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For everyone who wants to get away—
you won’t go alone.




Kingdom of Sunlight
Margaux Fox
When her wife of twenty years leaves her and her 'perfect life' falls apart, Heather escapes to the countryside, hoping to paint some landscapes. When she meets an enigmatic and beautiful stranger, she realises she wants to paint her instead. Will she change Heather's life forever?




My mother took us to the Lake District when we were children. When I close my eyes, my fond memories from forty years ago feel like they were only yesterday, except they are layered over with a warm nostalgic filter. Was that really what it was like? Blissfully playing at the edge of a lake, walking up mountains, getting a cold Coke at an old, traditional English pub?
She used to say it was the best place in the world; and I believed her. Do I still believe her now, so many years later? Perhaps I do. Perhaps that is why I am here now.
The vast openness of it is familiar. The lakes and mountains feel comforting in their epic glory as though whatever else has happened in the world—in my world—they remain consistent. They have done for hundreds of years. When everything else is falling down around me, that alone feels reassuring.
A year ago, when Evelyn, my wife, had said, “Can we talk when I’m home?” it never crossed my mind what she wanted to talk about. We had been together nearly twenty years. We met in our late twenties, both ready to settle, both ready to take on that level of commitment and give ourselves to something solid and unshakable. I had fallen for her quickly—her sharp intellect, her confidence, the way her dark eyes glittered with promise.
I was a writer, an artist, a mess.
I had messy hair, a casual dress sense, and I drank too much.
Evelyn was career driven and determined to succeed as a lawyer, and of course, like anyone who pushes themselves consistently in the way that she always had, success becomes a given. As her star continued to rise, she attracted bigger and more high-profile cases, and our relationship changed as she worked away so often.
I had always wondered what she saw in me.
I was dazzled by her both on our first date and on our wedding day—and even on the day she left me. I remember feeling momentarily surprised that someone like her wanted to date me, marry me and then, nineteen years later, I was surprised that she wanted to leave me. 
My own success was somewhat accidental, or more accurately, also attributable to the glossy and immaculate force of nature that was Evelyn.
I was trying to write a novel in our early years, and Evelyn’s work supported us both. I had so many ideas for books and spent so much of my time lost in my own head. I had started six novels, but the first manuscript I actually finished was a werewolf romance between a teenage girl and a male werewolf. Werewolves weren’t something I had set out to write about, but sometimes my stories just came to me. I started writing and the story just took on legs of its own. The girl in my stories was Evelyn. Not Evelyn the lawyer, but a younger, more innocent version of Evelyn as I imagined she might have been, with her shiny dark hair and her dark shimmering eyes.
Evelyn sent my manuscript out to publishers. Not one or two publishers like I might have done, but many, many copies went out, and driven by her enthusiasm and sales ability, I soon had a deal. Not just for the first novel but for a series.
Evelyn came home, triumphant and beautiful, with the news. “You had better get writing, babe,” she said as she kissed me and swept me up in her arms. “This is the beginning of everything.”
∞∞∞
 
It is 5am as I sit in the peace and calm of the early summer in the English Lake District watching the beautiful, golden-red light beginning to flood over the mountains. There is a soft mist over the lake. We never came here together, myself and Evelyn. Evelyn wasn’t an outdoors kind of girl. Evelyn didn’t do the countryside. Evelyn was London through and through. (Although we travelled to many other cities in the world. Five-star hotels. The very best restaurants. Experiences of a lifetime, again and again.) Evelyn was an immaculate, indoor, city girl.
It has been more than thirty years since I visited the beautiful mountains and lakes every summer as a child with my mother, whose tenderness and love I will never forget. Myself and my brother, Roman, were barefoot children, playing in the beautiful clear water, swimming, laughing, running, climbing the hills, and shouting into the vast sky.
We stayed in a tiny caravan for our vacations. It wasn’t much, but we knew no different, and we didn’t need much to be happy, looked forward to it, year after year. Our perfect little family of three.
Now, I’m staying in luxury. I booked the most expensive Airbnb I could find, which wasn’t hard, the Lake District is a very desirable place to holiday these days. I made the decision last minute and there weren’t many options, and over the years, having money has made me accustomed to a certain level of luxury.
I booked a beautiful, contemporary lakeside home. Far too big for just me, but I didn’t let that dissuade me. It has a hot tub outside under the stars and a lovely stretch of grassy outdoor space leading down to its own private jetty and beach. There is luxury outdoor furniture and a BBQ area and sun loungers overlooking the lake, but I don’t sit there.
I choose to sit on the edge of the jetty, my lovely, soft, Italian leather sandals are kicked off, my perfectly pedicured feet are bare and dangling above the crystal clear water. I wonder for a second if my beige chinos are getting dirty, then I shake my head.
Don’t be ridiculous.
I’ve changed so much over so many years; I’m unrecognisable from that carefree wild child. But then, so is Roman. We both married women who were so different from our lovely, hippy artist mother. Or maybe, they married us, and we were both so overwhelmed by them and impressed by them that we never thought for a second that it might not be the best idea. We married women who wanted to take our free spirits and mould them into something else.
There are paddleboards and kayaks in the shed, and I think of Roman. Thirty years ago, he would have been dragging them out of the hut; he was always much bigger and stronger than me. His hair long, messy and sandy coloured, his eyes the same piercing blue as my own. I would have clapped with delight and excitement and tried to help as his long, tan limbs pulled the boats into the water.
The lake was so still and beautiful, but I could barely contemplate the thought of getting in it in any way.
The closest I had been to swimming in forever was the chlorinated turquoise pools of five-star hotels around the world. The dark depths of the misty lake are a million miles from that.
I feel safe and dry sitting here on the jetty contemplating life.
∞∞∞
 
As more of the golden light begins to pour over the mountains and burn through the mist, I see on the other side of the lake, to my right, a woman and dog walking in the hazy, early morning light. The dog is running loose. It is black and white. I narrow my eyes to focus; I love dogs. I always wanted one, but Evelyn never did. Our immaculate London penthouse apartment and roof terrace wasn’t made for dogs.
The dog is a border collie, I decide. Border collies are bred for working with sheep, and I wonder if this one is a working dog or a pet. It runs to the edge of the water and begins to wade in the shallows.
My eyes move to the woman as she approaches the slope down to the beach area at the edge of the water.
She has short, dark hair and she’s wearing sports shorts and a T-shirt. She looks late 20s, maybe 30. I find it so hard to age those younger than me. There’s a confidence in the way she walks and the way she looks across as if she owns the 5.30am lake and it is all hers.
I wonder if she sees me as she looks out across the lake, and if she does, it isn’t noticeable. She doesn’t look twice and continues as she was.
The dog comes up to her with a stick and she reaches down, smiling, and ruffles his furry neck. Her smile is strikingly beautiful. She takes the stick and stands tall, throwing it with her right arm. I’m surprised how far she manages to throw it. I was never any good at throwing things as a child and it’s probably been that long since I last tried to throw anything.
The dog bounds immediately and powerfully into the water after the stick, swimming as soon as the water becomes deeper, and it is not long before he has the stick in his mouth and turns to return to shore.
He shakes off the water from his coat, but he is close to the woman and the water covers her. I gasp, but she just laughs and takes the stick from the ground where he dropped it and throws it again.
Suddenly, she reaches for the hem of her shirt and strips it off over her head. She isn’t wearing anything underneath and her small breasts and lean torso are lit spectacularly in the golden light. I feel my eyes widen and I’m transfixed by her.
As I watch, she slips her shorts down her long, muscled legs and she’s completely nude at the side of the lake in the almost sunrise. She wades into the water, and I can’t take my eyes off the beautiful lines of her body for the seconds before they are swallowed by the lake and all I can see is her head of short dark hair as she starts to swim.
That body. The long lean muscles of an athlete. She looks as though she could climb mountains, swim lakes, build things with her hands. I want to paint her.
I watch as she swims towards me. Well, not exactly towards me, it is clear she is swimming along the length of the lake about 15 metres in from the shore, her dog is in and out from the shore alongside her, sometimes swimming, sometimes running, always aware of his master and keeping up with her.
I wonder momentarily if I should hide
as she gets closer to where I am, but of course I shouldn’t hide, it would be weirder to hide than to just sit on a jetty, watching the sunrise. She seems intent in what she is doing and oblivious to the world and to my eyes watching her.
The dog suddenly appears to my right jumping through some small trees and undergrowth and bounds straight up to me. I smile, happy to see him and before I know it, he is all over me, jumping on me. He is wet and sandy and my beige Karen Millen chinos are definitely ruined.
For a second, I care about that.
Why does it matter? They are only clothes.
Evelyn would have cared. Have I become Evelyn??
I’m scratching the dog, and his big happy face and long pink tongue are smiling at me. Then, suddenly, behind him, I see the woman standing waist deep in the water. She’s still nude and my eyes stray momentarily to her small dark nipples that are erect in the beads of cold water. She’s calling him away.
“Jake! Jake, come here!” She smiles at me, and our eyes meet and hers are golden brown. Her wet dark hair falls over her forehead and she raises a hand to push it back from her face. “Fuck, I’m so sorry. There’s never anyone around at this time in the morning.”
She’s so sexy.
I feel a rise in myself that I cannot remember the last time I felt. Desire and lust races through my veins in a way that hasn’t happened in a very long time.
“My chinos are ruined,” I say, suddenly confident. My eyes run over her body.
I want her.
“I’m so sorry, honestly.” Her head hangs slightly and she takes a step forward, and I see a triangle of thick, dark hair glistening with drops of water between her legs and feel an immediate jolt between my own legs.
“Sorry about the chinos, and… um…” She looks up at me. “Sorry about not wearing swimwear. There usually isn’t anyone around this early.”
I run my gaze more obviously over her body, although perhaps I’ve already been obvious enough. I don’t look obviously gay in how I present myself, but I’m very aware that if I look at a woman in a certain way, channelling my hunger through my eyes, it becomes immediately obvious what I want.
I’ve found as I’ve got older, more successful,  wealthier, I’ve got more and more confident in myself and my sexuality. Although there was only Evelyn for so long, there have been a couple of other women since. It wasn’t so hard for me to meet women as it turned out. I might be nearly fifty, but I learnt a lot from Evelyn over the years on how to look good and how to be charming.
“Maybe you can make it up to me, somehow?” The woman raises her head slightly and I fix her eyes with my own. She is confident in her own skin and feels no shame in her nudity, and why should she?
Fuck, she’s so attractive.
She smiles at me; she senses the game I am playing with her, and she is happy to play along.
“Come for lunch today. I run a pub, The Queen Mary, just up the hill.” She nods in the direction. I vaguely recall passing the pub in question on my drive in.
“Okay, I might just do that.” I smile in response. “Are you Mary? Or the Queen?”
She laughs and pushes her short hair back. Her teeth are neat and white and her laugh is striking. She shrugs and my eyes are drawn to her body once again. “Something like that,” she says. “I’ll see you later.” She turns and dives beneath the water, covering her nudity again and swimming off. Our interaction was brief but so powerful. I realise I cannot wait to see her again.
∞∞∞
 
It is 1pm when I set off to walk up to the Queen Mary. The day is bright and warm and I’ve changed my chinos for classy beige shorts and my lovely Italian leather sandals. I’m wearing my favourite RayBans and I’ve pinned my hair back from my face. I’m happy I saw my stylist last week and got my roots done. My icy blonde colour, a few shades lighter than my own natural colour, is shimmery in the sunlight and I love it. I realise that already this holiday is doing me good. I’m feeling happy and like the world is full of possibility in a way that it just didn’t feel like before. London had been closing in on me, the city had been swallowing me, perhaps for many years. Now, in this mountain Lake District air, I am able to breathe again and it’s suddenly so obvious that I have spent so long slowly suffocating.
I breathe deeply. The air is clear and my lungs are full as my legs work hard as the incline increases.
I really need to work out more often.
The Queen Mary is very typical of an English countryside pub. A beautiful, old, stone building with hanging baskets filled with colourful flowers outside the front door. There are tables outside and a couple of them are free, and it’s a lovely day and sitting outside seems like exactly what I want to do. I notice Jake the border collie lying flat out in the shade and I decide not to disturb him. He twitches; he is dreaming and his legs move as though he is chasing something in his dreams. I love it when dogs do that. I really wish for a second I had pushed Evelyn harder years ago for us to get a dog.
I never thought I was the kind of person to live life with regrets, but here I am at 48 years old, dog-less and jealous.
“Welcome to the Queen Mary,” a voice punctuates my daydreams and I snap back to reality. The owner of the voice is a waitress, a teenage girl with long, coltish legs and red hair that is vibrant in the sun. “Here’s the menu, will you be having lunch with us?” I nod and take the menu from her. “Can I get you something to drink?”
“What gins do you have?” I ask, always wary of what bars and pubs outside of the city might think it is okay to serve.
She lists them, and I’m relieved to hear that it isn’t all bad, the gin situation outside of the city.
“I’ll have a Hendricks and tonic water. With ice and cucumber, if you have some.” She nods and I have a quick look at the menu. “I’ll have the salmon and quinoa salad.” I’m relieved that the menu isn’t just full of pie and chips and the like. If you live in London long enough, you develop a certain way of eating, drinking and living.
“Is your boss here? The pub owner?” I ask.
“Reed?” she questions. “Sure, she’s in the kitchen.”
I smile. Reed. Her name is simple and it suits her. “Just let her know, her friend from the lake is here for lunch.”
“Of course.” My red-headed waitress smiles and bustles off, picking up plates from a neighbouring table on her way.
I’m relaxing in the sunshine. I left my phone and laptop back at the Airbnb. Holidays aren’t for working, and I really shouldn’t have brought my laptop with me on vacation, but I like to have the opportunity to write if and when the mood hits me.
I’m happy to be free from my phone.
I close my eyes behind my sunglasses and enjoy the sounds of the birds. I got up way too early; I feel like I could sleep now. I’m snapped back to reality by the sound of my lunch arriving on the table in front of me.
“One salmon and quinoa salad. I could have bet that order was you.” I open my eyes and see the woman from the lake this morning. Fully dressed this time in casual blue jeans ripped at the knee and a black form-fitting T-shirt that teases of the glorious body beneath it.
She sits down opposite me. “I’m finished on lunch service, if you would like some company?” She knows I want her to sit with me, she doesn’t need a response.
“How did you know it was me?” I ask.
“Oh, you just look like one of those pretentious city types.” She is goading me, her eyes are golden brown and sparkling, and I want to lose myself in them.
I raise my eyebrows pretending to be shocked. “Maybe I am one of those
pretentious city types.”
I take a mouthful of my salad. It tastes beautiful and I’m pleasantly surprised as the flavours burst in my mouth. “You made this?” I ask, and she nods.
“It’s beautiful,” I say.
“You sound surprised,” she counters.
“Well, you look like one of those simple, unrefined country folk.”
“Touche,” she smiles, and she looks like she is enjoying our encounter as much as I am.
I take another mouthful and swallow thoughtfully. “So, your name is Reed, you are a chef, you own a little pub in the Lake District, you are approximately 20 years younger than me. You like to swim naked. You have a cute dog. How am I doing?”
“Not bad,” she says, “My turn.”
I laugh. “Good luck guessing,” I say, confident that she knows nothing about me and I continue to eat.
“You are refined, classy and very beautiful,” she begins, fixing me with her gaze, and I feel momentarily bad for hiding behind my RayBans. “You are successful and wealthy. You live in the city and you like nice things, expensive things, but somewhere underneath all that, there’s just a girl who wants to be set free. You know you are attractive and you are very used to getting what you want. You don’t know how beautiful you looked when you let your carefully put together image slide for a moment this morning when Jake jumped on you and you were laughing in the soft morning light.”
I felt grateful immediately for my RayBans. She had said things I hadn’t expected.
“What’s your name?” she asks, putting me back at ease.
“Heather,” I respond.
“Nice to meet you, Heather.” She smiles, and she’s just so charming. There is a chemistry between us that feels so intense. “So, what do you do, for work? For pleasure?”
“Well, for work, I write novels. For pleasure, well, many things, really. You were right, I appreciate the finer things, nice restaurants and bars. I also like drawing and painting. It’s been a while since I’ve painted, but I actually brought my art things with me, thinking maybe the beauty of the Lake District might inspire me to paint again.” I take off my sunglasses and my eyes meet hers. I squint slightly in the bright light. “I’d like to paint you.”
She laughs and she thinks I’m joking.
“I’m serious!” I grab her arm and give her pause. Touching her feels electric.
“Well, nobody has ever painted me before, but, sure, if you want to.” She’s straight back to her chill, laid-back self.
“What novels do you write?” She’s pensive suddenly and her forehead scrunches in thought. “Are you famous? Should I have read you? I feel like not every novel writer manages to make much money doing it.”
I smile. Saying I am a novelist meets an array of responses, usually either the assumption it makes no money or the opposite that it makes me a millionaire. The real truth is that neither of the above are true, although I have been lucky enough to do better than most with it, particularly in the early days.
“Well, I started many years ago with a novel about a girl falling in love with a werewolf. Then I created a world of werewolves and vampires, called Kingdom of Moonlight and now, many years later, there are a lot of fans and a lot of books in the series.”
She’s quick to respond, “Kingdom of Moonlight, Heather R. Wilde! I know it. I remember, I read some of them when I was still at school. I had such a huge crush on Eve!”
She mentioned my heroine, Eve, created in the image of Evelyn, and I smiled. “I had such a huge crush on Eve, too,” I said. “I based her on my wife. Well, she wasn’t my wife back then, and she isn’t my wife anymore, but she was for a time.”
“You married Eve from Kingdom of Moonlight? God, that’s the dream! You really know how to live, don’t you?!”
I laugh and she laughs, and I realise that I like her. I really like her.
“You know how you said you would pose for me?” My hand is craving to pick up a pencil and sketch her. I can’t wait to get back to my paints.
I used to paint Evelyn all the time years ago. Evelyn as she was in real life, in a smart pants suit. Evelyn nude, stretched out across our bed in the hazy morning light. Evelyn as Eve from Kingdom of Moonlight, younger, less put together, and in the arms of her werewolf lover.
“Are you free this afternoon?” I ask, and she nods. “You could come to mine.” She nods again.
I haven’t yet told her that I want to paint her nude, but of course, it’s all I can think about.
∞∞∞
 
We are back at my Airbnb and Jake has come too. We are down by the jetty and I am setting up my easel and paints as Jake and Reed splash in the water. Her jeans are folded up above her ankles and I can’t help my eyes being drawn to her ass in tight denim as she bends over to pick up a stick for Jake.
“So, what exactly are you wanting to paint?” she turns to ask me.
“You,” I reply, boldly. “Your body, the smooth lines of your muscles, the way your hair flops over your right eye before you push it back. Ideally, I’m wanting you to pose nude for me again, the same as you accidentally did this morning.”
Her smile is wry and knowing.
“And what if I don’t want to take my clothes off for you?” she asks, pointedly.
“Well, I don’t think that is the case,” I say. “I think you really do want to take your clothes off for me.” I look at her and allow my eyes to drift hungrily over her still-clothed body. “I think you enjoyed my eyes on your body this morning and I think you will enjoy it again this afternoon.”
“Is that right?” she asks and takes the remaining steps towards me and crouches next to where I’m sitting on a stool. She takes my chin in her hand and her face is inches from mine. I feel like I might combust at any second. I feel her eyes burning into my very soul as she stands up and steps back. I watch as her eyes run over my body as though in revenge for my own gaze devouring her body. I feel her undressing me with her eyes as she begins to undress for me for real, and I smile. Her shirt comes over her head and her breasts are exposed, but before I can truly appreciate her naked torso, she’s removing her jeans too, and she’s not wearing underwear.
Where we are, it is quite private with trees on both sides and the land belongs to the Airbnb, so I’m not expecting any visitors. I can see walkers right across the other side of the lake but they are so tiny.
We are alone here and the air is thick with sexual chemistry. I want to touch her so badly, but I also do really want to paint her, and as much as it is driving me crazy with desire, I’m enjoying the frisson between us.
“So, where would you like me?” Her voice is rich and husky and it snaps me out of my reverie.
“Can you get yourself wet? Then I’d like you to lie out on the jetty, see where the light dapples there on the wood, just under the shadow of the leaves of that tree?”
“Get myself wet?” She smirks at me and raises her eyebrows.
I laugh. If she’s anything like as turned on as I am, that shouldn’t be a problem.
She wanders into the water and submerges herself totally, her hair is dripping wet and pushed back just how I like it.
She gets back onto dry land and again I am transfixed by her, the same as this morning. Everything about the way her body and face looks in the light with the water running off it is stunning. I could paint her a thousand times in a thousand different ways and never get bored of it. I could write her into my next novel.
My new muse is here, I realise.
She arranges herself on the jetty, lying on her back, her knees raised and her feet flat on the ground, her arms lazily above her head. There’s a natural arch of her back that pushes her small breasts upwards and it is perfect.
I begin to sketch quickly, capturing the position before she can move.
“Move your left arm for me, please. Hand up just a bit.” I’m lost in concentration. She moves as instructed. “Perfect.”
The lines flow onto the page so easily as they do when I’m excited to draw something as much as I am excited to draw her. Soon I have a paintbrush in my hand and I’m recreating her beauty on paper just as I imagined. She’s better than I imagined. There’s a strong femininity to her body. Her muscles are defined in her arms, legs and shoulders, but the curves of her ass and her breasts are strong too.
Jake has left the water and come to lie on the grass near me. I normally would be watching the dog. I love him. I’d love to paint him too, but not now. Now I have other priorities.
Her face has defined cheekbones, a sharp jawline and those lovely eyes that are the colour of warm honey in the sunshine. The shadows of leaves dapple across her body, and they are the last things I add to my art.
The painting is quick, I could have spent hours, of course. I want to study her for hours, but not now, the first time. I just needed to capture her beauty on paper. There will be a million other times I will paint her—there has to be—but for now, I sit back and admire my work. I am happy.
I look back over to her, perfect in repose. I want to run my tongue all over her body and inside, but I don’t, not now. I get up and stretch in the sunshine. “Okay, I’m done.”
She sits up, stretching herself. “It’s harder than it looks, staying in one position the whole time, isn’t it?”
I laugh. “That was nothing! You’ve only done an hour and a half. You just wait till next time.”
“Next time?” she questions. “I thought you were finished?” She gets up and wanders across to me.
“Well, I’ve finished this one. I’m kind of hoping to spend more time painting you in the future though.”
“Oh, are you now?” she says, and suddenly her arms are around me and the heat of her body is pressed up against me. She’s bigger than me and I feel wrapped up in her. Desire rushes straight through me and settles between my legs. I can smell her intensity, the very scent of her being as she holds me.
I need her.
I want her to kiss me so badly and she is so close, her lips are inches away, but she doesn’t, she pulls away. We are still playing this game of teasing and temptation.
She pulls on her clothes in fluid movements, and I’m sad to lose sight of her marvellous body, but she still looks good in jeans and a shirt, so there is that.
She turns to look at the canvas I have just painted, and I watch her as she studies herself in my work.
“Wow, I think you have been very flattering. The painting is stunning.”
“You are stunning,” I say, and I mean it.
“What time is it?” she asks, distracted suddenly. She reaches for her phone, which displays the time when she touches it. “Argh!” she shouts in frustration. “I have to get back to the pub to do the kitchen prep for tonight. There’s plenty I’d rather be doing, that’s for sure.”
“What would you rather be doing?” I ask. I want to hear her say the words. I want to hear exactly what she is thinking. I can see it in her eyes when she looks at me.
“How about I show you. Tomorrow night? We don’t serve food tomorrow evening.”
I’m thinking about her hands on my body. Her mouth on my own.
Oh, God.
“Are you swimming tomorrow morning?” I ask, feeling suddenly brave.
“Yes,” she says. “Why? Are you coming with me?”
I feel a rush of adrenaline. “I’d like to. Can you cope with a beginner tagging along?”
She smiles. “It will be a great hardship, but I’m willing to give it a go.”
I feel full of warmth.
“You can swim, right?”
“Yes! Well, in swimming pools, anyway. It’s been nearly thirty years since I last swam in water that wasn’t chlorinated!”
She smiles. “I’ll come get you at 5am. I’ll take you to my favourite swim spot. It’s the most beautiful place in the world at sunrise.”
“I can’t wait,” I say, and I mean it. I watch her as she walks away and I’m left with her image on canvas and imprinted indelibly in my mind. All I can think about is the morning.
∞∞∞
 
I’m up early and waiting impatiently for 5am. It feels cool outside as I stand on the deck behind the house. It is still dark. I’m wondering where she will take me. I spent most of last night deliberating what I would wear and I settled on my shorts and sandals again with a loose fitting shirt. I wasn’t sure if when swimming in company, she would be nude or in swimwear, and I also wasn’t sure if I was confident enough to swim nude in a public place—even at 5.30am. I decided eventually on the relative safety of my bikini. It wasn’t that I lacked confidence in my body, but I just have spent most of my life clothed in lovely clothes. I have lovely bikinis too and they have come out poolside at exotic hotels.
Reed is the kind of person who swims nude every morning and apparently doesn’t wear underwear often either. I am not that person; I have a very nice lemon yellow bikini on. I kind of wish I had the bravery to wear my light shirt with nothing on underneath and let my breasts be free, but clearly, I’m not there yet.
There’s a knock on the door and I jump with excitement. She’s here. I walk to the front of the house and open the door. It’s Reed and Jake. Jake jumps at me excitedly and I am so happy to see him—and to see her. I look up from petting Jake and I can see her nipples through her shirt. Clearly, she will be swimming nude, as is her preference. I feel nervous momentarily; although I have seen plenty of her body, she is yet to see mine.
She holds me briefly and kisses me lightly on my cheek. She smells fresh from the shower and her skin feels soft.
“Good morning, Beautiful.” Her voice is husky and lovely, and I want to hear it more and more. She takes my hand and leads me to where her SUV is parked.
Jake jumps in the backseat and I get in the passenger side alongside her.
“I’ll drive us there. It isn’t far, but it’s so early, I didn’t want us to miss the sunrise. There’s about a ten-minute walk when we get there. If that’s okay?” she asks, and I nod, realising I’m happy to go anywhere with her.
Our journey is quiet, there seems to be no real need for words this early, and I’m glad of that. I’m happy just to be in her company. I feel a real ease being around her even though there is this fierce sexual intensity to her presence. Our drive takes us along the lake and then heads up a road around the hill; we are gaining in height as we drive up it.
We see nothing and no one as we walk towards our destination, the sun is just beginning to show its light, a deep orange-red over the horizon. The light is dim; she holds my hand and I can just about see enough to follow in her footsteps.
Jake runs ahead, leading the way, as sure footed as ever on the uneven ground. We are following a river up through a valley, and as the sun rises further and the light begins to flood across the land, I can see more and more beauty.
My hand burns with the heat from hers. Having a physical connection with her is lighting a fire within me.
“Okay, here we are.”  We round a bend, and I’m suddenly overwhelmed with the vision of a stunning waterfall plunging into a deep pool in front of us. I feel myself gasp as I see it, the orange light catching the water, causing it to shimmer. “It is one of the lesser known tourist waterfalls, but it can still get busy later in the day. At this time of the morning, though, we have it to ourselves.”
“It is so beautiful,” I say, and I mean it. “It feels magical here, with the sun coming up. I can feel the warmth from the sun beginning to take the chill from the morning.”
Her hand pulls away from mine and she begins to strip off. At this stage of our relationship, I’ve spent as much time seeing her nude as seeing her clothed—perhaps more. Her nudity itself has not been sexual, but in some ways, in my head, it has been more sexual than anything else.
My eyes are drawn again by the lines of her body and I try to fix them in my mind, just in case I never see them again. I can sketch them when I get home so I’ll never forget.
I feel like I will see them again though.
Her short hair is messy and ruffled this morning.
I strip off my own clothes and am left in my lemon bikini and it seems kind of surplus. But I’m wearing it now so I feel like I should keep it on.
My head is crowded with overthinking until I feel her hand on my back. “May I?” she asks, her hand at the clasp of my bikini top. There’s a moment of indecision where I’m not sure, but her touch on my skin feels electric.
“Yes.” I nod and in seconds my breasts are exposed to the air and to her, and I gasp as I feel my nipples harden in the cool air. I feel momentarily self-conscious, but it passes. I realise I feel so desired by her and it isn’t about my body.
Her hand reaches to my hip and the thin lemon material there, and her eyes meet mine in another question. I nod again and she peels the material down, and I watch as she crouches and helps it off over my feet one by one.
She’s so close to my yearning core and I am so exposed to her, that again, I feel like I might explode.
She doesn’t touch me. However much I want her to.
She takes my hand again and leads me to a rock high above the pool. “Jump in with me?” she asks.
“Ah… um… I don’t know if I can.” I’m nervous. Looking down, the drop isn’t that far, but I don’t jump in water as a rule. I don’t jump in swimming pools or off diving boards. I lower myself in delicately down the steps.
“Of course you can.” She seems much more confident in my own ability than I am. I briefly remember the me of forty years ago, with Roman, running and jumping into lakes, dive bombing, splashing, happier than ever.
“Okay.” I take a deep breath and nod again. “I can do this. I want to do this.”
“Hold my hand,” she instructs. “We need to jump out away from the edge. See there.” She indicates the water. “It’s plenty deep there, I’ve jumped here lots of times. It’s completely safe. Then if you want to get straight out, we can just let the water take us along and get out at that gentle bit down there. Or if you want to stay in for a bit, we can just stay in and enjoy it.”
She smiles at me. The sun is getting higher and the light is getting brighter. Her smile is every bit as stunning as I remembered it from yesterday.
“On three. One… Two… Three!”
We jump, forward and out, and I’m gripping her hand tightly. Hitting the water is so much more shocking than I remember from my childhood. It is cold, much colder than I imagined, and I am stunned by that.
I’m submerged and rushing down into the water, and there’s a moment of fear when I lose her hand, then I feel myself coming up again and my head is out of the water and I breathe in deeply, and it all feels so thrilling.
I did it!
I’m gasping and smiling and my legs and arms are instinctively treading water. “I did it! I did it!” I’m laughing, and with every second that passes, my body is adjusting to the temperature change and feeling warmer. I turn in the water and find her smiling at me, hair and face dripping wet.
“Well done,” she says. “I’m impressed.” Her smile is lazy and so sexy.
“I feel so alive,” I say.
“You look so fucking beautiful,” she says and cups my face in her hands, and her lips touch mine. It’s brief, and her lips feel cold on mine, but it’s our first kiss and it’s perfect. I’m coming up for air from the water, and from kissing her. I’m coming up for air from the last twenty years.
I feel beautiful.
The power of the water is pushing us downstream, and I hold her hands as we let the water take us. I look to her for reassurance.
“Heather, don’t worry, we can let the water take us. There’s a good bit further down where we can get out. Just relax, I’ve got you.”
I do as I’m told and relax, and I feel her arms holding me as I let the water pull me backwards. Her hands brush against my breasts, and just like I’ve found when seeing her nude, it’s not sexual and yet it’s so sexual all at the same time.
Soon I realise the water is slower and much shallower and I can touch the bottom. She leads me out of the water and onto the grassy bank.
I feel invigorated after what has just happened, and I seem to have forgotten I am naked and now the world is so much lighter and brighter than it was when we started.
She guides me to sit on the grass and she sits next to me, very close. Her legs next to mine are longer and stronger and she’s tanner than me—of course she is with her outdoor life.
I realise that I want the kiss that we had in the water, I want it again and again.
I turn to face her and I barely have to reach my lips towards hers before she’s kissing me and I’m kissing her, and I’m feeling a ferocity of need and desire that I’ve never felt in my life before.
It feels as though she is devouring me after having been starving for so long, or maybe I am devouring her. Maybe both of us have been starving for too long.
Her mouth is insistent on mine and she pushes me back onto the grassy slope, and before I know it, she’s on top of me and her right leg is pushed between my own. I gasp as I feel her upper thigh tight against my wetness, and I know there is only one way this is going. Right here, right now. Out in the open where hopefully we are alone, but whoever really knows.
I feel my legs parting further of their own accord, wanting to feel more of that delicious pressure that her muscular thigh is bringing to me.
I have had sex since Evelyn, on a couple of occasions with a couple of different women. It was okay. Good, even. I enjoyed it. But it wasn’t life-altering sex. This, with Reed, I know right away, is life-altering sex. It hadn’t been in my plans to fall for a twenty-something—that I had just met—and I know our path might not necessarily be the smoothest, but I know for sure that we are going to try.
I feel her fingers sneaking underneath her thigh and now she’s moved and she’s straddling my right thigh while her right hand presses against my slickness. Her fingers are teasing me.
“Is this what you want?” Her face is directly above mine and she’s asking me seriously, because at no point have we discussed what we are into sexually, even though I think it has been very obvious to both of us that our relationship was going to be sexual.
“Yes… please. I need to feel you inside me.” My own voice sounds shaky and needy, but I am needy. I need her right now.
Her fingers push inside me and I feel the weight of her on top of me, and it’s the most beautiful feeling in the world. My head rolls back in pleasure and I lose myself to the feeling of it. I’m entirely open to her, and just as I’ve predicted every time I’ve looked at her strong hands, they are the bringers of exquisite pleasure.
She pushes into me and out and in and out. She’s rhythmical and persistent as she fucks me, and I feel what I think is her hip bone pressing into my clitoris.
Once that pressure is against my clit, it is merely seconds before my orgasm tears through me, with the same force of the waterfall behind us.
When I finally open my eyes, I can see her lazy smile above me beneath the orange blaze of the freshly awoken sun.
“I can breathe again,” I say, and I know my world has changed.
∞∞∞
 
Epilogue
One Year Later
I didn’t go back to my London apartment, not really. Not to live. I moved in with Reed in her old stone cottage. Quickly and fully, in that way that is so common in the lesbian world. I think women are capable of so much complexity and emotion, particularly sexually, that when two women truly connect in that way, and in every other way, there seems no option and no need to ever be apart for any length of time ever again. 
I can work from here, well from anywhere really, and I am still writing. Reed is a character in my latest book.
Reed continues to run her pub. She loves it. I help her, but we get more staff so she doesn’t have to work so many hours.
My brother, Roman, and his family have visited. This place brings out a life in Roman too. He remembers our carefree childhood and our mum as fondly as I do.
I went back to London to take the things that I wanted from what used to be my home, but so much felt different. It felt a million lifetimes away from the life I was building now with Reed and Jake. I had no real need for the majority of the contents of my fitted wardrobes.
I was buying new things that I needed for my new life. Suitable shoes for walking the mountains for a start. Reed laughed at my collection of impractical shoes.
“Just because these sandals are flat does not mean you can walk in them!”
I was indignant and she kissed me and I lost myself in it. I let her take me to an outdoor store and choose for me what I needed.
I also ended up buying some kind of surfer girl swimwear, which I am definitely too old for, but apparently skinny dipping is not always appropriate and my lemon bikini is not the most practical item for paddle boarding.
I’ve barely worn makeup since that day I put it on to go for lunch at Reed’s pub.
“You really don’t need it. By all means wear it if you like it, but I love looking at you without it in the morning light.”
Reed likes to take photos. There are many, many photos she has taken of me, but it was the ones she took of me tangled in the white sheets of our bed in the early morning light with no makeup and messy hair that made me think twice about the makeup. Why had I worn so much of it for so many years? Who was I really wearing it for?
Reed is simple in her desires. She likes cooking, taking photos, and being outside, whether for walking, swimming, or paddle boarding. She loves her dog and she loves me. She doesn’t come with complicated ex-girlfriend baggage. There have been exes, of course, but none that were that serious or lasted that long.
“They just never felt right,” she would say. So she had ended things, always on good terms, always with kindness.
“Why is it different with me?” I asked.
“My darling, you were like an earthquake that shook me the first time I met you at your jetty. You were confident and unfazed by me. I saw your gaze on my body and the hunger in your eyes and I loved having that effect on you. What you didn’t notice was my gaze on you. You are like nobody I have ever met before. Your blue eyes are so sharp. I saw all your overthinking and immaculate uptightness, and I just wanted to make you come undone in my arms. More than anything else. I felt like I could set you free. You felt right. That first day and every day since. You are the smartest person I have ever met. Your mind fascinates me and it did from that first day. It feels right with you.”
We sit out by the waterfall near where we first made love. We are fully dressed this time, and it is mid-afternoon. I love it here. Jake lies by my side. We come and play here sometimes when we think we can catch good weather and avoid too many tourists. I’m confident I don’t look too much like a tourist anymore.
I reach for some strawberries from the picnic we have brought with us. I eat one myself and offer one up to Reed’s lips. Her lovely mouth takes it and I just want to draw her again. As I have so many times before.
Her hand touches mine.
“I’m the happiest I’ve ever been, you know?”
I nod and smile. Seeing Reed happy is everything to me. She deserves everything in life.
“I know. So am I.” I turn and kiss her gently, and I taste strawberries. 
“I love you,” I say.
“I love you too,” she says without hesitation. “Being with you feels like home.”
“You are my home,” I say, and I know it is true.
I might have written about a Kingdom of Moonlight, but here I am basking in the warmth of her love in my very own Kingdom of Sunlight.




The End
Thanks so much for reading, I really hope you enjoyed it. The English Lake District is one of my favourite places in the world, I hope I did it justice in this story.
You can find more of me @lovefrommargaux and www.lovefrommargaux.com
Pick up a FREE book from me by joining my mailing list at the following link: https://BookHip.com/MFPGZAX
Thank you to my beautiful wife for being my biggest support and always my happy ever after.
I'm a UK based writer who loves to write romances between strong and fascinating women. I'm particularly fond of a forbidden romance and most well known for my Her Royal Bodyguard series.
I'm a passionate feminist and live with my lovely wife and an assortment of rescued dogs and cats.




Airport Connection
Johana Gavez
Adelayed flight brings together two people from different worlds. A single mother traveling with her daughter and a successful executive coming back from a business trip. Are twelve hours at an airport enough time to fall in love?




Chapter 1
She hated people. To be more precise, Gabriela Montenegro hated the people standing in her path as she tried to reach her departure gate. She wasn’t late. She had plenty of time before her red-eye flight to New York. But she hated wasting the time she could use for work walking slowly behind a group of teenagers busy on their phones, and the parents with four kids they couldn’t control blocking out half of the hallway. It took her more than five minutes to find her way around the crying toddlers, but once she did she picked up her pace, her black boots clinking against the linoleum floor.
When she arrived at her gate, only a handful of people milled around. An old couple sat together, a young man stood at the counter talking to the ground staff, and a beautiful curly-haired woman sat in one corner next to the only visible electric plug, trying to force a girl who couldn’t be over eight years old into a yellow sweater while the kid giggled and squirmed out of it.
“Amaia, quédate quieta,” Gabriela heard her say when she took a seat next to them.
The kid threw Gabriela a curious look when she opened her suitcase and pulled her laptop out. Her eyes fixated on Gabriela’s movements and her mouth opened slightly as if she was getting ready to ask a question. Gabriela smiled in her direction, but then the little girl quickly closed her mouth and looked away, eyes down as if embarrassed by the question she didn’t get to ask.
Gabriela scanned the twenty-eight new messages on her inbox, only opening those that seemed urgent. You’d think a Thursday night right before the 4th of July would be a quiet time. Instead, all her clients decided it was the best time to hit her with extra, last-minute requests and emergencies. Probably thinking if they dumped it on her plate before the long weekend, it would become her problem instead of theirs. They weren’t wrong and she sympathized with their strategy. They were all probably eager to disconnect and spend time with their families and significant others. Maybe she would do the same thing if there was someone waiting for her at home.
She didn’t mind. Running a PR agency with over fifty high-profile clients was an around-the-clock job, but it was exactly what she’d worked so hard to achieve. Her chest filled with pride because she had managed not only to become profitable, but also to make a big name for herself as one of the best in the industry only two years after leaving her job with one of New York’s most-respected PR firms.
The long hours, the days going with barely any sleep, the tension on her shoulders from the hours spent in front of a computer were worth it when she looked at what she’d accomplished. Having her own, successful company, being her own boss, and earning more money than she could spend, all before her thirty-fifth birthday. But as much of a workaholic as she was, she still got tired. The idea of spending yet another weekend alone working sent a pang of longing to her heart, though only for a second.
She was in the middle of writing an e-mail when she noticed the same kid from before staring at her screen. The girl’s little neck craned from behind the laptop, and half of her round face peeked from the side. A blush tinted her cheeks, but apparently her curiosity was stronger than her embarrassment.
“Hi! Can I help you with anything?” Gabriela asked gently. She could be a little cold, but she would never treat a kid badly. In her opinion, their innocence should be preserved at all costs.
Despite her soft tone, the girl ran away and buried herself in her mother’s arms.
“Amaia, no molestes a la señora.”
Ouch. Señora? At thirty-five years old, she was a señora compared to the kid. That much was the truth, but it still stung a little.
“No, no la regañes. No me está molestando.”
At the words, Amaia pulled her head away from her mother’s chest. And looked in Gabriela’s direction with a shy smile that Gabriela quickly returned.
“I was wondering if I could watch a movie on your laptop,” she mumbled.
Gabriela’s mouth opened in a silent exclamation. “I’m sorry. I have some work to do. But maybe later?” she said, hoping the kid wasn’t the tantrum-throwing kind, and she hadn’t just set one off.
Amaia was clearly one of those nice, well-behaved kids, because she simply nodded and redirected her attention to a coloring book on the floor. 
“Thank you,” the mom mouthed in her direction.
For the first time, Gabriela got a good look at the kid’s mother. Her breath caught in her throat when she finally took the time to take in the beautiful woman sitting next to her. Gabriela’s eyes moved from the wild, black hair, falling in beautiful curls and framing her round face perfectly, to big, plump, red lips that contrasted beautifully with her bronze skin, to the biggest black eyes she’d ever seen. So black Gabriela felt like she stared into the depths of the universe—until a small little mole, right under the woman’s left eye, pulled her attention away.
It wasn’t until she noticed the edges of the mouth in front of her curving into a smile that Gabriela brought herself to speak again.
“No problem,” she said, but her voice sounded nothing like her usual even and controlled tone. There was even a small quaver to it that she hadn’t heard in years.
Clearing her throat, Gabriela looked away, suddenly overwhelmed by the fluttering in her stomach and very aware of the beautiful black eyes following her every move.
“I’m Maritza, by the way. Maritza Santiago.”
She turned around again, and she was as impacted by Maritza as the first time. Maybe even more, because now there was a wide, bright smile on her face that made her look even more beautiful. “Gabriela Montenegro. Nice to meet you,” she said, offering her hand for a handshake. 
∞∞∞
 
Maritza wasn’t sure what to make of the elegant woman sitting next to her. At first, she assumed she was one of the stuffy, grumpy types. She’d sat next to them with barely a glance and settled on her laptop with a scowl on her face. Then Amaia, her sweet, kind Amaia, did what she always does. Maritza braced herself for a string of angry words or a dismissive look at the least, but the stranger completely surprised her.
Her curiosity increased when the cold and angry reaction she had expected didn’t come. Instead she sounded kind and understanding. Maritza had a soft spot for anyone who was kind to her eight-year-old daughter. Amaia was her life. She’d dated enough assholes who loved to pretend she didn’t exist or treated her like an inconvenience, to decide someone wasn’t worth her time if they didn’t have enough human decency to treat a kid with respect and understanding when they were doing nothing wrong. A stranger at the airport wasn’t the same as a date, but it lowered her reservations to realize the other woman was a nice person.
Gabriela Montenegro. That was what she’d said her name was. The tint of color hitting Gabriela’s cheeks when they shook hands made Maritza’s smile grow. It was kind of adorable to watch this walking definition of tall, dark, and handsome become flustered because of her.
“I’ll let you go back to your work,” she said when their hands remained connected a few seconds too long. Not that she minded.
“Oh!” Gabriela snapped her hand away and her eyes darted to the laptop screen. “Yeah, I should go back to that.”
After checking that Amaia was still absorbed with her coloring books, Maritza focused on Gabriela again. She started on her face. Shoulder-length brown hair fell right under her chiseled jaw line, highlighting it even more. But what really caught Maritza’s attention was the impeccable suit. It had to be tailored exactly to her size because it hugged her body in all the right ways. A dark blue blazer, held in place by one lone button, and dress pants that ended over a pair of high-heeled boots, finished the outfit.
Why anyone would choose to take a red-eye flight wearing high-heeled boots was beyond her. She wore leggings and her most comfortable tennis shoes for the three-hour flight from Denver to New York, and her feet were hurting anyway from the long walk around the airport. Something told her Gabriela wasn’t the kind of person who would take off her shoes during a flight.
A man stepping on Amaia’s coloring book brought her out of her thoughts. “Hey, watch it,” she said, but the man was long gone.
Someone else hit her with their bag as they tried to take a seat next to her. The waiting area slowly became packed. She glanced at her phone and noticed it was 10:40 p.m. already. With the flight scheduled to leave at 11:10 p.m. boarding should start soon. She sent a text to her mom.
Waiting to board. I’ll see you soon.
Not five minutes later, she got a reply.
Call me when you land, mi vida. I asked your cousin Ramiro to pick you up at the airport. 
Maritza sighed. She’d told her mom a hundred times already that she was fine taking a cab or Uber. There was no need to wake up in the early morning to go pick her up. But she knew that was a lost battle and someone from her family would be there to pick her up, no matter how many times she said it wasn’t necessary.
It felt good to have people around that she knew without a shadow of doubt she could count on, no matter what. She didn’t want to think what she would have done as a single mother to raise Amaia if she didn’t have her mom and an army of aunts to help her.
Getting pregnant had been unexpected. She wasn’t a teenager when it happened, technically she was an adult, already twenty-one years old when she got pregnant. But in all the ways that mattered, she still had felt like a kid back then. Still in college, she had been working part time to cover her tuition and expenses. The idea of being responsible for another human being was the most terrifying thought she’d ever experienced.
She didn’t even bother trying to tell the father. The losers she used to date back then wouldn’t have cared, and she didn’t have the energy to fight them or listen to their thinly veiled insults if she tried to make them take responsibility for what both of them had done. No, she would rather face things head on alone but with her pride intact. Thankfully, her taste in partners had improved in the eight years since. The people she’d dated since then proved it, even if nothing lasted very long.
Telling her parents had almost been as terrifying as seeing that plus sign on the pharmacy test. The tears from her mom and the angry scowl from her father were no surprise, but that didn’t mean it hurt any less. However, the way her mom stood by her, and worked twice as hard to help her, was something she would never forget.
She’d promised herself that one day she would pay her mom back. She would take care of her in the same way Mom had always taken care of her kids and grandkids. That was a big part of why Maritza had taken the job interview in Denver. She had finished her Master’s in Pharmacology thanks to her mom’s help in taking care of Amaia while she was busy working or in classes. Now she really wanted to get a stable job to ease the load on her mom. She’d have preferred for it to be in the city where she’d lived all her life and near to her family, but you can’t always get what you want. 
A muffled sound came out of the airport speakers. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. On behalf of Flyaway Airlines, I’m sorry to inform you that Flight AQ5903 with destination New York and connections, is presently delayed. Please remain seated. We will share more information with you shortly.”
A chorus of groans ran around the waiting room, including Maritza’s. That’s what she got for taking the red-eye flight only because it was cheaper.




Chapter 2
While a horde of enraged passengers rushed the counter, crowding the two airline employees attending, Gabriela called her assistant. She hated to disturb them so late. Despite the demanding nature of her job, she tried to allow her employees a good work-personal life balance, but there was no way she would spend the night sitting on an airport chair waiting for a flight that may or may not take off.
According to her Google notifications, the flight was delayed at least five hours. She needed to get a head start on trying to find a hotel room for the night before everything booked up.
“Hey, Kay. Sorry to bother you this late, but they just announced my flight back to New York is going to be delayed several hours. Can you try to get me a hotel room close by or see if you can arrange a last-minute flight on another airline?”
“You got it, boss. I’ll call you back as soon as I figure something out.”
Once the call ended, she packed her laptop, intending to find a restaurant or one of the VIP lounges to avoid the surrounding ruckus. Maritza still sat next to her, rummaging inside a pink and purple backpack.
“You’re not going to join the horde,” she said, pointing with her head at the long line of people behind the counter.
“I rather pick my battles. Standing in line for God knows how long with a kid to get a five-dollar food voucher in return? Not worth it,” Maritza said. She hung the backpack loosely from one of her shoulders and stood up. “Just gonna try to find a quiet place for Amaia to take a nap and wait. Nothing else I can do,” she added, offering her hand to Amaia, who took it without hesitation.
A sudden need to keep the mother and child around hit Gabriela as she watched them walk away.
“That’s my plan too,” she blurted, following them. Maritza turned around, one eyebrow raised in question. “Do you mind if I join you?” Gabriela added.
Maritza smiled, but it was Amaia who answered. “Can we watch a movie now?”
“Sure, we can watch a movie,” she answered with a smile. First, she looked at Amaia, but then her eyes moved up to Maritza, who was looking at her with a mix of softness and wonder in her eyes.
∞∞∞
 
After walking around the airport for a couple minutes without finding a suitable place to settle, Gabriela suggested they try one of the VIP Lounges. As a first-class passenger, she had access to the airline’s lounge, or she could use one of her credit cards to access some others. When she shared the idea with Maritza, the mother looked at her with a smirk.
“I would love to spend the delay in a fancy lounge, but you need like a super diamond platinum credit card to get in and I don’t have one of those,” she said.
“Well, I do. And I can have guests with me.”
They kept walking as they spoke, carefully avoiding the people in their way. “Guests?” Maritza said, turning to glance at her. “Okay, as long as you don’t need to pay anything extra,” she said.
“I wouldn’t mind—” she started.
“No, I can’t allow that. No matter how nice the gesture is.” Maritza put a hand on Gabriela’s shoulder.
Gabriela wanted to tell her it wasn’t a big deal. That, despite only knowing her for a couple hours, she felt an urge to help and protect both her and Amaia, but she recognized the determination in Maritza’s tone. She understood the need to not depend on anyone and stand on your own and would respect Maritza’s wishes.
“I promise you have nothing to worry about,” she answered.
Given the delay and the late hour, it only took a stern look and her cold, business tone of voice to get all three of them into the airline’s lounge with no problem.
“Mom! Look at all that food! Can you buy me some?” Amaia asked as soon as they walked inside.
“That’s free. You can eat anything you want,” Gabriela said without thinking. The high-pitched scream Amaia let out made her laugh.
“Anything I want?” she repeated, her eyes wide as saucers. She looked first at Gabriela and then at her mom.
“Puedes ir a comer, pero controlada. No quiero que te enfermes,” Maritza said and Amaia ran over to the big, buffet-style table full of food.
Gabriela turned to Maritza with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I guess I shouldn’t have said that.”
Maritza laughed. A loud, heartfelt laugh that Gabriela found heartwarming. “She can get a little overexcited about food, but she will get full… eventually.”
“Well, I’m starving too. Should we join her?” Gabriela asked, offering her hand to Maritza.
She’d made the movement without thinking about it and regretted it as soon as she realized what she’d done. But to her surprise, Maritza linked their hands as if it was nothing out of the ordinary and led the way to the buffet while Gabriela’s heart raced at the touch.
They settled on a big couch in one corner of the lounge far away from everyone else and enjoyed their food with only the excited chatter of an eight-year-old between them.
Maritza focused on Amaia. She cut her food into smaller pieces and doted on her every few minutes. In turn, Gabriela watched Maritza’s every move, smiling softly at the obvious love and tenderness.
Gabriela snorted when Amaia looked in her direction with her cheeks full of food.
“Amaia, no juegues con la comida.”
“No estaba jugando, me la estoy comiendo. Mira,” the kid answered with a cheeky grin and pushing another chicken nugget into her mouth.
“She is a great kid, isn’t she?” Gabriela asked, raising a fork to her mouth.
“She is,” Maritza started, a soft smile taking over her face. “She is very well behaved, very social, and a little mischievous, but she always listens to me.”
“I’m sure she takes after her mom.”
Maritza scoffed. “I wish I could take credit, but I’ve been working and studying since she was born. If it wasn’t for my mom and my aunts helping me and always being there when I needed them, I don’t know what I would have done.”
“That’s good that you have their support.”
“Yeah, big families can be a pain, but they can also be amazing. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Gabriela smiled. She could imagine Maritza running around with a bunch of siblings and cousins, all laughing and teasing each other. It was something she’d always envied as a kid. But she had gotten used to the fact it was only her and her parents most of the time. The rest of their family was far away, back in the country they’d left behind when she was still in her mother’s belly.
“That sounds… hectic,” she teased.
“So hectic,” Maritza answered, her white teeth in full display. “There were times I wanted to run away or lock myself in a cupboard just to get some alone time. But when things got tough, there was always someone around.” She smiled and looked down at Amaia as if reminiscing about something. “What about you? Do you have any kids or are you just the cool aunt?”
“Neither,” Gabriela looked down, saddened by the reminder of just how lonely her life was. “I’m an only child and I don’t have kids of my own either.” She looked at Amaia. “It was always my plan to get married, have kids as soon as I established myself, as soon as things got easier, but there was always the next big project. And somehow time got away from me and it never happened.”
Maritza’s eyes softened, but whatever she was about to say was forever lost when Amaia tugged on her sleeve.
“Mommy, I want to go to bed.”
Maritza picked up the small girl effortlessly and placed her on the couch, moving to the floor herself. “Why don’t you lie down there while I get Mr. Pug out of your bag so he makes you company?”
“No,” Amaia whined. “I want my bed.”
Gabriela watched amazed as Maritza didn’t lose her temper. Instead, she explained the situation calmly but clearly. “I wish we were on our bed too. But it’s going to take a little longer for us to get home. Why don’t you take a nap there and when you wake up, maybe we will be home?”
“But I want my bed.”
She hesitated before intervening, afraid of overstepping. But watching Amaia upset broke her heart. “Have you ever made a pillow fort?” she asked.
“Of course I have.” Amaia answered in a matter-of-fact tone, provoking a chuckle from Gabriela.
“Well, but have you ever made a pillow fort at an airport? I bet none of your friends ever have.”
Again, the childish excitement took over and Amaia sat up on the couch, bumping up and down. “Can we do that?”
Gabriela looked around, exaggerating her movements. “I think we have all we need for a pillow fort.”
“Can we, Mom?”
Maritza ruffled Amaia’s hair. “Of course, baby,” she said and then turned towards Gabriela with the softest of smiles.
∞∞∞
 
Maritza sneaked glances at Gabriela, smiling at her intense focus and the way she moved around the couch cushions from one place to the other until she was satisfied with their makeshift pillow fort.
“So? Do you like it? Is it better than your bed?” Gabriela asked, kneeling next to Amaia.
Her kindness and gentleness with Amaia surprised Maritza every single time.
“It’s awesome!” Amaia said as she settled inside. “Come here!” she added, taking Maritza and Gabriela’s hands.
“I think it’s a little small for all of us, baby.” Maritza laughed.
“We can fit if we squeeze in,” Amaia insisted.
She exchanged a look with Gabriela. It was obvious neither of them could say no to her excited daughter. With a lot of effort and careful maneuvering, they fit inside the fort. Maritza sat to one side, Amaia in the middle, and Gabriela on the other side.
Five minutes later, the kid was fast asleep between them, but it was almost impossible to move out without risking waking her up. If there was one thing Maritza had learned as a mom, it was that you never wake up a kid from a nap unless you want to deal with a very grumpy child.
“Sorry, I know this is not the most comfortable,” she offered.
“It’s okay. Dealing with a delayed flight is never fun, much less for a kid. I’m glad at least she can get some rest.”
“You’re great at dealing with kids for someone who claims to be an only child and an incorrigible bachelor.”
Gabriela laughed. “I don’t think I ever said I was an incorrigible bachelor. I just haven’t found the right person yet,” she said with a pointed look in Maritza’s direction.
Their eyes met and it became impossible for Maritza to look away. The intensity in Gabriela’s gaze transfixed her. It was as if she spoke without saying a word. As if her unwavering stare was her way of telling Maritza there was a hidden meaning behind her words. Or maybe it was Maritza trying to find something that wasn’t there. Maybe she wanted to imagine the fascination, the attraction she felt wasn’t one sided.
“What’s the right person like?” she asked.
Gabriela held her gaze for longer than necessary again, and Maritza couldn’t help but feel her stomach tie itself in knots at the implications.
“I don’t know,” Gabriela started. “I guess I could make a list. Funny, smart, kind, understanding. But I think I’ll just know when it happens. It should feel like an unstoppable force brings us together.”
Maritza grinned. “I didn’t expect you to be such a romantic.”
A small blush tinted Gabriela’s cheeks and Maritza thought it was the most adorable thing ever.
“I’m a pragmatist most of the time and have tried to be pragmatic about love too. God knows I don’t have many reasons to believe in movie-style romance, but the alternative is accepting that I may spend the rest of my life alone and that’s just too sad.” Gabriela avoided Maritza’s eyes. “I need to believe there’s someone out there for me, even if it never happens.”
Maritza’s heart clenched in understanding. She knew the feeling of thinking there’s nobody out there for you. That looking for love was a futile quest. There’s only so many times you can go out on failed dates before you wonder if there’s a point to it. But she also refused to believe there was nobody out there for her. She didn’t need anybody. She’d done just fine on her own. But she still craved the safety and comfort of a pair of arms to nestle in when things got rough.
“There is,” she said, moving her head to try to look into Gabriela’s eyes. “I’m sure of it.”
“You think?” Gabriela asked, raising her head.
Maritza nodded.
“When will I find them then?”
“Love has the habit of sneaking up on us when we least expect it.”
“Yeah,” Gabriela whispered, her eyes still staring into Maritza’s.
Despite the hundreds of sounds that inhabited the airport floating around them, Maritza felt like they were the only people in the room. She lost herself in Gabriela’s eyes, on the curve of her jaw, and the slightly parted lips she had so close. The mouth she couldn’t stop staring at moved closer and closer and she followed Gabriela’s tongue with her eyes when she licked her lips. The air got caught in her throat when the last inches separating them grew smaller and smaller. Maritza closed her eyes, yearning for the feel of soft lips against her own, but the kiss she expected never arrived.
A loud ringing cut through the haze clouding her mind. When she opened her eyes again, Gabriela’s face was so far away, Maritza wondered if she’d imagined the whole thing.
“Sorry, I have to take this,” Gabriela mumbled, extracting herself carefully from the pillow fort.
Maritza sighed, watching Gabriela walk away to take the call. In part, she was relieved by the interruption. When she had Gabriela close, the pull was almost irresistible. But now with space again between them, Maritza noticed how ridiculous she was being by pretending they could be anything more than two strangers commiserating together and trying to make the best of a flight delay.
Even if their lips had come together and their kiss ignited more than a fleeting passion, she couldn't imagine a world where they didn’t part ways at the end of the night never to see each other again.




Chapter 3
Gabriela bit back the urge to snap at Kay for interrupting her moment with Maritza. It wasn’t their fault, and she had asked them to call her as soon as they could figure out something about her flight. She couldn’t be sure, but she would have sworn they were seconds away from kissing. Or she had been seconds away from misreading all the signals and getting slapped.
“Any news?” she asked.
“I’m sorry, boss, but I couldn’t find any available flights and the nearest hotel with an open room is over an hour away. I’ll book it if you want but it didn't seem worth it.”
“No, it’s okay.” She looked across to Maritza, who was covering Amaia with her coat. “I don’t mind staying at the airport. Go to bed. I’ll call you in the morning if I need anything.”
“Sure thing. I checked and your flight got delayed until 6:00 a.m. tomorrow, so I’ll keep an eye out and have everything ready for you.”
“Thank you, Kay.”
After hanging up, Gabriela noticed the text message from the airline confirming the delay until the next morning, but she didn’t get upset about it. She welcomed it. This gave her more time with Maritza. She suspected though that only a couple more hours wouldn’t be enough to satiate her interest in the other woman. But if it was all she got, she would use every second.
“Seems like we’ll be stuck here all night,” she offered when she got back to Maritza.
“Well, at least I have you to keep me company,” Maritza answered with a tone Gabriela wasn’t sure if it was meant to be flirty or simply nice.
She let out a nervous chuckle. “Yeah, we’ve got…” She looked at her watch. It was almost midnight. “Around six hours to get to know each other.”
Maritza raised one eyebrow. “Is that what you want? For us to get to know each other?”
“Yes, I do,” she answered without hesitation. No point in denying she wanted to know more about the woman in front of her, and she had no time to play games either.
“Ask away then. I guess we have time for a game of twenty questions.”
Gabriela sat on the floor right outside the makeshift fort holding Maritza and Amaia. “Twenty questions? I haven’t played that game in forever, but okay. What brought you to Denver?”
“A job interview. My mom couldn’t watch Amaia non-stop for two days because of work, so I brought her along, and luckily the company I interviewed for has a daycare service for workers they let me use. I don’t think I got the job though.”
“What’s exactly what you do?”
“It’s supposed to be my turn,” Maritza said, poking her tongue out at her. “But I guess we can make an exception. I have a pharmacy degree. Have had little luck in New York so far, so gave this offer a try even if it would mean moving away. It’s probably for the best if I don’t get it.”
Gabriela was in awe at how determined Maritza was to succeed, to keep fighting even when things seemed to not go her way. Once again, she felt the urge to help her in any way she could. “I have a couple of contacts at hospitals in New York. I could try to reach out and let you know if there're any opportunities.” She unlocked her phone and started typing Maritza’s name into her contacts.
“If you want my number, you only need to ask. No need to make up excuses,” Maritza said with a wink.
Gabriela’s fingers stopped moving, and she looked up at Maritza with her mouth wide open. “I… that wasn’t…” she sputtered.
Maritza smiled at her, took away her phone and typed out her number without missing a beat. “I’m messing with you. I really appreciate you wanting to help. Even if nothing comes out of it, it means a lot to have someone try to help.”
“No problem. I’ll text you if something pans out.”
“You can also text me to say hi or to chat.”
“Yeah, I guess I could also do that.”
Silence settled between them, the implications of the proposal lingering in the air. Gabriela didn’t dare to hope it meant Maritza was also interested in her, but she couldn’t get away from Maritza’s magnetic pull, either.
“It’s my turn to ask now,” Maritza said, excitement taking over her face.
Gabriela thought the woman’s bright eyes looked exactly the same as Amaia’s expression when she wanted something.
“Let me think…” Maritza trailed off. “What’s your biggest dream?”
Gabriela chuckled. “Way to go directly to the heavy questions.” She thought long and hard about the answer before speaking. Not because she didn’t want to answer, but because she wasn’t sure what her biggest dream was.
“It used to be to have my company. To be successful in my professional life, but I’ve accomplished pretty much everything I set my mind to do, and I don’t know if it feels like a dream. I’m proud of what I’ve done, but I feel like a dream should be something that fills you up with purpose and happiness every day without trying.”
She paused, in part to gather her thoughts, in part because Maritza’s unwavering gaze made her feel exposed. “I guess my biggest dream right now is to find someone to share my success with, as silly as that sounds.”
“That’s not silly at all,” Maritza said softly, putting her hand on top of Gabriela’s. “Many people long for someone to share their life with.”
“Do you?” Gabriela blurted out.
“Sometimes.” Maritza smiled. “For a long time, I suppressed that part of myself. I was too busy focused on studying and on raising Amaia. There wasn’t much time for anything else. But sometimes, at night when I curl up in bed to read a book, I wish there was someone there to hold me.”
A big yawn followed her words and prevented Gabriela from overthinking the way Maritza looked at her while she spoke. “You should get some sleep,” she said.
“I’m fine.” Another yawn. “I don’t want to risk oversleeping and miss the flight or something.”
“I’ll wake you up, I promise.”
“And who will wake you up?” Maritza said with a cheeky grin.
“I’m used to pulling all-nighters. It’s when I do my best work.”
“You don’t plan on sleeping?”
“Nope. Got my trusty and warm laptop right here to keep me company.”
“That sounds awful,” Maritza said. “But I’m so sleepy I’ll take you up on the offer.”
She pushed her backpack against Gabriela’s thigh and laid her head on top of it. “Good night,” she whispered, her eyes closing.
“Good night,” Gabriela whispered back.
Instead of working like she’d planned, she found herself absorbed by the up and down movement of Maritza’s chest. A soft whistle came out of her lips with each breath. The softest, most adorable snore she’d ever heard.
The unopened e-mails would be there in the morning, but Maritza and Amaia wouldn’t. The realization weighed on Gabriela’s chest. She still wanted to know so much about Maritza that even if she’d stayed awake she doubted six hours would be enough to satiate her curiosity.
Rhythmic breathing told her that Maritza was finally asleep, and her softened expression confirmed it. Gabriela hadn’t noticed it before, but it was obvious now how there’d been a permanent, small, almost imperceptible tension between Maritza’s eyebrows that had disappeared when she succumbed to sleep. It made her look younger, lighter, and Gabriela wished she could help her feel that way more often.
∞∞∞
 
Maritza opened her eyes to find big brown eyes looking down at her.
“I was about to wake you up,” Gabriela said with a smile. “I just got a notification that boarding for our flight will start soon. We should go.”
She ignored the way Gabriela’s softness made a hundred butterflies flutter around in her stomach. There was no time to focus on how the woman she’d met only a few hours before and that had stayed up all night watching her and her kid made her feel. She needed to pick up her kid, throw the backpack over her shoulder, and walk, run, to their gate. And that was exactly what she did. Except, Gabriela took the oversized backpack from her and placed it on top of her carry-on luggage. She also picked up the yellow sweater Amaia had insisted on throwing to the floor and carried it for them. 
The waiting room was just as packed as it was the night before when they left. Once again Maritza felt a wave of gratitude at the fact that Amaia and she had slept sound and secure in the VIP lounge.
A long line had formed already filled with a lot of long and tired faces eager to rush onto the plane as soon as allowed.
“We will begin boarding for flight AQ5903 to New York in the next ten minutes with group one passengers. Please remain seated until your boarding group is called,” a feminine voice announced over the intercom.
Maritza adjusted the strap of the backpack over her shoulder and gripped Amaia’s hand a little tighter. “I guess this is it,” she said to Gabriela. “Thank you for everything.”
“It was my pleasure. And I’ll let you know if anything comes up for a job, I promise. So this is not the last time we talk.”
Maritza smiled and reached forward to grab Gabriela’s hand. “I hope it isn’t,” she said, giving her hand a squeeze.
“Passengers in boarding group one, parents with children, and adults that need assistance can begin boarding,” the muffled intercom voice said again.
“That’s us,” Gabriela said, letting go of her hand.
Maritza missed the contact as soon as their fingers stopped touching. She missed the smell of Gabriela’s perfume and the soft smile she didn’t know when she would see again.
In front of her, Gabriela walked, patiently waiting in line to board and occasionally turning around to check on Maritza. She was still so close, Maritza could have easily held her hand again if she’d dared, but she opted for missing her even before she was fully gone. Maritza chose that option because she knew that the space separating them once they stepped out of the airport in New York would be bigger than the physical distance. Even if she could look at her in that moment, touch her, smell her, by the time the flight landed they would walk different paths. Clinging to the memories of their shared night spent in each other's presence wouldn’t change that fact.
Watching Gabriela sit down in the first-class cabin was another reminder of how different their worlds were.
“Have a good flight,” she said with a wink. “I’m all the way to the back, so you will probably get home before I get out of this plane when we land.”
“Maybe I’ll wait for you,” Gabriela said and Maritza wondered if she would. 
“Bye! I had fun with you,” Amaia interjected. She didn’t stop walking, simply waving enthusiastically as they advanced down the aisle.
“I had fun too,” Gabriela yelled back, waving almost as hard as Amaia until they lost her from view.




Chapter 4
Gabriela stood outside right by the plane door for a long minute. She considered waiting for Maritza and Amaia, but the longer she stood watching people rush out of the plane, the silliest the idea seemed in her mind. What excuse did she have to wait when they’d already said goodbye? She was only a stranger that had done one nice thing for them. No need to make it weird by not knowing when to back off.
After one last look behind her, she walked away. Her boots resonated against the linoleum. She quickened her pace, moving left or right as needed to pass the people in her way. In less than ten minutes, she was outside checking the plates of the cars passing by for her ride until a black Mercedes stopped in front of her.
She slid into the back seat and opened her work e-mail, answering and redirecting messages as needed while they sat in traffic. The trip went faster than expected. Forty minutes later she was taking the elevator up to her apartment. She abandoned the carry-on suitcase in the middle of the living room and walked past the tempting queen bed and through the open-floor concept space, until she reached the bathroom.
Scalding hot water running down her body was exactly what she needed to shake away the remnants of her night at the airport. The sweat and dirt. The tiredness. She massaged her neck and shoulders, trying to melt away the ever-present tension knots in her muscles. She loved showering. It was one of the few moments of real downtime she got. The one time she allowed herself to clear her mind and forget about the hundred things on her to do list. This time as she stood under the shower with her eyes closed, one distinct, unexpected image formed behind her eyelids.
Maritza’s curls and bright smile danced in Gabriela’s mind. She hadn’t stopped thinking about the other woman since she’d left the airport. She wondered every step of the way if she should have done something different. If she should have waited for them. Maybe offered them a ride. Anything would have been a good excuse to spend even one extra minute with Maritza. But Gabriela had blown her chance and she would probably never see her again. Sadness settled in her chest and suddenly her spacious and modern loft felt emptier than ever.
She rushed to get ready and leave. The need to escape the loneliness of the house overwhelmed her. Walking the ten blocks that separated her place from the office, for the first time in a long time Gabriela looked around and appreciated the city instead of walking as fast as possible avoiding the other passers-by and the uneven sidewalks.
It was as if being forced to slow down the night before because of the flight delay had ignited a new urge to savor what life offered instead of rushing through every day on a stress-induced race to work, work, and work, and then work some more. It had felt nice to leave her laptop aside for an instant and focus on something else. Laugh and learn with someone else.
She would never be the lounge around type. She loved her work and the fact her effort had turned into a tangible company that she could call hers. But maybe it was time to open her life to new possibilities, just as she’d said to Maritza. Deep down, she always knew the company wouldn’t crumble just because she took a weekend off. But knowing and being ready to accept it were two entirely different things.
She arrived at the office sooner than expected. Looking at her watch, she laughed under her breath when she realized it had taken her a couple minutes less to get there than it usually did when she was power-walking all over the place.
Kay appeared at her side as soon as she stepped into the office. “You look amazing for someone who spent her night at an airport,” they said.
“Don’t be fooled by the magic of a hot shower and some makeup.”
“Well, I would say you should have stayed home and rest, but I know that’s not your style,” they added, handing her a cup of Chai latte. “Hope this helps. I’m glad you’re here anyway, since you have the reports for the McMillan campaign.”
“Yeah, I’ll send them to you right now.”
She slid into her seat at her desk and opened her briefcase to take out her laptop. A bright yellow sweater fell on the table. She recognized it immediately, and a smile took over her face. It was Amaia’s. She’d totally forgotten she offered to hold it for Maritza that morning.
Kay picked it up with a frown. They were looking at it as if it was a piece of dirty underwear or something.
“Amaia Santiago. If found, please return. 212-555-0456. Are you dating a preschooler?”
“Funny. I offered to hold it for another passenger last night and forgot to return it.”
“Okay. I’ll call them and get it delivered to them.”
“No,” Gabriela answered way too fast. “I’ll handle it.” Kay stared at her, mouth ajar.
“You’ll handle it,” they intoned. Enunciating each syllable.
She didn’t blame them. For as long as they’ve been working for her, she’d been happy to let them handle anything that would take time from her main focus of running the business. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d picked up her own dry cleaning. Of course, it would surprise Kay she wanted to go through all the work of calling and returning the sweater. But it felt like a sign. She’d asked for Maritza’s number and offered to contact her about work, but she knew herself. She would have second guessed herself and ended up not reaching out at all. This gave her the perfect excuse to see her again.
Explaining to Kay she couldn’t stop thinking about a stranger she’d met a few hours before and needed to use her daughter’s forgotten clothes as an excuse to talk to her was too complicated. So, she didn’t. 
“Yeah. I’ll do it,” she said with a smile, but her voice was firm, not leaving room for questions. “I’m sending you the report now. Please make the presentation and send it back to me before the meeting.”
“You got it, boss.”
Once alone in her office, Gabriela grabbed her phone and dialed Maritza’s number. Her finger hovered over the call button for what felt like an eternity before she thought better of it and switched to her messages instead.
Hey. It’s Gabriela from the airport. I forgot to give you back Amaia’s sweater but I’m happy to bring it to you. Just let me know when and where.
∞∞∞
 
Getting a text from Gabriela was the last thing Maritza expected, but it made her heart flutter as soon as she read it. Forgetting her daughter’s clothes was an unexpected way to get an attractive woman to call her. But she wasn’t sorry it’d happened. If anything, she’d been berating herself for not asking for Gabriela’s number before they parted ways.
Maritza wasn’t shy and she had felt a vibe between them. She had no idea why she didn’t ask, but apparently fate was on her side this time. She texted back her address and told Gabriela that she could stop by at any time.
Opening her laptop, she scrolled through job listings to distract herself from the inevitable anxious energy caused by thinking about meeting the other woman again. She didn’t have a good feeling about her interview in Denver, but even if she got an offer, the idea of moving away from her family weighed heavily on the back of her mind. Not only because she would miss them, but she couldn’t imagine taking care of Amaia on her own and working full time. She’d taken the interview because it seemed irresponsible and selfish to miss out on an opportunity, but part of her hoped she wouldn’t get the job. She still needed a job though. So back to searching it was.
She scrolled aimlessly, barely paying attention to the listings, until her mom walked into the room.
“Ay, mija, why are you not getting ready?”
“It’s still early. I’ll throw a fresh shirt and shoes on soon.”
Maritza ignored the disappointed shake of her mom’s head. For her, every occasion was an opportunity to look like a movie star. Dresses, high heels, makeup, the whole nine yards. Maritza didn’t see the point of going all out for her brother’s birthday celebration. A nice pair of jeans and some cute shoes should do the trick.
“I need you to look nice tonight.”
Maritza raised her eyes from the laptop screen to squint at her mother. “What are you up to now?”
“I’m not up to anything, but your brother invited some of his friends, and there’re also a couple of neighbors coming over. It doesn’t hurt to make an effort, just in case.”
She fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Mom, I’m not going to date any of my brother’s friends… they’re all a bunch of vagos.”
“Well, there’s also Olga’s niece. She just moved here, and Olga was telling me the other day she is… umm… she dates women too.”
“Pansexual? Is that what Olga said?”
“Yes. Exactly. Maybe you’ll hit it off.”
The idea of dating her mom’s best friend's niece was almost as unappealing as the idea of dating one of her brother’s friends. She could imagine the amount of gossip and people getting into her business that would cause.
“Mom, please. I beg you, don’t embarrass me by trying to sell me to…”
“Marina, her name is Marina. Isn’t that a beautiful name?”
“It is a beautiful name, but still don’t. Just don’t.”
Her mom didn’t answer back, pretending to be busy taking out pans and pots from the drawers.
“Mom.”
“Fine,” she said, turning around with a knife in one hand and a tomato in another. “I won’t meddle, but I worry, mija. You know you’ll always have us, but don’t you want to have someone to hold you at night and dream together?”
Maritza sighed. She wanted that, but there were so many other things for her to worry about, she’d always pushed that desire to the back of her mind.
“If it’s meant to happen, it’ll happen, mom.”
She closed her laptop and walked towards her bedroom. Maybe making some extra effort and getting dressed up wouldn’t hurt. But not for Marina.
∞∞∞
 
It was almost 9:00 p.m. when Gabriela left the office. It was early by her standards, but she worried it was too late to make the trip all the way to Queens to return the sweater. She didn’t want to wait another day to see Maritza again, but she also didn’t want to appear rude by showing up at her door in the middle of the night. Knowing it would take her at least an hour to get there, she texted Maritza to check if she was still welcome to show up.
Don’t worry about the hour. We’re having a party, so we’ll be up for a while.
A party? She wasn’t expecting that, but she would take it, if it meant seeing Maritza before the night was over.
The usually slow ride went by in a blink. Before she knew it, she was standing in front of Maritza’s door. The faint sound of music and laughter coming from inside let her know she was at the right place.
She took one deep breath and rang the doorbell, clutching the yellow sweater in her left hand as if it was the lifeline keeping her heart’s beating under control. The door opened, but the greeting she’d prepared died on the tip of her tongue when the person in front of her didn’t look in her direction. One hand held the door open, but the face turned away from Gabriela as she yelled something to the group seated around a big dining table with a spread of food that rivaled any Thanksgiving or Christmas meal.
“Ay perdona, es que a esta gente no la controla nadie,” she said, turning finally to face Gabriela. “How can I help you?”
Curly, black hair fell over this woman’s shoulders in the same way Maritza’s did. Her face proudly wore the marks of time, but under them she could see the resemblance to the woman who had been occupying her thoughts all day. Gabriela wondered if this was the mom Maritza had so warmly talked about, or maybe one of her aunts. There was no way for her to know, but seeing the woman standing in front of her and hearing that imposing, loud voice and commanding attitude, she could easily picture the strong but compassionate woman Maritza had described.
“I’m looking for Maritza.”
“Oh yeah, she mentioned someone may stop by. She didn’t say it would be someone so elegant.” The woman looked Gabriela up and down. “Come in.”
Gabriela was no stranger to women appreciating her looks, but this was not that kind of look. She felt analyzed. Like the woman in front of her was sizing her up and trying to figure her out. A small nod made her feel like she’d just passed a test she didn’t even know she was taking.
When she stepped inside the house at least a dozen pair of eyes landed on her. She swallowed the knot that suddenly tightened her throat and offered a shy smile to the prying eyes looking in her direction before her gaze landed on Maritza. Standing in the far corner of the living room, she chatted animatedly with two other women, but when their eyes met, a huge smile spread over her face and Gabriela couldn’t help but smile back.
The rest of the world faded around her and she no longer cared about the prying eyes watching her every step. She walked surely and without rush toward Maritza who moved toward her too. When they met in the middle, despite how exposed she felt with so many people around, Gabriela couldn’t help but to bask for a second in her presence.
“Hey,” she rasped out, her voice almost a whisper.
“Come on,” Maritza said. Taking Gabriela’s hand, she pulled her away from the crowded room.
Gabriela followed without question. Too busy basking on the soft caress of Maritza’s skin against her own and how well their hands fit together, she didn’t care where she took her. A couple steps and a sharp turn to the left later, they stood in the kitchen surrounded by a string of half-opened pots and the sweet smell of garlic and onions.
“Sorry for the mess, but at least we’ve got some privacy here.”
“Yeah, I appreciate that. I’m not used to handling a big family.”
Maritza let out a chuckle and her eyes softened. “That’s not even half of it. But my brother is the family’s favorite, so still quite a bit of people showed up for his birthday.”
“There’s no way you’re not the family’s favorite.” She scoffed.
“I think you’re a little biased,” Maritza said, smirk still firmly in place.
She bit her lip and took a deep breath. This was her chance to state her intentions. She had crossed the city to see Maritza with a mission in mind, and it wasn’t returning the lost sweater.
“I definitely am. I think you’re… one of a kind.”
“You met me last night,” Maritza said, but never stopped smiling.
“It was enough to make an impression, but you’re right. It wasn’t enough and I would like to get to know you better, if you’d like.”
In other circumstances the smile that never left Maritza’s lips should have unnerved her. But it didn’t. She recognized it for what it was. Not the expression of mocking or disdain, but of satisfaction and curiosity.
“You’re adorable. Do you know that?”
It was Gabriela’s turn to smile, incredulous. “I’ve never been called adorable actually.”
“Well, you are.” Maritza took a step forward and Gabriela held her breath. “And I would love to get to know you better.”
A final step melted away the small distance separating them. Maritza’s hand softly cradling her elbow sent a wave of warm tingles through Gabriela’s entire body.
“What exactly do you have in mind?” Maritza added.
Her mind drew a blank at first. There was no space for thoughts when all her other senses lighted up like fireworks at their proximity. She could have lost herself staring at Maritza’s eyes and lips forever if it wasn’t for the sudden and growing need to bring her closer.
“I would love to kiss you right now.”
“I haven’t risked being caught by my family while kissing someone since I was a teenager, but I think you’re worth it. So, kiss me, before someone uses the excuse of food running out to come into the kitchen to see what we are up to.”
Gabriela didn’t waste a second. She leaned down and captured Maritza’s lips with her own in a slow kiss that warmed her to the core. It lasted less than five seconds, but it was more than enough to confirm her craving for Maritza was long from being satiated.
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The first thought that crossed Maritza’s mind when Gabriela’s lips collided against hers was how soft they were. For some reason she expected Gabriela to be rougher. But not only were her lips as soft as silk, her movements were measured and calm. Part of her wanted to bring her closer, push their bodies together and deepen the kiss, but she found herself so mesmerized by the calculated cadence of Gabriela’s touch that she decided to wait until next time to ask for more.
The faint sounds of laughter and conversation coming from the living room also helped her control her desire. Everybody was already trying to get the scoop on who the mystery woman was who had shown up looking for her. The last thing she needed was to have one of her aunts run into them in the middle of a make-out session. Slow and steady was exactly what their first kiss should be.
A smile took over her lips as they separated, but she kept her eyes closed, letting her other senses drink up Gabriela’s presence. Her smell, the sound of her irregular breaths, and the hand resting on her hip that kept them connected long after their lips broke apart.
She opened her eyes to find Gabriela staring back at her with a gaze full of wonder and expectation. It was adorable.
“So, you stole my daughter’s sweater to have an excuse to kiss me?” she asked with a teasing smile.
“I… umm… no,” Gabriela answered, twirling the sweater in her hands. “That was an accident. But I’m glad it happened.”
Maritza took pity on the other woman and stopped teasing her, no matter how adorable it was to see her fumble. “I’m glad it happened too.”
The smile she got in return was the best reward Maritza could have. She wasn’t sure what it all meant. It was only one kiss, one day after meeting each other. But it felt nice to have butterflies swarming her stomach again and giving her that shot of adrenaline that only the possibility of love could give. It’d been so long she’d almost forgotten what it felt like. She’d almost convinced herself she didn’t want it.
“I should give you this back before I forget.” Gabriela held the sweater in her direction.
Maritza smiled at the bright yellow piece of clothing her daughter loved so much because of the string of ducks embroidered on it.
“Thank you. Amaia will be very grateful. She is sleeping already, or you can be sure she would thank you personally.”
They stood in silence for a few seconds. Gabriela opened her mouth, but no sound came out at first. As if she was trying to find the words or the courage to speak her mind.
Maritza didn’t talk either simply because she enjoyed seeing Gabriela struggle like that. It was so different from the confident and imposing woman she’d first seen at the airport. She couldn’t help but take a little pride in the fact she had that effect on her.
“Fuck,” Gabriela said under her breath. “I’m trying to be smooth and find the perfect words to say what I want to say, but I can’t find them, and I just need to let it out.”
“Okay.”
“Would you go on a date with me?”
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Maritza said instead of answering, taking one last chance to mess with Gabriela.
“You’re certainly not making it easier,” Gabriela answered, but the small smile on her lips let Maritza know she enjoyed her game too.
“I kissed you back, didn’t I?” She raised herself on her tiptoes and gave Gabriela one small peck to prove her point. “I would love to go on a date with you and I hope it’s the first of many.”
Hope, care and maybe even a hint of love reflected at her from Gabriela’s eyes when she finished speaking. Maritza raised her hand to Gabriela’s face and let her thumb dance around on the soft skin of her cheek before landing on her parted lips. She was about to replace her thumb with her mouth when the strident sound of her mom’s voice broke them apart.
“Ay mija, perdona, pero es que se acabaron los tostones y tú sabes cómo es esta gente para la comida.”
“Sure mom.” Maritza rolled her eyes at her mom’s antics but stepped aside to let her serve another tray of snacks. She was surprised her mom had waited so long before bursting into the kitchen and her glances towards Gabriela were anything but discreet. She couldn’t wait to torture her later by refusing to give her details about what had happened.
Gabriela stepped backwards in the small kitchen, her elbow hitting one of the precariously balanced pots on the stove. She turned around quickly to stop it from falling with an expression of horror on her face. Maritza couldn’t help but laugh.
“I’m sorry,” she said, carefully placing the pot back in its place and stepping away. “I should get going. Tell Amaia I’m happy she got her sweater back.”
Before Maritza could answer, her mom interrupted. “Ay no, no, no. Stay. We’re about to serve the cake and you haven’t even tried my cooking.”
“Oh! That’s so nice, but really, I don’t want to intrude.”
“Nonsense,” her mom said, expertly navigating between them with the full tray of food. “There’s always room for more. It’s a party!”
She didn’t wait for an answer before leaving the kitchen.
“I’m sorry to say she won’t take no for an answer.”
“I guess I could eat. I skipped dinner.”
Maritza smiled and took Gabriela’s hand to lead her towards the living room. “Then it’s your lucky day, because there’s nothing my family loves more than feeding people.”
As they walked back into the middle of it all, Maritza felt all eyes on them. Some curious, some warm, none indifferent. She couldn’t wait for them to have their first date, but most of all, she couldn’t help but hope that this night became the beginning of something great.
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Chapter 1
The problem with going out in public when she was at the end of her emotional rope was that every little thing threatened to set her off. And that was why, as the ferry approached Driftwood Island and most of the passengers crowded toward the front of the boat, Alicia Benton stayed where she was, distancing herself from the crowd.
Alicia tightened her grip on the railing as the wind whipped her hair against her cheeks. She’d given up trying to keep it tucked behind her ears, and so it danced across her vision, as wild as her emotions. She was having a shitty day, a shitty week…come to think of it, she was having a shitty year. Getting fired yesterday was just the icing on the cake. She was fed up with everything and everyone, and a quiet week at her best friend’s beach house was exactly what she needed while she licked her wounds and put together her résumé.
The engine shifted beneath her feet, water churning as the ferry approached the dock. Soon, Alicia would be sipping a cold drink with her toes in the sand and an entire week to herself. God, she couldn’t wait.
She’d held back her tears last night at the apartment she shared with her sister. Instead, they’d fought about all the ways Jen felt Alicia had screwed up, an argument that had continued until Jen left for work this morning. Alicia had promptly called her best friend to vent, and Brandi had offered the beach house.
Brandi and her wife Lex had bought the house a few years ago. They spent their summers here and various weekends throughout the year, and when they weren’t using it, they sometimes offered it to family and friends. Alicia had never been more grateful to have such a successful and generous best friend.
The privacy of the beach house beckoned. Alicia had bottled up her emotions about losing her job, but they were dangerously close to boiling over. She couldn’t wait to get inside the house and have a good long cry.
She waited until most of the other passengers had exited the ferry before joining the line to disembark. The sky to the west glowed orange with the impending sunset, and she was glad she’d eaten dinner before she boarded the ferry, because she didn’t have it in her to go shopping tonight.
Driftwood Island, off the coast of North Carolina, was so small, it didn’t allow cars. People generally walked, biked, or used golf carts to get around. Alicia got in line for the tram that would drop her at the house. From there, she could use Brandi and Lex’s golf cart for the rest of the week.
The woman ahead of her in line turned, whacking Alicia with her backpack.
“Watch it!” Alicia snapped, causing the woman to glare at her as if Alicia were the rude one. She glared right back. God, she was so done with people today.
Thirty minutes later, Alicia hopped off the tram in front of a turquoise-painted beach house with white shutters. She’d visited several times before, but never by herself. She couldn’t wait to get inside and throw herself a pity party for one.
She hauled her suitcase to the front door and used the keypad code Brandi had given her to unlock it and let herself inside. The living room looked exactly as she remembered, blue furniture with lots of beachy accents. A bowl of shells and sea glass sat on the coffee table. Brandi and Lex had gathered most of them, but Alicia had contributed a few shells on her last visit.
Large windows on the far side of the room faced the beach. She’d go for a walk later, but right now, her eyes burned with tears waiting to be shed. As she pushed her suitcase toward the hall leading to the guest rooms, the sound of running water reached her ears. What in the world?
Her gaze tracked to the guest bathroom. The door was closed, and light filtered from beneath it. Someone was in the shower. Alarm crawled up Alicia’s spine, stopping her in her tracks. Intruder? Unexpected guest? She fumbled in her pocket for her cell phone. Before she could grab it, a small black dog rushed at her from the bedroom to her right.
Alicia yelped as the dog planted its front paws on her bare calves and let out a stream of high-pitched barks. Her ears were ringing as the bathroom door opened, and oh God, what was happening? She stepped back, tripping over her suitcase in a fruitless effort to flee. A woman stood in the doorway to the bathroom, wearing a pale blue towel. Her brown hair was wet around her face, and her mouth hung open in surprise.
“Shit,” Alicia squeaked as fear segued into a confusing mess of other things, because she knew this woman. This was Clare Lavoie, Lex’s annoyingly bubbly friend and the woman Alicia had harbored a secret crush on for years.
“Alicia?” Clare asked, brows knitted as she adjusted the towel where it was tucked between her breasts.
Alicia’s whole body flushed hot, and her fist clenched around the handle of her suitcase. The black dog circled her at hyper speed, still barking, and this was so much more chaos than she had the bandwidth for right now. “Clare? What are you doing here?”
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Clare blinked at the woman in front of her. Her heart was still beating erratically from the shock of opening the bathroom door to find someone standing on the other side. “Rue, hush,” she told her dog, who was running circles around them, barking. “Sorry about her, and…uh, hi?”
Alicia glared at her. Her long blonde hair was wild and windswept as if she’d just come off the ferry. “What are you doing here?” she repeated.
“Lex let me stay here this weekend,” Clare told her. “I’m guessing she and Brandi must have gotten their wires crossed and offered the house to you too?”
Alicia huffed out a breath. “Yes. Dammit.” Her eyes flicked to Clare and then immediately returned to her suitcase, reminding Clare she was standing here in nothing but a towel.
“Well, no worries as far as I’m concerned,” Clare told her, clamping her arms against herself to keep the towel in place. “There are two guest rooms. Actually, I was planning to be here with a friend of mine, but she backed out last minute, so I’d be glad to have some company.”
“I came here to be alone.” Alicia pressed her lips together. Her posture was rigid, far too tense for a woman on vacation, but then again, Clare had always gotten an uptight vibe from her.
“Sorry to intrude,” Clare said. “Give me a minute to get dressed, and then we’ll figure this out.”
She went into her bedroom and closed the door. As she pulled on lounge pants and a T-shirt, she realized belatedly that Rue hadn’t followed her into the room. Hopefully she wasn’t pestering Alicia. Clare wasn’t bothered by her prickly personality, but she wouldn’t tolerate anyone being rude to her dog. But when she opened the bedroom door, she found Alicia crouched in the hallway, rubbing Rue’s belly while the dog’s tail thumped happily against the floor. Clare smiled at the sight.
“I might not stay,” Alicia said, still petting Rue, “but I’m too tired to take the ferry back tonight.”
“Don’t be silly. There’s no reason for either of us to leave,” Clare said. “The house is plenty big enough for both of us, and I’ll try to stay out of your hair as much as I can.”
“How long are you here?” Alicia asked.
“I’m leaving on Monday.”
“Okay. I was planning to stay the whole week. I’ll see how I feel in the morning, I guess.” Alicia straightened to face her, and something in her expression tugged at Clare. She almost looked…sad.
“For the record, I hope you stay.” Clare offered Alicia her sweetest smile, the smile that had been known to calm even the most high-strung client.
“We’ll see.” Alicia rolled her suitcase into the guest room opposite Clare’s and closed the door behind her with a solid click.
“Was it something I said?” Clare asked her dog.
Rue cocked her head, staring up at her out of wide brown eyes.
Alicia was somewhat of a mystery to Clare. She came across as standoffish, almost rude at times, but she was Brandi’s best friend, which had to count for something. At any rate, Clare would leave her alone tonight. She walked to the living room and settled on the couch with Rue to see what was on TV.
She’d been working long hours for the last few months, and she was exhausted. Relaxation was her top priority this weekend. She planned to spend most of her time on the beach, except for tomorrow night, when she might get the chance to check an item off her bucket list.
She had tickets to tomorrow night’s Turtle Walk, a guided tour where she hoped to see one of the endangered loggerhead turtles that nested here on the island. Sea turtles had special meaning for her, and seeing one had been on her bucket list for years.
As she settled in to watch a home renovation show, Clare glanced at Alicia’s closed bedroom door. Surely she wouldn’t leave in the morning rather than share the house with Clare, would she?
Clare meant it when she told Alicia she hoped she’d stay. She’d have more fun this weekend if she had someone to share it with, and maybe this would be a chance for her to get to know Alicia better. After watching several hours of mindless television and taking Rue for her final walk of the night, Clare went into the kitchen.
She left Alicia a note inviting her to help herself to the bagels Clare had bought for breakfast. Maybe that would help her feel more welcome. After adding a smiley face and a stick figure of a dog next to her name, Clare grinned at her own goofiness and then headed to bed, hoping Alicia would still be here in the morning.




Chapter 2
Alicia woke with sore eyes and a dull headache, the aftereffects of having cried herself to sleep last night. In her mind’s eye, she could still see Clare in that pale blue towel, looking so pretty, so cheerful, while Alicia had been nothing but rude in return. She’d just been so unprepared to see her, to see anyone, last night.
From the bottom of her soul, Alicia needed to be alone this week. But if she went home, she’d have to put up with her sister and her endless judgment, and she couldn’t exactly afford a hotel now that she’d lost her job. The beach house was free, even if it came with a rather inconvenient roommate.
Alicia got out of bed and dressed in leggings and a long-sleeved tee to ward off the morning chill. Then she left her room, glad Clare’s bedroom door was still closed as she went into the bathroom to freshen up. It was only a little past seven, but Alicia had always been an early riser. Maybe she’d go for a walk on the beach. She could use some fresh air.
As she walked into the living room, her stomach growled, and she kicked herself for not shopping last night, because now she had nothing to eat for breakfast. There was a romance novel on the coffee table, and a pink hoodie had been tossed over the arm of the couch, signs of Clare’s presence that made Alicia’s skin prickle with discomfort.
She couldn’t explain her attraction to a woman like Clare. It made no sense. Clare was sunshine personified, while Alicia preferred to lurk in the shade. They’d never work as a couple, so Alicia had been content to keep her distance. Now, if she wanted to stay at the beach house, she’d have to share it with Clare.
With a sigh, Alicia walked to the kitchen, hoping she could at least fix herself a cup of coffee. A note on the counter caught her eye, and she picked it up. Help yourself to a bagel! ~ Clare. She’d drawn a smiley face and a cute little dog beside her name, and seriously, who was this cheerful all the time?
Still, Alicia appreciated the gesture. She toasted a bagel from the bag on the counter, fixed herself a cup of coffee, and brought her breakfast onto the deck. She settled into one of the Adirondack-style chairs, and when she sighed this time, it was with contentment.
The May breeze was cool on her face and carried the familiar briny scent of the sea. Waves lapped at the shore, soothing her with their steady roar and hiss. Yeah, she loved the beach. She brought the mug to her lips for a sip, watching as several seagulls pecked their way through the sand in front of the house.
She was halfway through her bagel when movement caught her eye beyond the breakers. Something dark broke the surface, and she squinted. Was that a dorsal fin? There it was again! Shark? No, as she watched the creature move through the water, she realized it was a dolphin. Her lips stretched into a smile. There was something so uplifting about dolphins.
Now that she was paying attention, she could see at least three of them, their fins periodically breaking the surface as they swam past the house, probably in search of their own breakfast. Alicia took another bite of her bagel. Maybe she should stay. This place was good for her mood, and Clare was only here until Monday. Surely Alicia could avoid her for two days, and then she’d get the rest of the week to herself the way she’d wanted.
Behind her, the glass door slid open, and Clare’s little black dog trotted onto the deck. Alicia stiffened reflexively, not because she disliked dogs—quite the opposite, actually—but because her solitude was about to be interrupted.
“Morning,” Clare called as she stepped onto the deck, mug in hand. “Thanks for starting the coffeepot.”
“You’re welcome.”
Clare walked to the railing, and they drank their coffee in companiable silence, which Alicia really appreciated.
“Want to come with Rue and me for a walk on the beach?” Clare asked as she put down her empty mug. She had on her pink hoodie and jean shorts, her honey-brown hair in a high ponytail on her head.
“No, thanks,” Alicia responded, annoyed as her brain replayed the memory of Clare in that towel last night. All that soft-looking skin…
“Oh, come on,” Clare persisted. “It’s such a beautiful morning. Beach walks are good for the soul.”
Alicia couldn’t argue with that, but…
Clare turned to face her, so Alicia had a front row seat to the hopefulness gleaming in her brown eyes. As she watched, that light gradually dimmed. There might even be a hint of hurt feelings hiding behind her ever-present smile.
Alicia sighed. “Okay, I’ll come.”
Clare beamed at her. “Great. We aren’t going far, and maybe we could go grocery shopping after? I grabbed a few things yesterday, but not enough for both of us.”
“I hadn’t quite decided if I was staying,” Alicia said.
“Am I that annoying to be around?” she asked, and this time, there was no mistaking the hurt on her face. Clare dropped her gaze to watch as Rue pawed at the sand in front of the house.
Alicia pressed her lips together. Why did she have this effect on people? She didn’t mean to. “No…it’s me, not you. I’m having a lousy week, and I’m just not good company right now.”
Clare nodded. “Understood. I’ll get out of your hair, then.” She turned and walked down the steps to the beach.
“Wait.”
Clare dragged a bare foot through the sand as she looked over her shoulder at Alicia.
“I said I’d come with you.” Alicia stood, leaving her coffee mug on the table beside Clare’s. The sand, when she reached it, was cool between her toes, not yet warmed by the sun.
As they walked, Rue darted ahead, sniffing and occasionally pawing in the sand. Beside her, Clare was uncharacteristically quiet, but when Alicia snuck a peek in her direction, she didn’t seem upset, more like she was lost in her thoughts…or maybe trying to give Alicia the space she’d said she needed. People rarely did that.
Maybe Alicia had underestimated her. She’d been around Clare plenty of times over the years, at various parties and get-togethers with Brandi and Lex, but she’d never been alone with her.
“Rue, come,” Clare called, and the dog turned and trotted toward them.
“She listens well,” Alicia commented.
“We spent a lot of time in obedience school,” Clare told her.
“Dedicated.” Alicia appreciated that. She liked animals, but it bothered her when people let their dogs run wild and misbehave. She felt the same way about children.
“Well, partly I had a crush on the trainer.” Clare’s smile turned sheepish. “But it was great bonding time for Rue and me.”
“What kind of dog is she?”
“She’s one-hundred-percent pure mutt,” Clare said. “I adopted her after my last long-term relationship ended, and now she’s basically my four-legged child.”
“Sorry about your relationship ending,” Alicia murmured.
“Me too, but it’s in the past.” Clare gestured with her hand, as if brushing something unwanted off her hoodie.
Alicia wished she could brush off her own failures as easily. This walk was exactly what she needed, though. The combination of the exercise and the ocean air had soothed her nerves, as if she’d applied balm to the raw spots. The ocean tended to have that effect on her.
“So are you staying? Because if so, we should make a grocery list,” Clare pressed.
“Yeah, I’ll stay.” The words were out before she’d had a chance to second-guess them.
Clare’s smile was as soothing as the ocean. “Awesome. What are you here for?”
“Sorry?” Alicia gave her a blank look.
“Why are you here this week?” Clare asked. “It might affect our food choices, you know? I’m an event planner, so I like to match the food to the occasion.”
“Oh.” Alicia blew out a breath. “I’m here for an ‘I fucked up and got fired’ pity party and also to work on my résumé.”
“Ah,” Clare said. “That sounds like it might call for chocolate, yeah?”
Alicia nodded with a grateful smile.
“I’m sorry about your job,” Clare said. “That really sucks.”
“Thanks. So why are you here?”
Clare’s expression brightened. “To see turtles! I have two tickets for tonight’s Turtle Walk if you want to join me. My friend had to back out of coming at the last minute.”
“What’s a Turtle Walk?” Alicia asked, pausing to pick up a pretty shell.
“A guided tour to hopefully see a loggerhead turtle while she’s nesting.” Clare’s face radiated excitement, and it had to be contagious because Alicia felt herself smiling too.
“That does sound cool,” she admitted.
“It’s decided, then,” Clare said with a nod. “We’re going to see a sea turtle together tonight. Now let’s make a grocery list.” She pulled out her phone and began typing. “Do you want anything other than water to drink?”
“A bottle of wine, maybe?” Alicia said. “What do you like?”
“Oh, I don’t drink.” Clare shrugged. “But it doesn’t bother me if you do.”
“No, that’s fine,” Alicia said quickly. “Coffee’s the only drink I really need this week.”
“Agreed.” Clare’s eyes widened, focused on something in the distance. “Oh my God, I think I just saw a dolphin!”
“I saw some from the deck a little while ago.”
“Oh! There it is again.” Clare gave a little leap, and the next thing Alicia knew, Clare’s arms were wrapped around her. She smelled like something light and fresh, almost like the sea breeze itself.
Alicia’s heart sped, a combination of surprise and something else she didn’t want to think about. Clare felt warm and…soft in her arms. When was the last time Alicia had been hugged? She closed her eyes as she tightened her arms, hugging Clare back.
“We’re going to have a great weekend together, Alicia,” Clare murmured. “You just wait and see.”




Chapter 3
Clare stared at her phone in dismay. The email on her screen informed her that tonight’s Turtle Walk had been canceled due to a lack of available staff. Her stomach sank. She’d been looking forward to this for months, the chance to see an endangered sea turtle. To cross an item off her bucket list.
She paced to the window and looked out at the rapidly darkening sky. After their trip to the grocery store that morning, Alicia had spent the rest of the day in her room, working on her résumé, while Clare spent it on the beach. She was quickly getting bored on her own, though, and with tonight’s activity canceled, she found herself uncharacteristically restless.
Rue tapped a paw against the glass, then looked up at her and whined.
“Okay, but you have to stay on leash so you don’t bother the turtles,” Clare told her. All dogs on the island had to be leashed after sunset during nesting season. She clipped Rue’s leash to her collar and took her outside. They had walked past several houses before inspiration struck.
Clare would make her own Turtle Walk. She’d take Rue back to the house and then walk the beach on her own, hoping to see a nesting turtle. It wasn’t as if the turtles were taking the night off just because there wasn’t a guide available to observe them. The breeze kicked up, tickling the exposed skin on her neck, and she shivered. It felt unsettling somehow to be out here alone after dark.
She’d convince Alicia to come with her. Decision made, Clare turned around and started back toward the house. Rue tugged the leash, obviously not ready to go home yet. “Sorry, babe, but I can’t bring you to look for turtles. You might upset them.”
Rue whined.
“I’ll make it up to you with a long walk in the morning, okay?” She leaned down to ruffle the soft fur between Rue’s ears.
Back at the house, she jogged up the steps with Rue at her heels, surprised but pleased to find Alicia in the kitchen pouring herself a glass of water. She had on a tank top and jean shorts, her expression as difficult to read as ever.
“Getting ready for your Turtle Walk?” she asked.
“It was canceled,” Clare said, bending to unclip Rue’s leash.
“Oh. Bummer.”
“Yeah, but I think I’ll go on my own and walk down to the stretch of beach where the turtles usually nest. I’m a little intimidated to go off after dark by myself, though, so I was hoping you’d come with me.” She gave Alicia what she hoped was her most convincing smile.
Alicia’s lips twisted to one side, and she dropped her gaze to the glass in her hands. “Statistically, crime is almost nonexistent on the island, so—”
“Please?” Clare interrupted, clasping her hands in front of herself for emphasis.
“Well…I would like to see a sea turtle nest,” Alicia said, and was that a hint of a smile tugging at her lips? Smile or not, Clare would take the win.
She clapped her hands together. “Yay. It’s going to be so fun. Not to nerd out on you, but this is something I’ve always wanted to do. I love turtles.”
“How likely is it that we’ll actually see a turtle?” Alicia asked.
“I don’t know, but worst case, we get a moonlit walk on the beach, right?” Clare offered, and was she imagining the blush staining Alicia’s cheeks? She hadn’t meant for that to sound like a line, but well…she couldn’t deny that she found Alicia attractive either.
Alicia looked down at her hands. “Right.”
“We just need to put red-light filters on our phones so we don’t bother the turtles with our flashlights.” Clare moved behind Alicia at the counter to retrieve the plastic filters she’d picked up when she arrived on the island. “You can’t use any white light on the beach this time of year, because it can disorient the turtles, but apparently, they can’t see red light.”
“Interesting.” Alicia accepted one of the filters and stuck it over the light on her phone.
Clare’s phone dinged with an incoming message as she sealed her filter in place.
The Perlmans called to confirm that you’d book the band. Can I tell them yes? The text was from Sandy, another event planner at Top Tier Events.
Yes, it’s booked! she texted back.
“Work again?” Alicia asked.
Clare nodded as she put her phone away. She’d received several texts from Sandy today, one of which had come in while she and Alicia were at the grocery store.
“You know you don’t have to answer their questions while you’re on vacation.”
Clare shrugged. “I don’t mind.”
“I would,” Alicia said as she led the way toward the back door, pausing to pick up her jacket on the way.
Clare grabbed her rainbow-striped beach towel in case they needed it. As they descended the steps to the beach, Clare could see Rue pouting at the window. Poor thing. Clare would bring her if she could. The wet sand crunched beneath her sneakers, and she was glad for her hoodie as a cool breeze gusted against her.
“Supposedly, turtle tracks look almost like a bulldozer drove out of the water,” she told Alicia. “From their flippers churning the sand.”
Alicia looked over with a smile. The red lights from their cell phones bounced over the sand, casting everything in their rosy glow. “Feels like we’re on the set of a horror movie or something, doesn’t it?”
Clare laughed. “Yeah, kind of.” She wasn’t scared, though. On the contrary, she felt light and happy, anticipation buzzing in her veins.
“How did you get so interested in turtles?” Alicia asked.
“When I was little, my mom wanted each of us to have something that we collected. My sister picked Barbies, although she grew out of that pretty fast. My brother wanted to collect rocks. That actually turned out pretty cool, because my parents got him all kinds of rare crystals and pumice and things like that.”
“And you picked turtles?” Alicia guessed.
Clare nodded. “I’d just been to the aquarium, and while I was there, I had sort of a moment with a turtle in the big tank. I swear it looked right into my eyes, and I fell in love with it and with turtles in general.”
“That’s a cool story,” Alicia said.
Ahead of them, something scuttled over the sand, and Clare let out a startled squeak before she realized it was just a crab. Warm fingers squeezed hers. Had she grabbed Alicia’s hand, or had Alicia taken hers? Either way, she was glad for the contact.
“I love turtles for more than just my mom encouraging me to collect them, though,” Clare said. “I think it’s pretty amazing how they go out there and swim through the entire ocean and then return to the same beach every year to nest. How in the world do they do that?”
“Beats me,” Alicia said.
“Plus, they’re cute.” She gave Alicia’s hand another squeeze, glad she hadn’t made any move to let go.
“They are.” Alicia reached up with her free hand to tuck a flyaway strand of hair behind her ear. They’d passed a few people as they began their walk, but they’d reached a more remote stretch of beach now, bordered by marshland instead of houses. This was the area they would have visited on the Turtle Walk. It felt like they were the only two people in the world, just Clare and Alicia and the vast ocean beyond.
The moon hung just above the sand dune to their left, casting everything around them in its silvery glow. Combined with their red-filtered cell phone lights, it gave the beach an almost otherworldly feel.
Alicia stopped without warning, yanking Clare’s hand. “Look!”
“What?” But even as she said it, Clare saw the disturbance in the sand before them. In the muted glow of their cell phones, it really did look like the tread of a bulldozer. “Oh my God.”
“I think…oh, there she is!” Alicia whisper-squealed.
Sure enough, at the edge of the dune, there was a dark shape that looked an awful lot like a turtle. Clare’s stomach pitched like the surf, a wave of emotion that brought tears to her eyes and a smile to her lips. “Oh,” she breathed.
“How close can we get?” Alicia asked.
“On the website, it says they go into a trancelike state while they’re laying their eggs, so we won’t disturb them, but I don’t know…I’d hate to upset her. Let’s at least get close enough to be sure that’s a turtle and not a rock or something.”
“After all this anticipation, I definitely want to see her,” Alicia agreed. They were both whispering now out of respect for the turtle.
Alicia’s fingers slipped free from Clare’s as she crept forward, holding her cell phone up to illuminate the dark shape in the sand. As they got closer, that shape took the form of a turtle, about three feet long. In this light, she looked black, the segmentation on her carapace barely visible. Her eyes were closed, and she was perfectly still.
“Okay, this is amazing,” Alicia whispered.
“Let’s take a closer peek at her, and then we’ll back off and let her nest in peace.”
“Deal,” Alicia agreed.
They edged closer, until they were only a few feet away from the turtle. She didn’t open her eyes or in any way acknowledge that she was aware of their presence, so they just stood there watching, awestruck. Alicia shined her flashlight behind the turtle just in time to see a pearly white egg drop into the nest.
“Wow,” Clare whispered. “I don’t have a better word than wow.”
They backed up a few feet and spread their towel on the sand, then sat. Every now and then, the turtle would swish one of her flippers through the sand, but other than that, all was quiet. Peaceful.
“I think this is better than the tour,” Alicia whispered.
“Maybe.” Clare would have enjoyed learning from a scientist and watching as they documented the turtle and her nest, but this was a more intimate experience.
The waves to their right provided the soundtrack for the event, a steady, rhythmic roar accentuated by the occasional whisper of the breeze through the reeds to their left. The turtle never made a sound. If they hadn’t been looking for her, they never would have known this was happening, and that was probably the point. Her eggs had the best chance of survival if no one knew she was here.
Something bumped Clare’s hand, and she jumped, fearing a crab had crawled onto their towel, but just as quickly she felt Alicia’s fingers gripping hers. Clare turned her head, meeting Alicia’s eyes in the near darkness. Alicia’s lips curved into a smile, and Clare grinned right back.
Alicia had never looked more beautiful than she did right now, her face cast in shades of pink from the glow of her phone. Her hair was wild and windswept, gleaming almost white in the unnatural lighting. The expression on her face could only be described as serene. “I’m glad I stayed,” she whispered.
“So am I,” Clare said.
“This is the least angry I’ve felt in days.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” Clare asked softly.
Alicia sighed, her shoulders slumping. “A client complained about me to my boss, said I was difficult to work with. And apparently that wasn’t the first time, so he fired me.”
“I’m sorry.” Clare tightened her grip on Alicia’s hand. “I know you can be…blunt at times, but I also imagine you’re a hard worker.”
Alicia looked down at her knees. “I don’t mean to be difficult, but I know I am. I’m not good with people.”
“Maybe you need a job where you don’t interact with clients?”
“Ideally. I’m a software developer, and at my last job, I was expected to deal directly with the clients I was developing for, but it turns out clients don’t like it when you point out their mistakes.”
Clare snorted with laughter, smothering it behind her hand. “The customer is always right, Alicia. Didn’t anyone teach you that?”
“No,” Alicia responded, looking so sad that Clare leaned closer, releasing her hand to wrap an arm around her.
“Well, now you know,” she whispered. “And for the record, I think you’re pretty good company too.”
∞∞∞
 
Alicia’s shoulders tensed beneath Clare’s unexpected hug. Why was she being so nice? Alicia knew she was an acquired taste, a person most people didn’t get along with. She hadn’t had many friends when she was growing up. Her father was a commercial airline pilot, gone for days at the time, and her mom was a doctor. Alicia had spent a lot of time alone. She’d had to be loud, forceful, even, to get her parents’ attention. Maybe this was the result, or maybe she was just difficult by nature.
“Thanks for coming with me tonight,” Clare said finally.
“Thanks for inviting me. I’m really glad I got to experience this…all of it.”
In response, Clare rested her head on Alicia’s shoulder, a gesture so tender, it made Alicia’s chest ache with longing. “I think she’s finished. Look.”
Before them, the turtle scuffed her flippers through the sand as if she was covering the nest. They watched as she kicked more and more sand over her eggs. The process seemed so tedious to Alicia. She would have lost patience long ago, but the turtle looked entirely unhurried, as if she had all the time in the world.
Maybe she did.
And maybe Alicia did too. She’d been so focused, intent on getting ahead in her career. And what had that gotten her? Nothing, except fired. Now she was here on this beautiful island, and if Clare hadn’t interrupted her, she would have spent her entire vacation inside, applying for jobs. That was important, yes, but so was this.
How many other moments had she missed, too caught up in her own head to pay attention? Clare made her pay attention, and she was grateful for that. Sitting here with Clare’s arm wrapped around her shoulders, Alicia felt exquisitely aware of everything she’d denied herself, starting with the woman beside her.
She’d admired Clare from afar for years, certain she would never be interested in someone like her. As the breeze played with the amber strands of Clare’s hair, Alicia wondered what would happen if she turned her head and kissed her. At the thought, her heart sped, and heat crept up her neck, flushing her cheeks. Thank goodness her response was hidden by the pink glow of their cell phones.
Clare’s lips probably tasted as sweet as her personality. And her skin—
“There she goes,” Clare murmured.
“Hm?” Alicia drew herself out of her lustful thoughts to see that the turtle had begun to turn around. She slowly rotated herself to face the ocean, and then she inched forward, slow and steady as ever. Her flippers scored the sand as she dragged herself forward until she’d reached the surf. Her shell glistened in the moonlight, its natural brown color visible now that she was beyond the red glow of their phones.
“Bye,” Clare whispered.
“Safe travels,” Alicia added.
“I’m sure the conservancy will find the nest tomorrow on their rounds so they can protect it, but maybe we should mark it so we can let them know exactly where it is?”
“Sounds good to me. Plus, I’d like a closer look,” Alicia said.
Shining their flashlights ahead of them, they approached the spot where the turtle had been. The sand was obviously disturbed, but if Alicia hadn’t known better, she would have assumed a kid had played there earlier in the day.
“She did a good job covering up her nest,” Alicia said, no longer whispering now that there wasn’t a turtle here to disturb.
“She did.” Clare bent and rested a hand gently over the center of the mound. “Safe growing, little ones.”




Chapter 4
Clare stretched out on her beach towel, closing her eyes to avoid the distracting view of Alicia in a coral-colored bikini with white trim. The colors perfectly offset her tanned skin, and Clare was having a hard time not staring. Somewhere over the course of the weekend, she’d become attracted to Alicia. More than that, she genuinely liked her.
But should she act on it? Clare wasn’t really a vacation-fling kind of woman. Could they have a relationship once they got home? They both lived in the Raleigh area, after all. She dug her toes in the sand, turning her attention to Rue, who was asleep on the towel beside her. The weather was perfect today, warm enough for sunbathing without being so hot Clare would turn into a sweaty mess because the water was still too cold to swim.
Maybe she was a wimp about the temperature, though, because when she looked up, Alicia had abandoned her towel and was waist-deep in the ocean, her hands flitting across the surface. She’d twisted her blonde hair into a knot on top of her head, and dammit, even her back was sexy.
Clare needed to seriously get her libido under control. “How’s the water?” she called.
“Freezing,” Alicia replied, then yelped as a wave swept past her, wetting her to her chest.
“Why are you out there, then?”
“I can’t come to the beach without swimming.” Alicia dove beneath the next wave, surfacing a few seconds later. She turned to face Clare, floating so that her toes peeked out of the water in front of her. “It’s better once you get adjusted.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Clare told her with a playful grin. From the bag beside her, her phone began to ring. She reached for it, shielding her eyes from the sun so she could read the screen. Seeing her boss’s name, she connected the call. “Hi, Angela.”
“Clare! How’s the beach?”
“Perfect,” Clare told her.
“Good, good,” Angela said. “Listen, we have a new client who’s looking for a location for a bachelorette party weekend, and Driftwood Island is one of the places she’s interested in. I thought, since you’re already there, you could do some scouting for me?”
“Sure,” Clare responded automatically, although she was disappointed to give up some of her beach time with Alicia. This was Clare’s last day on the island.
“Great,” Angela said. “I knew you wouldn’t mind. I just need you to visit a bar downtown to see if it’s suitable for them. I’ll text you a link, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Thanks for being a team player. Just email me after you go to let me know what you think.”
“Will do,” Clare agreed.
“Have a beachy drink for me,” Angela said. “Bye!”
Clare ended the call, shrugging off her annoyance with both the request and the drink reference. Maybe Angela meant for her to have a nonalcoholic drink. Clare pushed her phone into her bag, grinning as she saw Rue digging in the sand beside her. “Searching for hidden treasure?”
The dog glanced at her before resuming her digging. A moment later, her treasure was revealed as a crab popped out of the hole, pincers waving.
“Oh geez, Rue. Leave it!”
Rue yipped, bouncing in the sand. The crab stayed perfectly still, pincers extended. Clare had visions of that crab dangling from her dog’s face any moment now, and while the mental image made her laugh, she didn’t want it to happen. She didn’t want Rue to get her little face pinched, nor did she want the crab to get hurt.
“Leave it,” Clare repeated, more firmly this time.
Rue backed up slightly, still bouncing on her front paws.
“Don’t do it, Rue,” Alicia exclaimed, and Clare looked up to see her walking toward them from the water, her body wet and glistening in the sunshine. Clare’s brain misfired at the sight. Crab? What crab?
Rue barked and bounded toward Alicia, licking saltwater from her legs before darting back to her prize. Unluckily for her, the crab had disappeared. Rue cocked her head, staring at the hole she’d dug.
“Her head tilt is so cute,” Alicia said as she dropped onto her towel beside Clare.
“Agreed. I’m a total sucker for a head tilt.”
Alicia cocked her head, and Clare wondered if she even realized she’d done it. It didn’t have the same effect on a person as it did on a dog, but Clare found her adorable regardless. Her phone dinged, and when she pulled it out, she saw several texts from Angela.
“Tell me that’s not work bothering you again,” Alicia said, her tone hard as flint.
Clare pursed her lips and shrugged as she looked at the link Angela had sent. “My boss wants me to check out a bar in town as a potential location for a client’s bachelorette party.”
“You need to set some boundaries,” Alicia said. “And it’s insensitive for her to send you to a bar when you don’t even drink. Does she know that?”
“She knows,” Clare said. “But it’s okay. I go to bars with my friends.”
“You should say no.”
“I don’t mind visiting the bar, but it would be more fun if you came with me.”
“Not my scene.” Alicia’s lips tugged into a frown that Clare knew all too well. She missed the carefree Alicia she’d seen last night and for a few minutes today at the beach. “I came to the island to get away from people, remember?”
“I remember,” Clare said. “But please? I don’t want to go alone.”
Alicia sighed. “I don’t enjoy being around people. You know this. And you don’t even drink. This is a silly errand you’re not even being paid for.”
Clare flinched. Maybe she was letting work take advantage of her. “Well, I already said yes, so the only question is whether you’re coming with me or not.”
Alicia wrapped her arms around her knees. “I guess someone needs to taste test the alcohol at this bar.”
∞∞∞
 
A buzz of conversation filled the air as Clare led the way into the bar. Beside her, Alicia’s jaw clenched. Despite her stony expression, she looked lovely tonight in a blue-patterned sundress. Her skin was radiant from the sun she’d gotten earlier at the beach. She was easily the most beautiful woman in the room…and also the least approachable. Clare fought a smile at the dichotomy.
They took two empty stools near the middle of the bar. Alicia’s back was ramrod straight as she looked at Clare. “Are you sure you want me to order a drink? I’m fine with club soda.”
“Order whatever you want,” Clare said. “It doesn’t bother me if you drink alcohol.”
Alicia’s lips pressed together in a firm line, and Clare wasn’t sure whether her discomfort stemmed from her own antisocial tendencies or concern for Clare. Maybe a combination of both. Clare couldn’t help the first, but she could set Alicia’s mind at ease on the latter.
“I’m not an alcoholic,” she told Alicia. “My mom is, and my childhood was sometimes chaotic as a result, but she’s been sober for ten years now. I got drunk a few times in college, but I hated the way it made me feel. That’s probably partly because of my mom, but the point I’m trying to make is that I don’t enjoy drinking alcohol, so it doesn’t tempt me. Order whatever you want. I’m fine, I promise.”
“Okay.” Alicia seemed to relax then. “I’m not a big drinker either, but I’ll have a beer since we’re here.”
Clare rested her elbows on the counter and attempted to catch the bartender’s eye. On this Sunday night in the off season, the place wasn’t too busy, which was for the best. Clare didn’t particularly enjoy being around rowdy, drunk people, and Alicia probably didn’t either.
“What can I get you ladies?” the bartender asked as he approached them.
“I’ll have a virgin strawberry daquiri please,” Clare told him.
“Do you have a pale ale on tap?” Alicia asked.
He nodded. “We have Blue Moon Belgian White.”
“I’ll have that,” she said.
“Once we get our drinks, we should move outside,” Clare suggested. There was an outdoor patio with tables overlooking the beach.
“Definitely,” Alicia agreed.
Clare glanced to her right, drawn by the irritated tone of the woman beside her. She couldn’t quite make out the conversation, but it was easy to see that the man on her other side was hitting on her and she was attempting to blow him off. Just when Clare was wondering if she should intervene, the woman took her drink and stalked off to another part of the bar.
“Bitch,” the man muttered, loud enough for Clare to hear.
Her eyebrows rose, and she spun to face Alicia. “Yikes.”
“What was that about?” Alicia asked.
“Disastrous flirting,” Clare told her.
Alicia winced. “At least I wasn’t involved for once.”
“Oh, come on, you can be charming when you want to be.”
Alicia’s eyebrows rose. “What have I ever done to give you that impression?”
“It’s true that you have a bit of a tough shell, but I’ve also seen the softness behind it.”
Alicia gave her a sharp look. “You barely know me.”
Speaking of tough. Clare suspected Alicia used it as a defense mechanism when she was feeling uncomfortable, but there was probably more to it than that. The bartender brought their drinks before Clare could respond, and they paid and walked outside. After finding a table, Clare sipped her drink and soaked in the ambiance. It was nice, especially out here where she could feel the breeze and look up to see the stars overhead.
“I could help, you know,” she said to Alicia.
“Help with what?” Alicia sipped her beer, watching her.
“I could give you some tips if you want to improve your flirting game.”
“Well, I don’t.” Alicia’s tone was flat.
Clare shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She took another sip of her daquiri, then grimaced as she gave herself a brain freeze.
“I bet you’re good at it.” Alicia’s gaze darted over to meet Clare’s.
“At flirting? I mean, yeah, I’m pretty good at picking up women in bars.”
Alicia frowned, and then she took another drink from her beer. “I’m not sure I’ve ever successfully picked someone up in a bar.”
“Want to try?” Clare asked. “Let me be your wingwoman. I’ll pick someone out for you and give you pointers. This could be the perfect place to practice because you’re on vacation. You don’t ever have to see any of these people again.”
“I’d still fail,” Alicia told her.
“I bet you won’t,” Clare said, not sure why she was pressing this. Maybe it bothered her that Alicia was so certain she couldn’t flirt when Clare found her so captivating. “Who should I look for? What’s your type?”
Alicia shrugged as her gaze swept the bar. “We might be the only two queer women in the room, but I’m bi, so my options are open, gender-wise.”
“Noted,” Clare said. “Give me a minute to observe and find the right person.”
“Whatever,” Alicia said, but beneath her bored expression, she looked wary, like in her mind she’d already failed. That only made Clare more determined for her to succeed. “It’s nice here, though. Kind of quiet for a bachelorette party, but maybe that’s what they like.”
“I don’t know the client, but if they’re considering a bachelorette weekend on Driftwood Island, I’m guessing they aren’t big partiers,” Clare said. “The whole island is pretty low-key.”
“True,” Alicia agreed. “No night clubs here.”
“Thank goodness.” Clare’s attention focused on a man about their age sitting at the bar. “Okay, what do you think of the guy over there? The one in the blue shirt.”
Alicia followed her gaze, her lips twisting to the side as she studied him. “He’s okay, I guess.”
Clare laughed. “Such enthusiasm. You don’t have to go home with him, but how do you feel about practicing your flirting skills on him? He’s handsome and seems approachable. I’m not getting a cocky vibe off him at all.”
Alicia sighed, giving Clare a “do I have to?” look.
“I’m just trying to help,” Clare said. “Leave your beer here and take the empty stool to his left. Actually, take the one beside that, leaving an empty stool between you. Ignore him at first and ask the bartender for another beer, so it doesn’t look like you went over just to talk to him. Then you can glance over, catch his eye, and smile. Maybe ask him what he’s drinking or if he’s here on vacation. While you’re talking to him, make sure to angle your body toward his, and smile and seem interested in his conversation, even if you find him boring, okay? Remember, you’re just practicing a skill. Talk to him for a minute and then you can come back over here…unless you want to keep flirting with him, of course.”
“I won’t.” Alicia sounded awfully sure of that, and Clare was surprised how relieved she felt to hear it. Somewhere over the course of this weekend, she’d become rather fixated on Alicia. Behind that prickly exterior was a woman Clare would really like to get to know better.
“Just play it by ear and see what happens,” Clare told her. “Okay?”
Alicia sighed, then polished off the rest of her beer. “Wish me luck.”
“Good luck.” She reached out and gave Alicia’s hand a quick squeeze. “You’re going to be great.”
“I doubt it.” With a face like a woman walking into a room full of her biggest enemies, Alicia headed toward the bar.




Chapter 5
“Another Blue Moon, please,” Alicia told the bartender. Her fingers tapped restlessly against the bar top in front of her. She stood between two empty stools to the left of the man Clare had sent her to flirt with. He was looking at his phone, a half-empty beer in front of him. He had short brown hair and a few days of stubble on his cheeks, and he was cute enough, although she didn’t feel any particular interest in talking to him.
He looked over and caught her staring, and she yanked her gaze back to the bartender, simultaneously attempting to slide onto the stool beside her. In her haste, she’d misjudged its height, and her hip pushed it sideways with a loud squeak, causing her to stumble and miss. Real smooth, Alicia.
She pressed her hands against the bar as she climbed carefully onto the stool, staring at them for several long seconds before she darted another glance at the man beside her. His beer had left a ring of condensation on the bar top. There was her opening.
She reached for a nearby stack of disposable coasters and took one, which she held in his direction. “Here’s a coaster for your beer.”
“Excuse me?” The look her gave her was more of a glare.
Alicia stifled her sigh. She was only trying to help, and she’d already offended him. “Your beer is leaving condensation on the bar.” She set the coaster down beside the offending glass and nudged it in his direction.
He looked at it and then at her. “The bar’s waxed, can’t hurt it.”
She bit back her retort. Waxed or not, a coaster was always a good idea, but arguing with him about it certainly wasn’t a good flirting strategy. What had Clare said to ask next? “What are you drinking?”
“Lager.” He picked it up, gave her another irritated look, and stood, leaving her alone at the bar.
Alicia’s cheeks burned. Well, that hadn’t gone well. The bartender brought her beer, so she paid and made her way back to Clare, who was watching with an inscrutable expression on her face. “I chased him away. See? I told you I was a disaster.”
“What did you say to him?” Clare asked.
“I offered him a coaster for his beer.”
Clare’s eyebrows shot upward. “A coaster?”
“He was getting condensation all over the bar!”
Clare’s shoulders shook with laughter, which she unsuccessfully tried to hide behind her hand. “You are one of a kind, that’s for sure.”
Alicia slid onto her stool—successfully, this time—and took a sip of her beer, annoyed to feel the hot prick of tears behind her eyes. It was one thing to fail at flirting, but quite another to do it in front of the woman she had feelings for, a woman who was now laughing at her.
“Hey.” Clare leaned forward, her expression suddenly tender. “You can’t win them all, right? I sent you out there too soon. You just need a little more practice.”
Alicia shook her head. “I think I’ve caused enough damage for one night. Are you ready to go home, or do you need to do more research on this bar?”
“I’m finished scouting the bar, but I don’t want to end on a bad note. Why don’t you practice your flirting with me? I’ll give you some pointers, and then maybe you can get back out there before we leave.”
“No, thanks.”
“Oh, come on,” Clare said. “Pretend I’m a random woman you just met and see if you can pick me up. What have you got to lose?”
That was a loaded question. “Well…”
“Try to draw my attention to your mouth.” Clare nibbled on the tip of the blue straw in her daquiri, which indeed drew Alicia’s attention straight to her mouth. “Maybe let me see you checking me out.” Her eyes dipped to Alicia’s mouth and then to her cleavage before sliding back up to meet her gaze.
Heat spread over Alicia’s skin. “What else?” she asked, hypnotized by this flirty version of Clare.
“Eye contact,” Clare said as her eyes held Alicia’s. Their caramel color was enhanced by the warm hue of the bar’s lighting. “Once we’re talking, you’ll want to move a little closer, maybe touch my hand. Make sure I know you’re interested.” Clare’s hand inched closer to Alicia’s before sliding over to grip her daquiri glass.
Alicia gulped, helpless to look away as Clare’s fingers traced patterns in the condensation on the glass. After a moment, Clare lifted her hand and touched her throat, leaving behind skin that glistened from her wet fingertips.
“Okay,” Clare said. “Your turn.”
“Uh…” Alicia realized her mouth was gaping open, and she picked up her beer to cover for herself, taking a quick drink. “Come here often?”
“Not the most original pickup line, but I’ll allow it,” Clare said with an amused smile. “My friends own a beach house not far from here, so I’ve visited before, but not often.”
“I’m just visiting too.” Alicia fiddled with her beer, trying to replicate what Clare had done with the condensation, but she only succeeded in bumping the glass so that it almost tipped over.
“Do you like the beach?” Clare asked, cocking her head slightly to the side. Her eyes never left Alicia’s.
“I love it when it’s not crowded,” Alicia told her. “I’m not much of a sunbather, though. I prefer to swim or walk along the beach looking for shells.”
“Aren’t you afraid of sharks?”
Alicia shook her head. “They’re always out there, but they hardly ever bite us. We must not taste very good.”
“I have to disagree with you there.” Clare’s voice dropped into a register Alicia hadn’t heard before. “Because I think women are delicious.”
Alicia inhaled at the same time she tried to swallow. Beer went down her windpipe, making her cough, and damn, Clare was good at this, while Alicia continued to prove her point that she wasn’t. Here she was, eyes watering as she choked on her beer, while Clare sat across from her, radiant and composed and without a doubt the sexiest person in this bar tonight. Who else would Alicia want to flirt with, even if she could?
“Tell me something about yourself that would surprise me,” Clare said once Alicia had stopped coughing.
“I was on my high school debate team.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” Clare told her. “You have very strong opinions, and you’re good at arguing them, but that was an opening to take the conversation somewhere intimate and flirty. Want to try again?”
“Oh,” Alicia said, feeling less sexy than ever. She paused to think, surprised when she saw Clare’s gaze drop to her lips. Only then did she realize she had pinched her bottom lip between her teeth. Now she traced it with her tongue, and Clare’s attention there sharpened. Something intimate and flirty. “I’m extremely ticklish.”
Clare grinned, and there was no mistaking the pride on her face. “Perfect answer. And I’m filing that information away. Never know when it might come in handy.” She winked.
Alicia felt a warm tug low in her belly. This little game was doing nothing to mitigate her crush on Clare. Helpless to do anything but make the most of the moment, Alicia allowed her gaze to dip to Clare’s cleavage, feasting her eyes on the swell of her breasts above the bodice of her dress. Clare’s skin was perfectly tanned from her afternoon on the beach, warm and sun kissed. “I have a birthmark on my hip that looks like a crescent moon.”
“Now you’re getting the hang of it,” Clare said. “Keep going.”
“Your turn,” Alicia said, feeling empowered by Clare’s encouragement…and the heat in her eyes when Alicia finally dragged her gaze back up to meet them. “Tell me something about you that would surprise me.”
“I can curl my tongue,” Clare answered without hesitation. Either she’d given this answer before, or she was just that good at flirting. She stuck out her tongue and curled the edges together, then grinned playfully.
“Impressive.” Alicia wasn’t sure when she’d leaned forward, but her elbows were resting on the table now, her body gravitating toward Clare’s without her permission.
“And after last night, I think I want to get a tattoo of a sea turtle.”
“What happened last night?” Alicia asked, falling back into the game where Clare was a random woman in the bar that she was flirting with.
“I went for a moonlit walk on the beach,” Clare said, her voice so low Alicia almost couldn’t hear her, which made her lean even closer. “And I watched an endangered sea turtle lay her eggs. It was a really intimate experience, especially because of the woman I was with.”
“Oh?” Alicia’s breath hitched, and her heart jumped. “Your girlfriend?”
Clare’s eyes seemed to burn her with their intensity. “No, but I did want to kiss her there in the moonlight.”
“Only in the moonlight?” Alicia asked breathlessly.
“No,” Clare whispered.
“Should I be jealous?”
Clare shook her head slowly, a honeyed curl sliding out from behind her ear to cover the left side of her face. “Nope. If anything, she reminds me of you.”
“Oh,” Alicia gasped. It felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room, like she couldn’t breathe, like her lips were made only for kissing Clare, not for such basic functions as allowing air to enter her lungs. Who needed air anyway?
“Hey, ladies,” a male voice said, shattering the spell. “Can I buy your next round?”
Alicia sat up straight, her head swimming. She felt almost drunk. Lust drink? She’d heard that term before, but never experienced it. Gathering her wits, she turned to glare at the man standing beside their table. “No, thank you.”
“You sure about that?” he persisted, and she almost growled at him in her frustration.
“We’re sure,” Clare said lightly. “Thanks, though.”
With a shrug, he headed toward the bar. Clare rested her chin on her hands, watching Alicia with a quiet smile. The moment they’d shared was over…if it had even been a moment. Alicia was probably the only one who’d felt anything. She’d probably said something wrong and offended Clare too.
Alicia sat back, crossing her arms over her chest. “I think…I’m ready to go back to the house.”




Chapter 6
Cool sand squished beneath Clare’s toes as she followed Rue down the beach. This was her last night on Driftwood Island, and she’d hoped she might spend it with Alicia. They’d had such a nice time tonight that Clare thought they might be on the verge of something more than friendship. Then that random guy came over and interrupted them, and Alicia had just shut down. Once they got home, she’d gone straight to bed.
Now Clare was taking Rue for one last moonlit walk on the beach and trying not to feel too disappointed about the way things had ended. The sky overhead was heavy with stars, and the ocean churned beside her. Somewhere on the island, a turtle might be nesting at this very moment. The thought made her smile.
Back at the house, Clare got ready for bed. When she turned off the light, Rue curled against her feet and was out almost immediately, but Clare took longer to wind down. Her mind circled back over the evening, remembering the heat that had risen between her and Alicia while Clare was teaching her to flirt. Alicia’s face, eyes bright with desire and a warm, relaxed smile on her lips, was the last thing Clare saw before she drifted to sleep.
She woke sometime later, blinking into the darkness. Disoriented, she reached for her phone, which told her it was just past two. Rue was scratching at the door, which was probably what had awakened her. Clare slid out of bed and opened the door. As she stepped into the hallway, Rue darted between her feet. Clare tripped, stumbling forward. Her outstretched hands slammed into a warm body.
“You okay?” Alicia whispered as her hands settled on Clare’s hips.
“Yep,” Clare answered just as quietly. “Tripped over Rue.”
Her senses felt heightened by the darkness. A shaft of moonlight spilled into the hallway, illuminating a single strand of Alicia’s hair like a thread of gold, beckoning her closer. She felt the warmth of Alicia’s fingers through her shirt and smelled the vaguely fruity scent of her shampoo. Clare’s heart thumped hard and fast, arousal swamping her sleep-softened brain to give the moment an almost dreamlike quality.
For several long seconds, neither of them moved. They stood so close, Clare could feel the gust of Alicia’s breath on her cheeks. Rue ran in circles around them, nails clicking on the hardwood floors. Her tail brushed Clare’s bare calves, and somewhere in the back of her mind, she registered relief that her dog didn’t need to go outside, because that would mean stepping away from Alicia.
Alicia pressed forward, and her breasts brushed against Clare’s. She gasped, and there was an echo as if Alicia had gasped too. And then soft lips covered hers. Clare closed her eyes, not that it mattered in the dark. A tingling sensation swept over her as if every hair on her body was standing at attention, every inch of her skin begging to be touched.
Alicia’s kiss was gentle at first, her lips moving tentatively against Clare’s. Her fingers clenched in the fabric of Clare’s sleep shorts, pressing against her hips, while her tongue teased the seam of Clare’s lips, seeking entrance.
Clare wrapped her arms around Alicia as she opened her mouth, deepening the kiss. Her hands slid down Alicia’s back, familiarizing herself with the soft nightshirt she wore and the shape of her body beneath it. Alicia’s ribs expanded as she sucked in a breath.
Her lips moved against Clare’s, growing firmer and more insistent. Clare felt simultaneously wide awake, adrenaline sharpening her senses, and like she might be dreaming, standing here in the dark with her hands fisted in Alicia’s shirt. Rue was still circling them, her body brushing against Clare’s legs with each lap.
And then, Alicia broke the kiss. She lifted her head, and the air filled with their gasping breaths.
“I’d been wanting to do that,” Clare murmured, giving Alicia’s shirt a gentle tug.
“Yeah?” Alicia asked, something fragile in her tone, the opposite of her usual brusqueness.
“Yeah,” she confirmed.
“You’re leaving in the morning,” Alicia said quietly.
“But we still have tonight.”
“Do you want that?” It was hard to tell in this darkened hallway, but it felt like Alicia’s eyes were searching hers.
“Yes,” Clare whispered, pressing her lips against Alicia’s for emphasis.
“I do too,” Alicia whispered against her lips as her hands slipped beneath Clare’s tank top.
Clare moaned as Alicia cupped her breasts, her fingers warm and soft. This was one of Clare’s favorite things about sex: being touched. She could give herself satisfying orgasms, but there was nothing emotional about masturbating. It didn’t compare to having another woman’s hands on her body, the thrill of each touch, and the anticipation of how this particular woman would make her feel.
Clare loved that, and she couldn’t wait to see what kind of lover Alicia would be. She was so intense, and Clare sensed a passionate woman behind that tough veneer. As if to prove her point, Alicia gripped her hand and tugged Clare toward her bedroom. Sometimes Clare liked to be in charge, but tonight, she wanted to see what Alicia had in mind and if she preferred to be in control. Clare hoped she did.
They stood together by the bed, hands groping, ridding each other of clothes as their mouths sought every opportunity for kisses. As Clare lifted Alicia’s shirt over her head, she briefly wished they weren’t doing this in the middle of the night when she couldn’t appreciate the sight of Alicia’s bare skin or learn what kind of bra she’d worn under her dress earlier tonight.
Within moments, they were both naked. Alicia’s hands swept up and down Clare’s sides, her nails scratching lightly over Clare’s skin, making her tremble with anticipation. Need built between her thighs, throbbing to the runaway beat of her heart.
She took Alicia’s breasts in her hands, loving how warm and firm they were beneath her fingers, how Alicia’s nipples tightened when she rubbed her thumbs against them. There was something to be said for exploring each other in the dark, because she was exquisitely aware of everywhere they touched, her skin hypersensitive to every stroke of Alicia’s fingers and the brush of her hair on Clare’s cheeks as they kissed.
Alicia’s hands settled on her shoulders, pushing her onto the bed. She followed Clare down, settling on top of her with one thigh pressed between Clare’s.
“Yes,” she whispered, arching her back as her arousal spiked.
Alicia dipped her head and kissed her, pressing her body against Clare’s. Their legs threaded together, bodies moving, seeking friction. The sheets were cool beneath her, offset by the warmth of Alicia’s body as it covered hers.
“Touch me,” she gasped.
Alicia slid a hand down to Clare’s hip. “Where do you want to be touched?”
“Anywhere,” she said breathlessly. “Everywhere.”
“I can do that.” Alicia’s hand skimmed up and down Clare’s thigh.
She whimpered, the ache in her core intensifying with each touch. Alicia’s breasts brushed against Clare’s as she moved, and oh, it felt so good. Clare slid her hands to the small of Alicia’s back, pressing their bodies more firmly together.
Alicia rocked her hips, her thigh pressed between Clare’s, their gasps and moans mingling in the night air. And then, just when the anticipation became almost too much, Alicia’s fingers slipped between Clare’s thighs. She exhaled in relief, hands grasping at any part of Alicia she could reach. Alicia kissed her as her fingers slipped and stroked, scrambling Clare’s brain.
Alicia brought her to the edge, but just as she was about to come, Alicia removed her hand. Clare couldn’t help her whimper, hips thrusting into the emptiness left behind.
“Hang on,” Alicia murmured, and then she began to kiss her way down Clare’s stomach, her tongue tracing wet patterns on her skin. Alicia’s mouth was magic, painting pleasure over Clare’s skin. She paused on her journey to pay special attention to Clare’s breasts, licking and nipping at them until Clare was writhing beneath her.
She was wonderfully aroused, eager to come, but just as eager to make this last as long as possible, because everything felt so good. Alicia kissed her way down Clare’s stomach before settling between her thighs. She looked up, catching Clare’s eyes in the dim light, and that moment of anticipation was perfection.
Clare’s heart pounded. Arousal throbbed in her core. Her skin tingled as she wondered where Alicia would touch her next. Alicia blew a puff of warm air against Clare’s clit, and she arched off the bed. Holy shit. She’d had no idea how hot that would be.
Before she’d had a chance to recover, Alicia’s mouth was on her, and Clare’s mind went up in flames. Her hands flailed, grabbing blindly at Alicia. The wet heat of Alicia’s tongue was all she knew. Her muscles went taut, caught in that blissful moment between tension and release, and then she shattered with a cry.
Alicia swirled her tongue, coaxing every bit of pleasure from Clare’s body. She was still trembling with the aftershocks of her orgasm as she flipped them, intent on giving Alicia as much pleasure as she’d just received.
Alicia gasped as Clare’s fingers found her center. “I need you inside me.”
Clare coated her fingers in Alicia’s wetness before teasing her entrance, moving her hips as she thrust inside. Alicia’s body gripped her, and she let out a long, low moan. She arched beneath Clare, and the pale column of her neck seemed to gleam in the moonlight. It was beautiful. She was beautiful.
Clare felt powerful in this position, moving her hips in time with her fingers. Alicia gasped, grinding her hips against Clare’s hand. Clare dipped her head to bring her mouth to Alicia’s breast.
“Yes,” Alicia panted.
Encouraged, Clare licked and kissed her way over Alicia’s breast before grazing her teeth against Alicia’s nipple. Alicia shuddered beneath her.
“Faster,” she said.
Clare increased her pace, pleasuring Alicia with her mouth and her fingers.
“I’m close,” Alicia gasped.
Clare pressed her palm firmly against Alicia’s clit as her fingers moved inside her. She curled them forward, searching for the spot that would send Alicia over the edge. Alicia cried out, and her body clenched around Clare’s fingers as she came.
Alicia wrapped her arms around Clare, and they held each other close. Outside the window, the ocean roared, but inside the bedroom, all was calm and quiet. Clare’s eyelids began to droop, sleep softening the edges of her consciousness.
“I sure hope we’re not dreaming,” she whispered against Alicia’s neck.
Alicia shook her head gently. “More like a dream come true.”




Chapter 7
Alicia woke slowly, listening to waves crash outside the window as she came to her senses. Her mind swam with memories of a moonlit and very naked Clare, her hands and mouth all over Alicia’s body. Did that really happen, or had it been an elaborate sex dream?
Her eyes popped open to the sight of Rue’s head on the pillow beside her. If Rue was in her bed… She rolled over to find Clare facing her, fast asleep. The sheet was twisted around her, revealing one of her breasts. Alicia gulped. She’d really had sex with Clare in the middle of the night. That was…
Amazing, in a word. Clare had given her the perfect incentive to give in to her desire, reminding Alicia that it was her last night here. No strings. Alicia had an easy out. She’d had an amazing night with the woman of her dreams, and now she could walk away before the shine wore off, before Clare tired of her demanding personality.
This way, Alicia would always have the perfect memory of their night together.
Clare’s eyes blinked open, and a slow smile spread over her lips. “Morning.”
“Good morning.” Alicia’s chest tightened. She wasn’t good at morning afters. Casual pillow talk wasn’t her strong suit. Should she offer to go back to her own bed? Make breakfast?
“Awfully glad I bumped into you last night,” Clare murmured, sliding closer. She brought a hand to Alicia’s face, caressing her cheek.
Alicia’s eyes slid shut at the unexpectedly pleasant sensation. “I’m glad too.”
“What were you doing up anyway?”
“I’d gone to the kitchen for a glass of water,” Alicia told her.
“Rue woke me,” Clare said. “And then I tripped over her into your arms. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was trying to bring us together. Were you, Rue?”
At the sound of her name, the dog lifted her head from the pillow, cocking it comically to the side.
“She pleads the fifth,” Alicia said, almost not recognizing the teasing tone in her voice.
Clare grinned. “Well, I think she deserves extra treats today for her efforts.”
“I agree.” Alicia felt herself grinning back. What had gotten into her this morning? She felt almost as cheerful as the woman in front of her. If sleeping in Clare’s bed had this effect on her, maybe she should have done it sooner.
“Wish I wasn’t leaving today,” Clare said.
“Me too.” In a few hours, Alicia would finally have the beach house to herself, but that didn’t sound nearly as enticing now as it had when she arrived on Friday. In fact, she didn’t like the sound of it at all.
“You’re staying the rest of the week?” Clare asked. Her fingers were in Alicia’s hair, stroking gently, and it was so soothing. Alicia wouldn’t have thought she would like someone touching her hair, but she seemed to like a lot of unexpected things where Clare was concerned.
Alicia nodded. “Unless I get an interview in the meantime, I’m going to hang out here and keep applying for as many jobs as I can find. I’m in no rush to go home.”
“I don’t blame you.” Clare’s other hand was roaming now, sliding over Alicia’s hip. “I need to see this crescent moon birthmark I’ve heard about.”
“Wrong hip,” Alicia told her, rolling over to show Clare the spot.
Clare’s fingers traced it, tickling slightly. “An adorable birthmark and a sexy part of last night’s flirting adventure.”
Alicia’s cheeks warmed. “Thanks for humoring me with that.”
“I wasn’t humoring you,” Clare said, her fingers still tracing circles over Alicia’s hip. “Our flirting started as practice for you, but it turned into something real… At least, it did for me.”
“I…” Alicia felt herself tense. She hated conversations like this. She never seemed to say the right thing. “I wasn’t sure.”
“I like you,” Clare said quietly, her eyes meeting Alicia’s with an unflinching earnestness that stole the breath from her lungs. “This weekend was wonderful, and I’d like to see if it could be more than one night. We don’t live very far from each other at home, after all.”
“Oh.” On the surface, this was everything Alicia wanted, but in reality it would never work. Clare was way too cheerful and social to be in a relationship with Alicia, and she couldn’t bear to watch Clare lose interest once Alicia made things weird back at home. That would destroy the tentative boost to her self-confidence that last night had given her.
No, it was better for them to end on a high note.
Alicia sat up, hugging her knees. “I think it’s better to let what happened at the beach house stay at the beach house.”
Clare sat to face her, taking Alicia’s hand in hers. “Are you sure? I’d really like to see you again, Alicia.”
“I’m sure,” Alicia told her.
Clare looked down at her hands, and the disappointment on her face made Alicia’s chest ache. “Okay, then. For the record, I hope you get an amazing new job with people who appreciate you, and…I hope you find someone who makes you happy in your personal life too. You deserve that. Don’t sell yourself short on either front.”
Alicia’s eyes stung at her unexpected candor. “Thank you.”
“I’m going to work on setting some boundaries with my coworkers too.” A faint smile touched her lips.
“Good,” Alicia agreed.
For a moment, they sat facing each other, and Alicia wished she weren’t naked, because the combination of feeling so bare emotionally as well as physically was overwhelming.
“I guess I should get ready to go home,” Clare said finally, her eyes downcast. It was a stark contrast to her usual eye contact, and that hurt. Last night, she’d told Alicia she didn’t plan to leave until lunchtime, which meant she was leaving early now because Alicia had made things awkward. Story of her life.
“Okay,” she said, feeling pathetic and miserable. She slid out of bed and found her shirt on the floor where Clare had tossed it last night. She pulled it over her head and crossed the hall to her bedroom, closing the door behind her.
She sat in the middle of her bed, browsing job listings on her phone while she listened to Clare move around the apartment. She heard the shower run and waited until it stopped before she got dressed and made her way to the living room.
Clare came out of the bathroom a few minutes later, dressed in a pink top and black shorts, her hair damp and curly around her face. She went into her bedroom and returned with her suitcase. Rue trotted at her heels. She paused in the living room. “Do you want my number, at least?”
It felt rude to say no, and…maybe she did want Clare’s number. What could it hurt? “Sure.”
She pulled her phone out of her back pocket, unlocked it, and handed it to Clare, who entered herself into Alicia’s contacts and handed it back. Alicia pressed the number, and Clare’s phone began to ring with the cheery tune Alicia had heard so often over the weekend. “Now you have my number too.”
Clare gave her a smile that was a little dimmer than usual. “Goodbye, Alicia. It’s been a weekend I won’t forget, that’s for sure.”
Alicia looked at her feet, not sure how to take that.
“In a good way,” Clare clarified. “I had a wonderful weekend with you.”
She looked up then. “Yeah, me too.”
Clare leaned in and kissed her, just a quick kiss, a goodbye kiss, but it sent heat and longing coursing through Alicia’s veins all the same. “Bye.”
Alicia resisted the urge to reach out and grab her hand, to stop her from leaving. “Bye.”




Chapter 8
The beach house was too quiet. Now that Alicia finally had the place to herself, it felt empty. Lonely. She missed Clare. She missed Rue. She missed the tap-tap of little paws on the hardwoods and the melodic sound of Clare’s laughter.
Alicia had smiled and laughed more this weekend than she could remember doing…maybe ever. How had that happened? How had she and Clare seemed to fit so well together when they had nothing in common?
Pushing aside that train of thought, Alicia went out the back door and descended the steps to the beach. A walk was just what she needed to clear her head. A reset. She shoved her hands into her pockets as she set out. Her sneakers crunched over the sand, and the salty air filled her lungs on each breath.
It had been twenty-four hours now since Clare had left, and she’d spent most of that time searching for new job listings. The rest of the week loomed ahead of her with nothing to do but apply for jobs and relax on the beach. This was what she’d come to the island looking for, exactly what she’d wanted.
And now…she didn’t want to be here any longer, not without Clare. Alicia had been a coward to turn her down yesterday. She’d been so afraid of what might happen in the future, she’d denied herself even the chance of happiness with Clare.
This was the woman she’d been secretly fantasizing about for years!
Maybe they’d crash and burn if they gave it a shot. They hadn’t spent nearly enough time together to have any real idea of what a relationship between them would look like, after all. But the time they’d spent together had been wonderful. Clare had drawn Alicia out of her shell, made her feel comfortable in a way she rarely did. They’d clicked.
And wasn’t that worth something?
Her phone dinged, and she grabbed it from her back pocket, hope fluttering in her heart at the possibility that it might be Clare. It wasn’t. She exhaled harshly as she clicked on the email, a response from one of the jobs she’d applied for. And then hope rose inside her again, this time for an entirely different reason.
She’d been invited to interview! The position suited her qualifications perfectly, and it was remote. She could work from home, which was her dream. Four days ago, she’d fled to the beach, feeling like her life had fallen apart, and now the pieces were reassembling themselves, maybe into something better than she’d had before.
Distracted, Alicia had wandered farther down the beach than she’d intended. Now she could see the metal cage that had been placed over the turtle nest she and Clare had observed on Saturday night. The cage would protect the eggs from predators until they hatched. Then it would be removed, and the baby turtles would crawl into the surf to take their chances in the big, bad ocean.
Most of them wouldn’t make it. That was nature. But despite the odds, those brave little turtles would plunge into an ocean full of predators, hoping for the best.
Shouldn’t Alicia at least try to be as brave as those turtles? If she kept living inside her emotional cage, the cage she’d built to protect herself from disappointment, she’d never know what was out there. Who knew what amazing things might await her if she took a chance?
Maybe she and Clare would be amazing together. Maybe Alicia had finally found the person who embraced her eccentricities, who didn’t find her annoying. The person who wanted to be with her.
Her person.
Suddenly, she was walking in the opposite direction, hurrying back to the beach house. She had places to be and people to see. One person. She had one very important person to see, and she couldn’t get off this island fast enough.
∞∞∞
 
Clare was exhausted by the time she left work on Tuesday. She’d thrown herself one-hundred-and-ten percent back into the swing of things, hoping it would help her bounce back from the melancholy she’d felt since she got home from the island, that it would distract her from thoughts of Alicia.
Honestly, it was unnerving how much she’d come to care about Alicia over the course of a single weekend. Maybe it was because she’d known her peripherally through Lex and Brandi for so many years. She hadn’t had feelings for Alicia then, but she’d known who she was.
And now she missed her.
Clare had never had a vacation hookup before. It had been unexpectedly fun while it was happening, but the aftermath hurt enough that she didn’t think she’d make a habit of this. She preferred relationships. The emotional connection was as important to her as the physical one.
She was looking for love, and she’d keep looking until she’d found it.
Speaking of love, at least she had Rue waiting for her at home. Maybe they’d go for a jog together before dinner. Clare pulled up in front of her townhouse, and for a moment, she just stared, because someone was sitting on her front porch. Someone with long, unruly blonde hair and a presence that made Clare’s heart turn over in her chest at the sight of her.
Alicia.
Clare got out of her car, running a hand over the front of her skirt as her stomach filled with hopeful butterflies. “Alicia? What are you doing here?”
“Waiting for you.” Alicia stood from Clare’s steps and offered her a hesitant smile.
“This is unexpected.” Clare stopped in front of her, fighting the urge to pull her in for a kiss. It was just so good to see her. Emotion rose up inside her, spilling out in a smile that stretched her cheeks.
“I, um…can I come in?” Alicia reached up to fidget with her hair, and Clare could see her hands shaking. Alicia was nervous, and Clare’s heart was about to beat out of her chest in anticipation of what she might have come here to say.
“Of course.” Clare stepped past her and unlocked the front door. Rue dashed out, dancing in circles around them before she darted onto the grass by the walkway to take care of business. Then Clare led the way into her house. “Do you want anything? Something to drink?”
Alicia turned to face her, hands clasped in front of herself. “I want to date you.”
Clare blinked. “What?”
Alicia gave her head a quick shake. “I’m sorry. I just blurt things out sometimes. I meant to say…I’m sorry I turned you down yesterday. I’d like to try dating you…if that’s still what you want.”
Clare was already nodding before Alicia had finished speaking, happiness sweeping through her veins, because this was exactly what she wanted and Alicia was so adorable when she was nervous, Clare could hardly stand it. “Yes.” She leaned in to press a kiss against Alicia’s lips. “I still want that. You’ve really gotten under my skin, Alicia Benton.”
“Have I?” There was no mistaking the surprise in her voice.
“You have,” Clare confirmed, and then she gave in to the urge to take Alicia’s hands and tug her close. “I like you a lot.”
“Even when I say the wrong thing?” Alicia’s blue eyes were clouded with insecurity. “Even when I’m too blunt or too pushy or too…me?”
“Especially then,” Clare said. “I like you just the way you are.”
“No one’s ever told me that before,” Alicia whispered, eyes glossy.
“Then I’m even more glad we ended up sharing the beach house last weekend.”
Alicia nodded, and then she reached into her pocket and pulled out a paper-wrapped package, which she pressed into Clare’s hand.
“What’s this?” she asked as her fingers curled around it.
“Open it and find out.”
Clare unwrapped it carefully, revealing a glass sea turtle the size of her palm. Its translucent green color sparkled in the light. “Oh,” she whispered. “It’s beautiful.”
“I saw it at the gift shop when I was leaving the island.”
“Thank you,” Clare said, swallowing over the lump in her throat. “I’d love to show you the rest of my turtle collection while you’re here.”
“I can’t wait to see it,” Alicia told her. “And then, would you like to go to dinner with me?”
Clare leaned in and pressed her lips to Alicia’s, the glass turtle warm against her palm and affection swimming in her veins. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”
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Sunshine, Lattes and Words
MILENA MCKAY
Ablocked writer, a failed beachfront retreat, and a coffee shop.
When Ava walks into Charlie’s cafe, the drinks aren’t the only thing that’s delicious.
A trope-y story about java, mojo, and finding your destiny in unexpected places.




“Is that the latest Rachel Lacey?”
The question was so sudden, so unexpected, Ava dropped the phone she was trying and failing to use to pay for her coffee. The purple-haired barista caught it deftly and handed it back to her with an easy gesture of practiced hands. Long-fingered hands. Hands adorned with a fascinating tattoo pattern that ran up to her rolled-up sleeves and disappeared underneath. Ava instantly got curious whether the tattoo went all the way to the shoulder, or if there were others. Belatedly, she realized she was staring. Lifting her eyes up to a face no less fascinating than everything else about this woman, she was met with what she would otherwise describe in her books as a ‘smirk’. A self-aware, a little cocky, smirk. So, she’d been caught ogling a very handsome, tattooed barista at the coffee shop where she’d sought refuge from the heat and the sand and the rambunctiousness of her writing retreat fellows. 
What was she even doing here? Standing like a total dork, being grinned at while trying to undo the damage done by a whole year of being cooped up in her studio apartment and losing her muse? Who in their right mind thought it would be a good idea to agree to accept a last minute “gift” from her best friend who had figured Ava needed “to shake things up” in the form of a writers’ retreat with a group of people she knew nothing about? In theory, a break to create and workshop and brainstorm sounded ideal to help her break through the worst case of writers’ block. 
In practice, Ava had soon found out that it was only code for ‘getting drunk and laid and getting sunburned on the endless beaches’?
Said beaches were quite spectacular, all things considered. Or what she’d seen of them so far. White sand, warm sea, the salty breeze. This was a slice of paradise, and Ava’s memories of the chilly and wet last jog she’d been on back home before boarding the plane were quickly fading away, melted by the sun and the heat. 
The group was uninspiring to say the least, and her deadlines were looming closer and closer. Still, she didn’t want to be a stick in the mud, and so she’d drunk and partied with them for a day, and then simply took off to nurse her hangover—and her impending contractual obligations—at this hidden jewel of a coffee shop, situated just far enough off the beaten path from the average tourist to be populated with people quietly working on their laptops. Not a single Hawaiian shirt in sight. This boded well. 
The gorgeous, toned, tattooed barista, she-of-the-delicious-smirk, boded less well, simply by virtue of the fact that Ava was not immune. Not even a little. Not to that uplifted corner of that sensuous mouth, nor to the sinewy forearms or slim dexterous fingers, nor to the twinkling amber eyes openly appraising her. 
Okay, she was getting heavy on the ‘smirks’ and her editor would have already marked all the instances she’d used the word and instructed her to change it up. Except Ava couldn’t. She couldn’t get past those lips curling up, and it’s not like she was writing this meet-cute anyway. 
She bit her lip and then let it go in a hurry, realizing she was still standing there, making a total fool of herself. She’d been asked a question, and she-of-the-hot-tattoos was now also offering her the tall, steaming cup. 
“So? The latest Lacey? And here you go. Is it Eva? Sorry, I don’t want to go all inaccurate-name-spelling trope on you. I mean, authors have done it, and it’s a favorite of mine for sure.” 
Ava could feel a smile of her own tug at the corners of her mouth. She felt rusty, and she was sure it looked weird, but where had this woman been this past year? She reached into her purse and got her wallet to pay for the coffee. As she passed the card to the barista, she finally managed to get her thoughts into a semblance of order. 
“Ah, yes, it is the latest Rachel Lacey. It’s her second book in the duology.” 
The barista grinned fully now, and that grin was not at all rusty. Ava tugged on the spaghetti strap of her summer dress and allowed herself to bask a little in the radiant beam of someone who’d suddenly found perfect common ground with an interlocutor.  
“I loved the first book, so I was gonna get the second one as well. I’m reading Lily Seabrooke’s latest Port Andrea release. It’s very good. Have you tried it? Also, Eva? Your latte?”
Ava nodded and reached for the cup. For some reason, she didn’t correct the misspelling of her name. It occurred to her that someone who knew the latest releases in sapphic romance might know of her. Or of the version of her the community was familiar with. Ava Andrews was a household name in that sphere, after all. Or had been once upon a time. Before she’d lost her mojo and had hidden away from the world for twelve months. 
As she grasped the cup, their fingers touched, a soft brush of skin over skin, the delicate one her own, the calloused one belonging to this wide-eyed, openly smiling person looking at her with joy. Who was this happy to just talk about books anymore? Fascinating. Also, extremely cliche to be getting goosebumps simply from a brush of fingertips. Next thing, she would be swooning at the perfect line of dialogue. 
“You look like you came to do some work, so I apologize for butting in. It’s very rare for me to encounter a lesfic reader in public, so I can’t contain myself. I’m Charlie Campbell, by the way, but I won’t bother you anymore.” 
Yep, the perfect thing to say to a skittish, gaping, staring fool just standing there holding her coffee like a mannequin. Swoon incoming any second now. 
But also, why not? Why not sit here by the bar where several high stools were strewn around and watch Charlie make coffee for what looked like a steady but not overwhelming stream of customers? Why not just enjoy the flow of a conversation she so rarely had outside of conventions? 
She loved romance novels, even if her writer’s block was so enormous, it was probably visible from the International Space Station. Ava took a sip, and she actually moaned–smart, gorgeous, well-read and a genius at making lattes. 
“Whatever you did to this cup should be illegal.” Ava carefully lifted her sunflower dress hem and took a seat directly across the bar from Charlie, whose face underwent a rather pleasing transformation. From surprise, to bashful, to glazed over at both the moan and the lifting of the already short hem. Huh. Ava wanted to high-five herself. 
“Uh, just… You know, two percent and good Colombian…” The sputter turned into a shy smile and Ava settled in for the long haul. She was going to enjoy this. There was something here. 
“So Rachel Lacey, Lily Seabrooke, whom I adore and have read all her books… Anyone else you like in particular?” She sipped her coffee and watched Charlie make a very complicated concoction requested by a business-suited young man with a lot of self-importance. 
“Oh, you’re just making my day now. I have so many favorite authors, this is like a trick question.” 
Charlie gestured to the customer to pick up his mocha-ice-whatever and did not roll her eyes as he requested another pump of caramel. Ava added patient and easy-going to all the prior epithets. The list was getting longer and stronger. 
“So authors?”
“Hmmm…” Charlie reached for the rag at her waist, caught by the somewhat loose belt on the low-slung jeans, and as she did so, a genuine, honest-to-Goddess six pack was revealed. 
Ava’s mouth went dry, then super hot as she took a long sip of her steaming latte and burned herself. Eyes tearing, she felt their roles had irrevocably reversed. How could one be expected to operate around a woman who made the best coffee and had a six-pack? What else could Charlie do?
Like clockwork, because the universe seemed to have decided one Ava Andrews needed to be brought to her knees, Charlie reached for three espresso cups and juggled them on her way to the coffee press. Ava wanted to whimper. 
“Authors?” She croaked. 
To her immense relief, Charlie looked concerned and not at all self-satisfied. She put the three now filled espresso cups on a tray and with a, “Bexley. I’ll be right back,” was gone. 
Ava watched her swagger away. The jeans crept even lower and now not only Ava’s mouth was hot. She was hot all over. And Lucy Bexley was a very good choice. She wrote hilarious books, her humor was legendary and the meet-cutes… her brain screeched to a halt. Was Charlie trying to tell her something?
Charlie returned before dashing off once more as a patron signaled for her. “Monica McCallan,” she threw Ava’s way as she passed her by. Ava watched her go again, trying to tell herself that the way the jeans hugged those hips was not at all enticing. She shook her head, trying to focus. Charlie had mentioned another very good choice. Ava had just finished the holiday romance McCallan had released, and it was amazing. Ava was a big fan. 
Charlie came back and while a customer was looking at pastry selections, she looked pensive and finally said. “Haley Cass and her epic debut had me by the throat. Off the charts. And she still has this hold on me with every new book.” Ava just nodded, because yes, Cass’ debut was absolutely off the charts, but also very much on them, in terms of the actual sapphic romance charts. Glorious book. All of Cass’ books were glorious. 
“Also Ava Andrews. She’s kind of a mystery to me, since her online presence is sporadic and her social media picture is a cat, but I love her books. I hear she was much more active on the scene years ago, but I only got into lesfic in the past ten months or so. Or maybe she’s older and doesn’t know how to effectively use the internet to her advantage?” Charlie leaned over the bar on her elbows, exposing a fine line of a collarbone. 
“Ah, she’s not old…” Ava almost choked as she realized what she’d said. “I mean, she’s not that old.” She wanted to slap herself or lay her face down on the bar. Charlie was giving her a strange look. 
“I hear she’s in her late thirties. She just took a break, but there are whispers she is back and writing an anthology with Rachel Lacey, Milena McKay, Jamey Moody, Lily Seabrooke, Jacqueline Ramsden, Johana Gavez, and Margaux Fox.” 
“Oh really? Should be good. That is one stacked group. All authors I’ve read and loved. But back to Andrews. I’ve read all her books. She does these intense age gaps, and it’s a trope I can stand behind.” 
To emphasize, Charlie gestured to the cute couple sitting by the massive windows open to the front of the coffee shop. “That’s Jessica and Luisa. Jess spilled her ice coffee all over Lu’s designer blouse. There was a lot of apologizing and ‘oh my goshes’ as Lu simply took off the shirt and ordered another cup, all the while in a really nice bra. Afterwards, she asked me for a pen and made Jess give her her number. They’ve been dating ever since. Granted, Jess is probably still apologizing, and Lu is still charmed by that cute dork.” 
Ava smiled. The women were indeed adorable together in that ‘opposites attract’ kind of way. 
“Oh, I know that trope. I, in fact, love that trope. But it’s not my favorite.” Ava tucked a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. Charlie flipped her longer, purple bangs back and winced. A crowd of ten or twelve youths made their way towards the counter. 
“We will have to continue this conversation, because now I simply have to find out your favorite trope.” 
Ava just nodded, opened her laptop and inwardly cringed. A blank Scrivener page was looking at her. And a huge deadline for her anthology was looming. But as she pressed a few keys and took another sip of her now lukewarm coffee, the words suddenly just started to spill out of her fingertips. She thanked the muse, whoever that might have been, and kept tapping away. 
Halfway through her second hour, a new steaming mug was placed next to her and as she reached for her wallet, she was met with a simple shake of a head and a pretty smile. 
∞∞∞
 
When she finally looked up hours later and stretched her arms above her head, the shop was even fuller, Charlie even more swamped, and Ava had a respectable 3,000 words that she herself liked. 
As she re-read what she’d written, she couldn’t help smiling. Yes, it was a coffee shop romance, with a slight twist. No, that wasn’t what she’d started out with, and yet it was what she ended up typing. If a certain amber-eyed, six-pack sporting, cup-juggling barista had any effect on that, Ava shrugged and sent a thank you to her muse. The muse currently elbow deep in coffee orders. 
She decided to slip out unobtrusively. After all, Charlie didn’t need to be disturbed by some woman who ogled her and then wrote about it. 
As she stepped back out onto the main drag and the busy sidewalk, overflowing with early evening tourists looking for drinks and entertainment, Ava felt like her second day in the beach town had gone rather well. Tomorrow she would regroup with her writing buddies and proceed according to plan. 
∞∞∞
 
Best-laid plans, Ava learned, were just bound to go awry. As she arrived at the hotel, she saw neither head nor tail of her group of writing colleagues. They were also quite mysteriously absent from the breakfast time indicated on the day’s agenda. When she asked the concierge at the front desk, he smiled indulgently, telling her that the group arrived in various stages of inebriation around 4am and were unlikely to be seen until much later, if he was to judge. 
Well, there went her thought that at least two or three of the people who signed up for the retreat would actually show up to do some work. Obviously, everyone but Ava had other ideas. And she really should be more upset about the fact that a carefully crafted agenda of writing and Zen and cooperation and workshops on writing was so unexpectedly blown to smithereens by booze and partying. Or maybe she should not have been? These people had all been cooped up just as long as she had, only they’d actually been productive, most of them releasing at least one book in the past year. 
But Ava—despite seeing the pretty penny her friend paid for this writing retreat fly out the window—was not upset. Not even a little. In fact, as she slung her messenger bag over her jean jacket, she felt butterflies fill her stomach. A whole freaking meadow full of them, by the feeling of it. 
Still, even the unsettled nerves did not manage to annoy her on this bright and early morning. The air smelled like the ocean, the streets were amazingly devoid of people—all of them probably sleeping off their respective hangovers or late nights—and Ava was heading to the cozy coffee shop. 
The fact that this plan gave her the aforementioned butterflies but also made her quite this happy was a bit disturbing. She didn’t even know if Charlie had the early morning shift. Or if she’d remember her at all. 
Charlie probably saw hundreds of people a day, and some woman in a summer dress who’d made a fool of herself likely wasn’t someone who’d registered with her. Ava told herself it didn’t matter, and that the coffee shop had been very good to her, writing-wise, so she was going back. If it had the added benefit of very good coffee served by a very cute barista, so be it.
∞∞∞
 
That very same cute barista’s smile almost set the whole place on fire as Ava opened the door. The chimes sounded her entrance, and as she opened the door wider, Charlie saw her and her entire face lit up.
“You’re back! I’m so happy!” Ava couldn’t help but return the smile. And today, it did not feel fake or forced or even unpracticed. It felt natural. It felt wonderful to be smiling up into that gorgeous face. 
“I bet you say that to all the girls.” Charlie laughed, flustered, and shrugged. 
“Only to beautiful women?” Then she winced. “Yeah, that line needs work. How about only to the ones who read sapphic romance? And especially ones who owe me a secret.”
Ava took off her jean jacket, revealing another summer dress, this one with big red poppies, and was pleasantly surprised when Charlie stared. Taking a look around the almost empty coffee shop where she could have the pick of any spot, she very demonstratively sat on the same barstool right across from where Charlie was already fixing her first mug of latte. The satisfied smirk on Charlie’s lips did not escape her. Well, at least they had a better understanding of each other. 
“Latte for Eva.” The ‘E’ was scrolled in a beautiful cursive, and Ava almost regretted not having her real name spelled in that script. She gave Charlie a long, curious look. 
“Ah, I’m an artist… Well, when I’m not a barista, that is.” The shrug and shuffling of feet were seriously adorable. So were the floppy purple bangs. The toned forearms, shown off by the rolled-up sleeves on the other hand, were not adorable. Those were downright sinful. Ava took a careful sip of her beverage.
“You’re an artist with coffee, too. And the calligraphy is beautiful.” Charlie shrugged again and the tips of her ears turned red. So cute. Ava wanted to hug her. Ava also wanted to do other things to her. 
“Well, thank you. Now how about that secret you owe me?” Clearly uncomfortable with compliments, Charlie forged on. 
“Secret?” She was not going to choke on her coffee, she was absolutely not. Charlie had no idea who she was. None at all. 
“Your favorite trope. You disappeared yesterday, like Cinderella after the ball, and left me guessing.” Charlie winced as the chimes signaled another customer. But when she faced the elderly couple, her face was cheerful. They took their time deciding, and Charlie patiently guided them through a complex menu of both hot and cold drinks as well as desserts. When they were finally seated and Charlie was back at the coffee machine, she gave Ava a long look.
“Don’t think you’re escaping this question. Also, what is your problem with Ava Andrews? I noted something in your tone when you spoke about her. Not a favorite of yours?”
Ava almost rolled her eyes. 
“‘Cinderella at the ball’ is a trope in itself. The mysterious identity is a trope. Hiding one’s identity is a trope. All the authors you mentioned earlier have their favorite tropes. Take your McCallan for example, ‘second chances’ is something she is known for and is great at.” 
Ava took another sip of coffee, enjoying both the taste and Charlie’s attention. The woman poured coffee into two tall mugs without even taking her eyes off her. It made the herd of butterflies in her stomach dance all over again. 
“She’s not ‘my McCallan’, but I hear you. She is pretty amazing. I have all her books in paperback. Andrews is also amazing and her favorite trope is age gap, since most of her books have it. Now your trope and Andrews herself?”
“I have many favorite tropes. The coffee shop one is quite good. I bet you’ve fit it very well yourself on occasion. What with that line of yours about beautiful girls.” 
Now Charlie’s whole face was flaming. 
“I admitted the line needed work, and I also never used the word ‘girls’. I said ‘women’ and that is a significant distinction in my book.” 
Ava reclined a bit on her high chair, crossing her legs and letting her hem ride up just an inch higher. The color on Charlie’s face intensified. 
“Ah, so that book of yours would be an age gap then? Considering you enjoy Andrews…”
“Andrews has written favorite age-gaps, I’m not sure this imaginary book of mine could top them.” 
Ava felt her self-confidence being stroked up and down. As Charlie wrapped her fingers around the milk steamer handle, Ava realized she wanted those artist’s fingers to stroke other parts of her as well not just her ego. 
What was happening here? Insta-lust so wasn’t her thing. And yet, who would this hurt? She’d been alone for too long. And before her isolation, her past three relationships—just like her three latest books—weren’t sure-footed, to say the least. And Charlie was too open and blatant in her flirting and her enjoyment of Ava’s presence to be in a relationship herself. Although Ava could be wrong and she’d make sure of that, if and when she decided to take it further. 
“Andrews’ efforts over the last three years could really have used a spark of some kind.” Ava recrossed her legs. Charlie coughed, this time Ava suspected she was the one covering a whimper. 
“Now you’re just hating. They were gorgeous books. I’ll defend Ava Andrews with my life.” 
Ava had to laugh. How unexpectedly wonderful it felt to just be in the world. To flirt and be flirted with by a gorgeous woman, to be able to write again. She felt slightly guilty for misleading Charlie, for not being entirely truthful, but she reasoned that if anything more were to happen, she’d cross that bridge when she got to it. 
As the shop became busier, Ava allowed Charlie to work in peace–or as much peace as the variety of picky, insistent, polite, demanding, charming and occasionally rude customers afforded her. Ava herself was lost to the world, in the coffee shop of her own creation, happy as a clam as words were pouring out of her. 
∞∞∞
 
When she left that evening, she actually said goodbye to Charlie, albeit with a quick wave over the shoulder, as she pulled her jacket on to ward off the evening breeze coming from the ocean. She felt more than saw the barista drop the cloth she was wiping the counter with, then rush her way when she was intercepted by her colleague, and some heated conversation ensued. 
Ava took that as a sign. Maybe it was just a bit too soon to be chased down the street by the one woman who she was attracted to and who intrigued her and made her want to tease her just to see the cutest ears blush. 
And when she started thinking of Charlie’s ears as cute, she knew she’d made the right decision to wait. Oh, she was coming back tomorrow, screw the writers’ retreat. But she was not diving into this, whatever this was, just yet. 
∞∞∞
 
The walk from the hotel to the coffee shop every morning had become familiar over the past week, yet the butterflies did not diminish. In fact, a whole horde of them was now permanently accompanying Ava on her way. 
And like clockwork, once the chimes on the front door sounded, Charlie would lift her gorgeous face, flip the too long bangs out of her eyes, and the amber would twinkle with sincerity and joy. Ava had two thoughts irrevocably cross her mind every time. She really wanted to card her fingers through all that silky, colorful hair, and she really couldn’t remember anyone ever being this happy to see her. 
On this particular morning, she stepped through the door, managing not to collide with the exiting man carrying a large to-go tray filled with several cups. It was a close call, but her bluebell dress remained intact and pristine, and if Charlie’s face was anything to go by, it was another hit. 
“Well, here she is, now what would my other two wishes be?” Charlie said as she handed Ava her latte, hot and ready precisely as she walked through the door. 
“Aww, you are getting cheesier by the day, Charlie.” Ava sat down in what she now referred to as ‘her spot’ at the counter. The entirety of the shop was empty, which was rare, but she didn’t feel like she belonged anywhere but mere inches from Charlie, separated only by the width of the counter. 
In the bustle of the day, Ava could occasionally discern the woman’s scent, something breezy with a hint of sandalwood. Both masculine yet not, a smell that was so utterly embedded in her mind as ‘simply Charlie,’ it gave her a warm feeling, tinged with a hot edge. Because she knew if she got close enough to drink in the scent from the source, she might get drunk in seconds. 
Charlie’s laughter brought her back to the present. 
“I was actually wondering if you know CPR.” 
“Oh, please, not that one…”
“Yes, because you just made my heart stop.” 
Ava actually covered her face with her palms, shoulders shaking with helpless mirth. 
“Good thing you didn’t ask for the defibrillator, because that one doesn’t actually restart a non-beating heart, it just fixes the rhythm.”
“Is it my turn to say, ‘OMG you are one giant nerd, ma’am?’” Ava hadn’t even noticed how Charlie was suddenly on her side of the counter, standing next to her, both of them bent over laughing. 
And it was so amazing to bask in the glorious feeling of Charlie’s body heat, and oh yes, definitely sandalwood and something ‘simply Charlie’. She wanted to press her nose into the notch between those beautifully sculpted collarbones that were standing out in sharp relief on tattooed skin where the white Oxford shirt had several buttons undone. 
It was suddenly very quiet, both of them sobering instantly, their eyes locking, and Ava’s tongue instinctively coming out to wet her lip. She could see Charlie following the motion and then her throat worked, swallowing loudly. Okay, so maybe Ava also wanted to put her lips exactly there and follow the long line of the vein and tendon and… The chimes went off. 
“Anyway,” Charlie coughed and stepped back behind the counter, taking the order of a distinguished woman in her sixties. Ava actually did a double take, because the woman seemed somewhat familiar, in a ‘I may have seen a book jacket with your picture on it’ kind of way. 
“How about this one then? Are you a parking ticket? Because you have ‘fine’ written all over you?”
Both Ava and the gray-haired lady laughed. 
“I think your game needs work, darling.” The woman put a twenty in the tip jar and picked up her order. 
“That’s what I keep telling her.” Ava and the customer shared a conspiratorial giggle. Charlie gasped and clutched her chest theatrically. 
“Well, while I think her game needs work, it can be overlooked… Considering…” The woman winked and exited the shop with the chimes bidding her farewell. 
And then they were alone again, and Charlie stepped back out from behind the counter. Laying her elbow beside Ava’s opened laptop, she leaned closer. 
“That was a very nice compliment from a very attractive older woman.” 
Ava scoffed. “I don’t think you needed the caveat about her age in there. She is a very attractive woman. Also very familiar and I can’t place her. Do you know that feeling, that you’ve seen someone somewhere, but simply can’t figure out where?” 
Charlie smiled, her canines showing, and Ava felt like it was her turn to gulp. 
“I know exactly what you mean. It’s at the tip of my tongue, and yet, I can’t seem to put my finger on it.” 
She smirked and gave Ava a long once-over before winking, and Ava actually put her hands on Charlie’s chest and pushed in a fit of exasperation. 
“Would you stop it? You know what I mean. That woman is famous, or something like that.” 
Charlie stepped a little closer, and Ava’s hands were suddenly trapped between the two of them. She felt the pectoral muscles ripple under her fingertips, but instead of dropping her hands, she splayed her fingers, dragging them across the cotton of the shirt and the silk of the skin. Was there anything more erotic than this? Charlie seemed to agree, because she sighed, the sound almost obscene in the quiet of the coffee shop. 
“I do know what you mean, Eva…” 
And there was the other thing that had kept Ava from simply leaning in and capturing those pouty lips. She made things up for a living, making up stories and creating worlds out of thin air, but she was honest to a fault when it came to this. And this was very warm and very seductive and deserved every bit of truthfulness. 
“I have something to tell you.” Ava tilted her face up to look into the amber that was suddenly less cloudy than it had been seconds ago. 
“That’s funny, because so do I.” Charlie lowered her head, and Ava felt her inhale her scent. That prior remark, about nothing being more erotic than muscles under her fingertips? Scratch that. Charlie doing what Ava herself had wanted to do and breathing her in was the absolute sexiest thing ever.
And Charlie was taking her time, never quite touching her, just being there, in her space, enjoying the warmth and the intense undercurrent of chemistry that was surely going to result in Ava’s spontaneous combustion. 
“Ah, well, you go first then?” Ava tried to gather her thoughts. 
Charlie breathed in and straightened, taking Ava’s hands in hers. “How about you start?” 
She was supposed to say something? How was she expected to even think about anything when her whole being was centered on the callused fingers caressing her knuckles? 
And then Charlie lifted a hand, and the fingers were replaced with lips, gently applied first to the back of it and then to the ticklish, much more sensitive skin of her wrist. What had she said before, about something else being erotic? No, no, this! This right here! The absolutely most sensual thing ever. And she wrote romance for a living. Oh, yes, about that. 
Ava tugged on her hand, and Charlie surrendered it immediately, taking a small step back. 
“It’s an A, not an E.” Ava felt her voice tremble and wondered why this mattered as much as it did. Yes, she wanted to sleep with Charlie, and she had never technically lied, so why was she so anxious about Charlie’s answer? She expected to hear an ‘A, E what?’ any moment now, but the other woman just smiled and tucked a strand of Ava’s hair behind her ear. 
“I know. That’s what I was going to tell you. The subterfuge was killing me! I knew the moment you walked through the door. Well, not the moment, but you paid by card. I saw the name.”
Ava’s jaw dropped.
“You knew? And you kept fucking with me about ‘Ava Andrews - the author,’ and all this time you knew?” 
“You’re adorable when you’re like this, you know that?” 
Ava wanted to get off her stool just so she could stomp her foot. Charlie had known all this time? And teased her and played her? Ugh. 
“I am not adorable.” She knew she was pouting and didn’t even care enough to do something about it. 
“You absolutely are, and I find it utterly irresistible. Plus, you could’ve just told me, you know? Why the shenanigans?” Charlie tilted her chin up and held it between her finger and thumb. 
“No shenanigans. I just… I haven’t been quite myself lately, Charlie. Not the books, not the anything, really. I haven’t had much inspiration. And admitting that I’m Ava Andrews after you said she’s your favorite author… It was just… I was embarrassed.” 
“Ha, but I didn’t say favorite. I said ‘one of my favorites’.” Charlie giggled as Ava punched her side. 
“You are absolutely the worst, Charlie Campbell!”
‘I am absolutely the best. Let me show you…” As Charlie leaned in, Ava stopped her again with her hand to her sternum. 
“As long as you do not ever feed me any lines like that again, I am willing to allow this one to slide.” 
With their faces inches apart, breaths mingling, amber twinkling into blue, Ava could almost taste the kiss. She knew it would be amazing. 
And of course, because it would be absolutely amazing, the chimes on the front door chose to sound then and there. 
“Campbell, kiss the girl on your own time. Now, since you switched shifts with me, could I have the best cappuccino those sacred hands of yours can make before I skedaddle to the beach?” 
A scrawny, tall-as-a-reed youth of indeterminate age sidled up to Ava while Charlie groaned and went back behind the counter. 
“Maxwell Campbell, also known as Max, the partner in crime and business, bane of her existence, and actual brother of that one.” 
He jerked his chin towards Charlie, who was glaring daggers at him, and offered Ava his hand. 
“Ava Andrews.” 
His eyes actually went wide. 
“Oh, okay.” He tugged at the collar of this ratty shirt. “Wow. The Ava Andrews? Cause Charlie there is nuts—“ A rag thrown from behind the counter hit him square in the face. 
“You better not be talking, little brother. Or our mother, under whose roof you still reside, might find out about some of the less savory aspects of your behavior.” 
Charlie’s voice, like her aim, was deadly. Max’s mouth opened and closed like a guppy’s and he went silent. Then his lips stretched into a slow, warm smile, so much like his sister’s, Ava blinked. 
“I apologize, ma’am. And I am honored to take Charlie’s evening shifts from now until forever, if it means this giant purple-haired dork gets to hang out with you. In fact, I insist, since she hasn’t spent time with anyone in ages, and the jumpiness you just witnessed is surely testament to that.” 
Now both Ava and Charlie were looking at him wide-eyed. But at least Ava had her earlier suspicion of Charlie being single confirmed. 
“On this note, thank you very much for your hospitality sister, I will see you at four pm. Ma’am, pleasure meeting you.” 
As he grabbed the cup Charlie was holding out to him, he saluted. And then, when he was out of the striking range, shouted: “Do not fuck this up, Campbell, you big nerd!” 
Ava laughed, but when she turned to face said nerd, Charlie was laying her face on the wooden surface of the counter, groaning. 
“He is the bane of my existence.” 
Ava decided that some matters deserved to be taken into her own hands. Such as that gorgeous hair, for example, by way of making Charlie feel better. She went around the bar and carded her fingers through those mischievous bangs, running her palm through the closely shaved hair at the back of Charlie’s head. She realized the contrast between the silky and prickly was addictive. She also realized Charlie was laying very still, not even breathing. Yeah, perhaps they were both just a little in trouble here. 
Ava leaned close to Charlie’s ear, knowing that only her breath would touch skin, and whispered, “This seems to be a very crowded place for such a supposedly remote location. Maybe…” 
Right on cue, the chimes sounded again, and a large group of people bustled in. This time, both Ava and Charlie groaned. As Ava let go of the glorious hair, Charlie caught her hand. 
“Maybe, tonight, after my shift, I could take you out?” 
Ava smiled. “See, if you just speak your mind instead of using lines, things work out better. For both of us.” 
“And maybe you will finally tell me your favorite trope. Is it enemies-to-lovers?”
Ava just shook her head, smiled, and went back to work. 
∞∞∞
 
She kept smiling for hours, through the breakfast- and lunch rushes and through another 5,000 words that she put down in this new story of hers. 
When Max came back to relieve Charlie she kissed Ava’s knuckles reverently, and she just kept grinning like a fool. And then Charlie put her hand on Ava’s lower back, guiding her out the door, and Ava thought that maybe she was one. 
But she was on vacation, on a beach, in a beautiful little town, walking with a gorgeous woman who turned heads, and everything felt exactly right. Even if her return plane ticket was burning a hole in the digital lining of her phone. She still had a week left, and she was going to make the most of it. 
Ava returned to the coffee shop at 4pm the next day. Max was already behind the counter serving a boisterous group of teenagers, each ordering a concoction more complicated than the next. But when the chimes announced her entrance, his face lit up with mischief as he juggled seven tasks at once, managing not to drop a cup or spill a drop. 
“You can go in back. She has been getting ready for the past hour. She even called me in earlier to give herself more time. Such a dork. Oh, and that is a very pretty dress, Ms. Andrews.” 
Ava shook her head at his antics. 
“Does she know you’re gossiping about her? And it’s Ava, Maxwell.” 
He actually blushed, the tips of his ears going pink. Must be a family trait, Ava thought. 
“She knows me well enough to have figured out that I’d say something about how funny it is that the one crush she’s been nursing for a year now just happened to walk into our coffee shop.” 
“Maxwell!” Charlie sprung from the small saloon door leading to the back right on time to hear him spill her secrets. She yanked his ear, being quicker than him and taking advantage of the fact that he was holding three different items. 
“Ow! Sis, lay off! It’s not like that isn’t the truth.” He grinned, unrepentant. 
“Be that as it may, you should be on my side.” 
“I am on your side, so I’m speeding this whole thing up, ‘cause knowing you, it would take you ages to even talk to her, not to mention hold her hand. And don’t even get me started on doing more—“
Charlie smushed a hand in his face and all three of them laughed. 
“We’re leaving now, Smalls, hold the fort!”
Ava gave Max a wave, and he winked at her before turning his attention back to the youths looking up at him with avid expressions.
∞∞∞
 
Charlie actually made a point of taking Ava’s hand after the chimes sounded behind them as the door closed. Ava looked down at their intertwined fingers and then back up into amber eyes and laughed. 
“And you yelled at him! Look at what he made you do.” 
“I was going to do this anyway. I have wanted to hold your hand since you walked into the shop the first time.” 
“And not for a year, as Max implied? Tell me more about this crush of yours.” Predictably, Charlie’s ears flamed and she sputtered, clearly flustered. 
“Ah… Ugh…”
“Poor baby. Given away by her own brother.” Ava raised her free hand and traced Charlie’s pouting lower lip with her thumb. 
“I’m going to kill him.” But then she nipped the tip of Ava’s thumb, and it was Ava’s turn to be flustered. She let out a half-moan, half-whimper, and Charlie chuckled. “Maybe I’ll let him live, though. Because I have plans, and someone has to mind the coffee shop.” 
“You have plans?” Ava removed her hand from Charlie’s lips, tucking into her pocket, away from temptation. 
“I really do. As a local, I know some hidden gems along the coastline. Tourists don’t congregate there and for the next couple of hours, it’s just sun and sand and perfection. Plus, a cozy bar with wild dancing and lots of tropical drinks with little umbrellas. What do you say?”
“Well, if there are umbrellas… It’s not a difficult choice. I’d give anything for little umbrellas.” 
Tongue-in-cheek, Ava gave Charlie a sideways glance. God, how was she so pretty? Those flopping bangs, the razor sharp jawline, the pouty lips, the eyes you could lose yourself in? Not to mention the chiseled body, the tan, toned, lithe lines of disciplined muscles, covered with tattoo sleeves of artwork that Ava’s eyes kept getting lost in. 
“You jest, but our little town is quite famous for its beaches, the nighttime dances, and the drinks with umbrellas in them that allow for the freedom to lose your inhibitions and to skinny dip and perform some of that aforementioned wild dancing.” 
Charlie seemed oblivious to Ava’s rather thirsty appraisal. 
“Well, I am from the great frozen realm of Maine, so when you mention sun and beach and dancing, I am there.” 
“Hard to dance in snowshoes?” Charlie ducked Ava’s pretend slap. 
“I will have you know I was my high school’s champion snowshoer.” 
Charlie goggled. “There is no such thing, and you just made that up.” 
Ava shrugged. “Maybe, but I was a cross-country skier, so there.” She stuck out her tongue and kept walking. 
Charlie tugged at her hand, and the pull brought them face to face again.
“So many little things about you that I want to know.” The voice was quiet, and it sent shivers down Ava’s spine. This wasn’t about knowing little things about each other though, was it? They both knew Ava was leaving in a week. And yet, Ava couldn’t deny how much she wanted to know what Charlie’s high school sport was, whether she was a nerd in debate club back, or a jock in a cool jacket. 
Why was she so interested? She didn’t need all this knowledge to enjoy a night—or several—of sex with a beautiful woman. What was it about this one that tugged and pulled at her? That made her write thousands of words, that made her wake up every morning and forget entirely that she came to this sunshine place for two weeks of whatever it was people did on writers’ retreats? She hadn’t seen anyone from said group these past seven days. In fact, she had no desire to whatsoever. All she needed was here, holding her hand, looking at her with wide, warm eyes. What was she supposed to do? 
Ava leaned in. Charlie met her halfway. Soft, warm, gentle… Ava freed her hands and her fingers dove into that sea of purple hair, tugging a little as she went, making Charlie whimper. Lips tasted, nipped, caressed. Strong arms wrapped around her, bringing body to body, and it felt perfect. How could it be? Why now? Why here, of all the places in the world? 
And yet, here it was, this moment, washed in sunshine, dipped in the ocean salt, touched by the yellow sand. Utterly perfect indeed. 
She licked Charlie’s lower lip, the one whose pout had been driving Ava crazy for days now, and Charlie answered with a lick of her own. Again, in sync, in step, even as she turned Ava around, placing her against a brick wall, cool and scratchy, heightening her already inflamed senses. Charlie’s hands cupped her cheeks, framing her face, taking full control of the kiss, and Ava melted. Thank god for the wall behind her back, as her knees wanted to give out. 
Their tongues touched and they both moaned. Ava had a thought that this was turning into so much more than just a kiss, and maybe they needed to take this somewhere else, because she wanted to tug Charlie’s shirttails free of her jeans and scrape her nails over that tantalizing six-pack that had kept her guessing and wanting for a week. And she wanted, so much, everything… Another scary thought. Scary, yet there. Unmistakable. How deep? How far? 
In another instance of perfect synchronization, Charlie stopped and lowered her forehead to Ava’s. 
“This is… whoa…” 
“Eloquent.” Ava’s breathing was still labored. “But apt.” 
“How about we actually go to this beach and this bar and dance and drink those cocktails, because if we keep doing this, we might not actually get any culture into you?” 
“Hey!” 
Charlie nipped on her jaw and tugged on her hand again. “I’ll have you know…” The affectionate smile, so simple, yet so sincere thrown her way, made Ava stumble on whatever it was she’d been about to scold Charlie for. One smile and she was lost. Damn. How deep? How far? 
“Actually, I wasn’t just trying to get you to kiss me when I said I wanted to know everything about you. And you still owe me that big secret of yours.” 
“Charlie, you already know a big secret of mine. My not-so-secret identity has been revealed.” 
They walked along the beach now, past tourists lying on their towels like boiled crawfish, drunk on too much sun. 
“You owe me that favorite trope of yours. I can guess, of course…”
“Ha, be my guest then and proceed.” Ava put her aviators on, but not before giving Charlie a wink. This was going to be so much fun. 
∞∞∞
 
And it was. They walked along narrow streets and sandy, pristine beaches, Charlie showing her the parts of town rarely seen by tourists, but perhaps even more beautiful due to their untouched quality. All through it, Charlie kept up a steady stream of questions. And of kisses. The questions ranged from the one about the trope to inquiring about Ava’s favorite childhood memory. The kisses stayed firmly in ‘we are outside and the evening is long’ territory. 
As they settled at a lovely bar not far from one of those immaculate beaches, the questions picked up and so did the little touches. Respectful, but oh-so-pleasant. 
“Cranberry picking.” 
Charlie touched her lips to Ava’s knuckles. 
“That is such a New England thing to do.” 
“It’s fun, and we went with all my aunts and uncles and cousins and it was such a big, enjoyable family activity.” 
Taking a sip of her umbrella drink, Charlie frowned. “Large family?” 
“Yes, the Andrewses are quite a clan. I think I have something like 27 cousins. And my grandparents are very much the family royalty. I think my grandmother was quite disappointed in me for languishing for a whole year. We are overachievers.” 
Ava tucked a strand of purple hair behind a cute, small ear and couldn’t help herself, fingers lingering over soft skin, making Charlie squirm and smile. “How about you? I have met the esteemed Squire Maxwell. What about your parents? Other siblings?”
“Our parents are divorced, and we don’t actually see our dad all that much. Max lives with mom, and that’s pretty much it. I envy you a little. A big family sounds pretty amazing.” 
There was sadness in those gorgeous features, and Ava’s hand involuntarily reached to wipe it away. She traced the sharp cheekbones, the dark lines of the eyebrows, finally pushing her hand through the silky hair, settling on the nape of Charlie’s neck, who shivered in response. 
“Ticklish?” 
“No, but sensitive, and you are inadvertently hitting all my spots—“ Realizing what she’d said, Charlie ducked her head as Ava laughed. 
“I haven’t even started, but that’s very flattering, that I have that kind of effect on you.” 
“You doubt the effect you have on me?” Charlie raised one eyebrow, and Ava had a bit of perfection envy. Really? One eyebrow? This woman was a walking sapphic dream. 
“I…” Ava thought about it for a second and then simply blurted out what had been on her mind since Max had spilled the beans about Charlie’s crush. 
“I don’t know if it’s Ava Andrews or Ava, the woman who came to your coffee shop every morning, who has an effect on you.” She looked away, but Charlie gently touched her chin, making her face her. 
“Max has a big mouth. And he’s not always right. This isn’t hero worship, or a fan thing. Sure, I like your books, I like Lily Seabrooke’s books, I like Rachel Lacey’s books too. And Jamey Moody and Jacqueline Ramsden and Margaux Fox and Johana Gavez. But here’s the truth: I knew from the start who you were, as I told you, and I really wanted to play along since you seemed hellbent on not telling me your name. But then, something happened during those days that you were clacking along on your laptop just inches away from me, and I knew I had to tell you. So I did, a little late, sure, but even you can agree that I was pretty well on my way by then.” 
“On your way?” Ava’s breath caught in her throat. 
“To wanting to do this…” Charlie’s lips touched hers, and there was nothing of restraint in this kiss. There was hunger and unadulterated lust. There was no mistaking the kiss for anything other than what it was. Desire. 
“Believe me, if any other of my favorite authors had introduced themselves to Max, he’d have embarrassed me exactly the same way. My… crush, or whatever, on you, has nothing to do with your books. It’s amazing that you happen to be who you are. We share a tremendous thing in common. How many people can talk about characters we both love for hours, or about series we both follow? Not that many. But this,” Charlie gestured between them, “this feels different, don’t you think?”
Well, when it was put to her like this, Ava had to agree. Even if the words ‘this feels different’ sat heavily on her shoulders. Because it did feel like something more, even if she kept coming back to the fact that it was too soon, and too deep and too far. Wasn’t it? Wasn’t there some kind of limit? Some kind of borderline that they were rushing towards too quickly? 
Ava
shook her head and just kissed Charlie again. She was thinking too much. This had nothing to do with thinking, after all. She was on the clock, a clock that would not allow her to mess up. So she knew she’d better make up for all the time she had left. 
∞∞∞
 
They stumbled into Ava’s hotel room, barely hanging in there to keep themselves from getting arrested for indecent exposure. The elevator camera certainly had gotten an eyeful. She did not care. Ticktock. She just wanted this, now, now… Ticktock. 
Hungry, wanting, almost desperate, she finally did what she had wanted to do all evening and ripped Charlie’s shirt out of her jeans, running her hands over that toned abdomen, feeling the muscles contract and play under her fingers. Glorious. 
Charlie moaned as Ava dragged her hands higher, pushing up the bra and covering the small breasts, teasing the nipples, enjoying how they furled tighter under her ministrations. 
She was so lost in the sensations that she missed Charlie getting the upper hand, grabbing her ass and pushing her up, hoisting Ava’s legs around her hips and walking them both—with a devastatingly sexy display of strength—to the king-size bed awaiting them in the small alcove by the floor-to-ceiling bay of windows overlooking the beautiful lagoon. 
From there, Ava pretty much lost her breath and lost her clothing in under 30 seconds flat. Charlie, for all her easily flustered disposition, was lethal in bed, it seemed. 
All those confident and competent moves in the coffee shop translated into exhilarating confidence and competence between the sheets. When she spread Ava open and drank her up, making her come in record time, then dragged herself up Ava’s still quivering body offering her a taste of herself, Ava had zero presence of mind to even consider doing anything else but surrender. 
And so she did, allowing Charlie to take her to places and highs she thought she could only write about. Fiction was, after all, her specialty. Yet, here she was living it, and it was beyond glorious. Freeing, exhilarating and simply amazing. 
She did, however, have enough of that presence of mind to reach for Charlie and to slip two fingers inside her, mirroring Charlie’s own ministrations. And when their eyes met, their fingers moving in perfect sync yet again, the electricity that ran between them, blue looking into startled, overwhelmed amber, it was like lightning, sharp and overwhelming and unstoppable. 
When she came, Ava was dimly aware of Charlie following her. She only truly let go when she felt the flutters around her fingertips. 
∞∞∞
 
In the morning, at an ungodly hour, Ava felt lips on her forehead and a hand in her hair, before she opened her eyes and saw Charlie, fully dressed, leaning over the bed. Or whatever was left of it. Because they had unleashed some sort of magic on it, and Ava still felt absolutely impossible thinking about the number of times she came. She wasn’t like that. If she came once, that was a great night for her. But this? Her thoughts from the previous evening returned in full force. How far? How deep? 
“Hey, sleepyhead.” Warm lips returned to her forehead. How deep? “I didn’t mean to wake you, but I do have to go, and you need to lock the door behind me. I’d hate for you to sleep with an open door.” 
“God, how perfect are you?” Charlie’s eyes went huge, and Ava realized she had spoken out loud. And it was nothing but the truth, but her heart still squeezed a little. She had no right to say things like that to Charlie. She was leaving in a week. Six days. Five nights. She had no business making these kinds of declarations. 
She could blame the grogginess of the morning. She would if asked. But Charlie was too decent to question her, and so she just gave Ava a hand to help her get up, followed by a sweet hug, enveloping her in her strength and scent and safety. 
“I’ll see you later? For latte and words?” So much hope in that morning-husky voice. Ava kissed her cheek and smoothed the rumpled collar of her shirt. 
“Wouldn’t miss it.”
∞∞∞
 
The next five nights were consumed by sex and orgasms, and the six days were filled with beach walks and cozy bars and amazing coffee and Ava’s novel shaping itself into something Ava Andrews would be proud to put out. A return to her glory days. Only it felt better. It felt like the words on the page were shinier, more captivating. 
If she was honest with herself, these were the absolutely best 100,000 words she had ever written. She finished her novel. The words felt magical to her. They bled sunshine and emotion and honesty. And she got sad every time she closed the laptop, because she wanted to fiddle with the story some more. Still, the first draft was ready. 
No matter how much she fiddled with it, moved parts around, searched for repetitive words or just took out and then placed back commas, nothing could change how her chest constricted at the thought that it was finished. It wasn’t meant to end like this, was it? 
And each time she’d glance at Charlie watching her with the same sadness in her eyes, the lump in Ava’s throat would get painful. 
∞∞∞
 
“I don’t even know if I should ask you to keep in touch.” Charlie’s forehead was pressed against her own. Ava had insisted that they say goodbye at the coffee shop and that Charlie not accompany her to the airport. She knew she’d fall apart, and doing so in front of Charlie was just something Ava wasn’t going to allow herself. 
There were no options here. They’d known very well what they had gotten themselves into. This wasn’t a relationship. It was a two-week-stand. It was beautiful, even if they’d never made it to the dance floor of any of the bars they’d gone to, other, more pressing needs overtaking their focus, but they knew it was fleeting. 
And in any case, they had done plenty of dancing—both horizontal and vertical—in either Charlie’s apartment or Ava’s hotel room. 
“We follow each other on absolutely all socials, silly.” Ava tried to speak cheerfully, but even to her ears, her tone sounded fake. 
“Yes, but we know you aren’t entirely apt at the social media game.” 
Charlie yelped as Ava pinched her side, before leaning in for a kiss. 
One more, one more, God, just one more. 
“And you still owe me that trope, Ava.” 
“I do, Charlie, I really do.” 
“Was it friends-to-lovers?” Charlie’s hands slid under her t-shirt, caressing her sides, and Ava shivered. 
“That’s not the one.” Her voice faltered. “I have to go, Charlie Campbell. Thank you—“
“No, don’t say it. I loved it. I loved everything, Ava Andrews.” So earnest, so honest and that word… Loved… Charlie’s face was so full of love, Ava realized. God, were they the classic lesbian cliche. It had been just two weeks. No, no. She had a plane to catch and Maine on the other end of it all waited for her. 
Ava closed her eyes and felt tears burn, and she turned away. She had no right to show them to Charlie. 
She grabbed her purse and practically ran out of the shop, the damned, darling chimes crying after her. 
As she sat at her gate, she finally let the tears fall. Not many, and she didn’t sob, but she watched the taxiing planes and knew her face was wet. When a tissue appeared in her line of sight, she braced herself for some dude-bro trying to save her or some such nonsense, but when she turned her head to the person who sat in the chair next to hers, she recognized the older woman from the coffee shop. The one whom she had struggled to place. Suddenly, something clicked.
“Dr. Helena Moore. The famous psychologist to the stars. I read your books, ma’am.” With a start, she realized how that sounded—so much like Charlie—and the sobs finally came, wrecking her. 
Dr. Moore simply patted her shoulder through the onslaught of emotion and handed her another tissue. 
An indeterminate amount of time later, Ava raised her face to see that her companion was simply sitting next to her, hand on Ava’s forearm, watching the planes just as Ava had done earlier. 
“I’m sorry—“
“None of that, dear. I think you were due. God knows, we are all due after the couple of years we’ve just had. Did your vacation go so badly? I thought that lovely girl with the purple hair was so very sweet on you, sugar would simply spill everywhere.” 
Ava’s mouth dropped. 
“I walked in on you that morning, and I felt like I’d stepped into a power plant. The two of you had so much spark, you could have lit up the whole town.” 
“Ah, I didn’t know we were that obvious…” 
“Well, I did walk in on you in a rather delicate position. Did I interrupt a first kiss?” Dr. Moore chuckled, and it sounded rather mischievous. 
“Maybe? How did you know it was going to be the first?” 
“There is a way that people look at each other when they are about to experience something together for the first time. And that reverence, that awe, it’s unmistakable.” Dr. Moore’s voice was no longer mischievous. It was wistful. And maybe a little regretful. 
“I think I made a mistake, Doctor.” Ava dropped her face into her hands and dragged so much air into her lungs, she thought she might burst. Next to her, the good doctor was silent. “I left. And it was so good. Maybe too good?” 
“There’s no such thing as ‘too good’. That’s what we tell ourselves. That something is just too something. Too good to last. Too intense to be sustainable. Too fast to be real. But did it feel real?” 
Teardrops fell on her palms and Ava caught them.
“It felt real. And it felt intense. And very good.” 
“As a writer, you can write from anywhere. But the feeling of real and good and intense is so rare. They’re calling LAX. Good luck, Ms. Andrews. I love your books too, by the way.”
With that, Helena Moore winked and, dropping another tissue in Ava’s lap, gathered her carry-on and purse before gracefully proceeding towards her gate, leaving Ava completely perplexed. How did she know? And Dr. Helena Moore reading sapphic romance? 
But just as the expensive perfume the good doctor wore lingered subtly in the air near Ava, so did the undeniable message she’d left behind. Real is rare. And she and Charlie were real. Real and strong and wonderful. 
Ava took a long look at her gate that was about to board and then at Dr. Moore’s retreating form and made a decision. 
∞∞∞
 
The chimes sounded the same. The coffee shop was full, which—at this hour—was also to be expected. But there was no joyful smile, no welcoming glance. There was nothing. Max manned the counter, flirting with another one of his faithful followers. It took him a while to lift his gaze away from the girl, and when he did, his surprise was short-lived, before a rather disgruntled expression replaced it. 
“Ms. Andrews.” His tone was flat. “What are you doing here?” 
“Max, I just wanted to see Charlie, is she here?” Ava felt suddenly apprehensive. Something was wrong. 
“Why? You’ve done enough, I think. She’s… indisposed.” It felt like he was actively trying to choose his words. “So get in your taxi and then on your plane and enjoy the rest of your life.” 
“Max—“
“Max nothing, I’ve had to take over since she can’t work. I told her this was a fling, a summer vacation thing. You people do this all the time. Come down here. Pick a local. Have your fun. Then you leave. And she just… she’s not like that. And she’s been… never mind, Ms. Andrews. So, you know…” He gestured with his thumb towards the door, trying to look brave and stoic, but mostly looking sad and upset. 
“I’m here to fix this, Max.” His face went comically slack with surprise, but Ava just forged forward. “And I’m not leaving—”
“Max, what’s the commotio—“ Ava turned and saw Charlie, in a black t-shirt and torn jeans, hair tucked under a cap, come through the saloon doors. Her eyes were bloodshot, and Ava knew exactly what Max had tried not to spell out. 
Charlie, who was the sunshine human, had been crying. Just as Ava had been crying. They were both fools. They simply stood there, looking at each other, as if the world had stopped. Maybe it had. The coffee shop seemed to collectively hold its breath until Ava moved first, sprinting toward Charlie and jumping into the opened, waiting arms, kissing her senseless, under the thunderous applause of the customers and the whistling Max. 
∞∞∞
 
They were still kissing minutes later when Max, no longer whistling, nudged Charlie while passing by her with a full tray of mugs. “I mean, happy for you, dork, but you know, maybe take it in the back?” 
Ava didn’t care where they took it. She just wanted Charlie to look at her and to kiss her and to be with her. 
Ten steps and they were in a small, sparsely decorated room, and Charlie was kissing her again. Good. This was so good. 
“You’re back? Was your flight canceled?” Charlie whispered between kisses. 
“Yes. No. Wait. I can’t think when you kiss me.” 
Charlie laughed. “That is the idea.” 
“No, no, I need to tell you. I need to say. The trope.” Ava knew she made no sense. But words were suddenly eluding her. 
“You came back to tell me your favorite trope?” Charlie’s face was marred with confusion. 
“No. yes. Hold on.” Ava took a long breath and as she exhaled, she placed her hands in Charlie’s. “My flight did not get canceled. I canceled it myself. I met the most extraordinary woman, the one who came to the shop that day, remember?” 
The confusion on Charlie’s face intensified. 
“Never mind, I’ll tell you later. Because I have so much to say to you and we never had the time, but it’s wrong. This is real. You and I, this is real. And good.” The confusion was gone from Charlie’s face, replaced by something so sweet it almost pained Ava to see it, to know she’d almost lost this. Hope blossomed on that beautiful face. 
“I can write from anywhere. And your place is here. And we can talk about that. We can talk about anything. We have time now.”
“Ava, are you saying you’re staying?” Charlie’s voice, like her face, was filled with naked hope so raw, it was cutting Ava to ribbons. 
“Yes, I am saying that I’m staying. I am messy and I leave mugs everywhere and you will be sick of me spending my days and my nights cloistered up with my books, but you have me if you want me, Charlie Campbell.” 
And the million-watt smile could have lit up the whole coffee shop. 
“I do want you, Ava Andrews. And I love you.” 
They kissed and kissed and kissed, and what was air anyway?
“Wait, the trope?” Charlie’s palm held her cheek, and Ava nuzzled in like a kitten.
“Oh, that minor thing. Maybe I should have seen this, us, a lot earlier, but with a favorite trope like mine, it was really fate. It’s not enemies-to-lovers, not friends-to-lovers either. Fools-to-lovers is my favorite trope, Charlie. We were both here, with no obstacles other than us just being this silly and not seeing that this is special. That this is real. And that two-weeks-to-forever is also a very good trope.” 
Charlie laughed and managed to spin her around even in the small space, before kissing her again and then simply holding Ava tight. 
“You made that last one up. But it’s a good trope, Ms. Andrews. One of the best there is.” 




The End
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Enough
JAMEY MOODY
Lori Day is taking a vacation alone for the first time and expects a little fun and sun in laid back Key West Florida. When she kindly switches seats with someone, she begins an adventure that challenges the quiet accountant to be bold and Natasha Evans-Riley shows her how.




Chapter 1
Lori sat down in the aisle seat with a thud. Deep breaths, deep breaths, she thought over and over. She leaned down and stowed her backpack under the seat in front of her just like she was instructed. Her hand fished around in the empty middle seat for the buckle to her seat belt. With the other end in her other hand she quickly hooked them together and sat back.
Whew. You’ve got this. She closed her eyes for a moment as her heart rate slowed. Other passengers walked by her on their way to the back of the plane. No one made eye contact; they were all on their own journeys. Lori’s wasn’t important to any of them. She took another deep breath just as a giant purse hit her in the shoulder.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” a pleasant voice said.
Lori looked up into soft brown eyes that belonged to a kind face. “No problem,” she said with a smile.
The woman returned her smile and paused then she walked on down the narrow aisle.
Lori sat back and began to relax. You’re on the plane, she thought. There’s nothing to worry about until we land and you connect to your next flight.
Just then a man stopped in front of her and said, “I have the window seat.”
“Oh!” Lori quickly unbuckled her seat belt and let him in.
A few moments later a couple stopped and the man said, “This is you. I'm three rows back on the other side.”
Lori got up and let the woman in. She stood and watched where the man went to sit and then took her seat.
Lori sat back down and took another deep breath. She closed her eyes and then felt a gentle tap on her shoulder. The man who was with the woman in the middle seat was standing in front of her.
He gave her a hopeful look. “Would you mind switching seats with me so I can sit with my wife?”
Lori looked over at her seatmate and saw another hopeful look. She grinned. “I’m guessing I look friendlier than whoever is sitting next to you?”
He shrugged. “Not exactly. The woman next to me has grandkids in the seats across the aisle,” he whispered.
Lori chuckled. She remembered asking to switch seats so she could sit with friends several years ago on a trip.
“I don’t mind,” she said and watched their faces fill with delight. “But I have a connecting flight to Key West and need to get off quickly when we land in Miami.”
“We’ll help you make it,” he assured her.
“Okay.”
She got up and walked back, keeping her eyes on the man and the rows and when he nodded she looked down and sitting next to the window was the woman with the big purse. The grandmother in the aisle seat got up and let her in with a smile and then continued talking to her grandkids.
“Didn’t I just smack you with my ridiculously large bag? Are you coming after me?” the woman in the window seat teased, narrowing her eyes.
Lori smiled. “I thought I’d save the rest of the plane.”
The woman chuckled as Lori sat down and put her backpack between her legs.
“I’m Natasha,” the woman said, holding her hand out. “International purse punisher.”
Lori barked out a laugh. “Lori, mild-mannered accountant.” She took her hand and felt a soft but firm grip.
Natasha chuckled. “On vacation?”
Why was it so easy to talk to people you knew you’d never see again? “I’m actually on vacation for the first time alone.”
“Splendid! Miami is full of fun things to do!” exclaimed Natasha.
“I’m just passing through Miami,” explained Lori. “I’m going to Key West.”
“Oh that’s even better!”
“Is it? I hope so. I’m a little nervous about it all.”
“I actually live in Key West. I’ll tell you all about it. You’ll feel like a local when you get off the plane.”
“I hope I make my connecting flight.” There was something about those warm brown eyes and Natasha’s kind face that made Lori’s anxiety start to ease.
“I’ll get us on that plane. I do this all the time. Do you travel much?”
“Not really,” said Lori. “I’ve had to travel for my job at times, but it wasn’t a vacation.”
“You’ll love Key West. It’s so laid back. You may not want to leave.” Natasha raised her eyebrows with the cutest tempting look on her face.
The plane started to move and they both looked out the window.
“It amazes me every time I fly how light I feel when the plane leaves the ground. It’s like we’re floating for just a moment,” Lori said as the roar of the engines grew. When Natasha didn’t say anything, Lori chanced a peek over at her. She had her eyes closed and was clutching the arm rest between them. Looking back, Lori wouldn’t be able to explain why she did what she did next because it was totally out of character for her.
Lori took Natasha’s hand between both of hers and held it tight. She gently rubbed the back of her hand with her thumb and looked out the window as the plane began to rise and lift higher into the air. After a few moments she looked at Natasha and smiled.
“Thank you,” Natasha said softly. “Take-offs scare me.”
Lori gently let go of her hand. “Tell me about Key West. What should I do first?” She could see gratitude in Natasha’s eyes as she changed the subject.
“May I see your phone?” asked Natasha.
Lori furrowed her brow, but didn’t hesitate to hand her phone to this stranger.
“First, you need to let me put my number in your phone. If you need anything while you’re on vacation I want you to call me.” She entered her name and number in the phone. Then she sent a text message to herself so she would have Lori’s number as well. She handed the phone back and said, “You have to promise to call me if you end up sitting in your hotel alone. I won’t stand for it.”
Lori’s face lit up. “Okay. I promise. I have to admit I don’t really like eating alone, but this whole vacation is about trying new things.”
“I get that, but please don’t stay in your room when the night life is waiting.”
Lori looked at her skeptically.
“What I mean is there are all kinds of things to do. It’s a very safe town. The shops and galleries stay open late and of course the bars will be open and most have live music. The atmosphere is welcoming. And they are gay friendly,” Natasha added quietly.
Lori looked into Natasha’s eyes, unable to hide her surprise.
“Your watch band.” Natasha nodded at Lori’s wrist.
She held up her hand and realized she was wearing her rainbow band. “My niece insisted that I wear it.”
“Smart girl.”
Natasha told her several places to eat and little shops that she loved. Lori asked questions about some of the suggestions she’d read about online.
“I saw where you can go out on a boat and snorkel and kayak. There are also sunset cruises, but I’m not sure I want to do one of those single, you know?” said Lori.
“Oh the sunsets are glorious. You have to go to Mallory Square this evening to get your first Key West sunset. We’ll land in plenty of time,” said Natasha. Then she looked at her sincerely. “Don’t be afraid to do anything because you’re by yourself, Lori.”
Lori smiled. “You make it sound so easy. I want to be that adventurous person, but I feel scrutinized when I’m the single person with a bunch of couples. At this point in my life most people are with their partners and have been for a long time. I sometimes feel like I’ve missed out.” She gazed out the window and continued. “I see my friends who have been together for years and wonder what that must be like, the bond and security they share.”
“I don’t know that you have to have been with someone for years to have that. Connections can be strong from the beginning.” Natasha caught Lori’s gaze, bringing it to her eyes. “Do you feel more secure about making your connecting flight because of what I told you earlier?”
“I do.” Lori nodded.
“We have known each other less than a day,” Natasha stated, making her point. “As far as missing out, what if someone was waiting for you in Key West? If you had a partner you’d miss out on this fabulous person. Or—” Her eyes brightened. “If you were with a partner right now we wouldn’t be having this interesting conversation. So I don’t think you’ve missed out.”
Dumbfounded, Lori looked at Natasha. “I can’t believe I just told you all that. I haven’t told anyone until now. I need to close my mouth.”
“No you don’t! Don’t let fear stop you from experiencing anything on this trip. I can tell you’re nervous, but you’re doing it,” she said kindly.
“You are really easy to talk to,” Lori said. “Or is it that obvious that I’m alone and way out of my comfort zone?”
“Not at all!”
Lori chuckled. “I’m sure you didn’t think you’d get an insecure old lesbian sitting next to you when that nice guy asked me to trade.”
“Old? You’re not old. I got an interesting woman to talk to instead of a man pining to be sitting with his wife,” she answered.
“I shouldn’t say old because I don’t feel that way, but in two short years I’ll be sixty and that sounds so old.”
“Sixty! No way. And I’m not just saying that.” Natasha tilted her head and studied Lori for a moment. “I think there’s a lot more to this mild-mannered accountant. Not just anyone would have noticed I was afraid and grabbed the hand of a complete stranger the way you did when we took off.”
“I didn’t want you to be afraid,” Lori said softly.
Natasha nodded. “And I don’t want you to be afraid while you’re in Key West. That’s why I gave you my number. Don’t hesitate to call. Let me return the favor and hold your hand if you’re afraid. Deal?” Natasha held out her hand again and grinned.
Lori hesitated, but then took her hand and shook it. “Deal,” she said, not able to keep the smile from growing on her face.




Chapter 2
When the plane landed, people began to get their bags from the overhead bins. Lori tried to look around and see how much further it was until their turn.
“I can read your thoughts.”
Lori spun around at the sound of Natasha’s voice. She grinned at Lori then whispered in her ear, “You think it’s going to take the woman next to you forever to corral those grandkids and get them out of our way.”
Lori had to stifle a laugh because that was exactly what she was thinking. “But we’re late. We don’t have much time.”
“It’s a short walk to the shuttle from here. It will take us right to our gate. Trust me. I’ve done this before, remember?”
Lori visibly let out a deep breath. “I’m all yours.”
A laugh burst from Natasha’s mouth and lit her face. “Be careful, my friend.”
Before Lori could say anything it was her turn to get up. True to his word, the man she had exchanged seats with had her bag waiting. She thanked him and began to follow them up the aisle. Before she turned to step off the plane she looked behind her for Natasha.
“I’m right here.”
The grin on Natasha’s face went right to Lori’s heart. It felt like they were longtime friends in the middle of an adventure. As they hurried side by side to catch the shuttle, Lori turned to her. “We’ve been talking about me the entire time. Tell me something about you?”
“You’re interesting; I’m not.”
“How can you say that! All you’ve done for the past three hours is pump me up with courage to explore. You can’t be shy now?”
“Okay, on our next flight.”
Lori nodded and smiled. She thought about how relaxed Natasha made her feel; her anxiety was gone. Whether Natasha had meant to or not, she’d made it easy for Lori to talk all about herself.
∞∞∞
 
Just as Natasha promised, they stepped off the shuttle and there was the gate for their flight to Key West.
“Here we are with plenty of time to spare. They’ve just started boarding.” Natasha smiled and glanced back at Lori.
They showed their boarding passes and Lori followed Natasha onto the plane. It was a small plane with two seats on each side of the aisle. The flight wasn’t full and they made their way towards the back and found their seats.
Natasha motioned to the seat next to her. “It’s okay. They won’t care.”
Lori sat down and buckled her seat belt.
“You’ll get beautiful views of the water.”
The plane began to move toward the runway and Lori held out her hand.
Natasha smiled at her and took it. “Thank you.”
“I’m glad to do it.”
They leaned back as the plane gained speed and Natasha squeezed Lori’s hand. She chose to concentrate on this soft hand that held hers with what felt like protection. Lori was jabbering on about floating and then she felt them lift into the air and for a moment it did indeed feel like they were floating. What a kind gesture. Natasha knew Lori was talking in an effort to ease her mind and it had worked.
“Would you look at that!” exclaimed Lori, looking out the window.
Natasha opened her eyes to the familiar blue green water she loved dearly and felt calm. She realized she was still holding Lori’s hand. “Thank you for holding my hand and distracting me during take-off. I have to admit it did feel like we were floating for a moment. I daresay I’ll remember that the next time I fly.”
“Oh good. Maybe it will ease your anxiety.”
“Have I eased yours?” Natasha asked. “At least the travel part.”
Lori smiled. “Yes you have. After I check into the hotel I’m going to Mallory Square to watch the sunset and eat at the Cuban restaurant you recommended. I will be open to all possibilities.”
“Good for you!”
“Will you have someone waiting for you at the airport?”
“Oh, so it’s my turn to share,” she said, gazing into Lori’s eyes.
“You don’t have to. However, I did tell you my deep secrets. I still don’t know what made me blurt all that out.” Lori shook her head.
Natasha chuckled. “I was in a semi-committed relationship for a decade.” Lori’s confused look made Natasha smile. “I say semi because I was more committed than my partner. About midway through she wanted to try an open relationship and I agreed because I didn’t want to lose her. She encouraged me to explore much in the same way that I’ve been encouraging you to try new things. It wasn’t for me, but she liked it and it worked for a while.”
Natasha stopped to take a deep breath and Lori waited patiently.
“I wanted to be enough for her and I obviously wasn’t. But if we were going to be committed the way we were I felt like I should be enough. Anyway, it’s been over for two years now. It took a while to uncouple. Isn’t that what people are calling it now?” She chuckled. “Luckily, I got my beloved Key West.” When she dared look in Lori’s eyes she thought she’d see pity, but was surprised to see compassion instead.
“You got Key West?”
“Yes. We lived in New York, but I had moved here full time about a year before the relationship ended. She loved New York and would stay here with me, but she never moved. As I said, we were together for ten years so it took a bit to settle things. It was hard, but all relationships are when they end.”
“I know. When you hear of amicable splits I wonder what happened before because there had to be times when things weren’t amicable.”
“It seems that you are also easy to talk to because I haven’t really shared that with anyone. Of course, my close friends know, but I haven’t shared that part about being enough,” Natasha said.
“I have no experience with open relationships, but I can appreciate what you mean about being enough.”
Natasha smiled and nodded. “Enough seriousness. You’re on vacation. Just look at this beautiful water!”
They both looked out the window and enjoyed the view for the rest of the short flight from Miami to Key West. Natasha pointed out several islands and told Lori a little about each one.
When they landed Natasha turned to Lori. “There will be taxis at the airport ready to take you to your hotel.”
“Thank you.”
“No need to thank me. I want you to have a lovely time in this town I love. Remember, call me if you need anything.”
Lori smiled. “I will.”
They deplaned and went to the baggage claim area. The airport was small which made it easy to find.
“This is mine,” Natasha said, reaching for her bag. “Have a wonderful time, Lori. It was so nice to make this journey with you.”
“Thank you, Natasha. I appreciate all your help and the conversation.”
Natasha squeezed Lori’s forearm and walked away. She turned before leaving the airport and saw Lori still waiting. Her heart felt a moment of longing, but also gratitude.
∞∞∞
 
Lori watched Natasha walk away for a moment and then turned to wait for her bag. She couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d left something unsaid. Once her bag tumbled from the carriage, she claimed it and walked outside. She couldn’t help taking a look to see if Natasha was still there.
“I’d be happy to take you to your hotel,” a polite voice said.
“Hi,” Lori said, looking into the smiling face of a female taxi driver.
“A woman described you to me and said I should take you to your hotel,” the taxi driver said with a thick accent.
This made Lori smile because she knew it must have been Natasha. “Let’s go,” Lori said, putting her bag in the trunk of the taxi.
The taxi driver pointed out several sites on the short drive to the hotel. She explained which were the main streets of town and how easy they were to navigate.
Lori paid the woman, checked into her hotel and arranged to rent a bicycle for tomorrow. She quickly unpacked and walked out into the evening sunshine. There were people walking down both sides of the street. Some were on bicycles and a few on scooters, but not many cars.
The walk to Mallory Square took less than ten minutes. She watched a couple of performers do magic tricks for the small crowd gathered to take in the sunset. Natasha was right. Everything was so laid back.
As she gazed out over the water she saw several sailboats of varying size, figuring they must be the charter boats that advertised sunset cruises.
The sunset did not disappoint. As the yellow orb dropped to the water, the sky was a deep orange and looked like it was on fire. It was breathtaking. When it disappeared completely, the sky turned from a deep red to purple. She had taken several pictures and texted them to her sister and niece. Lori exhaled a deep breath, feeling grateful to witness such a stunning show by Mother Nature.
Using Natasha’s excellent directions, she found the Cuban restaurant with no trouble. As she was shown to her table on the patio she noticed several chickens walking freely among the diners. At her table a mother hen and her chicks pecked up and down the patio and back.
Her table gave her a great view of the area and she was able to people-watch as well as enjoy the boats sailing back to their docks. After a lovely dinner she decided to walk up Duval Street and stopped in a few shops on the way back to her hotel.
She gazed in the windows of several of the galleries that were sprinkled between the bars and shops. One painting caught her eye as she walked by and she decided to go inside. She walked to the back of the space, admiring the seascapes and sunset paintings that were obviously inspired by the Key West area.
But one painting in particular caused her to stop and stare. It captured a woman sitting on the beach looking out over the water. The waves were gentle and there was no sun. She couldn’t decide if it was sunrise or sunset. She wondered if the woman was waiting for perhaps a boat to appear on the horizon or maybe someone to enjoy the beautiful view with her. Something about this painting spoke to her and stirred something inside her.
While she stood there taking this in she was surprised when someone behind her said, “It’s one of my favorites.”
Lori turned to see the woman that worked in the gallery next to her. “It’s beautiful,” Lori said.
“Are you vacationing?” the woman asked.
“Am I that obvious?” Lori chuckled.
“No,” the woman responded. “I’ve lived here a long time and know most of the locals. I asked because if you are on vacation, we can ship anything you might like and you don’t have to worry how to get it home on the plane.”
“Oh,” Lori said. “That’s good to know.”
“Let me know if I can help you with anything. I’ll leave you to enjoy the other paintings.” With that the woman walked back to the counter.
Lori took a few more moments to gaze at the painting and then moved on to look at the others. She thanked the woman as she exited the shop and walked back to her hotel.




Chapter 3
It took Lori a while to go to sleep last night because she couldn’t stop thinking about how much she enjoyed the flight and talking to Natasha. She realized she never did find out what Natasha did in Key West or where she lived. When she did finally drift off, the woman in the painting kept invading her dreams.
But she woke up ready to embrace the day. She had a plan and it started with the bicycle that was already reserved for her right outside the hotel. After that she went to find a place Natasha urged her to try for breakfast. She remembered how her face had lit up when she talked about the food and told her not to be fooled by the outside appearance.
She rode up to what looked like a shack that had seen better days. After locking her bike she went in and immediately loved the atmosphere and friendly people. The food was even more delicious than Natasha described.
With a full belly she got back on her bike and rode through the main streets of town. It was a beautiful day with the sun shining and a hint of a breeze. Lori caught herself smiling as she rode along taking in the architecture of the houses built so close together as well as the carefree attitude of the people meandering along the street, popping in and out of the shops.
She rode to the Southernmost Point of the United States and took a picture next to the buoy. Yes, it was a touristy thing to do, but her sister and niece loved the picture she texted to them. After that she found the Hemingway House and did the tour. There were so many six-toed cats on the property. She learned that Hemingway loved the animals and these were descended from the ones he had years ago.
When she wasn’t enjoying pedaling along on her bike or soaking up the local charm, her thoughts took her back to the woman in the painting. She’d already decided she had to have it, but first she stopped in the Green Parrot, one of the more famous bars in town. She enjoyed listening to the banter of the locals sitting at the bar as she gazed at the walls full of memorabilia. The open windows and door let the cool breeze in as music played in the background.
After a cold frosty beer she hopped back on her bike and headed for the gallery. She locked her bike in front and smiled at the same woman sitting on a stool behind the counter.
“You’re back,” the woman said cheerily.
“I’ve got to see that painting again,” Lori replied, pausing at the counter before walking slowly toward the back of the shop where the painting hung. She felt a sense of calm wash over her when she stood in front of the painting and gazed at the woman. It was such a welcome sensation that she didn’t think about how something like this had never happened to her before. She’d heard of paintings ‘speaking to people,’ but she had never believed it. Until now.
“You’re in luck,” said the woman from behind her. “The artist is here today. I’ll be right back.”
The woman walked through a door that led to the rear of the shop and Lori turned back to the painting. She was drawn to it in much the same way as last night. So many questions swirled through her mind—what was she looking at? Was she waiting on someone? Who was she?
Lori was so engrossed in the painting that she didn’t realize someone was behind her until she heard a familiar voice. “Do you like it?”
Lori whirled around and her face lit up. “Natasha! What are you doing here?”
Natasha grinned and looked over at the woman that worked in the shop. “Cassie told me there was someone enamored with one of my paintings.”
Realization grew on Lori’s face as her eyes widened and her mouth began to fall open.
Natasha chuckled. “I’ve got this. Thanks, Cassie,” she said. They exchanged amused smiles and Cassie walked back to the front.
“You're an artist!” Lori exclaimed, finally able to speak.
“I am,” Natasha said with a simple nod. “I hear you like this one.”
Lori looked at Natasha, still in awe. “I do, very much. I have so many questions.”
“Questions?” Natasha asked, raising her brow.
“Yes! But I’m also glad to see you,” Lori said, trying to compose herself.
“I’m glad to see you, too.” Natasha placed her hand on Lori’s arm and squeezed. “Do you have dinner plans?”
“No.” Lori shook her head.
Natasha treated her to another dazzling smile “Let’s have dinner and I’ll answer all your questions.”
“I’d love that!” Lori couldn’t believe the joy she suddenly felt. She was happy to see Natasha again; discovering she was the artist that created this painting was a bonus.
“Give me just a moment.” Natasha walked to the back and Lori drifted toward the front.
“Cassie, I know you’ve met my friend, but let me introduce Lori Day,” Natasha said, joining them at the front counter a moment later.
“It’s so nice to meet you,” Cassie said with a friendly smile.
“Nice to meet you.” Lori returned her smile.
“I’ll see you later,” Natasha said, putting her arm through Lori’s and leading them out the door. She took them to a small restaurant and once they were seated outside she turned to Lori. “Tell me what you’ve done so far,” she said, her eyes sparkling.
Lori recounted her exploits of the day and last night. She showed her the pictures on her phone and then scoffed. “I should’ve texted these to you.”
“I am so proud of you!” Natasha beamed, clapping her hands together. “You are embracing this adventure.”
Lori’s cheeks reddened and she looked down. “I’ve enjoyed it, but I planned to call you this week.”
“You did?”
“Yes.” Lori smiled shyly. “I had such a nice time with you yesterday…” she trailed off.
Natasha smiled. “I had a nice time too. Honestly, I’ve thought of you several times and wondered how you were doing.”
Lori stared into Nataha’s eyes for several moments.
“What?” Natasha asked.
Lori shook her head. “I should have known you were an artist.”
“Why?”
“Because! Look at you!” she exclaimed. “That beautiful rich dark curly hair and those mysterious eyes.”
“Mysterious?”
“Yes,” Lori said, raising her eyebrows. “They are full of intrigue.”
“You’re one to talk,” Natasha said with a smirk. She leaned in closer and continued. “This marvelous silky gray hair.” She brushed a strand behind Lori’s ear.
“I used to color it, but what is it they say?” Lori made air quotes with her fingers. “Wear your gray hair as a crown of wisdom. I decided to embrace it and wear my crown.”
“It’s stunning with those piercing blue eyes to go with it,” Natasha murmured.
“Piercing?” Lori liked this little game and felt warmth spreading through her body.
“Yes. Let me put it this way.” Natasha tilted her head. “When you look at me I know you’re seeing inside me. It would be difficult to hide from that intense stare.”
Lori looked into Natasha’s eyes and felt her own pulse beating in her ears.
“What are your questions about the painting?” Natasha’s eyes never left Lori’s.
“Can I ask them back at your shop while we’re looking at it?”
“Of course,” Natasha said, signaling the waiter for the check.
“Let me,” Lori offered.
“I’ll get it this time.” Natasha smiled.
Lori nodded. Natasha’s comment was not lost on her. There would be a next time and Lori was already looking forward to it.
They walked back to the shop and Cassie was getting ready to lock up “Go ahead.” Natasha nodded toward the back where the painting was displayed.
As Lori walked to the back Cassie looked at Natasha and said quietly, “She puts a sparkle in your eyes that I haven’t seen in quite a long time.”
Natasha smirked at her then her face softened. “She does.”
“I’ll lock up. See you tomorrow.” Cassie walked out and locked the door.
Natasha slowly walked to where Lori gazed at the painting and stood beside her.
Lori turned to her. “Tell me about this painting,” she said softly.
Natasha looked from Lori to the painting. “I call it ‘Waiting For What’s Next.’”
“Hmm,” Lori murmured. “Is the woman you?”
A small smile formed on Natasha’s mouth. “Is that what you think?”
Lori glanced sideways at her. “It reminds me of you. I think that’s why I was so drawn to it.”
Natasha studied Lori’s profile as she gazed at the painting. “Let me paint you,” she said softly.
“What?” Lori turned to her. “I didn’t hear you right.” Why would Natasha want to paint her, she thought. She must be teasing.
“I want to paint you.”
“Why in the world?” Lori saw Natasha’s face fall and she quickly stammered an explanation. “I mean, look at me, Natasha. I keep accumulating these wrinkles around my eyes and mouth and now on my forehead.” Lori ran her finger over the crease she knew was above her eyebrows. She saw a flicker in Natasha’s eyes and all she wanted to do was make this woman smile again. “And this extra weight that won’t come off no matter what I try because of dreaded menopause,” she babbled.
“That’s not what I see,” Natasha said gently, stopping Lori’s rambling. She smiled and her eyes traveled over Lori’s face. “I see an interesting woman with sparkling blue eyes that light up when she talks about her adventures. She has the most beautiful smile lines that tell me she loves to laugh. I remember how strong yet gentle her hands are when she holds mine and it makes me want to do it again.” She reached for one of Lori’s hands and squeezed it. “Let me paint you. Please.”
Lori opened her mouth to protest, but stopped. Who was she kidding? There was no way she could say no to this woman. She looked into those dark captivating eyes, but she didn’t see mystery. She saw warmth and passion and something else. Could it be paradise?
Before she even realized she was doing it, Lori nodded and then said, “Okay.”




Chapter 4
Natasha’s face brightened and she grabbed Lori’s hand and took her through the door that led to the back of the gallery. Then she guided her to a narrow staircase that led to a large room over the back of the shop. It was a studio that was filled with some new and half-finished canvases, several easels, and art supplies. The back wall was floor to ceiling windows that reflected the now dark sky, but let in the most exquisite light during the day.
Lori saw a small door that was opened to a bathroom and towards the front of the room was an alcove with a bed. A small dresser was to one side and a table to the other. Next to the table was a small refrigerator.
Natasha set a stool near the windows and then grabbed an easel, setting it up a few feet away. She turned to Lori and said, “Come sit here, please.”
Lori did as told and watched Natasha as she quickly grabbed a canvas and rolled a cart over that contained paints and brushes. She put the canvas on the easel and let out a deep breath.
She looked at Lori and smiled. “Thank you for doing this. I will tell you about the painting downstairs as I begin.”
Lori grinned. “Do I just sit here?”
“For now,” Natasha said. “This is my shop studio. Out those windows behind you is an incredible view of the water during the day. I can paint here, gaze out those windows and shut out all the goings-on down on the street.”
“Your gaze has turned rather intense. I imagine that’s what it must be like when you’re creating.”
Natasha smiled as she spread paint on the canvas. “I’ve been known to get in a zone.”
“As terrifying as it was when you first asked me, it’s fascinating to watch you. Is this where you painted ‘Waiting For What’s Next’?” Lori asked.
“No. I painted it at my home studio. Sometimes when I’m painting here and don’t want to stop, I’ll stay for hours into the night. That’s why I have the little bedroom over there.”
“Is the woman in the painting you?”
“You already asked that.”
“You never answered me.”
Natasha chuckled as she looked at the canvas and back to Lori. “Yes. I painted that from a day I spent on the beach. It was after everything was final between Amelia and me. She’s the ex.”
Lori watched as Natasha continued to paint. Her expression hardened for a moment when she said her ex’s name.
“I know that must still be painful,” Lori said.
“Not really. I left all the sadness on the beach that day. As I told you, it took two years to get it all worked out and as I looked out over the water I made the decision to move on. You only see the back of the woman in the painting, but she doesn’t have a sad look on her face. It’s hopeful and by letting all the pain go she’s made herself ready for what’s next.”
“Hmm.” Lori nodded, deep in thought.
“Let’s say the ‘what’s next’ in the painting is something out in the water that you can’t see,” Natasha explained as she continued to work on the canvas.
“Okay.”
“Your painting would be different. The woman would be walking towards the water because she is seeking what’s next.”
“Whereas in yours, you’re waiting. Why do you think I’m seeking?”
Natasha looked over and met her eyes and smiled. “Because you are on this great adventure alone. You have the courage to explore. Sometimes it’s best to wait and see what comes to you and sometimes it’s best to seek.”
“Am I what you’re waiting for?”
Natasha put down her brush and stepped in front of Lori. With one hand she cupped the side of Lori’s face and looked into her eyes. “Am I who you’re seeking?”
Lori leaned in as Natasha closed the distance between them. Their lips met in a tender, certain kiss. There was nothing tentative or urgent; this was a kiss that signaled a beginning. Of all the things that lined up to get them to this moment, this kiss was in their control.
∞∞∞
 
Lori’s lips were soft and full and fit Natasha’s completely. She felt Lori’s hand grip the back of her neck and hold them together. Natasha could hear and feel her heartbeat begin to increase as she now stood between Lori’s legs as she sat on the stool.
Natasha’s other hand splayed across Lori’s back and pulled her closer. That’s when she felt Lori’s thighs tighten and squeeze against the outside of her thighs. This gave Natasha such a secure feeling. She felt held and valued. How could a few words and one kiss make her feel this way?
She couldn’t think about that now because Lori parted her lips and ran her tongue along Natasha’s bottom lip. Natasha felt a shiver run through her and she responded by opening her lips and inviting Lori inside.
Their tongues met in a sensual, luxurious touch that ignited Natasha’s insides. She felt warmth coursing through her body and couldn’t stop the moan of pleasure that sounded low in her throat. When Lori heard that she pulled Natasha even closer.
After several moments of this shared pleasure, what happened next felt like the most natural thing in the world to Natasha. She pulled back and looked into Lori’s eyes. They were now dark blue and no words were needed. She took Lori’s hand and led them over to the bed.
Lori took Natasha’s face in her hands and kissed her tenderly. Natasha felt like Lori was telling her that this is what they had both been hoping for. This kiss was gentle, but promised much more.
Natasha began to unbutton Lori’s shirt and then slipped it off. When her hands rested on Lori’s shoulders she could feel the heat radiating from her body. This made her smile knowing Lori was feeling as hot as she was inside.
Lori reached for the bottom of Natasha’s shirt and raised it up and over her head. She smiled at Natasha and said, “Such a beauty.”
Natasha slipped the straps of Lori’s bra down and then reached behind her to unfasten it. When she dropped the bra to the floor she looked into Lori’s eyes. Gone were the doubts from earlier when Lori had derided her body. This spoke straight to Natasha’s heart. Lori may have been self-conscious earlier, but she could now see trust in her eyes, implying that she was exactly what Natasha needed and had been waiting for.
They removed the rest of their clothes between ever-increasing heated kisses. Then Natasha crawled onto the bed up to where the pillows were laid and rolled over on her back. She looked up at Lori and hoped she could see that she was indeed what Lori had been seeking.
Lori eased down on the bed and on top of Natasha. Their eyes had been locked on each other’s the entire time. Lori took one of Natasha’s curly strands of hair and twirled it through her fingers. Then she leaned down and brought their lips together in what started as a gentle kiss, but quickly turned heated.
Natasha’s body was tingling all over and she began to run her hand up and down Lori’s back. This kiss was making the fire inside her burn even hotter. Lori then trailed her hand down Natasha’s side and rested it on her stomach. She looked deeply into Natasha’s eyes and said softly, “You are enough.”
Natasha thought she would melt right into the bed. But then Lori kissed her with all the passion they were both feeling inside. At the same time her hand cupped her breast and she ran her thumb over Natasha’s hardening nipple.
Lori pulled her mouth away and kissed her way down to Lori’s breast while her hand continued lower. Natasha could feel the goosebumps in the wake of Lori’s kisses and her touch. She groaned with pleasure as Lori’s fingers found their quest and she ran them up and down and around her hot wet sex.
“Ohhh,” Natasha moaned. “I’m your adventure,” she whispered. She felt Lori smile against her skin as her lips once again found Natasha’s.
Then Lori circled Natasha’s opening and gently pushed one finger and then another inside. At the same time their tongues met again in an exquisite dance of pleasure. Together they found the perfect rhythm and their bodies began to move and hum as one.
“Oh Lori,” Natasha moaned as she took a breath. “Yes.”
Then she grabbed Lori’s face and looked into her eyes as the orgasm ripped through her body. She could feel her heart opening and letting Lori inside. Then she kissed her, sealing Lori there forever.
Natasha quickly flipped their positions and looked down at Lori. “I’ve been waiting for you.” Then she devoured Lori. This glorious woman had woken up the desire that had been gone for so long. There was no way she was letting her go.




Chapter 5
Natasha and Lori spent the rest of the week together. Lori would explore in the mornings while Natasha painted. They would meet for lunch and then Natasha would show Lori her Key West. Lori would sit for Natasha in the evenings after dinner. The painting was coming along, but Natasha wouldn’t let Lori see it until it was finished.
They spent the nights together making love until they were both spent. Then they would wrap their arms around each other and drift into a peaceful, content sleep.
On the day before Lori was scheduled to fly back they were having breakfast together. “Are you going to finish the painting today?” she asked Natasha.
“If I don't, does that mean you’ll stay until I do?” Natasha replied.
“Then you might never finish it,” Lori said.
“All we have to do is make one decision at a time.”
Lori furrowed her brow. She had come to love these discussions with Natasha. Just like the ones on the plane, Natasha was thoughtful and so easy to open up to. “Okay?” Lori waited.
“You have to make the decision not to get on the plane,” Natasha said earnestly, staring into Lori’s eyes.
Lori’s face softened. “I have to go back and get my things. I need more clothes,” she said, her practical nature stepping up. When Natasha didn’t say anything, Lori scooted next to her and took her hand. “You’re afraid I won’t come back. Do you not think we can make it outside the magic of Key West?”
“I know how life can get in the way. That has happened to me before,” Natasha said, looking down and holding tightly to Lori’s hand.
“I’m not Amelia, sweetheart. I know you moved down here and she was supposed to follow you and never did. I’ve made the first decision.”
Natasha looked up at her then.
“The first decision is to commit to see where this goes. I’ve made that decision. I love you, Tasha. You know that. I’m coming back. I finally found you.”
Natasha ran her hand along the side of Lori’s face. “I feel like I’ve been waiting on you forever. And now that you’ve come to me I don’t want to let you go. I love you, Lori. What if you get home and you suddenly realize how fast and a bit insane this is? What if karma or fate intervenes?”
“I’m coming right back. My heart has never been this excited and settled at the same time. You are where I’m going to be from now on.”
Natasha exhaled loudly. “Okay. But I can’t come to the airport and watch you get on that plane.”
Lori nodded. “I’m coming right back.”
“We have all day together; let’s not waste a moment.” Natasha leaned in and kissed her. “Finish up your breakfast.”
Lori took a couple more bites of her French toast and savored the deliciousness. She knew the only way she could set Natasha’s mind at ease was to get on the plane and come back. In the meantime she intended to give her a day she’d always remember. She’d finally found the love of her life and she had no intention of not being with her.
Later that night, after a full day of fun, food, and love, she held Natasha’s relaxed body in her arms as she slept peacefully. Thoughts of what she needed to do when she got home kept running through her head. Her job could be done from anywhere; that wasn’t a problem. She had already told her sister and niece what she was doing and they surprisingly didn’t offer any opposition, for now. She didn’t want to leave Natasha because she knew even though she trusted Lori, she was afraid something would happen to keep them apart. Natasha had told her more than once not to be afraid on this trip. Lori took that to heart and look what she’d gotten. She had to find a way to give Natasha the same thing.
∞∞∞
 
The next morning Natasha tried to stay upbeat. She knew her fear was irrational because she trusted Lori’s love. They may not have known each other long, but down deep they did. She knew Lori was the person her heart had been waiting on. This was more than right. It was the way it was supposed to be. She knew Lori would come back. Still, she was very uneasy about it.
Lori was now at the airport and Natasha kept looking out the front window of the shop.
“The way you’re staring out that window makes me think you expect Lori to come walking up,” Cassie said.
“I know she’s not. I can’t help it,” Natasha said.
“Let me take you to the airport. You have time before she gets on the plane.”
“You’re right. I’ve got to try and stop her one more time.”
“Wait, what?”
“Come on. It’ll be quicker if you drive me. I can run inside while you park,” Natasha said, locking the front door of the shop.
“This isn’t exactly what I meant,” Cassie said, following her through the back to where her car was parked.
∞∞∞
 
Lori made it to the airport and all she could think about was the sad look in Natasha’s eyes when she left. She’d do anything to make it go away and had been up most of the night trying to figure out how to do just that.
Then she realized that Natasha wasn’t the only sad one. Lori was a practical person and did what had to be done most of the time. But she didn’t want to leave Natasha either. Everything had changed in her life and then it hit her. She knew what to do.
She walked up to the ticket counter and explained to the attendant what she needed. While they began to peck away on the computer she suddenly heard the voice she loved the most.
“Don’t get on the plane.”
Lori slowly turned to see Natasha standing a few steps away. Tears filled Lori’s eyes and she said, “I’m not.”
Natasha grabbed her and kissed her, holding her tight.
With her arms still around Natasha, Lori said, “Come with me!”
“What?” Natasha asked, stroking the side of Lori’s face.
“I canceled my flight. Come with me to get my things. My entire past has been leading up to this moment. I made the decision to stay with you. This life is so much better and I had to do all those other things so I can do this with you now!” She kissed Natasha with all the love she had inside her. “My life is with you, in Key West, or wherever else you want us to go. You are all I’ve ever wanted and needed. You are enough and more for me!”
Tears filled Natasha's eyes now. “I love you so, Lori. Okay, I’ll go with you.”
Lori kissed her again and held her tight. “Let’s go home.”
∞∞∞
 
Later that evening they sat on the back deck of the shop and enjoyed a spectacular sunset.
“What a day,” Lori said, holding Natasha’s hand.
“Thank you for staying.”
“I never wanted to leave you, baby. Thank you for going with me. I can’t wait for you to meet my family.”
“I like the idea of packing the things you’ll need most right now and then driving your car back.”
“Road trip!” Lori exclaimed, squeezing Natasha’s hand.
She laughed. “More adventures!”
“You encouraged me not to be afraid and look what happened. My life is now the sweetest adventure.”
“Oh my darling Lori. Come inside, I have something to show you,” Natasha said, getting up and pulling Lori with her.
She led them over to an easel that was covered with a painter’s cloth.
Lori gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “Is this my painting?”
Natasha smiled. “Not exactly. I thought you claimed the painting downstairs.”
“I did. I’m buying that one,” Lori stated firmly.
“What if it’s not for sale?” Natasha said cagily.
“I think I know how to pay for it,” Lori said, grabbing Natasha around the waist and pulling her in for a scorching kiss.
When Lori pulled away, Natasha held on and said breathlessly, “You can have whatever you want if you keep kissing me like that.”
Lori chuckled.
Natasha gathered herself and said, “This is our painting.”
She took the cloth away and watched Lori’s eyes brighten and her face fill with joy. “It’s beautiful,” she said softly.
“You like it?”
“I love it!”
In this painting there were two women. One was sitting on the beach much like the one in the painting that drew Lori into the shop. She had one hand outstretched and a few steps away was another woman walking towards her with her own outstretched hand ready to grasp hers. Both women had love and joy mirrored on their faces by the other.
“I call it: Enough,” Natasha said smiling.




The End
I hope you’re enjoying Love on Location. You can get my other books and audiobooks at amazon.com/author/jameymoody. Join me on this adventure and follow me on social media by signing up to my newsletter on my website at
jameymoody.com. Thanks again, readers are the best!
Jamey is a small town Texas girl that loves adventure. She has been a lifeguard, bank examiner, teacher, accountant and has found her passion writing sapphic romance. Her books are a way to escape into sapphic adventures of the heart, whether it’s on a romantic beach or lake or it could be in a small town. Your next happily-ever-after is waiting in a Jamey Moody romance novel.




Campfire Cwtches
JACQUELINE RAMSDEN
When a glamping hen party brings Cait back to Wales after a ten-year absence, the last thing she's expecting is for her former love to be their camp coordinator. Will Cait be ready to leave again come Monday, or will she get another chance at love with Anwen?




Chapter 1
It didn’t take long to get from Rhoose to Rhondda, even in the luminous pink minibus Jamie had rented for the weekend. I figured I should just be glad it wasn’t covered in hen party decals. 
By the time we were pulling off the main road and heading up towards the luxury Fioled Cabins, I was mostly feeling relaxed and excited, even after the two-hour flight from Germany to Cardiff. The unwelcome sense of being home niggled in my gut and in my heart, but it was easily hidden behind the argument that I had just missed my friends. It had been too long. I needed to come home–to the UK–more.
I’d heard a lot about the Fioled Cabins–how queer they were, how great the planning team had been with Abby and Allie, how stunning it looked in the pictures–however, driving up to it and actually seeing it was something else. Lush green hills and perfectly appointed log cabins with moss-covered roofs, a gorgeous wood and glass welcome centre, firepit out front by a pond, and an adorable black lab so filled with the wigglies at our arrival that I worried it might fall into the pond. 
It was perfect. 
This was exactly how Wales had snuck into my heart and stolen it forever all those years ago at university. It made perfect places and perfect things… and perfect people.
I shook my head, gazing out the window like a kid at Christmas. The rest of the group was still belting along with the poptastic playlist making me wonder how they weren’t equally mesmerised. I wouldn’t have been able to remember the lyrics to my very favourite songs if you’d paid me.
Jamie pulled the pink monstrosity up by the welcome building and the group cheered. I’d been on flights where people did that when the plane landed, but that wasn’t nearly as amusing as having a hen party in a minibus do it. I twisted to watch the others cheering in the back.
“Rhea and I will handle tidying up back here,” Lottie called, immediately slipping into teacher-mode, “while you go get us checked in. That way when we get to the cabins, we can all just grab our stuff and jump out.”
“Sounds good,” Allie called, her voice catching slightly. “Ah, I’m sorry. We’re just so happy to have you all here to celebrate with us. We have the best friends in the world.”
I smiled warmly at her as Abby pulled her into a hug and a few tears escaped. They were adorable together and I was so unbelievably happy for them, and to get this time together. Maybe coming back to Wales wasn’t quite the disaster I’d imagined it to be after all. 
“Okay. Let’s go,” Abby called, flinging her arm into the air as if leading us all into battle. 
I slipped out of my seat and pulled the sliding door in the back open for the others, accepting hugs from everyone as they passed me, including from Abby’s little sister, Emma, and Olive, her girlfriend, even though I’d never actually met either of them before. They were both younger than the rest of the group, though not by much–two delightful Black women in their mid-twenties, excited to be celebrating an impending marriage. All of it was just so happy and, for the first time in a long time, so was I. Truly happy.
As I watched two couples practically skip up to the building, herded along by the adorable dog, Jamie wrapped her arm around my neck and pulled me forwards to catch up.
“Come on, partner,” she said.
I frowned up at her. “You do realise we’re not–”
“I know, I know,” she laughed as we caught the others up. “But you’re my partner this weekend. I’m not being some sad sack in the corner without someone to buddy up with.”
“Well, okay, but maybe quit laying it on so thick? It’s not like there’s anyone else here I would pair up with. You’re fine, I promise.”
“Are you saying I wouldn’t be your first choice?” she asked and the others all laughed and groaned at her antics. 
I tried to slip out of her grasp as we made it to the massive glass door and headed inside. “Jesus, Jamie. Can you not? You know that’s not what I meant.”
She grinned at me like a Cheshire Cat. “I know. I just like to be difficult.”
“Oh my god,” Emma squealed. “This place is gorgeous.”
I looked around. She wasn’t wrong. 
Raw-edged wood and smooth granite made up most of the surfaces in the building, while early evening light streamed in through the windows that looked out over the site. 
The sound of the others agreeing faded into the background as I looked towards the back corner of the centre, realising that it was set atop a hill that had panoramic views of the area and the valley below. 
Jesus, Wales, you beautiful bastard.
The sound of boots on the hardwood floor cut through my gaping as someone came to greet us and get us checked in, Jamie elbowed me to get my attention as they did. 
I turned, already feeling dizzy about how long it had been since I’d been back here, how beautiful it was, how right it felt… But the minute I looked at the person greeting us was the first moment I wished I would actually pass out. Preferably out the window, down the valley, and into a river to be swept along until I was dumped out at sea, never to be heard from again.
“Croeso,” said that horribly familiar voice–too warm, too kind, too right–before she looked at me and trailed off. “Croes… Croe… so…” 
“What does that mean?” Jamie asked me in an audible whisper.
My eyes wide, not looking away, I took a deep, ragged breath. “It means ‘welcome’. Which we are not.”
The others turned to stare at me, but my eyes were still fixed on her. She’d gone so pale I worried she might pass out too. 
“What do you mean?” Olive asked, tilting her head so she just entered my field of vision. 
I wanted her to block it all. I wanted to bat her out of the way.
“Yeah,” Allie agreed. “What are you talking about? We booked, we’re welcome.”
Jamie’s fingers closed around my shoulder and I saw her head whipping between me and… her. “Are you okay?” she whispered.
“Great,” I replied, deadpan, still staring. “Never better.”
The others seemed to realise something was up and the swirl of movement and chorus of concerned friends cut off the view between us, finally. We were released from that terrible moment of hanging on the precipice, flung off the cliff and into the world where this was really happening. My first time back in Wales in ten years and this was what I got? Of course it was. 
She cleared her throat from behind the group. “I’m so sorry. Welcome to Fioled. Of course you’re welcome here. We’re so excited to have you with us.”
The rest of the group turned back to look at her. Right before Allie stepped out from in front of me, I looked at the floor. God only knew what would happen if we looked at each other again. 
She sounded like she’d mostly pulled herself together. People who didn’t know her well wouldn’t be able to hear that edge in her otherwise professional welcome voice. Why could I hear it? I didn’t know her well. I hadn’t known her well for years now.
“I’m Anwen Davies, co-owner of Fioled, here to take care of you for the weekend and make sure your stay with us is everything you want it to be.”
“Holy shit,” Jamie whispered, her fingers digging into my shoulder. 
“Yep,” I whispered, still refusing to look up. I was going to be best friends with that knot in the wood before we got out of this. “Holy shit.”
“That’s– She’s–”
I nodded.
“Wow. What are the chances?”
“No clue.”
Whatever they were, I wished the universe would roll again for me. I did not like this turn.
Anwen’s voice was still going in the background and I knew she wasn’t looking at me because it was stronger, more confident, again. At least, it was until Lottie and Rhea burst through the door.
“What’s taking so– Fuck. Anwen.”
Already have. 
Good lord. Did my brain really have to be like that?
“Lottie. Hi.” Anwen was trying for casual, I could hear it. She was doing that thing she did when she wanted so far out of a situation she landed in another dimension. She was just too polite to say that. 
Why did she still do that? Why was her accent still so Welsh and so sexy and why was it taking me back to nights in student rooms in Cardiff, stolen kisses in the Arts and Social Library, and moving together on that multicoloured dance floor in Oceana, the place teeming with students pressing us closer together, the music pulsing through us as she whispered in my ear?
“Wait,” Allie said, finally catching on. “You two know each other?”
Lottie hesitated. “Yes?”
“How?”
“Uh. Well. It’s… uh… Cait?” 
I felt their eyes all shift to me. I didn’t blame Lottie–what else was she going to do? This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill situation. Besides, I was far more interested in the tiny gasp that escaped Anwen when Lottie said my name. 
The last time I’d been this painfully aware of her was when we’d lived in halls together and I’d been absolutely enamoured with her. Two months into being freshers and already an absolute goner–thinking I’d die if she liked me, knowing I’d die if she didn’t. 
Apparently, I was eighteen again.
Anwen cleared her throat when nothing was forthcoming from me. I’d clearly forgotten how to move or speak or do anything other than stare at the ground and wait for it to swallow me.
“Cait and I were at uni together. Lottie too. We, uh, used to be quite close.” 
Well, it was diplomatic and not untrue and it was very Anwen and I hated that. 
“No fucking way,” Allie half-screeched, and I knew she finally got it. “You’re Anwen? The Anwen?”
Yup, ready for death. Anytime now would be great. 
Of course they were just going to expose me as someone who had told my adult friends all about the girl who’d broken my heart, the girl I regretted leaving every single day of the last ten years. That was fine.
Never mind the fact that she was out here in the bloody Rhondda Valley with a gay glamping haven she co-owned. Probably with her spouse. 
Why had I agreed to come here? I was never coming back to Wales again. Ever.
“Ah,” Anwen said lightly and my skin crawled as if she’d looked right at me, right through me. “I see she’s mentioned me.”
Jamie snorted. “Only every day.”
My head finally shot up, my stupor broken. “Can you not?” I demanded, betrayed and embarrassed. 
Her hand flew to her mouth in genuine shock and dismay. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I said that.” She turned to look at Anwen. “It wasn’t every day. I don’t know why I said that. It was like, sometimes, occasionally, not a lot, though.”
“Really not helping,” I said, still staring at Jamie, eyes wide. Lottie’s similarly horrified expression caught in the corner of my eye as her head bounced between Jamie and Anwen like she was watching the world’s worst tennis match.
“Sorry. It really wasn’t a lot and it’s not like it means anything anyway. Cait’s doing great. See, it rhymes, so it’s obviously true.”
I wondered where they kept the duct tape in this place. They had to have some and Jamie needed to stop speaking. Now. Or yesterday. Or right back when we all agreed to come here.
“It’s okay,” Anwen said softly. “I… I’ve, uh, talked about her sometimes too. I get it.”
There was something in her voice and the memories it held that just pulled me in. And it really was her. Those green eyes and that freckled face and the woman who had haunted me every day for the last ten years. Here. And she talked about me sometimes too. Shit.




Chapter 2
I stared at the walls–the giant logs that made up the cabin–but, no matter how cool they were, I couldn’t shut my mind off or stop my heart from pounding painfully in my chest.
The clock on the bedside table said it was seven a.m., so eight in Germany. I’d be up, ready, and on my way to work usually, but that wasn’t why I couldn’t sleep. I’d barely slept all night with Anwen bouncing around in my head–the terrifying and intoxicating way we’d stared at each other, the questions the others had all shown up at our cabin with after getting settled. It was a whirlwind of too many things I didn’t want to talk about. 
Anwen’s face when she’d confirmed we needed four cabins with king-sized beds played on a loop in my head. I wanted to believe it meant something that her eyes lingered on Jamie’s hand grasping my arm. I wanted to believe she was disappointed when she’d realised I would be sharing a bed with someone else, even if it was entirely platonic and just to make things easier when booking the cabins. A king-sized bed was more than big enough for the pair of us, but it did perhaps send a message that wasn’t rooted in truth. But I knew I shouldn’t want Anwen to feel any kind of way about those things, they weren't relevant, we weren’t together anymore.
And today, we’d do it all again, and my foolish heart would ask me over and over whether it had been a good idea to go along with her suggestion that we just call it quits, that relationships didn’t last long after college so we might as well spare ourselves the pain and make it a clean break at graduation. 
I couldn’t even look at the pictures of me in my gown, with that red and white silk hood down my back, without feeling like my heart was breaking at the memory of how beautiful she’d looked in hers. Forever left wondering why we’d attended each others’ graduations when we knew it was over. The whole thing had been like some experiment in pain. Here we were, doing it again, ten years later.
There was a hammering on the front door to the cabin and Jamie shot up in bed as if ready to attack.
“Easy there, champ,” I said, patting her shoulder. “It’s just the door. I’ll get it.”
Despite all of the ridiculous parts of this trip, Abby and Allie had picked a great weekend for it. The weather was glorious. Bright sunlight streamed in through the windows and the day already felt warm and wonderful.
When I opened the door, I was met with Abby and Allie looking far too awake, Lottie and Rhea looking grumpy and rumpled but smiling politely, and Emma and Olive looking like they were ready to go run a marathon. I wondered whether all of Abby and Emma’s family were morning people. Could a love of the morning be hereditary or was it something they’d both learned?
Allie looked me up and down and said, “You’re going to breakfast in that? Are you trying to prove something to Anwen?”
Lottie snapped from sleepy to speechless, gripping onto Rhea for dear life. Rhea, in what was kind of a sweet gesture, looked like she was about ready to bodyslam Allie straight off my porch and was only reconsidering because it was her hen weekend. 
I shot her an incredulous look. “Good morning, Allie. No, this is not what I’m wearing to breakfast, dear friend of mine, but thank you so much for the concern.”
She seemed to register the energy and what she’d done wrong at the same time Abby did, both of them wincing in sync. It would have been cute if it hadn’t been for her comment.
“Sorry,” Allie said. “I shouldn’t have said that. But it is quite skimpy and it might get your point across.”
“It’s the middle of summer and it’s unreasonably warm here. Shorts and a vest top seemed entirely appropriate.” I didn’t mean to be irate with her, I was just tired and overwhelmed. I took a breath, ready to apologise, but she laughed.
“Oh, believe me, I know. We slept naked.”
“You sleep naked every night,” Emma cut in, pausing when everyone looked at her. “You lot haven’t heard about them forgetting our parents were over and going to get midnight snacks naked?”
“Excuse us. What?” I said, looking between everyone. 
Allie went bright red and Abby buried her face in Allie’s shoulder. 
Emma and Olive both laughed loudly. 
“Yep,” Emma said. “Twice. On the same visit.”
“Hold up,” Rhea said, hands on her hips. “You got caught naked by your parents with your future wife and on the same trip you forgot they were there and did it again?”
“I have so many questions,” Lottie added.
“Accidents happen. Mistakes were made. It’s whatever,” Allie eventually replied. “What’s important is that Cait and Jamie need to get themselves together so we can go get breakfast and hear about the agenda for the day.”
“We all have copies of the agenda,” Rhea said, confused. 
“Well, yes, but we get to hear about it from our coordinator at breakfast too. They have really great service here.”
“Our coordinator? Meaning Anwen?” I asked, feeling my shoulders slump.
“Well, yes.”
“We found out why it’s her, by the way,” Abby added. “We had an email that we hadn’t seen on the drive down saying that our original coordinator’s partner was in the hospital so they were out. Due to the inconvenience, one of the owners had agreed to step in to ensure we still get their very best treatment. Hence, Anwen.”
I hoped the partner was okay but did Anwen really still have to be the kind of person who went above and beyond like that? It made it very difficult not to be in love with her.
“Yes, yes,” Lottie said, “we’re all very glad to know what’s happening, but you dragged us out of bed with the promise of a gourmet breakfast. Can we get a move on, do we think? If not, Rhea and I are going back to bed.”
I laughed. Lottie always had been a grump first thing in the morning. Luckily, she’d found Rhea, who was exactly the same. From what I could gather, when it wasn’t a school day, they stayed up late, slept in late, and generally did a huge part of their living at night. I wasn’t entirely certain how Lottie’s system put up with it. God knows I couldn’t have. We weren’t twenty-one anymore, routine had become a big part of my life and a solid eight hours was absolutely part of that.
“We can,” I said, “but Jamie’s still in bed and I’m not going to be the one dragging her out of it.”
“On it,” Emma and Olive said at the same time again. Too much more of that and it would move from adorable to kind of creepy. Really, how were they doing that?
They bounded by me and barrelled towards the bedroom. For one brief moment, there was silence and the two were out of view. Then, there was a loud scream as the two leapt onto the bed yelling at Jamie to get up.
“What the fuck?” Jamie cried when she stopped screaming. “Get out of my fucking bed, you little weirdos.”
The pair laughed. 
“No can do,” Emma said. “It’s time to get breakfast and you and Cait are the last two to get ready. Let’s go, sleepyhead.”
We all heard Jamie grumbling before she said, “Fine. But you’re lucky I like you, you little cretins.” 
The pair reappeared, laughing, and somehow still way too bouncy and energetic, before I, too, was herded off to get ready.
“I assume I don’t have time to shower first?” Jamie asked as I joined her in the bedroom. 
“Given that the entire party is ready and raring to go at our front door? I’m guessing not.”
“Figures.” She appeared to be looking through her bag but I could feel her watching me in the corner of her eye. 
“What?”
“Nothing. I was just thinking that I’m sure you’d rather be avoiding the welcome centre and a certain Ms. Anwen Davies. Still cannot believe she works here.”
“You and me both.” I sighed. “You’d think someone would have caught it before I was staring her in the face, not knowing what to do with myself.”
“I’m sure her name was on the website somewhere, but I don’t think checking the staff for your ex-girlfriends was the first thought on anyone’s mind.”
“Ex-girlfriend,” I corrected, pulling a t-shirt and shorts from my bag. It was too warm for anything else.
“Yes, I–” She broke off, seemingly realising I wasn’t just being pedantic. “You don’t use that term with anyone else you date.”
“I do not.” It wasn’t a question, but the confirmation still felt important.
“Not ever?”
I sighed again. “No. Not since her.”
Jamie was quiet for a moment while we both pulled on different clothes. I didn’t mind the quiet usually, but with the thought of seeing Anwen again in my mind, I’d have chosen pulsing music over this.
“Are you sure you’re going to be okay this weekend?” she asked when the sound of her moving around stopped.
I looked at her. “I have to be. There’s no other choice. And me and Anwen… that’s in the past.”
“Is it?”
Jesus. I didn’t know. “It is for her.”
She walked across the room, pausing directly in front of me, and waited until I looked up. It took a minute before I could look into those brown eyes, a shock of pink hair falling across her forehead.
“Look, I know we all like to joke and be snarky, but everyone here cares about you, Cait. And we know she did a number on your heart. If you need us this weekend, we’re here, okay?”
I gave her a small smile. “I really do appreciate it. But Anwen is in the past and this weekend is about Abby and Allie.”
“Alby, if you will.”
“Or Ablie?”
We both walked to the bedroom door, laughing, and I thought I was out of this awkward conversation I didn’t want to have. My friends didn’t need to know how much it ached inside my soul to be back here with Anwen. But Jamie stopped me again and my heart clenched uncomfortably in my chest.
“Seriously though, you don’t have to pretend you’re not in love with her, we all know you are.”
And there it was. Like a dagger to the gut. I wondered whether I could engineer a system to make all of my friends never ever know that again? Probably not. There were, perhaps, some ethical issues with that. Maybe? Perhaps they could just comply because I asked? That never worked with equipment at work, but people were different.
“I’m not… I haven’t even seen her in… I’m not…”
Jamie frowned sympathetically. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself, but we’re all here when you let it in, because I’m guessing being around her all weekend is going to be… a trip, at the very least.”
She squeezed my hand briefly before walking out of the room, leaving me standing there in a ridiculously bright ray of sunlight that seemed at odds with the situation at hand. Where was the rain, Wales? I needed brooding weather if I was going to spend a weekend with the ex I absolutely was not still in love with.




Chapter 3
Why was she trying to kill me? What had I done to deserve this? Was I evil in another life? And not the good kind of evil? I didn’t even believe in reincarnation, what was she doing making me debate past lives?
Ugh.
And Abby and Allie were no better. Who wanted to trek up Pen-y-Fan on their hen weekend?
Well. I did. The views were amazing and so worth it, but still. I wasn’t about doing it with my ex, with whom I’d previously climbed this mountain more than once. 
Why was she even here? Did coordinators usually come along with the parties? It was weird. And even if that was standard protocol, why on earth would Anwen think it was a good idea this time? 
How would you like to spend your weekend, Anwen? Oh, climbing a mountain you used to kiss your girlfriend at the top of? Sounds fan-bloody-tastic. And, oh, you want to go with her? Great. But not kiss her at the top? Of course not. That would be the weird part in all of this… 
“Are you okay?” Jamie asked sceptically, leaning into my side so as not to draw attention as we walked. 
I looked at her. “I’m great. How are you?”
“Funny. You look like someone chopped up a motherboard and handed it back to you to fix.”
Despite my mood, I snorted. “Engineer humour?”
“Of course. Learning your language and all that.”
I smiled at her, adjusting my backpack. “I’m good, sorry. Just a lot of history here.”
She winced. “I’m sure. But, we’re nearly there.”
I plastered a neutral smile on my face and nodded, pretending like the top wasn’t going to be both the best and worst part of this whole thing. And that included the forty-minute drive in each direction in the pink monstrosity with Anwen along for the ride.
Sure enough, as Jamie stepped away from me again, Emma whooped, grabbed Olive’s hand, and started running for the summit. 
It hurt my heart to watch them. They were just like us the first time Anwen brought me here. Just after first-year exams, a way to celebrate and blow off steam. Just the two of us. We’d known where we were heading, but with flatmates and classes and exams and just general hopelessness, we hadn’t quite gotten there. Out here, we’d been alone together, the view perfect and romantic, both riding the high of the climb and the year and each other… and we’d kissed. 
Even after all this time, it was still the best first kiss I’d ever had. I’d thought I might propose to her here someday. 
But then someday was gone.
Rhea and Lottie were next to the top. They’d both done this mountain numerous times and loved it. They were the ones who had suggested including the climb in the weekend and, if they hadn’t looked so happy and exhilarated, I might have been tempted to push them off for being the reason we were here.
As the rest of us joined them, I concentrated on the path. If anyone asked, I'd say I was watching for rocks. In reality, I was fighting my desire to look at Anwen and my fear of looking at the view. I’d only ever seen this place with my hand in hers. I didn’t know what it would mean to see it without her. Likely nothing, but it felt like something.
“Wow,” Allie sighed as she looked out at the view. “I don’t know how you ever left this place, Cait. It’s gorgeous.”
It felt like my whole body recoiled from her words. Unnecessary attention on the fact I’d been here before, on the fact I’d moved, and the way it had cost me everything. 
“Germany was calling,” I said quietly. 
I couldn’t resist sliding my eyes over to Anwen. Her boots were perfectly at home here, her thick, muscular calves making me feel things I shouldn’t. She belonged here. I had once too, and I had no idea what to do with the part of me that felt like I still did. There was nowhere else in the world that would have felt as right as this place, with Anwen. 
Germany was my home, had been for ten years, but this was my soul home. And, apparently, she was too.
Jamie’s arm wrapped around my neck, yanking me from my thoughts and almost choking me. “Take a picture with me.”
I looked around as best I could from within her grasp, to see that the others were all taking pictures–of the view, of each other, of everything. And why wouldn’t they? 
I finally looked out over the valley and the rolling Welsh landscape and it was everything. It was the one place I’d ever felt on top of the world, literally and metaphorically. It was the place I nestled into the arms of the woman I loved and felt infinite. The others all had that, of course they wanted pictures.
Jamie dragged me to where she wanted the picture and roped Rhea in to snap the shot. I saw Anwen looking over at us–her expression very slightly troubled–right as Jamie leaned up and planted a wet, sloppy kiss on my cheek.
Rhea took pictures as I squealed, pushed Jamie away, and wiped my cheek, but, despite our laughter, Anwen’s strained expression was the only thing really on my mind. 
“We should eat while we’re up here,” she said, now purposefully not looking at me. “Refuel for the journey down.”
“Yes,” Abby agreed eagerly. “And what a gorgeous place to eat, too.”
We found a spot and sat in a circle. I squeezed myself in between Lottie and Olive, making sure Anwen wasn’t directly opposite me. I knew I wouldn’t be able to avoid staring at her if she were in my line of sight. It didn’t matter much though, since she came to me.
Lottie was telling me about the results of the latest inspection at her school when a voice from above us said, “Bara brith?”
I hadn’t had it in years, but she knew how I loved it. That delicious, fruit-filled, tea-soaked cake was one of my very favourite Welsh delicacies.
I looked at it. She’d even buttered it, exactly how I liked it. She had to be doing this on purpose, right?
With no self-control left and a million yearning questions, I finally looked into her eyes. The first time I’d done that directly since last night. At breakfast, I’d concentrated on my food, on the drive, I looked out the window ahead, but now, I looked right at her again. That beautiful, perfect face was so similar to how I remembered it. A little more life was written across it, but mine had that too, and it only served to make her more beautiful, more interesting. I wanted to know the story of how it had all happened. 
She gave me a cautious stare. “Sorry. It’s something we always do on these hikes.”
Why was her accent still like magic–like I was butter she was melting with a hairdryer? Lottie and Rhea didn’t have this effect.
“Os gweli di’n dda.” I replied without thinking, but the minute the words were out, I knew I shouldn’t have.
She looked like her stomach had fallen out of her body. I felt like mine had. A reel of all the times I’d said that to her played in my head, not all of them innocent. Oh, how I’d begged her with that phrase. 
Eyes wide, cheeks pink, she handed me a piece of the bara brith. “Diolch,” she whispered. I didn’t even know what she was thanking me for. Or what I’d really been pleading for. 
Lottie took one too before Anwen moved on and we both let out long breaths. 
“Still got that languages kink then?” Lottie asked, clearly at a loss for anything else to say.
I groaned. “I do not have a languages kink.”
“I know,” she laughed, causing me to look at her. “You have an Anwen Davies kink. Always have.”
“I absolutely do not,” I hissed, gesturing to her to keep it down. “We were together once, sure, but that’s in the past.”
She put her hand on my knee gently. “Cait, I mean this in the nicest way, but you’ve never looked at anyone like you look at her. You’ve never been happy like you were with her. And, with all due respect, you two can barely look at each other, and when you do it’s like… that. Don’t tell me that’s nothing.”
I sighed. Lottie had been there, she knew the whole story and could read me better than anyone in the world. Well, perhaps better than anyone except Anwen. Was there any point lying to her?
She squeezed my knee again and gave me that smile I was certain must reassure kids while they spilled their guts every day of the week. 
“Fine,” I huffed. “It’s hard. I hate this. Everything here is her and she is everything and yes, it’s been ten years, but I still… I’m still…”
I couldn’t say it, didn’t want to. I knew if I did, I’d cry, and this wasn’t the time or place. We were already talking ridiculously quietly so as to avoid pulling everyone into the conversation, if I started crying over my ex, they’d definitely notice. And so would said ex.
“I know,” Lottie said, wrapping one arm around my shoulders and giving me a quick side-hug. “And I know how it hurts you.”
“I wish I could go back,” I whispered, finally owning what I’d been feeling for ten years. “I wish I could tell her I wouldn’t take the job in Germany, or that I would but we’d work it out. Whatever it is, I wish I’d told her we weren’t just some uni fling.”
Lottie hesitated for a moment, carefully chewing on a bite of bara brith. “For what it’s worth,” she finally said, “I’m not sure the door is closed on her side either.”
As the sweet, complex flavour of butter and raisins and tea melted on my tongue, I looked across the circle, my eyes landing on Anwen where she was laughing with Abby. I’d always loved her laugh. I still loved seeing her happy. 
I didn’t know whether Lottie meant the door wasn’t closed because Anwen wasn’t healed from our breakup or because she didn’t want to be. Over the last ten years, I’d learned it was both for me. But I also knew that the last thing I should want was for her to still want me. We’d made our choice a decade ago, surely there was no going back now?




Chapter 4
I watched Anwen through the fire, hoping the flames and the dark would mask my gaze enough that she couldn’t tell I’d barely taken my eyes off her since we got back. Well, except for when we’d all returned to our cabins to clean up and I’d stood under the hot water and tried not to imagine Anwen in her own shower. 
I told myself I had no right to think of her like that anymore, that she probably wasn’t even in the shower, and, if she was, it was none of my business. It hadn’t worked very well as a strategy, especially when we all arrived at Fioled’s fire pit and her hair was damp and tied back, her clothes changed, and she’d definitely been in the shower.
Ten years since I’d had her in the shower or walked around a place we both lived while she looked like that, but one tiny glimpse of it and I wanted it back. 
“So,” Rhea said across the circle, “living this close, you must climb Pen-y-Fan all the time? Don’t think I’d ever leave if I lived here.”
Seemingly without her conscious control, Anwen’s gaze flickered to me, causing me to sit up straighter from where I’d slumped in my chair. Her attention was like a bolt of electricity through my body and every time I got it, I wanted more, wanted it flowing through me forever.
“I haven’t actually been up there in a while. I’ve done some of the others in the area more recently, but not that one,” she said, staring into the fire. 
“Oh? How long had it been?” Rhea asked. “You seem like a natural hiker.”
Anwen hesitated, chewing her bottom lip. That was new. 
She waited so long to answer that, by the time she did, most of the group was looking at her, eagerly awaiting her reply. I had a pit in my stomach that told me I might not want to know the answer.
“About ten years,” she said eventually. 
I sucked in a sharp breath as the rest of the group fell into an awkward silence, glancing from Anwen to me and away again as if we were too horrific to look at, too mortifying not to.
Was the last time Anwen had been up Pen-y-Fan been the last time I had? And if so, what did that mean?
I felt my face heating up but I knew it wasn’t the relatively cool evening or the fire before me. It was Anwen and Pen-y-Fan and the spectacularly terrible idea that had been this weekend.
The silence was becoming oppressive. Anwen shifted in her seat and I just knew she was berating herself for telling the truth. She was like that. Incredibly friendly and sweet, but kind of shy underneath. If anything went wrong or became awkward, she would think through all the ways she could have made it better, less awkward.
I wanted to tell her that there was no way to coordinate a hen party that your ex-girlfriend was attending and not have it be weird. 
“I got caught having sex outside 5th Ave in Manchester last weekend,” Jamie said, apropos of nothing. 
I shot her a grateful look. Whatever happened, I wanted to remember that I had the best friends in the world.
“Ew. What?” Olive squealed. “Why are you telling us that?”
Jamie laughed, a huge, booming roar. “Firstly, you two are new to me and my escapades, but welcome.” She gestured to Emma and Olive, who were the only two who looked remotely shocked. I was sure Anwen would too if she hadn’t been so grateful for the change of subject.
“Do I even want to know what comes second?” 
“Secondly, I guess we know you two aren’t into exhibitionism, then?”
Abby threw a marshmallow at Jamie. “That’s my sister, thank you very much. I do not want to know the answer to that.”
“We already know the answer,” Jamie laughed. “You saw the way they both reacted.”
“Excuse us,” Emma said, indignant. “Just because we were confused about you suddenly announcing you were caught having sex in the middle of Manchester, that doesn’t mean anything about us or our sex life.”
Abby pretended to shudder. “If you tell me you’ve been caught having sex outside, too, I’m telling Mum and Dad.”
Emma snorted. “Sure you are. And I’m sure they’ll be ever so shocked they produced a sexually promiscuous daughter when the other is ever so chaste. Oh, wait, no. They’ve literally seen the other one having sex.”
Abby’s face dropped as she shot a death glare at Emma. “I swear I’m going to kill you.”
“Ooh, not a good decision, dearest sister. You just told a whole lot of witnesses you were planning to murder me. They’ll be onto you in seconds.”
Abby growled, but Allie moved over to her, sitting down on her lap and patting her arm. “Now, now, you two. Play nice. And also shush because I want to hear about Jamie’s thing.”
Jamie sent a smug grin at Emma and Olive. “See? Who doesn’t want to know about me getting fucked in public?”
“Oh, I don’t know…” I said. “The police? An innocent bystander?”
Jamie stuck her tongue out at me while everyone else laughed, but they all faded into the background the second Anwen looked at me. The first time she’d looked at anything but the fire since Rhea’s question. 
Her expression was indecipherable–something questioning, something reassured, something ancient and aching and lost. And all I wanted was to take her in my arms and tell her everything was okay, that I understood why she hadn’t been up Pen-y-Fan in the last ten years, that today meant the same thing to me that it did her, that all the years didn’t matter because we were still here and we were still us. 
Jamie was up, acting something out, but I couldn’t decipher her words or her actions, my gaze locked with Anwen’s and a million unspoken words flowing between us. 
She’d always made me feel alive, this was something more, though. This was coming back to life. Ten years of almost living and suddenly remembering what being alive actually felt like. Feelings weren’t neat and tidy. They hurt and they ached and they filled you up and were wonderful, and the world was a little brighter for your being truly present in it. 
And it was always Anwen.
“Cait, what’s yours?” Allie said, finally pulling me from my reverie as Lottie nudged me with her elbow.
“Come again?” I looked at her questioningly.
“Kind of the point.” 
Everyone except me and Anwen laughed. We’d clearly missed something.
“What’s the riskiest place you’ve ever had sex?” Allie grinned.
My breath caught, my eyes flicking to Anwen again, her face as red as mine. 
I couldn’t answer that question with her here, could I?
“Uhh… I’m not sure…”
Jamie laughed. “Sure you’re not. This is just what you do when you’re stalling to figure out a good lie. Spill the beans.”
Anwen shrugged slightly, just for us. And if that didn’t do something to me… 
Surely not though? I couldn’t. I shouldn’t. I wouldn’t… “Pen-y-Fan.”
“Holy fucking shit. What?” Jamie squealed as everyone else broke out of their shocked stupor and leaned forward, demanding details, several of them putting the pieces together and looking between me and Anwen.
“I was young and… in love…” I looked away from Anwen and her strangely proud expression. “And it just happened.”
“All these years giving me grief about getting it on in public and you’re just as filthy as I am.” She spun to look at Anwen. “And you too.”
“Guess we know why it’s been ten years since you went back up there,” Rhea muttered, not quietly enough to prevent the whole group from hearing. 
“Promise me I didn’t sit anywhere you two have had sex?” Lottie said, laughing.
“We are absolutely not telling you where it happened,” I replied, burying my face in my hands and trying desperately to quell the feeling in my stomach at getting to be a ‘we’ again.
“Besides,” Anwen said, oddly confident given that a group of mostly strangers had just found out she’d once had sex up a mountain, “I don’t think any traces of us would have been left after ten years, do you?”
Not physical ones, perhaps, but she and I… us… that hadn’t been washed away in the last ten years. We were scored upon my heart, and the way she looked at me suggested we might be scored upon hers too.




Chapter 5
Despite the late night and the literal mountain climbing yesterday, I was awake before dawn. Our cabin had a gorgeous living room with French doors that opened up onto a balcony with a view over a pond. I sat on the deceptively comfortable couch, nursing a coffee, and watching the day slowly sneaking into this little corner of the world. 
It felt like something had changed last night. Anwen and I had both admitted holding onto parts of our relationship and nothing bad had happened other than some shocked teasing from my friends, but she’d navigated that with class and style and enough return jabs that I knew she’d be an incredible addition to the group. Which was absolutely something I shouldn’t be thinking about given that we weren’t together and this was all some random coincidence, not an actual ‘meeting the friends’ thing. 
But I couldn’t help it. Ten years, two different lives, all the ways we’d each grown, and yet… all the ways we would fit together were painfully obvious.
By six a.m. the sun was well and truly up, another beautiful day had dawned, the hills outside the window were lush and bright and welcoming, and there were still no signs of life from Jamie, but I needed to move. My coffee long since gone and the question in my mind of whether I should have gone for decaf instead, I snuck back into the bedroom, grabbed a change of clothes, and was quickly on my way out of the cabin.
The morning was gorgeous–alive with birds and butterflies. I’d simply planned to walk around the site and enjoy the day. Somehow, though, my feet carried me to the welcome centre, exactly as if my heart were leading a charge I hadn’t planned for but knew was inevitable. 
I walked the gravel path from around the back of the centre and right before I got to the corner, I heard voices. Her voice. God, how I loved that voice, that accent.
“So you’re basically dying?” said an unfamiliar voice.
“Wouldn’t you be?” Anwen shot back. 
The other person laughed. “Oh, for sure, but it’s funny seeing you like this.”
“Thank you so much for enjoying my misery.”
“Are you miserable?” They paused and I took one step closer. “I know you’re dealing with all the messy emotions and stuff, but are you actually miserable? Because it seems to me like you look alive for the first time since I’ve known you.”
There was the sound of them moving large boxes. I supposed that’s what they did here before the guests rose–got everything ready for another day in paradise. 
“I didn’t realise you thought you’d been working with the undead this whole time,” Anwen said. I smirked. She could be so snarky when she wanted to be. It was hot.
“Very funny, boss,” the other person said, and I could just hear them rolling their eyes. “You know what I mean. Yes, being stuck on a hen weekend with your ex is awkward and weird and everything, but what if it’s fate? What if this is the universe giving you a second shot at being happy?”
“I am happy. I’m happy with my life, my job, and my friends. And Cait and I… we were just a uni thing. Young and foolish and all that.”
My stomach clenched uncomfortably. Even I could hear the edge in her words, the pain and the lie. 
“Anwen, I had flings at uni. Most of them, I don’t even remember their names now. You don’t spend ten years refusing to date anyone else and suddenly come alive again when your ex shows up if you haven’t been pining.”
She sighed and it hurt my heart to hear the weight of it. “It’s not like it even matters–” 
I missed the rest of her sentence because I realised, too late, that she was coming towards me, her voice getting louder, closer, her boots crunching on the gravel, and I bolted a few steps down the path.
She stopped dead in her tracks when she turned the corner and saw me faux-casually walking towards her, acting like I hadn’t just heard her entire conversation. “Cait.” Her face drained of all its colour.
“Morning, Anwen.” 
I almost facepalmed. As if it wouldn’t be suspicious if I suddenly acted like casual acquaintances after a day and a half of awkwardly dancing around each other.
“Ooh, where?” called the other voice I’d heard as a face popped around the corner of the building. 
“Oh. Uh. Cait, this is Jem, one of the massage therapists here. Jem, this is Cait, my…”
“Your ex. Yes, dear, we all know,” Jem said, patting Anwen on the shoulder. 
I almost choked on my startled laughter. Anwen looked like she wanted the gravel to swallow her alive. Jem, however, just beamed at me, twirling slightly so their long flowing skirt danced from side to side.
“Hello,” I said, at a loss for anything else.
“Hi. So nice to meet you. Jem Arden. Any pronouns.”
“Cait Wilcox. She/her.”
“Oh, darling, I know.”
Anwen shook herself from her stupor, grabbed Jem’s shoulders, and manoeuvred the pair of them back around the corner of the building. “Excuse us, Cait.”
They were gone before I even had a chance to reply, but, when I heard the door of the building open and close, I couldn’t help moving slightly to look through the massive windows.
Inside, Anwen was gesticulating wildly while Jem laughed at her and Darby, the black lab, ran circles around her. I knew that mood–more embarrassed than angry, and adorably flustered. My heart felt warm that she still got like that. She was just so beautiful standing in the morning sunlight, arms flailing uncontrollably. 
I was so fixated on Anwen that I didn’t notice Jem spotting me and alerting her until they were both facing me and waving awkwardly. I sucked in a breath, cursing my own ridiculousness, as Anwen slumped, walked away from Jem, and headed back towards me.
She stopped a little too far away and could only hold my gaze for a few seconds at a time, her eyes darting from me to the valley, to the floor, to the building.
“Hi,” I said again, unnecessarily. Did I once know how to handle this? This was pitiful.
“Sorry,” she replied.
“For what?”
She huffed. “Just. All of that. All of this.” She gestured between us. “All of this whole weekend. I really don’t usually get this involved in the groups and, of course, yours is the one I had to step in for and I’m just… sorry. For everything.”
I didn’t like making her feel guilty. It’s not like it was all her fault. We’d both been there then, we were both here now.
“It’s really okay. I’m the one who showed up at your place of business without warning…”
“Well, there was a booking, so there was some warning. I mean, it wasn’t in your name, but still.”
I rolled my eyes fondly. “You know what I mean.”
She nodded and looked down, kicking at the tiny rocks underfoot. 
It made me feel off-balance to be alone with her. 
I looked around. “You really did it.” She looked up, following my hand as I gestured around us. “Created a queer business that suits you and serves people. I always knew you would.”
Those perfect green eyes–too much like the landscape around us–were suddenly boring into my own. Captivating, mesmerising, transporting. She made me feel more alive and infinite than standing at the top of Pen-y-Fan did. 
“You did, didn’t you?” she whispered, moving closer.
I swallowed and nodded, unable to find any words. I wanted her closer in every way a person could be close.
“Thank you,” she said, entering my personal space. “Even if we weren’t… even if we’d… you know… I still thought of you, of the way you believed in me. When everyone questioned whether this was a good idea… I’d think of you.”
My eyes burned and my throat felt thick. I had no idea how to deal with this, with her owning that she thought of me, that I meant something to her even after we’d broken up. I’d spent the last ten years thinking she’d moved on and forgotten me without trouble. There were no words for how it felt to know that wasn’t true.
“I’d, uh, think of you too. Often, actually,” I said, feeling myself flush.
The mood switched the second her face transformed into a cheeky smirk. “So I’ve heard. A certain little birdy told me you talk about me all the time.”
I felt like my stomach dropped out of my body, both at the memory and at this playful version of Anwen. Honestly, I had no idea what was going on or where we stood or what was happening. All I knew was that the last time she’d looked at me like that, it had led very quickly to sex.
“I’m going to kill that little birdy,” I said, still absolutely mortified at Jamie exposing me like that, even if it did seem to make Anwen happy.
She laughed. “Murder’s never really been your style.”
“People can change.”
She waited until I looked up and met her gaze again. “They can, they do, they have… But some things stay the same.”
The sentiment hung there, filling the space around and between us. My heart was aching to ask what was still the same with us.
I opened my mouth to speak, unsure what was going to come out, but was interrupted by banging from the window beside us. 
Anwen jumped just as fearfully as I did and we both looked up at the window to see Jem grinning and gesturing to something inside. Darby stood against the glass, tongue hanging out of his mouth.
“Ah. I guess you’re needed…” I said, looking down again, suddenly bereft at the thought of losing this moment with her. 
“It would appear so. The perks of being one of the bosses.”
“And they couldn’t get the other boss to handle it?” I muttered. It was intended mostly for myself, but Anwen heard and laughed.
“No, actually. The other boss is more just an investor. Never really on site. They care a lot, but they have a whole other job, so you know how it is.”
“Partner?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.
She gave me a curious look that I didn’t want to think too hard about. “In business, yes.”
“I see.”
“Yes, very run-of-the-mill information.” 
I didn’t need the tiny smirk to tell me she was messing with me, but I still enjoyed it and the accompanying fluttering in my stomach.
“Come on,” she said, gesturing us both forwards. “I have to go deal with this and I’m sure the rest of your party will be here for breakfast soon.”
“Oh, right.” I loved my friends but I had temporarily forgotten they existed. The things Anwen did to me… “I should let them know I’m up here already.”
She stopped, almost causing me to stumble. “You can use the phones at reception. They’re hooked up to all the cabins.”
“Thanks.” I raked my eyes over her suddenly troubled expression. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Fine. Just…” She took a deep breath. “Cait. I know this weekend has been weird, but we both know where we stand now and we can clearly be around each other. And plenty of people are friends with their exes, especially in the queer community…”
“Right…?”
“So, I’m just hoping that today will be easier for us. To be around each other.”
“Yeah,” I said, still trying to figure out exactly what it was she was saying. “I’d like that.”
“Me too.”
She smiled to herself, nodded, turned, and started walking again. “Come on, slowcoach.”
I had no idea what was happening or where we actually stood, but for the first time all weekend, I felt cautiously optimistic, and, trailing after Anwen, a smile on both our faces, I’d take that.




Chapter 6
We’d spent all day being pampered and massaged and basically waited on hand and foot by the incredible Fioled staff, so why was I so tense? The others were all dressed to the nines for this final dinner of the weekend. They looked happy and floaty and content. We were on the rooftop terrace of the welcome building being served a boutique menu catered towards Abby and Allie’s favourite meals, the evening warm around us, the wine and the laughter flowing. And I couldn’t feel any of it. Not like I should have.
No matter how wonderful, how amazing, how perfect this moment was, the only thing I could feel was the terror of knowing that tomorrow morning I’d be packed back in that ridiculous pink van, driven to the airport, put on a plane to Germany, and I’d be leaving Anwen again.
And I couldn’t stand that.
Since around midday, my heart had been pounding painfully in my chest and I’d had that feeling like I was a kid on a Sunday night, afraid of school the next day. Except, in my case, I was scared of the life I’d chosen coming back for me, ripping me again from the life I should have chosen. 
I took a sip of wine. It was good quality, I knew it was, but I could barely taste anything, just the burn of alcohol in the back of my throat. I switched to water. There was no sense in getting drunk and ruining my final hours with her. 
All day, we’d looked at each other and laughed, talked as if the years were falling away and we were friends again. She’d even teased me when I’d been walking around the spa in a dressing gown and she’d been fully dressed, and I was very certain she was flirting. I was also very certain I had no idea what to do with that.
Her eyes flicked over to me as she chatted with her staff, pulling me into her again. I’d never met anyone so magnetic in my life. 
Our eyes held and the energy between us grew and morphed, twisted into something I’d have understood completely ten years ago. Now, it just meant a million unanswered questions.
Jamie dropped into the seat beside me, returning from where she’d been dancing with the others against a background of the Welsh countryside.
“You planning on sitting here, brooding, all night?” she said, stealing a spoonful of the dessert I was still nursing.
I tore my eyes from Anwen. “I’m not brooding.”
She raised an eyebrow before looking from me to the bar where I knew Anwen still stood. 
“Yeah, okay,” she said after a minute. “I’ll amend. You planning on sitting here all night, eye-fucking your girl, and then brooding for the rest of time?”
“Jamie…” I really did not want to have this conversation.
“No, Cait, look. We’ll sit by and let you make all the decisions you want to for your life. We know you like your life as it is, but there’s a decision right here that you know you want to make. And it’s been haunting you for ten years. I don’t need to have been at uni with you both to see you’re not over each other.”
I shook my head, even as I felt dizzy from stress. “It’s not like that. She’s not interested. We put the past to rest, we can part as friends. It’s done.”
Jamie watched me long enough for me to start squirming under her gaze. “Cait, how many bars have we been to together?”
“What? I don’t know. A lot?”
“Right. And how many times have we looked at each other across the room the way you two were just now?”
I saw what she was getting at, too late, but still. “Well, none, but you and I never dated.”
She rolled her eyes. “Okay, how many times have you seen me making eyes at our many friends I have dated once we were exes?”
It was zero. She knew it, I knew it, she knew that I knew it. But it was still different.
“There’s just a lot of history there, and the shock of seeing each other again after all that time…”
“Look, come tomorrow, if that’s what you need to tell yourself to go back to your tidy little life, I’ll support you. But, tonight? Just… think about it? While there’s still time to do something about it.”
She jumped up, taking my wine with her, and sashayed back towards the dancefloor.
I didn’t know how to think of anything else, but there was no way to change things. Anwen and I had our chance and we’d called it what it was–a uni thing. She’d been very clear that she had no interest in dragging us out longer than that. I’d always respected that. 
I downed the rest of my glass of water and quietly got up, moving to an obscured part of the roof to be alone. This was Allie and Abby’s party, I couldn’t ruin it for them. 
I looked out at the cabins and the hills beyond, taking in every part of it I could. The warm air swirled around me and I wondered how long it would be before I got another night like this, another chance to be back here. For the last ten years, I’d been running from Anwen, from this place, from myself. Maybe it was time to stop running.
While I couldn’t make Anwen love me and I couldn’t stop myself from loving her, I could accept it, deal with it, and move on. Hopefully. Eventually. That should be the goal, right? Move on and stop punishing myself by never coming here?
“Trouble in paradise?” her voice said from behind me. 
Moving on wouldn’t come easily when her voice still made every part of me feel like jelly.
“Is there ever trouble here?” I asked, tilting my head to one side.
She rolled her eyes and I enjoyed it a little too much. “I meant with Jamie.”
I turned to face her as she leant against the rail beside me and looked out over the valley. “You know Jamie and I aren’t together, right?”
“I know that. Now.” She tried hard to suppress her wince but I caught it in the way her cheek and eyebrow twitched. It made me curious and hopeful.
“When did you not know?”
She sighed heavily. “When you arrived, when you insisted one bed was good for the pair of you, when we were up Pen-y-Fan…”
It sounded like she cared. Why did she care?
“When did you know?”
My heart pounded in my chest waiting for her answer, running through every interaction since Friday, every look, every word, every clue.
“When Jamie was talking about her… sexual escapades.”
“Because you know that my version of outdoor sex does not include ginnels in city centres?”
She laughed. She’d always laughed at that word. “Something like that.”
“So… you were okay with me sharing about Pen-y-Fan because…?”
Her hands clenched tightly at the rail. “Because then I knew you weren’t together. And if that was still something to you, then I was still something to you.”
She couldn’t meet my eye and I desperately wanted her to. I wanted to reach out, gently caress her cheek, and move her gaze to mine.
I took a deep breath. “You’ve always been something to me. You always will be.”
As soon as the words were out, I knew they were true. I could accept the situation and tell myself whatever I wanted about the choices we’d made, but I couldn’t pretend I was ever getting over Anwen Davies. She was my forever love.
“You shouldn’t say things like that…” she murmured, tears thick in her voice. 
“Why not? It’s true.”
“Because… because… because we made our choice ten years ago. You wanted Germany more than you wanted me. And that’s fine. I was just some uni fling for you and that’s really okay. I was lucky to get you for that long.”
My head swam. “What are you talking about? I was just some uni thing for you. Not the other way around. You’re the one who wanted to call it quits.”
Finally, she turned to look at me and she was beautiful against the night sky. “No, you weren’t. You were everything, but you wanted to go, and I didn’t want to hold you back or cling too tightly and have you become annoyed with me.”
A startled and confused bark of laughter burst from my chest at the same moment tears began rolling down my face. “We are both fools.”
She frowned at me. “I’d be more offended if you weren’t insulting yourself too.”
“Anwen, you realise what we did? We both pretended it was nothing and we were fine because that’s what we thought the other wanted.”
“What?” Her hand reached out, seemingly without her conscious effort, and gripped my own tightly. 
“I didn’t want Germany over you. I didn’t want that job over you. I did want it, but I wanted you at my side. I wanted to make it work. I think we’d have made it work.”
She swayed as if she might fall over. “You… wanted… me?”
I reached my free hand up to sweep a few stray hairs from her face. “I have wanted you every single day for the last thirteen years. Basically from the day I met you.”
Her eyes sparkled with tears and starlights and every single part of her felt like coming home, like my whole life had been waiting for this moment on a warm night in the Rhondda Valley with the woman I would always love.
“I never stopped loving you,” she said through tears, looking for all the world as if she were coming home too.
“Tell me we can make it work–Germany, the distance, the time until I can get something here?” I was hopeful, but I was also begging with my whole soul. I’d never needed anything like I needed her. 
She sucked in a painful-sounding breath. “Are you sure? I can’t leave this place, but we can make the distance work. I gave you up once and I don’t think I can do that again. I’d rather do anything than give us up.”
I rested my forehead against hers. “Anwen, I love Germany, and I can’t wait to show you around, but this is home. It has been since I was a little fresher moving to Cardiff and finding you. And I’ve spent enough time running away. I want to come home.”
She sobbed against me, leaning in closer until our lips brushed against each other and all I wanted in the world was to kiss her and never let her go. And I was somehow allowed to, so I did. Softly, gently, luxuriating in the feel of her against me again–everything I’d ever wanted and so much more. 
And she was kissing me back.
When we parted, she snuggled into my chest, my arms holding her tight against me, the sound of the party in the background. 
I looked down, kissing the top of her head. “Do you think it’s too close to the wedding to ask Abby and Allie to give me a plus one?”
She laughed, a wet, beautiful sound, and leaned back to look at me. “You, Caitlyn Wilcox, are a fool. But I love you.”
I beamed at her. My heart was fit to bursting. “I love you too. Always have. Always will.”




The End
Thank you so much for reading! I hope you enjoyed this little love letter to my former home. If you'd like to keep up to date on my books, you can sign up for my mailing list at jacquelineramsden.com, or follow me on Twitter, @Jac_Ramsden.
Jacqueline (she/they) is a genderqueer, demisexual lesfic writer. They enjoy tea and books. She misses Wales very much.




Off Menu, Off Script
LILY SEABROOKE
Lydia's pretty sure this vacation will suck, visiting her family's new island home to work at their restaurant. But things change when she meets her celebrity crush there—and accidentally throws a smoothie over her. With the spark they have, though, maybe this vacation's not all bad.




Chapter 1
So, holy shit, because Sydney Collins was literally sitting in front of me.
Behind me, Connor bumped into me, and that was where everything went to shit. Sure, it was my fault for standing there stock-still gaping at the world’s hottest actress, mouth opening and closing like a fish, but still, the guy was muscled and he had a powerwalk.
Needless to say? I went flying. And that spelled disaster, but let me explain first what the hell was even going on here, because I’d just stepped off the plane yesterday convinced this was going to be the world’s worst getaway island vacation, and when I saw my loser brother’s grinning face tanned to a crisp, I was done with it already. Not to mention, I knew I didn’t tan—I turned an attractive shade of lobster-pink in the sun, the only one in my family who did.
“Hey, Dumpling,” my brother, Connor Sharpe, said while I hauled my suitcase that was almost as tall as I was. “You’re looking pasty.”
“Don’t worry. I’m sure three weeks here is plenty of time to turn me the color of blanched shrimp.”
My obnoxious older brother, who’d moved with my family to Castle Point Island, had absolutely turned into a surfer dude. Sure, he at least wore a shirt, but he was sporting the blonde hair just on the untamed side of long and the tanned look that I’d never have been able to pull off if I spent my whole life going for it. He picked up my suitcase with one hand, slinging it over his shoulder, and I bristled.
“Hey—that’s got my laptop in it. Be careful.”
“Bringing your laptop on vacation?” He tutted. “All work and no play makes Lydia a dull Dumpling.”
I put my hands on my hips. “You and Dad literally brought me here to work.”
“Two days a week won’t kill you,” he said. “It’s just to keep you from losing track of time. Besides, it’s just a family restaurant with, like, five regulars and nobody else. It’s chill. C’mon, I know you think I’m gross because I’m your brother, but gimme a hug.”
“Ew. I’d rather eat a slug.” But I wrinkled my nose and gave him a hug anyway, letting him crush the life out of me with one tree-trunk arm. “Just doing this because I know you’ll never get off my case otherwise,” I grunted into his shoulder.
“Dumpling secretly eats slugs,” he sang.
You know, I was tempted to just swing my carryon purse by the shoulder strap like a medieval mace up between his legs, clock him in the nuts with it. I didn’t, though, so don’t say I’m not a good sister.
Stepping out of the airport—which was a generous term for that provincial little shack with tarmac—into the brisk sunlight, admittedly, felt nice. The late spring air was warm but still not quite hot, the sunlight prickling on the back of my neck, and the air—well, I didn’t know air this fresh existed. It was a small island without much more than a little town on it, a cozy place my family had moved to not long after I’d left for college, and they’d been badgering me to come join them here for years. It was only years later that I finally got enough of a break from grad school to go.
But coming here meant getting roped into work at the family restaurant, too.
Still, for now, walking behind Connor’s tall frame towards his beat-up tacky little light-blue sedan, feeling a warm breeze that tasted like the ocean, and seeing the endless stretch of brilliant sapphire blue on the horizon, I couldn’t be too pissed off about this place. It was beautiful, and I found myself staring as Connor threw my things into the trunk.
“Dad and Zach are getting started on the barbecue,” he said, once we were sitting together in the car, and he took three tries to get the engine to start. I really hoped it wasn’t going to break down and leave us stranded somewhere on this strange island. “You’re going to love the house. After that, we’re going to the bonfire with the family next door. You’ve got a nice outfit, right? And I’m not talking a TBD and Italian leather boots.”
I gave him a deadpan look. “I’m ninety-nine percent positive you just called an LBD a TBD.”
“Ugh, I don’t do fashion.” He waved me off. “Just wear shorts, flip-flops, you get the drill.”
And I had to admit, seeing my family’s house near the end of a street lined with palm trees, rocky crags past it down to a long sandbar and the endless ocean past it, it wasn’t bad. Especially stepping out of the car and smelling the barbecue right away, sweet and smoky and savory.
“Dad!” Connor bellowed the second he shut the car door. “I found a dumpling at the airport!”
Which meant I didn’t even get the time to get inside and get changed—and most importantly, get showered—before I was pulled into the backyard to hug my dad and my other brother Zach, neither of whom I’d seen in years.
“Look at our little Dumpling,” my dad said, an older man with a balding crown and the daddest of Hawaiian shirts, smiling at me so wide his eyes crinkled. “You’re all grown up now.”
“Still just a little wisp, if you ask me,” Connor said, nudging my side. “C’mon, let’s fatten you up.”
“I’m a vegetarian now, in case you forgot,” I said. “Which is a good reason I can’t work at that restaurant, right?”
Dad lit up. “We’ve actually been getting a couple people lately looking for more vegetarian options. I was hoping you’d help us figure out what’s good. One of our regulars, Sydney, is vegetarian. I think you’ll like her.”
And it was only the next day that I found out the Sydney in question was the lead in my favorite movies, the actress I obsessively Twitter-stalked, who I had about sixty million photos of in my camera roll.
I’d had a rough morning after sleeping in a guest bed that was more guest than bed, in a guest bedroom that really embodied the island-shack aesthetic. I’d woken up sore all over, and waking up to my brothers stomping around the house like I was ten years old again listening to Connor get ready for his soccer meet on the weekend—it wasn’t exactly the throwback I’d been looking for. And sure, the bonfire had been fun—and the drinks had been to die for—but that also meant I’d gone to bed around midnight, and only found out ten minutes to midnight that I’d start work at seven.
Apparently, the restaurant served breakfast. Who knew?
But one way or another, I found myself in a cramped kitchen with shelves and cabinets overflowing with dishes and condiments, food stains on every surface, over a hot stove while Connor showed me the ropes of the place. I probably knocked over about a million things, but even that didn’t get me out of working in this place, even when I felt like I was going to melt. I couldn’t imagine this place in the summer. We kept a tray of ice cubes out on the counter at all times, apparently in lieu of AC.
Which meant I was sweaty, tired, achy, and vaguely stressed when I was hurrying out through a squeaky slatted swing door and into the cramped dining area, a tray of dishes and colorful smoothies in my hands, and I stopped dead at the sight of Sydney Collins—yes, famous actress Sydney Collins, who lived rent-free in my head at all times—at the table in front of me, just about facing me. And Jesus Christ, she was even prettier in person. How was that possible?
So, sure, I stopped dead. Because why in the world was the most beautiful person in the world sitting there looking at me like she wasn’t just famous and incredible and like I didn’t have the biggest celebrity crush on her—on this tiny little island in this tiny little town—when wham, Connor rushed out the door behind me, slammed into me with a grunt, and I staggered forwards and flung an entire strawberry pineapple smoothie clear over my celebrity crush.
So, holy shit, because my life had gone from the absolute highest high of seeing her in person, to the lowest low imaginable.




Chapter 2
“Oh my god, I am so sorry,” I blurted, my face on fire and my insides on fire and my life on fire and in shambles. Sydney, sitting in the chair by the tiny window, just sat there blinking with her hands up, eyes wide, looking between me and the streak of smoothie down her front.
But then, the last thing I’d have ever expected from her—instead of a tirade or just the stony treatment or telling Connor to take me out of the restaurant and dump me into the ocean—she swiped a finger through the smoothie that was making her blouse stick to her chest, and my stomach flopped as I watched her lick it off her finger.
“That’s not bad,” she said. “Which flavor is that one?”
I blinked. “Um… that’d be strawberry pineapple, but… usually it’s served in a glass, not down your shirt.”
“That’d probably improve the presentation, but this does make an impact.”
I just stared, open-mouthed like a fish against the glass again. There was no doubt about it—this wasn’t an illusion or anything, this was Sydney Collins, sitting in front of me, talking to me. She was unbelievably gorgeous, sandy blonde hair swept back into a quick twist and a light tan, big brown doe eyes that were genuinely just looking right at me right now, a rich and warm voice with a rough, sort of boyish edge. I’d know her voice in a Disney World-sized crowd. This was her.
Who I’d just smoothied into next week.
“Going to offer to help her, or what?” Connor’s voice from behind me startled me out of the two-second pause where we just stared at each other, and when he clapped a hand on my shoulder, I jumped. “Sorry, Syd,” he said, beaming past me at my celebrity crush and using a nickname for her.
Sydney waved him off. “Don’t worry about it, Conman. I skipped my shower this morning anyway. Just the universe telling me to get on it.”
She had a nickname for my brother, too. I was spinning.
“Need a ride back to your place?” he said, gesturing to the front door. “You usually take your bike here, right?”
“Probably not the best idea, riding around while I’m covered in strawberry…”
Connor nudged me. “You’ve been pretty shit in the kitchen, so here’s your moment. I’ll take over while you grab my old junker and take Syd back to her place.”
On the inside, I said something like, I’m sorry, what the fuck, since when were you friends with Sydney Collins, and now you’re telling me to get in a car with her after I’ve gotten her all sticky and take her back to her home? But I had a modicum of sense, so I said, “Yeah—no problem. I’m really sorry, uh… Sydney.”
Calling her Sydney felt like sacrilege. But she just gave me a wide, lopsided smile, and she said, “No prob. Can I get a strawberry pineapple smoothie to go?”
I was a smart woman. I was a PhD student in statistics. I’d done an internship with the Federal Reserve Bank of America. My doctoral advisor had told me I could have gone for a Nobel if I stayed in academia. I was intelligent. But somehow, in that moment, all that intelligence left me, because I looked down over Sydney’s spattered front and back up before I said, “You mean, a second one?”
I waited to die.
But instead, Connor laughed first, slapping me on the shoulder, and then Sydney laughed too, eyes sparkling. My heart died. “Maybe this one in a container,” she said.
Connor handed me his keyring, a jingly thing with a surfboard keychain on it because he was a stereotype and a purple frog keychain because I wasn’t sure why, and I tried to act like I was remotely cool as I led Sydney outside, back into the heat of the sunshine. A breeze was picking up, smelling like the ocean, and my sleek black sneakers kicked up sand that had scattered across the path.
My head was screaming the whole time, just internal screaming nonstop, wondering if I was supposed to start a conversation—if I could just say holy shit you’re Sydney Collins—but I was saved by Sydney stepping up.
“Are you and the Conman related? You look just alike.”
“Ew. Don’t compare me to that lumbering pole.”
God, my mouth worked so much faster than my brain sometimes. But Sydney just laughed, tossing her head back, little strands of hair falling across her face as she did. Wow. I was having a moment. I was having ten moments. “I’m guessing that’s a yes. That’s the kind of love only a sister could give.”
“Yeah, he’s my brother. Two years older. I stayed back in Chicago when the family moved out here… uh. I’m Lydia, by the way,” I blurted. The tips of my ears were turning hot. The drink running down Sydney’s front was turning her white blouse a little… see-through. I didn’t look. Not consciously. She was wearing a black bra, too. That wasn’t fair. I couldn’t not see that.
“Sydney. You can call me Syd, though. Nice to meet you, Lydia.”
“Yeah, just—sorry the meeting involved—you know.”
“Finding out about my new favorite flavor of smoothie?” she said, and I stopped at the passenger door to Connor’s car, turned back, and had my thoughts absolutely broken to pieces at the sight of Sydney swiping a finger over the tops of her breasts, picking up the pink smoothie, and licking it from her finger. Accidentally making eye contact with her while she did definitely didn’t help.
Jesus. I didn’t know how to breathe. Had I ever? I didn’t remember ever knowing how.
“Um—” I started, trying to fight off the blush. God, the way I was looking at her had to be as transparent as rice paper. The smirk that tugged at her lips said I was as transparent as rice paper. “I’m really glad you like it, but I think next time I want to sample a smoothie for you, I’ll just… set it in front of you.”
“Practical,” she said. “I like it.”
Connor came out of the building right after we’d gotten into the car, carrying a colorful plastic cup that didn’t look single-use, and I fumbled with the car controls to lower Sydney’s window for him. He handed the cup in through the window. “Here you go, Syd.”
Apparently Sydney was regular enough at my family’s restaurant to get their actual, reusable cups as to-go containers, I guess just to bring it back the next time she’s around. Once I’d closed the window and pulled the car out of the unpaved patch behind the restaurant that served as parking lot, I said, “So, um… you’re a regular, huh?”
She gave me a sly, sidelong smile. “You don’t need to beat around the bush, Lydia. You know who I am, don’t you?”
I flushed. “I—figured you were trying to avoid awkward fan interactions. And… then I just gave you an awkward waitstaff interaction by throwing a drink over you. Are you sure you’re not cold?”
“Freezing, so drive faster,” she teased. “It’s fine. Most people here just either don’t know me or don’t care about my status. It’s why I’ve been staying here between filming the past few years.”
“I should have asked this a second ago, but where are we driving?”
She laughed. “Here I figured we were just going for a joyride together,” she said, and I knew I was just imagining the flirtatious edge in her voice. I didn’t think she was gay. And even if she was, she wouldn’t be flirting with me. Not even if I hadn’t thrown a drink over her. “Just straight along here. I’ll tell you when to make a left.”
I cleared my throat. “So… is it okay if I tell you I’m a big fan?”
“Well, I’m a big fan of your smoothies, so I think we’re even,” she said, taking a sip through a pink plastic straw. “I should be asking for your autograph.”
“I assure you, you’d be the first and last to do so.”
“It’s nice you’re so polite about it,” she laughed. “Usually when people recognize me in the wild, it’s more oh my god, can I take a picture with you, can I get your autograph…”
“And I’m assuming I’m the first fan to spot you in the wild and throw a smoothie at you.”
She winked. “I assure you, you’re the first and last to do so.”
Okay. She sounded like she was flirting. I couldn’t handle that, so I changed the subject. “How long have you even been here? I never knew you had some… far-off island home you retreated to. I mean, I guess random people trawling your IMDB page not finding out about it is the point.”
“Four years,” she said. “Just a bit after your family’s restaurant opened up. I’ve been going ever since. Mostly just for breakfast, since that’s when there’s the biggest vegetarian selection…”
Oh, Christ. That was right. She was a vegetarian. My dad wanted me to be the vegetarian consultant for the restaurant to make something Sydney would like. “About… that,” I said, head feeling fuzzy. “So… apparently my dad’s looking to expand the vegetarian menu.”
“Is he really?” She glanced over at me, eyes wider. Those long, dark eyelashes fanning out wide were, um… well, they were something.
“Yeah. While I’m here. He’s asking my help. I’m, uh—I’ve been vegetarian for the past six years now.”
“No kidding,” she laughed. “Well, I leave myself in your capable hands, Lydia.”
Flirting. Definitely flirting. I didn’t get it. And I got it even less when I heard myself saying, “You can count on me. They are pretty capable hands.”
Her smile widened, and I was grateful for the way the engine suddenly sputtered and rumbled, because it pulled us out of this weird—whatever had been going on for a second there. I gripped the wheel tighter, watching a dirt road roll by underneath, but the engine restabilized.
“It’s a left up here,” Sydney said. “It’s a comfortable place. You might as well come in.”
I blinked. “Where do you want me to come?” I said, which was probably the worst sentence I’d ever said. I just about winced myself out of existence.
She laughed. “Inside my house,” she said. “My only transportation is back at the restaurant. You’re going to wait around and take me back after, right? I mean, if your alternative is working in that sweaty little kitchen with the Conman…”
“Oh. Right. Yeah, I can… yeah.” I scratched my head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night. I’m a little thrown off today.”
She tugged the collar of her shirt forward, looking down at the smoothie dripping down into places I wasn’t thinking about. “I did actually pick up on that,” she said. “Although if it got me a free smoothie and an air-conditioned ride home, I’m not complaining.”
God, I had no idea what was going on.




Chapter 3
Throwing a drink at a celebrity had never turned out so well. I mean, I assume. I hadn’t done it with a lot of them.
Either way, sitting on a secluded rear veranda overlooking the beach, tucked in between palm trees, and watching the waves roll in below while I sipped a tropical smoothie from Sydney’s kitchen—I considered it a win even before the door opened behind me and I glanced back to where Sydney Collins—still just as famous and beautiful as fifteen minutes ago—came out wearing a halter top and barely-there shorts, her hair slightly damp.
“Enjoying the view?” she said.
Absolutely am, I thought, trying not to look at her legs. “It’s beautiful,” I said, meaning her legs. “Thanks so much for inviting me in.”
She nudged my shoulder. “I wasn’t going to make you just stand out front. But while we’re here, talking about vegetarian options… let’s go to the kitchen together.”
I blinked. “Hosting a cooking show now, Syd?”
She smiled. It made the sun look dim. “I bet it’d be a hit. But no. We’re the only two vegetarians on this island, I think. If you’re trying to come up with something, we should work on it together. Two heads are better than one, right?”
She winked. My head spun.
Was Sydney just a really desperate and repressed lesbian, that she would flirt with the first girl to look queer near her? I wasn’t in the same universe as her.
“I—” I fumbled. “I’d love to, but Connor—”
“The Conman would be overjoyed,” she said. “You don’t think that guy takes business hours seriously, do you? Some days he opens late because he’s busy sunbathing.”
I laughed. As surreal as it was talking about my family with Sydney Collins, it was easier. I could handle insulting my brother. I could not handle flirting. Not that I was complaining.
“That’s just like him,” I said. “He’s always been like that. He’s either going much too hard, or he’s slacking off the entire day.”
“I empathize,” she said, eyes twinkling. “I go much too hard when I’m back on set, and then between filming, I come out here and slack off every second I get. Maybe that’s why the Conman and I have always gotten along.”
Her kitchen was a beautiful thing, modern finishings in chic contrast to the cozy island views outside the French door letting in a warm breeze. We worked alongside each other, sharing stories about food and family, and after maybe thirty minutes, I maybe relaxed the tiniest bit.
“Ugh, you really know what you’re doing,” Syd sighed contentedly, taking a bite of the grilled pineapple and goat cheese on fired bread. I took a bite from my plate, standing across the breakfast bar from her, tasting the explosion of sweetness offset by the creamy tang of the cheese.
“I’m not too bad at this. I guess cooking runs in the family.”
“You’re not bad to have around, huh, Lydia?”
“Have to make myself good for something.”
She laughed. “You’re fun to talk to, and you’re at least as good a cook as your dad and brother. And you’re not trying to set the world record for idlest small talk like they are.”
“Ugh, you should see them at family gatherings,” I laughed. “I don’t think they actually hold information more than twenty-four hours, so deeper conversation is impossible.”
“You’re on the island for three weeks, right?” She leaned over the counter, grinning at me and definitely deliberately propping up her boobs on the counter. I didn’t look. Not directly. “You should come back around. I think we could workshop some more vegetarian dishes like this, because this one? Huge success.”
I put my foot in my mouth. “Just can’t get enough of me, huh? I’d think you’ve never seen a girl before.”
What even possessed me to say that? Some vengeful island spirit, I was sure. But she smiled.
“Never seen one half as interesting as you,” she said. I fumbled.
“Really like being drenched with smoothie, huh?”
“If that’s your standard greeting, I’ll need to start carrying a change of clothes.” She winked. “Worth it, though.”
I swallowed. She was flirting. The smart answer was to get out. I wasn’t smart. “Name the time and place, and I’ll be there,” I said.
She raised her cup—my brother’s cup—in a toast. “I’ll bring a towel.”
∞∞∞
 
“Okay, now can I ask what the hell?”
Connor sat way back in the creaky old chair he had on the back porch, the nighttime breeze over the ocean just barely warm, the sounds of wildlife all around. I’d never seen such a clear, full moon in my life, but it was the last thing I could focus on right now.
“I should be the one asking what the hell,” he said, raising his colorful drink with a lime wedge. “You normally throw drinks at customers? Is this your ploy to get out of kitchen work?”
“Not my fault you move like a freaking rhino. That’s not the point.” I leaned back against the wood railing, palm leaves hanging low over my head as I turned on him. “You just forgot to mention Sydney Collins lived here? And was a regular at our restaurant?”
He grinned. “Oh, now it’s our restaurant.”
“Dude, I’ll throw sand in your drink. And you’re friends with her. When were you planning on telling me?”
“So you could book a flight here and stalk her? I’m not doing that to our customers.” He shrugged. “She’s just another human being, like you and me. Don’t tell me you creeped on her.”
“Well, you sent me to her house.”
He grinned. “You were gone a while.”
I looked away. “We, uh… actually kind of collaborated on some vegetarian dish ideas.”
I spilled everything that happened—leaving out how much she seemed to be flirting—but it didn’t help. He threw his head back, laughing.
“Oh, that girl’s one-dimensional,” he said. “So?”
I frowned. “So, yeah, I guess I’m visiting more. What do you mean, one-dimensional?”
“Visiting.” He snorted. “She’s trying to hit on you. Don’t tell me you were oblivious.”
I nearly pitched backwards over the railing and into the white sand ten feet down. “I—are you joking?” I said, even though I knew somewhere deep down I was ignoring that she had been.
“No, I’m not joking. Are you kidding me? She was just about flashing her sticky, fruit-covered boobs at you.”
I flushed wildly, picking up my drink from the railing and fussing with the rim. “I’m not… that’s… well, I mean, I guess she did that.”
“And I know she’s hot. Hell, I tried hitting on her—didn’t even know who she was then—but she’s gay.”
I rubbed my forehead. “Guess the rumors about her dating Philip Steinbeck are wrong, after all.”
“If you know the rumors about who she might be dating, you’re already into her. I know you don’t like letting yourself have good things, but there’s no way you’re letting this pass by.”
I scrunched up my face. “What are you suggesting, a vacation fling?”
He put his hands up. “What other possible interpretation is there of what I’m saying?”
“I’m not—I don’t do flings, okay?”
His eyes twinkled mischievously. “A toss, then. A chuck. A nice throw. Whatever you want to call it, just bag Syd and live the rest of your life feeling like a champion.”
“No way. I’d just get…” I waved my hands around. “You know. Attached. I’m here for three weeks. If I have three weeks of a fling with the world’s hottest celebrity who I didn’t even know was a lesbian, I’ll be heartbroken once I have to leave and just go back to rewatching every movie with her in it.”
“And you’d rather live the entire rest of your life knowing you could have had a steamy vacation fling with the world’s hottest celebrity who you didn’t even know was a lesbian, and didn’t?” He shrugged, going back to his drink. “Besides, watching her stuff might be more interesting knowing what she looks like naked.”
“Oh my god. You’re the literal worst. I’m going to go be moody in my bed. Tell me I don’t work tomorrow too,” I said, turning to the back door.
“Nope. We’ve got an extra bike, though, so you can take it down to Syd’s house for some ooh-la-la.”
“Fall off the deck and get a mouthful of sand, you sicko,” I said, stepping inside to where the plank floor creaked underfoot and shutting the door.
Still, I did visit Syd again in the morning. And she answered the door with no pants on, which almost gave me a heart attack. Even once I realized it was just a swimsuit with a t-shirt thrown on over top, that didn’t help a ton.
“Sorry I’m not exactly dressed for company,” she said, as if her with a messy ponytail and no pants was anything to apologize for. “I’m heading out for a swim after breakfast. Well, I’m feeling lazy today, so probably more of a float. Join me?”
“Here I thought you were just in swimwear in case I threw another drink on you,” I said. “Sounds perfect. Beats listening to my dad tell me about his latest gardening project.”
She ushered me into the kitchen, where a French press brewing dark coffee gleamed amber in the morning light under a window. “And if you feel the need to drench me again, you can just splash water.”
“Look, in my defense, I spilled because Connor ran into me like a linebacker on speed.”
She laughed. “I know, I know. I’ve heard your hands are very capable, after all. Now, what are we having for breakfast?”
Hearing Sydney Collins ask me that question in her pristine island home—while, again, no pants—was a life I’d never even dreamed of, but now? Now I was finding it was pretty worth dreaming of.




Chapter 4
It turned out that swimming—or floating—with Sydney Collins was just as much of a gay panic as cooking with her.
Once I’d gone home to grab my swimsuit, she led me to the quietest part of the beach, where the only sound in the world was the waves rolling against the sand and the cries of the seagulls, and we waded out into the water and floated there watching lonely white clouds drift by.
“It’s relaxing, isn’t it?” she said, her eyes on the sky, her ponytail dipping back into the water and fanning out.
“Yeah. I didn’t know air could be this… fresh.” I breathed in deep, letting the waves drift me closer to Sydney. “I guess relaxing is important for someone who… well, doesn’t get a lot of relaxation otherwise.”
She gave me a wry smile. “It honestly throws me off sometimes, going from zero to a hundred and back again. But I like it. I can really get my head in the game after I’ve been able to shut off completely.”
I paused. “So… is there a taboo on talking about your acting here? If this is where you go to get away from it.”
She hummed. “Normally? If someone like the Conman asked, I’d say yes. But I like you, so you can talk about whatever you like.”
What a waste, that the air was so fresh and clean and wonderful and then I didn’t know how to breathe. I fidgeted with my hands under the water, where she couldn’t see. “Okay. Because I have a burning question I need to ask.”
She sighed, a small smile on her face. “I’ll bet I know what it is.”
“When you were playing in What a Mouthful, which of the cats did you like best?”
She paused. “That’s not the usual question I get.” Her eyes went back up to the sky as she thought it over. “But… now that you say it, I think that’s my favorite question I’ve ever gotten. Hold on. I loved all the cats. I did have a soft spot for Grumbles.”
“Grumbles?”
“Oh—that’s Snowball. The cat’s real name was Grumbles.”
I shot her a look. “And they didn’t just use that name in the script why? That’s the best cat name I’ve ever heard.”
“Right? Usually the show name is the more interesting one. I had some questions.” She put a hand on my arm, eyes lighting up. “Oh my god. Let me tell you about when one of the cats got to Lindsay Ellis’s shoes.”
We drifted like that, talking about her backstage stories, for long enough we both lost track of time, until her stomach growled. Admitting we were both starving, we headed back onto land and toweled off before we made our way up towards town and grabbed lunch at the café at the edge of the town line. Sitting on the rear patio watching palm trees sway in the wind, sipping coffee and eating sandwiches, she pivoted to ask about grad school, and I had to fess up to how dead boring my life was in comparison.
“I mean, I like it,” I said. “Even the grad school part. Teaching is fun.”
Her eyes twinkled. I wondered if anyone had ever looked so good with wet hair. “God, teachers do the lord’s work. Do you teach a lot?”
“As much as I can. I’m not staying in academia, but I’m enjoying teaching while it lasts. Students in statistics either come in prepared to hate the class or so excited like statistics is the best thing to ever happen to a person. I like to try winning over the former.”
“I’ll bet you can win anyone over,” she said, and again, tossed in a wink that turned me into mush.
“Only a few,” I laughed nervously. “I think I can be a persuasive person, but… math is math.”
“Fair enough. I was more of a geometry person in high school.”
“And you’re an artist. Checks out.”
We stayed together until almost nightfall, when I came up with some contrived excuse just to go back to my family before my heart exploded. Sitting with the lot of them for dinner, which in my case was just a bunch of side dishes, I couldn’t even hear any of their chatter over my thoughts about Sydney.
But I didn’t get long to wallow in missing her. Connor dragged me into the restaurant the next morning, and this time, I presented her strawberry pineapple smoothie a little more gracefully—and the grilled pineapple and goat cheese dish we’d come up with together at her place. Her eyes twinkled when I set it down in front of her. Had anyone ever had such expressive eyes? Such pretty ones?
“We gave it our best shot with what we have in the kitchen,” I said. “Let me know if it passes the Sydney test.”
“Just by looking at it, I already know. I generally know what I want from the very first impression.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So, from the moment I dashed a smoothie on you, you knew you wanted to be besties.”
Barely even eight o’clock and I already had my foot in my mouth. But Sydney just smirked, and she said something that made my stomach swoop.
“I like a girl who’s forward,” she said.
Well, that wasn’t me. But maybe she thought that was me, and I could work with that. Because I was finding the more time we spent together, the more we talked, the less resolved I was to not do vacation flings.
I really wanted her.
When she was leaving, she stopped at the door and gave me the kind of heart-stopping over-the-shoulder smile she’d perfected, and she said, “Help me make a good vegetarian dinner tonight?”
And I was a hopeless lesbian, so I just blinked fast, mouth dry, and nodded before I finally said, “Yeah—yes. Absolutely.”
So we stood together in her kitchen later that day, searing marinated tofu to go with a mango chutney, and serving it over a grilled flatbread with mixed greens was an amazing explosion of flavor, but really? I was just looking at Sydney’s mouth the whole time.
I chickened out and headed home again after that, but the next morning, Connor woke me up knocking on my door, and I found him outside of it with a cheeky smile.
“Hit up the beach?” he said. “If you leave before you’ve given surfing a try, I’ll never forgive you.”
I scowled. “You’ve got that shit-eating grin that means you’re hiding something.”
“Syd’s joining us.”
My stomach flopped. “You invited her to watch me surf? I’m going to embarrass myself in front of her.”
“She invited you. She showed up asking if you wanted to go surfing with all of us.’
Oh, Jesus, she was showing up here and asking for me now. “You know I have no idea how to surf. I’ll be mortified if she sees me make a fool of myself.”
“Nothing to be embarrassed about,” Sydney’s voice said from the side, and I just about jumped out of my skin. I whipped to where she was coming down the hall wearing no pants yet again, a swimsuit and t-shirt over top, and I forgot how words worked as she leaned against the wall, her shirt riding up. “It’ll be a learning experience.”
“You’re here,” I said, the least smooth thing I ever could have said. “Oh my god. How much of that conversation did you hear?”
She grinned. “You didn’t say anything embarrassing, Lydia. So? Joining us?”
I joined them. And sure enough, once we were out on the waves with the heat of the sunlight on my neck, I barely even stood up on the surfboard the first time before I toppled with an undignified shriek.
Turned out to be okay, though, when it was Sydney swimming out to catch me, and she tugged my hair back from my face as she laughed until I was laughing too.
“I was hoping to be cooler,” I mumbled, my face burning.
She let her hand linger on my shoulder. “I think what’s cool is trying something you don’t know if you’ll be good at, just to see if you like it. I think you looked great up there.”
Well, that was all the motivation I needed. I got back up on the board in record time, and even though I definitely wasn’t catching any great waves, I was at least drifting along in a mostly-upright position before long.
And honestly? Standing there on the board feeling the wind in my hair, the sun on my neck, and the waves rolling underneath me, it wasn’t half bad.
And Sydney streaking by on her board in front of me in a mint-green two-piece didn’t hurt.
It was a while before we finished, sitting on the beach together talking with my whole family and Sydney next to me sitting a little close, feeling oddly like I was bringing a girlfriend to a family function. We certainly snuck enough glances at each other to play the part. And I was probably blushing enough when it happened to play the part.
When we were packing up to go back, Sydney came to my side. “I can’t let you go back and smell them cooking more pork,” she said. “Let’s go back to my place.”
“Go on, steal our Dumpling,” my dad said, and then I couldn’t have said no if I’d wanted to.
We sat together on Sydney’s back veranda before long eating chips with pineapple salsa, tangy sweetness cut by the salty chips, and we talked until the sun went down, lighting up the ocean like a sea of gold. Just when I was finding an excuse to go home, though, Sydney gestured to the sandbar below us.
“Let’s go for a walk. It’s beautiful by sunset. And moonlight.”
I blanked on good things to say and said a terrible one instead. “Ah. So you’re into long walks on the beach.”
She laughed, standing up. “That’s right,” she said. “I’m the dream girl. Let’s go.”
“Whose dream girl aren’t you?”
She leaned against the doorway, giving me a sly smile. “You’d have to tell me, Lydia.”
Well, she wasn’t not mine. Was that a valid sentence? I didn’t know.
We headed down to the beach and walked slowly, matching up our steps as our arms brushed. We were silent for a bit, just listening to the cries of the gulls and watching the sunset, before I broke the silence.
“So—between your actress life and your island life, where are you happiest?”
She hummed quietly for a minute. “Both, so long as I have the other,” she said. “I’d get so bored sitting out here all the time. Surfing’s great and all—including watching you fall—”
“Oh, so it is time to embarrass me over that.”
“You’re cute, Lydia, relax,” she laughed, squeezing my wrist. I’d have walked over hot coals if it meant she’d call me cute. “But I need more than this. I need something big to strive for, something larger than life.”
“And after a while of that, you need quiet evenings on the beach, and watching a girl fall off her surfboard.”
“A cute girl, to boot.”
I nudged her shoulder. “Well, aren’t you glad I flew down here? Otherwise you’d just have to watch my brother instead.”
“I’ve seen enough of that guy showing off his surfing skills,” she laughed. “But really. I think sometimes we get so focused on what we’re trying to get out of life, we forget it can be multiple things. I’m really happy like this.”
I chewed my lip. “I think… I could get used to a double life like this, too. I’d miss my work and the city if I were here all the time, but… I definitely don’t regret coming out here.”
She slipped her hand into mine, squeezing, and she didn’t let go. “I don’t regret it, either.”
I turned to face her, feeling the loose grains of sand in my sandals tickling my feet, the barely-warm evening breeze, taking in the sight of Sydney with the sunset on one side casting her in a warm hazel glow. Not even Sydney—Sydney was the girl who lived in New York City and starred in my favorite movies. Syd was the girl who lived a quiet, simple life on Castle Point Island, making amazing vegetarian meals and walking along the beach.
Sure, they were the same person, but at the same time, they weren’t. And I was really glad I’d met Syd.
I swallowed, taking a half step closer. “So, um…” I started, my face hot, head thumping. I didn’t know how to continue, or even what I was really trying to say.
But Sydney put a hand on my cheek, moved my head up to look her in the eyes, and her eyes twinkled as she said, “Yes.”
“Y-yes?”
She smiled wider. “The answer’s yes, Lydia.”
Hell, I guess I had expressive eyes, too. “Great. That would have been more mortifying than falling off the board if it had been a no.”
She stepped closer, hips nearly up against mine. “I told you, it was cute.”
“Easy to say when you can surf just fine yourself.”
“Are you going to kiss me, or what?”
“I’m—working my way up to it.”
She laughed. “Take your time. I’ll be here.”
It took me a second, but I kissed her.
I leaned in, touching my lips against hers and nearly jerking away just from the nerves. I’d expected fireworks, but instead it was a bonfire, slow and crackling and warm as our lips met, we sank together, and time melted away into the moment. She cradled the back of my head, and I slipped my hands to her sides, and we kissed slowly, moving like the world would hold still for us.
And I think it did.




Chapter 5
It was funny how walking along the beach felt so different after a kiss. My heart was still pounding, but in an entirely different way, walking hand in hand and picking out seashells, skipping stones just to see how far they’d go, sneaking in kisses where we could, until we sat on a rocky outcropping far removed from the world and just stayed there, holding hands and sharing little kisses while we talked for hours.
I felt so nervous I might have been sick when she took me back to her house, wondering what came next, but it didn’t escalate like I’d expected. We eventually said our goodbyes for the night and I rode home with a stomach full of butterflies, somehow feeling more nervous for the fact that we hadn’t had sex or even kissed all that deeply.
If we had, it would have just been a carnal affair, taking pleasure in stolen moments—a vacation fling. Somehow, it felt more precious, more important for taking our time.
I woke up the next day to rain rattling the window, and Connor with his I need to ask a favor smile, and one way or another, I ended up in the restaurant again today, working a half shift to cover for Zach—who apparently had slept badly and, according to Connor, would have been more harm than good in the kitchen.
I was learning to like it, though. Connor didn’t have me work with any of the meats, and I got to know the crowded kitchen like the back of my hand, and seeing the regulars—literally all of our customers, in a tiny insulated place like this—felt good.
Especially when one of them was Sydney.
“Hey, beautiful,” she said, eyes sparkling when I came out to her usual spot at the front. “Didn’t think you’d be in today.”
“I’d have missed you too much if not.” I paused. “And Zach apparently didn’t feel like working. I’m just on a half shift.”
She laughed. “That’s just like him. Back to my place after your shift? It’s a bit of a long walk, but the island is beautiful in the rain.”
I leaned against the table, coming in just a little too close for casual conversation. “I’m clearly not opposed to long walks with you.”
Her eyes gleamed. “It’s a date, then.”
A date, huh?
Connor must have seen the dreamy look in my eyes, because he snorted when I got back into the kitchen. “I guess Syd’s here.”
“Shut up.” I whipped a towel at his arm. “She is, though. I’m heading back to her place after my shift, and you can’t stop me.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it. Did you bang her yet?”
“Dude, you’re so crude. No, we didn’t have sex, and quit asking about my sex life, it’s weird.”
He grinned. “But something happened, judging by that look on your face.”
I looked away. “Oh… quit it.”
“Little lovebirds.”
“I’ll put you in the stock pot, weirdo. Let’s cook.”
After my half-shift ended, he waved me to the front as I took my apron off.
“Go on with your date, then,” he said. “Feel free to bring her around to the house anytime you like, by the way. We all love Syd.”
Which made it feel even less like a fling, if I’d be bringing her home to my family.
I wasn’t complaining, though. I stepped outside with Sydney, who opened an umbrella for the two of us, and we walked back to her place, taking the long way to get the best view of the rain on the ocean as we went holding hands together.
We spent the whole day there at her house, cooking a rich vegetable pot roast for the evening and sitting by the open veranda door listening to the rain while we ate. Sitting on the couch together sharing little kisses, squeezing hands, playing with one another’s hair—I felt like a teenage girl dating for the first time, and I was practically giddy.
When I got back home that evening, apparently the whole family had caught on, and apparently Zach was feeling just fine now, because he joined in on the teasing. I didn’t even mind, though.
The next day, Sydney showed up looking for me, and we went shopping together. She gushed over how good I looked in a white sundress at the boutique, but when I protested there was no way I could actually pull off the white sundress look, she folded her arms.
“Lydia, if you put that dress back, it’s going to go its whole life missing how good it looked on you. You have no idea how good you look right now.”
She bought me the dress. And I wore it the day after, when we went to a bonfire at the beach with my family and a million friends. I got plenty of people complimenting my dress, but none of that really mattered compared to Sydney telling me you have no idea how good you look.
Sitting on the beach under the starry sky, the faces of family and friends cast in firelight around us, I shifted closer to where Sydney was sitting next to me, and when we slipped our hands together, we weren’t very subtle with it. My heart pounded, even more when we got up to head to the bar for drinks and she didn’t let go of my hand.
I counted each person who glanced at our linked hands, and each one made my heart swoop. I seriously felt like the luckiest girl in the world. Suddenly, my reservations vanished, and I just wanted to parade Sydney around and tell everyone who would listen about her.
Not even that I was with the most incredible actress in the world, her filmography, her list of awards and accolades. Just her, this girl who could skip stones with the best of them, who looked great on a surfboard, who could make me laugh for hours with her stories, and looked at me like I was the missing piece of her.
And, you know, the whole famous-actress thing didn’t hurt either.
When music filled the night and people stood up with cheers, they started to dance, some with partners, some with colorful drinks in hand, and some with both. Sydney’s eyes glowed with the reflection of the firelight as she took my hand, leading me towards where the dance was growing.
“Dance with me?”
“I’m a terrible dancer.” But I took her hand anyway, and she laughed.
“Your brothers are dancing. There’s no way you’re worse than them.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Fair point. Let’s dance the night away. Just don’t be surprised if I look like a loser next to you.”
“Please,” she laughed, squeezing my hand. “You look fantastic next to me.”
Dancing close with Sydney in the firelight, the sand warm beneath our feet, I felt like everything in the world was in the right place. People gave us warm smiles as we danced past, and I felt fuzzy inside, wondering what they were thinking seeing me and Sydney dancing together.
Probably god, what’s Syd doing with that loser, but at least Sydney didn’t seem to think I was a loser.
And as if that weren’t enough to make my heart explode, after three dances, she led me to the side, tucked away behind the bonfire but not that far, and with a mischievous glint in her eyes, she leaned in and snuck a quick kiss against my lips.
And if she was going to play that game, then so was I, so I caught her before she could pull back and held her there like that, holding the kiss, my heart hammering away but closing my eyes and not caring who saw us.
When we finally broke off, she laughed, a low throaty laugh that did things to me. “Feeling bold tonight, are we?”
Apparently. “Thought you liked a girl who’s forward.”
She trailed her fingers along my jawline. “Turns out I like this even better than the smoothie thing.”
She kissed me again. And this time, when we pulled away, I got a start at the sight of my dad on the other side glancing at us, but when he just smiled and gave me the most surreptitious and dad-like of thumbs-ups, I just sighed with a small smile back to Sydney.
“Something wrong?” she laughed.
“My dad’s a dork.”
“Well, since you said it first, let me tell you I couldn’t agree more.”
We danced together more, long into the night, and when it was close to midnight and we were finally parting, Sydney led me back in the direction of her house.
“You don’t work tomorrow, right?” she said. “Stay with me tonight.”
Which meant, even though we talked and laughed the whole way through, still glowing from the night out together with everyone and a couple of drinks, my heart pounded the whole way wondering what stay with me tonight meant.
And when we got back to her house and she led me upstairs, the look in her eyes told me exactly what it meant, lidded and darkened with desire as she pulled me into a kiss that went longer and deeper than the others. Our hands roamed over each other, nipping at lips, and eventually, tongues touching as her fingers traced the sensitive skin beneath my dress, dancing over my thighs.
When she pulled back, her fingers gripping the hem of my dress lightly, I knew the answer before she even asked.
“Can I take this off you, Lydia?”
“Please do.”
She slipped my dress up slowly, and somehow, I didn’t feel self-conscious for once. It felt like I was meant to be here like this, and the look in her eyes as she drank in the sight of me—I felt sexy, desired. Wanted, in all senses.
And I really, really wanted her too.
When she undid the top button of her shirt, I took over and unbuttoned the rest, slipping her out, and then her pants after.
As much as I didn’t want to think of him right now, Connor was right.
I’d never be able to watch a Sydney Collins film again without seeing her like this.
We fell into the bed together, each of us taking our time touching every inch of skin. Sydney kissed my collar gently, reverently. I caressed her like a precious idol.
I’d never really been the kind of mushy person who made a distinction like this, but I’d been expecting sex. I’d expected sex the moment we kissed on the beach. But it wasn’t just sex—we made love, long into the night, as I charted every inch of Sydney’s body, as she touched me in ways I’d never been touched, made me feel things I never knew I could feel. I watched her come undone beneath me, desperate cries out into the night before coming down sweaty, exhausted, and satisfied, with the most beautiful glow around her. And god, did she ever do the same for me.
“I have to say,” I whispered late that night, as we snuggled up naked in the bed together, watching the full moon in the sky through the window, “I’m really glad I spilled that smoothie.”
She beamed. “Never had a girl get me wet that quickly.”
“Oh my god, Syd.”
She laughed and planted a kiss against my lips, and I fell asleep that night feeling like everything was right in the world.




Chapter 6
“This is what I’ve got,” I said, dropping the stack of note paper on the picnic table in front of Connor, who looked up with an eyebrow raised.
“Paper. Nice. Three weeks on a tropical island paradise, and you come out of it with some nice quality paper.”
“Ha, ha. Try reading what’s on it, if you know how.” I pushed them towards him, sinking down onto the seat opposite him. It was a beautiful day out here at the boardwalk plaza, up high on a rocky outcropping with waves battering the coast below, blue sky and warm breeze and the cries of gulls mixing with the sound of the ocean, but I was feeling glum.
Connor flipped through the top few papers, scrawled in my and Syd’s handwriting. “Well… this is a lot.”
“All the recipes are using ingredients Syd has locally, so you’ll be able to source them all easily here.”
He flipped through them. “This must be a million recipes. How big a vegetarian menu do you think we’re making?”
I folded my arms. “A big one. It’s healthy. And more environmentally sustainable. Plus, it’s cheaper! And you already have the ingredients for, like… ninety percent of it.”
He rifled through them a while. “Some of these sound amazing.”
“They all sound amazing, thank you.”
He laughed, setting them back down. “Well, I’m glad to know you got the Sharpe family ego after all. Although I think it’s just because Syd’s been complimenting you for three weeks now.”
I sighed hard, looking out over the water. “She’s been really nice.”
“Ah, the woes of a girl under siege by love,” he sighed, back of his hand to his forehead. “I can just see the angst building like a storm behind your eyes.”
“I’d push you into the water, but you’d probably call it cliff diving and enjoy it, because you’re a freak.” I looked away. “Just can’t believe I’m leaving so soon. It feels like I just got here.”
He grinned. “We could always use an extra permanent cook, if you want to stay.”
“And work with you all the time? I’d make you into a stew.”
“I don’t think that’s vegetarian, Dumpling.” He flipped through the recipes again before he sighed, leaning over the table towards me. “So, what are you and Syd doing?”
“Well, I’m going back to Chicago. She’s going back to New York. And… we’ve enjoyed it while it lasted?”
It wasn’t like there was any use keeping secrets anymore. We’d been less and less subtle over the two weeks since the bonfire, and we hadn’t been subtle then. I think the whole island knew what we were doing.
We showed up to every event hand-in-hand, usually literally. We were really touchy-feely any time we were out together—whether sitting at the café or out on the beach, coming back from surfing and just about sitting on Syd’s lap while Connor and Zach raced each other. I’d brought her to one too many family functions, and my dad probably thought we were getting married.
“You’re calling it off just because you’re going home?” He shook his head. “C’mon, Dumpling. You’re obsessed with that girl.”
“I am not.” I looked away. “Okay, I am. Cut me some slack. She’s amazing. She just… makes me feel like I’m not a walking disaster.”
“And you’re just letting her go.”
“What am I supposed to do, propose to her? I’m not that kind of lesbian.”
He put his hands up. “I don’t want to blow your mind right now, but there’s this concept of a middle ground. Have you heard of it?”
“Amazing. Next I’ll tell you about the incredible concept of not being a smartass.” I picked at the edge of the table, rough wood under my fingertips. “She’s massively above my level. I’m happy I can be her vacation fling, but… ugh. You see? This is why I don’t do vacation flings.”
“You know, this might be unbelievable, but I think she likes you.” He shrugged dramatically. “Far be it from me to understand why, but I think she does.”
“Well—maybe in a superficial sense,” I said, but my face was burning, really not sure if it was in a superficial sense. We’d spent just about every minute together these past three weeks. We fell asleep together most nights now, whispering in the dark. What had been sweet nothings had slowly morphed into vulnerable moments where she’d tell me things she had me promise I wouldn’t tell anyone else, and somehow, that was more powerful than any sweet nothings.
“Sometimes I’m scared,” she’d said just a couple nights ago, nestled under the sheets. “Actresses usually only get so long, you know? Do I keep going once I’m older and people only want to cast me as an icy businesswoman or mother, or do I find something else?”
I’d squeezed her hand. “I mean, I think you’d make a sexy icy businesswoman.”
“That’s pretty much the dream,” she’d laughed. “But really, it makes you worry. When your whole career is your appearance, what does that do to your self-image? I’ve avoided thinking about it, but… I just don’t want to feel like I’ve grown out of being wanted.”
My heart had ached and felt full to bursting at the same time when I’d turned to her in bed and squeezed her shoulder. “Anyone who stops wanting you just because you’ve gotten older doesn’t even deserve you.”
She laughed lightly, but there was more fear in it than humor, and she buried her face in my shoulder. “Thanks, Lydia.”
I’d held her tighter all through that night. And how was that a fling? That didn’t feel like fling territory anymore, did it?
“You’ve got a dreamy look on your face,” Connor said, pulling me back to reality. “You’re thinking of all the ways it’s more than superficial.”
“God, stop creeping on my brain.” I looked away. “I just don’t know.”
“Well, I don’t want to blow your mind, but there’s this concept called just asking her, dammit. Do you want to live the rest of your life thinking about how you might have had more with your celebrity crush who you didn’t even know was a lesbian?”
“No, of course I don’t, but I also don’t…” I scratched my hand, looking down. “Well, I guess I just… don’t want to hear her say no.”
He reached over the table, putting a hand on my arm. “No isn’t as bad as you’d think. Feels nice to have asked. Didn’t Syd say something like that? Trying something you don’t know if it’ll work or not is impressive.”
“She was trying to make me feel better after I fell off my surfboard.”
“Yeah, yeah, the point still stands. Just go, Dumpling. If you do it, I’ll make a two-sided vegetarian menu, just for you.”
“You’re bribing me with the health of the islanders.”
He beamed. “Sure am.”
That cheeky little rat.
I was brooding on it an hour later, sitting on the beach watching the waves roll in, when I heard a bike tire squeak to a stop behind me. My heart jumped, and I glanced back to where Syd was stepping off her bike, kicking the kickstand out and slipping her helmet off with a practiced movie-star hair toss. Well—she was a movie star. Sometimes I forgot.
“Hey, Lydia,” she said, a little breathless as she raced down the sandbar towards me. “You deliver the recipes?”
There was something on her face, some apprehension, something holding her back. I wondered if it was because she knew what I was going to ask her, and she didn’t know how to say no. Suddenly I wasn’t sure if no was the worst answer. What if she said yes, but only out of obligation? That would be worse by miles.
“I did,” I said, watching as she dropped down on the sand next to me. She’d tanned up a bit since I got here, on full display in shorts and a light t-shirt. Apparently she’d only come back here two weeks before I’d gotten here. When I’d asked if she was supposed to tan between filming, she’d just grinned and said her team had gotten used to working with it. “He said he likes them, even if it’s too damn many.”
She rolled her eyes. “Tell him the vegetarian options are healthier. And better for the environment. And besides, they’re—”
“Cheaper. Right?” I put my hands up. “That’s all exactly what I said.”
“If he’s not serving at least a two-sided vegetarian menu the next time I’m here, I’ll bully him into adding more.”
“I’ll do the same thing the next time I’m here.”
“Thank you.” She put a hand on my knee, a faint smile on her face. “Maybe if we’re here at the same time again, then we can tag-team him.”
And she’d accidentally broached the topic. We suddenly went silent, not a sound but the waves and the gulls and the far-off jingling of bicycle bells from the road a ways up. Syd turned back out to the water, and I snuck glances at her, just memorizing her in profile.
She was so beautiful. I hadn’t thought she’d be prettier in person. Maybe it was just that now I knew the person underneath the persona, and she was radiant in so many ways.
“Hey, um—” I started, not knowing where it was going.
“Who am I kidding,” she sighed, looking down at the sand under her white sneakers. “This is your first time here since your parents moved. You’re getting your PhD and looking for jobs. I’m up for a lot of filming. We’re not just going to happen upon one another.”
Well. Now seemed like a good time to wade into the water until I disappeared in the ocean. “I could—try coming back more often,” I said, knowing how pitiful it sounded.
“It’s not that fair coming back here to your family just in hopes of seeing me. What if you come back and I’m not here? Are you going to resent them for it?”
“Well…” I looked down. “Ugh. Look. Syd. I know this is silly, and you can just say no. But I really like you. And—I don’t know if you totally bought it the other night, but I mean it. You’re perfect for so much more than just the celebrity persona. And you will be no matter how old you get. I want you to know I really do see that.”
She stared for a while before, finally, she broke out into a soft smile, tracing her fingertips down my arm. “Lydia… I do know that. And it’s hard to get my head around, but it’s amazing. I’ve always really loved just being a normal person here, loved being a star back home, but I’ve never known before what it’s like to be both at the same time. That’s why you’re so much more amazing than you know.”
“So—” I took a sharp breath. “I don’t want to say goodbye.”
The words hung in the air. Syd stared at me with wide eyes, and my heart pounded so hard I felt dizzy, but I didn’t back away. Finally, she pursed her lips.
“Me neither,” she said. “But you have to go back to Chicago. And I have to go back to New York. And no matter how much we may like the idea, we’re not just going to be able to magically recreate this, show up here at the same time again. So… I hate to ask you this, because I know it's not easy, but maybe we could be long-distance?”
I stopped, blinking, my thoughts all out of line. “I… long-distance? Like… long-distance what?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Really? And you call yourself a lesbian.”
“I—” I flushed suddenly so hard I felt lightheaded. “Hold on. I thought you were saying we should end all of this. Are you asking for a long-distance relationship?”
She smiled softly, trailing her fingers over my cheek. “Why would I ever want this to end? Just because it’s a vacation doesn’t mean the things we find there have to go away when we do.”
“But—okay, hold on. That was your approach to asking for a long-distance relationship? You sounded like you were talking about a breakup.”
She looked away with a small laugh. “I’m nervous, okay?”
Wow. Sydney Collins was nervous over me. Over how I felt about her. Any minute now, I figured pigs would go flying right on by overhead.
“So… you want to be girlfriends,” I said, quietly.
She laughed. “Haven’t we already been?”
“Well—yes, but I thought we were in denial.”
“Fair enough.” She squeezed my arm, giving me the softest smile. “If you don’t mind me living in a different city, my schedule looking like Jackson Pollock on a day planner, and potential tabloid rumors about the cute statistician I’m dating, then yes. I’d like to be your girlfriend, if you’re up for that.”
“Oh my god. The tabloids will be so bored about me,” I laughed, giddy nerves over every part of me. “I just sit around and run regressions. Every now and then I write a proof. They’ll hate it.”
“Good. You’ll be tabloid-proof then.”
“You’re—serious?” I said. “You actually want to be my—”
She cut me off with a finger to my lips. “The answer is yes, Lydia.”
Well, then maybe a little vacation to my family’s wasn’t so bad after all.
Chicago and NYC weren’t so far apart. I got reliable weekends off, and all federal holidays. I could visit her. If we got serious, there were plenty of jobs in NYC.
And Connor would make a two-sided vegetarian menu after all.
I kissed her, and we held it for a long, long time, in a world just for the two of us, under the blue skies and swaying palm trees and the waves gently rolling over white sand that had brought us together.




The End
Thanks so much for reading Love on Location! When I put this group together, I had no idea just the kind of amazing experience it would be, and the kinds of friendships I’d build in the process of getting this far. To all of you who joined me in this project, thank you so much for being a part.
I also didn’t intend to make myself the final piece. It just so happened Seabrooke comes last in alphabetical order, but now it feels like I think I’m so important or something…
It’s been my hugest honor organizing this book for charity, and the fact that you’re here coming to the end means a lot—to me, to all of us, and to the world we help together.
I really hope you enjoyed Lydia’s and Sydney’s story, and I hope you enjoyed Love on Location. It’s such a joy to share it with you!
If you like my writing, sign up for my mailing list at lilyseabrooke.com and get an exclusive book free just for signing up! You can also follow me on Twitter at @lilyseabrooke to see me talk about how much I love being gay and writing books, because, like, it’s a lot.
Lily Seabrooke is a lesbian, trans woman, and author of sapphic romance that stars food, because odds are, at any given time, she's hungry.
Her interests include eating food, thinking about food, writing novels about food, and drinking coffee.




Thank You








From all of us, thank you so much for reading our anthology and for supporting LGBTQIA+ rights worldwide! 100% of the profits from this anthology go to an international queer rights charity, helping to advance marriage equality, gender recognition, and other queer rights across the globe. Your support helps save queer lives from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe, and we’re so grateful for your part.
We hope you loved the stories! If you want more, check out our authors’ websites below and get your fill of amazing sapphic romance!
Margaux Fox
https://BookHip.com/MFPGZAX
Johana Gavez
https://johanagavez.com/books/
Rachel Lacey
https://www.rachellacey.com/newsletter-signup.html
Milena McKay
www.milenamckay.com
Jamey Moody
https://mailchi.mp/c88e0b259898/newsletter-sign-up
Jacqueline Ramsden
https://www.jacquelineramsden.com/
Lily Seabrooke
https://lilyseabrooke.com
Again, thank you dearly for reading, from all of us. We hope to see you again in another book soon!
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