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For you,
trying to find
what life is
meant to be.
You’ll get there.
And you won’t be alone.




Chapter 1
Remi
She slipped, her foot missing the step and pitching forward, and just for a moment, I wondered if I had a sixth sense.
The subway station around us was loud—the Robin Square station was the biggest station in Port Andrea, the main routing station at the center and the direct connection to the airport line, and it felt like it. I’d only gone through here once before, years back, but when I’d stepped back into its dark colors with modern lights and designs, my feet found their way through it as if it was a second home.
Avery had warned me after I’d texted that I’d touched down in the airport, telling me be careful not to get lost in RSS, but maybe I just had the Andrean spirit inside me, because I wound my way through the different levels and was right on track to catch the orange line to Southport-Amber Station when I found the woman.
There shouldn’t have been anything remarkable about her—there were people swirling around us in every direction, all talking at the same time, and I didn’t even see her from the front. She dressed well, but in usual Port Andrea style, a deep red trench coat for the spring weather, simple dark shoes with low wedge heels. She was headed for the same line as me, walking through the food court with the slanted ceiling high above us decorated with little lights like stars and paintings of galaxies and nebulas, but there were a dozen other people heading for the orange line too. By all accounts, she had no reason to stand out.
But I saw her, and it was like hearing my own name at a noisy party—she stood out like she was the only one painted in color, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her, following not far behind as we came up to the massive three flights of stone steps that cut through the center of the lines, and then, like clockwork—like I’d just known it would happen and that’s why she’d stood out, or maybe like I’d sent too much creepy energy staring at her backside like this—she pulled her wallet from her coat pocket, hit a snag, turned to look at it, and her foot came down halfway over the top step.
She dropped her wallet first, falling down the steps ahead of her as she pitched forward, and the sound of coins scattering across stone rang like little bells tolling. The world moved around me like I was in a dream, and the next thing I knew—I wasn’t a hasty person, didn’t ever act without mulling it over a while—I had my hand around her wrist, and I tugged her back from the fall.
Everything teetered there like a dangerous balance on the edge, threatening to fall forward, and one millisecond went for hours before, finally, we both went down hard, falling backwards, away from the steps. Coming down finding myself sitting at the top step, my tailbone fiery-hot from the pain of impact, I wondered if my sixth sense couldn’t have led me to half-price ice cream or something a little better than this.
“Are you okay?” someone else said, a man’s voice stepping up next to the two of us—station security stepping away from their post. The woman waved him off.
“I’m just fine—thank you so much,” she said, and it took me a second in the hazy swirling aftermath to realize she’d said it to me. She glanced back at me with her face ashen, eyes wide, and in my dizzy confusion, I needed a minute to figure out how to respond.
“I like your coat,” I said, before realizing that wasn’t quite the right response. She blinked, once, quickly.
“My… coat?”
“I was staring at it. If I hadn’t been, I probably wouldn’t have reacted in time.”
She laughed, once, breathless. “It was a gift from my sister. I’ll tell her it saved my life.”
She stood up, slowly, leaning heavily on the railing as she did, and I fumbled back to my feet with her. She looked more shaken-up than she did hurt, hands shaking, eyes still wide. Me, I felt like I needed a new tailbone.
“Christ, those stairs are dangerous,” I said, wincing as I tested my weight. She looked at me with her brow knotted in concern, and it was only then that I placed how intensely, almost worryingly pretty she was—a tall frame with warm, tanned skin and rich, brown eyes, dark hair scraped back into a tight ponytail. Her complexion was impossibly perfect, and it sent nervous little shudders through me. I was not going to have a gay panic over a pretty girl in the subway the day I left my parents’ little social sphere.
“Are you all right?” she said.
“Just fine, thanks,” I said, turning away, brushing myself off. “Just glad I didn’t have to watch anyone split their skull open today.”
One corner of her mouth lifted up in an odd smile. “Ah. That’s for another day you want to watch that, huh?”
“See, when you put it like that, it makes me sound like a horror movie villain.”
“Here I thought it was a superhero movie as the dashing hero swoops in to save me…” She trailed off, frowning. “Or maybe a medical drama, judging by how much you’re wincing right now. Are you sure you’re all right?”
“It’s getting better. I’ll walk it off.”
A voice chimed out from over the speakers. “Blue line is now arriving,” it said, and the woman jolted, eyes wide.
“Oh, crap,” she said, turning back to the stairs. “Oh, crap. My wallet. I need to catch my train.”
Judging by the contents of her wallet strewn out like confetti, just picking it up would take a minute. She rushed down the steps, taking them two at a time and stooping to grab her wallet, and I rushed down with her to kneel alongside her and pick up the cards and bills that had scattered from her wallet. The coins—of which she had a lot—they seemed more like a lost cause.
“Oh my god, I really owe you,” she said, taking a stack of cards and bills from my hands. “Maybe just keep some of the bills…”
“You were just paying for rescue services upfront, huh?” I said, moving down the steps to pick up some of the scattered quarters. She looked up and past me as the train car with the blue stripe down the side came sweeping into the station, blowing my hair around my ears and flapping my jacket against my back.
“Well, I’m nothing if not conscientious,” she said, speaking twice as fast as she took a card from my hand, her fingers brushing along mine. “And clumsy. Thank you so much! I owe you my life!” she called, running down the steps at a fast enough pace I worried she might pitch and fall again, but she got to the bottom at a sprint and dashed into the train car, turning to give me one last wave before the door shut and the car lurched and moved again.
I looked down at my hand, the warmth of her fingers still lingering on them. It was shaking—the adrenaline of the situation still rippled through me, and my breath felt like it came through a thick cloth.
Of course, shaky hands and difficulty breathing was just part and parcel of talking to a woman as pretty as she was, no matter how much I hated that.
“Orange line is now departing,” a voice called from over the speakers, and it took me a second to realize that was me.
“Oh—shit,” I said, taking two steps quickly down before I caught a glimpse of the train with the orange stripe taking off. “Oh… I’m so late,” I groaned, falling onto my butt on the step. A stabbing pain in my coccyx made me shift, and I looked down to see the girl’s face looking up at me—her ID.
Dana Gallagher. At least now I had a name for her. And an address for her, which was going to be very helpful, seeing as how I was kind of obligated to get this thing back to her.
I’d been in Port Andrea for an hour, and I’d already gotten in trouble. This was why I didn’t do people.
*
Avery gave me a sympathetic smile. “It’s an easy station to get lost in.”
I bristled. “I was not lost.”
Avery Lindt, a woman with shoulder-length loose brunette waves and green eyes, wearing a smart black suit and an easy smile on her expression, raised a hand for the waiter, who jogged quickly over to us. “My friend’s here now,” she said. “We’re ready to order.”
“Oh. Are we?” I fumbled with the menu. The restaurant was a nice one—above my pay grade—right on the corner of Elwind and Vine, with a two-story dining area full of glass walls looking out into the greenery of the lot next door, dark in the falling rain. The whole place smelled fresh like rain and crisp like white wine, sweet on my tongue, and I was pretty sure I could point to anything on the menu and get something good.
As long as it wasn’t shellfish. I didn’t need to die the day I got to Port Andrea, or my mother would get to feel smugly satisfied that something terrible did happen to me after I left.
“The—how about—manicotti?” For the most part, it was just the first thing on the menu that stood out. Avery laughed into her hand after the waiter was gone.
“Didn’t mean to put you on the spot,” she said.
I sank back in my seat, letting out a long sigh. “It’s not a problem. I’m just… disorganized today. Discombobulated.”
Her eyes twinkled. “I see we’re jumping right into the SAT words.” But she relaxed, taking a sip of her water before she said, “It’s nice to see you again.”
“You do look different,” I said.
“That’d be the power of positive thinking for you,” she said. “Keeps your skin clear. Oh, and the estrogen, too.”
“I have to admit, I was thinking it was mostly the estrogen.”
“The positive thinking didn’t hurt, though.” She winked. Avery was trans—she’d been open about it six years ago, when she was only a year on hormones, and we’d met in a queer Andreans’ group on Meetup, about the first and last time I’d openly embraced my sexuality. The girl was pure positivity, pretty much the exact opposite of me, and even though she looked like a completely different person now than she had then, it seemed like she was still the exact same.
“I’m happy to hear things have been good for you here,” I said. “I mean, so long as you consider owning a successful luxury restaurant and dating a celebrity chef to be good.”
She laughed. “So good I don’t know how I did it, and just hoping I don’t screw it up somehow. When everyone told me to fake it till I made it, I never stopped to think about what happened after I made it.”
“Well, woe is you,” I said. “Just so successful now you can’t keep it straight. Whatever will you do?”
She beamed. “I’ve been journaling a lot lately on what growth looks like for me at this stage in my life. I think there’s plenty of new territory in the plane of my potential to explore.”
I sipped my water. “I see you still don’t get sarcasm.”
Her face fell. “That was sarcasm?”
“To the point—I did not get lost in RSS.”
She laughed, waving me off. “Relax, Remi. You haven’t been in the city in years. I got so lost when I got back here last year. I still get lost in Robin Square Station. It’s labyrinthine enough I’m expecting to find a minotaur there one of these days.”
“I mean it. I’ll have you know I was perfectly set to reach my train with a few minutes to spare, when Dana Gallagher nearly cracked her skull like an egg on the stone steps.”
She cocked her head. “I really hope I’m not supposed to know who that is, or I owe Dana Gallagher an apology.”
“I had no idea either. That’s just the name on her ID.”
She looked up as the waiter brought back a basket of bread rolls, giving him such gushing thanks, I’d think he brought her solid gold. The smell of warm bread, sweet and hearty, flooded the table, and immediately my stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten since before my flight. I took a roll as Avery said, “Oh, so you shoved an old lady down the stairs and took her wallet.”
The waiter stopped, glancing back at us. I put my hands up. “Christ, I thought you were soft and fluffy. Why is your mind going there? No. She tripped, dropped her wallet, and it was a good thing I was admiring her—uh, coat—or I wouldn’t have been paying close enough attention to catch her.” I paused. “And she’s not an old lady. She’s twenty-seven years and four months old, according to her ID, which she missed when she was scraping up the contents of her wallet.”
She grinned. “Oh, I see. So she’s some pretty girl right around your age who you saved from a terrible fate, even though it made you late for your meeting…”
I glowered. “What are you implying? Never mind, I know what you’re implying, and I’m not even dignifying it with a response.”
“Hey, I’m just saying, there are a lot of queer girls in Port Andrea. There’s even a lesbian bar here. You might find your happily-ever-after here.”
I paused. I had not known there was a lesbian bar. And I was not supposed to want to visit. “I am not dating women,” I said. “We are pretending I never admitted to being bisexual, in case you forgot?”
“Oh, yes. Of course,” she said, eyes twinkling again.
“My parents would find out within twenty-four hours and book an express ticket to come over and murder me themselves.”
Her smile dropped. “Remi, you’re hundreds of miles away from them now. They don’t control your life anymore.”
“New subject,” I said. “Living arrangements. How long are you open to me using your apartment?”
She shrugged. “As long as you need. There’s a bit of an influx of people moving into Port Andrea right now, Liv told me. Friend of mine at the restaurant. It’s a little hard to find a place, and it might take a bit. You can stay as long as you need. Lord knows I’m barely there anyway,” she laughed.
Right. Because she spent most nights with her incredibly hot and talented celebrity girlfriend in a luxurious penthouse apartment in Robin Square. Not that I was supposed to be here thinking about women as incredibly hot, which included the very Dana Gallagher I was going to have to try tracking down. “I’m—very grateful for your help,” I said, straightening my back. “I’ll find some way to pay you back for—”
“Oh, please,” she said, putting a hand up. “You already gave me a compliment. That’s the only thing I ever really need to achieve self-actualization.”
I paused. “What did I even say?”
She grinned. “That I look different now than before. The best compliment I could get. When does the apprenticeship start?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Oh, cutting it close. Need help getting there?”
I shook my head. “I don’t want to make you go out of your way for it.”
“You’re going from my apartment to the bakery barely a block away from my restaurant. It could not be any less out of my way.”
I sighed, hanging my head as I broke my bread and spread butter on one piece, biting in and tasting the warm, flaky crust crackling on my mouth. It was sweet—a little overly so, but nothing that would ruin it—and the high quality flour came through in a complex, earthy flavor touched with bright undertones. “I’m still going to pay you back for it,” I mumbled, mostly to myself.
“Ah, Remi. You have a hard time not repaying things, don’t you?”
“And you breathe oxygen, don’t you?”
She laughed. “No, no. I breathe pure concentrated power of belief and the possibility of a brighter future.” She paused. “And oxygen. Nitrogen, too.”
“I had a hunch those two would come into play.” I fumbled Dana’s ID from my pocket, setting it down on the table, and I studied it while I took another bite of bread. “Looks like she lives in… Cross Street is over in Archer Bay district, right?”
“Barely a twenty-minute walk from your bakery,” she said. “That’s lucky.”
“No kidding. Guess I’ll just head over there tomorrow morning before work.”
Work. Describing White Rose Patisserie as work felt like a dream. Was this actually happening?
“Sounds good,” she said. “We’ll get up bright and early and hit the subway together. Southport-Amber Station is pretty quiet in the morning. Shouldn’t be anything like getting lost in RSS.”
“I did not get lost in—” I sighed. “Okay. You’re doing that on purpose to get under my skin. You won’t win, Avery Lindt.”
She winked. “I always win, Remington Bennett.”




Chapter 2
Dana
“Oh, Christ,” I sighed, flipping through my wallet after Emmanuel handed me my apportioned tips.
“Christ is in there?” Emmanuel said. “Look at you. Finally found Jesus.”
“I’d laugh if you said something funny.” I sighed, dropping my shoulders. “I lost my ID. Right in the middle of Robin Square Station, too. That thing’s probably been stolen by five different people, somehow.”
White Rose was a beautiful place. I met Emmanuel, the manager, in the back, where he’d been rifling for my weekly tip portion through the documents in the cabinet by the frosted-glass window that overlooked the bay. It smelled like home—it had even before I’d spent the past four years here, that warm and toasted aroma of freshly-baked croissants mingling with the sweet scent of pastry cream, along with the bright sweetness of the peaches that were in season right now, it all wrapped me up in that rich warmth that I could never get enough of.
“Well, let’s cross our fingers they’re all five good Samaritans who are scrabbling to be the first to return it to you,” he said. “Customers have been raving about your designs lately.”
Emmanuel was the sweetest guy in the world, a middle-aged Black man with a thin frame and glasses, the kind of smile that won awards, and a penchant for either inflated compliments or incising insults, with no middle ground. I gave him a tired smile. “You say that to everyone every week, Manny,” I said, hitting the tip envelope lightly on his arm before handing it back to him. “Don’t think I don’t see through you, old man.”
“Why, I never,” he said, a hand to his chest. “I’m as genuine as American butter isn’t. In fact, I was planning on asking if you wanted to represent us for the Starfire Festival, but if you just want to shoot a poor old man down like that…”
I blinked, once, hard. “I’m sorry, are you tripping on something other than the same doorstop you always do today? You want me to do what?”
“I mean it. You’re my favorite baker. Don’t tell the other bakers, though.” He chuckled to himself. “I’m just saying, with that steady hand you’ve got on a pastry bag, I think you could make something we’d all be honored to showcase.”
“I—” I had never had impostor syndrome set in so fast. It hit like the stairs had almost hit my head yesterday, before the pretty girl with the broody look on her face had saved my life—or at least my status of having never gotten a concussion. “Emmanuel, that’s your position. I can’t possibly do that.”
He sighed, leaning back against the freezer, and just stared out the window. Aside from the hum of the ovens all full to capacity right now and the fire crackling in the old-style brick oven that was part of the original brick construction, the kitchen was quiet. “Now… look, Dani—”
“Dana—”
“I don’t want to have the old-man conversation with you, but… I’m an old man.”
“And still much better a pâtissier than I am,” I said. My heart thumped unevenly, and an anxious feeling settled in my stomach, all the inferiority complexes I’d shoved to the back of my mind over the years jumping up like little spring-loaded monsters. “There’s no way I can—”
“Now, I’m not saying I’m not any good at the work anymore,” he said, putting a hand up. “I’m still the world’s best, after all.”
“Well… I wouldn’t go that far.”
He grinned, but it faded, looking back out at where morning light shone tangerine-gold through the window, casting elongated rectangles of light over the sleek metal and marble surfaces of the kitchen, worked into the original brickwork in a blend of modern and classical. The light danced on the edge of his thin-rimmed spectacles, and for a moment, he appeared dazzling, almost otherworldly. “It’s just a matter of… moving on, I suppose.”
I watched him for a minute before I tucked my wallet back in my pocket. “Moving on… from baking?”
“From this sort of bakery scene. I’ve been doing it so long, I’m starting to feel like I’ve explored all the streets and all the back alleys of the craft… these days, though I hate to say it, because it makes me sound so damn old, I’ve found there’s a lot more fulfillment in showing other people the way instead of proving myself the greatest.”
My throat was tight. The air felt dry. We always kept the kitchen climate carefully monitored, so I knew full well it was just me. “But—why not someone like George? Or Monica? They’ve both been here twice as long—”
“Well, the thing here is, Dani—”
“Dana.”
“They’re safe choices.”
I paused. “And… you want a dangerous choice?”
He chuckled, finally looking back and meeting my eyes. “Oh, here I was going to use wording so much blander. I prefer that. Yes, Dana. I want a dangerous choice.”
I chewed my cheek. “Should I try serving some mousse with unpasteurized eggs?”
“Not literally dangerous, please. If you must kill somebody, let it be on your own time.” He shook his head, striding across the kitchen, and I followed. We were between shifts right now, so we were the only ones in right now, and Emmanuel led me through the quiet to one of the ready-to-go fridges and pulled out a peach tart, setting it down on the stainless steel island. “George made this one,” he said.
“It’s beautiful,” I said. “The subtle variance of color in the peaches in gradation—”
“Oh, it’s beautiful,” he said. “And he’s made it ten thousand times before, because we’ve all made it ten thousand times before.”
I paused. “Are you… saying he’s unoriginal?”
He shrugged. “I wouldn’t insult him for my life. He’s the kind of person who keeps a place like this running. Lord knows what we would have done if it hadn’t been for George. There’s two kinds of people in this world, Dani.”
“People who get my name right, and you.”
He grinned, putting the tart back. “There’s the Georges, and there’s the Danas. The people who maintain, and the people who innovate. The world needs both. But the festival calls for people who innovate.”
I pursed my lips. “Respectfully, Emmanuel, I’m the wrong person. I don’t actually—you know—get it. I just make things up as I go.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Well, here I thought that was how innovation worked. I suppose I stand corrected, that great innovators just got a magical handbook from the sky that told them what to do that hadn’t been done before. I see you really did find Jesus in that wallet of yours.”
“You are batting a thousand on comedy today,” I sighed. “You know what I mean. I don’t have any formal education—I don’t really know the finer workings. I just try things—figure everything out one step at a time. It’s fun and all, but it’s not reliable when it comes time to actually perform for something high-stakes like Starfire.”
“Ah. You see, this is where my elderly wisdom really kicks in.” He craned his neck, checking the time. “One of the apprentices will be coming in soon. She’s our fourth one in, and the first one you’ll meet. I’ll be leaving her in your hands.”
“In hopes that I turn into some preachy, wizened old sage like you after I’ve shown an apprentice around the kitchen?”
He put a hand to his forehead. “Dani. Brutality like wizened, it’s elder abuse.” But he shook off the mortal blow and said, with a smirk, “We’re going a bit hands-on with this batch of apprentices. Every one of them is getting assigned directly to work with one of the pastry chefs, and today’s is going to be your pupil for the whole three months. And your apprentice is quite the opposite of you—zero bakery experience, but an extensive culinary education. Her credentials were quite impressive.”
I stared at him for a second before laughing drily, sinking back against the counter with a lopsided smile. “Oh, I get it. You’re hoping the student will teach the master, and I’ll make up for a culinary education by, um… telling her to knead bread.”
“Ah, I see it’s cynics’ hours at White Rose today,” he said. “Sadly for your cynical self, my genius self has already decided it, and Remington Bennett should be coming in about ten minutes. You can say hello to your new best friend for the next few months. Look sharp, Dani. I’m heading out now.”
“I just pray you didn’t try telling her my name,” I sighed, as he headed for the shelves by the door and pulled his jacket off a hanger.
“I think you’ll get on wonderfully,” he called. “I’ll be giving you more updates on the festival.”
“I didn’t even agree to it yet.”
He chuckled as he slipped his jacket on. “Oh, I know. I know. Good luck today. Oh, and there’s an order for two coffee travelers and sixteen croissants at eight.”
“You tell me that now?”
But I could handle it. I’d been here long enough to know the work. I set about preparing the extra batch of croissants, setting aside a package for the order, and I had the Chemex going for the coffee travelers when the doorbell jingled from the front. Slow, sort of meandering footsteps told me it was somebody browsing, and I gave it a minute, pulling beautifully browned croissants from one oven and sliding in another tray.
I headed for the front after that, pushing through the swing door and coming out behind the counter, where I spotted a figure on the other side, mostly hidden away behind the espresso machine. I straightened my back and put on my best smile, and I said, “Hi, welcome to…”
I trailed off, though, when I stepped up to the counter and found myself face-to-face with the exact same girl who’d just saved my skull the day before, standing there in a trench coat and looking at me with every bit as much surprise as I knew I was giving her.
“Dana Gallagher?” she said, her voice small, eyes wide.
Ugh, she was pretty. She had a small, slight stature, maybe five two or five three, with a smart brown bob and blue eyes, high cheekbones that gave her a serious look. That intense expression she had on—she looked like she was in control and she knew it, and between that and the very nice coat she had on that looked designer, she had an intimidating aura. Slowly, I jogged myself back to attention.
“Ah… so you know my name, too. If you were an assassin tracking me down, I think you blew it yesterday.”
She cocked her head, giving me an odd smile. “Speaking frankly—do I look like I kill people?”
I chewed my cheek, trying to ignore the way my heart fluttered. I tried to ignore silly notions like fate, but they crept up on you sometimes, and there was something about this girl that drew me in. Running into her in two separate places was the kind of coincidence that made me think silly things.
“Maybe,” I said. “You have a bit of a moody expression, you wear nice clothes… might have some mafia ties.”
She flashed me a quick smile, but it faded, looking down over me. “You… work here?”
“Nope, just vaulted over the counter, knocked the staff over the head, stole their uniform, and I’m incognito as one of them. Mafia ties myself.”
“Ah. Well, I think we’re from rival families. Now we kill each other, right?”
“Tragic, but beautiful.” I cocked my head. “How do you know my name?”
“You dropped your ID,” she sighed, hanging her head. “And I just got back from dropping it off at the address listed on it. If I’d known we were coworkers, I’d have just kept it with me.”
“Oh my god. Thank you so much,” I said, a hand to my chest. “I was so worried when I realized I’d lost it. I seriously owe you so much for…” I trailed off, only just realizing with a sudden sharp flutter in my chest what she’d said. “Wait. Coworkers…?”
She cleared her throat, looking back up and meeting my eyes. “Remington Bennett. Call me Remi. I’m one of the new apprentices.”
I tried to ignore silly notions like fate, but sometimes, the coincidences were a little too much to be anything but.




Chapter 3
Remi
Well, I was royally fucked. I was an entire monarchal orgy, the level of royally fucked I’d managed to attain.
When I’d gotten to her home, a little townhouse in Archer Bay along a row of charming houses overlooking the water, a quiet one-lane street in front with more plazas and foot traffic than cars, all lined with trees—I’d slipped the ID into the mailbox at 3141 Cross Street and let out a long, slow breath, feeling like I was letting it go.
This is good, I’d told myself. I knew feeling things for girls would be a problem once I got out here and felt like I could do anything. Nipped that in the bud. I felt like dropping that ID off and turning away was symbolic of letting it go, learning to accept my feelings and just release them. Walking from there through the morning quiet of Archer Bay into Southport district, my head felt lighter, clearer. Never seeing that girl again.
And then not even half an hour later, there she was, wearing the black-and-silver White Rose apron with the hummingbird-on-a-rose logo embroidered on her chest. The moment I saw her, I just wanted to turn and march out of the bakery, sit down, and fully process my gay panic before going somewhere else to work, but White Rose had been my dream for years. I wasn’t letting even her get in the way.
And I’d barely even gotten around to accepting that before she said, “I’m really glad I get an opportunity to pay you back, then. I’ll be working with you directly for your apprenticeship. Emmanuel put me in charge of making you comfortable here and helping you do your best work, so… we’ll be working together a lot.”
And then, like clockwork, I just wanted to go sit outside and process my gay panic again.
Dana was pretty. Too pretty. She’d been gorgeous in the red coat yesterday, and she was gorgeous in the dark colors of the White Rose uniform. The way her eyes sparkled at me did an absolute number on my resolution to be strictly heterosexual while I was here in Port Andrea.
“Oh… great,” I said, looking around the bakery. My heart pounded for so many reasons right now, and the most benign was that I was actually here—White Rose looked just like it had in all the pictures I’d spent ages looking at, daydreaming of, and every bit like it had when I’d last been here, six years back. I’d barely gotten through my second bite of an éclair before I’d made my decision, and when I got back home, I told my mother I was going to culinary school.
And now it led me here, to come work behind the counter—and apparently, to spend all that working time alongside this woman who was going to undo me with the way she smiled.
“Even though we’re from rival families?” I said. “This sounds like a forbidden affair…”
Her eyes sparkled. Under the warm lights of the bakery, they looked like molten amber. “I think we can keep it under wraps,” she said with a wink, and Jesus I did not need the wink. It seemed like I was getting a primer not only on the inner workings of White Rose Patisserie but on how to handle my feelings around an attractive woman. “Follow me into the back. Ever used a Chemex? I can put you right to work.”
“Have I ever used a Chemex?” I said, watching as she walked over to the side of the counter and pushed open a swing gate. “Have you ever used oxygen?”
“Ah, we have a coffee snob,” she laughed. “Emmanuel told me you’re the everything-in-its-place type. Culinary school?”
“Extensive,” I said, following her behind the counter with my heart pounding, and around the corner into the back. My breath caught at the sight—the far wall was all original brickwork, thick windows looking out over Iris Square and the sweeping vista of the bay past that, the water sparkling in the morning light, and it smelled like heaven, brown sugar and honey and warm bread lingering on the nose.
“Extensive?” She laughed. “I like that answer. Go to France and study from the masters themselves?”
I cleared my throat. “As it happens, yes, I spent a year abroad in France studying pastry…”
“Are you serious?” She turned on me, scrunching up her face. “Do you speak French?”
I gave her a wry smile. “They were French pastry snobs. If I’d spoken so much as an English loan word, I’d have been thrown out. Yes, I speak French.”
“Damn. You’re a lot more of a mafioso than I am.”
I cocked my head. “Isn’t that supposed to be Italian…?”
A timer went off, ringing through the kitchen and cutting her off before she could say anything, and she gestured to the shelves and hangers behind me. “Oh—feel free to put your stuff wherever and grab an apron, I need to get this. I’ll be right back with you, Remi.”
I sighed, turning away from her and throwing my bag onto the shelf, pulling down an apron from a hanger, just praying for myself to get used to Dana talking to me with that sweet, honey tone to her voice.
Holding the White Rose apron in my hands felt surreal. Pulling it on, looking down at the little hummingbird-on-a-rose icon against my chest, I wasn’t sure I was really here.
But I’d make it work. I needed to. Only one of the apprentices was going to get a full-time position here, and with nine of us in total, I couldn’t afford to let anything distract me.
I was going to get this job. It was either that, or head back to my family with my tail between my legs, grovel before them, and admit I really didn’t have what it took to make my dreams come true.
I didn’t want to spend a lifetime in their career path, doing exactly what they’d laid out for me. I didn’t want to spend a lifetime with their stony faces judging my every move, whether it suited their agenda well enough, performing social interaction at their country-club events.
But most of all, I didn’t want to see the gloating look on my mother’s face when I told her she’d been right.
*
“Avery told me to come meet her,” I said, and the girl with the long blonde hair at the host’s stand cocked her head.
“Right now? She’s in her office, but I’ll be happy to pass on that you’re here, if you give me a name…?”
“Remi.”
She smiled, stepping back from the stand. “I’ll be right back with you, then, Remi.”
She disappeared into the back of the sleek modern luxury restaurant, weaving through tables and exchanging a quick word with another black-and-white dressed waitress on her way. Shortly after, she walked back out with Avery by her side, who lit up at the sight of me, waving.
“Thanks, Liv,” Avery said, giving the girl—Liv—a quick pat on the arm. “We’ll be heading out now.”
“Another one of your new celebrity friends?” Liv sighed, and Avery laughed, turning back to me.
“Just an old friend of mine. One who’s seen my dark side.” She strode over to me, relaxing, and I admired how in-her-element she looked here. She owned the place—a luxury restaurant on the water called Paramour, and somehow the sleek stylings dressed up in live plants with creeping vines, art collections, and polished black floor just felt like a natural extension of Avery herself. “Nice to see you again. Glad you survived. This is Liv, by the way, one of my staff who was there from the beginning—”
“Back when we thought the place was going to live as long as a mouse in an old cat lady’s house,” Liv said.
“More or less.” Avery shrugged. “How’d the first day go, Remi?”
I hung my head. “Let’s talk about it after we get back to your place.”
She winced. “That bad, huh?”
“Nice meeting you, Liv,” I said. “Ready to go, Avery?”
We walked out to where the wind had picked up and was bringing a cool, damp sensation on the air, smelling like rain just on the horizon, and Avery nodded to one side. “We’re this way.”
“I remember the route.”
She nudged my shoulder. “Hey, you got so lost in RSS, I just want to guide you this time.”
“I will bite you. I did not get lost. I had to save Dana Gallagher’s skull from getting fractured, and I ran into her today and can confirm her skull is still intact.”
“Oh yeah?” She looked over at me as we walked along the relative quiet of the sidewalk, Southport-Amber Station coming up as a slanted emerald-green roof over glass walls at the end of the block. “She was at home?”
“Nope. Work.” I shoved my hands in my coat pockets, hunching my head. “You’re never going to believe this. She’s my coworker.”
“No way.” She stopped, stepping in front of me and turning to face me, the biggest schadenfreude smile on her face. “At the bakery?”
“And not only that, she’s the full-time chef appointed to work as my mentor through the apprenticeship.”
She laughed. “Oh my god. Now this is a love story.”
“I will kick you in both shins.” I walked around her, hunching my shoulders more as I strode away.
“Hey,” she laughed, following along behind me. “Why so gloomy about it? I think this was just the universe responding to your real wishes. You told me you wanted connection, to feel at home here in Port Andrea. You know what makes a place feel like home?”
“A steady job?”
“Well—that doesn’t hurt.” She turned the corner with me into the archway that led to the stone steps of the subway station, the quiet of the outside giving way to the chatter and hubbub of the station as we descended into drier air underground. “But nope. People. And you’ve started things off just right with this sudden connection.”
Amber was a smaller station, so it only took a minute to wind past the service station and down to platform two for the silver line. I dropped onto one of the metal benches, keeping my eyes on the arrivals board before I finally responded. “Couldn’t I have had a connection with somebody else?”
She dropped down next to me. “Don’t like her?”
“No, she’s great. She’s really sweet. Fun to talk to.”
“Ah. You have a crush on—”
“Shut up.” I paused. “A little bit.”
“Just shut up a little bit?” She shrugged. “I’m kind of all-or-nothing…”
“Shut up completely.”
It had been a little too much fun—Dana and I clicked together naturally, talking like we were old friends. Maybe rescuing someone from falling down the stairs was a good way to break the ice? We’d only had a short shift, since the owner Emmanuel knew I’d just arrived in Port Andrea and he wanted me to take it easy even though I assured him I did not need to, but Dana and I had talked through it. A lot.
We’d talked as much about her as we did about the work. I’d started out focusing in intently on the work, following along with the recipes and the techniques with heart-pounding reverence at actually being there, in the kitchen at White Rose, but before long, my resolve faltered.
To be fair, she’d started it, when she’d given me a sidelong smile while watching me shape dough according to her instructions, and she’d said, “Are you from here? Port Andrea.”
“Nope,” I’d said, just focusing on the shaping motion she’d shown me, the dough feeling elastic and tacky against my hands. “Been here for less than twenty-four hours now. The first thing I did in Port Andrea was arrive in Robin Square Station and nearly watch you somersault down three flights of stone steps.”
“Ah. Would have been a terrible welcome sight. Especially because then you wouldn’t have such a charming teacher to show you how we do things here. Speaking of, you’re good at this.”
“I know.”
“Oh, confident,” she laughed. “Can I touch you?”
“What?” My thoughts had broken like crystallized sugar under a baseball bat.
“Your hands. To adjust your hold on it.”
“Oh…” I’d flushed the heat of the sun, probably, keeping my face down. “Yeah, that’s… cool.”
So I’d had to deal with her reaching over and putting her hands on top of mine, fingers curling over mine as she adjusted the shape of my hands on the dough—her hands warm and soft against mine, and I felt like my insides were tangled worse than earbud cords left in a pocket for fifteen minutes, and I’d needed the first distraction I could think of, so I’d just bounced the question back at her. “Are you? From—around here, I mean.”
“Born and raised.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah, my whole family’s here.” She moved her hands to my thumbs, sliding them up, and somehow her holding just one finger in my hands like that sent my brain offline even worse. “There. That’s beautiful. Just like that.”
“Oh… yeah. You mentioned your… sister got you that coat. Very Andrean style.”
“Ah, look at you,” she laughed, nudging me in the side, and once again, I turned to putty. Christ, it was a good lesson in how to handle my feelings around pretty girls. Throwing me into the deep end. “You already know the ins and outs of the city.”
“I’ve been before. A few years back, just for a month, but it… left an impression.”
And I knew if I talked about myself anymore, I’d end up in trouble, so I’d just started launching every possible question I could at her—anything for a distraction.
It was fun. Too much fun.
“I know you told me to shut up,” Avery said, pulling my thoughts back to the present as the speakers announced the silver line approaching, “but god, is that ever a dreamy look.”
“Continue shutting up.” I pushed myself up to my feet as the train whipped into the station, my hair fluttering around my neck in its wake.
“You know, I already coached Liv through the same thing,” she laughed, standing up with me. “She was insisting for months she was completely, totally, unequivocally straight. Then one day we’re out grabbing coffee together and she’s all… so I kind of slept with this girl, but I’m still straight, just so you know.”
“Guessing that didn’t last long.” I kept my gaze fixed straight ahead as the train doors opened and people filed out, and I stepped onto the car and took the handrail the moment the crowd dispersed.
“Yeah, they’re dating now. Liv says she’s her only exception, but from the way she talked about my girlfriend, I think odds are good she would have ended up with a different only exception if she hadn’t met Sage.”
I chewed my cheek as the train filled with people, the doors shutting behind us, and then the floor lurched as it moved forward. The smell of cleaner lingered in the air, faintly bitter in the back of my mouth, as a soft voice rang through the train car calling out the next stop. “That’s different,” I mumbled. “I know I’m attracted to women. I just don’t want to be attracted to women.”
She smiled sweetly. “Remi, I don’t think that distinction matters as much as you think it matters.”
“It matters a lot. I’m attracted to men, too. The plan here was to come find a man, settle down, and live happily—and heterosexually—ever after.”
“Well, you know what they say about plans.”
“That they work if you bury your head in the sand hard enough?”
She winced. “See, that’s actually not exactly what they say about plans.”
My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out of my pocket, catching the text just before I lost signal, from a new contact added very recently. Just found my ID in my mailbox, coincidentally enough! Thank you SO much again, Remi. You’re a lifesaver. Working with you was really fun today! Can’t wait to see you again tomorrow.
“She sure types properly in texts,” I mumbled, and it was only when Avery lit up that I realized I shouldn’t have said that out loud.
“You’re texting Dana? You traded numbers?”
I rubbed my forehead. “No, uh… someone else.”
“Uh-huh…”
I sighed. “That’s not a good lie, is it?”
She shrugged. “I mean, it’s not the best lie, but it’s not the worst, either.”
“Dammit. Yes. We’re, uh…” I cleared my throat. “Going to be spending a lot of time together, from the sounds of things.”
Which was a lot more time together than I could handle.




Chapter 4
Dana
“Good morning, Remi,” I said, raising my hand in a quick wave to where Remi was standing outside the back entrance to White Rose, one arm crossed over herself and the other holding her phone, a casually gorgeous pose like a model as she leaned against the wall. The morning was still dark, only the faintest purplish hue to the pre-dawn sky, and the low wind coming in over the bay carried a chill. “Someone’s an eager beaver today.”
She glanced over at me, a quick look from the corner of her eye as she slipped her phone into her pocket. “If I’m not ten minutes early, I’m late. Good morning, Dana.”
I slipped the keys from my jacket pocket and unlocked the back door, pulling it open and ushering Remi in first. “Well, I love punctual. Sorry to have you doing five-o’clock shifts when I’m sure you’re still tired from traveling.”
“I’ve done worse.”
“Like, say, a flight to France to deal with pastry snobs first thing in the morning while jet-lagged to boot?”
She grinned. “Well, someone’s either psychic, or just a very good guesser.”
“I can read minds. That’s my superpower.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t go in mine. That place is dark. Just us for right now?”
“Monica’s joining us in fifteen.” I shut the door behind us, turning on the lights and throwing the lever for the ovens. The fresh morning air combined with the smell of sourdough was the little bit of heaven that made every early morning worth it. “Which means for fifteen minutes, I get to work you relentlessly.”
She folded her arms. “I’d like to see you try. I’ll bet you anything you’re softer than an unset custard.”
I put a hand to my chest. “Remi. I’m supposed to be the mind-reader. As punishment for that cutting blow, I’m making you laminate the croissant dough.”
She just laughed, eyes twinkling, and it made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Remi just had this intense energy around her, like she was here for a purpose, and there was something intoxicating about how she carried herself. It didn’t help that she was pretty, either. “You’re going to need to do worse than that,” she said. “Just give me a number, and you’ll get that many croissants, plus one.”
“Baker’s dozen?”
She grinned. “Ingrained habit from my culinary school where Professor Skull—yes, that was his real name—would always ask for a batch of a certain size and then get upset if there weren’t an extra one for him to eat. He was entirely too friendly to be called Professor Skull, except if you didn’t get him his bonus croissant.”
I nudged her shoulder. It felt easy to break the touch barrier with her—maybe the way I’d been moving her hands on dough yesterday trying to focus on her form and not on how soft and smooth her hands felt, or maybe the fact that our first interaction involved her hand on a vice grip around my wrist—and I was a little too comfortable doing it. “Well, I’m no Professor Skull, but if you make me a bonus croissant, you would never catch me saying no to it.”
Remi was good, too—and not just in that she made me a bonus croissant. She worked quickly, her expression always shifting to this thing of intense focus the moment she got started, and she worked with such exacting precision I wondered if she might have been an architect in a previous life. She didn’t seem to waste a single motion, and after Monica came in the door and found us with loaves and pastries already in the oven, Remi went straight from a formal, almost rigid introduction right back into scoring loaves with me watching.
“Glad to see one of the apprentices means business, at least,” Monica said, nodding approvingly as Remi dashed off quick but intricate floral designs in her scoring. Monica, a tall woman with dark hair that fell long and straight over her collar, had been here longer than almost all of us, even at only thirty-three years old, but she still handed out compliments to anyone so much as kneading a ball of dough like she was a kindergarten teacher. Still, something in her expression genuinely looked impressed, and I felt prouder than I should have, given that I’d barely even had to teach Remi what drawers things were in.
Remi just nodded, still laser-focused on scoring loaves and moving them to the brick oven. “I intend to get the position,” she said, lightly.
“You’ve clearly got a pretty good idea what you’re doing already,” Monica said, pulling on an apron and turning to wash her hands. “And you’ve got Dana helping you. I think you have a good shot.”
I shook my head, turning back to the milk I had heating on the stove. “Monica’s just nice to me.”
“Oh, I’m just nice, am I?” Monica shot a glance back at me, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “Heard a rumor someone’s going far around here…”
I stiffened. “Emmanuel’s talked to me, and nothing’s finalized. It’s all just thoughts and possibilities. Don’t say anything too early, okay?”
Monica put a hand up. “You got it, you got it. All right, what needs doing?”
We made the two hours easy until the peak morning staff came in, three more people counting one of the other apprentices, a tall ash-blonde girl named Taylor who looked like she was having the time of her life, opposite to Remi’s intense demeanor. With the rest of the staff covering, I took more to Remi’s side, coaching her more directly until finally I got to pull her aside.
“Lunch break,” I said.
“We get those?”
“By law,” I said, giving her a wry smile.
“The wonders of the modernized world,” she said. I nudged her shoulder.
“Lunch plans?” I said.
“Paramour.”
“Oh, cool.” I paused. “Wait. Paramour? The—”
“I’m just such a high-roller, don’t you know?” she said, giving me a small smile as she slipped her apron off. “The owner’s my friend. She told me to come by when I managed to get a lunch break and see her.”
“Damn. You have more Port Andrea connections than I do.”
She laughed, shaking her head. “She’s literally my only Port Andrea connection. And now you, I guess.”
Half impressed and half disappointed—I’d kind of wanted to invite her somewhere to grab lunch, because nursing a silly little crush on an apprentice who was most likely straight anyway was a smashing idea—I just shrugged to look casual. “Well, all right, high-roller. Half an hour. Untimed, though. Plenty of us are chronically late back from lunch. No rush.”
“I’m Remington Bennett,” she sighed, washing her hands. “I’ll be back in thirty minutes and zero seconds.”
After she’d left, I headed to the closest thing we had to a breakroom, a little space at the entrance to the kitchen with an old wood table under a stretch of creeping vines, and I settled for microwaved leftovers from my dinner last night, not thinking too much about whatever luxury meal Remi was getting at Paramour.
“How is she?” Monica said, a few minutes into my meal, and I looked up from my phone and over at where she was hanging up her apron.
“She’s… intense,” I said. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to teach her.”
“I’ve been watching, and I promise, you’re doing wonderfully. Just treat her like a new employee. The apprentices are all ready to start full-time at a moment’s notice, in theory.”
“I know that…” I looked back down at my food.
“You two seem to get along well.”
“She’s so much fun to talk to.” I paused. “And she stopped me from falling down the stairs at Robin Square Station the other day, so that was a good icebreaker.”
She broke out into a smile. “Oh, a dashing heroine. Sounds romantic.”
I snorted. “Maybe to you it does, Monica. Are you taking lunch the same time we are?”
She shrugged, heading for the door to the front. “You work here as many years as I have, you stop giving a damn who’s taking their lunches when and just go when you’re hungry. Things always sort themselves out.”
I wondered how that kind of mindset worked.
My phone buzzed, and I looked down to a text came in from the contact labeled Jerkface with a heart emoji ever since my sister had stolen my booze for her party last weekend. Working with the subway savior again today?
Apparently Remi was all anyone was going to talk about. I couldn’t blame them—my life had been pretty close to a steady cycle these past few years, but that was because I for one was very happy with it. I set down my food and texted back. I’m working with her every day until Wednesday. I could think of worse fates. I’ve barely had to do anything to get her acquainted.
She texted back right away. Well, duh. You said she studied under pastry snobs in France, didn’t you? She needs a friend, not a teacher. Working in a new place is scary.
I sighed, typing back a reply. You think buying your own booze is scary. You’re no judge.
But maybe she wasn’t wrong, I thought, as I put my phone down and went back to my food. Remi wasn’t just in a new job, she was in a new city, and apparently the only person she knew in Port Andrea was—somehow—the owner of the luxury restaurant just down the block, who, if my memory wasn’t failing me, had aired her restaurant on television along with her celebrity chef girlfriend Holly Mason.
Did Remi’s one and only friend in Port Andrea being gay imply anything about whether I might have had a chance with her? I shook off the thought. It was a long shot. And dating coworkers was not exactly a smart move.
A text from Remi had me jerking back out of my thoughts feeling guilty, like she’d caught onto me wondering hopelessly if she liked girls, but it was just a short one. Avery Lindt wants me to tell you she says hi.
Show-off. I rolled my eyes to no one in particular, smiling as I went back to my very underwhelming food that wasn’t prepared by any luxury master-chefs.
I lost track of time, eventually setting down my food and wandering back into the kitchen to, in classic Dana Gallagher fashion, work on my break. Strictly, it shouldn’t have been allowed, but I’d argued with Emmanuel for ages saying it was me experimenting and using the kitchen as a learning space instead of working to produce for it, so really, I should have been paying for the service. After half an hour of arguing technicalities, he’d just let out a kill-me-now sigh and put his hands to the sky and said, “Dana Gallagher, with God as my witness, you are impervious to logic. Fine, just don’t let anyone from PARA see you doing it.”
At first, the rest of the staff had given me a hard time, but over the months since then, they’d learned to just work around my little spot on one end of the counter. I got into it enough that I jerked back at the sound of the world’s most precise timekeeping instrument, and that was Remington Bennett saying, “Hey,” over my shoulder, at—a quick glance at the clock confirmed—precisely thirty minutes after she left.
I set down the piping bag and turned back to her, a hand to my chest. “Saved my life and now you’re out to scare it out of me.”
She laughed. “I told you very specifically when I’d be back,” she said, looking down to the choux I was piping. “What are you working on?”
“Oh… just playing around.”
She leaned against the counter, giving me a skeptical look. “So you work here full-time, and on breaks, you… stay inside and continue to bake.”
I laughed nervously. “I’ve just got some… designs in my head. I’ve been exploring what choux pastry can do.”
She raised an eyebrow at me, then back at the flower shape I’d piped, and back up at me. I scratched the back of my hand.
“Judging by that expression, you think I’m doing it wrong,” I said.
She cleared her throat. “I would never dream of telling my trainer what will or won’t work.”
I forced a smile. “But if anyone else did this?”
“I’d take away their pastry bag and have them sit in the corner and think about what they’d done.”
I slumped. “I figured.”
She looked over to where I had the tart I’d decorated on a turntable, and she turned it idly. “This is beautiful, though. Did you do this too?”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
“Didn’t it take forever to pipe the cream like this?”
“Not really. I used a trick I picked up from a friend over at another bakery, up in Wing Valley…”
“Ah, you stole someone’s trade secrets.”
I shrugged wildly. “I just think of it as collaboration.” I paused, looking back down to my choux piping. “I… might be up for doing display works at Starfire Festival.”
“Are you serious?” She turned, scrunching up her face at me. I nodded.
“Emmanuel talked to me about it yesterday. I told him there’s no way I could replace him—it’s always been him, has for the last six years at least. But he said I’m an… innovator, or something like that.”
“Hence the odd experiments in the corner.”
I nudged her. “You make me sound like a mad scientist. I’m just trying to make something pretty. I spent last night collecting a list of different patisseries I want to visit for inspiration…”
My heart thrummed unevenly, and I knew I shouldn’t have been talking about this kind of thing, but it was a little too hard stopping that train of conversation now.
“Sounds fun,” she said, looking back to the tart, a distant look on her face. I breathed in, and back out, slowly, just focusing on piping a slow woven shape.
“Maybe you’d like to join me?” I said, trying to sound casual and missing the mark. “It’d be a nice way to get to know Port Andrea a little bit better. And—I could use your help, honestly.”
She tensed up, just the littlest bit in her shoulders, and immediately I wanted to back off. But I held my ground, keeping my focus on the piping, trying desperately to look cool. “Help with what? Planning on going down more stairs?”
“I’ll be counting on you to keep me alive if I do,” I said. “But no, just… I’m sort of an intuitive baker,” I sighed, setting down my bag and turning to face her. “One step at a time is pretty much my motto, but to be honest? I never know where those steps are taking me. My background’s pretty much the opposite of yours. I’ve never stepped foot in culinary school, I’ve just worked in a lot of places like this. I don’t actually know the chemistry behind any of the things I’m doing here, and it makes it hard to bring those designs from my head into reality, you know?”
She gave me an odd look. “And… instead of taking it one step at a time and seeing where you end up, you want me to teach you how baking works.”
“That sounds a bit backwards when you put it like that, doesn’t it?” I shook my head, turning back to the rest of the kitchen. “Oh—forget about it. You haven’t even finished your second day here. I’m not going to start asking you personal favors already.”
“How long do you normally wait before asking personal favors?”
I pushed out a nervous little laugh. “Probably at least four days. Mark your calendar. I’ll show up at your door with a body that needs hiding.”
“Make a pie out of it.”
I screwed up my face at her. “You weren’t supposed to give me a suggestion.”
She smiled, seeming smugly satisfied with herself. “You say jump, I say how high.”
“Let’s just get back to work,” I said. “I’m putting you through the wringer on cakes for the rest of the shift. Hope you’re ready.”
“I was born ready,” she said, without a hint of irony, and I really admired that kind of attitude.
Me, I didn’t even have the guts to ask her on a bakery date. Not that it would have been a date, but—well—I didn’t have the easiest time convincing my mind of that.




Chapter 5
Remi
I dropped down in the seat across from Avery, still having a hard time believing it was Holly Mason herself standing there next to her seat with a hand on her back. The café all chattered with life and energy around us, big stretches of natural light coming in through the tall windows at the front of the building and spilling over the kitschy colorful retro style, but all I could focus on was seeing a TV personality face-to-face.
Holly looked taller in person than she did on Kitchen Rescue, with dark hair tumbling over one shoulder and an intense look in her eyes, a soft heart-shaped face. Frankly, she wasn’t just taller in person, she was even more gorgeous, and inspired all sorts of thoughts that went counter to my resolution to be heterosexual.
“Tay’s blowing up my phone,” Holly sighed, glancing from her phone over to Avery.
“What else is new?” Avery laughed, and Holly just hung her head, turning back to me with a tired smile.
“It’s nice meeting you, Remi. Avie’s been excited lately about seeing you again.”
Suddenly, I was feeling very small, and not just literally this time. I cleared my throat. “It’s really an honor to meet you, Holly.” As if it wasn’t strange calling a celebrity chef by her first name like that. “Avery told me you’d want this,” I said, pushing the con panna across the table to her, and she lit up.
“Oh, you didn’t,” she laughed, picking up the paper cup and taking a quick sip. “Beautiful. The exact thing I need to fuel me for another faceoff with Tay.”
“Over what?” Avery said, looking up at her.
“Apparently, there’s a major publicity event going on in Detroit right now, and they want to meet with me about it, telling me I have to be there.” She checked her phone. “In fact, they seem to have told me… eight separate times. And they’re typing right now, so I assume… yes, nine times now.”
“Godspeed,” Avery said. “See if you can score a trip for both of us there. I’d go to Detroit with you.”
“Good of you to say, but you know Tay would have just knocked you upside the head and dragged you there,” she said, before looking back to me. “Thanks for the drink, Remi. I owe you my life. I’ll see you around, I’m sure.” She bent in and laid a swift kiss on Avery’s lips, and I glanced away, not needing the things it did to my stomach watching a very attractive woman kiss another very attractive woman. “See you tonight, Avie.”
“See you tonight,” Avery said, her face looking like she was on cloud nine, which I would be too if someone like Holly Mason kissed me.
Someone like Holly Mason, but… male.
“What’s it like, dating a celebrity?” I said once Holly left, mostly to think about something other than kissing girls.
Avery shrugged. “I mean, I’m in love with the celebrity in question, so it’s great. You get used to things pretty quickly. Holly says I’m more comfortable on cameras now than she is. I just tell her… well, I’ve always wanted attention.”
“Who’s Tay?”
“They’re her agent.” She scrunched up her face. “Our agent. I’m never going to get used to saying that. They’re also so charming. In, you know… their own way.”
“That sounds like a coached insult.”
She grinned. “Holly takes care of insulting them. I think they’re so funny, though. But enough of all that. How’s the bakery been?”
“It’s… been,” I said. “I’ve adapted to it easily enough. The pace goes from zero to hair-on-fire and back again faster than you know it, but I like it.”
“Why the hesitation, then?” She cocked her head. “Something wrong with the people there?”
I sighed, rubbing my forehead. “No, everyone’s great.”
She took the iced coffee and cheese Danish I’d handed over and sipped the coffee, mulling it over before she dropped, “Your crush on Dana Gallagher just that bad?”
“Oh—dammit,” I said, bristling. “Don’t say it out loud like that. You’re going to manifest it.”
“I’ve manifested worse.”
“That doesn’t reassure me, Avery.”
She just laughed, which didn’t help either. I sighed, hanging my head.
“Day three now and I’m really just trying to make it. Taking things one step at a time, as someone always says. I just need to focus on impressing them enough they’ll keep me on board.”
“Instead of on the pretty girl next to you?”
“I think I need to hit the dating scene immediately, or something,” I mumbled.
She leaned over the table, folding her hands in front of her. “We can hit up Strawberry Lounge.”
“Sounds great.” I paused. “Assuming that’s not the lesbian bar.”
“It’s the lesbian bar.”
I rubbed my temples with both hands. “Avery.”
It wasn’t Avery’s voice that responded, though, but the absolute last one I needed right now, and that was Dana’s voice cutting through the chatter and noise and saying, “Remi?”
Avery’s eyes lit up. I shot her my best don’t you dare look before I turned to where Dana was coming up towards our table, an odd smile on her face. Another girl who might have been her sister walked along close to her, looking like if Dana were a couple years younger and had a pixie cut instead. I straightened my back, putting on the same easy smile I’d practiced over three days now of working with Dana, pretending I wasn’t having a gay panic every single time.
“Hey, Dana,” I said. “Nice to see you neither working nor dying, for once.”
“Right?” She laughed, coming up and standing over our table, looking much too good in a snappy brown blazer and pants, wearing just a touch of makeup. She met my eyes, and once again, I felt like I was breathing through a cloth. Through five cloths, probably. “This is my sister, Serafina.”
“Hey,” Serafina said, putting out her hand. I gave it a firm shake, and she grinned. Up close, she had a rounder face than Dana, her eyes a few shades brighter, but otherwise they might have been twins. “Dana told me all about you keeping her from doing gymnastics down the stairs at Robin Square Station.”
Which meant Dana Gallagher was telling her family about me. God, I couldn’t get my head around that and I didn’t want to deal with the fluttery feelings it sent through my stomach, so I just gave Serafina a dry smile. “How much do you like your sister? I’ll try to extort it for repayment if you like her.”
Serafina snorted, and she gave me an exaggerated shrug. “Maybe… a quarter? Twenty cents.”
“Gee, thanks.” Dana elbowed her, and she looked over at Avery. I cleared my throat.
“Uh, this is Avery Lindt—”
“Oh!” Dana lit up. “Oh my god. From Paramour? Wow. Yeah, I saw you on Kitchen Rescue. It’s so cool to meet you.”
“It’s so cool to meet you,” Avery said, beaming. “Remi’s told me all about you. She pretty much just talks about you nonstop.”
I was going to murder her. Maybe I’d be the one asking Dana for help disposing of a body. “Hey, she was my welcoming party into Port Andrea,” I said, avoiding meeting Dana’s gaze.
Serafina snorted again, louder this time. “Well, you’re already best friends, then, because lord knows Dana wouldn’t stop talking about you either—”
Dana elbowed her, now the one avoiding my gaze. Shyness didn’t seem her style. I wondered what embarrassing details she’d put in the story. “C’mon. We’re both spending a lot of time together now, anyway. We’re sort of assigned friends. Not that I mind. It means I get the mafioso on my side.”
Avery cocked her head at me. “Remi. You didn’t tell me you were with the mafia. You weren’t kidding when you said your family was weird.”
I cleared my throat. “Don’t worry, I’m one of the suave mafia types, not the murderous ones.”
“You should join us,” Avery said, glancing up to Dana, and I was ready to become one of the murderous ones.
“Oh—I wouldn’t want to impose,” Dana said, looking between us.
“Remi would never think you’re an imposition,” Avery said, and I kicked her under the table.
I was outwardly decent, though. I cleared my throat. “You were looking for someone to talk culinary science with at a bakery shop like this, right? Yeah, you can sit with us.”
Dana met my eyes with the kind of big, beautiful smile that made my heart flop and made me question why I’d agreed to this, let alone in front of Avery. “You are so much sweeter than you let on, Remi. We’ll be right back, then.”
The two of them headed for the counter, chattering in low voices, and I saw Dana elbow Serafina a little harder over something she’d whispered to her before Avery pulled my attention back. “She looks like she likes you.”
“Dana Gallagher, I get the impression, likes everybody,” I said. “Do you mind, inviting her to sit with me when you know I—you know?”
“Building community is the most important thing in a new place,” she said. “We don’t find ourselves in isolation. We find ourselves in the way we’re reflected in other people.”
“Uh—meaning?”
“Dana was asking you to go talk to her about culinary science at bakeries?”
I cleared my throat. “She’s working on a project, and she has a lot of hands-on practical experience, but she hasn’t done any formal education. She wanted some help with figuring out the technical side of what she’s working on.”
She grinned, shaking her head. “I think there’s a nonzero chance she likes you…”
I scrunched up my face. “I—doubt it. And she can like me all she wants. I am not…” I dropped my voice to the harshest whisper I could. “Not dating women.”
“Well, that decision’s up. Sounds like she was asking you on a date.”
I did not need to picture that right now—Dana taking me on dates around the city, sitting side-by-side in a booth at the confectioner’s sampling food together—
I was picturing it. I shook my head.
“It’s for a work project,” I sighed. “You just read too much into these things.”
“Oh, yeah, of course.” She snorted. “Yep… of course.”
“I mean it.”
“Your girlfriend’s coming back now,” she said, and I scrunched up my face.
“She’s not—”
“Hey, you two,” Dana said, coming up behind me and scaring me half to death even though I really should have expected it. She set down a tray with pastries and coffee, and I straightened my back as Serafina pulled up two chairs. “If you’re arguing, I want in on the gossip.”
“We were just talking about culinary school,” Avery said. “University of Port Andrea culinary program versus Red Fox Culinary Institute.”
I cleared my throat. “UPA is a bunch of college kids screwing around and talking about what cooking makes them feel like. Red Fox is the only actual culinary school in Port Andrea.”
Avery beamed. “I like UPA, because my girlfriend is a UPA culinary alum.”
“Simple logic, and yet uncluttered,” I said.
“I should have known all Dana’s friends just argue about food,” Serafina laughed, sitting down next to Avery, which was all well and good until it meant Dana pulled up her chair and sat down right next to me. Suddenly, my brief daydream about sitting side-by-side with her to sample pastry together was inconveniently real.
“I think they’re both good schools,” Dana said, and I nudged her arm.
“Of course you’re the diplomatic one.”
“Of course you’re not,” she laughed, nudging me back. “I know lots of great chefs who have come from both.”
“In Port Andrea, maybe. Outside Port Andrea, it’s Red Fox that’s famous for teaching the greats.”
“Well, you’re in Port Andrea now,” Dana said, turning to face me, now a little… close. My stomach fluttered, but it wasn’t in an unpleasant way. “So now you play by the Andrean rules. And the Andrean rules say that so long as we get good food, we’re happy with both.”
“Well, Remi hasn’t gotten to sample a lot of different Andrean places yet,” Avery said. “I’d give her a tour around town, but I’m pretty busy…”
Oh, for crying out loud. I closed my eyes and took a deep, slow breath. Serafina laughed.
“Dana’s never busy with anything other than food,” she said. “This is just like what I was telling you. You should give Remi the grand tour.”
If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Serafina was in the same boat as Avery. Dana just gave me a loaded look, looking to me for what to do, and I shrugged, avoiding her gaze.
“I would appreciate it,” I said. “It’s a little hard being in a new place—”
“What did I tell you,” Serafina said, putting her hands up. “Great. You two are going to be best friends.”




Chapter 6
Remi
“You two really get on well, you know,” Avery said, checking her reflection in the floor-length mirror by the door. Her apartment—our apartment, for the time being—was a small one over on the boundary of Southport and Wing Valley, cluttered with mismatched furniture, odds and ends, and more cookbooks than I could count. I think the primary thing she used it for was getting dressed to go out with Holly, and inevitably, spend the night at her place.
I fell backwards on the sofa, kicking my feet up over the arm and grabbing my phone. “And we’re not going to date.”
She looked back from where she was adjusting her dress in the mirror. “I didn’t say that this time.”
“That this time is doing some lifting.”
“I just think it’s good to have a deep, meaningful friendship, is all. And Dana is super sweet.”
“Super bright, cheerful, upbeat and loves everyone,” I mumbled, tapping idly at my phone. “All things in stark contrast to my entire existence.”
“Could it be, you’re just making excuses to avoid her because you think she’s pretty?”
I sighed, letting my arm fall above my head on the couch. “I agreed to go on a grand tour of Port Andrea with her. What more do you want?”
“To not look like you’re miserable about it?” She walked the whole two steps to cross the living room and sat down in the tacky plaid armchair, leaning in and giving me an odd smile. “If you expect it to go badly, it’ll go badly. That’s just the way the universe works.”
“It’s not that I think I’ll have a bad time around Dana.” I rubbed my forehead. “She’s really sweet. Fun to talk to. I enjoy working shifts together with her.”
She put a hand on my arm. “There’s no need to stand in the way of your own happiness, Remi. The rest of the world gets in the way of our happiness enough. We don’t need to help it get in the way.”
“But I—” I stopped when a sharp knock came at the door, and Avery sat up straighter.
“Oh, that’d be my hot celebrity girlfriend.”
I sighed. “Do you have to describe her like that every time?”
“I still can’t get my head around the fact that I have a hot celebrity girlfriend, so yeah, pretty much. Besides,” she said, jumping to her feet and hurrying over to the door. “The best way to stay happy is to cultivate an attitude of gratitude!”
An attitude of gratitude sounded like a big pit of bullshit. But after Avery opened the door and gave Holly a quick kiss in the doorway, I waved them both goodbye and listened to them stroll away, and I sank back on the sofa feeling a million miles away.
I wasn’t really sure what I did with the rest of the afternoon. I mostly just meandered around the apartment feeling lost, and I eventually ate dinner before crashing on the sofa and scrolling through apartment listings in Port Andrea.
Liv had been right. There weren’t many. A bakery apprentice didn’t exactly rake in tons of money, and with a job that only ran three months for eight out of the nine apprentices, I didn’t exactly have apartment listings clamoring to have me.
It was almost ten o’clock—past bedtime for me—when my phone buzzed with a text from Avery saying she’d be at Holly’s place tonight, and to make myself at home in her place. I barely even started typing before I got another text, this time from Dana.
It has been stewing on my mind all day. How in the world did you end up friends with Avery Lindt? There has to be a story there.
I stared at it for the longest time before, somehow—I didn’t know, probably my finger slipped—I hit the call button. It barely got through the first ring before Dana picked up.
“Is it that long a story you can’t tell me over text?” she said, her voice crackling a little through the phone speaker. It made my stomach drop listening to her like this, and I wondered what would happen if I just let myself enjoy it.
“I’m just wondering what you’re doing up so late,” I said, and she hummed.
“You know, I might be wildly off-base with this,” she said, “but… I think maybe you might be awake too.”
I snorted. “You clearly aren’t up to date with the times if you can’t make calls in your sleep.”
“Well, fool that I am,” she laughed. I heard her shifting around, something creaking a little. “I was trying to fall asleep, but I don’t know. I guess I’m feeling restless.”
Which meant when she was tired and couldn’t sleep at night, she texted me, just to chat. I swallowed.
Dammit. This should have been perfect. Avery and Serafina were right—I was new in a big city, and having a close friend who knew the place well would make a big difference for me. Dana was sweet, an amazing friend, and easy to open up to. It should have been perfect, except for the fact that I couldn’t stop myself from liking her.
Maybe I had to dive right into the deep end. Just spend every little second I could get around her and hope it would make the feelings pass. Hey, I’d be doing it either way, wouldn’t I? It would make it easier if I didn’t fight it.
“Well, lucky you,” I said. “You get to listen to me talk, instead, and that should put you right to sleep.”
“Are you kidding? If you’re telling me stories about studying pastry in France and befriending celebrities, I’ll be wide-awake. You don’t even need to get into the stories of the people you’ve killed as a mafioso for me to be riveted.”
“All I did in France was eat a lot of really good bread and speak a lot of really snobbish French. Do you want me to speak French to you?”
She snorted. “Trying to make me swoon over here, Remi?”
I blanked. “Why wouldn’t I be?” was what I heard myself say after a second. I had no idea why I’d said that. My stomach flopped.
“Well, look who’s a lady-killer now,” she laughed. “No, but really, I’m so curious about you and Avery. How’d you two meet?”
Ah… crap. We’d met in a group for queer Andreans. I wasn’t telling her that. Especially not after talking about wanting her to swoon over me speaking French. Why’d I even say that? Why’d she even say that?
Dammit, I’d spent so much time back with my family only engaging with business partners, potential clients and their families, and country-club people twice my age that I didn’t know how to act around a pretty girl my age I didn’t have business obligations with.
“Uh—when I was—younger,” I stammered. “I visited Port Andrea. Just for a little while. Avery was also just visiting then. We met in a… group.”
“No way. It’s so weird to think of public figures having their lives before they were famous. What kind of group?”
“Uh—people who like food.” God, that was a bad lie. I winced.
“Hmm.” I heard her shifting in bed. Did she have to be in bed? I was not going to be picturing Dana Gallagher in bed. I wondered what she wore to bed.
I was picturing Dana Gallagher in bed.
“Must be a big group,” she said. “Lots of foodies in Port Andrea.”
“How’d you come to start working at White Rose?” I blurted, and she laughed.
“Went through the same apprenticeship period as you, Remi. That was almost five years ago now. But I see what you’re doing. You’re an expert in avoiding questions by just asking a different question, aren’t you?”
I blinked. “Um… what made you want to work at White Rose?”
“Ha, ha. Nice try. Well, you can be a private person. But I like to think I’ll get you to open up, yet.”
I chewed my cheek. Dana did make me want to open up. That was dangerous. “You can try,” I said. “I’ll die before I betray my secrets, Miss Gallagher.”
“If you do die, I’ll respect your wishes and make you into a pie.”
I pulled the blanket off the back of the couch, switching the table lamp off and nestling up against the pillow. “You wouldn’t,” I said. “You’d need my extensive culinary school experience to pull it off. I’ve made myself too useful for you to kill me off.”
“Ah, clever woman. I can tell you’re going far in the mafia.”
I sighed, feeling sleep coming on slowly, like a warm embrace. “I really am. Now, tell me more about you and White Rose, now that I’ve got you on the defensive.”
“Very well, Remington Bennett. Keep your secrets.”
I figured I could have listened to that little bubbling laugh for days. Weeks, probably. Maybe forever.
Dammit, I sucked at being straight.
The thought kept haunting me all through a conversation that was much too long for being so late in the night, all the way until I mumbled, “Dana, I think I’m going to fall asleep on you here.”
She let out a sleepy mumble. “I think I am, too. Shall we say our farewells for the night?”
“Only until the morning, taskmaster Gallagher.”
She laughed lightly. “I won’t work you too hard, Remi.” She paused. “Unless you anger me.”
“I’ll anger you.”
“Well, I look forward to that.” The sound of her nestling deeper into a blanket, and then a tired mumble, it was all too soft and did things to me I didn’t need. “See you in the morning.”
“Good night, Dana.”
“Good night, Remi.”
Dammit, I sucked at being straight.




Chapter 7
Dana
“Nice work today,” I said, slipping my apron off at the same time Remi did, the two of us stepping aside from the kitchen as George and Dia stepped in to replace us for the late shift. “Do you want to go out somewhere tonight?”
It only hit me how much that sounded like I was asking her on a date after I’d said it. I winced inwardly, but I just kept my best smile on as Remi glanced over at me and raised an eyebrow. She turned back to write her clock-out time in the book.
“Asking me on a date and I haven’t even spoken French yet,” she said, and I think I might have passed out on the spot.
“I—didn’t mean for it to sound as much like that as it did,” I said, scratching my hand as I looked away. “Sorry. You know what I mean. Do you want to hit up the town together?”
“Oh, out on a date?” Monica said, strolling by, and I wanted to trip her.
“I make one bad phrasing choice, and I’m never living it down,” I sighed.
Remi cleared her throat, still pointedly not looking at me. I had to remind myself most people were straight and did not take to that kind of thing as well. “Yeah, I don’t have any plans tonight. Avery’s just off kissing her hot celebrity girlfriend, so I’m free.”
I laughed lightly. “Ah. Jealous of her dating a hot celebrity, huh?”
“No, she just literally calls Holly her, quote, hot celebrity girlfriend about every fifteen minutes.”
“That’s cute. Well, want to meet me somewhere, or should I come by and pick you up? Not like I have a car to pick you up in or anything.”
“I’ve got a change of clothes in my bag,” she said, gesturing to her shoulder bag. “I was about to just change into street clothes in the bathroom.”
I let out a nervous laugh. “Someone’s efficient. I guess you could walk with me to my place for me to get ready after that. You already know where it is, after all.”
“Great.” She hoisted her bag, heading for the bathroom. “Be back in a bit, Dana.”
Monica was at my shoulder the instant Remi was gone. “Cute girlfriend—”
“She isn’t.” I chewed my cheek, giving her a sideways look. “And… don’t tell her I like girls, okay?”
She raised her eyebrows. “She isn’t homophobic, is she?”
“No—I mean, I really doubt it.”
She stared for a second before her expression softened. “Oh, let me guess.”
“Monica, not everything in real life happens like in your romance novels.”
“You don’t want her to piece together that you have a crush on her.”
I hung my head. “It’s just a little thing. And even if she weren’t straight, she’s my coworker.”
“She’s going on a date with you, isn’t she?”
I sighed. “You weren’t listening, were you, Monica?”
She winked. “Only to my better judgment.”
“Does it ever say anything other than sappy love stories?”
She gave me a sad little smile. “Oh, Dana. You keep your heart so protected, so close. Is it so wrong to just open yourself up sometimes to feeling something?”
A thud from the kitchen, and then George muttering curses, pulled my attention back up to the rest of the room. The smell of burned bread wafted out, sharp and ashy in my nose, leaving its heavy residue on my tongue. I turned back to Monica. “Look, I know you mean well, and I know you want good things for me. I just… I fall hard, when I do fall. And I don’t want to do that unless I know it’s real. And with a straight girl—let alone an apprentice here—I’m definitely keeping my distance.”
“You don’t know she’s straight.”
I sighed, hanging my head. “I’ll ask. All right, I’m going to go catch up with her. Thanks for your help today, M.”
“Take some cream puffs for you and your lover,” she said, waving towards the front. “The ones from Skyler, in the case, they’re getting pulled today. Might as well just take them along.”
“She’s not my lover, but will do,” I said, pushing out the door and catching sight of Remi just as she came out of the bathroom in a dark, flowy blouse and maxi skirt, a pale gold clip in her hair. She really was too pretty. I gestured her to the pastry case, where a few customers were milling, looking through the cases in small groups.
“Ready to go?” she said, catching up with me.
“I’ve been appointed the solemn task of getting these cream puffs eaten,” I said. “And I think maybe you can help me out.”
“I’d be honored. Go for a stroll with choux pastry, then?”
So, we went for a stroll with choux pastry, pushing out through the glass doors at the front and into the brisk, fresh afternoon air. Southport hummed with life today, people chattering all around, Iris Square behind the bakery packed full of people. The early summer air was kept cool by a light breeze that snapped Remi’s skirt around her ankles, and it smelled like brisk summer days at the water park, with the wind coming in over the bay.
Port Andrea wasn’t known for being a sunny city, but the sunshine came down warm today on the back of my neck as we walked, my hair pinned up in a ponytail. Remi and I worked through our cream puffs on the way back to Archer Bay, but it was maybe ten minutes into the walk when I said, “I’m sorry for making you walk. I could have taken the subway, but—”
“I like walking.” She paused. “Even if we already get plenty at the bakery.”
I nudged her. “Well, true that. How are you liking it so far?”
“Good. I’ve got a certain somebody keeping me busy, so I’m grateful.”
“I wonder who that could be.” I watched my feet striking the sidewalk with each step, coming into the relative quiet of Archer Bay now—the more residential district, where everything gave way to cleaner air and the sound of children laughing, the gentle breeze rustling trees all around us. Townhouses lined up like colorful Lego blocks pressed together in lines along the water, and we turned to cross the stone bridge over the stream that led to my house. “You like being worked to the bone, then, huh?”
“Sort of force of habit,” she hummed. “I’ve always worked to the bone. Doesn’t feel right otherwise.”
I turned my gaze skyward. “The rest of my family’s always been big on taking it easy, kicking back where they get the chance. I’ve had a bit of a hard time internalizing it even when they’ve taught me all my life to let up a little.”
She was quiet for a minute, just looking straight ahead, before she said, “Are you close with them? I know you and your sister at least…”
“Oh, yeah. My parents drove me up the wall when I lived with them, but we’re on much better terms now that I moved out. I’m just down the block from them, but it’s still night and day compared to before.”
“Huh.”
I chewed my cheek. “Can I ask, uh…”
She looked away. “About my family? I came to Port Andrea to get away from it all.”
I winced. “I’m sorry.”
She shrugged. “It’s fine. They weren’t awful. Just… a lot.”
Still, that strained tone to her voice said a lot more than she let on. I took a deep breath, feeling the clean air fill my lungs. “Well, we’re working on making Port Andrea home for you,” I said, turning onto Cross Street, where the sound of the bay rolling up against the little beach below my house told me I was home. “You can swing by my house anytime you like, too. Where are you living, anyway? What district?”
She laughed drily. “Over on the Southport-Wing Valley boundary, but it’s just a temporary thing. I’m staying in Avery’s place until I find my own apartment.”
“Oh, wow. You are close.”
“Yeah. Well, I didn’t know we were close. But Avery’s just a bleeding-heart.”
“That’s sweet.” I fumbled with my keys, stepping up onto the little stone stoop at the salmon-pink front door into my house. I unlocked it and pushed it open into the rosewood-floor living room entrance, where tall windows spilled in golden light at a sharp angle over the TV on one wall. “Well, come in, make yourself comfortable. I’d say help yourself to whatever you like, even the booze, but my sister already helped herself to all my alcohol while I was at work last weekend, so it’s bare.”
“I don’t drink, anyway,” she said, dropping her bag on the floor and looking around. “This place is beautiful.”
“Thank you.” A sudden flush of self-consciousness passed through me, realizing how much I wanted to impress Remi with my nice little beachfront house in Archer Bay. I turned my head down. “I owe it to my parents. They helped me make the down payment.”
She glanced at me. “Oh, you own it?”
“Mm-hm.”
“Wow. Bigshot over here.”
Was twenty-seven too old to be blushing and getting all fuzzy over a little comment like that from some cute girl in my house? It probably should have been. “I’ve just been lucky,” I said. “Okay. Get comfy, because I’m not a quick-change artist like some people.”
And because I was hopeless, and I spent ages trying to get my hair and makeup perfect, as if this was a date. Maybe I should have been asking her if she was straight. Maybe hearing a yes would finally get me to stop trying to impress her like this.
And if she said no? Well… I’d figure it out.
When I got back downstairs, though, I paused at the bottom of the stairwell, looking through the open, airy archway into the study. Cast in orange by a sunbeam, Remi stood in front of the bookshelf, a book open in her hands with glossy illustrations it took me a minute to recognize as Maria Fairchild’s cookbook The Soul of Pastry. I leaned against the archway, just watching her—the intensity she focused on the book with, like there was nothing in the world but her and the pages.
“One of my favorites,” I said, quietly, coming up behind her, and she startled, snapping the book shut and turning to me, scrunching up her face.
“Thought I had more time to peruse your personal materials, find your weaknesses.”
“Ah. Doing covert ops on the rival family.” I took the book and opened it to where she was looking, a picture of beautiful eclairs arranged on a pastry shelf. “Fond of eclairs?”
“Yeah.” Her voice was smaller, more sincere than I expected. “Always have been.”
I flipped through the pages, Maria Fairchild’s notes on choux pastry all printed on glossy pages. “Let’s go get some.”
She cocked her head at me. “Right now?”
I snapped the book shut. “Candlelight in Carston Point is run by one of Fairchild’s former mentees. What do you say we go get a few and you can tell me everything you know about choux pastry?”
She stared at me for the longest time, where my heart pounded and I had to try looking like I was perfectly cool and had more than zero chill, and just when I was about to give in and walk it back, she broke out into a big, beautiful smile that I wasn’t sure I’d seen from her before.
“Now you’re the one going to make me swoon,” she said, taking the book from my hands and sliding it back onto the shelf, and my heart missed a beat. I was really starting to get some… signs from her. Was I reading too much into it? Yeah. I was. “Let’s get a move on, then,” she said, and I weighed a lot of different terrible ideas for what to say and picked a suitably really terrible one.
“How could I pass up on making you swoon?” I said, turning away. “Let’s.”
I swear, my heart raced so fast the whole way, I think it ran laps back and forth between here and Candlelight a dozen times before I got there.




Chapter 8
Remi
Wednesday morning, I woke up on my first day off to a text from the girl who haunted my every thought. We’re both off today, so I figured we have time, but feel free to say no if you don’t want to! Maybe we can hit up a breakfast diner together? There’s a place taking part in Starfire Festival I really want to go to…
And first thing in the morning, not even rolling off of Avery’s sofa—in her apartment that was just me right now, with Avery at Holly’s place once again—I was already a nervous mess.
Were we going to spend literally every day together? I didn’t think we’d ever stopped talking since that little… outing to Candlelight that I wasn’t going to think of as a date. We went out together, kept texting or calling when we went home, and went to work together the next morning, where Emmanuel was starting to trust me with decorating cakes. I’d gone to sleep after another late-night phone call with Dana the night before feeling a little disappointed—and relieved—that my source of nonstop gay panic wouldn’t be around in the morning, but here we were.
I seriously needed to do something about this. The diner would make a perfect place.
You name it, I replied. I’ll be there.
How did I know you’d be up at the same time even on your day off?
I laughed, kicking my feet up. I hesitated with my finger over the call button, asking myself why I’d even do that—as if I wasn’t tempting fate enough already—before I hit it.
Of course, Dana picked up right away. “Let me guess,” she said. “You’re calling to criticize me for hypocrisy.”
“Smart woman,” I said. “Surprised you went into baking instead of going for a Nobel. What’s this diner?”
“What if I just showed up and took you there as a surprise?”
I paused. Her voice sounded a little breathless, and I was pretty sure I could hear the low sound of wind in the background. “You’re… already coming, aren’t you?”
She laughed. “I can be persuasive. I figured I’d just make you an offer you can’t refuse…”
“Dana Gallagher. You have been trouble from the moment you saw a staircase and decided to see if you could fly.”
“No arguments there,” she said, her voice light. “But from the sounds of things moving over there, you’re getting ready to come see me.”
“Once again, sharp as a tack.”
Dana showed up at the apartment door soon enough in a long, snappy coat and a bow blouse that was kind of more academy-girl than I’d come to expect from her, but it was anything but a bad look. No matter what she wore, she still sent me into absolute panic mode every time she saw me, those eyes sparkling too much for my own good.
I lifted the phone to my ear, holding eye contact with her. “Do you think I should hang up now?” I said, and she grinned, her phone to her ear too.
“I don’t know. I’d miss you.”
“Somehow, I think you’ll be okay.”
The diner ended up only being a ten-minute walk, right where Lunar Street turned into Clearlake Way. It was a sweet little place dressed up in soft colors, up an uncertain set of steps on the side of a building, and sure enough, it was open even barely past five in the morning. Soft 2000s pop played through the space, mostly empty right now, as the smell of waffles—good waffles—met me.
“Patchwork,” Dana said, proudly, presenting the place as if it were her own. “My friend runs it.”
“Who in Port Andrea isn’t your friend?”
She winked. “I like friends. Far as I can tell, that’s the only reason I’ve been cracking your little shell there. You seem more like the… artsy recluse type.”
I huffed. “I wish you weren’t right.”
We sat down by the window that overlooked the little square behind the building, dim in the very first rays of morning light, guided by a hostess with soft pink hair that matched the décor perfectly, who left us with pastel menus. I scrunched up my nose as I read over the offerings in their bubble-font type.
“This place certainly is…” I searched for the word.
“Precious?”
“Saccharine.”
She grinned. “That too.”
“This place is doing Starfire?”
She shrugged. “Lots of places are doing it. PARA relaxed their regulations on it a bit the past few years.”
I sank back in my seat, letting out a long, slow breath. “It’s times like this when I realize I’m a bit of an… outsider.”
“PARA?” She cocked her head. “The Port Andrea Restauranteurs’ Association. They’re the central regulatory body over the Port Andrea culinary industry. They’re the ones primarily putting on the festival.”
“And the festival—isn’t it only the best of the best who take part? If I’m not mistaken, the point is to showcase the highlights of Port Andrea’s cuisine to tourists.”
She shrugged. “Who’s the real judge of what makes the best? Used to be they went mostly by what Foodie Magazine rated highly. But the director types there have been letting the power get to their heads, and PARA’s been distancing themselves from the group as a metric. Just at the end of last year, there was a big scandal where their head content director got fired for leveraging her position to get a restaurant she didn’t like shut down.”
“City’s full of drama, huh?”
“Isn’t it ever?” She shook her head, and after a second, she slipped out of her coat, down to her light shirt with the short sleeves, showing all smooth, tanned skin down her arms with lightly toned muscles underneath. I wasn’t supposed to be checking her out like this. “So, they’ve been taking on some more general metrics instead. What places have pulled in the most tourists, foot traffic, aggregated analysis of media presence… it’s a lot. And some undiscovered places picked by their independent curators. This place, for example.”
“But White Rose is an old mainstay.”
She furrowed her brow. “Oh, yeah. Absolutely. I think this is the bakery’s eighteenth straight year participating? Something ridiculous like that. And Emmanuel’s represented us for almost every single time, until…”
She trailed off, looking out the window. I followed her gaze, out to the quiet of the square below. “Until you were just too much of an innovator to ignore.”
She sighed. “I don’t know how to talk about this. It’s stressful. Let’s just focus on the food.”
So we did—placed an order, with Dana gently telling me if I didn’t order the classic waffle then she’d never forgive me, and they came out not long after on massive plates, golden-brown and smelling sweet and toasted. I dug in immediately, taking a forkful and just closing my eyes and tasting it.
Even without butter or jam or syrup or anything else, it held up, a sweet flavor with a medium, even crumb that identified it as a yeast-raised waffle. A touch of complex, marbled sourness on the back of the palate…
“You look confused about it,” Dana said. I kept my eyes shut.
“There’s definite fermentation on the body,” I murmured. “But… not tart enough to be a sourdough starter.”
“Uh… huh.”
“Probably a regular yeast-raised batter that’s stored in the refrigerator for a week or more,” I said, cracking my eyes. “Difficult to manage from a supply perspective, but it yields an amazing robust flavor. Very sweet without being overly forward, a mature flavor with a warm, well-rounded finish.”
“You don’t say,” Dana said, her voice small, eyes wide.
“The flour plays a key role in the flavor,” I said. “It’s retained a lot of its natural oils. It might be imported. American flours generally don’t. Reminds me of Parisienne bakeries with stone-ground flours…”
“Do you really learn all of that in culinary school?”
I laughed drily. “In theory, you’re supposed to. In practice, I only learned because one of my teachers in France got a little too personally attached to me and took me places to sample things like this. Looking back, I’m not sure if maybe he was trying to hit on me…”
She wrinkled her nose. “Well… that sounds inappropriate, but I’m really impressed with the skills you’ve come out of it with.”
I scratched the back of my head, looking away, suddenly awkward as I’d been on my first date back in freshman year of high school, like I wasn’t sure how to arrange my limbs to look natural. “I, uh… yeah. I’m talented.”
She laughed. “I genuinely love when you say things like that. You are talented, and I’m glad you know it.”
Ugh, this much positive attention from someone this pretty was going to make my head explode. I needed to get myself out of this gay panic cycle, and fast. I cleared my throat. “Hey, can I, uh, ask you something? In a field you’re much more talented than I am.”
She blinked. “Is there one?”
“Meeting people.”
“Oh.” She laughed. “Okay, that one seems about right.”
“What’s the dating scene like here?”
The words landed like a wine glass shattering on the table. Dana’s expression changed just the littlest bit, but it felt bigger than it should have. “Oh,” she said, cocking her head a little. “Are you interested in dating?”
I was interested enough in dating that I was starting to feel like these little outings we had all the time were dates, and they were not. I nodded. “I know common sense would dictate I get more comfortably settled down first, make sure my work is steady—”
“No, no. You should do it when it feels right, not when you think you’re supposed to.” She forced a smile, and I really didn’t know what that meant. “There’s a pretty active dating scene. Especially the queer dating scene. What are you looking for?”
Christ, the amount I did not need or want that question. I cleared my throat. “Uh—I’m looking for a man.”
“Right,” she said, her voice neutral. “Well… dating apps are always there for you. You could just hit up a bar or a club if you want something quick and to the point. Or are you the type to date by mutual connections?”
I cleared my throat, looking away. “So far, I’ve been the type to date who my parents told me to. But that’s kind of a no-go at this point, for several reasons.”
“Ah. Makes sense.” Her tone didn’t have the judgment or awkwardness I was expecting, and I let out a small breath. “So, kind of new to actually dating for yourself?”
“You could say that. I guess I’m just looking to live it now. Get a boyfriend, get my own place, secure a full-time job…”
She pushed out a thin smile. “Being an adult, huh?”
“Something like that. I’m less confident on that front.”
“Well, just take it one step at a time, you know? It’s not the biggest help with the dating scene—she’s probably not your type—but my sister’s kind of into apartment listings and real estate hunting. She’s the one who got me a good deal on my house.”
Serafina was closer to my type than Dana probably realized. Very close, if she secured a house for the person who was my type. “I see she’s in training to become a realtor.”
“She’s in training to just do whatever in the world she feels like,” she said, rolling her eyes with a smile. “She has a million different interests, and I don’t know how she keeps up.”
“Has to balance out you with your one-track mind for baking,” I said, and she crossed her arms.
“I have interests outside of baking.”
“Staircase gymnastics?”
She winked. “You just had to hold me back from it because you knew I’d make you jealous.”
I took a spoon to the little pot of strawberry jam they’d brought and spread it over the waffles, taking a bite and tasting the tart sweetness cutting the complex warmth of the waffle, buttery on the finish. “I’d love it if Serafina could give me a few leads,” I said. “I’ve been looking around…”
“All the listings online are overpriced. It’s kind of bullshit. They get the rich touristy types, and you kind of have to be in the know to get decent prices. I’ll ask Serafina about it.” I chewed my cheek. “Matthew’s single, I guess.”
I frowned. “At the bakery?”
“I mean, there’s an option, if you want.” She avoided my gaze as she said it. There was zero chance she was interested in Matthew for herself. They barely talked, didn’t have even the littlest chemistry.
And sure, he was an attractive guy. Only a couple years older than me, with bright hazel eyes and one of those big, winning smiles that just made it easy to relax around him, he was… sweet. I didn’t mind him. “Isn’t it kind of weird to date a full-time pastry chef as an apprentice, though?”
She shrugged. “I mean, it’s not like he’s the one directing you. People date each other in the bakery sometimes.”
I would have loved to date the one directing me. The only problem was that she was a woman, and it was a huge problem. “Well, I’ll chat with him,” I said, looking away.
“I bet you could just steal his heart right out of the gate,” she said, poking at her waffles. “You’re really pretty. And a lot of fun to be with.”
Christ, having her set me up with somebody else was supposed to stop these little moments where she made my heart flop like this. I focused on my food. “You’re not dating anyone, are you?” I said. “If you were, I’d feel bad for keeping you from them for the past whole week.”
She laughed. “No, I’m single. I date every now and then, but I haven’t had anything steady for a while… maybe the whole thing where all I do is talk about bread and pastry just scares people off.”
I would gladly do nothing but talk about bread and pastry. Was that the kind of pickup line I’d use if I dated girls? The strange part was that, on Dana, it would probably have worked. If she were into women. I didn’t want to know if she was. “You’re probably just intimidating half of them off,” I said. “Talented, successful, charismatic, unfairly beautiful.”
“Oh, stop. Flattery will get you nowhere.”
“I’m serious,” I said, not looking up from where I was meticulously cutting my waffle. I had to struggle not to sound bitter, because good lord, was I ever bitter. “You’re really amazing. Someone’s going to be really lucky to get you.”
She was quiet for a minute before she mumbled, “Thank you. I don’t know about all that, but that’s really sweet.”
“Trust me, I give out compliments like the crotchety old man living in the house on the hill gives out hugs. You should take them very seriously.”
She laughed, but something was off in her voice. “Now you’re really going to make me swoon,” she said. “And you still haven’t spoken French.”
I kept my gaze down. “You don’t know French? Like, not even a word?”
“I mean, I know pastry terms. Aside from that? Uh… bonjour. Merci?”
I switched to French, and I mumbled, “I wish you weren’t so beautiful and making me feel these things, Dana.”
She perked up. “Oh. Wow. I heard my name in there. What was that?”
I shot her a smirk. “I just said stairs are no places to play games, Dana.”
“Oh, I see,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “You’re just hiding behind a foreign language to say whatever you like, aren’t you, you cheeky little thing?”
I bit back a smile, looking out the window as the sun broke the horizon. “That is actually precisely what I’m doing. Now, let’s finish these waffles before they get cold, and we can meet your sister.”




Chapter 9
Dana
Emmanuel didn’t look happy. The man wore his feelings in bright, flashing colors, and he generally looked like he’d just won the lottery or his cat died, and right now, he was trending towards the latter.
“You don’t like them,” I said, watching as he took samplings of the glazes, the wrinkles on his brow deepening with each one.
“I’m not saying I don’t like them,” he said.
“Uh-huh. And… when are you going to start saying that?”
He sighed, pushing the tray across the island back towards me. “Right now. Dana, I don’t like them.”
The bakery was quiet right now, an hour to close. Remi and I had been scheduled to close together, but Emmanuel had come in and sent her home with two hours left in her shift, and he’d kidnapped me to have me present something for him to criticize.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “What’s wrong with them?”
He sighed, looking up to the ceiling with his hands upturned, as if God was his only source of solace now that I’d made such a disappointing black cherry reduction. “Ah, Dani. Where do I start?”
“With getting my name right?”
“To put it bluntly, they’re boring.” He leaned over the island, scrunching up his eyes behind the glasses. “They taste like something I’ve had a million times in prepackaged snacks that I have on the side while no one’s looking.”
“Emmanuel. I thought you had standards.”
“Don’t tell me my Remi plan backfired,” he said. “Maybe she’s too academic. Maybe she’s sapping the creativity out of you.”
A pang went through my chest. “No—it’s not like that at all. She’s been great for my study. I’ve been learning a lot from her, actually. We’ve been out on the city a lot, and she’s taught me about all kinds of pastry techniques and formulations—”
“And here you are, making something I’m pretty sure you got off Allrecipes dot com.”
I looked down. “Look, I’m trying, but—it’s just the pressure of the festival, that’s all. I’m psyching myself out.”
He came around the island and stood closer to me, studying my face. After a second, I looked away.
I didn’t need him to figure out that—I was telling the truth, that the pressure was a lot, but also it just so happened that Remi asked me for help the other day with finding a boyfriend, and I was grieving my hopeless crush.
“How’s Remi been to work with, anyway?” he said, and inwardly, I cursed however it was he’d seen Remi on my expression.
“She’s really good. I think she’s the best apprentice I’ve worked with. She’s had a bit of a rough time here and there adapting to the speed of the bakery, but her technique is perfect and precise beyond measure.”
“It’s going to be a hard call for old Emmanuel this year,” he sighed, leaning back against the island, gazing out the window. “Taylor and Dylan are both so good at the job I want to hire them on full-time right on the spot. Sounds like Remi is, too.”
I got a pang in my chest wondering what would happen if she didn’t make it to full pastry chef. Honestly, I’d forgotten over the past week and a half that she was an apprentice. Realistically, even if she was good, odds were against her getting hired on.
It wasn’t like she’d disappear from Port Andrea entirely, I knew that. She was too good to not get a job somewhere around here. There were a million places in Port Andrea that would kill for a hire like her. But it wouldn’t be as fun here without someone to talk to as much as Remi and I had.
He pushed the cherry sauce to me. “What’s something that can make this more interesting?” he said.
“A disembodied human finger?”
“That’d do the trick, but PARA would be furious.”
I sighed, tasting it. He wasn’t wrong. It was sweet, syrupy, with a bright cherry flavor, and tasted like the filling in store-bought jelly donuts. Remi would be able to tell me more. “Maybe cutting it with orange…”
He grunted, taking another taste. “I could see that,” he said, but the tone in his voice said he wasn’t convinced. I just snorted, shrugging.
“Balsamic.”
He gave me a look. I put my hands up.
“What? It goes with cherries.”
“We don’t even have balsamic vinegar.”
“I’ll make it at home and bring it in for you to taste.”
He grinned. “There’s a bit more of that spunky spirit. You look like there’s something weighing on you, and I’ll bet you three quarters and a piece of pocket lint that it’s dragging your creativity down.”
I scratched my arm, looking away. “It’s, uh… personal life stuff, I guess.”
“You can tell your best friend old Emmanuel about it.”
“I’d be more inclined to call old Emmanuel my best friend if he didn’t speak in the third person,” I said, turning and looking out the window. “It’s just silly stuff. Don’t worry about it.”
“Silly stuff is the most serious stuff, because that’s the stuff we tell ourselves we’re not allowed to feel, and that’s when it festers.”
I blinked. “What are you talking about?”
He put a hand up in the air, looking up at the ceiling. “It’s like rotten food. A big mold spot, you throw it away and scrub down everything because you know it’s got to go. But just a little dark spot, you toss the one rotten fruit and ignore everything else, not knowing it’s all been contaminated. Little things are the most dangerous, because they slip right past our defenses and eat at us from the inside.”
I stared at him for maybe five solid seconds before I said, “I genuinely don’t know if that’s wise or bullcrap.”
“Well, if you don’t want to tell your best friend old Emmanuel about it, you should at least tell somebody. Maybe Remi, since you two have made such fast friends.”
I sighed. That wouldn’t work. Just walk up to Remi and tell her ugh, I’m struggling so much with the fact that you’re straight and I have a crush on you I can’t tell you about. “Maybe,” I said, forcing a smile.
But it was still weighing on my mind when I got home an hour later and pushed in through the front door, a clattering from my kitchen telling me Serafina had gotten back. I shut the door a little harder than I needed to, since someone had a track record of missing all the cues around her and freaking out when I “snuck up” on her.
“I made stew,” Serafina called from the next room. I kicked my shoes off.
“When did you make stew? I thought you were out with Remi all day.”
“Someone’s stuck in the eighteenth century and has never heard of slow cookers. I also helped myself to that rye loaf you made, because… you know… I’m worth it.”
“I’m sure you think that,” I said, coming around the corner into the kitchen, where Serafina sat on her laptop at the kitchen island, a bowl of vegetable stew to her side with a half-eaten slice of rye bread in her hand, not taking her eyes off the computer. The floral-print button-down she had on suggested today was one of her artsy moods. I made a beeline for the slow cooker, grabbing a little blue ceramic bowl from the glass-front cabinet above the sink. “How’d the apartment hunt go?”
“I had to just about hold Remi back from signing a lease on the spot. She’s in love.”
I breathed in the scent of the stew as I ladled it into a bowl, the sweet aroma of peas and carrots mingling on a rich, creamy base. “That was fast,” I said, cutting a slice of rye and sitting down across from where Serafina was still scrolling on her laptop. A million dollars said she was on Pinterest.
“Yeah, I told her to at least hold off long enough to look at a second apartment. I think she’s just desperate for a place to live.”
Well, I could understand that. I’d had my parents’ support all my life. If I’d had to leave them behind and find my way in a new city where I didn’t know anyone, I’d run out and take the first thing I could get, too. “That was the one in Wing Valley, right?”
“Nope. We hit up the Carston Point one first because it’s close and I was busy making stew.”
“I knew the stew got in the way somehow.”
“Hey, she loved it, and it lets her be closer to her favorite person ever.” She shut the laptop and winked at me, taking a bite of bread and talking with her mouth full. “Low-key, I’m still looking for a good place in Archer Bay so she can be even closer.”
I strained a smile. “She wanted something cheaper. Archer Bay is kind of expensive.”
“Not if you’ve got the right connections.” She paused. “Actually, no, it’s still kind of expensive. But I’ll be looking anyway.”
I sighed, looking down at the floor. “I guess you can tell, huh?”
She stared at me for a second before she softened, setting down her bread and dusting off her hands. It was always like this—we were flippant and ribbed at each other constantly, and any time we had to talk about something sincere, we had to set everything aside and psyche up for it. “I mean, I had a suspicion. So you do?”
“It doesn’t matter. She’s straight.”
She snorted. “Doesn’t matter? How doesn’t it matter? You still have the feelings, whether you can do something about it or not. Of course it matters.”
I took a moody spoonful of the stew, tasting the sweet, earthen richness of it. “Okay, fine. I have a crush on her. And she asked me to help her find a nice guy to go on a date with.”
“Maybe she’s bi or pan?”
“I told her the dating scene was active, especially the queer scene, and asked what she was looking for. She said specifically she was looking for a man.”
“Maybe she’s bi and is trying to play it cool because she doesn’t know you’re pansexual.”
“And maybe you’re just trying to find the answer you want,” I sighed, taking another spoonful of the soup. It was delicious, but frankly, the most important thing I wanted it for was to not have to look at Serafina.
“Well, maybe you’re just trying to find the answer you don’t want, because you love to beat yourself up.”
I dipped my bread in the soup, slowly, meticulously taking a bite. Only a million years later did I respond, “I asked Matthew if he was interested.”
“Matthew Fairway, at White Rose?” She furrowed her brow. “You have a crush on this girl, and you’re trying to get her to date someone who you’re both around all the time? You really do love to beat yourself up.”
“I’ve only known her for a week. And three days. I’ll get over it after I’ve spent more time around her, especially if she’s dating my coworker.”
“Look, fella, I don’t know how to tell you this,” she said, putting a hand up, “but if you’re counting the exact number of days you’ve known her, then you’re already in deep.”
I sighed. “That makes more sense than it should.”
“To be clear. This girl said she was looking for a man, not that she was straight, right?”
“Ugh, Serafina, don’t,” I sighed, burying my head in my hands. “I don’t need to get my hopes up. I just need to vent my feelings out there because they’ll rot up the whole fridge otherwise.”
“Is that another weird saying you picked up from Emmanuel?”
I was always impressed with how well my sister knew me. “I have a crush on Remi, and it’s awful being in this position where she wants me to help her find a boyfriend. I swear, I’m cursed when it comes to dating.”
She gave me a soft, sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry. It does suck.”
I squeezed my eyes shut. “I thought getting it off my chest was supposed to make me feel better and stop having a crush on her.”
“Uh… it’s not that easy, pal.”
“What do you do when you have a crush on a straight girl?”
She shrugged. “Pretty sure you just keep going about your business, accept that it’s hard but you’ll get through it, and enjoy that girl’s company without guilting yourself over the feelings you have for her. But that’s probably too reasonable for you.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” I took another moody spoonful of soup. “You didn’t… tell her, did you? That I’m pan.”
“She’s going to find out about it sooner or later. You have a million friends and they all know about it.”
“Okay, but—I’m trying to delay the inevitable as long as possible.”
She put her hands up. “Far be it from me to keep you from a bad decision, dear sister. What if she asks me directly?”
“Ugh…” I rubbed my forehead. “Well, don’t lie. Just… in that case, yeah, I guess that’s fine.”
“You should probably just be the one to tell her yourself. People like hearing things directly from—”
“Yeah, I’m gonna have to not.”
She let out a sigh that contained all the world’s melodrama in one go. “How are you the older one? I thought you were supposed to have your life together more.”
“It’s always easier to have your life together more when it comes to other people’s problems. You get a crush on someone and you’re at least as bad.”
She laughed, taking a big bite of bread. “Touché.”
“Do you want to try some cherry sauce?”
“Uh… for my soup?” She poked at the soup with her bread. “I’m gonna have to pass.”
“You’re so funny, I’m going to laugh myself to death. No, dork. It’s a recipe I’m trying to develop for the Starfire Festival.”
“Cherry vegetable stew?” She wrinkled her nose. “Pass.”
“Okay, fine. You don’t get any whether you want it or not.”
Instantly, her demeanor flipped, puppy-dog eyes coming out with the speed of a quick-draw in a Western. “You’re going to make sweets and not give any to your dear, darling, favorite sister who helped you get this house, gives you romance advice—”
“Nope. Not a chance. Still haven’t forgiven you for the booze thing. I’m inviting over everyone I know for it except you.”
She huffed. “Fine. I’ll never forgive you, but fine. I mean, until the next time you give me sweets, then I’ll forget all about this, but until then, I’ll never forgive you.”
I turned back to my soup with a sigh, eating slowly. “Somehow, I think I’ll survive,” I mumbled.




Chapter 10
Remi
“You shouldn’t rush into anything,” Avery said, sitting down on the sofa next to me. She was on her way off for a run before long, and I was so used to seeing her in a snappy pantsuit these days, I almost didn’t recognize her in a runner’s tank and leggings, her hair pulled back into a short ponytail. “When the consequences are easily reversible, take action quickly. When they’re difficult to reverse, deliberate carefully.”
“You could just carry around a tape recorder and have two or three new garbage self-help books every week, with the rate you say stuff like that.” I sank back in the sofa, where I was only just now starting to feel like I could actually sit without incurring some kind of debt for being in her space and using her things, and taking a few pieces of popcorn from her tacky striped bowl. “There’s no good reason not to go ahead with it. The apartment’s nice, and I can afford it. If I don’t, someone else might snap it up.”
“You looked at one place.” She cocked her head at me, giving me a weird smile. “Maybe if I’d never known you a day in my life, I wouldn’t know it’s because you feel guilty using my space and want out ASAP, but you can genuinely stay as long as you like. Holly and I will be in Detroit for a while soon anyway, and then I won’t even be using the apartment for a solid week or two.”
I looked away. “I, uh… have a date coming up, and maybe it’s shallow, but I kind of want to not be homeless when I’m on a date with someone.”
She waved me off. “Dana already knows your situation—”
“Not with her.”
She sat up, eyes wide. “Did something happen between you two?”
“Avery. We weren’t dating.”
She arched her eyebrows. “Could have fooled me. Is there a day over the last… eight… that you didn’t go out together?”
“I—we’re just friends, visiting places.” I looked away. “I’m not dating women, Avery. I told you this. He’s a guy from work.”
“Ah, dating your coworkers.”
“As if you aren’t telling me every time I blink that I should date Dana?” I shook my head. “He’s nice. I’ve worked with him a little bit. I’d like to get to know him a little better.”
She sighed, turning to face me on the sofa. “Don’t you think maybe it’s doing him a bit of a disservice to be… what, spite-dating him? Being bisexual doesn’t mean you can choose what gender you fall in love with. Being bisexual means you don’t know what gender the person you’re going to fall in love with will be.”
I rubbed my temples. “Maybe not, but I can choose to ignore it when the universe nudges me towards anything other than a man.”
“Ah, yes. Ignoring our feelings and trying to make ourselves not fall in love with someone. The thing that is so famous in human history for working well.”
I groaned. “You’re never sarcastic. It makes it cut worse when you are.” I shook it off, looking back out the window as rain streaked across the glass. “Look, you aren’t wrong. I know it’s messy and doesn’t work very well. But I don’t think you get what things are like with my parents. I didn’t really get away from them, they let me go on leave to see if I can get this full-time job or not. I know—beyond a shadow of a doubt—they’re keeping tabs on me one way or another, and if I did something like dating a woman, then my little probation period out here would be done.”
She frowned. “What would they do? You’re your own person now. You don’t need them.”
Would if it were that simple. Maybe in theory it could have been, but letting go of your own family was easier said than done. “I know,” I said, voice small, leaving it at that.
“When you think back, do you regret more the times you—”
“Acted out of turn and let my feelings lead me into trouble,” I said. “Those are the times I regret more. Sorry to burst your little self-help bubble.”
She stared at me for a while before she gave me a sad smile. “All right,” she said. “Congratulations on finding your new apartment.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, so you’re taking the passive-aggressive approach now.”
She shrugged. “You know where I stand on the matter. Even if I convinced you of my point of view, it wouldn’t mean anything if it was my view being put onto you. Your own truth has to come from within you. I respect that you hear my advice and don’t think it’s sound, and that you’re doing what you think is right instead.”
I stared at her for a while, a strange feeling in my stomach. After a minute, I sank back in my seat with a long sigh. “You’d make a good mom.”
“Do you think so?” She laughed. “If I ever pop out a baby somehow, I’ll do my best to live up to that.”
“How would you even… never mind.” I shook my head. “So does that mean you’re going to get off my case about Dana now, too?”
She grinned. “Not on my life.”
I slumped. “Ah, well. Guess it was too much to ask after all.”
“That said, I’ll support you through moving into this new apartment and going on a date with Mister Hetero Man. But you know what I think you should do.”
“Kiss a girl and get my parents pissed off.”
“Sometimes, you just have to piss off your parents.” She shrugged. “At the end of the day, they’re just the people you came from. It can be really special if you give it that purpose, that meaning, but there’s no obligation to. My parents didn’t like me transitioning at first, and we fought over it a lot. Now they’ve come around, and we’re on cordial terms and all that, but I haven’t really forgiven them for that and I wouldn’t describe them as a big part of my life.”
I stared out the window, watching a light drizzle pick up, streaking along the glass. “I’m always impressed how openly you talk about these things.”
“I’ve grown a bit since I met Holly. They say honesty’s the best policy. Want to head to your new apartment together this evening? I can help you move stuff in.”
I pursed my lips. “My stuff all fits in a suitcase. I’ll be okay.”
“Yeah, your stuff for crashing on a couch. I’ll give you some of my extra cookware, and I’ll help you pick up and bring in some furniture too.”
“You don’t have to—”
“I know. But there’s no stopping me once I’ve set my mind on something.”
She winked, and I knew I was outmatched. I hung my head. “Thanks, Avery.”
I really, really did owe her one.
*
Matthew offered me his umbrella, and I tallied it under the positives column of my mental attraction spreadsheet.
“It’s pouring out here,” he said. “Let’s make sure we don’t end up at the restaurant looking like drowned rats.”
“I thought that was standard Andrean chic,” I said, and he laughed, but it was a strained laugh, a little forced, and he didn’t say anything else. “Have you been before?”
“No. George has been a lot, though, and he’s told me plenty to go.”
“Be glad to get him off your back, huh?”
Again, a strained laugh, and no follow-up. Ugh. Trying to recreate the back-and-forth I had with Dana here was like trying to bounce a bowling ball.
The rain came down in heavy sheets around us, splashing up around my boots. The darkness from the storm made it feel like it was the middle of the night instead of a three o’clock lunch date, and the smell of the rain mingled with the sweet smell of grass down the perimeter of Camden Park, and the distant smell of ozone from the storm rolling in over the bay. A cool, damp wind swept over the back of my neck, creeping down along my shoulder blades, and I walked close alongside Matthew’s taller, wider frame.
He was an attractive guy, with a toned physique that apparently came from his regular rides with the Port Andrea Cycling Club. Dishwater-blond hair that was just a touch too long to be called short, hazel eyes, a smile that reached his eyes…
Ugh, why did it feel like I was going down a checklist?
We barely spoke on the walk—I’d kind of been hoping his relative quiet at White Rose was just him at work, and he’d loosen up outside the job, but no such luck—and it just left me space to think.
When I’d been twenty-one and in my last semester of college studying business administration, I’d had a chance run-in with a heartthrob named Chase. He’d been an avid soccer player studying finance, the son of one of my father’s business friends, and we’d met at a social function my father put on. Locking eyes with him for the first time had been like finding an on switch for something you always thought was decorative—like I didn’t know things could light up like that.
Every little piece of him fit together right. My preferences for what made a person I liked all molded to become Chase. And we’d spent a dreamlike three days—and three nights—stealing away from everything together, him becoming my whole world.
And then I met his girlfriend.
What a nice little dream that had been, until I woke up to the screeching alarm of another girl coming along looking horrified at who is she? I cursed the whole experience, not because it ended badly, but because then my standards for a partner became fire like Chase, and no one else did that.
No one except goddamn Dana Gallagher. And that was a no-go.
Chase and Dana had another thing in common—they both would be terrible decisions. Maybe it was a sign that something smaller, something quieter would be happier, anyway. Like slowly getting to know Matthew, slowly learning to like him.
“You don’t have any dietary restrictions, do you?” he said, as we turned the corner onto Samson Street and past the lion statue with the strangely wrinkly face.
“I have a shellfish allergy.” I laughed. “Could have asked that a little earlier, don’t you think?”
He winced. “Oh. Yeah. I should have. Sorry.”
“No—I’m just teasing,” I sighed. “Sorry. Aside from shellfish, nothing.”
And we were back to awkward silence as he led me down the street, breathing in the smells from a whole strip of restaurants and cafés. Finally, he turned into the front door of a little Mexican place that smelled like adobo and heavenly fried food, and gave his name to the host, who sat us in the corner close to the big firepit where we got a view into the kitchen and out the window as rain drenched the glass. A quiet, soulful ballad in Spanish played over the speakers, and I settled into the seat with an awkward feeling like I was in somebody’s house not sure if I was invited.
“So, uh… what brought you to Port Andrea?” he said.
“White Rose,” I answered immediately. “I visited the city once, six years back, found this place, and I’ve been committed to getting this position ever since.”
“Huh.”
And that was that. I drew myself up straighter. “And you? Are you from here?”
“Moved here for college at UPA and stayed. Wanted to get into film, but I picked up a job at a bakery to make ends meet and I liked it.”
“Film buff?”
He shrugged. “Not so much anymore.”
And there we were, back to awkward silence. Conversation felt like trying a line of doors, only to find they were all locked. I busied myself with my menu, but when a waitress came by, I blanked and just ordered the tray of soft tacos because they were in the biggest font on the menu, and once she was gone, Matthew was the one to break the silence.
“So, you and Dana have been fast friends, huh?”
“Oh, yeah.” I tensed up a little. Was I really so hopeless I was going to go on a date with someone to distract me from Dana, and just talk to him about Dana? “I’m really lucky to have her training me.”
“You two already knew each other before that, right?”
“In a… very superficial sense, I suppose. We met the day before, in Robin Square Station, when I kept her from falling down the stairs.”
I relayed the story of how we met, and Matthew seemed to finally relax, laughing along with an actual, genuine laugh.
“Dana’s the sweetest human on earth,” he said, “but I swear, the woman never looks where she’s walking.”
“She is really sweet. She’s been taking me everywhere to get me acquainted with the city, and she even introduced me to her sister to help me land an apartment. I just moved in yesterday.”
“Serafina?” He nodded. “She’s great. She and Dana are so close—I really thought they were twins for the longest time.”
“You’re good friends with Dana yourself, then, I guess,” I said, as the waitress came back with an appetizer of chips and salsa. Immediately, the table flooded with the sweet, rich smell of heirloom tomatoes and sweet onion, and I dug in right away. The sharp bite of sour lime on the salsa made all the flavors stand out, and I took another.
“Dana’s good friends with everyone in White Rose. And outside it.” He shrugged. “But she’s really taken a particular liking to you. Honestly, I thought you two were dating,” he said, and I choked on the second chip.
“I—what? No,” I rasped, coughing to clear my throat. Silently, I thanked my lucky stars I choked on the chip, because it gave me a pretense for the flush on my face.
“What?” He laughed. “You’ve been out every day together. Monica was so confused when she heard we were going out today, too. She was sure you two were a thing.”
“I…” My head spun. No fucking way, I thought, again and again, just waiting for reality to come in and sweep this bad illusion away. “Is this you trying to tell me she’s gay?”
He raised his eyebrows high. “She didn’t tell you? It’s usually part of how she introduces herself. Hi, I’m Dana Gallagher, and I’m pansexual.”
Fucking hell. God dammit. This date was a complete failure. This date was the most twisted irony of failures. So much for distracting myself from Dana.
How? How did it come to this? How did it just so happen that Dana Gallagher—the gorgeous woman in the subway station who I had a chance encounter with, only to never see again—would end up being the one I’d see every damn day, and just so happen to like women?
Matthew narrowed his eyes. “What’s wrong?” he said, voice cautious.
“Nothing,” I rasped.
“We have an inclusive work environment, and if you have an issue with her sexuality, I’m afraid that’s your issue.”
“No—nothing like that,” I said, putting my hands up. Honestly, him trying to tell me off like that might have been the most attractive thing he’d done so far. “I’m just… uh…”
Dammit. I didn’t have a good explanation. What was I supposed to say? I looked away.
“I… made some jokes to her about us dating,” I said, cautiously. “Now I feel guilty I might have led her on.”
He relaxed. “I gotcha. I’m sure she knows exactly where things stand. She’s the one who asked me if I wanted to go out with you, anyway.”
Jesus. I couldn’t deal with this. What if she did like me? If she’d felt even a fraction of the pull I was feeling, then I could understand it. But—she wouldn’t have set me up with Matthew then, right?
She’d looked like something was wrong in Patchwork—when we’d been talking about me going out with Matthew. I’d told her I was interested in dating, and she asked me if I was looking for queer dating.
No. I couldn’t let my mind go in that direction. Best case scenario, she didn’t like me, and then I’d just be worrying over nothing. Worst case scenario, she did, and then… I’d be best off just ignoring that possibility entirely.
“You sure you’re okay?” he said, and I sighed.
“Yeah. I’m sorry. Just…” I cleared my throat. “I owe her an apology.”
“She’s really fine,” he laughed. “She’s a big girl. I think it’s great you two are such good friends. It’s been really nice having you in White Rose, and I think you two make a good team.”
I swallowed. “Were you there when she joined?”
“No, I joined a year after her. She helped me out a ton, acclimating to the place. She actually saved me from disaster one time, too. When I was making merengue one time…”
We talked about Dana.
The conversation moved easily from there, Matthew lighting up, and when my food came out, I dug into the most delicious soft tacos with blackened peppers and stewed tomatoes, and I found I couldn’t regret just ordering what had been in the biggest typeface.
But when we finally left and he walked me back to my new apartment at the base of the long, winding hill on Carston Point before he said goodbye, I barely managed to get inside before I realized all we’d done was talk about Dana.
God, I was terrible at not thinking about her.
Especially now that I knew she was gay.




Chapter 11
Dana
I’d steeled myself—really, I had—but when the door opened and Remi was on the other side wearing a short black dress and light makeup, my heart still flopped. Was I that hopeless?
I held up the tart. “Housewarming gift for a certain someone,” I said, and she glanced between it and me.
“Someone I need to invite over for it?” She stepped back, pulling the door open wider, and I rolled my eyes, nudging her with my elbow as I came in.
“How many other people are you inviting here? Here I thought this moment was just for the two of us.”
She looked down sharply, and guilt plunged through me without me even knowing why. Probably for always flirting with her. I did know better than to flirt with straight girls, right?
“Well, if it’s for me,” she said, “then I’m afraid you’ve overestimated how much I can eat. I’m only five two, you know.”
“Don’t worry, I never stop eating. I’ll probably eat the whole thing right here if you don’t stop me.”
The apartment was light and airy, a single big window in the living room overlooking where Carston Point rolled down into Archer Bay and then down to the sandbar along it. Remi took the tart as I stepped out of my shoes and wandered over to the window, which was slid open for the bright, sunny day outside. Light, silky white curtains fluttered in the breeze around me, and I breathed in the warm, early-summer air.
And I did not miss that she could see my house from here.
It was just the little corner of my roof, past two rows of houses and along the water, but sure enough, it was my house. When Remi came over and joined me next to the window, I tossed her a sidelong grin.
“Not to be cliché,” I started, “but—”
“You can see your house from here?”
I nudged her. “Ah, you already knew. You were spying on your rival family, were you?”
“Serafina pointed it out to me,” she said, rolling her eyes with a small smile. “Said I could keep watch on my favorite person. You’d think you’ve never had a friend before, the way she gets so excited over us being friends.”
Ugh. That was not what Serafina was excited about that for. I was going to stomp on her toes, saying things like that to Remi. “She’s just… excitable.”
“Gallagher traits?”
I laughed. “You’re a sharp one. I love the apartment.”
“It’s a bit sparse, but…” She shrugged. “I’m not sleeping on Avery’s couch anymore. I’ll put on some tea, and I’m making you try the first slice of tart, to make sure it’s not poisoned.”
“Very sharp one. I’ll clearly have to up my game if I want to assassinate you, Remington Bennett.”
She did make tea, a small pot of high-quality green tea that smelled like raspberries and evergreen trees, measuring the amount of tea on what looked like a jeweler’s scale. When she set the pot down on the little square table by the window and I sliced into the sweet cherry tart, she gave me an odd look.
“It smells like…”
I grinned. “Balsamic vinegar?”
She just raised her eyebrows at me. I laughed, putting a slice on her plate and cutting one for myself.
“Emmanuel slammed me for my cherry sauce being boring, so… I’m trying this. I think it’ll elevate the flavor.”
“You are really on something,” she said, but she couldn’t hide the intrigue on her expression.
“Really onto something,” I said, reaching across the table and swatting lightly at her arm. “You’ll remember this once I’m famous across Port Andrea for my brilliant creations.”
“Maybe wait until you’re famous before you become a diva,” she laughed, pouring the tea while I took a bite of the tart. She took one for herself, too, closing her eyes, and I just—of all the million and one little things I liked about her, somehow it was the fact that she closed her eyes while she tasted things that just drove me off the deep end. She just had this blissful look, her whole body relaxing, eyes fluttering shut, like there was nothing in the world but her and the food, and it had no right being this appealing.
“That look on your face says you either hate it or hate that you love it.”
She smacked her tongue a little, eyes still closed as she breathed out the words quietly—that too, where she just whispered while she was tasting things, like she was in a trance. “It does a lot to bring out the sweetness of the cherry. The robust body of the balsamic highlights the playful brightness of sweet cherry… it cuts the richness of the egg in the crème pâte.”
I paused. “I was expecting a criticism in there somewhere.”
“It’s a bit cloying,” she said, eyes fluttering back open. “And very tart.”
“It’s called a tart.”
“That’s not what it’s supposed to mean, Dana.” She smacked her tongue again, looking up at the ceiling. “Is there anything in the crème pâte?”
I shook my head. “Just straight.”
“Maybe… infuse it with something that’s sweet without being cloying.” She took another bite. “What was that infusion they had at Candlelight we liked?”
“Basil?”
She gave me an odd smile. “Yeah. Fresh basil. Let’s try that in the crème pâte.”
I knew a lot of words, but none of them were close to enough to express how excited I got hearing her say that. Let’s. An us thing. “Here I thought you were going to tear it apart,” I laughed, and she tented her hands on the table.
“Dana Gallagher. Did you bring me a housewarming gift you expected me to hate? I thought we’d agreed to peace between our families.”
“I’m an agent of chaos,” I said. “Are you helping me come up with dishes for the festival, now? Do I need to get you on board?”
She arched her eyebrows. “This was for the festival?”
I chewed my cheek, a nervous flutter in my stomach. “I… yeah. I think so. I think people will like it. Including Emmanuel.”
She nodded, slowly, taking another bite of the tart. “Yeah… it’s good. I think centering things around accents on one key ingredient is a good idea.”
“How much is your inner pastry snob grimacing at me experimenting?”
She shook her head, smiling at me. “Oh, Dana. If only you knew.”
I glanced around the apartment. “This’ll be great. I think I’ll be a regular visitor here over the next… how long is your lease here? A year?”
She cleared her throat. “Three months.”
I turned back, giving her an odd look. “That’s it?”
She looked away. “I… still have to wait and see if I get the full-time position.”
And just like that, all the excitement left, rushing out of me and leaving me deflating. “If you don’t… you’re not just leaving Port Andrea, are you?”
“Yeah.” She still avoided my gaze. Better for it, I figured. Just that one little word left me reeling, and I didn’t need her to see how stunned I knew I looked.
“But… why? I mean—you’re amazing. You’d easily be able to get work—”
“It’s a long story,” she said, tone a little short now, and I winced.
“I’m… sorry. Are you actually interested in Port Andrea? I’m not trying to force the city onto you if you’re just here for the one job.”
She rubbed her forehead. “I love the place. I really appreciate you showing me around.”
The but was unstated and powerful. I swallowed.
She was amazing, but she wasn’t the only one of the apprentices doing well. Odds were that she wouldn’t get the position. And then… just like that, she was leaving?
God, I needed to let go of these feelings.
“I can see why you’re giving it your all, then,” I said, sipping my tea. It was sweet, bright, fresh-tasting. Remi could have described it better, though. “I think you’ll get the position.”
She relaxed, giving me a sweet smile. “Thanks. I think so, too. And frankly, that’s a part of why I want to help with your work for the festival, if I can. I think it’ll be good for my reputation among the staff.”
I should have been relieved she was taking it so seriously, but petulantly, I found myself disappointed it wasn’t just because she wanted to do it with me. “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Not to mention, charming the full-timers, too. How’d the date go?”
She shrugged. “Good, yeah.”
I cleared my throat. “That’s lukewarm.”
She smiled wryly. “Let’s just say I am not the best at dating.”
If she treated dates like she treated our outings together, then she would be great at dating. “I’m sure that’s not true,” I said, swatting lightly at her arm. “Matthew’s just shy around pretty girls.”
“Doubt it,” she laughed. “After all, the number one thing he talked about was you.”
Ah—dammit, the way my heart fluttered at the thought of Remi going on a date and just talking about me. I gave her an odd smile. “He talked about me?”
“Yeah, plenty. He really likes you. You sure he’s not into you?”
“Oh, uh…” I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t think so.”
She leered. “Ah. So the great Dana Gallagher is oblivious.”
“No—he’s really not.” I shook my head, my stomach sinking. I didn’t want to listen to her talk about me with somebody else. Trying to push me away to be with somebody who wasn’t her… “Did you two schedule a second date?”
She went wide-eyed. “Oh, crap. I didn’t even think to ask him.”
I sighed, hanging my head. “Sounds like the date wasn’t exactly fireworks.”
“I mean, it wasn’t bad.”
“I think you should aim a little higher than not bad.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to be an obnoxious know-it-all, but how much of this is you feeling like you need to fit everything into three months?”
She chewed her lip, looking out the window. “It isn’t that…”
“What is it, then? You seem like you’re in a rush to have a steady date.”
She took a long, slow sip of her tea, staring out the window, and that—not saying anything, just quiet, was what made me shrink back. I looked down, an uneasy feeling in my stomach.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pry, or pressure you, or whatever.”
“It’s just some personal stuff,” she sighed, setting her tea back down and staring at the floor. “Sorry I can’t… tell you all about it.”
I smiled, reaching across the table and putting my hand down on top of hers. Her reaction was instant, eyes widening, a sharp breath in, posture straightening. “Remi, it’s okay. We’re friends. I don’t want to make you do anything you’re not totally up for. I’m just here to support you with exactly where you’re at.”
She stared at me for the longest time before she slumped, staring down at the table. “Thanks, Dana,” she said, her voice small. “I’m lucky, you know? Whole lot of people in Port Andrea, and I happened to end up friends with the sweetest, most supportive one of all.” She paused. “And the clumsiest.”
“Hey.” I swatted her hand. “I let my guard down for a second. Thought you were being sweet.”
She met my eyes, a smile glinting. “Never let your guard down around a rival mafioso, Dana.”
I wanted to kiss her. Seriously, how was I supposed to not? I’d had crushes before, but I’d never had anyone who just clicked the way Remi did. It felt like we could spend every second together and still not get enough.
“Let’s see some things around town aside from just the bakeries, too,” I said, and she cocked her head.
“Is that you trying to catch me off-guard, too, now?”
I grinned. “Is it working?”
“Depends on what you’re asking, exactly.”
I shrugged. “Whatever you like. There’s lots to do. Me, I love the water. We could go to the beach, rent a boat, maybe take one of the bay tours… or we could stay on land. You seem like the type to like museums.”
She put a hand to her chest, scrunching up her face. “Dana. You read me that easily?”
“Never let your guard down around a rival mafioso,” I said with a wink.
“Let’s go to the beach right now,” she said, and I did a double take.
“Right now?”
“It’s sunny and warm, we’re both off today, and the beach is right there. So’s your house. I can get changed while you go home and get changed, and we can meet up at your place and walk the ten steps down to the beach.”
I stared. “That’s—that’d be great.”
She grinned. “Caught you off-guard again, didn’t I?”
If this was what her getting one over on me was like, she could keep doing it as long as she liked. “You win this round, Remi,” I said. “See you at my place.”




Chapter 12
Remi
I’d made the wrong choices. Said choices led me to watching as Dana stepped out of her front door in a two-piece mint green swimsuit, a loose canvas bag slung over her shoulder with a towel sticking out, and I had to deal with the sheer levels of gay panic that induced. Especially knowing she liked women, was single, and was the one who’d invited me.
God, she was gorgeous. With her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, all her tanned skin was on display, from the strong lines of her shoulders down to the firm musculature around her stomach, and I had to figure out how to not stare.
“Hey, Remi,” she said, shutting the door behind her. “You look so cute in that.”
Compared to her, my sleek black one-piece with violet trim was nothing, but I just put on a smile. “Flattery will get you nowhere,” I said. “Ready to get a move on?”
The sun was warm on the back of my neck as we headed down the street until we made a sharp right and down the path onto the beach, busy with people today. I took the opportunity to roll out the two towels on the sandbar along with our things, mostly just to turn away from Dana and give myself some space to process what was going on, but I jerked back to attention when cool water splashed me from behind.
I whirled on where Dana laughed, standing in where the surf was coming in, water levels around her ankles. “Now who’s letting her guard down?” she called, and I dropped my bag onto the sand and raced down into the surf after her. She shrieked as I lowered myself and splashed water right back at her, laughing as she backed deeper into the water, but when I tried to follow, I slipped on smooth rock and fell towards her.
I ran into her headlong, Dana catching me with a grunt and staggering backwards, and when her arms wrapped around me to hold me steady, I felt the nervous thrum in my stomach of her holding me like this. While we were barely wearing anything. God, my parents would kill me.
“Oh, now who’s the clumsiest?” she laughed.
“I’m taking you down with me,” I grunted, walking her back into the water. She laughed, stumbling backwards until we both floated chest-deep in the water, and we drifted in the tides, still wrapped up in one another’s arms.
“I should have asked this earlier, but do you know how to swim?”
“Nope. I’m about to drown here. And get eaten by a shark. Won’t you miss me then?” I kicked lazily against the water as we left the ground entirely, just drifting out in the water.
“Hmm. Somehow, I think you might not be entirely sincere.” Her leg brushed mine, and my heart went into my mouth at the sensation of her smooth thigh against mine. For crying out loud. Maybe Dana and I could replicate what happened with Chase. Including the tragic ending.
“Oh, see how sincere I am when I’m dead,” I said, still holding her close, the feeling of her arms tight around my back intoxicating.
“Probably not very? I think you’d kind of just be dead at that point.” She hooked her foot around my ankle, and I choked a little. “There. Now you’re not going anywhere.”
“Okay, I was lying. It’s been a while, but I know how to swim. I don’t need you to be my water wings.”
She laughed, but she didn’t let go, and I didn’t let her go, either. “I’m glad you came to Port Andrea,” she hummed. “You’re easy to be around.”
The water was cool against the prickling warmth of the sun on the back of my head, and a cool breeze carried the smell of the bay across the water, sweet and crisp. It tasted like childhood memories of me and my family traveling to Spain and dipping in the Mediterranean, except this time, it was just me and this girl who was dangerously addictive.
“I’m glad I came, too,” I said. I looked up, meeting her eyes, and time froze there, the two of us drifting in the water while the rest of the world faded away. “Thanks for… you know. Being my guide.” I paused. “And not letting me drown and get eaten by sharks.”
Her eyes twinkled. “I already feel like Port Andrea just wouldn’t be the same without you.”
I let my eyes flick down to her lips. My throat felt dry. How did I make myself stop thinking this kind of thing? It was getting kind of urgent.
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe I could just…
A voice shattered the moment like crystallized sugar. “Hey, look who it is,” Serafina’s voice called, and I shoved away from Dana with a sudden rush of blood to the head, turning back to where Serafina came walking down the sand towards us, a few friends in tow, waving. “How’s the apartment, Remi?”
“Oh, uh…” I blanked. I was just thinking about kissing your sister. “Good, yeah,” I finally managed. Serafina, wearing a two-piece swimsuit with a light, see-through shirt over top, folded her arms.
“What’s that hesitation for? You hate it.”
The hesitation was because I had just been thinking about kissing her sister. Serafina really was a lifesaver—first getting me that apartment, and then making sure I didn’t get ahead of myself and accidentally kiss Dana. “I was just wondering why you’re standing there like you’re afraid the water’s going to bite you,” I called.
Serafina grinned. “I didn’t want to interrupt you two with your little special moment over there.”
“Serafina,” Dana called back, exasperated. She turned away from me, drifting slowly in the tides. “Someone had to keep poor hapless Remi from tumbling and drifting out and drowning in the surf.”
Serafina’s eyes went wide. “You don’t know how to swim, Remi?”
“I can swim better than you can,” I said, and Serafina burst out into a grin that could have dazzled the sun, dropping her beach bag to the ground and tugging her shirt up over her head, stripping down to her swimsuit.
“You’re on,” she said, running down into the surf towards us. “You should have known better than to challenge me.”
“Oh, Remi,” Dana laughed, looking back at me and meeting my eyes with that charged gaze again. “You’re going to lose, you know.”
“I know. I’m not really much of a swimmer. I’m just getting her tired out so she’s less of a handful.”
She laughed, swatting my arm under the water. “You’re a schemer. Well, let me swim with you. I could use the cardio.”
We swam together, the three of us—sure enough, Serafina swam like she was born to do it, doing laps around us until we all crashed back on the beach. The hot sand was soothing on my muscles as I lay back in the sunlight, putting on my sunglasses, and Serafina collapsed into a heap next to me.
“Slowpoke,” she wheezed, kicking her legs against the sand. “What was that you were saying about swimming better than me? Want to say it again?”
I exchanged a knowing look with Dana, lying on my other side, a spark in her eyes. “I admit defeat,” I laughed, looking back to Serafina. “You’re like a fish. Speedy out on the water, flopping around and dying here on the land.”
Serafina snorted. “My sister went and found someone just as cruel as she is.”
I couldn’t get my head over how it sounded like we were together, like she found someone as in…
I was reading too much into every last little thing.
It was late in the afternoon when we went home, the sun getting low on the horizon. We headed up to Dana’s place first, Serafina staying behind with her friends, and she pushed into her front door without saying a word, just holding it open as she dropped her bag to the floor and kicked her shoes off. I followed her inside automatically, and we spent the evening together too, somehow, Dana making a pitcher of iced tea and serving a homemade brioche that tasted like sweet, buttery paradise.
We talked for hours, and it led us to Dana finally saying, “I guess we go your direction next. Hit up PAMAM after work tomorrow?”
“PAMAM?”
“Port Andrea Modern Art Museum. Or are you the classical snob who can’t stand modern art?”
I felt myself smile wider. “I guess you’ll just have to find out at the PAMAM, then, won’t you?”
“Oh, tricky,” she laughed, nudging my foot with hers under the table. It sent my heart into my mouth. “All right, then, you’re definitely on.”
It was well into night by the time I finally left, and Dana pulled me into a tight hug at the front door. I wasn’t much of a hugging person, but I held on a little longer than I think was normal, just breathing in the way she smelled. Like that didn’t mean I was too far gone.
“Text me when you get home,” she said.
“It’s, like, two feet away.”
“Then I’ll be expecting a text very soon.”
I laughed, giving her another squeeze before stepping away. “Okay, clingy. You know I was going to anyway.”
She winked. “Good, then, clingy.”
I texted her when I got back. And we kept texting until, eventually, when I crashed into my cheap little mattress on the floor I was still rocking, she called me.
“We’re clearly not going to stop talking,” she said when I picked up, “so I figured this would be easier.”
“Beat me to it this time,” I said, nestling up into the sheets and looking out the window, catching the view in the distance of that one little slope of Dana’s roof.
“I always win in the end, Remington Bennett.”
When I woke up in the morning, I freaked out at the sound of breathing next to me, jolting awake and looking around before I realized the phone was there next to me, call still connected, Dana’s slow, heavy breaths laden with sleep coming through. After a second of staring at it disbelieving, I just sank back down and rested my head on the pillow, checking the clock. Three fifty. I still had ten minutes to just lie here and listen to Dana sleep.
Christ, this was an emergency. Especially when, ten minutes later, I heard a ringing noise from her end, and Dana mumbling a quiet curse to herself before she groaned.
“Good morning,” I said, and just as I expected, she shrieked.
“What? Remi?” The bed rustled, and her voice got clearer as she picked up the phone. “Oh. Jesus. You scared me.”
“Letting your guard down?” I laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you.”
She paused. “It’s nice to wake up to someone,” she murmured, and I chewed my lip, heart jumping and sinking at the same time.
Dana Gallagher liked girls. And Dana Gallagher liked waking up to me there.
She had a crush on me, didn’t she?
I couldn’t deal with this. And I had to do something to put an end to this.
So, naturally, I said the worst thing I could, and that was, “Nice waking up to you too.” I paused. “And your earthshaking snoring.”
“What?” Her voice turned into a squeak. “Oh my god. Was I snoring?”
“Dust was coming down from my ceiling…”
“Oh, you’re lying to me. I see how it is.” She groaned, sounds of the bed rustling around her making it sound a little more… erotic than a simple sleepy groan should have been. “Good morning, my troublesome little pastry chef.”
“Good morning to you too, my troublesome tall pastry chef.”
Maybe I was helpless, because after we got into work together and we spent a whole shift laughing together before we left with a promise to meet up at Dana’s house soon, I ran into Avery at my place, and I had a breakdown on her.
“Hey,” she’d said when I found her at the front door to my complex, an airy thing with a big open breezeway lined with big, dark plants, sandstone pavers leading up to the front door. She held up a cardboard box. “I brought you those pans I promised. Sorry to swing by unannounced, I just…” She paused, studying me. “Why do you look like you’re bearing the weight of the world right now?”
“Fucking kill me,” I said.
“What happened?” She set the box down on a concrete planter box next to the front door, turning to me. “What can I do for you right now?”
“She likes girls.”
Her shoulders dropped, a tired smile breaking out over her face. “Oh, you poor soul.”
“And what you can do for me right now is kill me.”
When I got Avery upstairs into my apartment and dropped the box onto a chair, I sat down with her at the little dining table and told her I was meeting Dana soon for a PAMAM tour, and she cocked her head at me, smiling a little.
“She asked you out? To the museum?”
“She’s not asking me out. She thinks I’m straight.”
She cleared her throat. “Do you think… maybe she might like you, too?”
I buried my face in my hands. “We fell asleep on the phone together last night. After we spent the day on the beach together. And when we woke up this morning, she said she liked waking up to someone.”
She let out a low whistle. “Yeah… I think she likes you, Remi.”
“Fuck me.”
“You should ask her for that.”
“Avery,” I sighed.
She put her hands up. “I’m just saying. You like her, she likes you. Why not? We humans overcomplicate everything we do. The key to being happier is usually to do less, to stop questioning—”
“Stop. Please.” I rubbed my forehead. “What do you think I should wear to the museum?”
“PAMAM?” She laughed. “It’s a pretentious place. LBD or something. Trying to impress her?”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “Even though I know I shouldn’t.”
“Maybe you should. This is what your heart is telling you. Why not just go for it?”
“Because—I don’t know if I’ve told you this—I don’t date women.”
“Well, so I’ve heard,” she said. “But here you are, going on a date with a woman. After your date with her yesterday.”
“I know. And I shouldn’t be doing this, or my parents will be right back here to drag me out of Port Andrea.” My voice fell, and I looked down to the floor. “And… well… I like it here.”
She sighed. “Just promise me you won’t fight yourself too much, Remi.”
“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” I mumbled, standing up. “Okay. Going to go get ready for my date I’m resolutely not supposed to be going on. Thanks for the pans, Avery. And the implicit reminder that Dana’s pan.”
“I wasn’t trying to do that,” she said, but I ignored her, heading into the bedroom with my head down, opening my closet, scanning through my dresses to find what Dana might have liked the most.
I was seriously screwed.




Chapter 13
Dana
Remi, a little surprisingly, liked modern art. She didn’t hold back, panning some pieces as shallow and attention-seeking, while she stopped in front of some that just looked like red stripes on a canvas and gazed at it for a while before saying this one works, but all in all, she seemed to like it. And most impressively, when I asked why she liked or didn’t like something, she’d go on with an explanation—the red stripes were a part of a painter’s personal story, and the subtle gradations of light were intended to create an illusion of space in a way that realistic painting couldn’t.
“A lot of these pieces are just expensive doorstops when you don’t have context,” she said, standing there in front of a stone statue that just looked like a tangle of strings, and standing like that in her sleek little black dress with warm, sophisticated makeup and explaining the meaning of abstract art, it did some things to my heart. “They’re beautiful in that they tell a story, they convey something deeper. It’s sort of an exploration into a larger storyline.”
I didn’t get it, but I could listen to her talk about it forever.
I swear we walked closer together through every room, inching nearer until we were practically pressed together. I wasn’t trying to do it. But when we got into a room that was all intricate abstract glass sculpture, strategically placed lights refracting through them into kaleidoscopes of color, Remi was so close that our hands brushed when I let out a slow breath, standing in the middle of it and looking around.
“I like this one,” I breathed.
“Erica Reid,” she whispered, and I turned to her, where she was reading a nameplate for the artist. “I know her.”
“I’m not surprised. You seem pretty well-read.” I experimented with stepping back and forth out of the center of the sculptures, watching the way the perfect alignment of light vanished into abstract sculpture the moment I did.
Remi shook her head, just staring around at the sculptures. “I know her as in I’ve met her. A couple of times. She has an… intense personality.”
I whirled on her. “Seriously? How did you meet her?”
She avoided my gaze. “Just some events I’ve been invited to.”
I paused. “What exactly did you do before you came to Port Andrea?”
“Just… worked with my family.” She stepped to the side, looking around the sculptures. “Erica Reid could be a poster child for the movement of modern art that invites viewers into the scene. This piece is entitled Passion. It makes sense—a passion is something abstract and incomprehensible, messy and complex from the outside, but when you’re in the middle of it, everything lights up, and it’s all in perfect order. It’s reminiscent of a cluttered artist’s studio, where it looks like a tornado went through but the artist knows where everything is, and to the artist, it’s perfectly orderly.”
I paused. “Your family was in the arts?”
She grunted, still not looking at me. “They run a charity foundation. Kind of a shifty one, though. Mostly just used for tax-dodging purposes. And they like using fine art as the vehicle for a lot of their work.”
I was… starting to get an idea what kind of background Remi came from. And how far removed it was from anything I’d expected. “Explains why you know so much about art, then,” I said, quietly.
“I’m sure they couldn’t have cared less,” she sighed, turning back to me and finally meeting my eyes, but there was something subdued in her expression. “Forget that. I don’t want to talk about all of that.”
My stomach churned. “I’m sorry if all of this is a reminder of—”
“Not at all.” She turned back to the sculptures. “Erica Reid is a good artist. I like doing this together.”
I inched closer to her again, slowly, until we were both squarely in the center of the exhibit together, her side pressed against mine. “I like it, too,” I said. “Thanks for coming with me.”
She was quiet for a while longer before she said, in this soft, barely-there voice, “Thanks for inviting me.”
She lightened up again from there, slowly, until after a few more rooms and a few more exhibitions, she was smiling and laughing again. I lost track of time—I’d never had so much fun in a museum before, let alone a modern art museum where I didn’t get a thing of what was going on, but having a personal tour guide and art critic there for me helped.
It was dark out when we finally finished, stepping out into the tree-lined plaza behind the museum, and I gestured Remi to the coffee shop attached to the museum lobby, Mission Coffee. Remi arched her eyebrows.
“Coffee? Are we planning on sleeping tonight?”
“I think you’ll like their pain au chocolat.”
We got tea and pain au chocolat in the clean, upscale modern décor of Mission, and we stepped back out into the cool night air, ducking behind a row of bushes to sit in a quiet, secluded bench with a narrow view of Parson River. Nighttime birds and crickets chirping made it feel like we were somewhere far away from the city center, the low chatter from the plaza behind us seeming like it was miles away, and I watched as Remi took a bite of the pastry.
“That expression says you like it,” I said.
“Sounds like I’ve let too much information slip to my rivals,” she said, brushing crumbs off her bottom lip. I didn’t know how to handle watching her brush her fingers over her lips. “This is amazing. Has to be some of the best butter I’ve tasted in the States.”
I nudged her in the side. “Refined sensibility for pastry and art. Aren’t you a classy girl?”
She looked down, brow knitted, and a flash of guilt swept through me. “Hey… don’t tell anyone, okay?”
I paused. “That you’re a classy girl?”
“Not that. That I… you know.” She dragged her fingers through her hair. “Come from that kind of background…?”
I chewed my lip. “Of course,” I said, just a breath. “You can tell me whatever you need. I’ll keep it secret to my grave, if that’s what it takes.”
“Well, I won’t be putting you in that grave anytime soon, at least, so you should be fine.” She relaxed back in her seat, staring out at the water below us. “Thanks… Dana. I’m really lucky I have you.”
She was putting me in my grave soon, if she was going to say that kind of thing to me. “That goes both ways, my darling little assassin who has chosen mercy this time.” I put a hand on top of hers in her lap, squeezing. “I won’t pry into your life, but it seems like you’re happy now that you’ve gotten away from all of that. And I’m really proud you did get away from it all.”
She sighed. “For now…”
There it was—that reminder of why getting so attached to her was a huge mistake. Not to mention that I was wildly crushing on her, and she was straight.
“I think you have to just let it happen,” I said, quietly, shifting closer to her, my side against hers. “If you don’t know what comes next, I think that means you need to just enjoy the moment as best you can.”
She was quiet for a second before she took a bite of her pastry, chewing slowly. “You sound like Avery,” she said, finally. “Always another little pithy saying.”
I laughed nervously. “Not totally sure if that’s a good thing or…”
“No, I think it’s good. I like how genuine you are.” She laughed. “That sounds like a backhand compliment.”
I reached up without thinking and brushed my fingers through her hair. She drew in a sharp breath, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye, but I didn’t pull away, and neither did she. “I think you can be a little guarded,” I said, quietly. “But I think that makes it more special when you’re genuine around me, too.”
She let out a small, soft breath. I swear, her gaze flickered down to my lips.
My heart thrummed unevenly. This was wrong. Every little thing about this was wrong. I thought I’d learned after we’d been swimming together, and I’d wrapped her up in my arms and pulled her close and told her I was glad she was here and gazed into her eyes. I’d almost kissed her then. I would have, if it hadn’t been for Serafina. I’d kicked myself all day after that, telling myself not to get like that with Remi. But here we were—pressed close together on a bench, secluded from the rest of the world, this soft flush of vulnerability between us, and all I could think was what it would feel like to kiss her.
The night air smelled sweet, fresh grass and the rich, toasted smell of croissant wrapping around us. A cool breeze teased hairs along the back of my neck, and Remi’s fingertips along the inside of my hand left dancing trails of electricity. Her heat against my side was the only thing I could feel.
“Just enjoy the moment, huh,” she murmured, holding my gaze with those intense gray eyes, and something gave inside me.
“I think so,” I whispered, and I leaned in closer. Her eyes went wide, pupils dilating, her breath seeming to catch, but she didn’t look away.
She held my gaze. And I couldn’t fight it.
I leaned in closer, and I let out a whisper, breathing her name so quietly the wind might have snatched it away, curling my fingers against the back of her head, and—
The moment broke like a frayed thread when Remi turned her head sharply away, and I jerked back, my heart doing ugly flops in my chest.
“S-sorry,” I choked, a thick feeling in my throat. “I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s fine,” she rasped, but that tone of voice didn’t sound like it was fine. I burned with shame, my ears ringing. What had I been doing? Did she know I was gay? It had to be obvious I was trying to kiss her, right?
“I, uh…” What was there even to say? “Sorry.” Repeating myself wouldn’t get me anywhere.
“Thanks for tonight,” she said, still looking straight down. “It was great. And—for not telling anyone.”
“Yeah—of course,” I said. “Um—do you want to head home now?”
“Yeah. I’ll, uh…” She cleared her throat. “I don’t want to force you home early, though. I’ll head back solo.”
No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening. I’d screwed up, let my feelings show, and just like that, it was all over? She was pulling away—didn’t want to talk to me, didn’t want to come near me, anything. I couldn’t blame her. What was wrong with me?
“It’s late. It’s not safe to walk alone.”
“I’m…” She looked down. “Yeah. Guess so. Let’s just… get back to Archer Bay and I can make it the rest of the way to my place.”
Maybe it would have been easier just letting her go by herself. We walked in total silence, feeling like a condemnation, and it didn’t help that the subway was empty right now. The line to Archer Bay was deserted, me and Remi alone on one car, and we sat next to each other in silence with me wanting to sink into the ground and disappear.
“Guess I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, once we got back to my house, still avoiding my gaze. “Thanks for tonight.”
Don’t thank me. I put on a fake smile. “Thanks for joining me. I, uh… yeah. I’ll see you in the morning.”
She turned away, pulling her phone from her pocket and walking with her head down. “Good night, Dana.”
“Good night…” My voice was quiet—too quiet for her to hear as she walked away, I was sure, but I still finished the sentence, letting the whispering breeze sweep the soft, gentle words away. “Remi.”




Chapter 14
Remi
Matthew smiled at me on my lunch break, but I wasn’t feeling very smiley. I tried to return it, but it felt like sculpting clay to look happy.
“Hey, Remi,” he said, coming into the breakroom, snatching an apron from the hangers without looking. “How’s work been?”
“Uh…” It had been awkward silences with Dana, and me panicking over every last little thing. I didn’t know what to do. I always knew what to do. I didn’t anymore. “Good.”
“That was an awful long pause.”
I hung my head. “It’s nothing. Just personal stuff.”
“We can chat more if you like,” he said. “After my shift today? We can grab dinner or something.”
Ah… a date. Right. Ostensibly, that was a thing we’d do. He and I had been on a date. It hadn’t been objectionable. It was reasonable to ask for another date. And maybe it would be good to sort out my feelings about Dana… almost kissing me. How close I’d come to letting her.
God, this was a nightmare.
“Sure,” I said, and he raised his eyebrows at me, tying the apron behind his back.
“That was also a long pause.”
I rubbed my forehead. “I think I need coffee.”
“I’ll pull a doppio for you,” Emmanuel said from behind me, and I turned to where he came out of the back office with his glasses slightly askance, the clearest sign he’d been in the zone working for hours. “Hey, Matty.”
“It’s just Matthew,” Matthew sighed.
“You two getting on well?” Emmanuel said, looking between us. “I was thinking it might be good to mix things up a bit. Maybe we can swap up who’s working with who. If you two are friends, maybe we can swap you off Dani and give her Taylor—”
“No, it’s good,” I said, cutting in even though I knew that would be the better option. I told myself I didn’t want to cause a fuss and draw more attention to last night’s… incident. Really, it was because I was so damn jealous at the simple thought of Taylor working with Dana instead that I was surprised I didn’t physically turn green. “I’ve really enjoyed following Dana’s work on Starfire Festival. We were experimenting with her sweet cherry tart the other day.”
Emmanuel grinned. “I knew it would work out with you two. Go on, then. Feel free to compliment me. Tell me I’m a genius, because everyone just assumes someone else is telling me and so they forget to mention it. I’ll go pull you that doppio, Remsy.”
“You could actually do me a favor and never call me Remsy again,” I said after him as he pushed through the swing door into the front, but Matthew just gave me a hopeless shrug.
“The more you protest a nickname, the harder he digs his heels in on it.”
“Weren’t you just protesting Matty?”
He grimaced. “He called me Mattress one time. I pretend Matty is the worst thing he can call me, so that he keeps calling me that.”
“Well, beats Mattress, that’s for sure.” I slumped over the table. “Dinner sounds good. Where?”
“I’m kind of feeling trashy food. Burgers and fries?”
I put my hands up. “Why not,” I said.
That was it, wasn’t it? Dana was yes, please yes, and Matthew was eh, sure, why not.
Couldn’t the genders have been the other way around?
Dana gave me a thin, faraway smile when I came back into the kitchen some fifteen minutes later. “Going out with Matthew again?” she said, and it should have just been an offhand comment, but given the circumstances, it burned in my chest like shame.
I’d already known she was getting a crush on me. Going along with it like I had, when I knew I couldn’t see it through… I was just being selfish. But when she looked at me like she had last night, when our hands had found one another’s, we’d gazed into each other’s eyes…
“Yeah,” I said, straightening my back. “I’m, uh… going to start the midshift count.”
“Sounds good,” she said, turning back to the massive bread dough ball she was kneading, not a word more.
Christ, this was awkward. What was I even supposed to say? Hey, I know you were trying to kiss me, I’d actually love to kiss you but my parents would flay me alive if they found out? God, I could never.
Emmanuel held up Dana at the end of our shift, and it was all for the better, because I got to head home alone instead of walking in awkward silence alongside her. When I got back to my apartment, I wasn’t really sure what I did for the next few hours, but either way, I found myself throwing together an outfit without even half the care I’d put into my museum outfit with Dana and heading out to meet with Matthew.
He took me to a crowded little place up the long, winding slope of Wish Road at the edge of Carston Point, a little place called Market Corner, packed with americana and the smell of fried food. We got burgers each big enough to feed both of us and a million fries, and Matthew led me up a tight stairwell and into a dimly-lit dining space, where we sat down under a window that was darkening with coming rain.
“Hope you’re hungry,” he said, picking up his burger and taking a massive bite. “Oh, that hits the spot.”
I nibbled the edge of mine. “Yeah. Really good.”
We were quiet for maybe ten solid seconds after that before he set his burger back down and gave me an odd look. “Do you want to talk about what’s bothering you?”
“Nothing’s bothering me.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Do you, uh… want me to call you out on that, or pretend I believe you?”
I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose. “The latter. Please.”
“Will do. Sure thing, Remi. But you can tell me if anything is bothering you.”
“Thanks,” I rasped. “So, you like cycling, huh?”
“Yeah. It’s a lot of fun, and it’s the only exercise where I can sit down the whole time, so I consider it a win.”
I gave him what I knew was the worst smile ever. He broke my record with the new worst smile ever back.
“That sounds nice,” I said, maybe fifteen seconds later.
“Yeah.”
Quiet.
God, we sucked at this.
“Did something happen between you and Dana?” he said. “You two barely talked to each other today.”
“No… nothing.” I shook my head. “I really don’t want to talk about myself today. I’m putting the onus on you. Please tell me everything about you.”
He scratched the back of his head. “I’m not that interesting…”
“I’m not asking you to tell me interesting things about you. Just… things about you.”
He laughed nervously. “Will do. But I apologize if they’re boring.”
So we somehow made a date out of that, me sitting there replaying last night a million times in my head while I half-listened to Matthew rambling. Was this really what I had in mind for dating someone? Sitting here not paying attention, thinking about somebody else, while he talked about something I didn’t know if he even wanted to talk about?
Dana had looked so beautiful up close. The feeling of her hand closing around mine was intoxicating even just to remember. I wondered what it would have felt like if she’d kissed me. If I’d kissed her.
“What do you think?” Matthew said, and I blinked.
“Uh—yes.”
“Right? It’s strange.” He went on. I didn’t know what I’d just agreed to.
After picking at my food without tasting it, we finally headed back outside to where there was a low drizzle. Matthew stood close to the building, under the overhang, while the market square in front of us still carried on with people strolling between stalls with their umbrellas out.
“Hope you don’t mind the rain, coming to Port Andrea,” he said, looking up to the sky. “It’s a drizzly place.”
“Yeah, I mind. I don’t know.” I paused. That was wrong, I think. “I know. I don’t mind.”
“Let’s go shopping a little bit. Always some independent artists here selling something sweet.”
“I said it backwards, I think. I don’t mind.”
“Nice little souvenir to remember a day by.”
If conversation with Dana felt like a fluid dance routine, this felt like two geriatric old men trying to breakdance together. “Yeah, let’s get an umbrella,” I said. “I mean—an umbrella. Do you have an umbrella?”
“Always carry an umbrella in ‘Drea.”
“Yeah.” I didn’t know what ‘Drea was. Port Andrea? I didn’t ask.
We fumbled walking through the market, and before long, we found a little place selling hand-embroidered ribbons. I didn’t care that much about ribbons, but Matthew asked me my favorite color, and I said blue even though my favorite color was purple, and he bought me one that was sort of blue-green anyway. I tried to figure out how to smile.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll, uh… keep it.”
I’ll keep it? What the fuck kind of romantic gesture was that? What else would I do, throw it in the fucking trash can the second he turned away? Christ, I was bad at this. And I couldn’t stop remembering the way Dana’s perfume had smelled as she’d leaned in towards me.
After we finished our stroll through the tightly-packed stalls and stands of the market square, he led me over to the fountain on the other side of Wish Road from the restaurant, tucked into a brick-paver nook between old-world architecture buildings.
“Make a wish,” he said, pulling a penny from his pants pocket.
I wish I were straight. Real romantic. What was I supposed to say? “I wish, uh…” I shrugged. “I wish for a full-time pastry chef job at White Rose.”
He winked. “I’m wishing for the same thing, Remi.”
He flipped the coin towards the fountain, and it landed on the edge instead of falling into the water. We both stared at it, watching the rain come down.
“That’s a bad sign, isn’t it?” I said, and he winced.
“S-sorry,” he said. “Let’s try that again. I wish for you to get the full-time position.”
He flipped the coin into the water this time, but I wasn’t sure there were do-overs like that. After that, he turned to me, giving me a nervous smile.
“There. Now it’s pretty much guaranteed.”
“Is it?”
He faltered. “I mean… can’t hurt.”
I blinked. He swallowed.
“You look really beautiful tonight.”
I bet Dana looks beautiful too. God, what was wrong with me? “Thanks,” I said, putting on a thin smile. I only realized what he was trying to do when he took a step closer and put a hand on my arm, and my stomach dropped.
Oh. Right. Kiss. Date. Good time together. Maybe this was normal. Second date was a reasonable time to kiss, right? After a nice dinner, buying me a one-of-a-kind souvenir, and making a wish at the fountain together. Kissing… yes. Just like Dana. Kissing Dana would have been—
He leaned in closer, and it only pulled my thoughts mostly back from Dana. I swallowed, licking my lips, and I tilted my head up towards him. His hand fell to my hip, and I winced.
He paused not far from my lips, cracking his eyelids. “You’re… not into this,” he said.
I blurted the worst fucking thing to say. “I’m into Dana.”
He blinked. I did, too.
“Fucking hell,” I said, turning away, putting a hand to my forehead, my stomach sinking.
“Are you serious?” His voice was small, more… surprised than upset, I think.
“I wasn’t supposed to say that,” I groaned.
“You’re—”
“Shh.” I rubbed my temples. “Ugh. Dammit. Matthew, I’m really sorry. I was kind of trying to distract myself from her by going out with you. It didn’t really work, but it’s kind of rude to act like I’m into it and give you the wrong idea.” I sighed, burying my face in my hands. “I hate it. I don’t want to be bisexual. I don’t want to like women.”
He cocked his head. “Er… you do remember she likes girls, too, right? I think she likes you, too.”
“No—that’s the problem.” I sighed, dropping down onto the edge of the fountain, not even caring it was wet, and he sank down with me as I stared at raindrops rippling in little puddles on the ground. “I’m here away from my parents, uh… conditionally. On good behavior. Behavior that doesn’t include going out with women. Dammit, Matthew. Why does she have to like girls, too? This would be so much easier if she were just completely…”
He stared for a long time before—the last thing I expected—he laughed. “That’s why you freaked out when I told you she was pan.”
“God, I was pissed,” I mumbled, toeing the pavers. “She… tried to kiss me last night. I didn’t let her. I really wanted to, but I didn’t let her. That’s why we’re awkward today.” I looked away. “She still thinks I’m straight. She probably feels awful about it. I feel awful for making her feel awful.”
He let out a long, slow sigh. “Remi…”
“I’m really sorry. Tonight should have been lovely. This and the other date—they haven’t been fair to you.”
He shrugged. “Dates don’t have to go somewhere. Seeing how it feels is what it’s for.”
I kicked the air. “You’re taking it well.”
“I kind of thought you two would be a cute couple.”
I groaned, rubbing my forehead. “Dammit, that doesn’t help.”
He laughed. “I’m not supposed to be laughing,” he said, and I kicked his foot lightly.
“Damn straight you’re not. Ugh. I feel rotten.”
“You should tell her.”
“Over my dead body,” I hissed.
He put his free hand up. “I’m just saying. It’d make her feel a lot better, if she knows it’s not that she misread all the signs and tried to kiss a straight girl who has no interest in her.”
I let my gaze fall, suddenly feeling so heavy I couldn’t keep my head up. “But… if I tell her, then I don’t know how well I’ll be able to keep myself from…”
“You can only get so far in life fighting your feelings.”
I shook my head. “I know that. And I intend to get as far as fighting my feelings will let me go.” I stood up. “Hey, uh… thanks, though. For being considerate about it. I really am sorry for all of this.”
“Hey, no prob.” He jumped to his feet next to me. “One of the best ways to get rejected, probably. Thanks for telling me. I’ll be your and Dana’s little cheerleader.”
I sighed, shoulders drooping. “Avery’s already taken up the position. I don’t need more people telling me to get together with her.”
“Wait, your friend at Paramour? Not Avery Lindt, is it?”
“The one and only.”
“Damn. How did you even—”
“We met years back at a group for queer Andreans that I will never admit going to,” I groaned. “I swear. If I came out somewhere trying to find a woman to date, I’d never be able to find an eligible queer girl. But coming out here determined to only date men, I don’t even get out of the subway before I grab a queer girl’s hand and literally fall for her.”
“That’d be a cute story to tell when people are asking how you met your wife—”
“God, you get ahead of yourself even more than Avery.”
He laughed. “Monica’s rubbed off on me a little. She’s gotten me to read some of those romance novels she loves.”
It wasn’t lost on me how talking with this guy was so much easier and more comfortable now. Apparently, trying to make myself only date one gender did not work too great. “I’m not getting together with Dana. I’m serious. If I try, I’m screwed, and honestly, so is she. My parents are petty people.” I shook my head. “But… I should at least talk to her about it. Tell her I’m not upset. I’m sure it’s killing her.”
“If it helps, I overheard her plans for her day off tomorrow, so you can stalk her out on the town if you want to.”
I let out a long, slow sigh, just a little shaky. “That’s a little creepy.”
“She’s so into you. She’d be delighted.”
I hated that he was probably right. I rubbed my forehead. “Yeah. Guess I’ll give it a try.”
And use the time until then to figure out what I’d even say.




Chapter 15
Dana
“I hope this bribe will convince you all to forgive me,” I said, setting the tray down on the picnic table. The bayside park was full of green right now, and it smelled sweet, fresh, flowery.
“Hey, chill, you don’t need a bribe,” Serafina said, but I doubted she spoke for the gaggle of our friends squeezed in around the picnic table. “You’ve been busy lately,” she said, before dropping her voice to a whisper. “With a certain somebody.”
“Shush,” I sighed. I really didn’t need the reminder of how lonely it had felt falling asleep last night without a single text to Remi all day. “You’ll change your tune on the bribe once you find out it’s sweets.”
Serafina put her hands up. “My tune is changed. You’d better bribe me. What’d you bring me?”
I lifted the top off the tray, revealing a dozen different sweet breads—all baked in a fit last night to keep myself from thinking about Remi—and the people around the table oohed and aahed over them all while I stood there like a proud mother who wasn’t actually focusing on it because she was pining over another woman.
“Someone is taking over baking for White Rose in Starfire Festival this year,” I said. “And I’m trying to get a perfect sweet loaf or two for it, so these are all a little… innovative on the flavors, we could say?”
“Literally do not care,” Serafina said, “just let me eat all of them.”
I swatted her shoulder. “You are so simpleminded.”
“Guilty as charged, pal.”
But I couldn’t help, while I was sitting there with everyone else eating and talking about the festival plans, listening to my friends go on about the delicious breads—couldn’t help sitting there tasting them and wondering what Remi would say about them.
Back in White Rose yesterday, Emmanuel had looked me up and down before he’d said, “You look miserable.”
I’d put on a smile. “I’m good, I promise.”
“Uh-huh. We’ll pretend I believe you. I finalized everything with Starfire, so it’s official now. You’re our representative baker. Remember, everything depends on you, and there’s no room for failure. No pressure.”
“Manny, that sounds like pressure.”
He’d clapped a hand on my shoulder, and just like that, as if I wasn’t fretting over Remi enough, he delivered the coup de grace. “I’ll get the new apprentice, Taylor, to help you. Not to show my hand too early, but I’m thinking she’s the one getting the full-time spot. I want her to see the festival.”
Taylor? She was sweet, and everyone in the bakery liked her… and she was good at what she did.
But she was no Remi.
“We can schedule that sometime, right?” Serafina said, pulling me back to the present, and I strained a smile at her.
“Uh—you know, maybe. It depends on what it is, because I tuned out completely and have no idea what you just said.”
She sighed. “Take five, Dana?”
I rubbed my forehead, pushing myself up to my feet. “Yeah, I’ll just… head over to Kitty Cat and get a coffee. I’ll be right back.”
“With a soy latte for your favorite sister?” Serafina said, batting her eyelashes at me, and I smiled at her.
“If you pay for it.”
“Son of a… fine,” she sighed. “I’ll Venmo you.”
So I stood up and picked my shoulder bag back up, heading off towards the glittering water of the bay that peeked through the trees. I came up to the boardwalk, creaking under my footsteps, and stuck right as two girls on cruiser bikes came past me, falling in with the light foot traffic as the sweet bay air swept in across the water. The far-off cries of gulls and the sound of the wind in the trees was all I could hear for miles around, and all it did was give me more space to regret screwing things up with Remi.
Kitty Cat Corner Café was a cute little place in pinks and yellows set right on the boardwalk, with a patio that extended over the water. The front door was propped open, people filing in and out, and I slipped inside to the sound of eighties pop music and the smell of sweet cinnamon and coffee in the air as I lined up at the counter.
When I got up to the counter, though, I trailed off halfway through ordering, saying, “Can I get a medium iced coffee and…” before I noticed, through the window—out on the boardwalk patio, sitting at a table all by herself, was Remington Bennett, hunched over her phone with her fingers dug into her scalp.
Port Andrea really had a way of bringing you right smack-dab into the person you’d been thinking of all day. I wondered if that happened to anyone else around here, or if it was just me.
“Medium iced coffee, sure thing,” the barista said. “What else?”
“Uh—Remi,” I said. “No. I mean—actually, that’s all.”
God, I’d just tried to order Remi. I was about ready to go outside and just fall over the railing and into the bay.
What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t just ignore her. But given the circumstances, I couldn’t just walk up and say hi, it’s me, the weird girl who screwed up our amazing friendship by trying to kiss you. I mean, I could say that, but why would I want to? Was I supposed to just pretend I didn’t see her?
I was still running circles in my mind when my iced coffee came down on the handoff plane, and I took it with a vacant smile.
“Thanks, Remi,” I said, and I kicked myself the rest of the way back out the door.
I’d only just made up my mind to ignore Remi and go back to Serafina and the others when I found myself turning and making a beeline towards her table, and I set down my drink on the opposite side from her. She looked up vacantly and jolted at the sight of me, eyes wide.
“Hey,” I said. “Plotting your next move against the Gallagher famiglia?”
She blinked. “Well, I see I’ve been caught. Is this where I make my dramatic getaway by diving into the water?”
I really couldn’t help myself around this woman. I winked at her, and I said, “Don’t want to do that. I’ve heard you can’t swim, you’ll drown and sharks will eat you, and then I’d miss you, wouldn’t I?”
“Ah. I see we’re being difficult today. Talk about unexpected.” She shifted, looking out over the bay. “Were you looking for me?”
“Just looking for coffee. Came out here to order for me and Serafina.”
She paused. “You and your sister share a cup?”
“What?” I looked down at my one lonely iced coffee. “Oh. Crap. I forgot Serafina’s drink.”
She covered up a laugh. “Dana… I worry about you some days.”
The air felt charged between us, but a sudden resolve steeled in my stomach. Being around Remi was fun. Even if I couldn’t have her in all the ways I wished I could, there was still a chance to have our friendship back, if I just pulled my big-girl pants on.
Taking a breath, I dropped down into the seat across from her, and I said, “Is this seat taken?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Looks like it is now. Aren’t you running to meet Serafina?”
I laughed a nervous little laugh. “She’ll come after me and order it herself if she has to.” I paused. “I, uh… wanted to apologize for the other night.”
A sharp, cold wind blew across the table, rustling the little napkin tucked under Remi’s drink and prickling my neck just below my collar. Remi hunched her shoulders, looking down. “Nothing to apologize for,” she said, but that mumble in her voice spoke volumes.
“No, I—” I straightened my back, shoving my little nervous flutters down. “I want to get this out of the way, okay? I feel like I ruined our friendship, and I miss hanging out with you. I don’t like leaving things unaddressed.”
She sighed, looking up to the brilliant blue sky as the gust of wind died down. “I was always a bigger fan of leaving things unaddressed, personally, but… I was also planning on tracking you down and talking to you.”
“Were you?”
“Yeah.” She chewed her lip. “Matthew told me you’d be at Jamison Street tonight with your friends, and I was planning on, uh… just-so-happening to be there at the same time. I wasn’t expecting to run into you here, while I was psyching myself up for it.”
I stared for a second before I let my gaze fall to my drink, turning it idly in my hands. “How’d the date go? With Matthew.”
“Er… I think we’ve decided we both prefer to just be friends.” She scratched her wrist, looking out over the bay. “Kind of a relief, honestly. The pressure was getting weird. I don’t think we were enjoying it. I like him better as a friend.”
“Oh, uh… I’m sorry.” I cleared my throat. “Or, I’m happy, I guess. Whichever one fits better.”
“Happy. I think. Not totally sure myself. I was supposed to enjoy it. But I’m glad I’m not doing it anymore.”
“Mixed bag?”
“Yeah. Mixed bag.”
We were both quiet for a minute before I blurted, “Remi, I’m sorry I tried to kiss you.”
She choked. “I—” she started, face going red, looking down. My stomach churned—it took me by surprise as much as it did her, but I wasn’t backing down now. I took a shaky breath.
“I guess it’s kind of obvious at this point, but I’m… I mean, I like girls too.”
“Yeah, uh…” She cleared her throat, still looking down at her hands clasped on the table. “Matthew told me you were pan on our first date.”
Ah. Which meant she’d known for a little bit… longer than I’d thought. I wonder how much of my not-so-subtle flirting she completely knew about. My stomach sank, wondering how much she knew me trying to kiss her was coming up.
“I know you’re straight,” I said, quietly, looking down. “I shouldn’t have done that. But I just…” I sighed. “I have a crush on you, Remi. I hope it’s not weird—that we can still be friends even if you know that.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she groaned, burying her face in her hands, and my stomach dropped through the floor and into the water. Maybe friendship would be too much to hope for. “Dana…”
“I’m so sorry,” I said, my insides a twisted mess of regrets right now, but she put her hands up.
“No—no, no, no. I don’t want you to apologize. Just… god, you are direct. And remarkably good at just talking about things.” She rubbed her temples. “Dammit, Dana. What am I supposed to do?”
How was I supposed to not apologize if she was saying things like that? I wanted to curl up and cry. Leave it to me to feel too much, too fast, and screw up what could have been beautiful. “If you don’t want to be friends—”
“No, it’s not that. Just…” She rubbed her temples, and after a low groan, she pushed herself away from the table, up to her feet. My heart jumped, but she just walked over to the railing, leaning against it and staring out over the water. With the quiet of the empty patio right now and the trees crowding in around us, it felt like we were miles removed from anything out here, and my heart thumped as I stood up with her.
Standing side-by-side next to her leaning over the railing, I wasn’t sure how to hold myself, how to position my body, what to do with my hands. It took what felt like hours before I said, “It’s really fine if you’re upset.”
“I didn’t want to say this, Dana,” she sighed, hanging her head.
“It’s okay. I get it.”
She shook her head, glancing up to meet my gaze out of the corner of her eye. “Dana, I really, really like you. But my parents would kill me if I went out with a woman. Or more likely, they’d kill you.”
And that knocked my train of thought completely off the rails. My stomach flipped, and it felt like everything in my mind detached and floated around trying to find how it fit together. After a second of stunned silence, Remi looked down.
“I’m sorry,” she said, quietly. “Please… don’t tell anyone.”
“You’re…”
“Bisexual.” She looked out over the water, hunching her shoulders. “And trying my damnedest to only be with men. And then you come along, and you’re just… ridiculously beautiful and talented and sweet and you’re so damn fun to be around my chest hurts from laughing so much when I’m with you, and you smile at me like I’m the only person in the world, and then I find out you like girls too, and then you try to kiss me…” She hung her head. “What the fuck am I supposed to do, Dana?”
This was not what I thought the problem was.
It made… sense, though. I’d been flirting with her, whether I recognized it or not. She’d been receptive. And the ways she looked at me…
Remi spoke in a whisper, looking down. “I don’t want you to think I don’t want you, Dana. It’s just that I… can’t.”
“Remi,” I breathed.
She let out a long sigh, and then we were quiet, except for the panicked thrumming of my heart.
Serafina was right. It really had meant something when she’d said she was looking for a man, instead of just that she was straight.
“Thank you,” I said, just a small thing, feeling an odd smile come on. She gave me a strange look.
“For what?”
“Telling me.” I leaned over the railing next to her, staring out over the water. “I’m… sorry. That everything with your parents is like that.”
“I wasn’t planning on telling you this,” she mumbled, picking at a spot on the rough wood rail. “I was just planning on finding you and saying something like… I miss spending time with you, let’s just pretend like the other night didn’t happen and we can be friends again.” She hung her head. “I thought if I just didn’t acknowledge my feelings for you, then they’d go away.”
It was sweet suffering hearing her talk about her feelings for me. That she wanted this as badly as I did—that she’d wanted that kiss the other night, too—but we couldn’t. It might have been easier if I’d just gone on thinking she was straight. Maybe that would have made my feelings go away. “I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said, half to her and half to myself.
“Turns out,” she rasped. “Ugh. You want to know what’s embarrassing?”
“Do I ever.”
“Matthew tried to kiss me and I blurted that I liked you.”
I snorted. It took me a second to regain my composure, and then I laughed again, laughing harder, bending over the rail laughing until my stomach hurt. Part of it was me wanting to cry, because Remi liked me but I still couldn’t be with her, but laughing was better.
“Yep. Thought you’d like laughing at me over that,” she sighed, but not without a distant smile.
“I just—oh my god,” I said. “That poor man.”
“He was a good sport about it. Told me to tell you myself. I said I’d die first. Guess I didn’t.” She looked down, her expression strained. Once I regained my breath, somehow all that laughter just collapsed into wanting to cry. Wanting to wrap her up in my arms and let her cry. Both, maybe. I’d cry if I were in her position. I kind of was.
“So… who all knows?”
“Him and Avery. Guess I can tell you the actual answer now, to your question. Avery and I met in a queer group years back. But obviously I’m not admitting to that. They know. And now you. That’s all.” She paused. “You’ll… keep it a secret, right? I know you’re out about your queerness, but I can’t…”
“Of course.” I squeezed her hand. “I’m… sorry. I didn’t realize your parents still had so much influence over your life.”
She turned her hand over and squeezed mine back, and my heart pounded in the anxious intimacy of the gesture, caught between friends and… more. “So… what happens now? Is it too weird if we keep being friends?”
I let out a sharp breath. “I don’t know, but even if it is, I’m willing to deal with weirdness. I want to spend more time with you.”
She sighed. “It’s not going to be easy keeping my feelings in check in that case. Not that I’m arguing.”
Then don’t keep them in check. Kiss me. Let me be your secret. “I know,” I said, quietly. “I mean… it won’t be easy for me either. But we’ll just take it—”
“One step at a time, right?”
I smiled so hard my cheeks ached. “One step at a time.”
Another breeze came warmer this time, tickling my hairs across the back of my neck. Remi sighed. “Even with all of this, I’m still really glad I met you, you know.”
I squeezed her hand. “Me too.” I paused. “Especially since I would have gotten a concussion if we hadn’t met.”
“Touché.”
“It’s okay to say no, but can we tell Serafina? She’s been, uh…” I cleared my throat. “Maybe sort of insisting that you like me and I should get together with you. She knows I like you.”
She sighed. “You two talk about everything, huh? I’m glad she’s not… weird about you being pan.”
“She is, too,” I laughed, and she turned, giving me an odd look.
“Seriously? Both of you?”
“Yep. My mom says it’s proof she did something right, but that she doesn’t know what exactly it is she did right.”
She stared for a long time before she got a small smile, looking down. “Sounds nice.”
“What, my mom? She’s sweet. She makes the best vegetarian sausage casserole, ever since Serafina went vegetarian six years back.”
“Your mom sounds lovely, but that’s not what I meant.” She kicked at the ground. “Maybe that too. Just… all of it. Your family.”
Ah. Right. I had a family with a sister who was pansexual too, and parents who loved us both for it and supported us through it. From the sounds of things, Remi had the opposite.
“It is really nice,” I said, quietly. “Don’t tell Serafina, but I love all of them. Even her.”
“Yeah. I guess… we can tell her. She’ll keep a secret, right?”
“For her life. She’s a hopeless gossip, but she’ll never out someone without their permission.”
She turned and buried her face against my shoulder, sending my heart off to the moon. “Thanks, Dana,” she murmured. “And I’m… sorry.”
God, I wanted her so badly. Who knew it would be worse knowing she wanted me too?
I pulled her into a tight hug, burying my face in her hair. “There’s nothing to be sorry for, Remi,” I whispered. “Now… do you want to try some sweet breads with the rest of us? I baked a bunch for the festival, and I was sitting there thinking about how I would love to get your opinion on them.”
She squeezed me. “Sounds good. Just… one thing.”
“What is it?”
She paused. “Are you going to get Serafina’s drink this time?”
I tensed. “Crap. I forgot again.”
She laughed, squeezing me again, so tight it hurt my ribs, but I didn’t mind. “Dana Gallagher, you are as precious as you are hopeless. Let’s get Serafina her drink.”
“And then come to my place for dinner?”
It was too much, I knew. She tensed against me. But I couldn’t take it back—didn’t want to.
Finally, she nodded. “Just no shellfish,” she said. “You won’t do me in that easily, Dana.”
“I know. I’ll have to be more subtle than that in my assassination attempts.” I squeezed her again, really, really wishing I could kiss her, but for now—this would have to do.




Chapter 16
Remi
The first raindrop spattered big and heavy across the window. Dana looked up from where she was shaping out the bread dough, and I followed her gaze to the open window that was now flush with the smell of rain.
“Want me to—” I started.
“Close it? Leave it just—”
“Just a crack because you like the smell of the rain?”
She shot me a grin over her shoulder that made my heart swoop in my chest. “You know me so well.”
Dammit. It was bad enough I was here in her house after confessing my feelings to her—not to mention my sexuality in the first place. Bad enough being here knowing she liked me, too.
But did she have to look so good in a loose white tank and jeans? I swear, the woman could have worn a duffel bag and been on the cover of Vogue.
“Does it ever really stop raining here?” I said, and she snorted.
“I know you knew what you were getting into when you came to Port Andrea, Remi. Remember to always bring your umbrella. And your backup umbrella.” She went back to tucking a shaped loaf carefully into a loaf pan as I shut the window most of the way, just enough to let in the warm air heavy with that sweet smell of rain on the water. “It should let up just in time for you to go home after dinner.”
“And dessert, I’m assuming.”
She winked. “You’re my guinea pig, after all. Which reminds me, can you maybe… show me some piping techniques?”
I stared at her for a minute before I put my hands on my hips. “So that’s why you invited me here.”
She slid the lid over top of the pullman loaf pan, picking it up in a soft pink dish towel and sliding it into the oven. “Don’t be silly,” she said, shutting the oven door. “I invited you because otherwise, I will eat all the food by myself, and I’ll feel sick. And I plan on going upstairs later, so I need someone to catch me if I fall.”
“Afraid you’ll end up bloated and on your back at the bottom of the stairs wriggling like a helpless beetle if I’m not here, huh?”
She folded her arms, scrunching up her face at me. “Remington Bennett, tell me why I don’t feel flattered by this comparison.”
I laughed. “Yeah, I’ll show you piping techniques. I know a million and one decorative styles.”
“You’re an angel.”
I nudged her arm. It was a touch we’d had a thousand times before, but something about it now—something about that desire between us, the way I needed her and how she’d looked so desperate for me by the bay earlier…
“Some angel,” I said. “Fallen angel, at best.”
“Fallen angels are more exciting,” she said. “Now, pull your weight and help me cut up these potatoes, because I’m your favorite and you can’t say no to my puppy-dog eyes.”
I hung my head. “I’m agreeing strictly out of respect for your level of self-awareness.”
My thoughts bubbled over like a boiling pot the whole time we made dinner and sat down for gnocchi in a vodka tomato sauce, pain de mie with herbed butter on top. The back-and-forth was intoxicating, and it wore down all my defenses. She was worse than Chase had ever been—the way she just seeped into every little thing I was, the way she showed up in all my thoughts.
The rain was still pouring by the time we got up to finish the tart, and this time, counter to all the times in the bakery, it was my turn to adjust her grip on a pastry bag and guide her. I might have been a little too hands-on, if mostly for the way her whole body language shifted every time I put my hands on hers—the soft touch of her skin under mine, the way her pupils would dilate just a little, and standing close enough to move her hands, I could hear the tiny little catch in her breath.
“So it’s—good?” she said, once we finally finished piping a braid of whipped cream around one side, down into an elegant swirled display. The tone in her voice, just shy of breathless, said she was feeling the same way I was.
“It’s… not going up in the Louvre, but it’s pretty.”
She rolled her eyes, smiling. “You are a master at not complimenting someone, Remi.”
“Hey, practice makes perfect.”
She swallowed. “I was a little nervous.”
Yeah, me too, Dana. I took a long breath. “No need to get nervous over a little pastry,” I said, deliberately missing the point because it was the only option I had at this stage, and she just sighed with a smile and didn’t say anything back.
When we sat down with jasmine tea and cinnamon-peach tart, I dug in, finding the custard a little unset, oozing down the sides. Dana looked heartbroken at the sight, but I just tasted it and closed my eyes, sinking into the indulgence of bright, tart and sweet peach on the front notes melting into the sharp, elegant sweetness of cinnamon. A sablé tart shell with Bourbon vanilla bean flecks crumbled in my mouth so buttery it felt more like melting than crumbling, a rich mouthfeel where the vanilla shone through in complex layers of marbled sweetness, and I let out a long, slow sigh.
“Do you hate it?” Dana said, cocking her head. “That sigh sounds pretty dissatisfied.”
“It’s good,” I said. “The sablé shell is amazing. The cinnamon is balanced just right… the whipped cream is a bit flat on its flavor, but it’s still good.”
She hung her head. “I hate when the custard doesn’t set. It should be the simplest thing in the world.”
I stared for a minute before I shrugged, sinking back in my seat. “Eggs are one of the more unpredictable elements in the kitchen.”
“Glad it tastes nice, at least,” she sighed, taking another bite. I chewed my cheek.
“You’ll be able to perfect the recipe for Starfire. You’ll have whatever you decide to bring perfectly designed by then.”
“I’ve been doing this for years, you’d think I’d know how to do it.” She kept her tone light, but it was clear it was genuinely bothering her, something there underneath her voice. Hardly like her.
“Is something else bothering you?” I said, somewhat… aware of the possibility that it was my presence bothering her. She shook her head, sitting up straighter.
“No, it’s fine. I just worry too much sometimes. You’re super sweet. I’m glad you like it.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Now, I’ll thank you to take it back that I don’t compliment people.”
She stuck out her tongue. Did full-grown adults actually do that? Apparently one did. She looked cute like that. “Compliment me some more, and I will.”
Ah. So she’d woken up this morning and chosen to play with fire. I put out my chest, lifted my chin an inch, and I said, “I’d say you remind me of Monet.”
She quirked a smile at me. “That’s a cute compliment. I kind of forgot you were like an art dealer in a past life.”
“Close enough.” I cocked my head. “A Monet is clearly beautiful, visually stunning at first glance, but it has depth that goes layers and layers deeper. The more you look, the more intricacies of beauty you find in its features… in an era in which muted colors and contrast in light dominated, a Monet is unafraid to shine in brilliant colors. Deep down, it’s an artistic celebration of the beauty of light itself. I think the way you embrace your light and your inner colors is the same.”
She blinked, her mouth open, eyes wide. I turned back to my slice of tart, taking a bite, inwardly kicking myself. Turned out, I was absolutely horrendous at not flirting with women.
“Of course, it’s needless to say that a Monet original is a one-of-a-kind, priceless work of art. But if I call you that, too, then I’m sure you’ll tell me I’m going too far.”
“No, uh… please do go that far.”
I laughed lightly. “Don’t let a little unset custard crush your spirits, Dana.”
She cleared her throat, hard, looking back out the window. “Okay. I take it back. You know how to compliment someone.”
I could really get used to making her react like this. Maybe my background in art was good for something after all.
Of course, the main problem here was that I was not supposed to be hitting on her like this.
“As I said, I always win.” I took another bite of the tart. “I’m sure if you replicated this recipe with the specialty cream at the bakery, the whipped cream would be perfect to match.”
A distant roll of thunder pulled my attention back to the window. The rain was coming down in sheets now, even splattering along the windowsill through the tiny crack, and Dana chewed her lip. “Remember when I said it was going to let up soon?”
“You’re changing your forecast, I’m assuming.”
She laughed nervously, scratching the back of her head. “Turns out, even I can make mistakes.”
“In things other than going down stairs, too?”
She shook her head. “We could be a hundred years old and you’d still be reminding me of that.”
Well, that was contingent on me staying in Port Andrea for another seventy-three years. “It’s hard to forget watching someone nearly throw herself down four flights of stairs.”
“It’s only three.”
I put my hands up. “Oh, well, excuse me. Clearly, you’d have been fine, then. I should have pushed you instead, I’m sure you’d have enjoyed the ride.”
She laughed. “You are one extreme or the other, Remi. Do you, uh—”
She stopped, looking down at her tart, poking at it—pushing the custard back onto the tart shell with her fork. I raised an eyebrow. “I might,” I said, after a few seconds of awkward silence. “Kind of depends on the rest of the sentence.”
“I don’t want you to get poured on all the way back up to your place,” she said, toeing the floor under the table. “My place has plenty of space. And we’re both going to the same place at the same time tomorrow, so… I’m just saying, you could stay here for the night, if you wanted.”
I knew—really knew I needed to say no. Needed to back out, put my hands up, and come up with a nicer way to say I cannot possibly do that, because there’s no telling what it’ll do to my feelings.
But instead, I said, “That’d be nice. My place is a little barren.”
She relaxed so much, it was like watching someone in my office back home when we finally closed a deal together. Her shoulders dropped, her face relaxed, and a smile came on like she didn’t even notice. “Great. I’ll put a movie on. Anything in particular you like?”
“Hey, it’s your house. You should put on what you like.”
She grinned. “I should be like, no, no, you’re the guest, but absolutely. I’m subjecting you to Port Andrea cult classics.”
“Ah. The continued immersion course for the city.”
“Don’t pretend you don’t love it.” She winked. “You knew what you were getting into, coming over to my place.”
On the contrary, I had no idea what I was getting into.




Chapter 17
Remi
I got the continued immersion course for the city.
We started with campy Port Andrea-based mystery flick Neptune Watch, sitting on her sofa by the big window in the living room watching the rain fall over the bay. She poured herself a glass of wine and made me a cup of tea, and we sat side-by-side and I tried to focus on the movie instead of the incredibly beautiful woman next to me.
Ugh. If my parents saw me like this, they’d arrange for Dana to disappear.
It was after two episodes of Port Andrea-based drama Anyone’s Guess that the rain let up, but neither of us mentioned it. Dana finished a second glass of wine and put the bottle back, and she stretched her arms over her head, yawning into her shoulder.
“I think it’s about time I got ready for bed,” she said. “I have someplace to be early in the morning.”
“What do you know,” I deadpanned. She put a hand over her mouth in mock shock.
“Don’t tell me you do too.”
“What could be the odds?”
She gestured upstairs. “Want to go get ready? I have a spare toothbrush and everything.”
“Considerate host.”
“And, uh… pajamas you can change into that may be oversized for you.”
It wasn’t even raining. I could have walked home instead of putting on Dana’s pajamas and sleeping in her house. “Better than the other way around,” I said, standing up. “Lead the way. I’ll be right behind you so I can catch you if you dive down the stairs again.”
She didn’t dive down the stairs, even though I could tell the wine had her just a little bit tipsy. After brushing her teeth and getting changed into a matching dusty-pink pajama set, she let me into the bathroom with a black nightrobe that ended up almost past my knees when I changed into it. When I stepped out of the bathroom, Dana looked me over with the kind of look I’d give her if I saw her in my nightrobe, and that did things to my heart. And body.
“Do you have a guest bedroom, or shall I take my tiny frame to the sofa?”
She chewed her cheek. “The guest bedroom… there’s an insulation leak, I think. It’s too cold and clammy in there.” She paused. “And there’s no chance I’m making you sleep on the sofa.”
Even I had the sense to tell where this was going. My throat felt tight. I should have just said something like I can sleep in the cold, especially since I was sure the guest bedroom didn’t actually have an insulation leak at all. But instead, I just looked away and said, “If you’re trying to share a bed with me, you should be warned, I’m a former high-class art dealer. I’m used to sleeping on California king-size with silks and rose petals.”
“I’ve seen the bed at your place. It’s, like, a slab on the floor.”
“Only because I’m saving up for my California king-size with silks and rose petals.” I scratched my arm. “Well, lead the way, then. If you think the bedroom is up to snuff.”
“It’s cute. I think you’ll like it. Serafina helped me paint it. She’s the artsy one.”
When I got into her bedroom, I saw what she meant—her walls were white, except for one accent wall that was painted with pastel flowers, abstract, almost street-art style except in soft pinks and baby blues. Serafina had talent, but somehow, I couldn’t really focus on that when I instead had the view of Dana in front of me dropping down onto the edge of the bed, looking shyly at me.
“It is cute,” I said. “Very… pastel.”
“Not all of us want to go around in dramatic blacks all the time, Miss Goth Queen.”
“I am not a goth queen.”
“Miss Goth Princess.”
I rolled my eyes, smiling, just glad for an opportunity to calm my nerves with anything other than the bed Dana and I were about to get into together. “I just inherited a certain style from my surroundings. I haven’t really given any thought to my style for myself.”
“Ugh, you can’t go on like that. Port Andrea’s a stylish city. We’ll go clothes-shopping together, and you can figure out your style for yourself instead of the people around you deciding for you.”
Another date. I couldn’t say no to any of it, no matter how much I needed to. “Sounds good,” I said, looking at the flowers on the wall instead of Dana sitting back in the bed. “Not tomorrow, though. I have plans with Avery. And I’ll be dressing just as upscale monochromatic as always.”
“Oh, something fancy?”
“Is it ever. She and her—and I quote—hot celebrity girlfriend are going on an evening yacht trip with one of Holly’s new producers. She managed to finagle me an invitation.”
“Very fancy. I’m sure you resent how easily you’ll be able to fit in.”
I hung my head. “No kidding.”
“Sounds exhausting, too. Let’s get plenty of rest tonight, then.”
“Smart plan.”
She paused. “You know… probably in the bed, unless you plan on sleeping standing up in the corner over there?”
It probably would have been smarter. But I wasn’t being smart, anyway.
I sat down slowly on the other side of the bed, my heart pounding and trying to look like it wasn’t. She turned off the overhead lights, leaving us in just the dim glow of the bedside lamp, and Dana slipped under the fuzzy pink blanket. I stayed as far on my corner of the bed as possible while I slipped under, too.
“Been a while since I had a sleepover,” she said. The little nervous twinge to her voice said she was trying to convince herself it was just a sleepover. I needed that, too.
“Really thought you were the type to have them all the time.”
She laughed nervously, turning to face me. The sight of Dana in the same bed as me, cheeks just slightly flushed, turned my insides into custard so unset Dana would cry over it. “Used to be,” she said. “But lately I’ve been kind of… I don’t know. Sometimes you just get a little overwhelmed, and maintaining your social circle gets to be a lot, you know?”
I studied her for a second. “You’ve been stressed a lot lately? I genuinely never would have guessed.”
She strained a smile. “Guess I’m good at hiding it.”
“I’m sorry.” I chewed my lip. “Because of the festival?”
“That’s sort of the cherry on top.” She looked away. “I don’t know. Call it an identity crisis.”
I blinked, slowly. “You seem like the surest person in her own identity I’ve ever known.”
She laughed, nervously, shaking her head. “I don’t know why I’m dumping all this on you. Maybe that custard not setting right really just finally set me off.”
“You know, it was still delicious.”
“Yeah, but—ugh. I just wanted it to be perfect.”
“Did you know it’s okay not to be perfect?”
“Funnily enough, I haven’t actually gotten that message yet, personally.” She rolled away, her back to me. “I don’t get it. I have a really good life, all in all. So why does it feel like something’s missing?”
Against all better judgment, I put a hand on her arm.
She tensed, but a second later, she relaxed, shifting backwards in the bed towards me. I squeezed her arm, and I said, “I think maybe there’s always something missing. I don’t think it means you’re doing something wrong. I think… life is just a continuous process of improvement, looking for more. If you feel like there’s nothing left to improve upon—doesn’t that just mean you’ve run out of things to do?”
She was quiet for a long, long while before she murmured, “Yeah, maybe.”
“You don’t have to feel weird about—you know. Telling me this kind of thing.” I looked away. “I mean, you’re supporting me through things, too. And you’re not the only one looking for identity out here. I’m still trying to find who I am in absence of that whole life I had before.”
She sighed. “You’re so good at… just… words.”
“I mean, talking was essentially my whole job before. You don’t think people in that whole social stratum actually do work, do you? They’d be appalled by the insinuation.”
She laughed lightly. After a quiet minute, she said, “I really admire you.”
“For what? Never doing work?”
She nudged me with her elbow, looking back over her shoulder at me. “Liar. You set one foot into the bakery and immediately you’re like nothing in the world exists but work. What I mean is just…”
I waited for her to finish. When she didn’t, I said, “You don’t actually know what you mean, do you?”
“Calling me out. I see your gameplan here, Remi.” She sighed. “I guess I just admire the courage it took to strike out on your own. Not that I ever wanted to distance myself from my family, but if I did, I don’t know if I’d have the guts to.”
Hard to find a response to that. After what felt like hours, I just closed my eyes and breathed, “I’m glad you have a good family, then. I think we all have our own strengths. I admire yours, too.”
She shifted just slightly back in the bed, closer to me, close enough I could have wrapped her up in an embrace if I wanted to. And I did want to, but I knew better. I think I knew better.
“Like what?” she said. “Pirouetting down a staircase?”
“Believe it or not, I wasn’t even planning on bringing the staircase thing up this time.”
“What do you know,” she laughed. Did she have to have such a sweet, bright laugh? Did it have to make my stomach feel all… like this?
“I think you’re better with people than you realize,” I said, quietly. “I mean—sure, you can talk to people and make friends. You know that. But I think more than that, you just… you see people.”
“I’ve got twenty-twenty vision,” she sang. “Disappointed me when I was little, I really wanted to wear glasses. I thought I’d look cute.”
“I’m—sure you would have, but you look good like this too.” I cleared my throat. “Not what I mean. You get people. I don’t… I just don’t, really. So,” I said, lightening up my voice. “Don’t beat yourself up. Not even over a little unset custard.”
“Ugh, don’t remind me.”
“I’m serious, it’s more than okay.” I paused. “You don’t… use a lot of recipes, do you?”
She snorted. “I know that’s objectively the cause of all my problems, but I don’t want to just make what someone else is making, follow directions and do what anyone could do. I want to create, not replicate.”
I stared for a while before I laughed. “Dana Gallagher, you are one little ball of fire.”
“I’m not little. I’m, like… six inches taller than you.”
“Okay, granted. But—you know what I mean.”
“I know it makes your culinary-school-alumna instincts cringe, but—”
“Relax.” I squeezed her shoulder again. “You do things your way. It’s clearly working for you.” I paused. “Even if I think you’re shooting yourself in the foot. But hey, you tumble down stairs, you tumble through baking…”
“Oh, now the stairs thing comes back up.”
“It absolutely does.”
She laughed, glancing back over her shoulder at me and giving me the sweetest smile I’d ever seen from anyone, and my heart—which had only just started getting okay with us being in bed together—turned into spaghetti. “Thanks, Remi. For hearing me out. I really appreciate you.”
And I would really love to kiss you. Had anyone ever had lips that looked that perfect? I shook off the thought. “Anytime,” I said. “Since Emmanuel declared you stuck with me, I figure I ought to make it not too hard on you.”
She rolled her eyes, smiling as she turned back to reach for the light switch. “Sleep now?” she said, and I nodded.
“Yeah. Sounds good.”
She said what I’d heard her saying over the phone a lot lately, and as much as it made my heart pound over the phone, it was worse in person. “Good night, Remi.”
“Good night, Dana.”
She turned off the light, and the room fell into darkness, Dana’s slow breaths and the low sound of the wind over the bay outside the only sound in the world.




Chapter 18
Dana
I was a little bit in love with Remi’s style.
“What do you think about this?” she said, a couple days after I had the heart-melting experience of waking up next to Remi. The little boutique on Rosedale Street had drawn in Remi—unsurprisingly, it was still all monochrome, everything sleek black and white with bold geometric patterns—but she still looked like a different person stepping out of the fitting room wearing a hoodie, of all things. How anyone could make a hoodie look so chic, I didn’t know.
“I think it’s to die for,” I said, and she nudged my shoulder, standing next to me at the floor mirror and looking herself over in it.
“I’ll pass on the dying, thanks.” She shoved her hands in the hoodie pockets, a slim thing with white checkerboard trim. “Modern urban chic. I think I could get used to this.”
As much as the sight of Remi in all her sleek dresses and fitted blouses had always taken my breath away, it turned out I only liked her better in her so-called modern urban chic. When she changed out of her work clothes the next day and into a hoodie and skirt with asymmetrical leggings, she laughed and told me her mother would kill her if she found her dressing like that.
“She’s welcome to try,” I told her. “We’ll all back you up if it comes to mortal combat. You’re ‘Drean through and through now.”
She scrunched up her nose. “That word again. Is that just Andrean?”
“It’s when you’re too cool to say the whole thing.”
She rolled her eyes, smiling. “‘Drean through and through at least for the summer, then,” she said, and that was it—the weight hanging over me the whole time.
Apparently it was obvious how much we flirted in the mornings at the bakery, because Monica asked at one point while looking up, flour-coated herself, over a bread dough she was kneading, if Remi and I were official yet. I’d pursed my lips and taken a minute to respond, checking around for Remi even though I knew she was on lunch break.
“That’s—we’re not even unofficial. She’s straight.”
Monica winked. “Sure she is. I’ve seen the way she looks at you.”
I flushed, hanging my head. “Monica. We’re just friends.”
“What colors do you want for your wedding? I want to start envisioning it now. You’re legally required to invite me.”
Remi just laughed when I’d eventually had to confess to what Monica had been talking about, after an hour of me being embarrassed around her. “Monica has a one-track mind,” she said. “Woman just lives to see people kiss.”
And I didn’t mention how badly I wanted to kiss her.
We still spent just about every day together. I met Avery again a few days later, over small plates for lunch at a little open-air hipster food bar on the river in Wing Valley district, and I had to say I could see why she was so popular these days—she just had this contagious positive energy that made it impossible not to smile around her.
And sure enough, she referred to Holly Mason twice as her hot celebrity girlfriend.
She pulled me aside after the lunch, under a little red-roofed pavilion with a warm breeze blowing through off the river, and she said, “You really like Remi, don’t you?”
I winced. “That’s—well—it’s not that—” I cleared my throat. “She’s really nice.”
Avery beamed. “That’s a terrible deflection.”
I hung my head. “Yeah, I’m not good at hiding things.”
“That’s the best way to be. Openness, vulnerability, and honesty cultivates an aura of truth that nothing else can bring.” She dropped her voice to a whisper, leaning in closer. “I’m trying to devise a little scheme to keep Remi around even if she doesn’t get that position. The girl’s wildly in love.”
“She’s not—” I said, my voice going too high-pitched. I winced. “That’s—she doesn’t—”
“With… the city,” Avery said, and I all but collapsed into a pile on the ground.
“Oh… right. She, uh…” I cleared my throat hard enough it hurt. “She is.”
“But also with you, now that you mention it,” she laughed, and I buried my face in my hands.
“Oh my god. Is it that obvious that I like her?”
“I’m just going to tactfully not answer that question. I think Remi’s really happy here. I get why it isn’t easy for her to let go and stay here, but I bet if we combine forces, we can convince her.”
I chewed my cheek, looking out at the river. “I mean… if it’s possible, I think nothing would make me happier.”
“Anything’s possible if you believe in yourself and your dream.” She winked. “I’ll let you know what I come up with, then. But for now, if you just keep helping her feel at home in Port Andrea, that’s perfect.”
So maybe that was what convinced me to ask Remi out to dinner.
It was after one of our rare shifts where we didn’t share the whole shift, me opening with Matthew and trying to convince him there was nothing going on between me and Remi, and her coming in two hours later. She looked up from where she was scoring breads when I took my apron off, and she said, “Leaving so soon?”
A simple yes would have sufficed. Instead, I blurted, “Let’s get dinner.”
She fumbled, scoring a loaf wrong. She winced, but I winced harder.
“Sorry. I mean—” What did I mean? I was asking her out to dinner. That was a date. And I shouldn’t have been doing that, but just like how I’d asked her to share a bed with me, it felt like all the bets were off now. “Have you been to Sapphire Dragon?”
She gave me an odd look. “I… haven’t,” she said, studying me carefully. “Have you?”
“No, but… I’ve wanted to. For quite a while.” I cleared my throat. “They’re going to be busy soon and probably have reservations booked for months before long. Do you want to…?”
She stared for the longest time, my heart pounding, before she turned back to the loaf and scored it into a simple cross instead. “Dana…”
I knew that tone in her voice. I shouldn’t, but I can’t say no. It should have been my sign to pull back. I didn’t.
She pursed her lips. “Just so long as there’s no shellfish.”
My heart jumped. “I’m not going to get you killed, Remi. I’ll see when I can get us a reservation for, then.”
We lucked out—there was an early dinner reservation available at the Heron’s Watch location for the next day, and with me and Remi both opening that day, we had plenty of time to head back to our respective homes and get ready for our reservation.
Which, in my case, involved changing between every single dress I owned before I gave up and texted Serafina, asking her for help.
“You’re the stylish one,” I said, once she showed up in my bedroom fifteen minutes later, looking every bit the stylish one in a floral-print blazer. “Help me out.”
“What’s the occasion?” she said, one hand on her hip. “Black-tie dinner? Remi invite you to the yacht party this time?”
“No, I, uh,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “I asked her to dinner at Sapphire Dragon.”
She paused, eyebrows high. “So—your idea of not dating involves asking a girl to dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant and trying on every dress you have to see which one might impress her the most.”
I sighed hard, putting my hands up. “Yes. Now be quiet and help.”
“Pretty sure you told me you two had an agreement to keep your feelings in check. Didn’t you say she doesn’t feel safe dating a woman?”
I took a deep breath. “Remi’s probably going to be wearing a black dress. Do you think it’s too on-the-nose if I wear white?”
She whistled low. “That was the most blatant question dodge I’ve seen in a while. That would be cute if you were dating, which I think you are. Can’t you just date in secret, if she’s afraid of what her parents will think?”
“Look, I’d love to.” I looked out the window. “Now help me pick out a dress.”
“I didn’t know heads could go that deep in the sand. All right, pal, I’m just saying. Do you want to just wear that one off-shoulder white dress I’ve got? I know you like it.”
“That’d be great, actually.” I paused. “Is it a problem if I’m hoping she’ll just ask to date in secret?”
“I’ll bet you twenty bucks she wants the same thing. Just ask her.”
I laughed nervously. “I’d die first, but thanks.”
And I nearly did die, when I stepped in through the front doors of the postmodern blue stylings of the Wing Valley tower Heron’s Watch and spotted Remi in a long, hip-hugging dress that fell in an asymmetrical hem and a stunning crystal necklace, standing by the massive fountain in the center of the lobby and looking like an actual, genuine angel. Not the kind made of wheels covered in eyes—just the really, really pretty kind that was too elegant and classically beautiful for this world.
And somehow, when I walked up to her with my heart in my mouth, she looked up at me and froze with her eyes wide, lips parted, like I was the beautiful one here. I still kept thinking back to her comment comparing me to a Monet.
“I see Remington Bennett is five minutes early to being ten minutes early, as usual,” I said. She smiled, vaguely, but just shook her head.
“God, you’re beautiful,” she sighed, softly, and the nerves went wild.
“Hey, look who’s talking,” I said, and she went wide-eyed.
“What? Oh. Shit. I said that out loud, didn’t I?”
I really liked this girl. “You absolutely did,” I said. “Well… since we’re both early, want to head up to the observation tower first? You haven’t seen Port Andrea from forty stories up, have you?”
“I haven’t, actually. I’m not that tall.”
“Ha, ha. Weather up here’s fine, before you try that too. Let’s go, then,” I said, and I offered her an arm before I could think it through. She took it, I think before she could think it through.
Taking the glass elevator up and watching the plant-rich lobby shrinking below us before we headed into the upper floors, we still didn’t let go, didn’t step away, but we sure as hell didn’t address the fact that we were linking arms, either. Standing in the observation booth at the top floor, looking out over the city as it rolled out into the bay, we still didn’t let go.
“It’s beautiful,” Remi whispered after a quiet minute just taking it in.
So are you. I smiled. “It is,” I said.
Dinner was incredible. It wasn’t cheap, either—Sapphire Dragon wasn’t exactly eating on a budget—but I had plenty in savings. Paying a mortgage I’d had a hefty down payment on instead of rent made things easier.
But somehow, even sitting there at one of Port Andrea’s most famous new restaurants, over the best lamb skewers I think had ever been made, all I could really focus on was Remi sitting across from me. The low lights of the restaurant cast her in a warm, dreamy glow, and her deep nude lipstick was impossible to take my eyes off of.
At one point, the restaurant came alive with chatter, and cameras flashed as the illustrious—and as I understood it, controversial—owner herself, Persephone Jacobs, came into the building. She strode across the dining floor, ignoring people trying to greet her, but I still couldn’t take my eyes off Remi.
“What do you think?” I said, once she’d gotten halfway through her bisque, and she just closed her eyes and melted back into her seat.
“Dana, I can’t even begin to describe to you… it’s flawless.”
I laughed, one breathless little laugh. “You? Telling me you can’t describe something? It’s like I don’t even know you.”
“I can describe it,” she said. “I just don’t know how much you want to hear me wax poetic, because I could go on.”
I bit back a smile. “Hit me with all you’ve got.”
So she did. And I listened with rapt attention as we made our way through the courses, and eventually, finally, wrapped up with a simple vanilla cream tart for dessert.
The sun was just disappearing behind the horizon when we finished, so we went back up to the top floor again, watching the sunset sparkle over the bay. Somehow, we ended up linking arms again, standing side-by-side, and my heart pounded at the way time stretched out forever but passed too quickly all at once.
“Thank you for tonight,” she said, finally, after a solid minute of breathless silence at the view. “That was incredible.”
“I’m sure you’re used to better,” I said, looking away. “Former high-class art dealer and all that.”
“No. That was definitively the best dining experience I’ve had.” She paused. “It’s better with the… right people.”
Dammit. The things that did to my heart. I turned and gave her the sweetest smile, and she met my eyes with a tiny little flush.
“It is,” I said, quietly. “Thank you for joining me.”
Her gaze flicked down to my lips. I swallowed hard. “Anytime,” she said. “I’m, uh… coming to quite like this place.”
“Heron’s Watch? Or Port Andrea?”
She shook her head, a smile spreading wider, and she said something in French. My stomach dropped.
“What was that? What did you just say about me?”
“Nothing at all, Dana,” she said.
“Oh my god. You can’t hold things just out of my reach like that.”
“Looks like I can. I think you’ll be okay.”
“Remi. I won’t. I’m literally dying,” I whined.
“Can’t go and do that,” she laughed, brushing her fingertips along my cheek. “I’d miss you too much.”
She leaned in, tilting her head up, and just like that, she kissed me.
It was just the softest thing, like a brush of fine silk, but it shattered every little thing I was. One little peck on my lips, and she pulled away, looking back out the window, her brow furrowed.
“Remi,” I breathed, not even meaning to say it.
She swallowed. “Can we… pretend that didn’t just happen?”
No. The answer was absolutely, unequivocally no. I couldn’t spend a single second of my life pretending that didn’t just happen. “Yeah—guess so,” I murmured, still feeling dizzy.
“Sorry,” she whispered.
“I don’t want you to apologize.” I paused. “I just want you to tell me what you said in French.”
“French? I’ve never even heard of it.”
“I swear to god. You’re evil.”
She shifted closer to my side again. “Guilty as charged,” she murmured.
I really, really needed Avery to figure out a way to keep Remi in Port Andrea, because at this rate, I’d fall in love with her before the summer was out.
Especially now that I knew what it felt like when she kissed me, even the tiniest little brush of her lips. And how badly I needed it to happen again.




Chapter 19
Remi
When I said, “Good night, Dana,” and set down the phone that night, I did it with my heart pounding, still playing back the memory of that kiss—one swift little thing in front of that sweeping view of Port Andrea, the place I was increasingly seeing as my city. That faint little brush of her lips along mine, the way it sent fire through my body.
Stopping at her house the next morning to walk together to work didn’t help. We talked and laughed the same as ever, but there was a hesitancy, a nervousness there in her expression and in the way she talked. I was sure I was the same way.
“Don’t think the rain’s letting up,” Dana said once we finished our shift, watching out the back window in the bakery as rain came down over the bay. “Matthew’s hosting something at his place today. Do you want to go together?”
Show up side-by-side to a mutual friend’s get-together like a couple? Yeah, of course I wanted to go together. “Sure,” I said, slipping out of my apron. “Meet again at your place?”
It was an informal get-together at Matthew’s place that day, where he gave us knowing looks as we sat together with him and a few other friends. Saying goodnight to Dana later that night left me just as jittery as the night before, still lying there in bed replaying that kiss while I stared out the window at the little corner of Dana’s roof I could see.
The next day it was an aquarium tour together, with Dana buying me a cup of bright blue bubble tea called ocean-bubble tea from the café set in the aquarium lobby, with something about an Express café under the logo on the side of the cup. Dana explained what in the world that even meant while we toured the aquarium, something about a partnership between cafés and a branded coffee machine supplier called Express with a personal brand all about meeting new friends that all the cafés adopted.
“It’s a pretty recent thing,” she hummed, her heels clicking on the tile floors as we walked deeper into the building. “It’s owned by this really cute lesbian couple I follow on Instagram.”
“Is everything in Port Andrea queer?”
She laughed. “Hey, I told you there’s a big queer scene here.”
I looked down at my high-top shoes striking the floor step after step. “Guess you know it pretty well,” I said, and immediately the air between us was quiet, charged with unspoken statements. We paused in front of a huge mural on the wall, Dana looking at a map of the building, and in the uncomfortable silence, I sipped the tea. “Oh. That’s… sweet.”
“Yeah, it’s kind of more Instagrammable than anything else,” she laughed. When she started walking again, her stride was shorter. “I mean, I’ve dated a couple girls. I’ve dated a couple boys. And some nonbinary people, too. I used to date a lot. I’m not super proud of it.”
I looked away. “There’s nothing wrong with it. I mean… I’m sure you’re popular.”
She snorted. “Flatterer.”
It was true, though. She was beautiful, talented, charming, and fun to be around.
And I could have been the lucky one to call her mine, if it weren’t for the fact that my parents would find out in under twenty-four hours.
God, the thought of her dating other girls made me so jealous I wanted to claw my own skin off. The thought of her dating anyone made me jealous, but especially other girls.
The day after that, we were off work, and we went on a tour of historic Old Town up in Carston Point central, Dana rattling off the history of a dozen different places. It led us up Aberdeen Hill district, where we sat in a café on the edge of a massive terrace and drank cappuccinos while we watched the city churn with life below us, and ending the day at her house where she not-so-subtly implied she needed some help with different kinds of merengue buttercreams, she ended up asking me to stay the night again.
“Otherwise, I’ll eat all this cake myself,” she said, gesturing to the French merengue buttercream cake we’d made. “And I need you to stop me.”
“You know, you could just try self-control instead.”
“It doesn’t work. Jasmine tea and Anyone’s Guess?”
So I stayed the night. And when Dana said she needed to get to bed now, she looked away and said in a quiet mumble, “Do you—want to come with?”
Go share a bed with the girl I was falling for, the girl I’d kissed, the girl I desperately couldn't date. “Guess I have to,” I said. “Otherwise you’ll get up in the middle of the night and go eat cake.”
And it wasn’t any easier falling asleep next to her this time, either. Especially not when I woke up half past midnight to her face buried in my shoulder, her arm slung over me, breathing softly in her sleep.
I just squeezed my eyes shut and told myself a hundred times if I don’t get out of this right away, then I never will, but I wasn’t sure I knew how to get out.
Unless I didn’t get the full-time position. In which case… at least I wouldn’t have to figure out my feelings for Dana anymore.
It hung around me like a dark cloud until I got into White Rose the next morning, breathing in the sweet, brisk morning air as I turned on the ovens and pulled out the overnight doughs, starting new batches on the side. The smell of dough, the warmth of the fire from the brick oven, and the look of intense focus on Dana’s face as we got started—it whisked me away to my happy place, until Emmanuel came in to me cutting the edges on a brioche.
“Good morning to the studious one,” he said, looking over my prepared brioches. “And her uncomfortable level of precision with cuts.”
“I’m good at what I do,” I said, matter-of-factly. “Hey—can we talk? Just for a bit.”
He beamed, adjusting his glasses. “I’m capable of talking, and it seems to me that you are, too, so I’m going with yes.”
I stared, blank and deadpan, until his shoulders sagged.
“That’s even worse than Dani telling me my jokes aren’t funny.”
“It’s Dana,” Dana called from across the island.
“Sure, I’ve got a minute. You’ve always got a minute when you’re old. Nothing’s so urgent anymore. Just you wait another seventy years, Remsy.”
“I don’t believe you’re pushing a hundred, no matter how hard you try to convince me.”
He ushered me into a cluttered office in the back with walls packed full of awards and honors. Two Best of Starfire plaques hung squarely center, and Emmanuel caught me staring at them as he shut the door behind us.
“Here’s hoping your friend will score us another one,” he said. “Those things are hard to come by, you know? There’s some stiff competition for them.”
I drew my shoulders back. “I’m not unfamiliar with stiff competition here.”
He grinned. “I suppose not. Plenty of good apprentices this year.”
Which was exactly what I needed to talk about. “You’re eyeing Taylor as the one for the full-time spot, aren’t you?”
He just sighed, walking slowly around the cluttered desk in the corner and sinking into the chair. “I haven’t made any decisions yet,” he said, after the longest silence. “I’m still keeping a close eye on things. Two close eyes, even. But my vision’s a little worse in one than the other, so it’s mostly the one.”
I sat opposite him. “I want to know what to improve on.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Ah. You think you’re still in school, where they give you a number grade and you either do better or worse than someone else based on the number.”
“I know it’s not that simple. But I’m asking for constructive criticism. What does the ideal candidate look like? And in what ways do I not look like the ideal candidate?”
“Ah… look, Remi. It’s never an easy choice to make. We’ve got a few talented people here who do great work… it’s not a matter of just picking the one who does the best work. You’re all good at what you do, or you wouldn’t be in here.”
“I know. But—”
“It’s just a matter of who feels right. And that’s not something I can really put into words.” He shrugged. “I really appreciate your drive, Remi, I do. You’re hardworking enough to put Dana to shame, and that’s saying something. But if anything, my biggest criticism…”
I shifted forward in the seat, my breath catching. “Yes?”
He frowned. “You’re just a touch… too intent on getting this job.”
I paused. “That’s… a bad thing?”
“It’s not a bad thing from the perspective of us hiring you. It’s just a bad thing from the perspective of a man old enough to be your father, telling you that you are worth a lot more than just a job title. Even at a place like this, with two whole Best of Starfire awards.” He shrugged. “Part of me worries you’re building everything you are around this job. And as an employer, that’s great for me, but in recent years I’ve found I think of things less as an employer and more as a human being. As a human being, Remi, I want you to have other options, too. You’re much too good at what you do to let it go up in smoke if we don’t hire you on here.”
I was quiet most of the rest of that meeting, not sure what I could even say. When I stepped back out, feeling dazed, Dana gave me a quick, nervous smile.
“Everything okay?” she said.
“Yeah.”
She raised her eyebrows. “A one-word answer without even looking at me means you’re not okay.”
What was I even supposed to say? I’d come in here intent on making sure I got the position, no matter what. And according to Emmanuel, that was my problem.
“We were just talking about the position,” I said, heading for the sink, washing my hands slowly, deliberately. “And… what I need to focus on for improvement.”
“What’d he say?”
I sighed. That I’m screwed. That I’m not getting this thing no matter what. But I didn’t get to speak before Monica popped in from the front and said, “Remi, there’s a customer at the front asking for you.”
“For me?” I tore off a paper towel, drying my hands as I turned to her. “Who is it?”
She beamed. “One Helena Bennett who claims to be your mother. I have to say, the resemblance seems to match.”
The name was like a blow to my chest, and I reeled, losing my breath. I felt the color drain from my face as Dana shot me a panicked look.
“Did she say what she wants?” I said, my voice small, breathless. Monica cocked her head at me.
“Just to see you. Everything okay?”
Nothing’s okay. If the woman who couldn’t spare me ten minutes took the time to fly out here—and didn’t tell me—
“I can tell her you’re busy,” Dana whispered, but I shook my head, feeling dizzy.
“She doesn’t take no for an answer. I’ll… go talk to her,” I whispered back, and I raised my voice to Monica. “Be right there,” I called. “Pull a solo for her. And a doppio for me.”
“Do you want me to go with you?” Dana said, and I shook my head.
“It’s really okay.” It’s not. Why the hell was she here? Either way, I could not expose Dana to my mother. It felt like she’d be in danger with my mother just looking at her. “Thanks, Dana.”
She squeezed my shoulder. “I’m here if you need me, Remi.”
I closed my eyes, nodding. “I know. Thank you.”
I stepped out into the front just as Monica handed me my doppio in a white demitasse, and sure enough, on the other side of the counter, my mother stood with that same expression as always that I could only describe as austere. She was taller than me, but not by much, and she had the same straight brown hair, hers pinned up in a tight bun like always. Seeing her felt like a tear in the curtain—like the past month in Port Andrea had just been a play, and I was getting a glimpse of a stagehand, reminding me it wasn’t real.
“Look at this,” she said, her voice cold and bitter as usual. I winced, but she wasn’t looking at me—she was staring down into a pastry case, looking at a set of mini tarts I’d made. “Remi Bennett. And they’re not too badly made.” She looked up from the case, finally meeting my eyes and giving me a wax-figure smile. “Charming, really.”
“I’ve been learning a great deal here,” I said, finding my posture straightening, my voice taking on that same haughty tone she had. “If I’d known to expect you, I would have made you something special.”
“I thought it would be nice to surprise my youngest daughter with a visit. It’s been a month now. Have you been enjoying your little trip here?”
Little trip. Like it was some playful rich-person’s vacation, where I pretended to be one of the commoners for a short while, a quick jaunt in a fun city before returning to serious affairs. “I have,” I said. “Thank you. I’m surprised you were able to find the time to come out here. I know it’s a bit of a trip.”
“Oh, I’ve made worse trips, I’ll have you know, Remi. Well, let’s try one of these tarts you’ve made. I’d like to talk to you about what we’re expecting when you come back. We’ve made significant inroads with Victor Hayden, and I think it could be a good lead for you to pursue. And, you know, their son is quite charming.”
If that wasn’t a reminder of everything I didn’t want to go back to. Ben Hayden was a slimy man my parents had already pressured me into dating for a while once, solely on account of that his family was convenient for ours. At my mother’s gentle recommendation, I’d overlooked him cheating on me once. They’d never let go of the fact that I hadn’t overlooked him cheating on me a second time.
“Respectfully, we don’t know when or if I’ll be returning to the business,” I said, sliding open the pastry case and taking one of the cherry-lemon tarts. She arched her eyebrows at me.
“Oh, in case you get a full-time job here?” She said it like she was talking to a first-grader who wanted to be an astronaut. “Well… let’s just say in case you end up coming home soon. So,” she said, putting on an even more strained smile. “Who’s your friend?”
A chill swept through me. “I have several,” I said, and she pinched her lips in that distinctive don’t you dare give me that shit polite smile.
“Happened to see some press photos of some—full-of-herself restaurant owner about these parts. One of my friends brought it to my attention. Penelope something… some kind of very classy Dragon restaurant.”
My stomach sank. “Persephone Jacobs. Sapphire Dragon.”
“Yes, yes. Interesting seeing my own daughter there in the background, but from what I read about the place, it seems like quite some elevated tastes. Proud to know you haven’t completely lost your taste. So,” she said, straining her smile again. “That friend of yours you were there with—business associate of some type?”
The date—not a date—yes a date, at Sapphire Dragon, where I’d sat across from Dana and gazed into her eyes like she was the only thing in the world. There had been camera flashes. It only figured they’d make their way back to her.
I knew what she was getting at. I’d never told her I was bisexual, but she had a feeling. She’d confronted me once asking if I was a lesbian, and I managed to get out on a technicality by insisting I was not a lesbian, not mentioning it was because I was bisexual instead. I had no doubt her response would be, that’s nice, sweetie, so you’re going to date a man, and here’s a good one for you to go out with.
We’d dressed for a date. We looked at each other like it was a date. Of course she had suspicions. But coming all the way to Port Andrea to confront me over them?
“Dana,” I said, straightening my back. “She’s my trainer here. They encourage us to go out and experience other fine dining around the city.”
“Ah, a coworker,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “Also at the bakery here? Is it a side job for her as well?”
It wasn’t a side job for me, dammit. But I couldn’t snap. “Nope,” I said, smiling serenely as I handed over her tart. “We both did it the old-fashioned way, just saving up for it. The pay isn’t bad here, you know. We command rather high prices for our skill.”
“Is she here? Dana, you said her name was?”
I took a long breath. “No. She’s off today.”
“Any chance I can contact her? I’d like to meet your friend.”
I straightened my back. “Let me go into the back and contact her, and I’ll see if she’s open for something like that. I’ll be right back with you.”
Something hardened inside my chest—something deep, heavy, and visceral from the very sight of her.
It was just like me to forget that everything here was temporary. That the odds had never been in my favor.
And I had to tell Dana about it.




Chapter 20
Dana
Remi had a grave look when she came back from the front, and she made a beeline for me. “Don’t go into the front,” she murmured, casting a furtive glance to either side. “Not until she’s gone. I’ll explain later.”
I’ll explain later was one of those heavy-handed things I thought I’d be lucky enough to only have to hear in movies. “Okay,” I said. “I’m here for you.”
She looked down. “I… have to talk to you. After the shift. Your place?”
My heart felt like it was fracturing, but I kept it together. “Of course,” I said.
Dammit. Remi had been very clear all the while what would happen if I felt too much for her. I shouldn’t have been surprised—shouldn’t have been hurt by it like this.
The rest of the shift passed by in a dreary haze, Remi going back to the front before long and returning maybe ten minutes later looking like she’d gone a night without sleep, saying her mother was gone now. She didn’t speak much through the shift, just silently taking over on laminating croissant dough, and when we headed out for the day, I swiped a few extra lemon curd cream puffs to go.
“Here,” I said, handing her the little baggie of them as we stepped outside into the dreary, overcast day. She glanced inside the bag and gave me the first genuine smile I’d seen from her since her mother showed up.
“You’re too good for this world, you know?” she said, taking one and biting into it. “Thanks for always brightening my spirits.”
“Did you want to talk now about what she wanted?” I gestured to the walk ahead of us, a twenty-minute walk we’d done together a million times now. She looked down.
“She saw us together at Sapphire Dragon,” she breathed, and my heart missed a beat. “When the owner walked through, and people snapped pictures.”
“Oh… you’re not serious,” I said, heart sinking.
What even was her mother? There were a million and one good reasons why two people could be at a restaurant together aside from just being on a date. And even if they were on a date, how was it any of her mother’s business—let alone enough to warrant flying out to Port Andrea to confront her in person instead of just texting her like a normal human being?
I was starting to see why Remi had always been so afraid. I’d thought it was just a matter of it being difficult to let go of her parents. But just like she said, we went on one date—one bad idea on my part—and her mother was harassing her. Harassing her because of me.
“Very curious about who my good friend there was,” Remi said, keeping her gaze down, all but spitting out the words. “Told her it was my trainer at White Rose. That we’re all… supposed to go try other fine dining to keep up with the competition, some crap like that. She didn’t buy it, but she’s pretending she’s buying it.”
Which meant I dragged her mother here—that I was the one responsible for Remi being this miserable right now, all because I couldn’t keep my feelings for her in check when she’d all but begged me to. Was that what she was going to talk about at my house, then? How we needed to go our separate ways now, keep professional distance between us?
“Sorry,” Remi mumbled, glancing out at the bay, where cold winds swept in and gulls cried over the horizon. “I didn’t want to make you upset.”
“No—it’s my fault,” I said, and I realized she must have noticed me tearing up before I did, because my eyes burned. “Sorry,” I said, wiping my eyes. “I’m just sappy and cry a lot. And I hate that you can’t just be yourself.”
She was quiet most of the walk back, but when we came up onto my neighborhood on Cross Street, I couldn’t take it any longer.
“Is she still here? In Port Andrea?”
“She’s here for today and tonight. She says she’s meeting with an old friend here tomorrow morning, and that she decided to surprise me with a visit in the process. Pretenses, obviously.”
“Then—should we even be walking together like this? What if she sees us—or someone she knows sees us?”
“I’m not letting her intimidate me into submission.” She stopped in front of my house, nodding to the door. “Shall we?”
I unlocked the door and pushed it open, taking my shoes off just as a low rumble of thunder came from the distance. Remi slipped her jacket off, and I took it, hanging it up on the rack by the door, and when I turned back to her, she took a step closer than should have been allowed, put her hands on the front of my collar, tugged on my shirt, and pulled me into a kiss.
It hit me like a truck and left me reeling—she moved in without hesitation, her lips crashing against mine, her hips coming up flush with mine, and I let out a muffled grunt as. Her hands cupped my jaw. Mine fell to her sides.
When she pulled back, I found myself breathless, staring into her eyes—gray eyes molten with that intensity, looking right back into mine—and just when I figured she’d tell me what that was about, she closed her eyes and pulled me into another kiss, and I let out a whimper and just accepted it, let it happen.
She walked me backwards, kissing me, her lips pressed tight against mine, the touch filling me with heat until she backed me into the living room and against the couch, and it was only once I sank against the sofa that I broke free and put a hand on her collar, between us.
“Remi—wait—”
She pulled back immediately, eyes wide. “Sorry. Do you not…?”
“I—of course I want this, just—what in the world is going on? Are you… okay?”
She chewed her lip, a thousand different emotions there in her eyes. “You really do talk about things, huh?”
I pouted. “So sue me for being communicative, Remington.”
“Ew. Don’t call me the whole thing.” She looked down. “My mother thinks it’s a foregone conclusion I’ll go back there.”
It felt like a knife twisting in my gut. “So…”
She leaned in closer to me on the sofa, her hands on my shoulders, standing over me and looking down into my eyes. “So—if I’m only going to be here so long either way—I don’t want to go through it feeling like I’m holding anything back. I don’t care about reason or rhyme. You’re the best part of all of this, Dana. You’re the reason this city feels like home. I don’t care if it’s only for now. I…” She squeezed my shoulders, drawing her lips in a tight line. “I want you.”
She might as well have been handing me a box labeled Heartbreak and saying here, take this. I really had to trust Avery could find a way to keep her here. I put my hands on her waist and heard myself breathe, “I want you, too. Just… are you sure?”
She let out a ragged breath. “I’ve never been that sure of much in my life. I’ve done nothing but question myself all along. But… I’m sure of this.”
I swallowed, hard, my heart pounding so heavily I felt lightheaded. Remi looked away.
“We’d… have to keep it secret,” she said.
“That’s okay.” Anything would be okay if it meant I got to kiss her again.
“If my parents found out—”
“I know.”
She squeezed me tighter. “Even if I stayed in Port Andrea—”
“I know.”
She pursed her lips. “You’re so open, Dana. You’re just… open and honest and upfront with all the things you are. I hate to make you carry something like this in secret.”
“I’ll carry you however I can get you.” I paused. “I mean, you’re pretty small, so I think it’d be easy to carry you—”
“Ha, ha. We can’t all be towering cloud people.”
“I’m not towering. You’re just small.”
She sighed, sinking against me, resting her forehead on mine as the silky pitter-patter of rain sheened against the window. “Dana Gallagher, please kiss me.”
How was I supposed to say no to that?
I kissed her. It was perfect.
I pulled her gently against my lips, sighing in relief at the touch of her against me. She sank down on the sofa on top of me, heat building between us as our lips moved together, and I wrapped my arms around her waist as I pulled her down on top of me.
“Jesus,” she whispered, softly, as I sank onto my back, Remi coming down over me. She had her eyes squeezed shut tight, and I felt a lump in my throat.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” She paused. “I’ve never kissed a girl before, you know.”
I squeezed her. “That’s okay. It’s all okay. One step at a time, Remi.”
She sighed, sinking into another slow kiss before pulling back. “You’re amazing,” she breathed.
My whole body tingled with sensation, but I didn’t know if now was the wrong time to get turned on. “So are you,” I whispered. “Remi…”
“Yeah?”
I squirmed. “I… what are we doing here, exactly?”
She laughed nervously. “Great question. I think we’re kissing.”
“I see you’ve switched from mafioso to detective.” I looked away. “Is it too much?”
“The kissing?” She bit her lip. “Not enough, actually. I’d like to do some more.”
“You know what I’m saying.” I swallowed. “Remi, I… can I touch you?”
She let out a sharp breath. “Wow,” she murmured. “You know what it did to me when you asked that, that first day in the bakery together?”
I cleared my throat. “You talk more when you’re nervous, huh?”
“And you don’t?”
I laughed the most nervous little laugh I’d ever done. “I just want to know I’m not the only one.”
She kissed me. “I… want to touch you, too. No regrets tonight.”
Heat rushed through me, and I bit my lip, looking down over her body. I felt like I’d been tiptoeing all this time around the way I wanted her, and now I was finally allowed to want her, to think things like this about her—about the soft, gentle shape of her waist, the swell of her breasts, the small shape of her shoulders.
“No regrets tonight,” I echoed, sliding my hands down her sides. She closed her eyes and made this soft, breathless little whimper, and heat exploded inside me like a fire roaring suddenly to life.
I slipped my hand under her shirt, and her breath caught. Mine, too. Her skin was so silky-smooth, velvet under my fingertips, and I tugged her shirt up, caressing along her front. She sat up to let me pull her shirt up, and I sat up with her, sliding it up over her head, leaving me face-to-face with Remi in an unreasonably sexy balconette bra. Her shirt slipped from my hands, landing on the floor. She looked away.
“You’re staring,” she mumbled.
“You’re—wow.” I traced my fingers over her collarbone, and she shut her eyes, lips parting soundlessly.
I needed her. I really, really needed her.
I put her hands to the hem of my shirt, and she lifted it, slowly, leaving my skin tingling everywhere she exposed me. My shirt joined hers on the floor, and I sank back for her to tug my pants down, too. The way she undressed me with shaking hands, her expression reverent—I’d never felt wanted like that, needed like that before. I burned at the sight of Remi slipping out of her own pants, dropping them by the sofa—burned at the feeling of being bare and exposed in my underwear like this, especially just wearing the first pair of comfortable panties and simple bra I’d grabbed this morning, next to Remi wearing a matching black lacy set.
“Remi, I swear…” I trailed my fingers up and down her body, over every inch of her, and she buried her face in my shoulder.
“Please,” she whispered, and I couldn’t hold back anymore at something like that.
I unhooked her bra first, slipping it off and setting it gently aside, and I sank into a deep kiss, my hands over her breasts. She squirmed at the touch, and after a minute touching her, kissing her, I pulled back. “Do you want to go upstairs?” I said, softly, and she nodded hard.
“Please, Dana.”
I stood up, took her by the hand, and led her to the stairs, walking her up and to my bedroom door with my heart pounding and heat building between my legs. She groaned softly as I backed her into the bedroom and shut the door behind me, laying her down on her back on top of my messy bedspread, and I slipped down to pull her panties down, slowly. The window, open just a crack, let in the sweet smell of rain, and it mingled with that faint floral smell Remi had—lavender in her hair, I think. It was perfect. She was perfect.
I crawled on top of her, spread out naked in the bed underneath me, and I laid a soft kiss against her lips. “What do you want to do, Remi?” I breathed.
Vulnerability flashed over her expression. “I don’t… know what I can ask for.”
I kissed her neck. “Anything that would make you feel good, Remi.”
“I…” She squeezed her eyes shut, face reddening. “God, Dana. Just… touch me. Please.”
So I touched her.
She was silky-soft under my fingertips and slick with wetness, and the sight of her arching her back underneath me when I touched her made my body flare up with desire. It wasn’t hard to figure out she was self-conscious having sex with a woman. I moved gently along with the motion of her hips, caressing her with the softest touch, and I planted kisses on her shoulder, on her collar.
“You’re beautiful,” I whispered. “We can stop anytime you need. I just want you to feel good.”
She nodded, wordlessly, breathing hard. Her hands found my sides, traveling up and down, slipping under the hem of my panties, and that was more than enough for me.
I touched her, and the more I moved against her, the more she moved against me—she cupped my breasts, teasing my nipples through my bra, and as I worked her slowly higher, she slipped a hand down my front, her expression asking for permission. I nodded, and she slipped her hand down under the band of my panties, fingers brushing over my clit, and I was gone.
I melted into the pleasure of shared touches, guiding her slowly higher, until she squeezed her eyes shut and said, “God—Dana, please,” and I paused.
“What’s wrong?”
“I…” She reddened, looking away. “I want you… inside me.”
I couldn’t even find words for that. Instead, I just sank into her, pressing my lips against hers in a deep kiss, as I slipped a finger inside her.
It wasn’t long from there. She took two fingers, moving quickly inside of her, sending her higher and faster until she arched her back under me. Her breaths came short and sharp, and when I saw her struggling for words, I said, “Remi, I want you to come for me,” and she bit her lip, hard.
“Is it—okay?”
“Please.”
I’d never seen anything in my life more beautiful than Remi letting go under me. She closed her eyes faintly, mouth open as if in mid-cry but without a sound, and she tightened around my fingers. Her back arched, hips thrusting up to meet me, expression melting in complete bliss, before she sank slowly back into the bed, like a feather drifting down to a landing.
“Dana,” she breathed, one small sound, and that was it. I sank on top of her, met her in a kiss, and held her there like that, savoring the moment, because I’d never known anything could be as beautiful as Remi coming undone under me, and if it was only temporary, then I’d get every second of it that I could.




Chapter 21
Remi
When I woke up, my first panic was that I was late for work. I shot up bolt-upright, nearly out of bed altogether, before my mind—sharp faster than drawing a knife—snapped off the sleep and realized I was off today. Dana, too.
My second panic was, I only lazily realized once I was sitting on the edge of the bed with my bare legs dangling over the side, my breasts in full view when I looked down—I was naked, in Dana’s bed in the morning.
Dana.
My face flushed with heat, equal parts self-consciousness and arousal, remembering the night before. Dana’s strong shoulders, bare in the bed above me. Her eyes, already a deep brown, the shimmery near-black of an unlit lake at night, darkened by desire.
By god, though, she’d been incredible. Between Chase and her, how was it that all the people I shouldn’t have been getting involved with were the best at sex? Hell, Dana blew even Chase out of the water. He’d been good, but Dana’s fingers crooking just slightly inside me…
She wasn’t here, but the bed still smelled like her. She had a body scrub that smelled like brown sugar—and I’m sure working in the bakery only helped it along—she always smelled sweet, and warm, and rich. I’d always felt guilty breathing in that scent and enjoying it, but right now? It felt like that ship had sailed.
I sank back in the bed and reveled in wrapping myself up in the blankets, breathing in the sweet smell of Dana that lingered on them like a pleasant dream lingered on the consciousness after waking. Faint sounds of footsteps from downstairs, as well as low voices of Dana talking to herself as she always did when she cooked, told me right where she was, but for now, I was content to just be here, in her sacred space, and hear her.
Which turned out to be just as well when, not even ten minutes later, her footsteps came up the stairs and approached the bedroom. My first impulse was to put my clothes back on and huddle, but—my clothes were all downstairs, save the pair of panties by the bed. And besides, she’d already seen it all. And made me come. Twice.
That wasn’t the right thought to be having right then, because the door opened and Dana leaned in right when I’d been remembering the vivid image of her on top of me as I came with her fingers inside me. I felt my face flush with heat, but luckily, I had a million other reasons to be blushing right now when Dana stepped into the room wearing only a loose pajama top and soft pink panties.
“Oh, you’re awake,” she hummed, bringing a tray into the room. Immediately, a warm smell of browned butter hit me. “Good morning, my little mafioso troublemaker wooing a rival into bed. I made us pancakes, because I’m extra, and I got the distinct feeling you wouldn’t complain.”
“It’s a wonder you know me so well,” I said, sitting up. I still held the blanket up over my breasts—like there was any use in that. “I… can safely say I’ve never had…”
She beamed, sitting down next to me on the bed. On her tray, there was a single plate with a stack of massive pancakes and two sets of silverware, along with a whole spread of toppings, and a single mug of coffee. I had no idea why, but somehow, the intimacy of sharing a single plate and single mug felt just as intense as everything we’d done last night. It was in the little things, I guessed. “Morning-after pancakes?”
“Or… anyone bring me breakfast in bed, for that matter,” I said. “I have to say, you make a pretty good prospect to date.”
“Oh, do I?” She playfully brushed her knuckles over my cheek. “Does that mean you’ve been satisfied with dating me? Because we have been dating, whether we admitted it or not.”
My heart thrummed so wildly, it pounded in my ears like a kid with an ill-advised first drum set for Christmas. Was this what life could be like? Could it really be like this—small, intimate mornings with Dana, that fondness in her eyes like melted chocolate, looking at me like this?
“Satisfied enough I decided to risk…” I trailed off, narrowing my eyes. “Are you putting… chocolate drizzle on the pancakes?”
“Yes I am, and you can’t stop me.” She leaned in and pressed a quick kiss against my lips, leaving my head spinning—like I hadn’t been totally sure last night had been real until she kissed me again—and when she pulled back, she kept staring at me, smiling a little, like I was the most precious thing in the world. Somewhere deep down, I felt like crying a little. That was probably something to take up in a therapy session, not over breakfast in bed.
“You weren’t kidding when you said extra.” Cautiously, experimentally, I let the blanket slip down my front, exposing my breasts. The way Dana’s gaze caught on my chest, her tongue darting out and licking one corner of her lips before she tore her eyes back to the food, told me she didn’t really mind.
“Oh, darling,” she laughed. “Wait until you see it with whipped cream and sprinkles, too. On occasion, I’ve been known even to add a sliced banana.”
“Is this a pancake, or a sundae?”
“Why choose?” She elbowed me playfully, sliced a piece of chocolate pancake, and fed it to me.
I could get used to this.
After the meal, Dana set the tray back on the bedside table and nestled up beside me. Her fingertips danced down my back, caressing over the bare skin, and I closed my eyes and shivered against the sensation.
“Thank you,” I said. “Should have told me the morning after would go like this. I’d have kissed you a while ago.”
She kissed my temple. “What do you want to do today?”
I cleared my throat. “Well… my mother is still in town, so I vote we stay inside. If… that’s okay.” I looked away. “I don’t want to constrain you like a caged bird.”
“I was kind of hoping you’d say that,” she said, a nervous little laugh bubbling under her voice. “The truth is, I think I could just kiss you all day long. Your lips are something else.”
I bit my lip. “As much as I’ve loved the tours of the city… I have to say, that sounds better than touring anywhere.”
Her fingers flitting to my front, dancing across my waist. “And… if the kissing were to—you know, hypothetically—go somewhere else?”
I closed my eyes, sinking back with a groan. “Dana…”
She paused. “Is that you groaning my name in a good way or a bad way?”
“Please fuck me.”
She let out a short breath. “Good way. Gotcha.”
*
My mother left without even seeing me again to say goodbye, as if the pretense of just wanting to surprise my youngest daughter wasn’t flimsy enough already. Not that I would have caught her if she’d asked to meet me—I only noticed her text that she was leaving almost two full hours after she sent it, thanks to me and Dana being… preoccupied.
Needless to say, when Dana Gallagher was finger-fucking me against the wall, my mother wasn’t the first thing on my mind.
We shared the bed again that night—not because I thought it was the best choice, because I had work again in the morning and I kind of had to get back to my own place to get ready, but just because after another round of sex with Dana, I’d collapsed on the bed with no hopes of moving again until morning.
I’d heard about how sex between women could… go longer, but it had sort of exceeded my expectations. This was by no means a complaint.
I made the awkward jaunt back to my own place in the early morning darkness, after a few more deep, prolonged kisses with Dana that had gotten me more turned on than I’d thought possible after the sheer amount of sex we’d had yesterday, and I quick-changed to get ready for work.
Dana and I must have been too obvious in the way we constantly met each other’s eyes across the counters at work, because I was on my lunch break when Matthew sat down across from me and said, “Did you and Dana finally—”
“There’s nothing like that,” I said, doing my best to slip the mask back on. He regarded me skeptically for a moment.
“Do I be a good friend here and pretend I believe you?”
“You’ve been reading too many of Monica’s books. I don’t care how much she insists her quaint, small-town home called her the matchmaker, I’m pretty sure she’s making it all up, and she doesn’t have a magic talent for love.”
He put a hand to his chin. “I don’t know. She set me up with a girl for a really nice date the other day, and we’re on for a second date, too. I think she’s got a talent. Speaking of which, do you know a lot about makeup?”
“Makeup? What, are you getting your face done for this second date?”
He shook his head. “Nah. I don’t wear makeup. I don’t like the way it feels on my face. But she’s a makeup artist, and I realized on our first date that I don’t know the first thing about her passion, so I wanted to brush up a little on it.”
I studied him carefully, just glad to have diverted the subject from me and Dana. “You are in touch with your feminine side, aren’t you?”
He shrugged. “I just think it’s healthy to take interest in something a partner is really passionate about. Which, incidentally, is part of why you and Dana are a great match.”
I groaned. Maybe the subject hadn’t gone as far as I’d hoped. And I didn’t even get to say my piece, because that was when hands slammed down on the table and Monica said, “Exactly. They’re happy lovers who are happy and in love.”
I closed my eyes and breathed in slow. “Monica. I see you’re in early.”
Monica, who was wearing her hair in a topknot today and honestly looked kind of like she’d rolled out of bed fifteen minutes before, beamed. “Yeah, I wanted to get a cappuccino and three butterscotch éclairs and savor them.”
“She says,” Dana said, walking past with a stack of dirty trays from the front, “with the dreamlike fervor of someone who woke up with one goal in mind today.”
Monica beamed. “Morning, Dana. Are you and Remi dating yet?”
Dana hung her head. “Remi’s straight, Monica.”
Monica looked like a skeptical kid given a dubious explanation of how Santa got to so many houses all in one night. I put a hand up. “I officially cannot breathe with this many people in my personal space,” I said. “I’m stepping outside to enjoy the beautiful weather, and relative lack of gossip.”
Emmanuel invited us all to a gathering after our shift down at Lund Square right on the far side of Parson River in the Wing Valley district, which had quickly been growing on me. Between brick paths and clean air, Wing Valley had the feel of an old-world city center or a European village, and Lund Square was on the artsier side of things, with high-end boutiques, fine dining locations, and a large, old painting studio. An open-air local art exhibit stood in the center of the plaza, and I felt right at home when we all gathered for artisan pizzas at the Italian place overlooking the river.
Of course, maybe it was the fact that I was there with Dana that had me feeling at home.
It was crowded—we had almost twice the usual people thanks to all the apprentices being here at once, maybe the first time I’d seen them all in one place. Thankfully, all the other apprentices were sitting close to their trainers, so I got an excuse to sit right next to Dana and just breathe her air.
Matthew and Taylor sat not far away, laughing together over something on Taylor’s phone. I studied her carefully, something churning in my stomach—the woman to beat, as far as I could tell. I didn’t want to root for her to fail.
“So,” Emmanuel said shortly after we got our food, the smell of sweet tomato sauce and rich, hearty pizza dough filling the air. Wearing a baby-blue blazer, I wasn’t sure if he looked like a wedding minister or a TV show host, but it was one or the other. His voice carried over the table, and he looked around at everyone to make sure he was—as I knew he felt appropriate—the center of attention. “I wanted to let you all know of something very exciting that’s been finalized.”
“You’re getting married?” Monica said, and Emmanuel put a hand up.
“Good try, but no, I’m single and I don’t move that quickly.”
Monica chewed her cheek. “You have a family member getting married.”
“I’m barring you from further guesses,” he said. “No, no. I’m happy to announce our own Dana Gallagher is going to be the one representing us at the Starfire Festival.”
Dana flushed, sitting up straighter. “Oh, no. I’m the center of attention now,” she said, and I patted her arm.
“That’s never once been a problem for you,” I said.
The table—three tables pushed into one, really—broke out into applause. It was mostly polite clapping from people who already knew, but a few looked around wildly in confusion as they clapped, and Emmanuel cleared his throat to get attention again.
“As we all know, Starfire is a great opportunity, but it’s easy to get drowned out. There’s almost a hundred different places participating in the festival this year, and with old mainstays like Red Fox and trendy new places like Sapphire Dragon running specials through the festival, it’s going to be hard to stand out. Even though I would love another Best of Starfire certificate to hang on the wall… what’s most important is just expanding our creativity with it. I think if anyone can best represent our endless creative spirit, it’s Dana.” He paused. “By that I mean, if she’s going to stand in the corner of the bakery experimenting on her lunch break every damn day, she’d better make something of it.”
Dana put her hands up. “What? I like baking!”
“And I like to invest in our future,” Emmanuel said, straightening his back. “To that end, I’ve asked one of our new apprentices, Taylor Mitchell, to officially assist Dana at the festival.”
My stomach dropped. It felt like a wet rag slapping me across the face, and then suddenly I just found myself feeling heavy.
I should have felt embarrassed. It took me this long to realize there was nothing I could have done—that Taylor had already cemented her position as the full-time hire.
My head spun as the table broke out into another round of applause. I made myself clap along with, but I didn’t really even hear any of it, my head ringing.
So this all was just a summer vacation. Just a fling with a gorgeous woman out in Port Andrea, before I returned to my family and got pushed into another relationship with a pasty rich boy who cheated so much, his cheating partners got jealous of each other.
I didn’t really follow the rest of the conversation, and it felt like my head was stuffed full of cotton the whole dinner. When we finally finished and headed in our separate ways, half of us went to watch the sunset over the Parson river—apparently some famous Andrean tradition—and I broke rank from everyone to go find Taylor.
She looked a little surprised to see me, on her way to the sunset party, turning when I called her name and cocking her head at me. “Hey, Remi,” she said. “What’s up?”
I took a long, shaky breath. What was there even to say? I’d come after her before I’d thought it through. “Just… wanted to personally congratulate you on your position in the festival,” I said. “I’ve seen your work. You deserve it.”
She gave me an odd smile. “Thanks… I’m still reeling, you know?”
I was just here to torment myself by talking to her, I was pretty sure. But I smiled anyway. “You’ll do great. Dana’s really good at what she does.”
“I admire her work a lot.” She shifted from one foot to the other, clearly trying to sense my motives. I didn’t know my motives.
“Just… be gentle with her,” I said. “She can be hard on herself when things don’t work right.”
Finally, Taylor relaxed, seemingly satisfied with my motives now. “Can’t we all be like that sometimes? Will do, though. I’ll come ask you for tips sometime on working with Dana. You’re the expert.”
I forced a smile. “Really looking forward to seeing what you do at the festival, Taylor. I’m heading home now, but it’s been great seeing you.”
I kept my head down on the walk home.




Chapter 22
Dana
“Hey, Avery,” I said, a little breathless after taking the steps up two at a time. It was a sweltering hot day, the humidity making my shirt collar cling to my neck like plastic wrap, but the little pavilion Avery sat inside with pastries on the table in front of her had a massive fan on one corner and blessed shade, and it felt like paradise stepping in out of the heat to sit with her.
“How’s it going?” She pushed the tray over to me. “I got you an iced coffee, because it’s murder out here today. If you don’t want an iced coffee, then I guess I got myself two iced coffees.”
“Thank you so much,” I sighed, taking the coffee and sipping from it. “I don’t get how you can be out here wearing a blazer…”
She beamed. “A hot day is only as hot as you make it out to be in your own head.” She paused. “And I got here twenty minutes ago to make sure I had time to compose myself and not look like a sweaty mess.”
“Smart woman.” Chipper Streetside Café was full of chatter around us, people sitting around tables with sunglasses and tall drink cups filled with ice, a song I recognized vaguely from a local Andrean band playing through the speakers. I wiped the little beads of sweat from my brow and sank into my seat. “How’s Paramour?”
“Busy,” she said, with a nervous little laugh. “Which, ostensibly, is a good problem to have! But wow, am I ever stressed out sometimes dealing with it. More importantly, how’s your girlfriend? I haven’t seen her in a little while.”
I cleared my throat. “She isn’t my girlfriend. But Remi’s fine.”
She gave me a small smile. “Of course, Dana.”
I sighed. “Look, did you have something you actually wanted to talk about?”
“I’ve been giving some thought to the matter. Remi staying in Port Andrea. The thing is… don’t get me wrong, I love her. And as her friend, it’s important for me to say, Remi’s kind of defeatist.”
“Defeatist? She’s the hardest-working person in the bakery.”
“Not that she doesn’t work hard.” She took a slow sip at her coffee, a distant look on her face. “I’d say… when she sees a problem, she assumes she just has to live with that problem. Given her background, I assume she’s used to just doing as she’s told.”
I pursed my lips. “She left them to work as a pâtissier in Port Andrea. She got a culinary school education even after she’d already gotten her degree in what they wanted—”
“I know, I know. But she’s built it all around this one fundamental assumption that if something goes wrong with her work at White Rose, it’s over, and she’s going home.”
I chewed my cheek. That heaviness she had about her after meeting with Emmanuel the other day, discussing her prospects with the bakery—it had seemed like she’d gotten a final verdict on the matter. The way she saw her mother and then started talking about how if all this is temporary…
“So what can we do, then?” I said, feeling distant.
Avery grinned. “Simple. We give her a problem.”
I paused. “Um—I kind of like her. I’d rather not.”
“Remi’s eager to take the weight of the world on her shoulders. I think she just needs to feel needed. That’s probably why the prospect of White Rose letting her go at the end of the busy season hits her so hard. She needs a reason to be here.”
I scratched my head. “And I guess something like I like it here isn’t a good enough reason for her.”
“A selfless reason. Remi’s scared of being selfish.”
I found myself going quiet for a minute. “I hadn’t thought of it like that,” I said. I wondered if I should have noticed. “But—it isn’t selfish at all. I want her here. So do you. Serafina, Emmanuel, Matthew—plenty of people want her here. How is it selfish?”
“Because…” Avery shrugged. “I think she’s cultivated the wrong kind of attitude of gratitude.”
I blinked. “Uh… meaning?”
“I don’t think she sees White Rose as a place that she helps.” She sat up straighter. “Oh, do you want a scone? The scones here are to die for. There’s no problem that can’t be solved over a scone or two.”
“Is that another one of your sayings?”
“It is now,” she said, standing up. It was only once she’d gotten inside that I realized she hadn’t actually waited for an answer on whether I wanted a scone, but it wasn’t like I was going to say no.
A few minutes later, I was spreading strawberry jam over a scone, and Avery leaned in and said, “Remi loves scones. You should have scones here with her. I’m not saying it has to be a date, but…” She paused. “Actually, that is what I’m saying.”
I hung my head. “We’re not dating.”
“Oh, really? You haven’t even kissed her once?”
I paused. “Uh—no. I mean…” I trailed off, squinting at her. “Wait. She already told you.”
She laughed. “I wanted to see how well you’d keep up the charade,” she said, eyes sparkling. “Congratulations, though. She seems really happy with you.”
I turned away, sipping moodily at my drink. “You and Remi both like to run circles around me, huh.”
“She was really worried about keeping it a secret. It’s sweet to see you take it just as seriously.” She waved me off. “I think you’re really good for her.”
The little blossoming happiness in my chest, I tried to ignore. I fought down a silly little smile and turned back to Avery. “Well, I’ve had a really good time with her ever since she got to Port Andrea. I think she’s good for me, too.”
“Better make her start feeling that, then.” She leaned in closer, a serious look on her face. “You’re making the presentations for Starfire Festival, aren’t you?”
I nodded. “We’re sizing how much we need to bring, but I’m going to be making almost all of it myself. And getting a little more… creative with it. That’s why Emmanuel—the manager—picked me. He says I’m creative.” I paused. “I think it was a polite way of telling me I’m weird.”
“Call it creative or call it weird, it’s the most important thing you need to get ahead.” She buttered her scone and took a bite. “Paramour’s participating in the festival, too.”
“Are you really?”
“Of course. When I visited Port Andrea before—back when Remi was visiting—I was lucky enough to be in town for the festival. I really wanted that to be me.” She shrugged. “I’m not going to compete with places like Red Fox or that new Garden Square restaurant Rose Bloom, but I think we can introduce a few new people to our cooking. But you guys—you’ve taken home Best of Starfire twice already.”
I put my hands up so hard I nearly knocked over my coffee. “I am not taking that home.”
“You’ve got a shot. Why not aim high?”
I scrunched up my face. “Because I’ll just be getting my hopes up. I’d rather set a realistic goal I know I can achieve.”
She looked down at her scone, so fragrant with that warm buttery aroma I could smell hers from across the table. “I’m not going to tell you whether or not you should aim high.”
I paused. “But you’re thinking it.”
“Bingo.” She grinned. “I think you should ask Remi for help.”
“Oh, I’m… getting help already,” I said, suddenly feeling awkward. “One of the other apprentices—Emmanuel assigned her to my—”
“Not Taylor,” Avery said, which threw me, because apparently that meant when Remi had gotten shaken up over Emmanuel’s announcement yesterday, it had been enough she’d gone and told Avery about it. “Ask Remi for help. From what she’s told me about you, you like to be independent—self-sufficient. But if you want to keep Remi around, you need to need her.”
I chewed my cheek. “She’s already doing so much for the bakery… and it would be weird to ask her for help with something like that. I’m her trainer.”
“She’s at one of the most skilled pastry kitchens in Port Andrea. And she’s done culinary school so thoroughly, I’m surprised they didn’t just give her the keys to the school and tell her it’s hers now. I’ll bet you a whole extra scone you’re less trainer and apprentice, and more two colleagues. One of whom has a big task, and the other of whom has skills that can help with that task.” She grinned. “That task being taking home Best of Starfire.”
“We are not—”
“Remi’s moved mountains.” She looked away. “I promised her I wouldn’t talk too much about her past life, so that’s all I’ll say. She doesn’t settle for half-measures. I think if you want Remi to stay, you need to give her a cause, and I think taking home that award is just the right scale to inspire her.”
“I… don’t want to ask too much of her,” I mumbled, looking down.
“I know. You’re compassionate, and that’s why I’m glad she has you.” She sipped her coffee, holding my gaze for a second before she said, “But if you ask too little of someone, that can hurt them, too.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“If you worked at White Rose and all they asked you to do was come in and sift the flour for them and leave again, you’d never grow, right?” She shrugged. “People are like those fish that grow to fit their tanks. Throw them in the ocean, and they’ll just get eaten. But conversely, you put them in too small a tank, and they never grow. If they built a small mold around you, you’d manifest that smallness in yourself, as well.”
Avery always did have this habit of talking around something from every angle before she got to it. I wondered if celebrities were all like that. “And… you think I’ve been cutting Remi down like that?”
“You’d be surprised just how big Remi can be,” she said, “for someone so small.”
I looked down. “But… what if she helps me and I still don’t get the award? I’ll feel like I’ve let her down. I really don’t want to let her down.”
She grinned. “Well, then that’d be a shame. I guess she’d just have to stick around and help you go for it next year, huh?”
I blinked. “Are you… predicating this little plan of yours on me failing?”
“If she helped you bring home Best of Starfire, don’t you think your boss would be more inclined to give her the position?” She shrugged. “You win either way. But it’s not really about that. We humans need purpose the same way we need food and shelter. Growth and personal fulfillment are biological needs the same as anything else. And Remi is starving.”
I stared at her for a long time, just breathing out slowly, until finally, she shrugged.
“Well, she’ll be here in a second, so you can tell her then,” she said, and I nearly fell from my chair.
“She—wait. Did you set this up to—”
“For your next date. You’re welcome,” she said, winking, as she stood up. “I’ll catch you two around somewhere. Have fun with your girlfriend.”
“Hold on,” I said, and hold on she did not, popping the last piece of scone into her mouth and picking up her coffee, whirling on her heel. “Avery!” I called, but she strolled on out of the pavilion, into the blinding midday sun, and she disappeared into the crowds milling along Sunders Street. I was still watching hopelessly like she might have shown back up when I heard footsteps approaching me from the other side, and I looked to where, sure enough, Remi waved off someone else with a few parting words before ducking under the pavilion, coming towards me. She looked like she’d been caught mid-workout, a light shirt that fell just above the line of her shorts, and given the kinds of things I’d done with her already, I couldn’t believe the way it made my brain shut down when I saw just a little midriff from her.
“Avery ran as soon as I showed up?” Remi said, and I hung my head.
“You know her well, from the sounds of things. Grab a scone together?”
She flashed a smile at me. “After hearing Avery go on about these scones like they’re the cure to all societal ills? I’ll take one just to shut her up, frankly.” She walked around the table to stand next to me, and lightly—just barely there—she brushed her fingertips along my bare arm, a touch just little enough to play off as accidental. I accidentally brushed my hand against her side as I stood up with her.
“Great,” I said. “Let’s get inside, then. I think I need AC anyway, before I pass out from heat stroke.”
The café had a cute little loft area right above the bar, up a metal staircase that felt a bit too narrow. It was all dark wood with plenty of plants and big windows, and tucked up there among the rafters of the building, it felt like nesting in a tree. There were only three tables up here and they were all empty, so once Remi and I sat down by the window, I glanced around to make sure we weren’t visible before I leaned in and snuck a kiss against the corner of her mouth.
“I always liked summer,” I whispered, staying close to her ear, “but especially if I get to see you dress in that little.”
Cool, collected Remi vanished for a moment, a slight flush over the bridge of her nose before she gathered herself. “You’ve seen me in less,” she whispered back, and cool, collected Dana vanished, too.
“I—well, yes. And trust me when I say that I love the reminders.” I squeezed her arm. “Your time in the spotlight is about to end, you know.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Ah, you took me up here to kill me.”
“No, no. I’d definitely get another member of the family to carry out a hit. Probably Serafina. She seems the type.” I kept trailing my fingertips up and down her arm, pushing my luck on just how much I could touch her. I seriously couldn’t get enough of her silky-smooth skin. “You’re getting fewer hours the next two months. Shifting to give some of the other apprentices more time.”
“Oh, that. Are you asking what I intend to do with my free time?”
I cleared my throat, dropping my voice. “I was kind of hoping it would be me…”
She looked me over quickly, that flush over the bridge of her nose growing. “That was the plan, if you were interested.”
“It just so happens I am interested, thank you.” I glanced over her body, and she turned just slightly for me to see better. It sent a warm flush through my body, just about figuring we now had plans for tonight—if we even made it that far—when she turned away.
“Did you know Taylor was going to be helping you at Starfire?”
Well, that was a mood-kill. Also an important topic, but given how she’d barely talked to me last night after Emmanuel’s announcement, it was like a cold shower. “He’d floated the idea to me before. I didn’t know he’d finalized it.”
“He didn’t clear it with you?”
I laughed drily. “Emmanuel’s idea of clearing something with someone is imagining a conversation where they say yes. He’s a bit of an… innovator, I think he’d describe it.”
“An innovator.”
“He told me recently the world is made up of people who maintain and people who innovate. Said that the world needs both, and we can’t afford to waste any time trying to be the one we aren’t. It’s why he decided to pair us together.”
She paused, looking me over. “Because… I’m one of the types who maintain.”
“At least, he seemed to think so. He thought you could balance me out. But I think he’s decided over time that’s more Taylor than it is you.” I shrugged. “I guess I see it. You’re not much of the maintainer type.”
She raised her eyebrows. “If this is a veiled insult, it’s a circuitous one.”
“Remi, it’s not an insult at all,” I said, furrowing my brow. “I think you’re more of an innovator than you realize. You saw the life your parents laid out for you, and you created a new one. You went against their expectations to build something different. And as much as I thought you’d tell me off for all my little experiments in the kitchen, you just seem fascinated by them.”
She stared for a minute before she looked down. “Is that why Emmanuel wants Taylor instead of me? Because I’m not the type to sit around in a status quo and let it be?”
“No…” I rubbed my forehead. “Maybe. I don’t pretend to understand Emmanuel. But I think I’ve come to realize something. Even if Emmanuel thinks it’s better, I don’t want someone like Taylor helping me. I want someone like you helping me.”
She sighed. “That ship’s sailed. Guess I should have asked him a while ago if I could help you.”
I shook my head. “Help me anyway.”
The words hung in the air, and slowly, she turned to look at me, questions there in her eyes. I swallowed.
“Help me anyway,” I repeated. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Remi. I feel like an impostor. I’m making everything up as I go along.”
“You’re doing perfectly fine,” she said, her voice small.
“And if anyone asks me to replicate it, I won’t be able to. I think Emmanuel oversimplified. I don’t think it’s enough to call people maintainers or innovators. I’m an innovator by doing what feels right and seeing what happens, but I think it’s possible to be brave, bold, innovative, and do amazing new things by planning and thinking your way through them. That’s what I need.” I turned my chair to face her, leaning forwards. “Help me come up with something to make for Starfire. Just like we did with the balsamic cherry—I want your help, Remi.”




Chapter 23
Remi
“Score,” Serafina laughed, taking the baggie. “I thought having a baker for a sister would mean I’d get free sweets literally all the time, but turns out…”
She popped a cream puff from the bag and took a bite, putting a hand over her mouth.
“Okay, that’s what I needed,” she said, her mouth full.
“Peach-infused whipped cream,” I said. “Try not to eat them all in one go.”
“Buddy, in my mind, I’ve already eaten half of them.”
Serafina’s house was smaller than Dana’s and right on the water, more bungalow style. Unlike the clean, classic décor in Dana’s house, Serafina’s inner artist had shown through in big, bold statements like a yellow sofa against blue walls in the living room, rows of plants, the bay window crammed full of tchotchkes, and a kitchen that looked like a cross between Mediterranean and boho chic. Finding her here in a crop top with a graphic design featuring cartoon animals and slim jeans with paint spattered over them in small spots could not have been less surprising for Serafina.
It was nice, just knowing someone without expectations. Knowing Serafina well just because I was close with her sister and around her a lot, not because I stood to gain anything from her or her family.
“Heading out to go make out with my sister?” she said, dropping back onto the sofa and turning up the music she had playing through her whole-house wireless speakers. Bossa nova, because… of course, given it was Serafina.
“You’re very vested in knowing when your sister is making out with someone,” I said.
“You’re very making neutral statements to avoid confirming that you’re making out with my sister.”
I sighed. “I bring you cream puffs, and this is all I get in return.”
“I’m still not hearing that no I’m not making out with your sister, which means I’m assuming you’re making out with my sister.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Genuinely, I think if I talked about anyone making out with my sister as much as you talk about yours, I’d throw up.”
She shrugged, going back to her cream puffs. “She’s always having first dates and changing her mind. Poor little Serafina just wants to see her older sister be happy,” she said, and then into a bad fake cough, “and give me a sister-in-law.”
I rubbed my forehead. “What do you even want a sister-in-law so badly for?”
She grinned. “Brother-in-law would be fine too. Just so long as they’re more liberal with sweets than my tyrannical sister.”
“That’s what this all comes down to,” I sighed, turning back to the door. “All right, I’m heading back to my place.”
“Your place? I thought you and Dana lived together now. And I’m pretty sure you had two kids.”
“Nope, actually. Nice try.” I paused. “I’m picking up some things and then heading to hers.”
“Tell her I’m sorry about the booze-stealing incident. And also ask if she has any spirits she can spare for my party next weekend?”
“You tell her.”
“No way. She’ll only listen if it’s from you, because she thinks you’re hot.”
Was I a simple woman? Maybe I could be persuaded just by the idea of Dana thinking of me as hot. “I’ll tell her you asked,” I said.
When I got to Dana’s place, the door was unlocked, just like she’d promised, and I knocked before I pushed the door open. The air outside was heavy with coming rain, and stepping into Dana’s house was as familiar shelter as if it was my own.
“Remi?” Dana called from the other room, her music playing softly against the sound of the wind in the windows.
“Serafina says she’s sorry about the booze-stealing—”
“She can’t have any more.”
“I figured that’d be the answer,” I said, taking off my shoes and heading into the kitchen. The smell of caramelized sugar hit me like a sweet wave, and Dana, on the far side of the kitchen, looked entirely too good in a flour-dusted apron with flecks of dough hardened on her fingernails and around her hands. “I see you’ve gotten a head start,” I said.
She looked down at the binders and notebooks bundled up under my arm, and she raised her eyebrows. “School supplies? Am I taking lessons at Remington University now?”
“It’s for recipes,” I said, and her smile faltered.
“Ah… I’m getting drilled on recipes again.” She cocked her head. “What are we making?”
I threw down the stack on the kitchen island, scattering them wide. “You tell me,” I said. “I know just following recipes doesn’t help you learn or improve much. So we’re going the other way around. We’re going to write down every painstaking littlest step of what you’re doing, and then we’re iterating. One step at a time, as someone would say.”
She blinked. “You’re telling me to actually track what I’m doing? Even I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“Yeah, well, we’re going to figure out what you’re doing, because it works well. Now, since you’ve gone ahead and started already, why don’t you tell me exactly what you’re making, and how much of everything you put?” I took the notebook on top and flipped it open, feeling the smooth, clean paper under my fingertips.
“I didn’t measure, I just eyeball everything.”
I shook my head. “For the life of me, I don’t understand how you can do that without second-guessing yourself on everything you put in. But estimate, then. We’ll do exact measures next time.”
She paused. “When you say next time… how much are we making?”
I met her eyes with a smile. “Depends,” I said. “How much stamina do you have?”
Her eyebrows shot up. “Well, really, it depends on my mood,” she said.
“And how long do you think you can go right now?”
She licked her lips. “If it’s with you, then… quite a while, I think.”
“Great.” I clicked a pen. “Let’s get started.”
“Right. For a second, I forgot we were talking about food.”
I laughed. “We can find people to take delicious baked goods off our hands. Let’s get started.”
There was a feeling of release, that sort of relaxation where you only realized how much stress you had once it was going away, as Dana and I worked through her list of today’s experiments. I jotted down notes in between Dana asking me to help roll out a shell or cook a ganache, and I helped myself to more than one of the Kirsch bonbons as payment. A low rain kicked up outside, streaking down the windows, and when we finally sat down with slices of her black-tea peach tart, she crinkled her eyes in a smile at me.
“I was worried about you,” she said, and I looked away.
“Sorry I haven’t been talkative much.”
“It’s okay. You were thinking over my out-of-nowhere plea for help.”
I hadn’t been, but that was okay. I’d really just taken the last day thinking about what she’d said, back in the café. That we needed innovators who tracked every little detail and thought things through, too.
I’d never thought of myself like that before, but Dana paid attention to me in a way no one else ever had before, not even my own parents. Especially not my own parents. I was terminally a middle child, so used to the idea of disappearing into the background that it alarmed and confused me when someone put me front and center.
I really liked Dana.
“Well, I guess I think things through a lot before I do them,” I said. “According to someone I know, that’s not a bad trait.”
“We can’t all blunder into everything we do, Remi.”
“Thanks for asking me to help. It’s satisfying to be a part.” I breathed in slowly. “And this tart smells incredible, for the record.”
She grinned. “Do we jot that down?”
“We’ll both jot that down. Here,” I said, passing her a stack of flashcards and a pen. “I want you to write down every little detail you can on the tart. What it smells like, what it tastes like, what the mouthfeel is like, how it looks on the plate, how it looks on the fork.”
“Ah… we’re writing an essay on my tart, are we?”
“And grading it mercilessly. And when your rolls are ready to go in the oven, we’ll do it with those, too.”
She laughed nervously. “This sounds intense.”
“It is,” I said, fighting a smile and losing. “You asked what I’m doing now that I’m getting more time off this month. Tormenting you is the answer.”
She grinned. “Remington Bennett, if you think sitting with a beautiful woman I am incredibly attracted to and eating sweet things together is torment, then as a hardened mafioso, you really need to work on your brutality.”
And to her credit, she did take it well, going along with finding tasting and aroma notes. The tart in particular was sweet—very sweet, in fact—and the custard ran a bit. Dana looked upset about it, but when I told her the peaches had probably been a sweeter varietal and produced more complex sugars in the infusion, slowing the setting process, she seemed to perk up a little.
“So—what should I have done?”
“More cornstarch. More egg yolks, possibly. Let’s try both.”
We tried both. And we ended the day with stacks and stacks of notes, as well as a sugar crash that left me and Dana both slumped onto the sofa watching Anyone’s Guess over black tea. We barely sat two feet apart, but even so, we moved together as the episode went on until I had my head on her shoulder and she wrapped an arm around me, her other hand tracing lazy little patterns on my thigh. Small pecks turned into deeper kisses, and we didn’t make it to the end of the episode, Dana lying on her back under me before long, letting out soft sighs as I kissed her neck.
She at least paused the episode before I got her clothes off, kissing down her body, tasting the sweetness of her bare skin as I covered every inch of her. I’d wondered for a long time what it would be like with a woman—how it would feel, how she would taste. Turned out, though, it wasn’t the fact that she was a woman that made it different from everything before, but the fact that she was Dana—the one who consumed my every waking thought, and a fair number of my sleeping ones, too.
I was obsessed with the taste of her, the way she smelled, so sweet, so warm. I nipped at every inch of her skin, memorizing the way she reacted to every little touch, thrilling in the fact that I was the one who got her like this. The one who got to watch her squirm when I dragged my tongue up her thigh…
Maybe it was the fact that I’d tried so damn hard not to like women, but tasting her sex was delirious and addictive, simultaneously a dirty fantasy and a beautiful work of art. I reveled in the way she tasted, her arousal coating my tongue and leaving that husky taste in my mouth, and the sight of Dana sprawled out on the sofa above me with her hand on the back of my head, stroking my hair—she was almost painfully beautiful, and every last artwork I’d appraised, inspected, or auctioned off, they all paled before the sight of her spread out for me like this.
When she went over the edge, it was a beautiful symphony, my fingers and my mouth on her heat like a bow on a string drawing a beautiful cry from her lips as she arched under me. The way she moved to grasp me was poetry, and the beauty and the warmth in the air as she collapsed after, breathing hard, was like the lingering flavor of the most delicious meal I’d ever tasted. The afterglow was perfection, as I shifted myself up to kiss her softly, sweetly, and we melted into the moment like rich dark chocolate melted over a boiler.
“Seriously, you suck at torment,” Dana murmured, stroking my hair.
“You say that like you want me to torment you.”
“If this is torment? Yes, please.”
I kissed her collar. “I’ll tie you down and edge you for hours, we’ll see how you like torment then.”
She laughed breathlessly. “I’d actually die, thanks.”
I stayed at Dana’s that night, and as much as I’d loved passing out next to her after sex the other nights, there was something beautiful and precious just in snuggling up next to her in our pajamas and holding her as we drifted off to sleep, talking in low voices about a million little things—bakery gossip like Matthew’s new date or George’s upcoming vacation to Italy, places around town she still needed to bring me, murmurs about her family’s plans for the Fourth of July celebration on the beach.
“You should come,” she said.
“Already did. Twice.”
“Don’t tempt me to make it three. I know how you turn into a rag doll after three.” She swatted my arm. “I mean, to the party.”
“Your family’s?”
She chewed her cheek. “It wouldn’t have to be as my… you know, anything special. I mean, not openly.”
She’d clearly been heading towards the word girlfriend and backed off. As much as I would have loved to hear Dana Gallagher talk about her girlfriend and mean me, I was glad she’d stopped herself. It bought me a little more time not having to think about this, about how it was equal parts beautiful and temporary, mono no aware, cherry blossoms in the spring.
How it had to be temporary, if I wanted to keep her safe.
“Just gals being pals?” I murmured against her shoulder, that blush pink pajama top brushing against my lips.
“Platonic best friends.” She squeezed my arm. “I think my parents would suspect what’s up, but they’d know not to say anything if I didn’t. And… you know, I’d like you to meet them. They’re just down the street from me, but you’ve never met them.”
I chewed my cheek. I’d tried not to kiss her, and we saw how that turned out. I had a feeling trying to keep this light, and not get too attached, would go the same way. Meeting her parents? That was something girlfriends did.
Well, in my experience, it had usually been meeting the parents first, and then meeting the son, and their idea of chemistry would be she has a vagina, he has a penis, go. But things were clearly different here.
“Just no shellfish,” I said, and she laughed against the top of my head.
“You’re so suspicious of everyone trying to kill you. I’ve already told them you have an allergy.”
I paused. “You’ve been… telling your parents about me?”
“Yeah. A little. I mean…” She rubbed her arm. “Just in the context of us being friends and doing everything together, you know? I talk with my parents pretty often, and they ask what I’ve been up to, and lately it’s been a lot of you. I’m… sure they already know on some level that I’m really into you, but they haven’t said anything.”
Dammit. Now I wanted to cry again. This was another thing that was better reserved for therapy, not a chat in bed. Dana just talking to her people about me like I wasn’t some accessory or a secret—just a part of her life—and people associating her with me?
“I’m sure,” I said, quietly. “You’re pretty obvious with your emotions.”
“Shush. Don’t make fun.”
“I mean it as a compliment. Being veiled and opaque all the time is boring.”
She swatted my arm again. “How long did you know I liked you, anyway?”
I hummed. “Probably when you told me you liked waking up to me…”
“Oh, dammit. That was pretty obvious of me, in retrospect.”
I laughed, burying my face in her shoulder, feeling so content it was like I could have melted. “Like I said, I think it’s a positive.”
“So it’s a yes to the family thing?”
“I’ll be on my best behavior. Wouldn’t want to make la famiglia upset.”
The next day wasn’t too different—more notes at Dana’s house, working on a recipe together until we were both quite frankly sick of peach and black tea. We ended up with stacks of cards, notebook pages with margins packed full of scribbles and corrections, and trays full of iteratively better tarts, and that was just the peach and black tea tart. The sweet honey ginger rolls, we experimented with almost a dozen different types of dough over the next couple of days, endlessly adjusting the ratios of ingredients in the filling and the glaze, adding and removing accents. Same for French-style mousse cakes with red wine or Kirsch infusion, and even further into confectionary with sweet nougat and thick chocolate glazes, until the day before that family celebration, we achieved the impossible.
“Please, no more,” Serafina said, putting her hands up as she leaned back from the picnic table, like she might have taken off running into the woods around the edges of the park to get away. “I can’t eat any more sugar right now.”
“I’ve never seen this before,” Dana breathed.
It paid off when we brought a spread of pastries and desserts to the Fourth of July dinner at her parents’ house. Her mother looked so much like Dana and Serafina it was almost unnerving, while her father looked so different from the two of them it was equally unnerving, a short and academic-looking type named Rhett with bright green eyes that shone when he looked at me and said, “Well, finally Dana brings home someone shorter than me. I was getting a little tired of looking up at everyone.”
It was a strange feeling, sitting at a big dinner table with a family all together. I knew how to navigate it like a room so familiar I could walk it in the dark, but I sat rigidly and caught myself talking in such pretentious register I made myself cringe. Still, her parents just laughed it off, laughing about everything and just chatting about the little things, goings-on in the neighborhood and local news stories. It was refreshing, to say the least, sitting down for family dinner without ulterior motives, just to enjoy time together.
When Dana’s mother, a beautiful woman named Sophia in her late fifties with long, dark hair, tried the peach tart, she put a hand to her mouth and turned to me and Dana. “Which one of you made this?” she said, and Dana and I pointed at one another at the same time.
“She made it,” we said almost in chorus. I winced, but Sophia just laughed.
“Well, whichever one of you really made it, keep doing it. Good lord, Dana. Just when I thought things couldn’t get better than having a daughter work in an elite patisserie, now she’s bringing home someone else who works there too. My life’s complete, to be sure.”
She and Rhett both said that again and again—Dana bringing me home. It was obviously a veiled way of saying dating, just like Dana had promised—that they completely knew about us, and were politely being subtle.
Just not too subtle.
After dessert, we headed back to our respective places to get changed and went out together to the beach nearby, already crowded with people before night fell for the fireworks. Once again, Serafina swam circles around all the rest of us, but for my part, I was content to float near the sand and watch Dana, even as she ended up dragged into a race with Serafina.
“She’s a good one, you know?” Rhett said from next to me, and I jolted, looking to where he waded out in the water and stopped beside me. I followed his gaze out to Dana, and I swallowed around the lump in my throat.
“She is.” Normally, I’d have left it at a polite, neutral statement like that, but something drove me to keep talking. “I didn’t really have anyone when I arrived in Port Andrea… I had literally one friend here, and she was busy all the time. I owe that friend so much for helping me get set up here, but Dana’s done so much to help me feel at home here.”
“Port Andrea’s your city now, isn’t it?” he said, still not looking away from Dana. I couldn’t get my head around the way he looked at her—a proud father, eyes sparkling, just at the sight of his daughters so much as existing. It made me kind of want to cry a little, but once again, that was something for therapy, not swimming in the bay.
As for his question? Hell if I knew. I wished it were, but I knew my time here was only temporary. But at the same time… even after I left again, I knew Port Andrea would still be my city. Avery had told me the same thing about when she’d left Port Andrea, years back—that she’d left, but it had still been home to her. When she got back again, it had felt like coming home, not going on a trip.
“Yeah,” I said, quietly. “It is.”
“Dana looks happy with you.”
I paused. “We’re not… you know.”
He grinned. “Not happy?”
“No—I mean, yes, we are, but—you know.” I kicked at the water. “I feel like it looks like we’re dating. We’re not.”
“Mm-hm.”
Ugh, he had the same little way of slipping around it that Serafina did. I could see where she got it from. “I’m just saying, I don’t want to give you incorrect impressions.”
“Dana kept on talking about you,” he said, “and I went and looked you up out of curiosity. I know, it’s nosy of me, but… I’m nosy. I was expecting to find a Facebook account or something, not news stories about your family.”
My stomach sank. “Oh…” I looked down. “So, you know.”
“Nothing to be ashamed of. I hardly think you’re like the rest of them. Besides, my daughter’s taken to you, and she’s always had good judgment on people. You’re welcome to be a part of our family,” he said, grinning, “even if you insist you’re not together.”
I laughed lightly, looking down, kicking under the water. “Thank you, Mister Gallagher.”
He wrinkled his nose. “I’m sixty, but I don’t want to feel sixty. It’s just Rhett.”
“We really aren’t together, though.”
“Well, if you’re telling the truth, I’m just saying, maybe consider it,” he said with a wink. “She’s had quite some nice things to say about you.”
“I—Mister Gallagher, I’m not gay,” I said, but he just laughed as he paddled his way back to the water.
“It’s just Rhett!” he called back after me, and I sighed, letting my gaze drift back to where Dana was splashing water at Serafina, the two of them laughing. Serafina glanced over at me, shooting me a grin, and Dana followed her gaze and met mine, looking at me like I was the only thing in the world.
I really wondered what it might have been like to be this happy all the time.




Chapter 24
Dana
Emmanuel nodded slowly as he took a bite. “It’s not bad,” he said.
The bakery was quiet. Now that Remi was working fewer hours, another set of apprentices taking more time in the kitchen, I was having to go through more mornings without her constant presence, and it always left me aching. How was I supposed to just go on with her never being here if she ended up leaving?
Things weren’t usually boring with Emmanuel in the kitchen—he was a big personality, with a laugh that filled the whole building and a genuine love for life that crept into everything he did and said—but he’d been quieter today. I didn’t ask what was wrong, just giving him the space to complain if he needed to and letting it be, and instead of telling me what was bothering him, finally, he’d said, “I’m in a mood. Make me something delicious.”
I’d asked, “Any requests?” and he just smiled.
“Yes. Something delicious.”
“Very vague request, sir. Thank you so much for that.”
But I’d ended up making him those honey-ginger rolls Remi and I had been perfecting over the past few weeks, and he had a contemplative nod as he ate one slowly.
“Not bad doesn’t exactly mean good,” I said, chewing my cheek.
“No. But it doesn’t mean bad, either.”
I hung my head. George frittering away in the corner slicing croissant triangles was so quiet he might as well have not even been there, and the sunrise cast the bay out the window in ruby and garnet tones of glistening red and orange, the whole world quiet for the two of us right now. “Not bad won’t cut it for the festival.”
“Nonsense. If you make something objectively good, all you did was make something boring that people have seen a million times already. These are fascinating. Tell me, you put a bit of orange in here, didn’t you?”
“A little zest in the glaze just to brighten the character.”
“That’s delicious. Ugh, I could kill for an orange right now.”
“Then why didn’t you request something with more orange?” I put my hands up.
“You’ve been working with Remi more, haven’t you?”
A timer went off, and I turned it off and pulled open a proofing cabinet, sliding out trays of dough. It was only after dusting one of the marble surfaces and my hands with flour and tossing one of the dough balls onto it to shape that I responded. “I think you were right that it’s a good idea to work with her. She’s been giving me a more analytic approach to baking that’s working well for us.”
“She’s been nerding out on you about cooking science, hasn’t she? She went on for ten solid minutes about leavening the other day, almost unprompted. I’d never been so sick of hearing about leavening in my life, but I have to say, her enthusiasm was refreshing.”
Nothing could have surprised me less. Every time Remi worked a shift I wasn’t, people would tell me what she’d done—filling me in like they all knew I wanted to hear about everything Remi—and it was always just something so Remi. I loved the way I could just know her. “Not actually too much,” I said. “Mostly, we’ve just been recording the steps of what I’ve been doing, replicating, refining… writing recipes. I’ve got dozens and dozens of flashcards and a few notebooks all worn flimsy from so many eraser marks.”
His eyes lit up. “And you were planning on bringing this up when? Now that’s the mood boost I needed. Bring those cards in here sometime. I’m dying to know what else you two have got up your sleeves.”
I took a long breath. “Emmanuel, I, uh… I’d really rather work with Remi for the festival baking than Taylor. I don’t want to challenge you on something you’re so sure about, but… working with Remi really brings out the best in me.”
He sighed, hanging his head, and immediately I wanted to take it back—be polite, not be too much or too assertive or whatever—but I held my ground. “Now you’re bringing me right back to what was getting me down in the first place. Ah, the rollercoasters of life. I don’t even like rollercoasters. Whose idea was it to put people in a car that automatically drives so badly you think you’ll die, and then takes a picture of you when you’re scared shitless?”
I paused. “Um… I think you’re getting distracted.”
“Right. So I am.” He sighed, turning back to the window. “I never like picking one of the apprentices to hire on full-time. I think the only one where I really just knew was with Monica. Ah, the fire she had. Including when she accidentally set the oven on fire.”
“Wait. Monica did what?”
“I always want to be more decisive with my next batch of apprentices, but every time…” He shrugged. “Maybe getting old is taking all the decisiveness out of me. Turning me into a doddering old thing with a slow mind, like George over there.”
“I’ll have you know, I can hear you,” George said, not looking away from his work.
“Of course you can. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise.”
I paused over the dough, watching Emmanuel closely. He had that far-off pensive look he got sometimes, his head tilted up just a little, like he was looking off into the sky for answers. “So… what are you getting at, anyway?”
He snorted. “You young’uns, always so impatient. Get to the point, you half-dead old sack of flesh.”
“I did not say that.”
“Let an old man witter on.”
“You’re not even an old man yet. You need to wait, like, fifteen more years before you can even start to try that.”
“What I’m saying is…” He sighed. “I don’t think I want to do this apprenticeship thing anymore. Oh, sure, it always stirs up some buzz around the place. People are always interested in seeing what the new apprentices come up with. Customers try the special offerings from the apprentices and they’ll get invested in which one’s going to stay for good. I get plenty of labor on the cheap and I can just wander around the kitchen distracting my employees by yammering at them.”
“Emmanuel… I don’t think you’re supposed to say that last part out loud.”
“And in theory, it means I can pick out the best of the best.” He put his hands up, turning back to me. “But call it an old man’s wisdom, I’ve come to realize, there’s no such thing as best. There’s best for certain things—the best friend to cry on when things are hard, the best friend to have at a dinner party, the best friend to kick your ass into getting your shit together when you’ve fallen off the wagon—but no one’s just the best. Taylor works great in a team. Natural extrovert, everyone loves her. Dia has a great intuitive feel for things, and she’s good under pressure. Your favorite, Remi, is a genius who knows how to engineer anything in the kitchen. If I wanted a special order, like one of those sixteen-layer shaped cakes they get at those awful Wind Rider events, I’d want a Remi. If I want someone to weather the demands of our busiest days on our shortest schedules, I’d want a Dia. Ah, maybe I’m too damn soft,” he said, leaning over the counter and taking another bite of honey-ginger roll. “I just love all my sweet little apprentices and want to give them all positions. I’m tired of telling most people no. Maybe I’ll just roll a die.”
“So… you’d just hire people the normal way? Interview them, give them a solo apprenticeship…”
“That’s going to be hard, too. I’d have to say no to plenty of people who want to interview. This place is too popular. I should make some really repugnant shit and tank our popularity.”
“That’s, um…” I cleared my throat. “Well, it’s a novel idea.”
“No, Dani. I’ve been thinking of leaving.”
I paused. “I—my name’s Dana. What do you mean, leaving? Leaving White Rose?”
He snorted. “What else, the planet? Just hopping on one of those ugly rockets all the billionaires are building these days and waving goodbye as I head to the moon?” He shook his head. “Of course. Leave White Rose, let someone with fresh ideas run the place. And maybe I’d just go start some little place that no one cares about, with five people who feel like family, and it won’t get any big accolades and we don’t have to deal with the weight of expectations.”
I chewed my lip. “With all due respect, this sounds like you’re just getting burnout. Have you considered a vacation?”
He grunted, finishing the roll. “Sure, I’ve considered a vacation. I even asked George to take me to Italy with him. You wouldn’t believe what the old coot told me.”
I turned to George, resuming the dough shaping. “What’d you tell him?”
“You can ask him if you want to know,” George grunted. I turned back to Emmanuel, who shrugged.
“Said he didn’t need his wife thinking he was having a workplace affair. Can you believe it? I have much higher standards than George, thank you very much.”
“I’m… sure you do,” I said.
“Maybe a vacation’s the right choice,” he sighed. “Maybe I should just pick an apprentice early. All of this wait-and-see is stressing me out. If I just hired Taylor on full-time today, do you think the other apprentices would collectively murder me?”
My heart surged. “Well—probably not, but it’d be awfully unfair to people who planned their whole summer around this… and to everyone who didn’t get a chance to prove themselves yet.”
“I’m getting stressed and restless, Dani. I make bad decisions when I’m stressed.”
“You don’t need some getaway voyage for a vacation. Just take a week off and spend it on the beach or visit your family.”
“My family can barely stand me for a day. Whole week?” He laughed. “Well, the beach doesn’t sound half bad. I’ll say, Dana, you need to come up with more things like this roll. Let me see those recipes.”
“You… didn’t answer my question,” I said. “Can I work with Remi for Starfire, instead?”
“Ah, here I was hoping you’d forget about it if I said enough bullshit. The reason I bring all this up,” he said, softening a little, “is that I think you might be a little too attached to Remi. I’m getting worried at this point, Dana. You’re normally chatty with all the apprentices, making friends with everyone. This time around, you’ve barely talked to anyone but Remi. There’s even gossip around the bakery that you’ve been dating.”
My stomach dropped out. “I’m not—we aren’t dating. She’s straight.”
“The point remains. People wouldn’t start a rumor like that unless you were really attached. I mean, except for Monica.” He scratched his head. “Either way. I don’t want you getting emotionally devastated if Remi isn’t the one to make it. I’m starting to feel guilty about the prospect of hiring Taylor—or anyone else—because I know it’d make you feel downright wretched. I want you to work with Taylor for Starfire because I’m trying to get you to work with everyone, even if I have to pry you off of Remi.”
Ugh. The worst part was that I knew he was right. It wasn’t appropriate to take clear favorites like this. Some extra fondness for someone I was training personally was expected, but I was supposed to be unbiased, and as things were? Everyone in the bakery, Emmanuel and the apprentices included, knew I was biased towards Remi.
“I understand,” I said, quietly. “I guess I can see about working with Taylor. But I really do think I do my best work with Remi.”
“I think it’s important for us to adapt,” he said. “And I know you’re a big girl who can do big things. I believe in you.”
Well, I was glad one of us believed in me.




Chapter 25
Dana
Remi slipped out of her jacket, and I took it from her, planting a kiss on the side of her head as she kicked her shoes off. “George didn’t break anything today?” she said, and I nudged her.
“George is very good at what he does, you know.”
“And that includes breaking things,” she said with a smile. I checked to make sure my front door was locked and my front blinds were closed, golden light coming down in strips over the study through them, and once I was sure we had privacy, I took both Remi’s hands in mine, pulling her closer to me and just holding her there.
“Nothing broke today. I just had to make an order for a very particular customer, and prepare some of those honey-ginger rolls for a very particular boss named Emmanuel.”
“Oh yeah? Did he oscillate between saying they might have been great and they might have been terrible?” She trailed her thumb along the inside of my palm, stroking, and it made my heart sing, the stress of my conversation with Emmanuel earlier melting away.
“Close enough,” I laughed. “Almost like you know the man.”
“I’ve had a few chance encounters with him,” she said. “By the way, you smell really good. Hazelnut?”
“Toasted hazelnut filling. Emmanuel wants to try it and he had me make a big batch of it.” I kissed her forehead, just a quick little peck—the little touches that made everything. “How was the morning for you? Bakery’s just not the same without you, you know.”
“Good. Avery and her friend Liv dragged me to a coffee shop that made it sound like I’d get eaten there.”
“Sounds positively horrific.”
“Komodo’s Den. Instead, the only horrific thing there is a cinnamon mocha, which both of them ordered. They tried to get me to order it, too. Thankfully, Liv’s girlfriend showed up not long after we did and ordered a cappuccino, and I felt like a human being again.”
“Ah, you met your friend’s friend’s girlfriend.”
She walked me slowly backwards into the living room, backing me towards the couch. “She helped write for Anyone’s Guess, turns out.”
“Your friend’s friend’s girlfriend?”
“Sage Blackwell. Apparently she’s a pretty good screenwriter. Liv talked her up like she was the best thing in the world, and Sage generally just nodded along like she agreed she was the best thing in the world.” She sat me down on the sofa, falling on top of me, and she planted a quick kiss against my lips. “When Holly Mason showed up, too, I felt a little overwhelmed both with famous people and with sapphics.”
“I mean, you are one, much to your chagrin.”
It was a lighthearted comment, but it was the wrong thing to say. I’d said things like it a million times and she always laughed, so I knew she’d had something sore on her mind already today when she pulled away, sat up on the sofa on the other side from me, and stared out the window.
“Sorry,” I said, all by instinct.
“Wasn’t supposed to be one,” she sighed.
I chewed my cheek. “I know it’s hard for you, but… I at least am glad you are.”
She flashed a weak smile at me before she looked away again. “Sorry,” she said. “I heard from my mother earlier today.”
My stomach sank. “Oh… Remi. Can I ask what about, or would you rather not talk about it?”
“Just the same bullshit. Telling me what to do once I got home.” She looked down. “And I played along. Like a good little daughter. Told her what I’d do once I got home, because I’m pretty sure I’m not getting this full-time position after all.”
“Remi…” I wished I could have argued, but after everything Emmanuel had said this morning, it took the wind out of my sails. He’d just about said don’t get attached to Remi, she won’t be here long.
She kicked the air, looking down at her black-and-white striped low-cut socks. “You know… my family runs a charity organization.”
I nodded. “You mentioned.”
“They have a lot of operations. The art dealing is just one. It’s a great tax haven and… well… money laundering scheme, even though we all pretend it’s not.”
I winced, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Right… but it’s different with you. You actually care about the art.”
She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t want you to think of me badly, Dana.”
Well, that was concerning. I chewed my lip. “Is this where you tell me you actually do have organized crime ties?”
She laughed nervously. “Funny, now that you mention it. I’m sure I know at least one person who’s in organized crime. I promise I’m not actually a mafioso.” She paused. “You know that’s Italian, not French, right?”
I waved her off, fighting back a smile. “Close enough. So—what is it? If I can ask. You’re still Remi to me—just the same Remi I’ve spent so much time with and who I like so much.”
She looked down with a heavy sigh that seemed to leave her empty, her shoulders slumping, back falling forwards. “I don’t just work for them in art dealing. I ran the entire art-dealing division.”
I paused. “You…”
“My operations alone brought them millions. God, I feel sick just saying that.” She looked away, pressing a hand to her forehead. “None of it earned through any legitimate work. Just using pretty things to exploit loopholes… god, so many loopholes.”
I didn’t even know what I could say. Every time I thought I got a handle on Remi’s background, it got bigger. I chewed my lip. “That’s not a bad thing,” I said, quietly. “You were doing what you knew. And it didn’t hurt anyone. Even if it’s used for a lot of motives aside from just the art, the art itself is still a beautiful thing. You shouldn’t have to feel ashamed.”
“I don’t feel ashamed. Just… gross. I hate that I was involved in that kind of thing.” She sighed, sinking back against the sofa. The way she wrung her hands in her lap said she was infinitely more nervous than she wanted to let on. “The point is… I never really mentioned this, but it’s not going to be cheap for them to lose me for good. They’ll move mountains to get me back. I’m pretty sure that even if I got the full-time position, they’d go back on their deal and find a way to make me come back. Hell, they’d probably come out at a net positive if they just bought out White Rose, fired me, and then shuttered the place up to get me back.” She sighed harder, rubbing her forehead. “I’m really sorry I never told you about this earlier. It’s just… I hate all of this.”
My head swirled. One thing on top of another, like little signs telling me not to fall for Remi—and yet here I was, blithely ignoring every one. Avery had told me Remi could move mountains, that she’d done a lot before. My voice came out at a whisper when I said, “Avery knows about it all, right?”
“Yeah. All the ugly details.” She rubbed her forehead. “This is why I shouldn’t have kissed you, Dana. I don’t want to say this, but… there’s no happy ending for you and me.”
My chest ached like a searing cut. I shoved aside all logic, all reason, and I turned with a hand on her shoulder. “Remi,” I said. “I could never think any less of you for that. In fact, I think it’s inspiring.”
She furrowed her brow. “Inspiring? What, for wannabe money launderers? I’m sure it is.”
“No… not so much the work itself. Although I love how much you know about art.” I squeezed her shoulder. “It’s a testament to how much you got out of, you know? You were in deep—millions of dollars deep, from the sounds of things. The fact that you decided, in the face of everything, to go to pastry school and work at White Rose… I think it shows an incredible commitment that you should be proud of.”
She buried her face in my shoulder with a heavy sigh. “That’d be lovely and all if I actually had gotten out of it. All along, my parents have just seen it as… some kind of quaint little side hobby of mine. I didn’t get them to let me go, I got them to let me take a vacation. And they expect me to make it back up to them by going out with this slimy, awful man I already broke up with once, just because his parents are well-off. Like we’re some kind of monarchy, arranging weddings for alliances’ sake.” She squeezed me. “I really like it here. Do you remember what I said in the observation tower at Heron’s Watch?”
“In French, and you never told me what it meant?”
“I told you I liked this place, and you asked if I meant Heron’s Watch or Port Andrea.” She shifted against me. “I said the place I really like is by your side.”
There went the butterflies again. “Remi…” I ran my fingers through her hair.
“I like Port Andrea because it feels like home, but mostly because you’re here. You’ve been the centerpiece of every little thing since I got here. For me, this city is you. And no matter what I do with my parents… no matter how much I placate them, even if they let me come back to Port Andrea, they’d never let me be with you. I could never ask you to keep me a secret forever.”
I wrapped her up in my arms, holding her against my chest, and for once, finally, she didn’t fight it at all—just collapsed against me with small, shaky breaths, gripping me tightly.
“God, I wish I didn’t like you,” she sighed. “Sorry. That sounds awful.”
“No, I think it’s a compliment. I’m just so charming that nothing you do can make you not like me.”
She laughed, a tiny little breathless laugh that bordered on crying. “Talk about wooing the rival,” she murmured. “I guess I’m really not cut out to be a hardened mafioso. I’m too soft.”
“Even though you speak French.”
“That’s Italian, and—now I’m convinced you’re doing that on purpose.”
I kissed the top of her head. “Remi… I know it’s not that easy, but you’ll always have a place to stay in Port Andrea. You’ll always be welcome here. I’m not nearly the person I want to be without you. You’re more than just wanted here, you’re needed here.”
She sighed. “You’ve done just fine without me. I appreciate the sentiment—really, I do—but I know you and Avery are both just trying to find a way to get me to stay. She’s made some not-so-subtle comments.”
Well, maybe we were more obvious than I thought. Still, I squeezed her tighter. “I’m not just saying that, Remi. I think… I think maybe we could win Best of Starfire.”
She paused. “Do you think so?” she said, quietly.
Hell no I didn’t think so. “I do,” I said. “I think if we really ramp up what we’ve been doing, practicing together… I can ask Emmanuel for more time off to devote to the study, and we can work at it. Visit more cafés and bakeries together, refine more recipes…” I pulled away to look her in the eye, that blotchy look telling me she’d been close to crying, but was just studying me now. “If you want to be a part of it, I think we can make something that can actually take home the award.”
She furrowed her brow. “Do you really want that, or are you just saying that to make me more invested?”
I paused. “I… had originally been planning on just saying that,” I admitted. “But the more I’ve thought about it, the more I’ve realized. Avery told me growth and fulfillment is a biological need, the same as food and shelter. My life’s been wonderful lately—storybook perfect—but I haven’t felt right. I haven’t been growing, haven’t been shooting for new heights, and I want to feel alive again. With you, Remi. I think together, we have a shot. What do you say?”
She stared at me for a long time before, finally, like sunlight breaking through the clouds, she gave me a small, crooked smile. “So long as Serafina doesn’t mind getting stacks more pastries…”
I laughed, a small, breathless feeling growing in my chest. “You saw her. That time she begged us to stop lasted about fifteen minutes before she wanted sugar again.”
She shrugged—an attempt at nonchalance that didn’t actually work that well, not with the smile tugging at her lips. “Well, in that case, might as well,” she said. “But just so you know… when I commit to something, I go hard.”
I arched my eyebrows. “Were you… not going hard so far?”
She grinned. “Ready to see me go drill instructor?”
“Um… actually, somehow, that sounds kind of hot.”
She laughed, finally just a big, genuine smile on her face again, and it was the most beautiful thing to see. “We’ll see if you still think that before long,” she said, leaning in and pressing a quick kiss on my lips. She pulled away and looked up at me with a gleam in her eyes before she said, “Let’s get to work.”




Chapter 26
Remi
Emmanuel went wild for the recipes.
It was a week after my heart-to-heart with Dana that we brought him stacks of recipes, each with their own process notes on how we’d gotten there, and he sat us down in his office with the stacks of papers and went through all of them with us.
“I think we ought to sell these,” he said, which threw off both of us.
“Sell—the recipes?” Dana said. I put a hand on her arm.
“I’m pretty sure he means the pastries. That’s what this place is for.”
“We can set up a special stand—a display case just for Dana Gallagher’s works in preparation for the festival. People can buy them, with the understanding they’re a bit… experimental.”
Dana frowned sharply. “They aren’t just mine. They’re at least just as much Remi’s as they are mine.”
He looked between us, one brow raised, before he sighed. “Dani is as persistent as ever,” he said. “Then people are going to expect the two of you working together at the festival.”
“It doesn’t have to—” I started, but Dana put a hand up.
“First off, my name is Dana. Second off, yes, they will. And why not? You’re prioritizing this idea you had over what will actually obviously work.”
Emmanuel sank back in his chair with a long, slow breath out, picking up a handful of the flashcards we’d scribbled on, and he went quietly through them for a while. I sat there with my heart pounding, wondering what came next—if Dana had gone too far, pushed him to the point where he’d get irritable—but finally, he set the cards down and said, “Right then. How would you like to be a part of the festival preparation, Remsy?”
My heart jumped into my mouth, but I measured my reaction carefully, sitting up straighter in the chair. “That… depends,” I said. “Are you going to write Remsy on everything I make?”
He grinned. “Don’t tempt me. I’m an old man with a terrible sense of humor. I’d do it.”
“Please,” Dana said, shifting forward in her seat, eyes wide. “I’ve been so inspired working with Remi. I… think we have a chance at bringing home the Best of Starfire award.”
“Well, I have to admit, I love awards,” he said, turning back to me. “If Remi wants to, then I’ll make it so. White Rose Patisserie will be represented by Dana Gallagher and Remington Bennett. And we’ll stock your special creations in a case with both your names on—because it won’t do to keep feeding your poor sister the same thing a million times, she’ll get sick.”
We barely even got outside before Dana grabbed me by the hands, letting out a big, bright laugh, and pulled me into a crushing hug.
“We’re doing it together,” she sang. “It’s me and you.”
“It’s going to just be you if you break my ribs,” I grunted.
She leaned down to my ear and whispered, “Let’s celebrate when we get home.”
That husky voice sent shivers up my spine, and I knew exactly what she meant. But I just squeezed her and said, “With a nice loaf of bread and some herbed butter, I assume?”
“Ha, ha.” She squeezed me one more time before she stepped back. “Let’s get dinner tonight, too. On me. I’m so happy I could dance.”
We got dinner—we’d kept our outings looking like friendly trips out onto the town together, even inviting Serafina or someone from the bakery with us, but both of us indulged shamelessly in an obvious date. Maybe a lack of creativity, but we went to Paramour, and when Liv showed up to wait our table, it felt equal parts like luxury and like home.
And sure enough, when we got home that night—home being Dana’s house, because I barely even used my own apartment these days—we celebrated. And not with nice bread and herbed butter.
The specialty pastry case went up by the door shortly after, just as promised, with information about Starfire Festival and how the bakery owner and manager Emmanuel was handing over the reins to a promising young chef and her apprentice. Three food outlets reported on it within the week, and we had a hard time keeping our specialty offerings there stocked. Customers gave rave reviews, and for my part, I found myself in disbelief reading and rereading the news stories mentioning Remi Bennett and White Rose Patisserie in the same breath.
Even if this was only a summer, I was grateful for it. Even if it hurt like hell having to go back at the end, I was grateful for every bit of it, because this had been a dream come true.
“I tried one of your cherry pinwheels,” Avery said at one point, when she had me over at Holly’s ridiculously luxurious penthouse apartment with a view over the city. Avery sat at the other end of a long white sofa in front of the full-wall window, looking like her version of dressed down in a blazer over a t-shirt, and she beamed at me. “You and your girlfriend are something special. White Rose picked well.”
“She’s not my girlfriend, and White Rose hasn’t picked anyone yet.”
She waved me off. “You’re girlfriends in everything but name. And there’s no way White Rose isn’t picking you, given what you’ve done for them.”
I shook my head, looking into the kitchen. Holly had headed out fifteen minutes ago, but she had that kind of commanding presence where it felt like part of her was still lingering there in the kitchen. I wasn’t entirely sure how Avery could have kept up dating such an intense woman. “Girlfriends implies something lasting, I feel like,” I said. “As much as I hate to admit it… all I can have with a woman is some far-flung exciting summer fling.”
“Ah, which means you want it to be more than a fling—”
“Of course I want it to be more than a fling,” I said, whirling on her. “What the hell? I’ve never had so much fun with another person before, and she likes all the little things about me that I never thought anyone would, and I don’t know why I’m dumping all this on you but—obviously I want it to be more than a fling. I’m…” My voice cracked, and I looked down, dropping my gaze to the floor. “I think I’m falling in love with her. And I hate that.”
She was quiet for a second before she moved closer, giving me a soft look. “I don’t think you hate it, Remi. I think you hate that circumstances won’t abide you falling in love with her.”
“Details.” I shook my head, slumping over the sofa arm. “Okay, not details, I guess. Yeah. I wish I could just be with her. But my mother’s been contacting me more and more as the summer goes on, and I’m starting to realize even if I got the full-time position, there’s no way they’d hold up their end of the deal.”
“But if you got to stay in Port Andrea—”
“That’s a significant if, Avery.”
“That’s why I said if and not when.” She beamed. “Even though I’m sure you will. I’ve been manifesting it.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Although I will say you could stand to manifest it a bit better yourself.” She swatted my arm lightly. “You’ve been so convinced since the moment you got here that something would go wrong. You know what happens when you go into something expecting it to go badly?”
I rolled my eyes. “Let me guess. It works out magnificently, and everyone claps?”
“Good try, but no. Something goes wrong.”
“Thinking about bad things isn’t going to magically summon bad things.”
She sank back in the seat, picking up her nearly-finished glass of wine and sipping at it. “I think it will,” she said, finally. “Because you’re guaranteed to have at least one bad thing happen. But if you’ve been expecting catastrophe to tear you down all along, then the moment that one thing goes wrong, you give up. And when you give up, everything falls out of place.”
“Ugh. I need chocolate.”
She got up without a word, heading into the kitchen and mumbling to herself as she rummaged, and shortly thereafter, came back with a bar of Ghirardelli. “Let’s split this,” she said, and I didn’t have any complaints, so we split it. I savored the crisp bite to it, the way it melted slowly over my tongue, the sweet and mature flush of blackberry and black cherry on the front notes melting into coffee and cocoa on the tail end, and we were quiet for a long time like that, just eating chocolate. It only dawned on me halfway through my second piece that she was waiting for me to speak, and I sighed.
“I want to be with Dana,” I said. “Trust me, there’s nothing I’d love better than to be her girlfriend. But we’re…” I gestured vaguely. “I don’t want to expose her to my family.”
“I know it’s hard,” she said, softly. “And I’m sorry your family’s put you in this position.”
I’d more been expecting her to tell me to just manifest my family out of existence. I chewed my lip. “What should I do?” I heard myself asking, quietly.
She finished her wine, slowly, before she answered. “Well,” she said, “that depends on what you want the most.”
I didn’t even hesitate. “I want to live here. To be with Dana and her family, to stick around my friends from the bakery, and you, Holly, everyone else. To… date Dana. Openly.”
“If you want to be her girlfriend, Remi, then just ask.”
“I can’t.”
She put her hands up. “Well, call me convinced, then. Here I thought you could, but I’ve been thoroughly disproven.”
“Ugh. You cannot be sarcastic. It’s not allowed.”
She smiled. “If things come to an unhappy ending here and you have to leave, would you really be happy that you’d spent your time here holding back from what you actually want?”
That one stuck with me.
It hung in my head the whole way back along the subway line, standing on a crowded train swaying back and forth as we made our way to the Archer Bay North station, and even though I came out onto the colorful mosaic-paver plaza surrounded with old brick buildings intending to head to my place, I made for Dana’s. When I knocked on her door and got no response, I texted her.
Done with my little celebrity hangout at Holly’s. I tried to surprise you showing up at your front door, but either you decided to go to sleep extra early today or you’re out.
She responded shortly after. Sorry for my evasive maneuvers! I’m at Serafina’s. You can come over, but my dad’s here too, just so you know.
It kind of made me feel a certain way knowing I was automatically welcome at a family gathering like that. Heading to Serafina’s was a short trip down the street and around a corner, down to a little cul-de-sac right on the bay, and sure enough, Serafina’s cute house with the blue siding was humming with music and light from all the windows right now. I knocked at the door, and it swung open shortly to Serafina dressed in what I guessed was high fashion right now, a navy-blue bodysuit with white stripes and high-rise jeans. Her eyes twinkled.
“So that’d be why Dana lit up like she’d just won the lottery,” she said. “You, young lady, are more than welcome. We’re just having pasta.”
I paused. “When you say young lady… I don’t actually know which one of us is older.”
She snorted. “Look at you. You’re tiny. How old are you?”
“Twenty-seven.”
She went pale. She was quiet for a second before she gestured inside. “Well, come in, sit down.”
“How old are you?” I said, and she turned back inside.
“Hey, there’s no need for pissing contests over who’s older. C’mon, there’s plenty of food.”
I stepped inside and found Dana and Rhett sitting at the bar counter between the living room and the kitchen, and Dana lit up at the sight of me, stepping off her stool and coming over with eyes shining. Wearing a tight pink top and a pair of jean shorts, her figure was a little more… interesting than I’d been prepared for, but I asked the important question first.
“Hey, Dana. How old is Serafina?”
She cocked her head, smiling. “Serafina? She’s turning twenty-six in September.”
“Dana!” Serafina huffed. “Ugh. Some guests you are.”
I shot her the biggest smile I could. “Thanks for hosting, young lady.”
Dana was still laughing after I took her outside, asking for a minute in private. “She’s never going to recover from that,” she said, walking down the little winding stone path from Serafina’s backdoor to the boardwalk, waves lapping up against the beach past that. The sun was low on the horizon, casting everything in warm reds and oranges as long shadows stretched from trees and houses over small streets, and a cool breeze brought the smell of the bay and the sound of children laughing further down the beach where families were starting to pack up.
“That was the hope,” I said, leading her to the side, into a little covered pavilion on the corner of the boardwalk, tucked away in seclusion. I sat down on a long wood bench, and Dana sat next to me, glancing around either way before she snaked an arm around my waist and pulled me closer.
The little hiding spot was perfect—trees hung low over us from one side, and we got a view of the sun dipping low over the bay from where we were hidden in privacy. The sounds of the world fell away, just slow rolling of low waves against the sands cut by the occasional far-off cry of the gulls, and the air smelled clean—clean and free and fresh, like new beginnings.
“So, what’s up?” she said, resting her head against mine. “You learn some dark secret from Avery and Holly that you can’t bear the weight of alone?”
“You do have an active imagination.” I reached to take her hand, holding it on top of her lap. She turned her hand over and laced her fingers between mine, squeezing, and I breathed in that sweet scent of her that had, in recent weeks, gotten onto just about all of my clothing. “I really like you, you know.”
She kissed the top of my head. “You want to hear an unbelievable coincidence?”
I squeezed her hand. “If it’s that you happen to like me too, trust me, I still can’t quite believe it.”
“Well, I can’t believe I’m this lucky, myself. If you hadn’t come along… well, I mean, first of all, I’d have fallen down three flights of stairs. With half of Port Andrea watching.”
“Admittedly, I was also looking at your butt, not just your coat.”
She laughed. “Well, I’m glad my butt helped save my ass.”
I sighed, looking down at our linked hands on her lap. “I… you know I can’t really stay here. That even if things go perfectly, there’s a chance my parents will just strongarm me back away.”
“Oh, you brought me out here to tell me something I don’t want to hear.”
I chewed my cheek. “I don’t think so. It’s just… well. I know it’s just one little word, but I think it means a lot, and…”
Dana drew a sharp breath, and she squeezed my hand before she blurted, “I love you too.”
I blanked. It felt like someone had just turned on the lights and suddenly I was blinking, not sure where I was. I looked up at her, and she pursed her lips, a flush over her cheeks, and she looked away.
“That’s… not what you were saying. Well… crap.”
“I—what?” My voice came out small, and I felt dizzy. Dana laughed nervously, tugging her hand away from mine, scratching the back of her neck.
“Sorry. Kind of jumped the gun. I was thinking about it and then you said something about our relationship and where things were going and just one word that would mean a lot…” She cleared her throat hard. “Well, this is awkward. That didn’t go as I’d planned. Should I just go and drown myself? I mean, the bay’s right there. It’d make this less awkward.”
“No—please don’t do that. I don’t know who I’d ask for help getting rid of the body, because you’re my go-to for that. I—” My head spun. A giddy excitement built somewhere deep down in me, despite all my misgivings, despite the million little fears like bruises over my skin just waiting to be poked.
No matter the circumstances, in spite of the mess—in spite of all the terrible things our relationship could have spelled for her—Dana loved me.
Maybe Avery had been right. Maybe there wasn’t any sense in holding back.
“It’s okay,” Dana mumbled, looking away. “Just… you can please just say what you were going to and we’re going to forget I said that.”
“I was going to ask if I could call you my girlfriend,” I said, quietly, and she took a sharp draw of breath.
“Oh—” She turned to me, eyes wide. “Well… yeah. Yes. Of course. I mean, I’d been thinking of you like that all this time, but I know things are difficult for you, so I never—”
“But if you want to bring it up, I, um…” I looked down, helpless to fight a smile coming on. “Yes. I think I love you.”
“Remi…” Her voice shook, a tiny little thing, and I looked up to her wide-eyed gaze staring back at me. I bit my lip, heart pounding, before she said, “Are you just saying that to make me feel less awkward? Because I’d rather just drown myself in the bay than find out you said something like that out of obligation.”
“No—it’s not like that at all. Trust me. I’m very well-versed in saying things out of obligation, but not to you. Never to you. I mean it.” I took her hand back, squeezing it, a wild feeling in my heart like freefall as I met her eyes. “I’m not very experienced in love. And we’ve only been together—properly, I mean—for a month now. But no matter how I look at it, there’s no other way to describe how I feel about you, and I…” I swallowed. “I think I love you. I just… hadn’t been expecting you to say it yourself.”
She let out a nervous laugh, toeing at the boards underfoot. “I’ve been thinking it for a little while. And when you showed up to whisk me away to this romantic little hideaway, my hopeless romantic side wondered if maybe it was to tell me that. And then you started talking about our relationship and a word that meant a lot… oh my god. I’m so embarrassed, I’m going to die.”
“No—don’t be,” I laughed, something glowing in my chest, just wanting to burst out laughing and cry and hold her all at the same time. “If you hadn’t said it, I never would have been able to.”
“Girlfriends sounds great.” She gave me a shy, sidelong smile. “My girlfriend, Remi. I think it works great.”
In spite of everything—in spite of all the little things I’d told myself coming here—I thought it sounded great, too. She didn’t complain, didn’t point out how it wasn’t fair to ask her for a relationship like that when we couldn’t tell anyone about it and I’d be leaving soon anyway. Maybe because deep down, she really didn’t think I’d be leaving, didn’t think my parents would do anything to her. Maybe I didn’t, either. Or maybe I just couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of leaving.
“Are you okay, sweetheart?” She brushed her knuckles over my cheek. “You’ve got that far-off look when you’re thinking of something.”
I took a long breath before I met her eyes. “Just about how happy I am right now,” I breathed. “I… love you, Dana.”
Just saying it made something lurch inside me, a swooping feeling like being swept off my feet and into the air. But that look on Dana’s face, the one that lit up brighter than the sun sinking low over the bay—that one sight was worth all the pain this had to end up in. Even if I crashed, the sight of her face lighting up like that made it all worth it.
“I love you, too,” she said, leaning in and pressing her lips gently against mine.
We kissed long and slow, lips moving together, that tingling sensation of her taking my bottom lip between hers flooding me. She squeezed her hand on my hip, holding me, sinking into me, and the scent of her enveloped me as we kissed, and kissed, and kissed until—both of our phones buzzed at the same time, and Dana pulled back, brow furrowed. We fumbled for our phones, and I swiped on my screen to find a group text from Serafina to both of us.
Look if you two are going to be making out on the beach all night long, I’m going to need to know so I can put your food away, okay??
I laughed first. Dana laughed after.
“Busted,” she said, slipping her phone back in her pocket.
“Let’s get back,” I laughed, standing and pulling Dana to her feet with me. “Wouldn’t want to keep the young lady waiting.”
We walked hand-in-hand as long as we could get away with as we headed up the path, back towards the halogen glow from Serafina’s windows, calling us like home.




Chapter 27
Dana
I was in love with Remi, and I never knew I could be so happy. Not just for myself, but watching the way Remi lit up in ways I’d never seen over those next few weeks, leading up to the festival—never knew someone else’s joy could be so much for me.
Emmanuel okayed my request for more time off work, making up for the wages with sales from Remi’s and my specialty pastries, and Remi and I both took our half time work and spent so many of our other hours in my kitchen, or using the bakery kitchen after hours with Emmanuel’s approval. Remi laughed and smiled so much, I wouldn’t have even recognized her side-by-side with the quiet, distant girl who’d come in that third day of apprentices being in.
We explored more of Port Andrea together, even aside from just using visiting other bakeries as a pretense. We strolled through historic streets, window-shopped at boutiques, got street food for our trips to parks, and of course, we toured the museums until we’d seen every inch of them. Open-air cinemas to coffee shops on the thirtieth floor of Heron’s Watch, to the glitz and glam of Production Corridor events—Remi and I did everything, and I was starting to forget what Port Andrea ever looked like without her by my side.
And we baked. Lord, how we baked. I was starting to wonder how I’d ever made anything without Remi’s help. She walked me through the science of every little step we did, and every time I bucked expectations, instead of furrowing her brow, she lit up waiting to see what would happen. Sure, usually it ended up in catastrophe, but Remi would always sigh with that little smile of hers and say something like well, now we know.
We arranged colorful spreads of surprising, original dishes, half a dozen practice spreads for the festival as August rolled in and the days got muggier, and the experimental shelf at White Rose ended up the most popular place in the store. Remi and I barely kept the shelves stocked.
Matthew even started going steady with that makeup artist Monica had set him up with. He boasted every morning we worked together about what his girlfriend was doing and how amazing and talented she was, and I always squashed down a silly little smile thinking mine too.
Monica gave a happy little sigh about it at one point after Matthew’s latest exposé on how amazing his girlfriend was.
“Love’s in the air,” she hummed. “Matthew and his girlfriend, you and Remi… I’m still waiting to see Emmanuel get hitched, though.”
“Remi and I aren’t dating,” I said, and Monica just laughed.
“Are you still trying that? Sure, sure. You’re the happiest couple I’ve ever seen.”
“You are,” Matthew chimed in, just as Remi stepped back from the bathroom, tying her apron on.
“Who’s what?” she said.
I shook my head. “Nothing.”
“You and Dana are a happy couple,” Monica said, and Remi just sighed, waving her off.
“Yeah, yeah, sure. Don’t want to burst your bubble. I see we’re all on the important duty of standing around and making sure the floor tiles don’t float away today,” she said, heading for the dough rolling station, and Monica just laughed into her hand.
“See? What’d I tell you?”
Admittedly, if I were anyone else looking inward, I’d also think Remi and I were dating and happily in love. We existed in that kind of non-secret space, where everyone around us knew we were dating but also that we were pretending we weren’t, and they respected it. Whatever it was, it worked.
We told Serafina, finally, at one point. After a long discussion with Remi, we invited Serafina over to my house and told her over cherry tarts, and she just looked confused between us.
“Uh… yeah? Do you think this is news?”
I hung my head. “At least act surprised. We’re trying to keep it a secret.”
Serafina laughed. “Pal, you suck at secrets. At least now you’ll stop making up excuses and denials when I talk about your girlfriend?”
“Promise you won’t tell anyone else?”
Serafina made a show of crossing her heart. “Man, I’ve got enough gossip already stored away without having to cross boundaries for it. Cross my heart and hope to die, fill my hungry mouth with pie.”
“It’s a tart.”
Remi just laughed, though, squeezing my arm, and I glanced over at where she sat next to me before I got lost in her eyes. After a second gazing at her like that, Serafina snorted, turning away.
“Ugh. There. I’m not looking. You can make out now.”
“Oh, uh,” I started, but Remi slipped a hand to my back and pulled me into a quick kiss.
“You heard the young lady,” she said, and Serafina choked.
“I’ll kill you,” she said, but I was too busy going back in for a second quick kiss on Remi’s lips to pay attention.
Everything was perfect, honestly, except for that gnawing dread that built up in my stomach the moment we hit August, and more with every passing day. Time had never flown by so quickly, and I’d never needed it to slow down so badly. Meeting with Avery again and confessing everything that happened—that Remi and I admitted we were in love, that we were girlfriends now—she’d told me with perfect certainty that Remi would stay in Port Andrea, but I wasn’t buying it, not when I caught glimpses of Remi staring anxiously at the calendar on her phone. She always put it away and gave me a quick smile when I caught her, but I knew what was on her mind—the same thing hanging on mine every time I looked at a calendar.
Remi was getting ready to leave. And I wasn’t ready to lose her.
“I’ve got to thank you,” Emmanuel said one quiet afternoon, sinking back in his office chair, his eyes down on stacks of papers on his desk. “You and Remi have done some really exceptional work.”
“It’s all been Remi, really,” I blurted. “She’s… well. She’s amazing.”
“That she is. Well, all of my apprentices have been amazing this time around. It’s been a wonderful few months.” He stretched his arms out, sank back, adjusted his glasses, and finally, looked up to meet my eyes with a resigned smile on his face. “But I’m talking to you right now, Dana. I’ll thank Remi next. Right now, I wanted to say thanks for helping out an old man.”
I paused. “You’re, like… forty-five.”
“Forty-eight, but who’s counting,” he said, waving me off.
“Me. I’m counting. I’m counting that as not being an old man yet.”
He grinned. “Tell that to my lower back. And my upper back, while you’re at it.”
“Selling our experimental baking was your idea. It seems to have worked out well, too.”
He scoffed. “You’re the damn fool who made the stuff on the shelf. Don’t discredit yourself. Ah, but that’s not what I mean. You went and distracted me, and made me forget what I was talking about. Where was I?” He turned back to his reports on the desk. “Ah, yes. No, I’ve got to say thank you for hearing me out these past few months. It’s been a turbulent time for me, and I’ve been all over the place. You’re terrible about interrupting, but all in all, you’re not a bad listener.”
I paused. “Emmanuel, is there a reason you decided to hand off the festival baking aside from just feeling old?”
He cracked a dry smile. “Ah, figured it out at long last. Slow and steady to crack the case.” He looked down. “Well, back in April, my nephew got in an accident at his jobsite. Little man works in construction—I call him little man but he’s six two and built like a shipping container—and he got hurt something bad. For a while there, his father—my older brother—wasn’t sure the little man was going to make it. Now, don’t give us the pity spiel,” he said, putting a hand up. “Little man made a full recovery. Minus some ugly-ass scars that’ll take a few months longer to heal, but I’m sure he doesn’t mind the scars, long as he’s alive. Where was I?”
I chewed my cheek. “I’m glad he pulled through.”
“I tell you, my brother is. He didn’t raise that little brat pissing on the couch just for him to die the moment he was working full-time.” He sighed, looking up at me with an uncharacteristically serious expression. “No, but I tell you, Dana, my brother looked like he was broken. Broken. Back when we didn’t know if the little man was going to make it… you looked in his father’s eyes, there wasn’t any soul left in those eyes. He smiles and laughs again now, but even though everything’s fine, there’s a part of him that’s gone. That man’s whole life was his son. Wife went and passed away not long after the little man was born, and my brother raised that little demon changeling all by himself like it was all he was put on this earth for.” He shook his head, turning slowly to the window. “He loves his son. Really, he does. But I think the reason my brother still looks shaken up is because he realized his son’s his whole world, and… you know what happens when your whole world’s just one little thing?”
I swallowed. “That one little thing can go away.”
“Exactly. See, Dani, finally you get something right.”
“Unlike you with my name.”
He smiled, but it flickered away. “Past few months, I’ve been realizing I don’t want to be that man myself. I love this bakery and everyone in it like it’s my own family, but I’ve been realizing I can’t have one thing that all my happiness is tied up in. I’ve got to be a human being outside running some upscale bakery just trying to get a third plaque on the wall.” He shook his head. “Dana, I know you said you think you can get Best of Starfire. But be careful what you might sacrifice along the way if you do. We humans aren’t meant to be single-minded about any one thing.”
“That’s why you’ve been thinking about leaving.”
“I swear, I’m starting to think you just drop dead if you go too long without interrupting. Yes, that’s why I’ve been thinking about leaving. I want to be more than just the man behind White Rose. Hell, I want to try bowling. You ever gone bowling, Dana?”
“Um… I’ve done it once, with my family.”
“Let’s go bowling sometime. I can’t keep sitting around in this cramped little office running a batch of sink-or-swim apprentices every year and crushing almost all of their dreams. I can’t keep courting media attention. The heart knows what it wants, Dana, that’s the thing, and if you want to be happy, you can’t do what seems right. You’ve got to do what feels right.”
I gave him a small smile. “I think you’re right.”
“So,” he said, putting his hands up, “how about I give the bakery to you?”
“Oh,” I said, and then it actually settled on me what he said. “Wait. What?”
“Ever wanted to run the place?” The wicked grin he had made it impossible to tell if he was joking or not. He had to be. My head was spinning all of a sudden. “I warn you, it’s not all delicious tarts and croissants. There’s all kinds of accounting, media presence… singularly unfun, I warn you.”
“You’re… joking, right?”
“Do I look like a man who screws around with people for laughs?”
I paused. “Um… patently, yes.”
“Guess you’re right about that one there,” he said, sinking back in the chair. “This place has made me good money. I can take a couple years to myself and find out what I really like doing. Don’t give me those sad puppy-dog eyes, though. I still live in Port Andrea, and no one’s prying me away, even if they try. I’ll be in the neighborhood, and you sorry lot are my family, so you’re not getting rid of me that easily. I’m coming in at least once a week to try the crappy pastries you make without me here and tell you what you’re doing wrong.”
I scratched my head. “I guess I should work your consulting fees into our budget, then?”
“See, you’re already raring to take the place over. I knew I’d be leaving it in capable hands.”
I glanced around the office in a mild panic. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not anymore. Please don’t run me around like this.”
He stared for a while longer before he broke out into a silly little smile. “I know I told you I’m not keen on making decisions. Now you want me to pick who’s taking over in my stead? It’s like you’re trying to give an old man an ulcer.”
“I swear, you talk like you’re twenty years older than you are.”
“Who would you pick?” he said, uncharacteristically quiet. “To take over in my stead.”
“I don’t know if I should be the one to say,” I said, and he waved me off.
“Decisions are easy, Dana. You just pick one and go with it. Things will work out around it either way. You’re in front of me, so I’ve already decided. By the time of the festival, I want you to tell me who you think should take this place over. Yes, that includes you. If you think you’re a good fit for the position, then I want you coming in here and telling me, old man Emmanuel, best friend of mine, handsome old silver fox, I pick myself to take over the bakery. Understand?”
“Uh—frankly, no. Why on earth—”
“Because I’m tired of trying to live life correctly,” he said, pushing away from his desk and standing up. “I just want to live life in the way that makes me happiest. That’s the thing about having only good choices. Same with the apprentices. Any of you could do a fine job. Either I could spend months antagonizing over who would be the very best of the best, or I could just hand it off to you and say dammit, you pick. And I could use a damn break. Give yourself one every now and then, too, Dani.”
I chewed my lip. “Dana. So—you’re serious about this.”
“Do I look like I’m joking?”
For once, he didn’t. I stared into his eyes, deathly serious, for the longest time before I nodded.
“I… understand. Thank you. For telling me. This, and all the other things that have been on your mind.”
He crinkled his eyes in a big, wide smile. “You’re a good kid, Dana. Terrible listener, but a good kid. I’m glad it’s you who’s deciding.”
It swirled around me like a storm churning in my headspace as I headed back out into the kitchen, looking for Remi. I had no idea how she would react, but somehow I was scared to find out.
“You look shaken up,” Monica said, catching me by the door. “Your girlfriend’s in the bathroom. You can take front while you wait for her?”
I sighed. “Thanks, Monica.” I only got halfway to the door to the front when I realized, and I called back, “She’s not my girlfriend!”
“Very slow on the reaction time, there, dear Dana,” she laughed after me, but it all drained out of me when I got to the front just in time to see a customer heading for the front with a brown paper bag of pastries.
She was a slender woman, a severe expression, with brown hair pulled back into a tight bun—and all things considered, she looked like Remi. A little too much like Remi.
“Good morning,” she said when I stepped up to the counter, with the sort of brusque tone that didn’t sound like she actually cared if I had a good morning or not. “Is Miss Remington Bennett here? Her mother asking. Helena Bennett. A pleasure.”




Chapter 28
Remi
The happy dream that had been the past few weeks shattered like glass, shimmering shards everywhere more deadly than beautiful now, at the sight of my mother in front of Dana.
I knew the dream was going to end soon anyway, but we still had another two weeks until the festival. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.
“What are you doing here?” I said, trying to put on a confused smile like I was delighted by a surprise visit, when in reality I wanted to scream. My mother looked between me and Dana behind the counter, recognition seeming to dawn.
“Oh… so this is that trainer you told me about?” She gave Dana that I can’t stand the sight of you but I’m being polite smile, taut against her lips. The claws of panic clutched at my heart. I wanted to shout leave her alone, she didn’t do anything. I knew I’d be putting Dana in danger doing this. “Nice to meet you. Thank you for looking after my daughter.”
“It’s been my pleasure,” Dana said, the color all but drained from her face. I could only imagine I looked the same way. “And my honor. Remi is wonderful to work with.”
She was pushing it too far, but I distracted by ringing her up for the chocolate raspberry mini-tarts. “Are you here for the festival?” I said, knowing the answer was no, and she gave me a look that said you know the answer is no.
“I’ve come here to talk business with you, Remi. Alexander Bellington and his family are looking to close contact with our divisions, and we can’t afford to lose them.”
My stomach turned. Had this woman never heard of calling? It would have been easier to argue when I didn’t see her face sneering at me like this. “I’m… sorry to hear that, but I don’t work there anymore. I work here. I’m just a pastry chef,” I said, trying to keep the mocking tone out of my voice—one too many times listening to her dismiss my dreams as being just a pastry chef. I wasn’t sure if I succeeded.
She sighed a short, pert sigh, turning to Dana. “I’m sorry, could we have a moment of privacy for this?”
Dana gave me a helpless look. What was I supposed to say? I couldn’t explain how badly I needed Dana away from my mother. Needed Dana safe. “I’ll be all right out here,” I said, quietly. “I’ll give you any relevant updates after.”
Panic flashed through her eyes, but she didn’t voice it. “All right,” she said, taking a step back. “Just… let me know if you need me, okay, Remi?”
Dana had barely gotten through the door before my mother snapped, “I’ve arranged a flight back for you on the weekend. Don’t get prickly over your little summer vacation being a week or two shorter, when god knows the rest of us don’t get summer vacations.”
My stomach turned. “I’m not going to just walk out of this place,” I said, and she rolled her eyes.
“Remi. You don’t understand. I’m not asking you to do this. I’m telling you that you have a flight back on Sunday at five-ten PM out of PAX, and you’re meeting with Alexander and his son on Monday at eight o’clock in the morning. We’ve arranged for some pleasant morning hospitality at the Garden Springs Hotel, and you’re going to make his stay enjoyable, and he’s going to reconsider his decision to leave.”
“I’m not—”
“First-class tickets are expensive, Remi. Don’t make it a waste.”
“We had a deal,” I said, my voice low, throat tight. “There’s still a chance I’ll get the full-time position here.”
“Oh, Remi,” she sighed, rubbing her forehead. “Why are you trying so hard to make things difficult? You and I both know you’re not going to just sit around here in this strange city and play around in a kitchen. If this is some belated teenage tantrum you’re throwing, please just let me know what I need to do to resolve it. You’re an executor of the division of fine arts, Remington, not some little cook toiling for crumbs.”
I drew a long, slow breath, trying to will the shaking out of my hands. “Are you intending to go back on your deal?”
“Why are you even doing this? Did the company mistreat you? Do you have any idea what we put in for you?”
“I asked a question.” The words sat like poison in my mouth, and she glared at me like I’d cursed her out.
“You really are just going to stand there and argue with me over this, aren’t you?” She shook her head. “Unbelievable. Stop being so damn childish.”
I swallowed, hard. “It’s six ninety-nine for your food,” I said, and she made a face, looking at them.
“Six ninety-nine? For these? Are they made of gold?”
Pretty sure the woman who gets flights instead of making a phone call can afford that. I didn’t say that out loud. “Our craftspersonship here is excellent. I think you’ll find this… strange city places quite a high value on good food.”
She sighed, but she tapped a card against the reader. “We’ve spent a lot of money on this event to win Alexander back. You don’t want to waste that.”
I handed her receipt over. “You’re making a scene. I need to get back to work.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t try to brush me off. What is this really about, Remi? Is it that trainer of yours?”
God, please no. I took a long breath. “It is,” I said. “And it’s Monica and Emmanuel and Matthew and George—even Taylor. There’s an entire team here that I’m very fond of working with. And I’m not abandoning them right before the festival.”
“Remi, I don’t care about this little festival,” she said, punching each word. “You’re giving too much weight to this for some little vacation spot. Level with me, Remi. You’re having a fling with that trainer.”
I took a long breath, and slowly, I told her the truest thing I could. “Mom, I’m not a lesbian. And neither is she. Please. This is inappropriate, and I have work to do.”
“You have work to do?” She shook her head, disbelief etched over her face. “And what am I, irrelevant deadweight? I cannot believe you’re doing this,” she said, but she spun on her heel, marching back towards the door. “Five ten on Sunday, Remi. Terminal one, gate C. Alexander Bellington is expecting you.”
I waited until the door shut behind her before I slumped over the counter.
“God, I can’t stand that woman,” I muttered, just to myself—the few customers we had in right now were staying on opposite ends of the store, politely pretending they couldn’t see what had been going on.
I wished I could just pretend I hadn’t seen it.
*
Dana’s house didn’t feel as warm as usual. Somehow, I doubted it was anything to do with her insulation.
She stepped inside ahead of me, hung up her bag on the rack by the door, and I’d barely gotten the door shut before she pulled me into a tight, crushing hug. “Oh, Remi,” she said, face buried in my hair. “You looked like you’d seen a ghost the whole rest of that shift.”
I should have pulled away. My mother coming back had been a wakeup call, telling me not to get too attached to Dana. Well, too late for that, wasn’t it? I loved her, I loved this city, and I loved our people. I was in too deep to exercise restraint now. And even if I weren’t, the moment Dana swept me up in her arms, it wasn’t like I could fight it. I knew I had to—that it was Dana I was putting at risk, not myself—but I couldn’t.
I wrapped my arms around her tightly, burying my face against her shoulder. “She wants me to go back on Sunday, Dana,” I whispered, and she tensed tighter than a violin’s highest string.
“Remi,” she whispered, just that. That was something she did—always had—just spoke my name quietly like it was a full sentence. And it usually was, countless words there just under the surface. I’d never really placed that as something she did until just now—like I was cataloguing all the things I was going to miss about her.
“I told her I’m waiting to see if I get the full-time position, but… she says it’s an emergency. Sunday. And if I didn’t…”
She squeezed me again before she stepped back, avoiding my gaze. “There’s… something I want to tell you about that full-time position, actually. I talked to Emmanuel.”
My stomach dropped like it had just been run through. At least it would make things simpler if I knew ahead of time and could just go back to my mother. “I’m not getting it,” I whispered, and she shook her head, eyes wide.
“Not that. It’s that… Emmanuel won’t be the one deciding.”
I paused. “He’s… the old man is retiring?”
“He’s not that old. Seriously, why does everyone act like he’s eighty?”
I fought back an inopportune smile. “I thought he might be. He’s seemed flightier lately. Like something’s bothering him.”
She nodded. “I won’t say too much for his sake, but a near-death in the family. It rattled him.”
“So—who’s replacing him?”
She gave me a wild-eyed look. “See… that’s the thing. He wants me to choose who’s replacing him. Potentially including myself.”
That threw my thoughts out of alignment. It took me a few seconds of blinking fast to say, “He wants… you to choose? So the festival thing… he was actually scouting out how you’d do as the new manager.”
She chewed her lip and nodded, slowly. “I think he wants me to be the one to run it, but he doesn’t want to pressure me into that either. So… he’s handing over the position to me, with the acknowledgement that I can give it to whomever I choose. Or just keep it for myself.”
“So—” It hit me like an icy weight pressed into my head and left me reeling. “You’re telling me you would be deciding which apprentice stays? Or at least deciding who’s deciding it? Wouldn’t that be…”
“A conflict of interest, right?” She rubbed her forehead, turning and walking towards the kitchen. She stumbled a bit. Stress made her a little dizzy. Just another little detail of Dana I knew, and that I’d have to look back on as the woman I loved before. “I don’t know what to do,” she sighed. “Obviously I want to just take the position at least long enough to give you the position, let you stay, but… that isn’t right. And everyone else at the bakery would know that isn’t right. And I don’t want to put that on you—have everyone feel like you only got there by sleeping with the manager.”
I flared. “I’m good at my job, and they know it.”
She sighed, opening a cabinet and pulling down a bottle of bourbon. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
I felt like that was the last little thing for me to collapse into myself. I looked down at the bourbon. “Are you sure drinking’s a good idea right now?”
She gave me a wry smile. “I’m too close to everything right now. I won’t be able to make any good decisions until tomorrow, at least, so I might as well take the edge off. And I’m not going to get drunk, I promise. Stop me if I try.”
I chewed my cheek, but I nodded. “I’ll make some quick food.”
Because I knew her kitchen better than I knew my own. Just another little mark of intimacy with Dana that I’d never had with anyone else before, and if my parents kept picking dates for me, I probably never would.
Some fifteen minutes later, we had simple spaghetti noodles tossed with butter, crushed black pepper, and Pecorino Romano, and a cocktail had at least taken the tension out of Dana’s figure. We sat on the sofa with our food, spills and stains be damned right now, and kept it on the coffee table while I buried my face against her shoulder and reveled in the small, beautiful sensation of her arm around my waist.
“You can’t pick me,” I murmured against her shoulder. “If you do, my mother will bring hell against White Rose until I leave. You should hire Taylor. I’ve gotten to chatting with her lately, and she’s really sweet. We talked the other day about machine learning. You know she does coding on the side? She certainly has layers.”
“You’re getting panicky,” Dana said, kissing my forehead softly. “That’s the only time you ramble.”
Another little mark of our closeness, another little thing only she’d know about me. I held her tighter. “I don’t want hell on the bakery because of me. I don’t want to cause problems for you.”
“You don’t.”
“But I would, that’s the thing. You can’t hire me.”
She turned and wrapped both her arms around me, holding me tighter. I closed my eyes and just breathed in her subtle sweet aroma, the one that smelled like home. “I’m not afraid of your mother,” she said. “She’s shorter than me. I can take her.”
“Trust me, I’m sure you can. But I don’t think that’s how the disputes would be settled, Miss Mafioso.”
She squeezed me. “You’re the one who speaks French.”
“Again…” I sighed. “Oh, forget it. Sure. French mafia. You should be afraid of my mother. She has a lot of money to spend, and a lot of money to gain from getting me back. And even if you were totally fearless, it wouldn’t be fair to any of the other apprentices if you hired me. Even if I were objectively the best, the fact remains that you… well, you love me.”
She let out a long, slow breath, moving one hand up to trail her fingers through my hair. “I do love you, Remi,” she said, quietly. “And that’s why I can’t stand to see you go. Can you blame me? I want you to stay so badly. I’ve wanted that all this time. And if you tell me the only way you can stay is if you get the job, then of course I want to do everything I can to get you the job. Why can’t you stay, Remi? Why is it that everything I do, it just feels like you slip a little bit further away?”
I gripped the back of her shirt tighter in my hands. “You knew from the beginning what you were getting into with me, Dana. That if we fell in love, there was only one way it could end.”
“No, I didn’t. I knew from the beginning you were telling me that, but I didn’t believe it. I wanted to believe, no matter what, I could find a way to make you stay. Sweetheart—my Remi—I still believe that. I don’t care what your mother does. I want you to stay, even if you don’t get the job.”
“I had a deal—”
“And she’s clearly gone renegade on it herself, trying to force you back. And what use is there in even keeping up the deal? What happens if you break it?”
Something fiery surged up in me, and it felt like the heat of it stung my eyes and made them water. “Well, then I guess I forsake my whole family,” I rasped. “Is it that easy?”
She flinched. “Well, I… no. Of course not. But…”
“Dana, I love you. And… I love the way you see big challenges and you just… go for it. Like can’t isn’t even in your vocabulary.” I shook my head, pulling away from the embrace and turning to the window. “I think it’s beautiful. And I wish I were more like that. But in this case, I think you really don’t know just how bad the consequences can be.”
She stared at me for the longest time before she put a hand on mine. “I don’t,” she breathed. “But I know what the consequences are for you leaving. And I’m willing to take my chances the other way.”
I looked down at her hand, and then back up at her, sighing before I fell into her. She pulled me into a soft, tender kiss.
“At least stay with me tonight,” she whispered. “Just stay here. We’ll figure this out tomorrow, okay? When it’s all less… raw.”
“There’s nothing to figure out. We knew this had to happen—”
She put a finger to my lips, hovering not far from my face. “Stay here tonight. And we’ll figure it out tomorrow.”
I stared for the longest time before I sighed, falling back into her. “All right,” I whispered. “One night. I love you,” I said, but it came out more like a question—more like asking for reassurance, asking for that promise that she did, too.
And she gave it to me, stroking my hair back with her thumb in just one more little thing she knew I liked, saying, “I love you, too, Remi.”
She kissed me, and for right now, that was all I needed to know was real.




Chapter 29
Dana
I knew I was being irresponsible, but I avoided the topic. What else was there to do? I felt like I’d been called on my bluff. I’d told myself all this time I’d come up with a way to make Remi stay, and now that the universe was here knocking trying to take her away, I came up blank.
We made love that night like it might have been the last time, and deep down I was terrified it could have been, even though worst case we still had a full week. Remi fell asleep right away in my arms, and I envied that, because I hung on the boundary of sleep for at least an hour, wondering if I’d cry or just hang there forever.
And maybe, like we were both trying to pretend the ugly reality wasn’t there, we didn’t talk about it the next morning, either. We shared twice as many little kisses and small gestures as usual, and I knew it was her desperate to get them in as much as it was for me, but we didn’t talk about it.
I was normally better at talking about things. But this scared the life out of me. When Emmanuel had been talking about having your world be one thing, was this what he meant? When it felt like you were built up just on one thing, and anything happening to it would tear you apart?
Maybe the way I’d fallen in love with Remi was unhealthy. But how could anything that made my days feel so happy, so meaningful, be unhealthy?
“It’s only five more days,” I said, quietly, but it wasn’t Remi who I said it to—not to the person I needed to talk to about it. To be fair, I hadn’t planned on talking about it, but Serafina had asked me to come over to help get a desk upstairs, and I’d broken down crying after setting it down at the top of the stairs.
She’d freaked out, asking if I’d managed to hurt myself that badly on one little desk, and I’d tried to argue it wasn’t that little but all that came out was blubbering like I was in a soap opera, and Serafina’s face had softened. Her expression was still soft as she sat down across the kitchen bar counter from me, sliding me a cup of sugary coffee.
“Five more days until what? The festival?” She winced. “Don’t tell me I lost track of time that badly. I wasn’t playing The Sims for that long.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time.” I hung my head. “Remi’s flight.”
Serafina tensed. “Remi’s flight? That’s Remi’s flight alone, not as in Remi’s and your flight going to the Bahamas together to be insufferable girlfriends there?”
“Ugh, I would love to go to the Bahamas with her.” I buried my face in my hands. “Her flight alone. One-way ticket out of Port Andrea, back to her parents.”
“She didn’t get the position?” Serafina’s face was all sympathy, and I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t deserve sympathy, not after I’d come up blank on ways to keep Remi in Port Andrea.
“It’s still not decided. But her parents want her back early, their deal be damned. I don’t know if she is going back early or not, but I talked to her, asked her to stay whether she got the position or not.”
“Oh, Dana,” Serafina sighed. “You always fall for the ones that hurt.”
“I don’t know what to tell her. She seems convinced that her staying would bring ruin, that her parents would storm in like Valkyries bringing catastrophe. I just don’t understand how a full-grown woman can have so little freedom from her own parents. Sure, our parents would be heartbroken if I moved away, but they wouldn’t… come after me and ruin the business I loved working in to kill my dream job and pry me away from the woman I loved to force me back.”
She gave me a wry smile. “If I’ve seen one thing about her parents, it’s that they don’t want her back for the same reason our parents would want you back. Dad just wants someone to talk about his latest captivating read with, and Mom just wants someone to feed. Remi’s parents probably want her back to make them money.”
I winced. “Did you look them up?”
“Oh, yeah. Big enterprise. Shame they’re so bitchy about it, because otherwise you’d be able to mooch off your wife for a massive inheritance and pay off my mortgage.”
“And… tell me why I would do that?”
She grinned. “Because you looove me,” she said, dragging out the word into a singsong. I collapsed on the counter, burying my face in my folded arms, and Serafina winced. “Damn, buddy. I know you don’t actually hate me that much.”
“I haven’t been able to properly talk to her about it,” I mumbled. “I’m better than this. I’m able to talk about things, confront them directly…”
“Isn’t that just because you’ve never really deeply attached to anything in your life, and so you’ve never been too concerned about the consequences before? And now that you’re head-over-heels in love and would do anything for your girl, now suddenly you find out what it’s like to be trapped and terrified by the consequences.”
I stayed still for a long while, my stomach turning. Eventually, slowly, I sat up with enough force it was like pushing a car, and I took a slow sip of the coffee she’d made. Yep. Sweet. “Didn’t realize you had me psychoanalyzed.”
“Pal, we’re so close in age we’re practically twins. And you’re pretty transparent. I know how you work. You like a lot of things, but when was the last time before Remi that you were really, wildly in love with something or someone, to the point where it turned your world upside-down?”
I pursed my lips, looking down. “It’s weird having a heart-to-heart with you.”
“Oh, I just see this as my opportunity to drag you,” she laughed. “Big girl over here thinks she’s so cool because she’s not afraid of anything, until a cute girl comes along and suddenly she’s all mush.”
She was right, even if I didn’t like it. This was what Emmanuel had been talking about. I looked away. “How much do you think is too much to be in love?”
“Um… pal, that’s a pretty philosophical question.”
I waved her off, taking another sip of the coffee. “Forget it. This is good. Thanks.”
“How come she’s not with you right now? I thought you two were, like, glued together.”
I smiled thinly. “She’s with her friend Avery.”
“Oh, the one with the hot celebrity girlfriend?”
“The one and only. I’m sure they’re talking about the same thing we are.”
She stared for a long time before she sighed, putting a hand on my arm. “Look, Dana. You’ve made me a lot of sweets. I’m grateful. So I’ll tell you this. Just talk to her, okay? Lay everything on the line. What have you got to lose?”
“Her.” The word broke out of me suddenly and viscerally, like it was trying to escape my chest, and it left me feeling raw. She raised her eyebrows.
“And what will you lose if you play it safe?”
I met her gaze for a while before I sank, looking back down into the coffee. “Her, I guess,” I mumbled.
“Dad would tell you something about a game theory optimum strategy, but I never really got what the fuck he was talking about. So… instead, I’ll just say to quit being a dumbass and go bare your heart.”
“What if it’s not good for me?” I whispered, but I didn’t even mean to say it—didn’t mean to show the deep, anxious worry that wriggled in my heart that maybe I wasn’t supposed to be in love with Remi. Serafina arched her brows.
“Baring your heart? I mean, if you do it literally, you’d probably die, so I can see why it’d be bad for you.”
I shook my head. “Oh, forget it. I’m going home now.”
“It’s not bad for you to be in love, Dana,” she said, stopping me halfway through standing up. She held my gaze with that intent expression, and I shivered under the intensity of it. “It’s not bad for you to be in love,” she repeated.
I wasn’t sure I believed her. But I gave her a smile, and I said, “Thank you.”
It was one of those thin smiles that didn’t reach the eyes, though. I could feel it. But I couldn’t make it go any wider.
“Take the coffee. I’m pretty sure I stole that mug from you anyway.”
“Oh, so you did.” I picked up the mug and turned back to the door. “Thanks, Serafina. I’ll accept the coffee and the heart-to-heart as repayment for the desk.”
*
“Coffee?” Remi jerked her head towards the open window. Hija was a sweet little café that looked like an ice cream stand with only outdoor seating in front of an order window, a fenced-in area at the base of the hill, tucked into the parks where Carston Point met Archer Bay, with trees leaning low all around. The air smelled like fresh grass and hazelnut coffee, and Remi looked so beautiful in a simple top that bared her midriff and a light jacket, a checkered cross-body bag slung over her shoulder.
“I’ve had plenty already,” I said. “But a croissant would be divine.”
She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Seemed like we were on the same wavelength today. “I’ll be right back then,” she said, putting her hand down on mine and holding it a little longer than usual before she turned back to the order window.
She came back a few minutes later with a small cappuccino and a croissant, and she slid the cappuccino across the table to me.
“At least take a sip. I know you like the coffee here.”
She must have memorized my opinion on a hundred different cafés and bakeries over the past two and a half months. She really was so good to me. I took a sip, closing my eyes and letting the sweet flavor of the milk mingled with a heady spice flavor from the coffee roll over my tongue. “Thanks,” I said, my voice small, and she gave me a tight smile.
“Do you, uh… want to talk about anything?”
I sighed, hanging my head. “Remi, you know what’s on my mind. You talked to Avery about it, right?”
She nodded, letting her gaze fall to the mismatched pavers underfoot as she drank her cappuccino. “Kind of. We were talking about what happens with the apartment and my things after I’m gone. I told her it could be this coming weekend, and…”
“And?”
She scratched her head, looking away. “Well, she told me she’d like me to stay, of course.”
I paused. “What aren’t you telling me?”
She sighed, sinking back in her chair and casting her gaze up to the sky. “I got an… impression from her. About the two of you.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. I didn’t like the way she wasn’t looking at me, either. Normally she gazed at me like I was the only person in the world. I was really going to miss that if she left. “What do you mean?”
“How much of this has been to keep me here?” she said, quietly. “Showing me around Port Andrea, testing new dishes and making recipes, even Starfire and shooting for the award. How much were you just trying to make me feel like I had some purpose here?”
I winced. “I—Remi, it’s not like that. I wanted you to stay, of course, but mostly I just wanted you to be a part of everything. To feel like Port Andrea is home.”
She sank against the table. “I have to say, a lot of new things I’ve experienced here have been wonderful, but the whole thing with being a burden on people around me instead of having them all relying on me—I don’t like it as much as I thought I would.”
My stomach dropped. I reached across the table and clasped one of her hands between mine. “Remi. How can you even say that? You’re anything but a burden. You have no idea how much you’ve helped me.”
She gave me a thin smile. “You’ve been really good, Dana. I’ve been dreaming of working in that place for years. It’s been every bit as wonderful as I thought. Thanks for showing me around. You’re an incredible pastry chef, and I bet you’ll win that Starfire award.” She looked down. “I’m just… sorry I won’t be there to see it.”
“Please, Remi,” I said, a sharp pain splitting my chest. “This isn’t what’s going to make you happy.”
That was a mistake. Remi withdrew, looking down, her face drawn in tight lines. “I know,” she said, voice small. “But I knew what I was getting into here. And if I stay, I’m just going to present you with a conflict of interest. Get rid of me, or abuse a position of power? I gave it some thought, and I think I know what you’d do.”
I swallowed, hard. “Remi…”
She met my eyes, a steely resolve there in hers. “I think you’d give it to someone else, just to avoid that decision. And I don’t want you to lose this over me.”
It felt like a cold press against my temple. I felt like I was spinning. “So that’s it?” I said, my throat tight. “You’re leaving?”
“I have to.” She looked down. “I love you. And if I stay, it’ll hurt you, and it’ll hurt the bakery, on and on until I finally leave anyway. Just… ripping off the bandage.”
“We’d figure out a way. Remi, I don’t want to present in the festival without you. Those are our dishes. It wouldn’t be right for me to get any credit there for what we made together.”
She sighed, looking out at the waves of grass sweeping in the wind. “I can’t possibly express how sorry I am, Dana. I never wanted to hurt you like this. I tried not to let things end up like this between us…”
My eyes stung. Was that really it, then? Nothing I could do but accept it, watch her walk away?
Maybe it was for the best. Emmanuel was right. I shouldn’t have made my world revolve around any one thing like this.
I squeezed her hands. “Hey… Remi.”
She cocked her head. “Yeah?”
“Have you ever wanted to get a tattoo?”
The question caught me by surprise as much as it did her. She stared for a while, blinking, before she quirked an odd smile at me. “I’ve always liked them in theory, but I never thought about it in practice…”
“If you’re going to leave, then… just have one last bad idea with me,” I said. “Let’s get matching tattoos.”
“Matching…”
I squeezed her hands again. “To remember each other by. We can get something tasteful. Maybe a rose? You know—for White Rose.”
She stared for a while longer, long enough I started thinking I needed to take it back, apologize, walk it all back and let her go and just wallow in my misery, but finally, she smiled. “Sure,” she said. “I’d like that. Something to remember you by.”
I’d never heard something so beautiful and so exquisitely painful at the same time. I smiled wide enough it strained and hurt. “Perfect,” I said. “One last little bad decision that your mother would probably hate.”
Remi laughed, but I’d never seen someone look so sad while they laughed. “Probably.”
She leaned across the table, and she planted a quick kiss on my lips. My heart jumped into my mouth, head spinning, wondering how many people were around, but Remi just had a shy smile as she pulled back.
“Sorry,” she said. “I just… you look so sad, and I hate that it’s my fault. Normally that picks you right back up.” She winced. “I… hope nobody passing knows anyone who knows anyone who knows my parents.”
I would gladly deal with any and every last little thing her parents threw at me if it meant I got to have her kiss me like that.
But I didn’t say that. Instead, I just squeezed her hands.
“It’s okay,” I said, quietly. “We only have a few days left. Let’s live them.”




Chapter 30
Remi
I shook my head, not feeling like I was there. “Toss,” I said, and Avery pushed the lamp to the biggest pile in my apartment right now, the things going towards trash or donations.
I came from a place of generally liking Saturdays. I’d been a regular nine-to-five worker, even if meetings and events sometimes slipped out of those boundaries. But this Saturday was the day before I left Port Andrea, and I wasn’t really feeling the weekend joy right now.
“What about this, uh…” Avery rummaged around in the cabinet by the kitchen. “This huge-ass Dutch oven that weighs so much I’m convinced you filled it with bricks? Are you taking that on your carry-on?”
I winced. “No, that’s… that’s going back to Dana,” I said, my voice falling off.
“Ah. The girlfriend.”
I sighed, looking down at the floor, all too clear, sterile, empty. “Well, not for long now.”
She hoisted the Dutch oven out of the cabinet, lugging it over and just about dropping it to the floor. “Good lord. The hormones got rid of my muscles, you know. I didn’t think I’d be here to do the equivalent of carting an elephant around.”
But when I didn’t respond, she just sank down to a seat on the floor in front of me, putting a hand on my arm.
“Have you considered a long-distance relationship?”
I snorted. “Why? So I can cause Dana more problems?”
She squeezed my arm. “Remi, I’m going to say this super sweetly. I don’t think you could possibly be causing her more problems than you are right now.”
I looked away. “I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Avery.”
She smiled sweetly. “That’s a terrible deflection.”
“Okay, I know.” I rubbed my forehead. “Look, you know what my parents are like. If I stay here, they’ll tear Port Andrea apart to get me back. I can’t let Dana get caught up in the crossfire. I love her.”
I almost scratched at my waist, where I had the new tattoo. It had been healing faster than they’d said—they’d told me it would be about two, three weeks before it would look normal, but we were three days out and the angry red was already disappearing—but scratching it was still an absolute no. I slapped lightly at the spot, and Avery gave me an odd look.
“Are you belly-drumming to distract from my motivational speech?”
“No. It’s, uh…” I cleared my throat. “I got a tattoo to remember Port Andrea by.”
She stared. I felt myself flush, and I tugged my shirt up a little. There, peeking out from the band of my pants on my left side, my rose tattoo sent a pang through my heart.
“See. It’s for White Rose.”
“That’s one hundred percent for Dana,” Avery said. “If you tell me she got one too, I’m going to murder you. With kindness and compassion, I will add! But still murder.”
I winced. “I, uh…”
She sighed so hard I felt like she’d deflate. “Remi… this is a genuine question. Why do you try so hard to keep yourself from being happy?”
“I’m not,” I shot back, my face hot as I dropped my shirt back. “I told you. My parents would come marching into town and—”
“And ask you to give this all up. So you’re giving it all up preemptively?” She shook her head. “I told you this already. When you picture a bad scenario to the point where it consumes you, you’re just going to create that scenario for yourself.”
“Are you blaming me?” I felt a lump in my throat, and it burned like hot coals.
She sighed. “Blame is such an ugly concept. Let’s put it like this. If someone sets your house on fire, and you just stand there and watch the fire creep in saying that fire’s going to burn me to death until it does, is it your fault you burned to death?”
I blinked. “Have I… gotten on your last nerve to the point where you’re picturing me dying in a fire?”
“No, I just like vivid analogies.” She stood up, walking over and throwing open the window. Warm air and the sound of people chattering and laughing out on the beach on a bright, sunny early afternoon just made my heart ache. “Obviously, it’s the arsonist’s fault. They’re the ones who should be blamed, trialed for it. But if I’m pointing out you could have turned and run out the back door instead of standing there waiting for oblivion, that doesn’t mean I’m blaming you.”
I stared at her from behind, wearing that same pantsuit as always, until I found myself rising to my feet slowly and joining her at the window. Over on the horizon, of course, there was that one little corner of Dana’s roof. It was about the only thing I could see out this window anymore. Not that I spent a lot of time at this apartment these days. “Well,” I said, a solid minute or two later, “if we’re going with your violent analogy—”
“Vivid analogy.”
“—then I’m just trying to keep someone I love safe from the fire.”
“Remi.” She turned to me, her smile soft. “You really underestimate yourself, you know that? I think if you tried standing up for yourself, asserting yourself separately from your parents… you’d probably be surprised how well you’d do.”
And just like that, I had tears burning at my eyes. Really? I was going to cry now? Talk about ridiculous. I turned back to the window. “You have no idea, Avery. They have a lot of money to make from getting me back—”
“They have a lot of money to make from filling that position,” she said, gently. “If you assume the worse, the worst comes to you. You don’t have to make it harder for them to drag you back than to give up on the position. Just to make it harder than filling the position with somebody else.”
I turned, shooting her a look. She shrugged.
“Institutions will chew you up and spit you out. In the end, all of us are surprised by how small, how replaceable we are. I think it’s a beautiful thing. Being replaceable means being free. Wouldn’t you rather be somewhere because they want you, not because they need you to make money?”
I stared, my head feeling fuzzy. “I don’t understand,” I said, even though I knew I did.
Her smile went away, her expression turning severe. “I know what they’re like. I’ve seen parents like that before. They don’t want you for you, they want you for the money you bring them. I think you know that.”
I looked down. “And if there’s anything that will convince them to tear my life apart looking for me—”
“Then it would be love, Remi.” She put a hand on my shoulder, and I jerked back up to meet her eyes. “Money? Were you really about to say that it would be for money? Seriously,” she said, a smile dancing over her lips. “Just because you’re cynical doesn’t mean you’re right.”
“What?” My head spun.
“They want you back because it’d take them zero hours to get you in the position, and fifty hours to get someone else in the position. All you have to do is make it take fifty-one hours to get you back, and they’ll give up. That’s the kind of connection being financially valuable gets you. But look at how much time, energy, and heart Dana has put in trying to get you to stay. Would you ever once get that from your parents?”
I blinked. “I… well, of course not. Not unless there’s money to be made, I don’t think they give a damn.”
“I know you want to feel wanted, needed,” she said, quietly, squeezing my shoulder. “So stay here, where you’re wanted and needed much more than back with your parents.”
I balled my hands, squeezing tightly, trying to ward off the stinging at my eyes. “I’m not putting Dana in the crossfire.”
She smiled, softly, sweetly. I wondered how she had such a calming, reassuring smile. She really would have made a great mother. “I think it’s a good thing you’ve been trying to leave like this,” she said. “You’ve had to go a long time without feeling properly wanted, in the way every human being deserves. Listen to Dana. Not just to her words, but to the things her actions say, too. I’ll bet when you look back on this, you’ll realize this was exactly what you needed before you could really be in love.” She turned back to the door, holding up a hand as she walked away. “Holly and I are going to a fancy-pants charity dinner next week! Let me know if you want to come, and I can finagle some invitations. For your girlfriend, too.”
She didn’t even give me the chance to respond, just stepping out through the door and pulling it shut behind her. When it latched, I sank down along the wall and onto the floor, breathing in the warm wind that tickled my hair around my neck.
I didn’t know what she meant.
Or… well, I knew perfectly well what she meant. But it scared me so much, I was showing up hours early for my flight tomorrow to get away from it all.
*
Dana
“Hi,” I said, and then I remembered to put on a smile, so I shoved it onto my face, feeling like I was pushing a string, and then I remembered to say his name, too. “Emmanuel.”
Emmanuel gave me a skeptical look, glancing up from where he was piping a beautiful floral design onto a sheet. “That’s the worst greeting I’ve ever heard. Do you want to go back outside, wait ten seconds, and try again, or do you want to explain why you’re so miserable?”
I hung my head. “Lay off, old man.”
“Excuse me? I’m not old. I’m still young.”
“You’re just contrary, is what you are. I say you’re old, and you’re young. I say you’re young, and you’re old. I bet I could tell you that you’re straight and you’d go ask Matthew to make out.”
He wrinkled his nose. “No… not my type. If I were gay, I’d probably go for the big fireman type. But the sweet kind, big strong man who likes playing with little puppies. I’d bring cookies into the station to share with all his fireman friends.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Okay… that’s a little too specific, actually, but I’m not going to read into it.” I waved him off, turning to pick up my apron off the rack. “Sorry. I guess you know why I’m upset, anyway, but I’ll try to rein it in.”
He sighed. “Hard losing Remi, but there’s always a few apprentices who quit along the way. I think it’s been a while since there was only one. I was starting to think we’d make it all the way through for once.”
I was quiet, pulling on my apron and washing my hands. Eventually, Emmanuel sighed.
“Did you two break up?” he said, quietly, and I whirled, splashing water from the sink.
“I—we weren’t together,” I said, but he just raised his eyebrows. That, combined with the skew of his glasses from leaning over, made it look almost comical. Not enough to dissolve the awful knot twisted in my stomach.
“There isn’t a single person in Port Andrea who doesn’t know you were together.”
“She’s straight,” I mumbled.
“I know she’s got a powerful family who probably wants her to be straight. Look, it’s an open secret, and I think you two know it. I lost one good pastry chef with her going, and I don’t want to lose you too by having you be miserable. Tell me what happened.”
I hung my head. “Her parents told her to come back early. I wasn’t able to convince her to stay. So… I guess no, we haven’t broken up yet. We’ll break up tomorrow morning, when she goes to the airport. But I’m already feeling like we’ve broken up.”
He laughed. He wasn’t supposed to laugh. I shot him a disbelieving look, but he just shook his head. “Not bad,” he said. “You can chase her down and catch her at the airport and proclaim your love for her, and it’ll make her stay. It always works in the books.” He paused. “Monica got me reading some of her favorites. I think they’re sweet.”
That did it. I whirled on him, anger and heartbreak and petty misery at how readily she’d abandoned me for her parents all tangling into a knot in my throat that burned like brandy. “Which is it, Emmanuel? You told me not to let anything consume my life too much. Not to love anything too much, not to let my life center around any one thing, because it’d tear me apart when something happened to it. Now you’re telling me to chase her down? To love her and make her my whole world? Which is it, Emmanuel?”
He stared at me for what felt like an hour before, slowly, he sighed, setting down the piping bag. He took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose, taking a few seconds longer to say, “Wish there were a citywide festival for missing the point too. You’d be bringing home best in that one for sure.”
I flared red-hot. “What are you talking about? You were telling me not to love too much—”
“Oh, who do you love too much?” Monica’s voice said from behind me as she swung through the door from the front, picking her apron back up. “Is it Remi? Are you going to go confess her love and bring her back? You should get a bouquet of white roses. Wouldn’t that be romantic and poetic?”
Emmanuel put his glasses back on. “Monica, welcome back. I hope lunch was good. Can you do these flowers for me while I take Dana into my office and lay into her?”
I stood up straighter. “Um… am I in trouble?”
He only answered once we were in his office, Monica humming softly to herself out in the kitchen. “Of course. But you already knew that.” He walked across the room and sat down with a heavy sigh in his desk chair. “Oh, lord. You young’uns.”
“Oh, now you’re old again, are you?” I put my hands on my hips, but he ignored me.
“I never said you have to make sure not to love something too much. Or someone. There’s no such thing as loving too much.”
“There is.” I stood over his desk, my throat feeling tight. “Because if you love someone too much, then… then when one day something happens and they’re gone, it hurts too much.”
He leveled with my gaze squarely, and he spoke in a low voice. “My brother’s problem wasn’t that he might have been grieving, Dana. Grief is a beautiful thing. The full extent of how much we love someone can take a dozen lifetimes to express. When we lose them, grief is just the feeling of love for them trapped inside us, unable to get out. It’s the way we carry someone we love deep inside us. Don’t be afraid to one day grieve. Whoever goes a whole life without ever grieving can only have never loved, or have died much, much too early.”
I stared for the longest time before, slowly, a weight settled over my body. I sank into the seat across from him, feeling like I was lined with lead. “Then… what was his problem?” I breathed the words softly. He put his hands up.
“Isn’t it obvious? You kids can never read between the lines.” He shook his head. “My brother’s problem wasn’t that he loved too much. It was that he didn’t love enough. After he lost his wife, he pulled into himself and didn’t let himself love anything, except his son. When his son almost died too, I realized his life was haunted because he only loved one thing. Ah… what am I saying.” He shook his head. “Love isn’t some scarce quantity to be rationed. The more you give, the freer it comes, and the richer your life is. My brother loved his son just the right amount. But he should have loved his friends, too. He should have loved his job. He should have loved bright sunny days at the park. He should have loved chocolate in bed watching rain fall on the window. And that’s why I’m leaving this place, Dana. You lot are the only things in this world I love right now, and just because I’m old doesn’t mean I can’t fall in love with the world all over again. You’re doing exactly what my brother did—keeping yourself from loving too much because it might hurt.”
I swallowed hard, suddenly feeling like I was teetering on the edge of tears. “I thought that was what you were telling me…”
“Only way you could have gotten something like that was if you were already thinking it, woman,” he said, waving me off. “I’ve seen you. You like all kinds of things, but it’s always a bit superficial, isn’t it? You drift and skim off the surface of everything. For god’s sake, woman. Go fall in love. Chase down Remi and give her a bouquet of white roses at the airport, tell her you love her so much it’s like your heart could burst. You love her, you love your family, you love this job, you love this city. Don’t be so damn ashamed of it. You don’t have anything to be afraid of. With a full, loving life like you’ve got, you’re anything but my brother. Go love like it’s your last damn day on this planet.”
I stared for the longest time before I sank back in the seat, taking a shaky breath to fight back tears. “Why’d you give me the decision on who takes over? Why now, when you know I’m in love with Remi? You know it’s a conflict of interest. You can’t make me make a choice like that.”
He grinned. “Because I’m a spiteful old man.”
I let my gaze fall, my chest feeling heavy, before I said, “I don’t think I’m taking over the position.”
“Who’ve you got in mind?” he said, and I shook my head.
“Don’t know. I just… don’t think I want to manage. That’s not what I really love, and I don’t want this place feeling like work. I just want to be out there baking pretty things. That’s what I love.”
“Sounds right,” he said, sinking back in his seat. “You’re not bad, Dani. I’m proud of you.”
“If you’re proud, the least you could do is call me my name,” I sighed. “Maybe George. He’s been here a long time, and he’s the definition of reliable. Or…”
“Feel free to take your time,” he said, putting a hand up. “Ask around, too. See who wants it. That’s the really important thing, I think, who actually wants the damn position.”
I rubbed my forehead. “I will. Thanks.”
Or maybe I could. Maybe I could take over the position, hire Remi, put up with whatever her parents threw at me, and live happily ever after.
But she wouldn’t come back if I did. The only way I could get her to come back would be to…
I took a sharp breath, standing up. Emmanuel gave me an odd look, raising his eyebrows at me.
“You think of something?” he said.
“No. Just… ready to get back to work. Thanks, Emmanuel,” I said, quietly.
“I’ll see if I can get Taylor back on helping you at festival time,” he said. “She’ll get whiplash at this rate, but… better than you going it alone.”
Or maybe I could just—just maybe—get Remi back after all.
Just maybe.




Chapter 31
Remi
When a sharp knock rang from the front door of my apartment, my heart jumped. The plan had been to hand in the keys and head over to Dana’s house to spend our last night together in her bed, but I hadn’t been expecting her to come pick me up.
To come ask me to stay, I wished. I knew she had asked me a hundred times already, but I still wanted to hear at least one more time, Dana asking me please stay with me. Especially after my conversation with Avery earlier in the day—it left me a little rattled. And I wondered what would happen if Dana asked me to stay again.
“One second,” I called, grabbing my bag from by the door, pulling on my shoes, and tugging on a jacket for the brisk chill of the night before I unlatched the door. “I didn’t think you’d be coming to—”
I stopped, my stomach dropping, when I opened the door to my mother’s face on the other side. She gave me a tight smile, and I froze, my head spinning, feeling like I’d just been dropped into ice water.
“Thought I’d drop in and say hi,” she said, looking past me. “Oh, this was your apartment here, is it? Very down-to-earth living.”
“What are you doing here?” I breathed, not really even hearing myself. She smiled wider.
“Well, what kind of a welcome is that? I have great news. I told Alexander Bellington you were coming back—”
“I didn’t agree to it,” I shot back, and her smile flickered out.
“Looks like you have, judging by your apartment move-out ready. Or have you just been living without furniture?”
Anger and frustration flared up like shoots of red food coloring dropped in water. “I was planning on coming back, but I don’t appreciate you promising it to other people without getting my confirmation first.”
She raised a hand in a halfhearted conciliatory gesture. “I may have gotten ahead of myself, but you’ll understand it worked out wonderfully. He’s delighted you’ll be back. He’s already said he’s changed his mind about closing contact with us, and—” She straightened her back, smiling wider. “He’s here as well. We’re taking his jet back tonight.”
It hit me like a physical blow, and it left me short for words. “I—” I fumbled for what to say. “You said tomorrow. I have plans tonight. I need to say goodbye—”
“Oh, relax. You can explain to your little bakery friends over email. And you can come visit this little city again sometime to say hi. Come on. The Bellington jet is beautiful, and I think you’d be interested in a bottle of Chardonnay with his son on a nice, gentle flight.”
There was so much wrong there, all I could do was latch onto the last thing. “I don’t even drink.”
“One little glass isn’t going to kill you, dear. It’s going to be wonderful. Ah, well, you can get coffee or something if you prefer. You’re all ready to go now, aren’t you?”
No, I wasn’t ready to go. She wanted me to just leave without saying a word to Dana? Without saying goodbye to the woman who’d stolen my breath away and turned my world upside-down this summer?
But what on earth could I tell her? No, I need to go kiss my girlfriend goodbye? I could hardly just tell her I needed to go spend some intimate, private time with that trainer she had a suspicion about.
“I really have things to do. I can’t just—”
“Remington.” Her tone was severe, and by sheer years of conditioning, I flinched, ready to do exactly what she told me. “Alexander has high hopes. And we have a lot riding on him. Don’t cause a fuss.”
“I’m—” My head swirled. I wanted to curl up and cry. Why could I not just tell her no? I took a shaky breath, and I said, “Just a little time. An hour.”
She stared for a second before she narrowed her eyes. “I swear to god, if you tell me it’s about that damn trainer again…”
“It’s—” My throat was tight, and against all reason, I found myself snapping. “She’s my best friend. You can’t force me away from my best friend without saying a word just because you have this weird, baseless paranoia about me being a lesbian.”
She stared for a long while more before, finally, she sighed. “I’ll tell Alexander you need an extra hour. But he won’t be happy. I’ll expect you to really cozy up to his son to make up for it.”
I’d take it. I’d take whatever I could get, at this point, just for one last chance to see Dana Gallagher. “Deal,” I said. “Wait around here wherever. I’m just going down the street.”
I felt like I was going to throw up the whole way down the street, walking fast, the streets swirling around me. I wanted to cry, wanted to pull my hair out, wanted to be better than this and just tell my mother off, but maybe I really couldn’t change.
Coming up on Dana’s house thinking it was probably the last time, I bit back tears as I knocked on the salmon-pink front door. It took a minute before it swung open, Dana standing inside looking perfect as she always did, wearing a wine-red tank top and black leggings. I wanted to cry thinking this was the last outfit I’d see her in.
“Oh, Remi,” she said, her face all softness and sympathy, reaching out for an embrace, but I checked back over my shoulder first. My mother hadn’t tailed me. Not that I could see, anyway. I wouldn’t have put it past her, except that maybe it was too much getting her hands dirty.
I stepped inside, and it was only after shutting the door that I collapsed against Dana and wrapped my arms around her, holding her tightly. “I only have an hour,” I whispered, and she tensed up.
“Only have—what?”
“My mother.” My voice was dry, raspy, like raking embers over my throat. “She’s here. That client she wants me back to charm apparently flew her here in his private jet, and they want me going back tonight. I managed to negotiate an hour first.”
“Oh my god, Remi.” She squeezed me, but there was something there in the way she held herself, in the way she held me—disbelief, I knew. I felt the same thing, like I wasn’t even here, like I didn’t know what to do with myself. “Can she stick to one of her promises?”
“Her promise that she’d never abide me dating a woman,” I mumbled, burying my face in her collar. “Dammit, Dana. I am so sorry. I was supposed to spend tonight with you. It was supposed to be us, Dana.”
She held me tighter, and she took a long breath before she said, “It still can be. Remi… I want you to stay with me. I want you to stay here. I love you.”
Her asking one more time felt as beautiful and as painful as I’d expected. I squeezed her. “I’m so sorry. I wish I could, Dana.”
“Then stay. I talked to Emmanuel earlier.”
I squeezed tighter before I stepped back, looking up into the beautiful dark browns of her eyes. “Don’t tell me you tried talking about hiring me—”
“No. I told him I don’t want the position.”
“Dana.” My heart ached, and I just wanted to reach a hand out and wipe away all the things I’d been here, all the things I’d done here in Port Andrea that led to her turning it down, but—she put a hand up, stopping me.
“Not because I don’t want to make the decision about you. I thought about it. I don’t want to run the place. I love baking, and I love experimenting, and creating new things. I don’t want anything that would take away from that. I’m really happy he offered me the position, but I just don’t think I want to run the place.”
Still, my stomach churned. “But deep down—”
“It’s not because I don’t want to make the decision about you. I promise.” She slipped her hands down my arms, lacing her fingers with mine and squeezing. “I can promise you that, because I want to take the position, make the decision about you, and then pass the position on.”
That threw me off. My head spun. “I… you’re making the decision?”
She put on a small smile. “I am. I think Emmanuel was right. I think I’ll hire Taylor.”
That shouldn’t have hurt. That should have been a relief. I didn’t want her getting implicated in any conflicts of interest, and—besides, Taylor was good. She was reliable. Everyone on the team loved her.
But it hurt.
I swallowed hard around the lump in my throat, and I nodded. “I think that’s a good call. She’ll fit right in on the team.”
Dana nodded. “And I’d like to hire you, too.”
“I—” I stopped, my heart missing a beat. “Wait. What?”
She smiled wider. “Remi. Emmanuel’s leaving. We need two hires to keep on target.”
“But—” My head spun. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t realized, but— “That’s still a conflict of interest. Even if you hired every single apprentice, as long as my girlfriend hires me—”
“Then we tell them,” she said, softly. “We explain to all of them, apprentices included, that we’re in a relationship, but lay out the case for why I think you’re the best hire anyway.”
“Then there’s no guarantee it’d be me,” I shot back. “There’s still seven other apprentices who I can promise wouldn’t take so well to that—”
My phone rang. Like, sound on, rang, the way it only did when someone on my emergency list called twice in a row. I jerked back away from Dana, pulling my phone from my pocket, fumbling twice with the way my hands were shaking. Of course it was my mother’s damn number on the screen.
“It’s my mother,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry. It only rings like this for an emergency. I have to…”
Dana nodded, wide-eyed. I stepped away, into the living room, and I took the call.
“You couldn’t have waited for me to confirm before you took off, could you?” My mother’s voice snapped in my ear the second I picked up. “Alexander Bellington isn’t happy. He says he’s not spending the extra to keep idling on the tarmac for another hour waiting for you, and that he thought you were better than this. At this rate, you’re going to lose us his contact after all.”
I snapped. “Now I’m the one who should be confirming things more? Maybe you shouldn’t have promised him I’d be coming by immediately when you told me tomorrow—when you told me two weeks from now.”
Yelling at her—something I’d never even dreamed of—felt like throwing gasoline onto a fire, but to my surprise, she didn’t yell back. “We can argue over semantics later, Remi. I’m sorry about this. Why don’t you just come back next weekend to handle all your goodbyes, and for right now, we can go back to Alexander?”
“I…” I squeezed the phone. Dana stood in front of me, her brows knotted, and the sight of her like that made my chest ache. I can’t, I wanted to say. I’m staying. I love Dana. I’m staying here, with her.
Maybe I could come back next weekend to handle all the goodbyes. It wasn’t fair, but none of this was fair.
I really loved Dana.
“Ten minutes,” I said, quietly.
“Remi.” She strained her voice.
“You had a deal. You went back on it. Twice. Ten minutes.”
She sighed, but a second later, she said, “Fine. Ten minutes, and then we’re going back.”
“See you then,” I said, my voice ashen as I hung up. I gave Dana all the apologies I could fit into one look, but she smiled, softly, sweetly.
“Just ten minutes?” she said.
“I’m so sorry, Dana. I never wanted it to come to this.”
She shook her head. “I think everyone will agree you’re the best fit. Even the other apprentices.”
“Dana, I don’t want to spend our last minutes together like this debating—”
“I’m not asking you to just be a pastry chef,” she said, taking my hands again. “I’m asking you to be the new manager.”
I stopped. “What… are you talking about?”
She leaned in and pressed a quick kiss against my lips. “Emmanuel’s leaving, silly. I think you’re the best choice to replace him.”
“But I—I don’t know anything about White Rose’s—”
“Emmanuel can walk you through it. Remi, you’re the only person on the team, including all the apprentices, with a degree in management. You have more management experience than everyone except Emmanuel combined. You’ve run something a hundred times the size of White Rose. How could anyone argue if I said you’re the best candidate to replace Emmanuel? Even if I admit to everyone I’m biased because I’m in love with you, how could they disagree?”
“But…” My head spun. Me? Taking over running the bakery? I’d dreamed for years of so much as stepping foot in the kitchen. I’d thought the apprenticeship was a long shot, no matter how much I postured and pretended there was no doubt I’d get the job, and then just like that, I had the chance to not only get the job, but run the place? “Managing a fine arts division of a charity foundation is different from—running a bakery.”
“Of course,” she laughed. “But put yourself in an outside perspective. If you have two dozen people and you have to decide which one to make the manager, wouldn’t you pick the person who’s run multi-million-dollar divisions over everyone else?”
Well, of course I would. But it didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be right.
And we were running out of time in any case. The seconds slipped away, and I didn’t want to remember them lost in an argument with Dana.
I leaned in, and I pressed a kiss against her lips.
“I’ll never forget the way you loved me, Dana,” I said, and she frowned.
“Is that a no?” she breathed.
“If I snubbed them right here, right now, in front of everyone, they’d never accept it. They’d tear you apart. I—when I said our relationship would have to be secret, Dana, it wasn’t because I wanted to stay safe from my parents. It was because I wanted to keep you safe. I can’t ask you to risk making personal enemies with people as powerful as my parents.”
She wrapped her arms around my waist, eyes shimmering now. “I don’t care. I just want to tell the world that you’re mine.”
“I want that too. I want—more than anything, I want to parade you in front of them, tell them that I’m happily in love and I’m staying with you. I mean—can you imagine the look on my mother’s face? I think she’d have an aneurysm.” I looked down. “But can you do that?”
“Of course I can—”
“You wouldn’t just be making yourself an enemy. Can you accept the risk that White Rose would be put in danger? That they might harass your family?”
She went quiet. I buried my face in her chest.
“I love you, Dana. And that’s exactly why I can’t ask you to do that. Even though I’d want nothing more… I want you and the things you love to be safe. Thank you, for trying so hard to make me stay. I’ve never in my life felt so wanted anywhere. I don’t think I’ll ever get over this, but… I’m glad I met you, Dana. I love you.”
She squeezed me, pressing her face against my hair. “I just wanted you to stay, sweetheart. Remi. I just wanted you to stay. Why was nothing I did enough?”
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I wish I’d been anyone else. Anyone else, and I’d have stayed. I’d have been yours for as long as you’d have me. But… at least we got our roses. And as long as I have that rose, I’ll still be yours. I promise.”
She gripped me tighter. “I’m really going to miss you, Remi.”
I closed my eyes. “Me too, Dana. I miss you already.”




Chapter 32
Dana
In the end, it was my fault.
Just when I thought I’d had it figured out, Remi had offered me one last test, and I’d failed it. All along, I’d thought she was afraid of what her parents would do to her if they found out we were together.
Of course she’d been afraid of what would happen to me. The woman was just so good to me. Afraid of what her parents would do if they knew I was the one keeping them from their million-dollar executor of fine arts… afraid of what they’d do to the people around me, the people I loved.
And when she’d asked me if I was really willing to risk that, I hadn’t had an answer.
I sat there on my sofa for a long time after she walked out the door, just staring out the window, watching heavy clouds roll in over the night. What would have happened, I wondered, if I’d said yes? If I’d told her I was willing to risk it all for her, that I was willing to take on her parents together with her?
Maybe she’d still be in my arms. Or more likely, I’d be out there walking with her to go see her mother together. To confront it.
Instead, I’d stood at the door watching her go, and that last sight of her walking away was going to haunt me for the rest of my life.
Grief was just the leftover love we hadn’t had the time to share. It was how we kept someone inside our hearts forever. I shouldn’t have been ashamed to grieve.
On some level, I wished I’d never fallen in love so hard. Wished she’d just let me tumble down those stairs, and I’d have been out of work for a week while I recovered, and Remi would have been no one special when I got back into work, and we wouldn’t have fallen for each other.
I pulled out my phone, and I stared at Remi’s contact for a while. Our last text, see you in a bit, seemed like an awful way to end it. I thought we’d said something sweeter the last time we’d texted? I typed a new one.
I love you, Remi. Thank you for everything.
I put the phone down, and I just breathed for a while, wishing I could cry. It hurt like my chest had just been scooped out, but I couldn’t cry—just a gnawing emptiness. God, I wished I could cry.
I wasn’t expecting a reply, but barely a minute later, my phone buzzed. I picked it up, and my stomach dropped. Serafina.
What the fuck is that text?? What happened??
Shit. I’d sent that message in our group chat with Serafina. I deleted it, but Serafina started typing right away.
Oh my gufkcing gdo you can’t just detelte it I’m coming over right now
Shit, shit, shit. I wasn’t fit to be seen right now. I stumbled to my feet, looking around in a haze, feeling like I was coming to from a long drunken stupor instead of ten minutes spent missing Remi. I texted Serafina privately.
I’m really not up for company right now. I didn’t mean to send that in the group chat.
But it didn’t mark as read, and sure enough, it was only a couple minutes before there was a pounding at the door. I ran to the front, but the door swung open before I could get there, Serafina exploding into the entrance in a hoodie and sweatpants, a stray piece of popcorn caught in her hoodie collar.
“Fucking explain,” she said, kicking the door shut. “What happened?”
“Nothing—”
“Nuh-unh. No wriggling your way out of this. What was that thank you for everything shit? She’s leaving tomorrow, right? Why isn’t she with you?”
“She’s—” I choked, and then—great timing—now apparently I remembered how to cry. Now I needed to remember how to not cry. “She had to leave early. It’s bullshit. All of it is bullshit. I want to be alone, Serafina.”
“Uh, no you don’t. You want to be with Remi. What happened?”
“I don’t want to talk about it right now—”
“You did not just let her walk out that door.” She threw her hands up. “When you’re this in love? Don’t be a pushover.”
“I am not a pushover!” My voice went shrill. “There’s a lot! Her mother is picking her up in some shitty private jet with some shitty business executive friend who needed Remi urgently for nothing other than his own shitty ego, and I asked her to take over for Emmanuel and run the bakery if we admitted to everyone that we were a couple, but she told me she couldn’t ask me to be with her publicly—not when it would make me an enemy of her whole organization and my family and my workplace with it—”
She put her hands on my shoulders, and the movement jostled the popcorn from her hoodie. She looked down at where it fell. “Oh, I had another piece.”
“Yeah, most people check the mirror before they go out.”
“I was in a hurry, because somebody was being a little shit and needed a kick in the balls.”
I put my hands up. “I don’t have balls, Serafina.”
“Breathe with me. Okay? Breathe in real slow.” She took a long, slow breath, and I forced myself to match her, when all I wanted to do was break down and sob. When I breathed out with her, my heart still pounded, but the urge to crumple wasn’t so acute. “How long ago did she leave?”
“I’m not chasing her down like some kind of cheesy movie, Serafina,” I sighed.
She didn’t move her hands from my shoulders. “How long ago did she leave?”
“Ugh. Ten, twelve minutes.”
“So she’s still in town.”
I put my hands up. “I’m not chasing her down. I wouldn’t catch her if I did. She’s taking a car and getting on a private jet.”
She sighed, stepping back away. “She told you she couldn’t ask you to be with her publicly?”
I nodded, my whole body numb, heavy. I would be glad to have Serafina around in an hour or four. Right now, I wanted to be left alone to cry. “She’s afraid of what her parents would do to get back at me.”
“Did you tell her she didn’t need to ask and that you’d do it anyway?”
I scrunched up my face, sinking back against the wall. “Are you just here to make me feel worse about this? No, I didn’t. She asked me if I could put my family and everyone at the bakery at risk by dating her publicly, and I couldn’t respond. I didn’t know what to say.”
She frowned. “What, you’re worried about what might happen to me? And Mom and Dad?”
“And White Rose—Monica and George and everyone.”
“Buddy, look at me. I’m scrappy.” She flexed an arm. “I’ve basically been raring up to take on douchebags like Remi’s parents all my life. I’d love to see them try.”
I frowned. “And everyone else?”
“We can handle ourselves, Dana,” she said, dropping her arms, wearing a rare serious look. “I think you forget that we love Remi too. We’re all happy to stand up for her, and for you. Okay?”
I felt my eyes sting, tears welling up. “I don’t know what to do, Serafina. I want her to stay so badly. But everything I’ve done to try getting her to stay fell apart.”
“I think she was trying to tell you something,” she said. “When she said she couldn’t ask you to be with her publicly—did you ever ask her for that?”
I stopped. “I… well, no. She said we had to keep it secret. I didn’t want to disrespect that.”
“It sounds like it wasn’t to protect her all along. It was just to protect you.” She folded her arms. “And maybe she’s just been waiting all this time for you to ask her to be yours anyway.”
I shook my head, straightening suddenly, a plummeting sensation in my chest as I pushed away from the wall. “Serafina, please. It’s too late now. If you want to tell me all the things I did wrong, please… at least do it another time. I’m going out.”
“Out?” She turned after me as I pulled on a pair of shoes and grabbed my bag. “Where?”
I gestured to the front door. “Out there. Somewhere. I don’t know yet.”
“This doesn’t sound healthy.”
“No.” I opened the door. “But I’m going to shut this door in your face, and even though you’re a faster swimmer, I’m a much faster runner, so you’re not going to be able to follow me. I really need to be alone right now. See you, Serafina.”
I shut the door the moment she moved for me, and I turned with my head down and shoved off into the night, desperate for anywhere to drown out my thoughts.
*
Remi
“Oh, for god’s sake,” my mother sighed, pulling the car over onto the side of the road. Public transportation was the norm in Port Andrea, and I hadn’t been in a car once since before I got here. It felt claustrophobic, somehow.
“What’s wrong?” I felt like I was forming words out of stone, trying to move my body into speaking like I was a puppet on a string.
“Engine warning. This is why I don’t trust car rentals.” She shook her head. “Alexander is going to throw a fit. I wonder if it’ll be easier to just call him to come out and get me than trying to find a ride in this forsaken city.”
I glanced out the window—Southport-Amber Station and its familiar glass walls gleamed up ahead. “Public transportation is free in Port Andrea,” I said, and she wrinkled her nose, looking over at me.
“Wonderful. Cramming into the subway like we’re NYC commuters. Fine, let’s go.”
Mostly, though? I just needed to be surrounded by people other than my mother. Getting on the orange line, after parking the car and making a call to the rental agency, felt like familiar territory, rolling smoothly through dark tunnels while the announcer voice rolled through the car, surrounded by the comfortable familiarity of strangers all in their own little bubbles pretending we didn’t see one another.
“At this rate, it might take a few more favors to really win him back on board,” my mother sighed. I just held the handrail and stared out the window, watching columns go by, thinking of the times Dana and I had been on this subway. Thinking of when it had gone the other way on my first day in Port Andrea. “The meeting on Monday is still on, to be clear.”
“I’m going to come back for the festival,” I said, quietly, and she shot me a look.
“You and this damn festival. Sure, do what you like. Maybe you could take a date, make something productive out of it.”
I didn’t know what was worse, that the festival had to be productive or that a date had to be productive. “I just want to try the pastries Dana and I made. I think she can take home the award.”
“You and that woman again,” she sighed, turning back to her phone. “You’d think you’d never had a friend before.”
I knew she didn’t get service down here. She just wanted something to look at. But it suited me well, acting like we were miles apart when we were right together.
Robin Square Station felt painfully nostalgic once we arrived, especially going up the massive flight of stone stairs where I’d first met Dana. I felt myself slowing down as I went up them, counting them, until I found the one where Dana had dropped her ID. I didn’t know how I knew which one it was, but I just… knew.
A few steps ahead of me, my mother stopped at the top of the steps, turning back and shooting me a look. “Remi, we can’t afford any more delays.”
I could have just shouted at her, I’m not going back with you. I’m keeping my job here, and I’m in love with Dana.
Could have just turned around, gone back, told Dana I was sorry and that I wanted to be with her no matter what. I could run the bakery. It had made sense—I had the most reason to be running it out of anyone, especially since the long-time veterans like George clearly had no interest in taking on extra responsibilities. Wasn’t this what I’d come here for? What I’d gone to culinary school for, what I’d argued with my mother over a year for just to get a shaky deal for the summer?
In just a few words, it could have been mine. But then I’d have put Dana at risk, and…
“Sorry,” I said, jogging up the last few steps, up into the open-floor area that led on one side into gates and more stairs, the other side into the food court. Above us, a tall, slanted ceiling glittered with little lights that looked like stars, painted with galaxies and nebulas.
“Remi,” my mother sighed, exasperation lacing her voice. “Get a move on.”
I chewed my cheek. “I… don’t really want to go, frankly.”
The words drew some invisible string between us to an instant taut, my mother’s expression turning harrowed. My heart pounded, but I swallowed, and somehow, I heard myself say it again.
“I don’t really want to go.”
“Please, do not be obstinate about this,” she sighed, rubbing her forehead. “You can have your crisis at home.”
Except I couldn’t, because if I wanted to stay at White Rose, this was my only shot. I couldn’t come back from this otherwise. “I don’t want to have a crisis at all, actually. I wouldn’t be if you hadn’t broken your own agreement, twice.”
“Oh, for crying out loud,” she sighed, pulling her phone back out. “How much longer will this take? I’ll send Alexander the latest update.”
“I…” My head spun. What was I saying? Looking around at this spot where I’d first run into Dana—where I’d caught her hand and it had been like lightning, drawing me to her until there was nothing in the world but her smile and her laugh—I couldn’t make myself go past this point. “I intend to stay here. But I need you to agree not to attempt to force me back with you by coercion or harassing me, my workplace, or the people around me.”
She stared at me, incredulous. “Remington, you are my own daughter. What exactly defines harassment here? Is me showing up to tell you that your family doesn’t want you off in some strange city toiling for nothing while the rest of us miss you—does that count as harassment?”
My chest ached, but I squeezed my hands. “I won’t stop you from coming to Port Andrea, but you know what harassment entails—”
“Then you’d be better served coming with me, Remi,” she said, her voice sharpened. “I will not promise to do nothing to bring my own daughter back to me, especially when she’s working in miserable conditions entirely, as far as I can tell, out of spite. I had thought you were done being a moody teenager and trying to run away from home.”
What was I even doing? I wasn’t helping anyone like this. I’d already thrown everything right back in Dana’s face a thousand times. I’d already told Emmanuel I’d be gone tomorrow. I already didn’t stand a chance getting that full-time job, and I doubted Dana would be thrilled about me going hot and cold on her this much.
The best thing I could do for everyone here would be to leave. And to leave without a fuss, so my mother didn’t get any ideas.
I closed my eyes, sighing softly. “You are relentless when you want something. Or more accurately, when you want your rich friends to think highly of you. Fine. I’ll go make Alexander Bellington like you again. Will you leave Port Andrea alone then?”
She sighed, giving me a poisonous glare. “This city’s changed you. You weren’t so… outright disrespectful before. You can keep your opinions about these things to yourself. You don’t know what people have gone through to hand you the things you have, and I’ll thank you to be grateful for it.”
I took a long breath, biting back the thousand things I wanted to say, and I turned to give one last look over the stairs before I left, only—when I looked back, my heart jumped at the outright impossible sight of Dana Gallagher coming up the stairs, taking them two at a time.
Was this some sick coincidence? She didn’t know I was here, or even that I’d be coming through here. And to have to see her again when we’d already said our goodbyes—
“Dana?” I heard myself say it, and she snapped up, stumbling at the sight of me, and just like that—hello, déjà vu, because she missed the next step up and fell backwards.
Shit. Falling forwards down these stairs was already bad enough. Falling backwards down them would put her in the hospital, and that wasn’t how I wanted to leave things.
I lunged. Everything moved too quickly, like someone hit fast-forward, and I just trusted my feet to make the right moves, taking three steps down in one move and lunging forwards and catching solidly as hand met wrist—
I grabbed her by the arm. It jerked back until her hand met mine, and she grabbed on, and I fumbled, too. I pitched forward, but I grabbed the railing, cold metal pressing hard into my hand, and then in a perfect balance like a ballet pose, we came to an abrupt stop.
“Remi?” She was breathless, looking up at where she held onto my hand, catching herself over two different steps with her other hand clutching the handrail for dear life.
I took a long breath, and let it out, adrenaline making my heart pound. “From now on, Dana, you are taking the escalator here.”
She stared for a second before she laughed, once, breathlessly. She righted herself and let go of the handrail, but she held onto my hand even after I’d pulled myself back up and let go of the rail. “Sensible as ever, Remi. I guess you don’t go far in the mafia without a good head on your shoulders.”
She stepped up to the step below me, putting her at eye level with me, and before I could say a word, she pulled me into a kiss.
Well—to say this wasn’t what I’d been expecting, that would be an understatement. My heart shot off into orbit, and I wanted to pull away, hiss that my mother was right there. But firstly, it was too late—she had a great view of the kiss, I was sure—and secondly, I couldn’t tear myself away. Dana’s lips against mine melted me with that sensation like everything was in the right place, and I wanted to stay like this forever.
“I don’t care who finds out,” Dana breathed, after pulling away, not far from my lips—not even seeming to care about the dozens of people streaming by, all politely pretending they couldn’t see us. “I don’t care what your parents do, Remi. The answer is yes. I’m willing to face whatever happens to me if we’re together. I love you.”
I stared for a long while, my thoughts swirling, heart pounding, before I said, “Well… I’m glad about that, because my mother is about ten feet behind me and had a great view of all that.”
She scrunched up her face. “Oh.”
She looked up, but she didn’t need to scan the crowds—my mother came storming down, shoes clicking, as she stopped next to us just as a loudspeaker crackled with an arrival announcement. “That’s what this is about?” she said, an icy cruelty to her voice. “You refuse to leave because of your little… fling, with this…” She gestured vaguely to Dana, and I flared up with a sudden protective urge, turning to my mother with fire in my blood.
“She’s my girlfriend,” I said, straightening my back. “And yes. I refuse to leave because I’m in love with Dana. And if you won’t promise not to harass her and her family, then I suppose we’ll just tough it out together, because I’m not going anywhere.”
Dana slipped an arm around my waist, and suddenly I just felt like a ridiculous fool. If I’d known standing up for us like this would be so easy, would come so naturally if I admitted the truth, then I’d have done it ages ago. She squeezed me tighter and said, “There’s nothing you can do to bully me out of it. I’m staying with Remi no matter what you do. So don’t bother.”
“You’re not going to embarrass the family name like this,” my mother shot. “The executor of fine arts herself, Remington Bennett, run off to be with some—some woman who works in a kitchen, throwing away the entire business in a moody teenage love-drunk fit with some lesbian? When you specifically lied to me and said you weren’t?”
I laughed, despite everything. “I’m not. Neither is she. I told you that. I’m bisexual. And Dana is pansexual, and we are perfectly happy together, thank you. As for your family name…” I shook my head. “No need to worry about that. I’ll change my last name. And you can forget all about me.”
“Remington—” she snapped, but Dana put a hand up.
“Sorry,” she said. “But Remi is our new bakery manager, and we can’t afford to spare her. That said, you’re welcome to come to the festival and try some of Remi’s and my tarts.”
I watched my mother cycle through every emotion there was before she drew herself up to her full height, fire burning in her eyes. “I swear to you, I will make you regret this. You’ll be back along soon enough, Remington. You’ll be begging us for scraps again, and we’ll see how charitable we’re feeling then. Until then, so long.”
She turned and marched up the stairs, and of all the things I could have felt right now, the last one I would have expected was finally, I’m free.
Free from rules, contracts, obligations, and the endless posturing. Free from the pressure hanging over me of needing to one day go back to their little cult. Free from… all of it.
I drew a breath, feeling like my first full breath as myself, and I turned to Dana, who was looking at me with eyes shining.
“I thought I could try catching you at the airport,” she said. “But here works even better.”
I felt like crying. Not because I was scared of what my mother would do—now that I’d seen that look in her eyes, I knew her real problem had never been filling the executor role and making money, but her pride, and the easiest recourse now would be to pretend I’d never been a part of the family. Whatever she’d do, it would be nominal. And if I did take over running the bakery, I knew she wouldn’t ruin her reputation by sabotaging her own daughter’s business.
That was just it. Taking over the bakery had been the final straw that had driven her away. Dana’s snap decision to hire me for it had changed everything.
I wasn’t about to cry because of that. I was about to cry because now, all at once, it hit me that I’d get to spend as much time as I wanted with Dana.
“Yeah,” I said, “so long as you don’t get yourself killed on these stairs like you’re so clearly intent on doing.”
She laughed, putting her hands on my hips and holding me into her. “I’m fine. I’ve got you to catch me. I changed my mind, by the way.”
I paused. “About the manager position? Did I just lose my job by making a snarky comment to the manager?”
“No, no. I’d still love to try asking everyone if you can be the manager. But even if they don’t let it go through…” She squeezed me. “You’ll stay, right?”
I could have stayed anyway. No matter what happened at White Rose. It left me reeling. “Of course,” I whispered. “Er… come to think of it, with my mother showing up, I forgot to turn in the keys at my apartment complex anyway. I’ll go ask if I can extend my lease.”
She held me tighter. “Oh, Remi. What I changed my mind about—when I fell down here before, I said it was like a superhero movie. Or maybe a medical drama, if you got hurt. But I see now it’s actually a romantic drama, and… I think this is where I ask you to come home with me.”
I kissed her again, not caring if the whole world saw. “Of course,” I said, my voice crackling with the first tears. “Home.”
She smiled, tears sparkling in her eyes, too. I frowned.
“Just—you know. We’re taking the escalator down. I can’t risk losing you now.”
“Okay, okay. I’m not that clumsy.”
“Uh-huh. You should try that literally any other time, and I’d be more likely to believe you.”
She swatted me. “I was startled! I didn’t think you’d be standing there at the top like a vampire queen posing dramatically over the stairs to her throne.”
“Oh, so now we’ve advanced from mafioso to vampire queen? I think I consider this an amazing promotion.”
She laughed, kissing me again. “Just come on home with me, already. I had rose petals on the bed and everything I thought would go to waste tonight.”
“Oh, someone’s fancy. On the guest bed, or did you never fix the insulation in there?”
“You know as well as I do there was never an insulation leak. Now come on home.”
I laughed, and laughed, and laughed along with her the whole way on the escalator back down and on the blue line, back to Archer Bay, back home.
Home.
With Dana.
It sounded perfect.




Epilogue
Dana
“Well, look who’s finally shown up,” I laughed, stepping away from the counter as Remi walked into the stall. I gave her a quick peck on the cheek, reveling in the fact that I could just do that whenever I wanted, even right in the middle of a festival stall in a crowded street full of chatter and laughter.
“Sorry. Mafia duties called,” she said, and I swatted her arm.
“Emmanuel makes a poor mafia boss. He’s too soft.”
“Not soft on me,” she said, pulling an apron from the rack and slipping it on, turning her back to me. I took the ties and tied her apron without her even having to ask anymore. “Who knew manager training would be so brutal?”
“Why, what’s he having you do?”
She hung her head. “Listen to him talk.”
“Ah. I’m surprised you were only held up fifteen minutes.”
The early evening air was cool and brisk and rich with laughter, and to say it smelled amazing would be an understatement. Ash Road was the biggest pedestrian road in Port Andrea, a massive road with colorful pavers that fell away into paved bike lanes on the edges, cutting right through the center of Wing Valley district, and tonight, it was strung up with lights. Large stalls and food trucks lined the path, creating little corridors that streamed with people, as dozens of different groups crowded into Ash Road to vie for the title of Port Andrea’s best food.
It was a nine-day event from Saturday to the next Sunday, with restaurants across the city running specials, but it was the weekend days where Ash Road crowded full like this that it really came to life. The city flooded with tourists for the nine days of the event, here the end of every summer to see Port Andrea’s famous food scene, and right now, it was my duty to represent all the pâtissiers of White Rose.
Alongside the woman I’d fallen head-over-heels for this summer? I couldn’t have asked for better.
“Busy?” Remi said, once I tied her apron and she turned to wash her hands.
“Not yet. People are going wild for the balsamic cherry, though.”
“Well, good thing someone made about seven hundred of them,” she said, elbowing me lightly. “Nothing like eight hours of Emmanuel drilling me on what I’ll need to know as a manager just to come here and sell our pastries.”
“I know you love Emmanuel.”
“In small doses,” she laughed, tiptoeing to give me a quick kiss on the cheek. We’d only made our relationship public two weeks ago, after our very public kiss in Robin Square Station in front of her mother, and it made my heart dance the way she couldn’t keep her hands off me any more than I could off her. “You look beautiful tonight, by the way,” she said. I arched an eyebrow.
“In an apron and, I’m sure, with powdered sugar on my face?”
“My very favorite way to find you,” she said, turning back to a customer lining up, wearing so much touristy merchandise I thought he might fall over from it all. “Hi, thanks for checking out White Rose Patisserie. What can I interest you in?”
It was a few customers later, me and Remi falling into sync and swirling around fulfilling orders together—we’d been baking for this all morning and we’d be doing it again all next morning, so all we had to do was box up and prettily arrange orders—when a familiar face showed up, Matthew there in the tackiest I-heart-Port-Andrea t-shirt. He had a beautiful blonde girl on his arm, wearing a button-down and the best makeup I might have ever seen, and he grinned at the two of us.
“Power couple on duty,” he said. “Hey, you two. This is Ashley, my girlfriend.”
“Trust me,” Remi said, leaning across the counter with a sartorial smirk, “we all know your girlfriend’s name. You’ve only mentioned her thirteen thousand times the past month.”
Matthew narrowed his eyes at her. “Excuse me. How many times have you mentioned your girlfriend lately?”
“Take some responsibility, you’re the one who told me she’s gay,” Remi laughed, swatting him lightly with a towel she was wiping down the counter with.
“It’s so nice to finally meet you, Ashley,” I said, almost tripping over myself to get up to the counter and give her my biggest smile. “I’m Dana, pastry chef at White Rose, and this is my girlfriend Remi, manager-in-training.”
“Yes, the smile is permanent,” Remi said, and I rolled my eyes, nudging her shoulder.
“Only when you’re on with me, dear.”
“It’s great to finally meet you, too,” Ashley laughed. She had a deeper voice than I expected, warm and soft, and she squeezed Matthew’s arm. “Matthew only talks about you two about every fifteen seconds. I’m pretty sure he thinks you two are a cuter couple than we are.”
Matthew put a hand to his chest. “Of course not.” He paused. “They’re just a close second.”
“There’s Matthew!” Monica’s voice rang down the central corridor, and sure enough, she swept in out of nowhere, catching him in a hug that nearly knocked him off his feet. “Oh my god. I finally get to meet the dork’s girlfriend. I’m so surrounded by love lately.”
My chest feeling warm, I shifted closer to Remi’s side, snaking an arm around her waist. “Well, maybe it’s finally time for the matchmaker to find her happily-ever-after, too?”
Monica laughed. “When I could just vicariously feed off of you all’s happiness instead? Seriously. Just look at the way Remi just goes all blissed out the moment Dana holds her. Oh my god. Invite me to your wedding.”
Remi flinched. “I’m not that obvious.”
I laughed, pulling her closer and placing a kiss on her temple. “Nothing wrong with being obvious, darling. We’re kind of publicly a thing now. Now, let’s get these two weirdos and Ashley their orders before this line gets any longer.”
The night went by quickly, picking up more as time went on. Working away into the bustle of the night in perfect sync with Remi, I just felt like my heart could burst, especially every time I got to hear Remi say thanks for trying White Rose.
Knowing this had been her dream, and that I’d been a part of making it come true—I didn’t think anything in the world could have felt better than that.
Cleanup at the end of the night was quick enough—we’d be right back here tomorrow, so all we had to do was pack up our unsold food and load them onto where Emmanuel pulled the truck up to the entrance of Ash Road. He poked his head out the window, looking over the boxes.
“You still had that much left over? For shame. Why, when I was your age…”
“When you were my age, the bakery didn’t exist, old man,” I said. “Remi and I are heading straight home. We’ll see you again in…” I checked my phone. “Ouch. Six hours?”
“That’s the joy of the festival,” he laughed. “Get the best sleep you can, you two.”
“I’m sleeping two straight days after this weekend,” Remi grumbled, turning and starting back down the road. Emmanuel chuckled, popping open the driver’s side door and swinging his legs out, leaning close to me to watch her go.
“You made a good call with that one,” he said.
I shot him a lopsided smile. “Dating her, or making her manager?”
“I meant the latter, but she seems to be pretty good for you as a girlfriend, too.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Happy for you, Dani. You’ve got a good light in your eyes these days.”
I laughed lightly. “Thanks for sticking around long enough to train her for the position. I know she was nervous about it. White Rose was a far-off dream for years for her… she still gets misty-eyed a little saying she can’t believe she’s actually going to run the place. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so happy.” I paused. “It’s Dana, by the way.”
“I know I give you a lot of flak for being young, but fresh faces and young mindsets are the way of the future. They always have been, and they always will be. I never would have even realized Remi would make the perfect manager.”
“You know, you aren’t that old.”
He chuckled. “Get to my age, and see how much your body hurts for the egregious sin of sleeping on the wrong pillow.”
I let out a long, slow sigh, sinking back against the side of his car. “I don’t think we’re getting Best of Starfall.”
“Oh, girl’s lost her hopes and dreams. Guess I need to replace you.”
“Ha, ha. That’s Remi’s job anyway. Let me clarify. I don’t think we’re winning it this year.”
He grinned. “Oh, yeah?”
“Next year sounds good,” I said, letting my gaze drift up to the starry night sky. Port Andrea had the clearest nights. I really could never leave this city. “This year, I wasn’t really trying to go for the award. What really mattered was keeping Remi here. I don’t want to rush our dreams too much. We have so much time together… I think we’re just going to take things one step at a time, live life as it’s right in front of us, and experience all the little joys. And next year, I think then we can really go for the prize.”
He was quiet for a long while before he kicked back in the car. “And I think you’ll make it,” he said. “You two make a powerful team. Remi’s skill, with your creativity… that colorful dragon had better watch its scaly hide, because I think you’re going to kick its ass next year.”
I laughed. “Thanks, Emmanuel.”
“You lot have done me proud. No better way to retire than this. I can’t wait to do some bowling. I could stand to live life one step at a time, too.”
I nudged his side. “You’ve got plenty of time, too, Emmanuel. No matter how old the pillows make you feel. I’m looking forward to a lot of time ahead of us.”
“You coming?” Remi called after me, and I turned back to where she was standing at the end of the street, swathed in the halo of a streetlight. She looked like an angel, her aura radiant, and I wanted to fall into her arms and let her be my heaven.
“Oh, look at you with the dreamy stare,” Emmanuel laughed, shutting the door and rolling the window up. “Get on back with your pretty little girlfriend. Remember, you’ve got early work again tomorrow!”
“I remember!” I said, hurrying on to where Remi was waiting. She grinned, shaking her head as I caught up with her.
“You can’t let Emmanuel talk to you, you’ll be stuck there for half an hour,” she said, fumbling her hand in the space between us until she caught mine, lacing her fingers with mine and finding a natural swing to our arms together.
“Or longer,” I said. “I’m glad you rescued me. I’d have been there until the morning.”
I took Remi home—our home, it felt like, even though she still had her apartment up in Carston Point. She used it so rarely, I wondered if she even got furniture put back in the place. She hadn’t spent one night back there since we spurned her mother and she came home with me.
Except this time, Serafina was in my living room, and she looked at me like a deer in the headlights. I put my hands on my hips.
“Serafina,” I said.
“Hey… welcome home, you two,” she said, straightening her back and forcing a grin. “I was just… pouring you a congratulatory drink.”
“Put the Schnapps back where you found it, you devil,” I said. “I’m changing the locks, I swear.”
After we chased Serafina out of the house, Remi laughed, leading me upstairs and giving me a kiss before she went into the bathroom first to brush her teeth. “I don’t think she even wants the alcohol. I think she just likes to cause you problems.”
“Well, she’s getting her fill,” I said as she shut the door behind her.
But I loved her, anyway. And that was more than I think people could say among Remi’s family.
“Have you heard from them?” I said, apropos of nothing, once we were in the bedroom together getting changed into pajamas.
“Going to need more information,” Remi said.
“Your family.”
I knew I was treading into sensitive territory, but there was a sanctity, a safety to our bedroom. I figured it would be safe ground to discuss it, but what I wasn’t expecting was that Remi laughed.
“Little bits,” she said. “Last weekend, my mother sent me a message apologizing for going against her deals and saying she shouldn’t have prioritized Alexander Bellington over me.”
“Oh… that’s great,” I said, turning back to her, doing up the last button of my pajama top. Remi finished tugging on her black-and-white nightgown, falling onto the edge of our bed. “Do you think she’ll come around?”
Remi chewed her lip. “I think… she could. But frankly? I don’t actually want her to.”
I paused. “You don’t…”
“My family’s here.” She reached a hand out, waggling her fingers at mine until I took her hand, and she tugged me into the bed with her. I sank down next to her, and she fell into my side, stroking her fingers through my hair, and that subtle floral scent of her flooded me with a feeling like getting home. “I’ve felt so free since I told her goodbye. For a minute, I hesitated… mostly because I wanted to still be in the will, mind you.”
“I mean… that’s financially savvy.”
“Hey, I’m a manager-in-training, I have to be financially savvy.” She kissed my shoulder, and it sent tingles through me, even more than ever. “But I didn’t want them in my life. They never felt like my family. You do. Serafina does, your parents do. Everyone at the bakery, they feel like family. I’ve always wanted to just push away from everything and start life on my own terms. That’s why I came to Port Andrea. And thanks to you, well… I did it.” She buried her face in my shoulder. “I owe you everything, Dana.”
My heart melted so much. I never realized I could be this happy—that anything could feel so right. Part of me wanted to be silly and just break down crying on her. “You don’t owe me a thing, sweetheart,” I laughed, playing with her hair. “I love you. And I’m just happy you’re happy. Happy you’ve found your family. Welcome home, Remi.”
She squeezed me, and without a word, reached up and pulled me into a kiss. I melted into her touch, feeling the heat of her kiss warm me from the inside out, her lips so soft and so sweet on mine.
I had a whole lifetime to explore that feeling—kisses with Remi, to see if I could unravel that great mystery of how each one could feel so perfect, only to have the next one be even better.
Our pajamas didn’t last long. We kissed longer and deeper, Remi sinking onto her back and tugging me down on top of her, tongues exploring one another’s mouths, and it was only once she’d undone half the buttons on my top that I pulled away, my face hot.
“Are we having sex?” I laughed breathlessly. “We have to be up in… not even five hours.”
She bit her lip, face flushed with heat, eyes flared with desire. “I think I’ll sleep a lot better if you’ve fucked me to sleep, honestly.”
Looking at her underneath me with her hair splayed out over the pillow and one nightgown strap down her shoulder, it wasn’t like I was going to say no. Heat coursed through my body, down between my legs, and I realized nothing would be better for some good sleep than watching Remi come.
“Well,” I said, “I can’t get in the way of a good night’s sleep, now, can I?”
She bit her lip, smiling. “Better not. For the good of White Rose.”
My top went off first, and then her nightgown slipped down and flung off the bed. I shimmied out of my pants and panties together, and I kissed my way down her body, being gentle around her still-healing tattoo that matched mine. Tugging her panties down, I teased my fingertips over every inch of her body until she was squirming, gasping for me, and holding her gaze, I buried my face between her legs. The touch of my tongue on her clit sent her collapsing back onto the bed with a low moan, but I knew Remi liked internal stimulation—liked coming while filled up, fucked into the bed.
I loved knowing every last little thing about her. Especially how to make her feel good.
Once she was dripping wet, I propped myself up over her and slipped a finger inside her, and once she’d closed her eyes and I felt her clenching around me as I moved in and out, I added a second finger, moving faster inside her. She slipped a hand between my legs and teased over my clit, and I collapsed into her, melting into the bliss of Remi’s fingers on me while I felt her walls gripping tight around me, dripping wet.
When Remi came for me, it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. She arched her back, her face drawn in a portrait of ecstasy, lips parted, eyes shut, and her fingers worked faster over my clit. Seeing her like that, feeling her like that, I didn’t last much longer myself, collapsing next to Remi and burying my face against her shoulder as she sent me over the edge right with her, crying out her name.
We tangled in a limp embrace right after, breathless and spent, blissful, perfect in every little way, and we kissed, and we kissed, and we kissed, until I sank my head down into her chest and just contented myself with nestling against her under the blankets and breathing in that sweet floral scent, like magnolia and rose.
“I love you so much,” I breathed. “How did I get you?”
She hummed, squeezing me tight. “As far as I remember? Nearly throwing yourself down the stairs.”
I laughed. “If we get married one day, I’m proposing to you on those stairs.”
“Ugh, Monica would go wild.”
“Anything that makes her go wild is probably a good relationship choice.”
She kissed my forehead. “Well, if you did, I wouldn’t say no. Get to sleep, Dana. We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow.”
I hummed into her chest, feeling myself sink deeper into the peaceful warmth of slumber. “We’ll be fine,” I murmured, sleep creeping in at the edges of my consciousness. “Just take it one step at a time.”




The End
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But they can’t deny the attraction between them, and before long, the lines between fake-dating and their actual feelings start to get awfully blurry.
Last Chance
 
Jennifer has an assignment she can’t refuse: write a smear article on her ex-girlfriend’s restaurant and drive her from the city forever.

If she accepts? The senior position that food writer Jennifer Allen has dreamed of all her life, pushing so hard for it that her relationship with her girlfriend is near breaking. But if she refuses? Merciless head content writer Genevieve Durant will end her career.


Athena Walker left Port Andrea six years back ago on the back of a scandal that cost her dream. With a lifetime ban from the city’s restauranteurs’ association and a heart-crushing breakup, she gave up her lifelong dream of running a restaurant in Port Andrea—until now.



Returning to Port Andrea to run a culinary gauntlet through November is Athena’s one last chance at getting into the restauranteurs’ association and fulfill her dream. But when the woman who caused her scandal six years back, hard-edged Genevieve Durant, pledges to crush her again, and the writer covering her restaurant is the woman who broke her heart six years back, Jennifer Allen, Athena finds herself in the continuation of a story she thought long over.
One Step at a Time
 
Remington Bennett starts her new life in a new city with a key resolution: do not fall for a woman. She doesn't even get out of the subway before she falls for one—literally.

Dana Gallagher's life is storybook-perfect, but she's never connected with anything deeply. But when the girl who saved her from an accident turns out to be her new apprentice at the bakery for the summer, sparks fly hard enough she might just be willing to risk her heart after all.

But with Remi trying her damnedest to act straight for fear of the powerful family she left behind, can they find their way to bind together, or are they destined to crumble?




Books By This Author
Reach the Stars
 
Emmy Montford never thought she’d make it to this song contest stage, let alone run into the reigning champion Katarina Jackson—literally.
But as easygoing, fun-loving Emmy goes head-to-head with the ice queen champion Kat, Kat might just find again what it’s like to care about something, and Kat might just be the meaning that Emmy’s been searching for.
And getting shipped by their fans under #kataremmy doesn't help their feelings.
The Simple Answer
 
Emily Garrett made a promise: no more forgiving people who hurt her.

But when she moves back to her hometown after graduating college and ends up next door to her best friend’s sister, childhood bully and her first crush, Vanessa Schreier, who is desperate to make amends, she finds that sometimes, the simple answer really is the best one.
The Safest Place
 
When Lena Martin gets set up with Ember Grove’s most boring bachelor Will Ashton, she doesn’t realize the worst part will be falling for his sister Grace.

Especially when she finds out Grace is the girl she’s been anonymously exchanging love letters with—and who thinks her letter partner is a man.

When they meet, it's anything but charitable. But as wedding planning keeps drawing Lena and the Ashtons together, can Lena and Grace resist that same spark of connection in one another they feel from their love-letter writers?
Different Worlds
 
Natasha Seychelle, heiress to the vast Seychelle Enterprise, has been on a crumbling road ever since losing her mother. Losing her friends, falling away from her work responsibilities, and sinking deeper into depression, rumors are she won’t be able to succeed the company at the end of the summer.

Annelise Benson just lost her kitchen job and is in freefall. She’s desperate enough to take a sketchy job offering more money than should be possible, but the summer caretaker position she signs up for gets tricky when it turns out she’s a tool used to try shaming Natasha Seychelle herself into reforming.

The two come from vastly different worlds and clash in an ugly meeting that sets them head to head. Annelise’s dedication to completing a job is too strong for Natasha to shake her off, but—maybe, just maybe, they’ve come together for a reason.
Life is Sweet
 
Melissa Warden is at the top of her field, CFO of a high-powered financial institution, but there’s only one problem: she doesn’t know why she did any of it, what she sacrifices every second of her life for. And after lying to her family pretending she has a girlfriend to keep them from worrying about her, it backfires when they invite her girlfriend to her sister’s baby shower. With everything at risk of crashing down at work, she’s forced to face the fact that she’s thrown her whole life away for nothing more than a title.

Kayla Spencer lives by a motto that matches the name of her candy store: Life is Sweet. But her faith in that mantra is put to the test when her candy store is heading towards insolvency, and when an ex-boyfriend from a life she thought she escaped shows up to try to bring her back.

Grabbing a customer you barely know to pretend to be your girlfriend just to get a pushy ex off your back is a half-baked plan, but Kayla has a lot of those. Besides, what are the odds that customer you barely know is actually a disillusioned millionaire who could also use a fake girlfriend? That would be an unbelievable coincidence that would obviously never happen.
Good Composition
 
Erin’s dreams didn’t pan out the way she’d had in mind. An unsatisfying job, a relationship gone south, she’s heading nowhere fast—until she sends one little text to an old best friend, estranged with time.

But bringing Aubrey back into her life changes everything for Erin, as the last things holding her relationship together fall apart. With nothing left to lose, what’s stopping her from leaving home, crossing the country and staying with Aubrey instead?

In the middle of struggles with her self-image, with health and with work trying to start a new life starting from scratch, she finds herself falling into something unfamiliar—she never thought she might be a lesbian, but before long, her best friend starts to feel like maybe more than a friend.
The Christmas Ball
 
When Alice is dragged into the joint family Christmas ball, she resigns to grin and bear it for one month. 

But the problem isn’t the man her family wants her to marry. It’s the woman they want her to stay with over the month. Who just so happens to be Alice’s childhood crush.

And Alice’s feelings haven’t changed.
The Last Christmas Ball
 
Three years after their families brought them together, Gina Richmond succeeded in pulling Alice and Lisette back apart with an ultimatum. Broken and alone, they've spent the past seven years trying to find what life is without one another, but now, ten years down the road, another Christmas ball brings them back together to the place they fell in love, for one more shot at love in what may be the last Christmas ball.
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