balanced diet and got enough sleep. She tried her
best to work on her paintings. From the outside, she was doing everything she needed
to live afunctioning life. She was coping.

Internally, Juliette was not coping. Her mind had become a relentless chasm of pain
and loneliness. She wanted Liv so much her chest ached, but there was nothing she

could do to assuage that pain.

It was made worse by the fact that they were still living together. That should have



made it better — knowing that she still got to see Liv, but it actually just made Juliette
sad every time she looked at her.

She missed their easy friendship. Liv hadn’t just been Juliette’' s partner; she had been
her best friend. In losing her, Juliette had not only lost a lover, but the best friend
she’'d ever had.

She'sthe love of my life.

Juliette felt her heart breaking.

It was going to come down to a choice between her Liv and her mother. It was an
impossible choice to make. How did she even begin to weigh the pros and cons of
such adecision. She loved Liv more than anything, more than life itself, but her mom
was... well, her mom. Juliette couldn’t imagine her life without her mom’s love and
support init.

In desperation, she turned to the internet. It turned out that there were many support
forums dealing with this exact issue.

Juliette read through posts and was not encouraged. Sure, there were a few stories
about the parents miraculously accepting their gay children, but the vast majority of
stories about people coming out to bigoted parents ended in disaster.

Y ears later, they were still estranged. How could she choose that for herself?

She found herself posting her story in a forum, a long paragraph explaining her
dilemma. Juliette anxiously refreshed the screen, waiting for replies to come. When

they did, they were a mixed bag.

Fuck your mom. If she doesn’t accept you, she doesn’'t deserve you in her life.



If your gf isready to break up with you for not coming out, she's not the one for you.
Find someone else who' s willing to respect your secret.

Come out. It was worth it for me.

Coming out was the worst decision of my life. I’ ve lost everything.

Juliette scrolled through the different comments, trying to determine which way the
answer was leaning, but there were so many back and forth answers, she was no
closer to making a decision than she had been when she posted here.

One comment in particular stuck with her.

In the end, you’'ve got to decide what’s more important to you — holding onto your
future or holding onto your past. And only you and decide which iswhich. In the end,

you' |l have to do what your heart tells you.

That was the question, wasn't it? Was Liv her future, or her past? Was her mother’s
love her future, or her past? Juliette couldn’t have both.

She wished with al her heart that she could, but it simply wasn’t possible. She closed
down the forum. She should have known better than to seek answers from the
internet. What did some group of strangers know?

Juliette went back to her studio, determined to paint something halfway decent. She
was rummaging around for afresh canvas — she’ d thrown away so many that she was
running low —when she knocked an old painting over.

Juliette cringed as she saw what it was. The half-finished painting of Liv, naked on
the couch. Liv’'s eyes were as warm as her smile, and as beautiful.



Juliette clutched the painting to her chest and broke down in tears.
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Olivia

It was like living in some weird alternate universe. On paper, everything was the
same as before, when Juliette hadn’t been apart of Liv’slife.

She still spent most of her time working. She still had a close relationship with her
dad. She was still friendly with the staff who worked for her. Her eating and sleeping
habits remained much the same, and she was working hard to make sure she didn’t
fall apart in the self-care department. No one wanted to have to go into a meeting
with aboss who hadn’t been able to bring herself to shower that day.

On the outside, everything was the same.
However, in redlity, nothing was the same.
Liv wasn't the same.

Loving Juliette had forever changed her, and Liv couldn’t seem to bring back the
pleasure and satisfaction she had felt in her life before she had known Juliette.

Even if she couldn't have her as a partner, Liv missed Juliette as a friend... but
Juliette didn’t truly care for her. If she did, she would put her money where her mouth
was and come out. Liv wouldn’t settle for a friend who she knew didn’'t care for her
asmuch as Liv did. She was worth more than that.

Living with Juliette, though, was impossible. Seeing her every day, seeing what she
wanted more than anything but couldn’t have, was driving her crazy.



Liv remembered what she had told her father in the beginning. If things didn’t work,
she may have to move ou.

WEell, things certainly weren’t working, and she didn’t see how time was going to
change anything. She needed afresh start.

Liv considered finding another house or an apartment, somewhere close by, so that
she could still get to work and see her father easily enough... but it wasn’t enough.

Work wasn't the sanctuary it had once been. Memories of Juliette sitting in her office,
handing her cheeseburgers, haunted her whenever she was there. She remembered
kissing Juliette on the roof as they looked out over the city. Holding her hand when

they walked through empty hallways and no one would see.

Liv needed more than a different house. She needed an entirely fresh start. Only that
way could she pull her life back together.

“Dad, can we go out for supper tonight? Just the two of us?’

“Sure! That'sagood idea. We haven't done that in awhile.”

“I’ll see you after work, then.”

“Liv, iseverything ok?’

Liv bit her lip. She was so done with lying. “We'll talk tonight, ok?’

“Y eah, ok. Hang in there, honey.”

She knew he knew, but they couldn't talk about it, not without triggering his
obligation to tell Laura what he had been told. Baseless suspicions, he could keep to



himself, but if it was confirmed... well, Liv didn’t want to put him in that position.

Work, which had been dragging recently, suddenly flew by. Liv was nervous about
the coming conversation, and of course, time did not cooperate in her wish to
procrastinate. All too soon, she and her dad were sitting opposite each other in Joe's.

She was silent for so long that he felt the need to broach the subject. “ So... are you
going to tell me what’ s been eating at you the last couple of weeks?’

“It's complicated. | can’t really get into it, but | do need to tell you something. | think
| need afresh start.”

“Ok. What does afresh start ook like to you?”

Liv braced herself. “I want to move to Europe and start a branch of Aimee
Enterprises over there.”

Her father recoiled as though she had struck him. “Liv, honey, surely there has to be
another way. Y ou and Juliette must be able to work this out somehow.”

Liv considered denying that Juliette was the reason for her sudden desire to change
continents, but what would be the point? Kane knew, that much was obvious.

“Thererealy isn't. Trust me, if there was any hope whatsoever, | would be staying. |
need to go, Dad.”

Kane sighed. “I understand, Liv. | wish you would stay, but of course, you need to do
what works best for you. You' ve done amazingly as CEO here. I’'m sure you'll be
equally successful in your new venture. | will of course give you any support you
require to make it work.”
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Liv felt her eyes brimming with tears. She’d gone into this meeting not knowing what
to expect. She should have known better. Of course, her dad would support her.
When had he ever been anything but understanding and supportive?

“Thank you, dad,” she said thickly. “You’ll come visit me, right?”’

“Of course. We'll make plans to see each other as often as we can, and for the in
between times — well, that’s what Zoom isfor, isn't it?’

Liv nodded, still fighting back tears. They would work something out, but it wouldn’t
be the same. It would never be the same again. She’ d been so focused on escaping her
pain, the pain that flared every time she saw Juliette, that she hadn’t really taken time
to consider just how much she' d be losing by going.

She still had to go; there was no question about that. Living like this was untenable.
However, she knew that starting anew in a different country would be far from easy.
This was a hard road she had chosen, and the fact that she didn’t have any other real
options wouldn’t make it any easier.

“I"ll missyou.”

Her dad moved around the table so that he could put an arm around her. “I'll miss
you too, Liv. Try not to fret. We' ve been through worse than this together before. We
can get through this, too. I... isthere any way | could convince you to stay? If Juliette

moved out...”

“No,” Liv said sharply. “I"'m not chasing Juliette out of her home.”



No matter what had happened between them, Liv still loved Juliette. That wasn't the
kind of thing you could turn off. She didn’t want her departure to hurt the woman she
loved. Besides, if her dad asked Juliette to move out, that would surely lead to
guestions, and Liv didn’'t want that.

Juliette had made it clear that protecting her sexuality from her mother was more
important than anything. Liv wasn't going to participate in outing her, even in the
most indirect way.

“Alright. | don't want to cause trouble for either of you. | just wish there was
something | could do to help.”

“You're aready doing it. Y our support means the world to me, Dad.”

“You have that, Liv. Always.”

Liv had been braced for anything — anger, disappointment, even refusal to allow her
to use the company name in her new venture. If anything, her father’s support only
made her feel guiltier about the coming move.

Ever since her mom died, they had only had each other. Now, she was leaving him.
The thought left a bitter taste in her mouth, but what else could she do? Keep living
like this? Impossible. If she ever wanted to find happiness, she had to go.

Liv didn't delude herself. There would be no finding love again. Juliette had been it
for her. She wasn't ever going to move on, wasn't ever going to recover from the
wound Juliette had |eft on her heart.

However, she could learn to live with it. Liv hoped that she could find solace in her
work and learn to be happy alone again. She would make new friends, and find her
new work family. The thought seemed hollow comfort now, but surely, with time, it



would get easier.

“Please don't tell Juliette and Laura — at least not yet. wait until I'm gone. | don't
want goodbyes.”

“Goodbyes might be good for you. They would give you some closure.

“l don’t think so. It'll only make everything worse.”

“As you wish. I'm telling them once you're gone, though. | won't keep this from
Laura forever — not like | could even keep it from her in the first place, once you've
left.”

“I know. Tell her that | needed a fresh start.”

That much was true. There was no reason to give out the reason for this sudden desire
for a new beginning.

“I’ll tell her... tell them both. When do you plan on leaving?’

“Assoon as | can get my things together. There will be alot of admin to do, but | can
do that from the other side. I’'ll stay in a hotel until | can find a place to live. | don’t
know how long it'll take to get a license to start a business there, but I'll figure it

”

out.
“It may be easier to sort things out from this end, rather than throw yourself into the
deep end, getting to a foreign country and then having to start with an admin

nightmare.”

“l know. It would be easier, but | can’t... | just want to go as soon as possible.”



Her father's eyes were full of concern as he looked at her. Liv feared he would
question her further, but to her relief, he didn’t.

“You should take Meg with you. It'll be good to have a familiar face with you, and
she'll be brilliant with helping you sort out the details.”

“What makes you think Meg wants to move to Europe?’
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“1f you go to Belgium, she will.”

Oh yes. Liv had forgotten about that. Meg had a long distance boyfriend in Belgium
who she had been with for three years. They visited when they could, but flights from
Europe to the US were expensive.

Liv knew that Meg had talked about moving to Belgium, but finding a job there was
difficult. If Meg agreed, it should actually work out perfectly.

“That's agreat idea. Belgium itis. I'll talk to Meg in the morning. She's going to be
thrilled.”

‘Thrilled” didn’t’ even begin to cover it. Meg was ecstatic. Liv gave her the morning
off, supposedly to call Alex, but really, it was to give Meg some time to calm down.
She was too full of excited energy to settle to anything, let alone work.

This had been a great idea. It was impossible not to pick up some of Meg's
enthusiasm. Liv had always liked a challenge, and this would be one of the biggest
challenges in her career. She was sure she could make it work, and couldn’t stop
thinking about how satisfying it would be to create something entirely her own,
something she had achieved without her father by her side.

Liv loved working with her father, and she didn't resent the fact that almost
everything they had accomplished had been a team effort. However, she found the

idea of succeeding with nothing but her own talents to back her up enticing.

Of course, it wouldn’'t be a completely solo venture. She would have company funds



to help her get started, and she would of course rely on her dad’'s experience and
advice. However, she would be on her own in more ways than she ever had been
before.

“When do we leave?”’

Meg's voice broke Liv out of her thoughts. “Oh. Well, how soon can you be ready to
leave?’

“1 can get my stuff packed by tonight.”

Liv chuckled. “Hold your horses. It's going to take me at least a few days to get
everything ready.”

She would probably be able to get her stuff packed sooner, except she wanted to do it
sneakily. She didn’t want Juliette to know until she was already gone. Perhaps it was
cowardly, but Liv didn’'t want to face final goodbyes.

Once she was gone, who knew if she would ever see Juliette again? Sure, she'd visit
home, but that didn’t mean she and Juliette would necessarily run into each other.

The thought of never seeing Juliette again was like a punch to the gut, but Liv
reminded herself that this was what she wanted. A fresh start, away from heartache
and loneliness. She was sure that those emotions would follow her to some extent, but
she'd have Meg with her and the challenge of starting a new business to keep her

busy.

“Liv? Areyou aright?’

“What? Oh yes, I'm fine. Just thinking.”



“Thisis definitely happening, right? Y ou’ re not going to change your mind?’

“1 would never do that to you, Meg. | wouldn’t have offered you this opportunity if |
wasn't sure. We're going to live in Belgium.”

Meg squealed in excitement — for about the fourth time today — and ran to hug Liv. “I
can't believe it! What made you decide on Belgium?’

“Honestly? | wanted you to come with me to Europe, and | figured that if | picked
Belgium, it would be an offer you couldn’t refuse.”

“You're right about that. You just wait, Liv — this is going to be epic. I'll handle
everything. You'll barely have any work to do.”

Liv didn’'t doubt that Meg could kick that admin in the ass, but she did need to keep

busy. She was sure that while Meg could do it alone, she would also be grateful for
the help.

“Alex says you're welcome to stay with us until you find your own place.”

Oh. Liv hadn’t expected that. “I’d really appreciate that. | think it'll be alot easier if |
start off living with people | know.”

Liv could easily afford to get a solo place, but she was toying with the idea of finding
aroommate. She had never lived alone and she wasn't sure if she wanted to. She was

going to be lonely enough; no need to add to that.

“You can stay as long as you need. I'm sure we'll all get along just fine. Alex is
great, you'll see.”

“I’'m sure heis.” Excitement was curling in Liv’sbelly. “Thisis going to be great.”



“1 hope you like cats.”

Liv sighed. “How many does he have now?’
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“He just adopted his seventh.”

She had to laugh. “Are you sure there will be space for both of us along with all the
cats?’

“Don’'t worry about it — he dtill lives in his family home, even though his sisters
moved out a couple of years ago. He has plenty of space.”

“Well, | do like cats. I'm sure I’'ll be fine there.”
Liv had always wanted a cat, but her dad was alergic. Thankfully, she hadn’t
inherited that trait. Maybe when she was living aone, she could adopt a cat herself if

the roommate thing didn’t work out.

“Do you have any idea what the process is in terms of starting a business in
Belgium?’

“Not yet, but I'll find out. Alex will know all the ins and outs. He' |l be able to help us
get started.”

Liv knew that Alex had started several successful businesses of his own in Belgium.
“1 hope he’ s not going to poach you from me.”
Meg laughed. “Y ou don't need to worry about that. | have no desire to work for him.

That would just make things way too complicated. It's better to keep work and
personal lives separate.”



“You'll have to stop working such long hours, if you want to spend any time with
him.”

“Bah, he works even longer hoursthan | do. We'll befine, Liv.”

Meg didn’t ask her about her sudden desire to move to Europe, and Liv was grateful,
but a little exasperated. Honestly, did everyone know about her and Juliette? She had
thought they were being subtle, but apparently, their subtlety was wasted on everyone
except Laura.

Liv supposed that Laura s ignorance was what mattered. It wasn’t like anyone else in
her life would judge them. Laura might have figured it out too if it wasn't something
shereally didn’t want to see.

“1 suppose I’ d better let you go — I’ m sure you want to start packing.”

“If it's going to be a few days anyway, then | should work for now. I’'ll pack after
work. There's so much to do — closing things up here, finding a new CEO, getting
flights arranged...”

Yeah, bringing Meg was definitely the right decision. Liv would have been
completely overwhelmed without her. She could have handled it alone if necessary,
but she was glad she didn’t have to.

“Which language do you want to learn?’

“What?’

“Well, the official languages are Dutch, French and German. Alex is bilingual in
English and French, so I'll be learning French.”



“1 hadn’t thought of that.”

“l mean, it's not essential. Most everyone will speak English, at least in the big cities
like where we'll be moving. But we' |l have a better chance of getting citizenship in a
few yearsif we're fluent in one of their languages.”

“That’s a good point. | hadn’'t thought that far ahead, but you're right. It’ Il make our
lives alot easier to know at least one of the languages. I'm not sure | want to give up
my US citizenship, though.”

“Me neither — I'm going to look into dual citizenship. | can do the same for you.
Should | start arranging lessons for us? Alex can help by speaking French to us at
home, but we should go for formal lessons, too, and he won't have much free time to
teach us.”

“That would be perfect. I’ll download some apps in the meantime so that | can get
started. | suppose we should start testing each other on vocabulary.”

“Damn right. We're going to kick this thing in the butt.”
Liv spent the rest of the day making arrangements. She was dreading telling the rest
of the staff, who were unlikely to be nearly as enthusiastic as Meg was, but it was

better to do it now before they found out by themselves.

So, Liv called an informal meeting at the end of the day, gathering everyone in the
main work area.

“Hi, everyone. | have news, but before | give it, let me just assure you that your jobs
are safe. Nothing much is going to change for al of you... but I’'m leaving.”

Dismayed murmurs filled the room, but Liv soldiered on. “I’m going to Belgium to



start a new branch of Aimee Enterprises. My dad will fill in as CEO until we can find
a permanent replacement. Meg is coming with me, and if any of you would like to
find a fresh start in Europe, I'll gladly help with your moving expenses. However, |
don’t expect any of you to move continents with me, so please don’t fed like you
need to in order to keep your jobs. I'll struggle to replace such an excellent group of
people, and your new CEO will be lucky to have you.”
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“Why, Liv?’ Harriet, their accounts lady, looked distraught. “I thought you were
happy here?’

“lI am. This place has been like a second home to me... but there are other factors
involved. It’s not anything to do with work, | promise.”

A couple of people exchanged knowing looks. For fuck’s sake, was she that bad at
keeping a secret? Liv gritted her teeth and pretended not to notice the looks. “Meg
and | will probably leave toward the end of the week. I’'ll throw us all afarewell party
before we go.”

She'd also make sure to give everyone substantial bonuses for all their good work,
but Liv would save that to be a surprise.

She spent a little more time in the office, answering questions and reassuring anyone
who was anxious about the coming change.

Liv finally returned home, wishing she could stay at work longer, just to avoid the
wrench of pain seeing Juliette brought every time Liv laid eyes on her. However, she
had stuff to do. She had aready rented a storage unit to start sneakily moving her
stuff to. Once she had everything assembled — taking it out in dribs and drabs — she
would pack it al into a couple of suitcases and head off to the airport with Meg.

Despite her heartache, Liv was filled with excitement at the thought of this new
chapter in her life. She may never truly recover from Juliette, but that didn’t mean she
wouldn’t take whatever happiness she was still capable of having.



Thiswas going to be a new start for her, and she couldn’t wait.

10

Juliette

The days were much the same. Wake up. Force herself to shower and eat. Try and fall
to paint. Lunch. Try to paint again. Mope. Do her best not to cry. Splash some paint
onto canvas and throw the canvas away in a fit of frustration. Dinner. Sleep,
dreaming of Liv.

Juliette was sick of the dull, dreary thing her life had become, but she didn’t know
any way out of this miserable existence.

She was trying, she really was. Juliette had been happy before Liv came into her life.
Logically, she should be able to be happy again. After all, her life didn’t look any
different to before Liv had entered it.

Juliette was different, though. Liv had changed her, and she wasn't sure if she could
ever go back. She tried to take comfort in the fact that she still had her mother’s love.
Ever since she was young, she and Laura had been al the other had.

Now Laura had Kane, but she and Juliette were still close.

Juliette wished she could confide in her mom, but that simply wasn’t possible.

It was late when she got home from the grocery store. She had been procrastinating
leaving, wanting to wait for Liv to be home before she got back.

Liv had been working later and later recently, but it was already dark. She should be
home soon. As much as seeing Liv hurt, it was better to hurt than not see her at all.



The memories were bittersweet, but being without Liv was just bitter.

When Juliette arrived home, she was pleased to see Liv’'s car in the driveway. She
walked inside, going to the kitchen to pack the groceries away.

Liv wasn't there, but Laura was, working over the stove. The enticing aroma of stir
fry filled the room.

“Hey, Juliette. Thanks for the groceries. Why don’t you set the table? Kane said he'll
be working late, so it’ s just the two of us tonight.”

Juliette frowned. “Where's Liv? Was she going out for dinner?” Why, then, was her
car in the driveway?

Laurasighed. “Let’sgo to the lounge.” She turned the stove off. “We need to talk.”
Juliette's breath caught in her throat. Those words were never followed by anything
good. There was only one thing she could think of that could bring such a serious
expression to her mom’ s face.

She knew. Fuck, she was about to kick Juliette out of the house, wasn't she? Juliette
did her best not to hyperventilate as different options spun through her head. She
could try to deny it, but she had no idea what kind of evidence Laura had against her.
She could promise to change, but Juliette knew that would be alie.

Likeit or not, she was thoroughly gay, and her sexuality wasn’t going anywhere.

She sat down on the sofa, clasping her hands to hide how hard they were trembling.

“Livisgone.”



Oh shit. Laura wasn't kicking Juliette out of the house — she was kicking Liv out of
the house. Of course, Laura would blame Liv for ‘corrupting’ Juliette. It would be
easier than blaming Juliette. But how could Kane allow her to chase his own daughter
from her home?

“You can't —thisisLiv'shome. It'smy fault. I’ll go. LeaveLiv be.”
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Laurafrowned. “What are you talking about?’
Juliette’ s certainty ebbed. “What are you talking about?’

“Juliette, Liv has decided to move to Europe. She's starting a new branch of Aimee
Enterprises there.”

A whole new kind of panic filled Juliette, so intense that she could barely breathe.
“What?" she whispered. “Liv... Liv’'sgone?’

“Shejust left afew hours ago.”
“No — no, she can't.” Juliette felt tears spring to her eyes as she clutched at the arms
of the sofa, trying to hold onto something steady as her world spun on its axis. Would

she ever see Liv again? Juliette couldn’'t stand the thought of living without Liv
beside her.

“I"'m sorry, sweetie. | know how close the two of you were.” Laura came to put an
arm around Juliette’ s shoulders.

Juliette blinked dumbly at her mother. “Y ou don’t understand.”

“l know it's hard — losing a friend aways is — but you two can still keep in touch.
And I'm sure Liv will be back to visit -

“No, you don't understand!” Juliette realized she was on her feet. She shouldn’t
shout, but she controlling her voice was the last thing on her mind right now.



“Juliette, don't distress yourself. You have other friends. Y ou can -

“Livisn'tjust afriend! | love her, mom!”

“Of course you do. | love her too. I'm sure she’'ll always be like a sister to you, but
sometimes, family moves away and -’

“No, you don't get it! | don’t just love her. I’'m in love with her!”

Laura's eyes narrowed dangeroudly. “I'm afraid | don’t follow.”

Juliette hesitated. She could backtrack. She could claim she had misspoken, and
Laurawould believe her, because that’ s what she wanted to believe.

But Juliette couldn’t do this, not anymore. She couldn’t bear to lose Liv. Not like this.
Not when there was anything she could do about it. Maybe it was far too late, but she
had to try. She had to fight for the woman she loved.

That meant doing the thing that terrified her most... but Juliette realized that now that
it had come down to a choice, she chose Liv. She may lose her mother forever, but
she needed Liv more than she needed anyone or anything else.

“I’'m gay, mom. Liv and | are together. I'm in love with her. | want to marry her. |
want to have children with her. She’ sthe love of my life.”

Laura's expression was thunderous. “Think about what you're saying, Juliette. |
know you' re upset, but that’s no reason to overreact. | know you love Liv, but | think
you' re confusing familial love with something... else.”

“No, I'm not. | know what | feel. Making love to Liv feelsright, which is more than |
can say about any man I’ ve been with. Thisiswho | am, mom.”



“No, it'snot,” Laura hissed from behind clenched teeth. “No daughter of mine will be
gay! | intend to see you in heaven, Juliette. Don’t you dare make it otherwise.”

Juliette felt like her mom had slapped her. It would have been better if she had. The
tears spilled over. “I’m not going to hell,” she whispered.

“Damn right you' re not, because we're going to get you some proper help. There are
some excellent facilities...”

A conversion camp. Her mom wanted to send her to a conversion camp.

Of course, Laura never would have accepted her. Juliette had known that, but that
didn't make it hurt any less. She hadn’t thought her heart could become any more
broken and mangled than it already was, but she had been wrong.

“Juliette? What' s going — oh. Lauratold you.”

Juliette looked up at Kane with pleading eyes. Surely, he would stand up for her.
Juliette had stood up for gay rights to her mother multiple times, but now, she
couldn’t even bring herself to look Laurain the eye.

“Oh.” Hisface softened in sympathy. “Lauratold you about Liv.”

“Liv? Do you have any idea what your daughter has done, Kane? Juliette's eternal
soul isin danger because of Olivia s actions!”
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Kane folded his arms. “What are you talking about?’

Juliette suspected he knew exactly what she was talking about, but he clearly wanted
her to spell it out.

“Oliviahas got Juliette thinking she’s gay.”

“l am gay, mom! And that’s not Liv’'s fault. | would have figured it out sooner or
later, Liv or no Liv.”

“You'renot realy gay, Juliette. You're just confused.”

“Laura, be reasonable. Juliette knows her own mind and body.”

“But she can’t be—| won't lose my daughter!”

“She’sright there!” Kane gestured angrily to Juliette. “Y ou’'re not losing her!”
“But her soul -’

“Oh, you can fuck right off with that Leviticus crap, Laural It's a bunch of bullshit
and you know it!”

Laura gaped at him like a goldfish. Kane had never spoken so harshly to her in their
entire relationship. “But... but...”

“But nothing. You call yourself a Christian? Then be like fucking Christ, Laural



Anything else and you’'re not a Christian, you're just a hypocrite. Tell me truthfully,
what would Jesus say?’

“He' d tell her to repent -

“No, he wouldn’t! Have you even read the Bible, Mom? He'd tell me that my father
in Heaven loves me unconditionally.”

“Yes, but -

“There are no buts. Either you accept me or you don’t, but don’t you dare pretend
you' re forsaking me because that’s what Jesus wants you to do. Juliette stormed over
the book shelf and withdrew a copy of the Bible. She hurled it at Laura, who had to
duck to avoid it.

“Go re-read the fucking gospel!” Juliette snapped. Then she stalked out of the room,
half-blinded by tears. She made it to her room and fell into bed, pressing her face into
the pillow to muffle her sobs.

She could hear Kane and Laura screaming at each other in the lounge. Juliette was
distantly gratified that Kane had stood up for her when she hadn’t been able to stand
up for herself, but that did little to outweigh the anguish she felt at her mother’s
rejection.

Juliette had known it was coming, of course, and she had thought she’'d be prepared
for how much it would hurt.

She was wrong. She hadn’t been prepared for this at all.

She didn’t know how much time had passed — two tissue boxes worth — before there
was a knock on the door.



Juliette resisted the urge to scream at Kane to go away. He was worried and checking
in on her. She didn’t want company right now, but the least she could do was tell that
to him to hisface.

“Yes?

The door opened. “ Juliette.”

Juliette was shocked to hear her mom’ s voice.

“Go away,” Juliette snapped. “You can take your intolerance and your conversion
camps and you can go straight to hell.”

“That’s not what I'm herefor. | want... | want to apologize.”

Juliette didn’t dare hope. “Let me guess. Kane told you that you had to treat me right
or he'd leave you.”

Lauraglared at her. “Kane loves me. He would never give me an ultimatum like that.
However, he did help me... see certain things better.”

“Oh yeah?’ Juliette couldn’t imagine that Kane had said anything different to what
she’'d been telling her mom her whole life. But maybe it would be different coming
from her fiancé. Juliette knew that Liv probably had a better chance of convincing her
to do something she didn’t want to do than anyone else. Perhaps it was the same for
their parents?
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“Juliette... | won't pretend to be happy about this, but you're right. Rgecting you is
not what Jesus would do. I'm... I"'m going to try to be better. You're gay, and | love
you. I'll get used to theidea. | just need a bit of time. Can you grant me that?’

Juliette eyed her suspiciously, wondering if this was some kind of long con to get her
into a conversion camp. “How do | know you really mean that?’

“lI know | need to prove myself to you. | failed spectacularly as a mother at your
coming out, but | can be better. Perhaps this will start to prove to you that | really do
intend to try.”

Laura took out a folded piece of paper and handed it to Juliette. Juliette scanned it,
her eyes widening as she read.

“A plane ticket to Belgium?’
“You go get your girl.”

She stared at Laura for several seconds, hardly able to believe it. “You... you want
me and Liv to be together?’

“l want you to be happy. If that's with Liv...” Lauratook a deep breath. “... then
that’s what | want for you. The idea is going to take some getting used to, but that’s
my problem, not yours. | promise, you won't be exposed to any more bigotry from
me. Kane has already found me a support group for family members of queer people
who are struggling with their situations. | think — no, | know — that | can get this
right.”



The paper fluttered to the floor as Juliette flung her arms around her mother. “I love
you, mom,” she sobbed.

Laura hugged her tightly back. “I love you too, Juliette. But there’ stime for that |ater.
Your and Liv’'sflight leavesin less than an hour. | suggest that you hurry.”

With no time to pack anything, Juliette grabbed her ticket and flew from the room.

11

Olivia

“Alex already has aroom prepared for you. He' s so excited to meet you.”

“That sounds great, Meg.” Liv tried to match Meg's enthusiasm, but she didn’t quite
manage it. Meg babbled on excitedly, and Liv did her best to pay attention to it, but
her heavy heart cast a pall over everything. It was like hearing and seeing through a

layer of thick fog.

The fog of despair surrounded Liv, leaving her feeling isolated, even though the room
was full of people.

As much as she was looking forward to the new life she would be starting, right now,
she too busy grieving the life she'd be leaving behind to feel much anticipation.

She would miss her father, friends and colleagues, to be sure, but most of all, she
would miss Juliette.

The others, she could keep in contact with. She and Juliette weren't even speaking.
Once Liv left, thiswasit. In al likelihood she wouldn’t ever see Juliette again. Never
hear her voice or touch her lips...



“Liv?Liv, are you there?’

“I"'m here,” Liv mumbled, forcing herself to look at Meg.

“Are you sure this is the right decision? You look like you're about to collapse. I'm
sureif you just talked to Juliette -

“We've said everything thereisto say. Thisisthe only way. Besides, don’t you want
to go?’

“More than anything. But | also don’t want you to be unhappy. Do you really think
you'll find what you’ re looking for in Belgium?’

What she was looking for was a way to escape the memories of her too-brief time
with Juliette. Would Belgium offer that?

“1 don’t know. | have to try something, though. | can’t keep living like this. It's not a
life, Meg.”

Meg sighed. “I understand. I’ m sorry things can’t be different.”

Liv blinked back tears. “Metoo, Meg. Metoo.”

“We're boarding. Come on. Y ou can do this.”

They got into the line for boarding.
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“Liv! Liv, wait!”

For amoment, Liv thought she was going mad, imagining Juliette’ s voice, calling her
back. But then Meg turned around, and Liv followed her gaze.

There was Juliette, her face red and blotchy, but her blue eyes blazing with passion as
she pushed her way through the crowd, waving frantically at Liv.

What was she doing here? She was just going to make this harder on both of them;
did she not know that? Perhaps Juliette thought that a goodbye would give her

closure, but for Liv, it would just add more pain.

It was too late to prevent that now, though. She stepped out of the line, resigned to
having this one last conversation with Juliette.

“Liv!”

Juliette skidded to a stop in front of her.

“Yes, Juliette?’

“I loveyou.”

Liv grimaced. “I love you too, Juliette. Not that it changes anything.”

“Yes, it does! It changes everything. Liv, | was so stupid before. Letting you go was
the dumbest thing I’ ve ever donein my life. | can’t take it back, but | can do my best



to correct it.”

“Juliette, there' s nothing to correct. We can't go back. I’ve already told you, | won't
livealie. You-—"

“l came out to my mom.”

Liv dropped her suitcase painfully on her foot. Meg snatched it up, leaving Liv’'s toe
throbbing, but she barely noticed it. “Y ou... came out to your mom?”’

“Yeah, | did. She wasn't happy at first, but she promises that she's going to work
harder on acceptance. | think she'll get there eventually, but even if she doesn't...
well, | choose you, Liv. I'd rather have you than her. You're al | need, al | want.
Please, Liv, will you take me back?’

Liv was still reeling from that little sentence, so small and yet so meaningful. | came
out to my mom.

She wanted more than anything to take Juliette into her arms and kiss her, but that
would only make it harder on both of them when they had to part. “Juliette... I'm
moving to Europe. I'm sorry, but | don’t have it in me to do the long distance thing.
We couldn’t -~

“No, you don’t understand. | know you’ re moving to Europe... and I’'m coming with

you.

It was a good thing Meg aready had Liv’s suitcase, because she was sure she would
have dropped it again. “You... what?’

“I’m coming with you to Europe. | understand if you can’t forgive me yet. | can wait.
I’ll rent my own place, and I'll earn your trust, bit by bit. I'll do whatever it takes.



The only thing | won’'t do is give up on you — on us. We have something precious,
Liv —too preciousto lose. I'm sorry it took me so long to see that.”

Liv stared at Juliette, the most beautiful woman she had ever met. Was this divine
creature truly offering her everything she had ever wanted, or was this some cruel
dream, taunting her while hard reality got ready to thrash her when she woke up?
“Liv? Please, say something.”

If thiswas adream, Liv would take it.

She was lost for words. Instead of trying to find the right ones, she stepped forward
and pulled Juliette into her arms. Their lips met in a kiss that was both tentative and

sweet. Liv could feel the joy and triumph radiating from Juliette as they kissed.

The need to be sure had Liv pulling back. “Are you certain about this, Juliette?
Moving to Europe is abig deal. Isthis truly what you want?’

“1 want to be with you. | don’'t care what part of the world that’s in. Besides, | hear
Belgium has great chocolate. How bad can it really be if we have world-class
chocolate to come home to at the end of the day?’

Liv couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Y eah, there isthat.”

“Soyou'll take me?”’

“Oh, Juliette, of course |l will. You'readll | want aswell.”

“1f you two are done, we'd best get boarding, or we're going to miss our flight,” Meg
pointed out.
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“Right!” Liv saw that the flight attendants were eyeing them impatiently. There was
no more line; everyone else had boarded.

Liv took Juliette’ s hand. “Do you not have any hand luggage?’
“No luggage at all. | didn’t have time to pack.”

“So you're going to a foreign country with nothing more than your purse and the
clothes you're wearing?’

Juliette shrugged. “I can buy new clothes there.” She took Liv’'s hand and squeezed it.
“Everything | need isright here.”

“Yeah, yeah, come on, you two saps. If we miss this flight, there isn’t another one for
six hours.”

Liv couldn’t resist kissing Juliette once more before turning to follow a very smug-
looking Meg onto the plane.

She and Juliette stepped into the aisle holding hands.

Liv still couldn’t believe it. The fog of despair was gone, banished so thoroughly that
she had trouble even remembering what it had felt like. Her heart was lighter than air
as she and Juliette took their seats. Juliette swapped with someone so that they could
sit together. Meg was grinning almost as widely as Juliette and Liv. Liv knew that
Meg was relieved everything had worked out so wonderfully — though not as relieved
as shewas.



All the excitement Liv had felt at the thought of branching out her business
resurfaced, somehow multiplied tenfold now that she knew Juliette would be there
with her through it al.

“1 can't believe you came out to her for me.”

“1’d do anything for you, Liv. It just took me awhile to realize that.”

“You really think she'll accept you? Accept us?’

“She wouldn’t have bought me this plane ticket if she wasn’t serious about trying.”
“She bought the plane ticket?’

“Yeah. | mean, | was planning on coming after you anyway, but | was so upset that |
probably would have taken a few days to cam down and followed you when | was
more stable. But she gave me the ticket, and | knew it would be better to catch you

now, before you left.”

“I"'m glad you did. | don't know how | would have survived, knowing that | was
leaving you for good.”

“Well, now you'll never need to find out.”

“Yeah,” Liv sighed happily, putting an arm around Juliette’ s shoulders. “1 don’t want
to live without you again.”

“You won't have to. I'm not going to live like | was — living in fear that my mom
might find out who | truly am. From now on, I’m going to live my lifein love, not in
fear.”



“Not in fear,” Liv agreed.

If thiswas adream, Liv prayed that she never woke up.

Epilogue

Juliette- 2 years later

“Juliette. Breathe. Liv iswaiting for you. Y ou're going to be fine.”

“Liv.” Juliette forced herself to think of her fiancé — her wife, in less than half an
hour.

“That's right, Liv. Now come on. The music is starting. I'll have none of this
fashionably late business from my own daughter.”

Juliette nodded, clutching her mom’s arm. Laura walked her steadily down the aisle,
setting a ow pace that Juliette never would have managed on her own. As she
rounded the corner, she saw Kane just finishing his own walk with Liv, kissing her on
the cheek before going taking his place in the front row.

Juliette' s eyes were on Liv from the moment she turned to face her. They had agreed
not to look at each other’s outfits until the wedding, but as she missed a step at the
sight of Liv, Juliette suddenly wondered if that had been a good idea.

Thankfully, Laura’ s arm was there, helping her to balance. She righted herself, letting
her eyesfeast on Liv. Her Liv. Beautiful, amazing Olivia Jones- soon to be her wife.
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Liv wore fitted pants in charcoal grey and a soft pink blouse. She looked incredible.

Juliette wore a soft pink dress. The clouds of chiffon and lace billowed around her,
making her feel ethereal in the evening light. The dress was fitted from her bust down
to her hips before flaring out into a wide skirt.

Shefelt like a princess.

Thelook in Liv’'s eyes made her fed like the most beautiful woman in the world. Liv
looked at Juliette like she wanted to devour her where she stood. Juliette felt herself
blushing as she imagined Liv taking this dress off her... but that wasn't a thought she
should be having now, not if she wanted to focus on the ceremony.

Laura placed her hand in Liv's, beaming at both of them. Liv winked at Juliette
before turning with her to face the pastor.

Juliette tried, she really did, but she kept losing track of the ceremony. The pastor
spoke of love and devotion, of steadfastness and loyalty. All of them were things that
Juliette associated with the wonderful woman next to her.

She was drifting in bliss when the pastor’s words broke her out of her happy daze.
“And now, the couple will make their vows to each other.”

Juliette had a moment of panic as her vows fled her mind — but then she looked at
Liv, and of course, she could remember her vows. Making promises of eternal love
and devotion was as easy as breathing when Liv was the one she was promising
herself to.



They faced each other and joined hands.

“Liv. When you came into my life, you showed me not only who | truly am, but what
| was missing in my life. You’'re everything I’ ve ever wanted, and I’'m so lucky that
you feel the same way about me.

“1 promise that as your wife, | will support you in all your endeavors. | will stand by
you through thick and through thin. Whatever struggles we face, we will do so
together. | will always listen to you and believe in you. And most importantly, |
promise to love you, until my dying breath.”

Liv’'s eyes were sparkling as she squeezed Juliette’ s hands.

“Juliette. When | met you, | was struck by your beauty. It didn’t take much time in
getting to know you before | was also struck by your beautiful mind and heart. Y ou
are the love of my life, and every inch of ground we've had to fight for in order to be
together is worth it. | promise to remind you to laugh at the little things when you're
feeling down. | promise to accept you as you are, aways. I’ [l aways encourage you
in your goals and dreams. And | swear that you will forever be my heart.”

Juliette blinked back tears as Meg handed them the rings. She was hit by a sudden,
irrational fear that the rings wouldn’t fit, but of course, she and Liv had tried them on
just a couple of days ago. Juliette's ring slid easily onto her finger, firm but not too
tight. She put Liv’'s ring on, staring down at their joined hands for a few moments
before looking up into Liv’'s eyes. Juliette felt like she could get lost forever in those
eyes, and it was only the pastor’s voice breaking through into the cloud of happiness
surrounding her that got to ook away.

“Then in the eyes of God and these witnesses, | pronounce you married! You may

Kiss.



Juliette melted into the kiss. She'd had many amazing kisses with Liv, from sweet to
hot, gentle to rough, and everything in between.

It was like she was kissing her for the first time. The feeling of Liv’s lips on hers sent
a thrill of pleasure through Juliette’s body. Liv’'s arms wrapping around her waist
made her feel safe and so content that she never wanted to move.

When they finally broke apart, their guests were cheering for them. “I love you,”
Juliette whispered.

“I love you, Juliette.”

Liv took her hand and together, they walked down the aisle.

There was food and dancing, and no small number of stolen kisses. The photographer
followed them around like a faithful labrador, documenting every moment. Juliette
knew that she would appreciate this later, but right now, all she wanted was to be
alone with Liv.

Fortunately, the flight from Belgium to Italy was only about two hours. They would
be in their hotel room before midnight.

They were getting changed into their traveling clothes when there was a knock on the
door. Juliette’s mom stepped in, holding a wrapped parcel.

“l thought I'd give you your wedding gift before you left. 1 know you're only
planning to open most of them when you get back, but | just didn’t want to wait.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Juliette carefully unwrapped the package, to find a beautifully
made, leather-bound photo album. Her breath caught as she flicked through the



Pages and pages of pictures of her and Liv. Juliette hadn’t even realized that her mom
had been photographing half of these moments. Now that she thought about it, Laura
did always seem to have her phone in her hand when Liv was around. She'd been
taking pictures of them this whole time.

“Mom, thisis...”

“Perfect,” Liv finished. “It’ s utterly perfect. Thank you, Laura.”

“I’m so proud of both of you, my daughters. | know | didn’t exactly make it easy for
you in the beginning, but you were patient with me and helped me grow, and I've

become a better person for it.”

“We're proud of you too, Mom. Y ou worked so hard to become the person you are,
and Liv and | both appreciateit.”
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“Yeah, we do. I’m so glad to have you in my life, Laura.”

The three of them hugged tightly before breaking apart. “We should go.” Juliette
glanced at the clock. “We don’t want to miss our flight.”

The flight was as short as promised, but it felt like forever to Juliette. She had waited
al day. She wanted to get her hands on her sexy wife, and she wanted it now.

“Almost there,” Liv murmured, grinning as Juliette twitched in her seat.
She was far too composed for Juliette s liking.

Juliette leaned in close, placing her mouth over Liv's ear so that none of the other
passengers could hear them.

“When we get to that hotel, I'm going to fuck you so good, Liv. You'll be in the
middle of coming when hotel security bursts into the room because they think I'm
murdering you, you' Il scream so loud for me.”

“What are you doing?’ Liv hissed. “Do you want me to embarrass myself? My
panties are only so thick, you know.”

“Get those panties soaked for me, Liv. Think of me fingering you, rubbing on your
G-spot. | want to see a wet spot on your pants from you fantasizing about me

fingering you over and over again until you squirt for me.”

Liv moaned, her eyes dlipping shut. “Y ou’re mean.”



“Do you want me to stop?”’

“Fuck no. Keep going.”

Their sex life had gone from strength to strength. Juliette had found a raw sexuality
within herself, she had had no idea had existed before Liv. But Liv drove her crazy
with lust.

By the time the plane landed, Liv and Juliette were both near frenzied with need.
Juliette reflected that it was a double-edged sword she was wielding, because while
her words were certainly affecting Liv, they were affecting her just as much.

By the time they were in the uber on the way to the hotel, their restraint was cracking.

Juliette wasn’t sure who initiated the kiss. She was sure that she was the one to climb
into Liv’'slap and start rutting against her thigh.

“Ladies! Can you save that for the hotel, please?’

“We're newlyweds,” Juliette grumbled, but got off Liv anyway.

It didn’'t help matters much. Liv glanced at the uber driver before sneaking a hand
over to Juliette’s lap, dipping her fingers past Juliette’'s waistband and into her
panties.

Juliette bit her lip to prevent herself from crying out as Liv’s fingers brushed over her
swollen clit. Liv started rubbing, so slowly that it was delicious torture to her already-

inflamed body.

Juliette had to put all her concentration into keeping quiet, sure that they would be
kicked out onto the street if their driver saw what they were doing. Liv carefully



removed her hand as they arrived at the hotel, paying the driver and grabbing Juliette
by the hand.

They eagerly handed their suitcases over to hotel staff and practically sprinted for
their room. They could sort out the suitcases later. For now, the honeymoon suite was
waiting for them.

They started stripping each other’s clothes off in the elevator. Thankfully, it was late
enough that they didn’t bump into anyone.

Liv had the presence of mind to scoop their clothes up and carry them into the suite.
The huge bed looked very comfortable, but Juliette didn't think she was going to
make it that far. She was al for making love right here on this thick carpet, but it
seemed that Liv had other ideas.

She dropped the clothes and scooped Juliette up into her arms, carrying her to the bed
and laying her down atop the puffy blankets.

“Liv, | need -’

Liv silenced her with akiss. “I know. Let me take care of you, my love.”

She didn’t say anything else, because her tongue was suddenly very busy. Liv laved
her tongue over Juliette’s clit, just the way she knew Juliette liked it. She should
probably last longer, but Liv had already gotten her so worked up in the uber that

Juliette was about to explode.

Less than a minute later, she stiffened, grabbing Liv’'s head and pushing it down,
moving it to get her clit at just the perfect angle.

“Ohyes, Liv, yes!”
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Juliette’ s world narrowed down to a single point of blinding pleasure as she came on
her wife' stongue.

Liv pulled away as Juliette came down, licking her lips. “You taste delicious, as
aways.”

Juliette grinned. “Lie back.”

She was still out of breath, but she knew how turned on Liv was right now and didn’t
want to make her wait.

Liv lay down, but made a small noise of dismay when Juliette got off the bed.

“Don’'t worry, you'll like this. | got you a wedding present. Well, us, really — | got us
awedding present.”

“Well, now I’'m intrigued.”

Juliette had made sure it was charged before they left. She pulled out the purple rabbit
ear vibrator and turned it on.

Liv’'seyeswidened. “ That looks fucking fantastic.”

“Y ou mentioned that you’ ve never tried one of these before. | was curious. The thing
iSgreat.”

“You've tried it aready? Our wedding gift — how dare you!” Liv's feigned



indignation was somewhat ruined by how breathy and needy her voice sounded.

“1 had to make sure it was up to scratch before using it on my wife.”

“Fine. Just get that thing in me aready.”

“With pleasure.”

Juliette ran her fingers through Liv's vulva first, testing to see that she was wet
enough for the rather large dildo. She needn’t have worried; Liv was soaked.

Liv cried out as Juliette pressed the dildo into her. She put her feet up on the bed,
bending her knees and using the leverage to thrust her hips forward. Juliette looked
down and made a small adjustment, ensuring that the rabbit ears were brushing Liv’s
clit on every stroke.

The difference was immediately apparent in Liv’sincreasingly urgent cries.

“Tak to me,” Liv begged.

“You're gonna come so hard, baby. I’'m your wife, now. Your pussy belongs to me
and only me. Y ou’ re going to come for me. Do it, Liv. Come, now!”

Liv came so hard that her pussy almost expelled the dildo. Juliette put some muscle
into keeping it inside, thrusting harder and faster than before, drawing Liv’'s orgasm
out until she began to worry that she had been right about Liv’'s scream attracting
security.

Thankfully, no one came — except for Liv. She definitely came.

Juliette withdrew the dildo and turned it off before folding herself into Liv’'s arms.
Liv sighed contentedly. “If that’s what every night as your wifeislike, | may not live



for long.”

“I"m not going to fuck you to death... only until you're on your last legs, and then |
will revive you with akiss.”

“Sounds good to me,” Liv murmured. They were quiet for a few minutes before Liv
spoke again. “| never woke up, you know.”

“What?’

“Y ou remember when you came to me, that night in the airport?’

“How can | forget?”’

“1 thought at the time that it must be a dream. | hoped for nothing more other than
that | never woke up. | never did.”

“If thisis a dream, then | hope | never wake up either. But | don’'t think we need to
worry. It's not a dream — it's simply a waking paradise. A happy ending, like the
happily ever aftersin love stories.”

“You deserve your happily ever after. I’m so proud of you, Juliette. And I’'m so glad
that | get to share your happy ending with you.”

“I loveyou, Liv.”
“1 love you too.”
Juliette was aready planning her next painting. This one would be inspired by the
peace and beauty of Liv’'s slegping face. She was exhausted, but she wanted to stay

up alittle while longer, to watch as Liv drifted off. It was a sight she could never get
enough of, and had yet to translate perfectly onto a canvas.



Juliette would keep trying, though she suspected that painting Liv’s true beauty was a
pointless endeavor, because no picture — no matter how skillful the artist — could
come close to encapsulating the glory that was Juliette’ s wife.

That didn't mean she would stop attempting it. Juliette would spend the rest of her
life loving and appreciating Liv, and reveling in the marvelous fact that somehow,

Liv felt the same way about her.

If this truly was a dream, then Liv was right. Juliette never wanted to wake up.



