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  Thirteen romantic and erotic short stories


  by Jae


  The Romance Bet


  Abby had always been a sucker for sexy voices, and the interviewee on the other end of the line definitely had one—which was why Abby had just missed half of what she’d said. “Uh, did you just say…?”


  “One billion dollars,” Tamara Brennan said. “Romance is the bestselling genre worldwide. We basically finance the publishing of literary fiction.”


  “Wow.” Abby couldn’t think past that unbelievable number. She spun in a circle on her office chair, causing the junior reporter at the desk next to hers to look up. “People spend one billion dollars every year on these…?” As she was about to add, trashy, clichéd bodice rippers, it occurred to her that Tamara made a living writing exactly that kind of drivel. Insulting an interviewee wasn’t in the Aurora Sentinel employee handbook. “Uh, these…um…”


  “Cheesy, predictable, badly written stories?” Tamara supplied, sounding somewhere between amused and pissed off.


  “Oh, no, no, that’s not what I was—”


  “So now you’re insulting my intelligence on top of my chosen genre?”


  Pain exploded through Abby’s leg as her chair spun around once more and her knee crashed into the corner of her desk. She took it as a well-deserved punishment. Whatever she personally thought about romance novels, she shouldn’t have let it leak through. As a journalist, she was supposed to be objective, no matter how boring she found the subject she had to write about.


  “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her knee. “I really didn’t mean to—”


  “It’s all right.” Tamara sighed. “Unfortunately, I’m used to it. Even my own mother is constantly after me, trying to get me to write a ‘real’ book. And most of my friends think they could easily pen a bestselling romance too, if only they had the time.”


  Yeah, well, pretty much anyone could write a romance novel, couldn’t they? How hard could it be? All you had to do was to make up two good-looking characters with perfect skin, perfect teeth…perfect everything. The plot is a given. They meet; they fall in love; they have sex—amazing sex, of course—they have a misunderstanding and break up; they get back together…and voilà: happy ending!


  Even Abby could do that, although—unlike most of her colleagues—she had never harbored the secret desire to write a novel.


  Wisely, she kept her thoughts to herself this time.


  “Let me guess…” Tamara’s voice filled the silence. “You think you could easily do it too.”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “But you thought it. Come on, admit it.”


  Great. How could she talk her way out of this? Abby’s gaze flitted left and right, but there was no help in sight. “Well,” she said slowly, “I’m a journalist, so I already know how to write. I bet—”


  “I accept,” Tamara said.


  “Uh, accept what?”


  “Your bet.”


  “Bet?” Abby echoed. When had she so completely lost control over this interview?


  “Yes. You bet that you could write a romance novel, and I accept that bet,” Tamara said calmly. “Or do you want to back out?”


  Dammit. Abby usually had great willpower, but she had never been able to resist two things: a woman who knew what she wanted and an interesting challenge. Now she was presented with both.


  “No. I’m in. One romance novel. What do I get when I win?”


  “If you win,” Tamara said.


  God, this woman didn’t give an inch. Somehow, Abby liked that. “All right. What do I get if I win?”


  Silence filtered through the line for several seconds; then Tamara’s sexy voice was back. “You get to pick the next book I write.”


  “Any book?”


  “Any book.”


  For some reason, erotica was the only thing on Abby’s mind right now. She shook off the thought. She was in enough trouble as it was. If her boss found out she had pissed off a source—and not just any source but award-winning author Tamara Brennan—and was now making crazy bets with her…


  “Okay,” she got out, her voice husky.


  “And what do I get when I win?” Tamara asked.


  “If you win.”


  “If I win.” A smile was evident in the author’s tone.


  Abby twirled a pen between her fingers. “I’ll buy a set of your novels and donate them to the local library.”


  “Nice try. You forget that I’m a local too, so the library already has a set of my books. Plus it’s hardly the same time commitment compared to what I’ve got at stake.”


  True. So, what else could she offer?


  A ping on her computer announced an incoming tweet. It gave her an idea.


  “I’ll market your books for however long it takes you to write a novel. Social media, blog posts, press releases, whatever you want.”


  “Deal,” Tamara said.


  Oh fuck, what had she done? She didn’t have time to write a novel!


  Then she tried to calm herself. Housewives did it while raising a gaggle of kids, didn’t they? So there was no reason why she couldn’t write a romance in her spare time. It wasn’t exactly rocket science.


  “How do we decide who won?” Abby finally asked.


  “Easy. NaNoWriMo starts on Wednesday. I figured you could just do that.”


  Abby scratched her head. “NaNo…what?”


  “NaNoWriMo—National Novel Writing Month. It’s a challenge to write a fifty-thousand-word novel in thirty days.”


  Abby nearly swallowed her own tongue. “An entire novel in thirty days? Um, I have a day job.”


  “Fifty thousand words is more like a novella, actually. I wrote my first five novels while working full-time too. If you put in a few hours every evening and do nothing but write on the weekends, it’s doable, especially since romance is so easy to write, right?”


  Tamara’s tongue-in-cheek tone made Abby grit her teeth. “Right. No problem. I’ll send you my masterpiece by the end of November,” she said in the same tone. As a journalist, she was used to working to a tight deadline after all.


  “We’ve got each other’s contact info, so you can call or e-mail me before that if you have any questions or need some guidance.” Now Tamara sounded sincere.


  “Thanks.” But Abby already knew she wouldn’t need it. She could pound out one of these simplistic girl-meets-boy…or, in her case, girl-meets-girl stories, no problem. “So, to get back to the interview about the romance industry…”
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  Abby settled down at her kitchen table with her laptop and a beer. She opened a new document and cracked her knuckles. If she knocked out five thousand words tonight, she’d get to take the next two days off to let her brain recover from this sappy romance thing.


  No problem.


  Two hours, three beers, and four failed beginnings later, it started to dawn on her that maybe, just maybe, this romance-writing business wasn’t so easy after all.


  Bullshit. It’s just that I’m not used to it. Once she made it past the first page, she’d be fine. Some research was in order. She googled how to write a romance novel.


  Her jaw dropped. Holy shit! Four million four hundred sixty thousand hits! She randomly clicked on one of the links on the first page and scanned the article.


  Start with a bang, it said.


  Abby stared at the screen. Did they mean that literally?


  Probably not. That came later, didn’t it?


  Admittedly, she’d never read a romance novel, so she had no idea.


  She stared at the e-mail icon in her task bar. For a moment, she was tempted to shoot Tamara an e-mail and ask for some pointers on how to begin her novel.


  But no, that would be too much like admitting defeat.


  Maybe she should start by choosing names for her characters.


  Half an hour later, the ding of an incoming iMessage interrupted her. She clicked over to it.


  It was a message from Tamara Brennan.


  How’s the writing going?


  Abby sighed. Good—if you consider staring at a blank screen and wasting time on baby naming sites writing. But, of course, that wasn’t what she answered.


  Great! I’ve already picked names for my characters—Sabina and Tina—and now I’m set to write the first chapter.


  It didn’t take long for Tamara’s answer to appear. Abby found herself holding her breath as she read it. How would Tamara react to the two names she’d provocatively dropped—two female names?


  Happy writing, then. BTW, you might want to change one of the names.


  Why? Abby replied. You never said one of the characters has to be a man.


  Not because of that. Lesbian romances are fun. But having a Tina and a Sabina in the same story will lead to confusion. The names are just too similar.


  Duh. She was right, of course. A slow grin spread over Abby’s face. So Tamara thought lesbian romances were fun?


  Will do, she typed. She hesitated but then continued. Now that she had already received some advice, she might as well ask for a little more help. After all, Tamara probably had a team of editors and critique partners to help her too. So there’s this website that says to start the novel with a bang. I assume they don’t mean Tina and…uh, Gabby are supposed to do the dirty on page one, are they?


  Tamara sent a laughing smiley face. No. Although you could, if it sets up an interesting conflict.


  Conflict? In a romance novel?


  Of course, Tamara answered. Otherwise, romances would be as boring as watching grass grow. Readers want to root for the characters while they overcome obstacles and fight for their happiness. If a sex scene in chapter one contributes to your story conflict, why not?


  Abby tapped her upper lip with her index finger. How would that work? Can you give me an example?


  Well, the morning after, Tina could find out that Gabby is her new boss or a rival for a job or something like that… Anything that keeps them from having a happy ending in chapter one.


  Before Abby could think of a reply, another message from Tamara arrived.


  Have you ever even read a romance novel?


  Does Pride and Prejudice count? Abby replied.


  I love Pride and Prejudice, but I meant something more contemporary. Maybe you should give it a try.


  Abby cringed. She didn’t need to read a romance to know that she preferred reading material with a little more depth. No time, she answered. I’ve got a novel to write, after all.


  Me too. I’d better not tell my editor I’m exchanging texts with you instead of writing.


  What’s it about? Your novel, I mean.


  A self-help author who’s about to publish a book on healthy relationships but can’t keep one herself. When her publicist finds out, she hires someone to pretend to be the love of her life.


  It was a clever idea that could lead to a lot of misunderstandings and hilarious situations, Abby had to admit. So that was probably what the website meant with opening a book with a bang—something that got the readers’ attention. Maybe she could think of something similar for her own book.


  After she had wished Tamara happy writing and clicked back to her still-empty story document, Abby realized that Tamara had never specified the gender of the person pretending to be the self-help author’s lover.
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  Abby had just changed the opening sentence of chapter four for the fifth time when the icon on her task bar finally announced a new iMessage.


  It was from Tamara.


  Over the past ten days, they had exchanged messages every day, and truth be told, Abby had come to look forward to it—and not just because it was a welcome interruption to her struggle with her still-unnamed romance novel.


  If…no, when she won this bet, she’d have Tamara write something snarky because the woman had one hell of a sense of humor! Her texts often made her burst out laughing.


  But today, she’d been waiting for a message from Tamara even more impatiently because she’d sent her the first three chapters last night.


  I read it.


  Aaaaand? Abby drummed her fingers on the edge of her laptop.


  It’s good.


  Abby pumped her fist and started a little victory dance. It wasn’t an entire novel yet, but it definitely proved that she’d been right. Anyone could write a romance novel.


  Another bing from the laptop made her stop her victory dance to glance at the screen.


  For a mystery novel.


  What? Abby typed and frowned. Just because Gabby, her main character, was a court reporter didn’t make it a mystery, did it? It’s not a mystery. It’s romantic suspense. That’s a thing, isn’t it? The website said it’s a subgenre of romance.


  Yes, but it’s still supposed to be a romance.


  It is!!! Abby hammered the exclamation points into the keyboard.


  Then where are the emotions? Where’s the relationship arc? Where are the obstacles and internal flaws they have to overcome to be together?


  There are plenty of obstacles they have to overcome. Abby’s fingers flew over the keyboard in her haste to defend her novel. Didn’t you read the scene where they’re nearly discovered by the bailiff?


  I read it, but that obstacle belongs to the external story arc—the crime solving—not the relationship arc.


  Abby buried her fingers in her hair and tugged while letting out a long groan. External arc, relationship arc… Who knew this was so complicated?


  Ready to admit defeat? appeared on her screen, along with a winking smiley face.


  No!!! Her exclamation mark key might wear off if she continued like this. A bet is a bet, after all. I can do this. No problem. Whom was she trying to convince—Tamara or herself? She swallowed her pride and added, Maybe you could point me in the right direction with this relationship arc thing?


  Are you decent? came Tamara’s reply.


  Abby raised her brows before glancing at her sweatpants and favorite T-shirt. Um, yes? Why?


  It’s easier to explain in person than to type.


  A second later, the FaceTime ringtone blared through her laptop’s speakers, announcing a call from Tamara.


  Abby glanced at her shirt again before accepting the call. It doesn’t matter what I’m wearing. It wasn’t as if she was trying to impress this author lady. At least not with her looks.


  A woman in her late twenties—about Abby’s own age—appeared on the screen.


  Tamara was much younger than Abby had thought she’d be, and she didn’t have long, blonde locks or a messy bun held in place by a pencil either. Instead, she wore her medium brown hair in a cute pixie style, much shorter than Abby’s unruly, shoulder-length mane. The nerdy glasses Abby had expected were missing too. Tamara’s blue eyes looked at her without any barriers. Her tan revealed that she liked to spend time outside and didn’t lead a hermit’s existence, locking herself away in her writing cave.


  Abby struggled not to stare. This was not what she had imagined a romance writer to look like. She really should have researched her a little more thoroughly before she’d interviewed her, but Tamara had been a last-minute replacement when another source in the publishing industry had stood her up.


  “What?” Tamara asked. Her voice was just as sexy via FaceTime as it was on the phone. It seemed to hold a trace of amusement.


  “Uh, nothing. Nice…um, office.” She gestured at the room visible behind Tamara.


  It wasn’t what she’d expected of a romance writer’s office either. No walls in red hues, no romantic lights, no nostalgic knickknacks on the shelves. Her writing lair looked more like a business office—just one with a lot of books everywhere.


  “Thanks. Nice shirt.” Tamara pointed at Abby’s T-shirt, which said, Go away. I have a deadline.


  “Thanks.” Why the hell was she suddenly struggling not to blush? “So, um, thanks for taking the time to help me with my masterpiece.”


  Tamara grinned. “Far be it from me to stand in the way of the next RITA Award winner. So, about the relationship arc… What you need is conflict. You have to introduce something that keeps Gabby and Tina from just riding into the sunset together in chapter two.”


  “I thought that’s what I did,” Abby grumbled.


  “Yeah, you keep throwing obstacles their way, but they all come from the outside. What you need is conflict that comes from within—from who they are as human beings. What makes Tina the last person Gabby should want to be with?”


  Abby rubbed her forehead. She couldn’t think of a thing. After all, she had created Tina to be smoking hot, intelligent, and with a killer sense of humor.


  “Take us, for example,” Tamara continued.


  “Uh, us?”


  “Yeah. Imagine we were characters in a romance novel. You’re a literary snob with a dismissive attitude toward the genre I write, so you would be the last person I should want to date.”


  Abby’s cheeks burned. Ouch. “Right.” Should she apologize for being an ass about Tamara’s chosen profession? But that would look as if she was trying to talk her into going out with her, and that wasn’t her intention at all.


  “So think about what kind of person Gabby shouldn’t want to date, and you’ll be halfway there.”


  Abby’s mind was already going a mile a minute. Gabby was a court reporter… She definitely shouldn’t want to date someone involved in a case, so maybe she could make Tina a witness in a murder case?


  Tamara smiled. “I know that expression. You’re off in novel land. Go write.” With an encouraging nod and a wave, she ended the call before Abby could say anything else.


  Abby stared at the screen, which now showed just her manuscript. Wait a minute! Tamara had said Abby was the last person she should want to date…not would want to date. Did that mean…?


  She shook her head. You’re crazy. This romance-writing thing was messing with her head. Tamara had just used them as a hypothetical example. It didn’t mean anything. Sighing, she set out to rewrite the first three chapters.
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  The sound of Tamara’s keyboard strokes drifted through the open FaceTime connection. Abby had never thought she’d come to regard it as soothing, but now she did. It was like listening to the patter of rain on the roof on a summer night.


  Rain on a roof on a summer night? Really? She arched her eyebrows at herself. You’re spending too much time with a romance writer.


  Not that it felt that way. For the past week or so, they had gotten into the habit of being on FaceTime and keeping each other company while they worked on their respective novels. At first, it had been about Abby asking questions about the writing craft, but then they had started to talk about other things too—for example, about the fact that they were both single and living alone.


  Spending time with Tamara was unexpectedly nice, even though it didn’t help her word count. Half of the time, she caught herself watching Tamara work instead of getting any writing done herself.


  When the patter of Tamara’s fingers on the keyboard stopped for longer than usual, Abby looked up from her own scene. “Time for a break?”


  “Looks like it.” Tamara sighed. “I think I’ve written myself into a corner.”


  “Anything I can help you with?”


  “You? The person who scoffs at romance?” Tamara gave her that little smile that was teasing and slightly rebuking but never disparaging.


  “I don’t mock it. I just think… Well, you have to admit that most of it isn’t very realistic.”


  Tamara’s teasing smile broadened into a full-out grin. “Oh, and the science fiction novels that you like are? How is an alien invasion of earth more realistic than two people falling in love?”


  She’s got you there. She had yet to win an argument with Tamara, but she was determined to win their bet. “But sci-fi is original, with intricate world-building and diverse plots, while romance novels… They can be a little, um, formulaic.”


  “Oh, pray tell! There’s a formula? Why didn’t anyone tell me about that? I’ve been sitting here, racking my brain trying to solve my plot problem when all along I just needed to follow a formula! Care to clue me in?”


  “You know what I mean. The HEA requirement… In the end, there’s always a happily ever after for the two main characters. They always end up together.”


  “And that makes it formulaic?”


  “Doesn’t it?”


  Tamara held her gaze. “Every genre has its conventions and follows a certain basic structure. In your sci-fi novels, readers expect that the good guys always win the space battle in the end, and mystery readers would be pretty unhappy if the book ended without the crime being solved.”


  Abby rubbed her chin. Maybe Tamara was right.


  “The trick is to stay within that basic structure while still making the journey fresh and interesting for the reader every single time,” Tamara added.


  “Hmm. And that’s what you’re struggling with?”


  “No. At least I don’t think so. I’m halfway through the story. Up to here, everything is witty and fresh and entertaining, I think, and the characters are lovable.”


  “And that’s a problem how?” Abby asked. “Isn’t that exactly what romance readers want?”


  “Yeah.” Tamara sighed again. “But maybe my characters are a little too lovable. They have gotten to a point where there’s no logical reason why they don’t just give in to their feelings and jump into bed with each other.”


  “As a wise woman once told me: you need more conflict.”


  Tamara chuckled. “Maybe.”


  “Or maybe you should just let them.”


  “Let them what?”


  “Have hot, steamy sex.” Abby gave a playful little wink, then sobered. This was how Tamara made her living. She wasn’t just writing to win a childish bet. A plot problem was probably a serious thing for her. “As the aforementioned wise woman told me, it’s okay to let the characters have sex early in the story, as long as it sets up an interesting conflict.”


  Tamara stared at her.


  “Bad idea?”


  “No, genius idea! Why didn’t I think of that?”


  “Well, you did…kind of,” Abby said with a laugh. “So would that solve your problem?”


  “I think so. Instead of resolving their tension, sleeping together could cause even more problems. Letting Lana into her bed will only make Claire more determined not to let her into her heart.”


  Did she just say…her? A wild grin broke out on Abby’s face. I knew it! Her main character’s love interest is a woman.


  “What?”


  “Oh, nothing. I just didn’t know you’re writing a lesbian romance too.”


  “I write whatever characters come to me—straight, gay, lesbian, whatever.”


  Did that mean she was bi or pan in her personal life too? Abby had looked up her author’s bio, but it didn’t give any clues about Tamara’s sexual orientation.


  The patter of keystrokes started up again.


  Abby leaned back with a smile and listened for a moment before returning to her own story.
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  When her phone rang with a FaceTime call, the novel slid from Abby’s hands and smacked her in the face. Damn. I should have gotten the e-book. But then again, in that case, it would have been her e-reader smacking her in the face. Grumbling, she rubbed her nose, sat up on the couch, and reached for her cell phone to accept the call.


  Tamara’s face appeared on the small screen.


  At the sight of her, Abby couldn’t help smiling. “Hi. Are you done with your love scene?”


  “Oh yeah. I’m working on the next chapter already. How about you? You said you want to have one in your story too. Are you done with it?”


  Abby snuck a guilty glance at her laptop, which sat abandoned on the coffee table. “Uh, no, I got a little…distracted.”


  “Oh.”


  Abby’s cheeks heated. Oh Christ. Now she thinks I had to…get a little relief after writing a hot sex scene. “Nothing like what you’re thinking. I just did some…um, research.”


  “Into how to write a love scene? Why didn’t you ask me for advice?”


  “Well, I did. Kind of.” Abby hesitated but then lifted the novel she’d been reading into her phone’s webcam so that Tamara could see the cover.


  “You’re reading one of my books?” It came out in an adorable squeak.


  Abby nodded. For some stupid reason, she had resisted for almost an entire month, but she’d finally grabbed a copy of Tamara’s latest novel on the way home yesterday. Apparently, it was the only lesbian romance she had published so far.


  “The entire thing or just the love scene?”


  Abby had started out wanting to just take a look at how Tamara handled the love scenes, but then the writing had sucked her in, so she’d forgotten about her own love scene and flipped back to chapter one. “Um, the entire thing.”


  “So?” Tamara sounded as if she was holding her breath.


  “So?” Abby repeated, trying hard not to smile.


  Tamara waved her fingers in a gimme-gimme motion. “What did you think?”


  “Oh, it’s not bad…for a romance.” Finally, Abby gave in and allowed her teasing grin to break free.


  “Uh-huh. So, if you think you can do better, let’s hear what you have come up with so far.”


  Abby froze. That was how they had done it every night—with Abby reading her what she’d written that day and Tamara providing feedback—but reading this scene out loud…


  Oh, come on. You’re both adults. And she does this for a living. It’s like undressing in front of a doctor. She tried to channel her objective reporter persona as she started to read what she had written so far. When she fell silent, she looked up expectantly. “How do you like it so far? Any good?”


  Tamara cleared her throat. “Sorry to tell you, but… Nope. You didn’t nail it. No pun intended.”


  “No?” Abby looked back at her manuscript. “What’s wrong with it?”


  “Well, your journalistic just-the-facts-ma’am style might work for newspaper features, but for a love scene?” Tamara shook her head. “Too clinical. It reads like a biology textbook, not a romantic love scene. Focus on the emotions, not on the mechanics.”


  Abby groaned. “Ugh. I was trying to avoid that sappy emotional stuff.”


  Tamara playfully threatened her with her index finger. “Don’t start the romance bashing again. All books are about human emotions, not just romances. That’s why readers are reading novels instead of instruction manuals—to feel. If you can do that without resorting to sentimentality, you have a winner.”


  Like Tamara’s book. Abby slid her fingers over the award sticker on the cover. Reading the love scene had certainly made her feel. She discreetly used the novel to fan herself. “I’ll try.”


  “Just two more days,” Tamara said.


  “No problem.” Abby put on her most confident expression. She would finish this novel, even if she had to pull an all-nighter or two. But first, she had a book to finish reading.
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  “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one… Midnight!” Tamara shouted through the FaceTime connection. “Stop writing. November is officially over.”


  “Why do I suddenly feel like Cinderella at the ball?” Abby muttered while she finished typing her last sentence.


  “If you are Cinderella, does that make me your fairy godmother?”


  I’d rather you were my Princess Charming, Abby thought—and then froze. But it was the truth, she realized. Somewhere during the last thirty days, she had stopped contacting Tamara because she needed romance-writing advice and had starting calling her to enjoy her company, even if it was just online.


  But all of that would change now that she was done with her novel.


  “What happens now?” she asked quietly.


  “Now you validate your word count by uploading the manuscript to the NaNoWriMo website,” Tamara said.


  That wasn’t what Abby had meant, of course, but she dutifully copied her manuscript and pasted it into the validator box. She held her breath as she clicked validate.


  “Aaaand?” Tamara bounced up and down on her office chair. “Did you make it?”


  Abby peered at the laptop.


  You won, popped up on the screen.


  A muffled scream escaped her.


  “You did it?”


  “I did it! Fifty thousand, two hundred and eight words. I wrote a romance novel. Okay, a novella.” It was ridiculous how happy that made her. But then again, maybe it wasn’t. Finishing a novel, any novel, was an accomplishment.


  Then why do you feel as if you’re about to lose something instead of winning? a voice in her head piped up.


  Tamara grinned like a proud midwife who’d helped deliver a baby. Then she sobered. Had she, too, realized this meant the end of their nightly conversations? “Well, it seems you were right, then.”


  “About anyone being able to write a romance?” Abby shook her head and lifted up part of her printed-out manuscript with Tamara’s red comments in the margins. “Nah. We both know this is far from being a publishable novel.”


  “Well, it could be, with a little more editing.”


  “You mean a lot more editing.”


  “Okay, a lot more editing. But you’re talented.”


  “Yeah?” Abby glowed under that praise.


  “Mmhm.” Tamara glanced down for a second, then back up into Abby’s eyes. “So, you won the bet. That means you’ll get to pick the next book I write. Let me guess… I’m going to branch out into science fiction?”


  Abby considered it for a moment. She would have loved to see what kind of futuristic world Tamara would come up with. But finally, she shook her head. “I want you to write a sequel to Wildfire.”


  Tamara didn’t say anything. She didn’t move.


  For a second, Abby thought the video connection might have frozen.


  Then Tamara opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again and finally said, “You…you want me to write a romance novel?”


  Abby grinned and shrugged. “Well, now that you finally got me to read it, I have to find out what happened to Ivy and Beth.” She licked her lips. “I…I think I owe you an apology. Well, you and the entire romance-writing industry. It’s damn hard to write a romance—at least a good one—and you are really good at it. So…well, keep writing.”


  For several seconds, only silence filtered through her laptop speakers.


  Abby peeked up into Tamara’s face, which had gone serious.


  “There’s one problem with that,” Tamara said. “Wildfire already has a sequel. It has just been published.”


  “Oh.”


  “But as it happens, I have an idea for another book in the series. Just this time, the main character won’t be an arson investigator. I thought… Well, reporter heroines seem to be popular with my audience right now.”


  Abby felt her tense features relax into a smile. “Yeah, I mean, what’s not to like about reporters? We’re smart, witty, and dedicated.”


  Tamara chuckled. “Don’t forget modest.”


  “That too.”


  They both laughed.


  “But since I’m a novelist, not a reporter, I might have a research question that I could use some help with every now and then…” Tamara gave Abby a hopeful look.


  Did she mean…? Abby tried to play it cool—for exactly three seconds. Then she nodded eagerly. “Oh yeah, sure. I could do that. I mean, help you with your research.”


  “That would be great.”


  They looked at each other. Was she just imagining things, or was there something searching in Tamara’s gaze?


  Abby gathered her courage. “Do you think we could, um, meet in person? Maybe go out for coffee? Like, on a date? I, um, really would like to get to know you better.”


  Tamara nodded without a second’s hesitation. “I’d like that.”


  They smiled at each other.


  “So, when would be good for you?” Abby said, halfheartedly trying not to sound too eager. “I mean, you can never start research too soon.”


  “True. But first, you need to get some sleep. You look like you’ve pulled a couple of all-nighters to finish your novel.”


  She had. “So I’ll call you…this weekend?”


  “Sounds good.”


  Finally, after lingering for a few minutes longer, they said goodbye and ended the call.


  Wow. Abby stared at the you won that was still displayed on her laptop screen. She had written a romance novel. And she had a date with a romance author. Why the hell had she ever thought romances were predictable? Her love life certainly wasn’t!


  But before she could go out with Tamara, she had a date with her bed…and with the sequel to Wildfire, if she could keep her eyes open long enough to read a chapter or two.


  Grinning to herself, she headed off to find her e-reader.


  ###


  Sex Sells


  Killing someone never got any easier. In fact, it got harder every time. Mara had thought about how to off Sue for days, but nothing she’d come up with sounded right.


  Shoot her?


  No, that was lame—and a bit too messy. Slitting her throat or stabbing her were out for the same reasons.


  What about pushing her off a cliff? Mara gnawed on the end of her pen and considered it for a moment.


  Tempting, but it had been done to death already—no pun intended.


  Hire a hit man?


  Not personal enough. Plus a professional killer would do it quickly and with a minimal amount of suffering, and that wasn’t what Mara wanted. Not for this particular victim. After cheating on her just when Mara had thought the relationship might be going somewhere, Sue deserved a more gruesome death.


  Mara leaned back in her seat and swirled her spoon through the foam left over at the bottom of her mug. Normally, the soothing background noise of clinking ceramic cups, the hiss of an espresso machine, and the murmur of conversations inspired her, but today even the familiar sounds did nothing for her.


  She wanted to kill the noisy group of tourists who apparently presumed the other customers wanted to hear every word of their conversation. But then again, she’d have to find an effective murder method first. The loud hip-hop music blaring from the earbuds of the teenager slouched at the table next to hers didn’t exactly help either.


  She sent him a glare. Maybe electrocution would work. Could you get zapped into the great beyond by your cell phone or MP3 player?


  Probably not. Besides, she’d already killed someone off with electricity. No. She needed something else. Something unique.


  Sighing, she dropped the spoon into her empty mug. She needed another caramel macchiato. Hey, could that be the perfect method she was looking for? Was there such a thing as caffeine poisoning?


  Her cell phone rang before she could get herself another coffee. She fished her cell phone out of her backpack and flipped open the protective cover. Her mood instantly improved when she saw the name on the display—Hayley Wheeler.


  “Can you die of a caffeine overdose?” Mara asked instead of a greeting.


  A moment of silence filtered through the connection.


  “Good morning to you too. I’m doing just fine, thanks for asking.” Despite the mild rebuke, Hayley’s sexy voice was laced with humor.


  “Good morning,” Mara repeated dutifully. “How’s my favorite editor today?”


  “I’d be flattered if I didn’t know for a fact that there’s not exactly a lot of competition in that category.”


  “Details, details. Okay, you’re my only editor, but you’d still be my favorite even if I had a dozen.”


  “I’d better be, since I single-handedly saved the main character in your last book from wearing a T-shit instead of a T-shirt.”


  “Hardy-har-har,” Mara said. “I will hear that until I fall face-first onto my keyboard and croak, won’t I?”


  “Oh yeah. You bet you will.”


  Mara groaned, but the familiar banter still made her smile. God, she loved a woman with a sense of humor and a way with words. Add to that a killer smile and a good command of grammar and syntax, and Mara was a goner. Too bad that this particular woman was her editor—and Mara wasn’t even sure she was gay. Chances were she was either a lesbian or bi, considering she edited lesbian fiction for a living and had even put together a pretty hot lesbian erotica anthology last year. But it wasn’t a sure thing, and Mara had never managed to come up with an inconspicuous way of finding out. How did you ask the person whose gently wielded red pen had helped garner you four literary awards if she might possibly be interested in women?


  Mara’s overactive imagination immediately presented a scenario where she sent Hayley an e-mail saying, Do you think I should cut the prologue and start with the detective’s point of view? Should that sentence at the beginning of chapter eighteen have a comma or a semicolon? Oh, and while I’m asking you questions… Are you gay?


  Nope. Out of the question. Mara switched her cell phone to the other ear. “So, what about that caffeine overdose? Do you think a grown woman could die of it?”


  “No,” Hayley said without hesitation. “Trust me. If that were possible, I’d have shuffled off this mortal coil at least an hour ago.”


  Christ, now she’s quoting Shakespeare. Mara tried not to swoon and instead focused on what else Hayley had said. Her tone had been lighthearted enough, but after two years, four novels, two dozen video calls via Skype, and more e-mails than Mara could count, she knew Hayley well enough to detect the undercurrent of frustration in her voice. “Rough day?”


  “Just a tight deadline for a new manuscript from a first-time author.”


  Some of the writers in Mara’s critique group were newbies, so she knew how time-consuming and exhausting editing a debut novel could be. “Ugh. I don’t know how you do it. All those dragging openings, heaps of adjectives, info dumps, and point-of-view violations…” Mara shuddered. “I think I’d be ready to commit hari-kari with my red pen after the first chapter.”


  “It’s hara-kiri,” Hayley said, making Mara smile.


  God, she’s so predictable. Predictable, but cute. Even the occasional text messages Hayley sent her used perfect grammar and proper punctuation. None of them ended with a string of acronyms such as C U l8r—unfortunately.


  “Fine,” Mara said. “I’d commit hara-kiri, then.”


  “Most manuscripts aren’t that bad. I actually find it pretty rewarding to mentor our newbies and help them grow as writers.”


  That was typical Hayley. She never complained or gossiped about any of Mara’s fellow writers, even the ones who deserved it. The woman was the epitome of professionalism. Mara admired that about her, but it probably also meant that Hayley would never start a relationship with one of the authors in her charge, even if she was a lesbian.


  “And every now and then, I get to work on a truly excellent manuscript,” Hayley added. “Like yours.”


  Even knowing she probably looked like a Cheshire cat on an ecstasy high, Mara couldn’t help grinning as if she’d just won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” She paused. Are we flirting? Or just joking around? She wasn’t quite sure.


  Hayley cleared her throat. A creaking sound drifted through the cell phone, and Mara imagined Hayley leaning back in her office chair, the blouse stretching over her generous breasts, the way it had during their last video call. Good thing Hayley didn’t suspect that she had inspired not just the description of Mara’s latest heroine but also several late-night fantasies.


  “So,” Hayley said, “why are you asking about lethal caffeine doses? Are you overindulging in that five-hundred-calorie milkshake you call coffee again?”


  Mara peeked at her empty mug. It had been her third. Busted. When had Hayley gotten to know her so well?


  “Don’t worry about the caffeine,” Hayley said. “All the sugar in those things will kill you long before the caffeine does.”


  Mara sighed. “That’s not why I’m asking. It’s for the new book. I’m trying to come up with a halfway creative plot.”


  “And?”


  “Zero, zip, zilch, nada, niente, rien, niets, nichts—”


  Hayley laughed. “Okay, okay. I get it. Stop showing off your language skills.”


  Well, how else was she supposed to impress a woman who made her living with words? “Everything I’ve thought of so far seems either lame or I’ve already used it in one of my previous novels. I need something fresh. I don’t want to be one of those writers who basically write the same book over and over again.”


  “Agreed. Actually, I’ve been thinking about that too.”


  “You have?” God, Hayley would be the perfect woman for her. She lived in an imaginary world populated by fictional people for most of the day too and would understand when Mara started to scribble on napkins during dinner dates. She would probably even chime right in when Mara complained about the plot holes in the movies they watched. The same couldn’t be said for Sue, the ex-girlfriend from hell.


  “Of course,” Hayley said. “As your editor, I have a vested interest in your continued success.”


  Was it really just that? Mara wanted to believe that they had become friends and Hayley wanted her to succeed for personal reasons too. “So, what do you suggest?”


  “I love your mysteries. I really do. But I think you should consider…branching out a little. Make your stories a little…sexier.”


  The combination of Hayley’s voice—smooth, silky, and confident—and her saying the word sexier distracted Mara for a moment. She nearly missed the meaning of her words.


  “You want me to write a…a…romance novel?”


  Hayley huffed out a breath. “Don’t make it sound as if I asked you to write a trashy dime-store novel that involves a lot of damsels in distress, heaving bosoms, and moist love caves.”


  Mara burst out laughing. Love caves? Had any of Hayley’s writers ever used that term in a manuscript? She was almost afraid to ask. “I don’t know. Even without the heaving bosoms and the love caves…”


  “Come on. Putting a little romance in your books wouldn’t be that bad, would it?”


  “Not that bad?” Mara’s voice ended on a squeak. “Hayley, I kill people for a living!”


  “On paper. Jesus, Mara, if you keep saying it like that, I’ll have to bail you out of jail. Do I really have to remind you of what happened when you called the poison control hotline and asked how many belladonna berries were needed to kill a two-hundred-pound man?”


  Heat flooded Mara’s face. Just like the little T-shit mishap, she’d never live that down. She peeked up from her notebook. Several patrons of the coffee shop were now staring at her as if she were Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, and Jack the Ripper all rolled into one. Great.


  Loud enough for everyone to hear, Mara said, “I’m a mystery writer. I write police procedurals and murder mysteries. I don’t do,” she lowered her voice, now speaking just to Hayley, “sex. I mean, sex scenes.”


  “They’re called love scenes, not sex scenes.”


  “Same thing,” Mara grumbled.


  “No, it’s not the same thing at all. Love scenes are an expression of the characters’ feelings for each other. It’s all about emotional intimacy, even if, on occasion, it might be hard and fast and up against a wall.”


  Mara tugged on the neck of her T-shirt as heat pulsed through her body. Jesus, Hayley!


  “Whereas a sex scene—”


  “I know, I know.” If she didn’t stop Hayley, she would overheat and her attentive audience would call an ambulance because they thought she was having a stroke or something.


  “Besides,” Hayley said, “not all romance novels need to have a love scene, despite what some people might think, if that’s why you’re so reluctant to try writing one.”


  Wonderful. Now Hayley thought she was a prude. “That’s not it. Really. I have nothing against sex. I mean sex scenes. Love scenes. Jesus.” No other woman had ever managed to fluster her like this without even being in the same room—without ever having been in the same room.


  A soft chuckle drifted through the line.


  The erotic sound made Mara flush even more. She fanned herself with her notepad. By now, half of the coffee shop’s patrons were probably listening in on their conversation. If any of the laptop-equipped people at the nearby tables were fellow novelists or, worse, comedians, she was providing them with some first-class dialogue. “I’m fine with love scenes,” she said as calmly as she could. “It’s just… I don’t know. Romances are just not my thing.”


  Hayley was quiet for a moment. “On the page…or in real life?”


  Mara’s mouth went dry. In the two years they’d been working together, Hayley had never asked her such a personal question. Was she just trying to deepen her understanding of the woman behind M.C. McKinney, award-winning author of lesbian mystery novels, or did she have a personal interest in the answer?


  “Sorry,” Hayley said, interrupting the rare silence between them. “I shouldn’t have asked that.”


  “No, no, it’s fine.” The last thing Mara wanted was for Hayley to think her private life was off limits. If it were up to her, Hayley would be her private life. “When it comes to real life, I’m a big fan of romance. Admittedly, I haven’t had much success in that department lately. My last girlfriend… Well, let’s just say I had my reasons for naming my next murder victim after her.”


  That should let Hayley know she was single and a lesbian, right? Just in case Hayley hadn’t read her author’s bio.


  Hayley chuckled. “Ouch. Let me guess… She dies a horrible, excruciatingly slow, very painful death?”


  “That’s for sure. I just haven’t figured out the details of her demise yet.”


  “Nail gun?” Hayley suggested.


  “Oooh! That has definite possibilities.” Mara scribbled it down on her notepad, underlined it twice, and drew a large exclamation mark next to it. “Sounds like you’ve got an ex or two you wouldn’t mind killing off too.”


  Hayley gave a noncommittal hum. “Don’t we all?”


  Mara waited, but Hayley left it at that. Damn. No mention of the ex’s gender or whether Hayley was single too.


  “Listen, Mara…”


  God, she loved the way her name sounded coming from Hayley’s lips. She made the dot of the exclamation mark into a little heart, then scrunched up her face and crossed it out. Maybe she should try her hand at a romance novel after all. She had the cheesy stuff down pat.


  “I don’t want to change your style or talk you into writing something you’re not comfortable with. If writing a romance isn’t for you, that’s just fine. That wasn’t what I was suggesting anyway.”


  “Then what were you suggesting?”


  “Have you ever considered romantic suspense novels?” Hayley asked.


  “Romantic suspense?” Mara drew out each syllable.


  Another hum from Hayley. Somehow, she managed to make even that sound sexy. “Yeah. Or, in your case, romantic mystery. You could still have a mystery with dangerous criminals, nail-biting tension, and clever police work; you’d just add a romantic subplot.”


  “If it’s not that different from what I’ve been writing, why try a new genre?”


  “Easy. Sex sells.”


  “I thought they’re called love scenes, not sex scenes.”


  “Touché.” Hayley’s tone revealed that she was smiling. “But you know what I mean. Lesbian readers prefer contemporary romance novels. Even established authors of mysteries like you will never sell as many copies as someone who writes romances or romantic suspense.”


  Mara knew that all too well. Her bank account knew it too. Some months, she had to take on copywriting jobs for local companies so she wouldn’t have to go back to her day job. So far, she had never considered changing what she wrote just to make more money, and she didn’t want to do it now, but maybe Hayley was right. There were only so many ways to kill a person. If she wanted to keep her writing fresh, she had to think of something else.


  Giving Detective Walker a girlfriend might be an option. It would humanize her, make it easier for readers to identify with the workaholic detective, and provide a nice source of internal conflict. And if she included a little romance in her manuscripts, at least she would be able to live vicariously through her characters since her own love life was nonexistent. She could even model the love interest of the Hayley-inspired detective after herself. She shook her head at herself. Okay, maybe she wouldn’t go that far.


  “I know it’s not fair,” Hayley said. “But it’s just the reality of lesbian fiction publishing, and I hate to see you struggle. You deserve a much wider audience.”


  Mara smiled. Hayley never failed to let her know how much she liked her writing, handing out praise along with constructive criticism, but it was still nice to hear it again. “Could I still kill off Sue?” Mara finally asked.


  Hayley laughed that special laugh of hers, the one that had gotten Mara the first time they’d talked on the phone and that always made her smile in reflex. “We could put it in the publishing contract if you want.”


  “No, thanks. I trust you.”


  The laughter stopped. “Thank you,” Hayley said, her tone now serious. “Thank you for hearing me out. Even if you end up not following my suggestion, that means a lot.”


  Mara didn’t know what to say to that. What? The great author is speechless?


  “You don’t have to decide right now,” Hayley said when Mara remained silent. “Think about it for a while. We can talk about it some more when we see each other next month.”


  Next month. The mere mention sent a tingle through Mara’s body. They would both attend a lesbian fiction conference in Washington, D.C., and meet in person for the very first time. After having a crush on Hayley for nearly two years, the thought of coming face-to-face with her was equally exciting and terrifying. What if Hayley didn’t live up to her expectations?


  Mara suppressed a snort. As if. It was more likely that she would embarrass herself in front of three hundred and fifty lesbians—including her colleagues, beta readers, and critique partners—by confessing her undying love for her editor up on stage should she receive another award.


  “All right,” Mara said. “See you at the GCLS con, then.”


  “Right. And if you need anything before then, call me.”


  Anything? Did that include a date for the dance on the last night of the conference? Mara didn’t dare ask. Chicken. And you write bone-chilling mysteries for a living? Bah! Pathetic. “Does that include…?” She took a deep breath. Come on. Be a woman. Ask her out! What have you got to lose?


  “Yes?” Hayley prompted.


  Mara clutched the edge of the table. “Does your offer include…? Well, I was wondering…”


  “Yes?”


  “Could we maybe…? I mean, would you have time to get together during the con to brainstorm ideas for unique murder methods with me? I’ll even buy the coffee. Don’t worry—black, no sugar. None of that five-hundred-calorie milkshake or those other horrendous additions that destroy a perfectly good cup of coffee for you.”


  Not hesitating for a second, Hayley said, “It’s a date.”


  “Great. I will—” Mara snapped her mouth shut. Had Hayley just said…date? Don’t read anything into it, dummy. It’s just a figure of speech.


  But Hayley made a living by choosing the right words in the right place. She wouldn’t have said it if she didn’t mean it, would she?


  Mara’s cell phone chose that exact moment to start beeping, indicating that the battery was about to die. No, no, no. Not now! “Oh, crap.”


  Beep, beep, beep.


  “If you’d rather keep things strictly professional, I understand.” Hayley sighed. “I just thought…”


  “No!” Mara’s heart beat so loudly that it drowned out the annoying beeping of her cell phone. “I mean, yes! I’d love to have coffee with you…as a date, not just a business meeting.”


  Only silence answered.


  “Hayley? Are you still there?”


  No answer.


  Mara moved the cell phone away from her ear and stared at the dark display. “Shit! You stupid piece of technology!” She slapped the phone’s leather cover closed with more force than necessary and stuffed it into her backpack along with her notepad.


  If she ever included a romantic subplot in one of her novels and kept the two potential lovers apart by having the goddamn phone die, her readers would accuse her of relying on contrived coincidences.


  The woman next to her got up, scraping the chair legs across the floor.


  Yeah. Great. Show’s over, so now you can leave. No happy ending today. Mara got up too. No reason to stay. She wouldn’t get any work done now anyway. Not after this. She would go home and call Hayley back…if she didn’t chicken out. Hayley might not even pick up if she thought Mara had hung up on her.


  Instead of walking toward the exit, the woman from the neighboring table stepped up to Mara and held out her phone. “Here. Use mine.”


  “What?” Mara stared at her.


  A flush crept up the woman’s neck. She shuffled her feet. “Sorry. I couldn’t help overhearing part of your conversation. You should call him back before he thinks you’re not interested.”


  “Her,” Mara said automatically.


  The stranger shrugged. “Then call her back.” She nodded down at the phone on her outstretched hand.


  Mara stared back and forth between the woman’s face and the phone for a moment longer before hastily reaching for the device. “Thank you.”


  Usually, she relied on speed dial, but there were two phone numbers she knew by heart—the pizza delivery service in her neighborhood and Hayley’s cell.


  Quickly, she typed in the number and lifted the phone to her ear.


  It rang for quite a while.


  Just when Mara thought Hayley’s voicemail would pick up, that familiar sexy voice came through the line.


  “Yes?” Hayley sounded cautious.


  “It’s me…Mara. Sorry, my battery died. Did you…um…hear what I said before the damn thing gave up the ghost?”


  “No. The last thing I heard you say was no.” For a few moments, no sound at all filtered through the phone, as if Hayley had even stopped breathing. “What else did you say?”


  Mara smiled. “Well, since you want me to write a romantic suspense, I’ll need a little more help with the book than I usually do.”


  “Of course. What kind of help do you need?” Still that cautious tone. “Brainstorming murder methods, as you said?”


  “No. I can handle those. But I might need a little help researching the romantic part of the novel.” Mara clutched the cell phone so tightly that her knuckles blanched, and the woman next to her gave her an alarmed look.


  “Oh,” Hayley said after a while. “Sure. I mean, that’s what we editors are there for, right? To help with whatever you need.”


  Mara was about to agree. It was easier to keep joking and hide behind a lighthearted tone and their familiar roles. But then she paused. Unlike her manuscripts, life couldn’t be revised afterward if you didn’t get it right the first time. And she wanted to get this right more than she’d wanted anything in a very long time. “Hayley?”


  “Yes?”


  “I’m not talking to the editor.”


  “I know. It wasn’t the editor who agreed to help you with the romantic part of your novel.”


  Mara stood still for a moment, then hopped up and down like a preschooler who’d just been promised a visit to the zoo. “So you’ll have coffee with me?”


  “Like I said: it’s a date.”


  A wave of giddiness swept over Mara, and now she could no longer resist teasing Hayley just the tiniest bit. “Shouldn’t it be ‘as I said’?”


  “Smartass.”


  Yes, but I’m your smartass, Mara wanted to answer, but it was a little too soon for that. If she was patient, she might be able to say it one day.


  After all, they were an award-winning writer and an experienced editor. Between them, they should be able to create the perfect happy ending.


  ###


  Blind Date at the Booklover’s Lair


  When the doorbell rang, Tricia was in the middle of a hot make-out session.


  Admittedly, it was a fictional make-out session, but a hot one nonetheless. Grumbling, she saved what she had written that afternoon and lifted Jasmine—her twenty-pound Maine Coon mix—off her lap.


  The cat let out a hiss of protest, but Tricia ignored it as she went to open the door.


  Her best friend stood in the doorway and regarded her with a scowl. “I knew it,” Chi Lo said instead of a greeting.


  “Um, knew what?”


  “That you’d still be in your sweatpants and that ratty T-shirt.”


  Tricia smoothed her palm over her I’m a romance writer, what’s your superpower? T-shirt. “So what? It’s my work uniform.”


  “Lesbians might like chicks in uniforms, but not this kind.” Chi Lo poked her finger through a hole in the sleeve of Tricia’s T-shirt.


  Tricia squirmed away and shrugged. “Well, except for me, there are no lesbians in my living room.”


  “And that’s exactly why I’m here.” Chi Lo pushed past her into the house and nearly stumbled over Jasmine on her way to the living room. She made a beeline to the recliner, Tricia’s favorite writing spot, and shut the lid of the laptop with a resounding click.


  “Hey! I wasn’t done with that scene!”


  “Yes, you are. If you don’t hurry up, you’ll be late for your date.”


  “Date?” Tricia echoed. She might have her head in the clouds sometimes, but she would have known if she had a date.


  Chi Lo pulled one of the thick dictionaries off Tricia’s bookshelf and pretended to look it up. “Date: a meeting of two people who have a romantic interest in each other.”


  “Thanks a lot. I know what a date is.”


  “Could have fooled me,” Chi Lo mumbled. She got comfortable in the recliner, and Jasmine, the traitor, hopped up on her lap. “You haven’t been on a date since you and Liv broke up, and that was over a year ago.”


  Tricia gritted her teeth at the mention of her ex. “I went on a date last month, and you know how it ended.”


  “So she wasn’t a big reader. Oh, the horror of it all.”


  Tricia dropped down onto the couch and threw a pillow at her, which Chi Lo promptly lopped back.


  “Not a big reader?” Tricia repeated. “She hadn’t picked up a book since high school. Hell, she thought J.K. Rowling was a horror writer—a male horror writer! I think she confused her with Stephen King or something.”


  “Yeah, well, maybe she had other qualities…which you would have discovered if you had gone on a second date with her.”


  “Oh, you mean the ability to send text messages and play Candy Crush during dinner? I didn’t need a second date to discover that skill.”


  Chi Lo held out her hands, palms out. “Okay, okay. Maybe she wasn’t the right woman for you. But now it’s time to try again and give someone else a chance.”


  “Says who?”


  “Says your wise best friend. You can’t keep hiding in your fictional worlds. There are real women out there, you know?” Chi Lo pointed at the driveway as if those women were lining up there.


  “Yeah, but unlike the women out there, my fictional women never cheat, are never hung up on their exes, and they never have the emotional maturity of a toddler.”


  Chi Lo regarded her with a slow shake of her head. “How can someone who writes sappy romances for a living have such a jaded view of love and women?”


  “I’m not jaded, and my books aren’t sappy.” Tricia resisted the urge to clutch her laptop to her chest in a defensive gesture.


  “If you think your novels are oh-so-realistic, why not give this date a chance?”


  “Because…because…well, because I create my characters with care, pairing them with their perfect matches, while your track record isn’t the best when it comes to picking dates for me.”


  “This one is different,” Chi Lo said.


  Tricia snorted. “That’s what you said when you set me up with the Candy Crush woman…and with Liv.”


  “Yeah, but this one really is. Wait till you hear where she wants to meet you.”


  “The bar or some restaurant?”


  “Nope and nope.”


  “The park?” That wouldn’t be so bad. At least they could go their separate ways without having to sit through an awkward dinner if they didn’t hit it off.


  “No.”


  A smile crept onto Tricia’s face. “The ice-cream parlor?”


  “Better.”


  “Better than the ice-cream parlor?” Tricia gave her an incredulous look that made Chi Lo laugh.


  “Well, you were the one who said your ideal date would take place in a bookstore, weren’t you?”


  “This mystery woman wants to meet in a bookstore?”


  Chi Lo nodded. “And not just any bookstore. She suggested The Booklover’s Lair, your favorite hangout. If that’s not a match made in heaven, I don’t know what is.”


  Hmm. Tricia rubbed her chin. She had to admit that her curiosity was piqued. How bad could a woman who suggested a bookstore for their first date be? “Tell me more about her.”


  “So you’ll meet her?” Chi Lo bounced up and down on the recliner, nearly catapulting the cat off her lap.


  With a growl, Jasmine stalked off in search of a quieter place for a nap.


  “I didn’t say that. But if I did, what else could you tell me about my hypothetical date?”


  “Why not just go and find out yourself? That’s half the fun of a blind date.”


  “For you, maybe. I’m the type who reads the ending of a book before I buy it, remember?”


  Chi Lo shuddered. “Oh yeah. I forgot. You’re one of those people.”


  “So?”


  “I don’t know her that well. She’s friends with Sarah, but I’ve only met her once or twice. She’s pretty cute, about our age, and taller than me.”


  Tricia laughed and eyed her friend’s slender five-foot-one frame. “Now there’s a helpful description. Everyone’s taller than you.”


  Chi Lo stuck her tongue out at her.


  “So, does mystery woman have a name?” Tricia asked.


  “Jenny.”


  “That’s all I’m getting? How am I supposed to find her?”


  “Easy,” Chi Lo said. “You’ll meet in the LGBT section of The Booklover’s Lair. She’ll be holding Karin Kallmaker’s latest novel.”


  Tricia arched her brows. “Why not one of mine?”


  “Because it’s a date, not a promotional opportunity. By the way, Sarah also texted you Jenny’s cell number, just in case you can’t find each other. Now get dressed, or you’ll be late.”


  “Why? When am I meeting her?”


  “At five.”


  “Today? Are you crazy?” Tricia picked up her wristwatch from the coffee table and glanced at it. “That’s in an hour!”


  Chi Lo shrugged. “Less time for you to back out. Now chop-chop.”


  “I swear my next novel will be a murder mystery with a character named Chi Lo,” Tricia said as she moved toward her bedroom. “She’ll die a slow, horrible death. Electrocution, torture, fire ants, or maybe a combination of all three.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Chi Lo called after her. “As long as she can die after your blind date, I don’t care.”


  Blind date. Tricia shook her head and stared at herself in the mirror that hung in the hall. Apparently, she was really doing this—going on a blind date.
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  “Oh, hell no!” Chi Lo said when Tricia emerged from her bedroom. “You’re not wearing that.”


  Tricia glanced down at her favorite pair of jeans and a T-shirt that was free of holes and geeky writer sayings. “What’s wrong with this?”


  “Ever heard of dress to impress?” Chi Lo pushed her back toward the bedroom. “Pretend you’re one of the characters in your books, about to go out on a date. What would they be wearing?”


  “My characters are spies, millionaires, CEOs, and actresses, not writers with a very modest income. But if I ever create an author character, she will dress exactly like this.” She gestured at her comfortable clothes.


  “God, you’re so stubborn. No wonder you’re single.” Chi Lo slid the closet door open. “At least wear a button-down or a polo. Something that lets your date know you give a shit.”


  Tricia bit back a sarcastic reply and pulled a dark blue polo shirt from a hanger. “Okay, okay.” She took off her T-shirt, threw it onto the bed, and put on the polo before striking a pose. “Happy now?”


  “Getting there.” Chi Lo reached out and undid the button on the polo shirt. “Come on. I’m driving you.”


  “No, you’re not. I have a perfectly good car.” On the way out the door, Tricia ran her hands through her short hair, slid her wallet into her back pocket, and picked up her keys from the hall table.


  Chi Lo followed her out. “If I find out you chickened out, I’ll disinherit you.”


  “So I won’t get any of the riches you don’t own?” A glare was aimed her way, so she quickly added, “I promise to go to The Booklover’s Lair.” She could hide behind a bookshelf and take a look at this Jenny first. If anything about her triggered her date-from-hell alert, she could browse the store for a while and then drive back home.


  “That’s not good enough,” Chi Lo said. “Promise that you’ll meet Jenny.”


  Damn. Her friend knew her too well. Tricia sighed. “All right. I’ll meet her.”
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  Tricia pulled open the door to The Booklover’s Lair, raised her nose into the air, and sniffed appreciatively. There was nothing like the smell of books, especially when it mingled with the aroma of coffee from the coffee shop in the back of the store.


  She strode past the bargain tables and the new-releases shelf, not allowing herself to stop and browse. When she was around books, she easily lost track of time, and Chi Lo would kill her if she was late for her date.


  Channeling Jade, the spy character in her latest lesbian thriller, she crept up to the paranormal romance shelf, which was right next to the LGBT section. She pulled a random book from the shelf, hid her face behind it, and peered over the edge of the novel.


  Only one customer was browsing the LGBT aisle.


  The woman was indeed taller than Chi Lo, but probably not by much. Faded jeans clung to her butt and thighs, and the hoodie she wore couldn’t hide her shapely curves.


  A hoodie? Clearly, she hadn’t dressed up for their date either. Maybe she’d been roped into it too.


  The woman’s dark brown hair was swept up into a loose bun on top of her head, held in place by a pencil. A few tendrils had escaped, curling down on either side of her face. A pair of black-rimmed glasses completed the sexy-librarian look.


  She held a stack of novels balanced against her chest with one hand, while running the index finger of her other hand over the spines of the shelved books, almost like a caress.


  Tricia stood and watched her, spell-bound.


  Her date pulled a book off the shelf, flipped it over to read the backcover description, and then opened it to the very last page.


  Ha! She’s reading the ending! Maybe, just maybe, they would hit it off.


  The woman put the book back on the shelf, picked up another, and repeated the process, her face so focused as if world peace depended on her making the right decision. Finally, she added another novel to her stack.


  Tricia craned her neck to see which one it was.


  She would know that cover anywhere: it was one of hers—or, rather, of her alter ego, Trish Hoffman. And if she wasn’t mistaken, the one beneath it was Karin Kallmaker’s latest, their item of identification.


  The stranger was definitely Jenny, her blind date.


  Tricia gave herself a mental shake. If she waited much longer, Jenny would leave, thinking she had stood her up. She slid the book she was hiding behind back onto the shelf and walked over to the LGBT section. If only she had the confidence of her characters. Their palms never sweated when they approached a woman.


  Softly, she cleared her throat. “Um, excuse me? Are you Jenny?”


  The woman turned and stared at her through those sexy librarian glasses. Her eyes were the color of dark chocolate, and they were squinting at Tricia. “Jennifer,” she said.


  Tricia held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Tricia.”


  Jennifer continued to stare at her.


  Maybe she had gotten even less information about who her blind date would be. “Sarah’s friend,” Tricia added.


  “Oh.” Finally, Jennifer slid her hand into Tricia’s. Her fingers were soft, but her handshake was firm. “I know you from somewhere. Have we met at one of Sarah’s parties?”


  Tricia was sure she would remember a woman like her, but if she said that, it would sound like a cheap line, so she shrugged. “Possibly.”


  Silence stretched between them for a moment.


  Come on. You’re a writer. Say something witty and charming. “Uh, want to grab a coffee?” She pointed at the coffee shop in the rear of the store. Okay, it was neither witty nor charming, but she supposed it would do.


  “Um…” Jennifer’s gaze went from Tricia’s face to her stack of books and back.


  For a second, Tricia thought she would be dumped for a bunch of lesbian romances, but then Jennifer nodded.


  “Why not? Let me pay for my books first.” She glanced toward the coffee shop section, which was pretty busy, the tables and chairs filling up quickly. “Why don’t you try to grab us a table? I’ll get our drinks once I’m done.”


  A woman with initiative. Tricia liked that. “Sounds like a plan, thanks.”


  “What do you want?” Jennifer asked.


  “Why don’t you surprise me?” Tricia made up a preferred beverage for each of her characters, and she firmly believed that you could tell a lot about a person by the kind of beverage they chose. She called it the latte oracle.


  “All right.” Her stack of books in a secure grip, Jennifer marched toward the checkout counter.


  Tricia watched her for a second, admiring the unselfconscious way she moved, before she made her way toward the back of the store. With a triumphant cry, she dove into a chair at the last free table. After a quick glance toward the cash register, to make sure Jennifer was busy paying for her novels, she checked her cell phone. Her battery was still at eighty percent. Good.


  In about fifteen minutes, Chi Lo would call, providing her with an excuse to leave should she need it. They had done that for each other since they had met in college.


  When Jennifer walked toward the coffee shop counter, carrying a bag with her purchases, she quickly put the cell phone away.


  She watched her interact with the barista, ready to catalog each and every one of her flaws so she could report back to Chi Lo.


  So far, she came up empty. Jennifer said something to the barista that made the woman smile—or maybe she was a generous tipper. But in a moment, the latte oracle would probably earn Jennifer her first strike. She would walk over and set a pretentious concoction on the table, just to show off her ordering finesse. Maybe a low-fat decaf latte with a shot of sugar-free vanilla that should have been named Why Bother. Her last date had ordered one of those.


  But when Jennifer slid two mugs onto the table, neither of them held a fancy latte—at least not the low-fat type. Both mugs were topped with whipped cream and adorned with sprinkles of dark chocolate shavings.


  “I took a chance that you’re not the low-fat-sugar-free-latte type,” Jennifer said as she took the seat across from her.


  “I’m not.” Tricia took a careful sip of her beverage. Yum. It was hot chocolate. She started to laugh.


  “Something wrong?” Jennifer asked. “You don’t like hot chocolate?”


  “I love it. It’s what I get every time I come here.”


  Jennifer grinned, and for a moment, Tricia’s overactive imagination showed her flashes of Jennifer taking off her glasses, pulling the pencil out of her messy bun, and shaking her hair loose.


  She fanned herself, pretending it was the beverage making her hot. “So,” she said to distract herself and get a conversation started, “do you come here often?” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. Real smooth. It really had been too long since she’d been on a date. “Uh, I mean…you’re a fellow book addict, right?” She gestured to the bag of books Jennifer had put down on the table.


  “Oh yeah. Some months, I think my clients should make their payments directly to the bookstore, because that’s where my money ends up anyway.”


  Tricia laughed. “What did you get this time?”


  Jennifer slid her mug to the side and pulled her treasures from the bag, holding each one out to Tricia.


  “Trish Hoffman,” Tricia read off the cover. She put on her best poker face. “Do you like her books?”


  “Well,” Jennifer traced the letters of Tricia’s pen name with her fingertip, “she can definitely write, and I love her sense of humor.”


  Tricia beamed.


  “But I often can’t relate to her characters,” Jennifer added. “They’re all rich, beautiful, and glamorous. None of them would be caught having hot chocolate, dressed in a hoodie.”


  Tricia’s ear-to-ear grin fell. No, she admitted to herself, they probably wouldn’t. Suddenly, she wondered why not. Watching Jennifer lick a bit of whipped cream off her bottom lip was damn sexy.


  “Oh.” Jennifer studied her with a concerned look. “I didn’t just insult your favorite author, did I?”


  “No. I just…” Should she tell her? But that would only make things between them awkward, since she had talked about Trish Hoffman in the third person. Maybe she would tell her during their second date, should they end up having one. “I never saw it that way, but I guess you’re right.”


  “So you have read her books?”


  Tricia gave a vague nod. “I’ve got them all.”


  “All of them? Wow. You must have quite the collection.”


  “You could say that. I’d let you share them, but I never loan out books before the third date.”


  Her charming grin didn’t have its intended effect. Jennifer just stared at her.


  “Um, do you think that’s weird?”


  “No. I’m the same. If I lend someone a book, it’s like an award of my trust.”


  Was it strange that Tricia wanted to earn that award more than she wanted another literary prize?


  Jennifer took a sip of her hot chocolate and let out a happy hum. She seemed entirely relaxed, with none of the nervousness or forced attempts to impress her that Tricia was used to from previous dates.


  “So,” Tricia said, “tell me about yourself. What do you do for a living?” The question was out before she could stop herself. Damn. What was she supposed to say if Jennifer returned the question?


  “Um…” Jennifer squirmed a little.


  Tricia arched her brows. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one reluctant to reveal her job.


  “I’m a hypnotherapist,” Jennifer finally said.


  “Oh, wow.” She had read about hypnotherapists when she had researched ways to cure her latest main character’s insomnia, but she had never actually met one. “That’s…”


  “That’s what?” Jennifer prompted. She sat with her head held high, a stubborn tilt to her chin. For the first time, tension had entered her shoulders.


  “Really cool. I mean, helping patients lose weight, stop smoking, or deal with anxiety… That must be pretty rewarding.”


  Jennifer squinted over at her.


  “Let me guess. Most people who find out what you do for a living think you make your clients flap their arms and squawk like a chicken.”


  Jennifer burst out laughing.


  The sound of her laughter sent tingles down Tricia’s spine and made her smile.


  “Something like that,” Jennifer said. “Most people confuse hypnotherapy with a party trick or a stage act. How come you don’t?”


  Without looking at her, Tricia stirred her hot chocolate. “I read a lot, so I know you don’t actually have superpowers.”


  “I didn’t say that.” Jennifer’s eyes sparkled.


  “True. So, what are they?”


  Jennifer licked whipped cream off her spoon. “I can read minds.”


  Tricia snorted into her hot chocolate. Hopefully not, or Jennifer would know how erotic she found the way she had just licked her spoon.


  “What? You don’t believe me? I did guess your beverage of choice, didn’t I?”


  “That you did.” Finally a woman who could hold her own when it came to banter.


  Jennifer wrapped both hands around her mug as if wanting to soak up its warmth.


  Amused, Tricia watched her huddle down in her hoodie, even though it was June and a pleasant seventy-two degrees outside. “What happens in winter?” she asked with a nod toward Jennifer’s warmth-seeking hands.


  “I go into hibernation,” Jennifer answered without missing a beat.


  Tricia couldn’t remember when she had last laughed so much on a date.


  “How about you?”


  “No hibernation for me.” Tricia playfully batted her lashes. “I’m naturally hot-blooded.”


  “No, I meant…what do you do for a living?”


  “Oh. Um, I…” The ringing of her cell phone saved her from having to answer. Chi Lo’s name flashed across the screen. Was there a word that described being grateful and resenting a person at the same time? She could fake an emergency and leave without revealing her identity.


  But truth be told, she didn’t want to go, so she left-swiped to reject the call and slid the phone back into her pocket. “I don’t normally reveal my job before the third date either,” she said with what she hoped was a charming grin.


  “Let me guess… It involves superpowers too.”


  Tricia thought of the T-shirt she had worn earlier today. “Oh yeah. Lots and lots of them.”


  Jennifer lifted her mug. “To jobs with superpowers.”


  They clinked their mugs against each other.
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  The barista cleared her throat next to them. “Excuse me, ladies. We’re about to close.”


  Tricia looked up. The coffee shop was deserted, and the staff had already flipped up the chairs on the tables surrounding theirs. Wow. When had that happened?


  Jennifer stared at her, apparently just as amazed at how fast time had flown by while they had talked about books, their families, and college adventures. “Sorry. We should be going.”


  They stood and made their way through the empty bookstore to the exit.


  Outside, Jennifer—Jen, as she had told Tricia to call her—shivered a little, making Tricia smile. She wished she had worn a jacket so she could offer it to her. Next time, she’d come prepared. There would be a next time, no doubt about it.


  “So…,” they both said at the same time and bobbed up and down on the balls of their feet, then smiled at each other.


  “Want to give me your number?” Jen lowered her gaze to the ground before looking back up with a grin. “To discuss the possible loan of my books, you know?” She hefted the bag with her purchases.


  “Why don’t I call you? I’ve already got your number from Sarah.”


  Jen’s brow knitted. “You do?”


  Tricia nodded and tapped her phone. “Yep.”


  “Well, then…”


  They looked at each other.


  Should she kiss her? Her characters probably would have. But Jen had said she couldn’t relate to her characters, so she opted for a quick hug instead.


  Jen smelled like hot chocolate, books, and honey shampoo. She shivered a little, but Tricia couldn’t tell whether it was from the evening air or their physical closeness.


  She stepped back. “I had a great time. Now go home before you freeze to death.”


  Jen laughed. “Me too. Talk to you soon.” With a soft touch to Tricia’s arm, she walked away, a spring in her step and cheerfully swinging her bag.


  Tricia watched her retreating back until Jen disappeared around a corner. Her phone started to ring. She fumbled it out of her pocket.


  “How did it go?” Chi Lo asked without a greeting.


  “Great!” For once, she didn’t have to fake an enthusiastic response.


  “Nuh-uh. I know what you are doing. You think if you pretend to like her, I won’t set you up on another blind date anytime soon. Let me guess… Jenny was a complete bore and about as entertaining as cleaning out your cat’s litter box.”


  “What? No!” Tricia scowled at the now dimly lit bookstore, surprised at how defensive of Jen she already felt. “She was…she was…wonderful. She reads more than I do, has a wicked sense of humor, and gets cold when it’s seventy-two degrees outside. It’s the cutest thing ever.”


  Only silence filtered through the line. Then came Chi Lo’s suspicious voice. “You’re not shitting me, are you?”


  “No. We really hit it off. I’m definitely going to call her and ask her out on a second date.”


  “Huh,” Chi Lo murmured. “Just when I thought I’d spend my evening listening to you whine about your horrible blind date.”


  “Nope. No whining this time.” She started walking in the direction of her car, which was parked two blocks away. “Hey, Chi Lo? Have you ever thought my characters might be a little too…flashy? Too unrealistic?”


  Chi Lo paused. “Uh, it’s fiction, right?”


  “Yeah, but I still want readers to be able to relate to them.” Readers like Jen. “I’m thinking of rewriting my work in progress a little. Do you think it would work if I make Corey into a psychologist or a social worker or something?”


  “What? She’s a millionaire. Why would she have to work? Are you drunk?”


  Tricia grinned. “Maybe a little high from all the hot chocolate.”


  “Hot chocolate?”


  “I’ll tell you the details later.” Once they had said goodbye, Tricia unlocked her car and slid behind the wheel. She put the phone down on the passenger seat and stared at it for a moment. How long did she have to wait until she could call Jen for a second date without appearing desperate?
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  Just as Tricia walked into her house, her phone rang again. Apparently, Chi Lo didn’t want to wait to find out the details of her date. She grinned and slid her finger across the screen.


  “I’m on to you!” Chi Lo said, again not bothering with a hello. “Tell me the truth. You didn’t even set foot into the bookstore, did you?”


  “What the hell are you talking about? Of course I was there. They had to kick us out when they were closing.”


  “Us?”


  “Yeah, me and Jen.”


  “The Jen who just called Sarah to apologize for standing you up?”


  “What? Now who is drunk?”


  Chi Lo sucked in an audible breath and released it slowly. “Do you swear by…by your shiny awards and everything else you writer types hold sacred that you met with a woman in the bookstore?”


  “Of course I did. You were the one who set us up, remember?”


  “What did Jenny look like? Is she tall, thin, blonde, and blue-eyed?”


  Tricia closed her eyes as she imagined Jen’s face and body. “Nah. Her hair is so dark that it’s almost black. She’s got curves in all the right places, and her eyes make me think of the richest chocolate.”


  “Check your e-mail,” Chi Lo said. “I just sent you a photo of Jenny.”


  Tricia moved the phone away from her ear to open her e-mail app. Some blonde grinned at her from a photo that had clearly been taken in Sarah’s living room. What the…? “That’s not Jen.”


  “That’s Jenny, the woman you were supposed to meet at the bookstore.”


  Her knees turned into paper-mache. Tricia plopped down onto the couch. “Then who did I spend the evening with?”


  Chi Lo chuckled. “Some unsuspecting stranger with a fondness for Karin Kallmaker novels.”
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  Tricia lay in bed and stared at the dark ceiling. In front of her mind’s eye, every second of her date…or what she had thought was a date…replayed in slow motion. God, now she understood why Jen had looked so confused when she had asked her to have coffee with her and when she had joked about their third date.


  She rubbed her face with both hands, then suddenly had to smile. Their first meeting made for an amazing story. What were the chances of another woman named Jennifer browsing the LGBT section at the exact time Tricia was supposed to meet with her blind date? If she focused, she could already hear Jen’s laughter when she told that incredible tale.


  But to do that, she had to find her first.


  Determined, she swung her legs out of bed and hurried to her laptop. It couldn’t be so hard to find a hypnotherapist named Jennifer, could it?


  Two hours later, she had an answer to that question.


  There was no hypnotherapist by the name of Jennifer, Jenny, or Jen in the entire city, at least not one that she could find. Had Jen lied about her job too?


  She shook her head. No. Jen had seemed so genuine.


  Maybe she had only recently set up her practice and didn’t have a website or any other information online yet.


  She had called Sarah earlier, but her friend didn’t know anyone working as a hypnotherapist. The Sarah Jen was friends with clearly wasn’t the one Tricia knew.


  Damn, this is all so unbelievable. If I tried to use it in a story, my editor would tell me my plot wasn’t realistic.


  The screen blurred before her eyes. She clicked the laptop shut and trudged back to bed, trying not to think about how Jen would feel when days, then weeks went by without a call from her.


  No. Don’t give up. Her characters always fought for their happy ending, and so would she. Think. What would the characters in her novels do?


  An idea popped into her mind. That’s it!


  In her second novel, a romantic suspense, her fictional detective had solved a murder case because the suspect had paid for duct tape with his credit card, enabling her to find out his name and address—and if she wasn’t mistaken, Jen had paid for her books and their first round of hot chocolates with her credit card too.


  First thing tomorrow morning, she would head to The Booklover’s Lair and beg the clerk or the barista to give her Jen’s full name.
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  The bookstore clerk at the register stared at her as if she had just demanded he hand over all the money instead of merely a customer’s last name.


  “I swear I’m not a stalker.” Tricia leaned closer to make sure no one could overhear her. “Look, this woman and I…we went on a date right here in the store, and I’d love to see her again, but I, um, I’ve got the wrong number, and I can’t find her without her last name. Do you really want to stand in the way of true love?”


  Okay, that was maybe a bit over the top, but she was getting desperate. She had been begging and pleading with him for ten minutes, and she hadn’t been any more successful with the barista. Clearly, finding a person via their credit card purchases was easier if you could flash a badge or a court order, like her fictional detective.


  The clerk gave her a blank look. “We can’t give out private customer data, ma’am.”


  Unromantic bastard. “What if I—?”


  “Is there a problem?” someone asked from behind her.


  She turned and came face-to-face with the store’s manager. Damn. “Oh, hi, Mr. Ashby.”


  “This lady wants us to—”


  Tricia interrupted the clerk with a glare. “Thanks. I’ll ask him myself.” If she wanted the bookstore to keep carrying her books, she needed to act like a professional, not make the manager think she was a lunatic who bothered his customers.


  She tugged Mr. Ashby out of earshot. “Um, I don’t know if you remember me. My name is Trish Hoffman. I’m a local author.”


  “Oh yeah. I remember. My wife loves your books.”


  His wife read lesbian fiction? She stared at him.


  “So, what is it you wanted to ask me?”


  Tricia’s mind raced as she tried to come up with something. “I, uh, was wondering…um…”


  An understanding smile spread over his face. “You want me to set up an author reading for you.”


  Shit. She hated reading in front of audiences. But it was the only way out. “Um, yes. Yes. That’s it. A reading. Of course, I’ll understand if it’s just not possible at the moment. After all, my genre won’t draw a big crowd, and you need to keep an eye on the bottom line.”


  “I do, but I’m always happy to support local authors, so let’s give it a try. How does the first of July sound?”


  Tricia gave him what she hoped could pass as a grateful smile. “Um, sounds great. Thank you.” Damn. Now she’d have to do a reading, and she still wasn’t any closer to finding Jen.
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  For the rest of June, Tricia set up her office in the store’s coffee shop section, going there to write every day. Not that she got much writing done. Most of the time, she was keeping an eye out for Jen, hoping she would return to the LGBT section to get more reading material. If she didn’t get her act together soon, she would miss her deadline.


  Well, at least her publisher was happy that she had finally agreed to do a reading.


  A reading that will start in about twenty minutes, so you’d better focus. She took another look at the scene she had picked to read. By now, she nearly knew it by heart, but that didn’t ease her nervousness. Reading in front of an audience always did that to her.


  She got up and paced through the store’s break room, where the manager had ushered her to get ready. Quietly, she opened the door and peeked out.


  Mr. Ashby and one of his clerks were setting up three rows of chairs in front of the table where she would read. A stack of her novels was already waiting for her to sign, and at the front of the store, a poster announced the author reading and signing. Every time she walked past her publicity photo, she winced. Even after ten novels, she still wasn’t used to being in the limelight like that.


  Finally, it was time for her to take her place behind the table. With a death grip on her novel, she followed Mr. Ashby. She kept her gaze on the book while he introduced her. If she looked up into the expectant faces of her fans, she knew she would choke.


  Calm down. It’ll be over in a few minutes. Just remember not to read too fast, and you’ll be fine.


  She had picked the scene in which her main characters met for the first time, each thinking the other one was a burglar. Laughter drifted over from the audience as she described her characters threatening each other with a frying pan and a laptop bag.


  Her nervousness eased a little, and she began to have fun just as the scene and the reading ended.


  In a daze, she started signing books that readers handed her.


  Finally, the short line that had formed in front of her table dwindled, and there was only one customer left.


  A copy of her latest book was slid in front of her, already opened to the title page.


  “Who am I making it—?” She lifted her gaze from the novel and froze as she looked into Jen’s chocolate-colored eyes.


  “Jen,” she said softly.


  She wasn’t wearing a hoodie today. Her knee-length skirt and a blouse indicated that she had come straight from work and made her look even more like a sexy librarian.


  Tricia jumped up. “God, I’m so glad you found me. I’ve been looking for you all over for the last three weeks.”


  “Were you?” Disbelief colored Jen’s tone. “Then why didn’t you call?”


  “I wanted to, but I didn’t have your number.”


  “You said you did.”


  “That’s what I thought too, but…” Tricia looked around. The manager was watching them curiously. “Um, can we talk somewhere else?”


  Jen hesitated. “All right. I think the coffee shop here is about to close, but the one next door is still open.”


  With both of them gripping their respective novel, they left the store. Tricia ordered hot chocolate for them, and they settled down at a table in the corner.


  “You might not believe what I’m about to tell you, but I swear it’s the truth.” She looked into Jen’s eyes, hoping she would see the sincerity in her gaze. “On the day we met, my best friend set up a blind date for me. I was supposed to meet a woman named Jenny in the bookstore’s LGBT section. I thought you were her, but then she called to apologize for standing me up—and I’m kind of glad she did because I had a wonderful time with you.”


  Jen stared at her. Her hot chocolate sat untouched in front of her.


  “I know it sounds crazy. Let me call my friend. She can confirm it.” Tricia reached for her cell phone, but Jen reached out and stopped her with a quick touch. Her fingers were cool, even in July, and Tricia instantly wanted to cover them with her own to warm her.


  “That’s not necessary.” A tiny smile eased onto Jen’s face. “I can read minds, remember?”


  “Then you believe me?”


  “I think I do. After all, not even a writer could come up with such a crazy story.”


  Tricia nearly knocked over her mug as she reached for Jen’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. “Thank you for believing me. I really was trying to find you, but there wasn’t a hypnotherapist named Jennifer in all of Chicago.”


  “I go by my middle name in everyday life, but my practice is under my first name.”


  “Which is?”


  Jen shook her head. The corners of her eyes crinkled. “That’s something I never reveal before the third date either.”


  They both chuckled, and Tricia wondered if they would ever make it to a third date after their messy beginning.


  After a few seconds, Jen sobered. “I tried to find you too.”


  “You did?”


  “Yeah. At first, I thought you weren’t interested in seeing me again, and that’s why you didn’t call.”


  Tricia’s stomach twisted itself into a knot as she imagined how Jen must have felt as the days went by without a call from her. She gave in to the urge to reach across the table again and cover Jen’s hand with her own.


  To her relief, Jen didn’t withdraw.


  “Then I started wondering…” Jen continued. “What if Sarah had given you a wrong number or something? But when I called her, she said she didn’t know anyone named Tricia.”


  Tricia smiled ruefully. “I’m pretty sure our Sarahs aren’t the same person.”


  “I really didn’t know what to make of the entire situation. I was a little pissed, to tell you the truth.” Jen hesitated, then added, “Pissed and disappointed. And then, a few days ago, I walked past the bookstore and saw the poster announcing Trish Hoffman’s reading…with your picture next to it. Suddenly, I realized why you seemed so familiar.” Jen tapped the book, which had Tricia’s author photo on the backcover. “You could have told me, you know?”


  Tricia ducked her head and, with some reluctance, lifted her hand away from Jen’s. “I know. I just didn’t want you to feel self-conscious after commenting on how unrealistic my characters are.”


  A cute blush rose to Jen’s cheeks. “Sorry about that. Please don’t think I don’t like your writing. That scene you read from today had me in stitches.”


  “Thanks. But you were right. I’m thinking about making my next main character a hypnotherapist. Someone relatable, who wears hoodies and drinks hot chocolate.”


  “Really?”


  Tricia nodded, stirred her hot chocolate, and peeked over at her. “Of course, that would require lots of research.”


  “I can imagine,” Jen said.


  Her poker face was so much better than Tricia’s, and her tone was neutral, not revealing if she had understood Tricia’s hint.


  “May I?” Tricia pointed to the book on Jen’s side of the table. When Jen nodded, she slid it over, took out a pen, and inscribed the title page. She signed it with Tricia, not Trish, because that was who she wanted to be to Jen.


  Their fingers brushed as she handed it back, sending a tingle through her body.


  Jen opened the book with a curious expression. “Will you go out on a date—a real one—with me?” she read out loud.


  Tricia looked at her expectantly. “Will you?”


  “I know what you’re planning.” Jen wagged her finger at her. “You figure if we count this,” she pointed at their table, “as our second date, it would be the magical number three, and you’d get to borrow my Karin Kallmaker novel.”


  “Damn,” Tricia muttered. “You figured me out. But then you’d also get to borrow my Trish Hoffman collection. So, what do you say?”


  “Tempting.” Jen rubbed her chin as if considering it. “I want to know how that frying-pan scene ended.”


  Tricia abstained from pointing out that she could just open the book and find out.


  “May I?” Now Jen pointed at Tricia’s copy of the book.


  Furrowing her brow, Tricia handed it over and watched Jen scribble something down on the title page.


  “My phone number.” Jen slid it across the table. “You’ll need it if you want to call me.”


  Tricia beamed as if she had just received next week’s winning lottery numbers. “I do. I will.” Would tomorrow morning be too soon?


  With an amazing beginning like theirs, she couldn’t wait to find out what other magical things would happen on their third date.


  ###


  Christmas Road Trip


  Meghan wiped her hand over the fogged-up window and stared at the unfamiliar white landscape passing by. How much longer was this going to take? She’d thought that it was a short trip, but this bus ride seemed to last forever. Jeez, are we going via Timbuktu? And on a bus of all things! In her imagination, this journey had always been very different.


  Even though she hadn’t seen a stop ahead, the bus came to a halt and opened its door.


  Not again. They had stopped twice already since Meghan had gotten on the bus. If they continued at this pace, she’d spend eternity on this freaking bus.


  A woman climbed aboard, her blonde hair matted by the helmet that was now dangling from her hand. Bicycle pants clung to her shapely thighs and calves. She walked along the rows of seats, looking for a place to sit, but most of their fellow travelers were staring off into space with dazed expressions on their faces or were trying to see out the window, so no one made eye contact.


  Finally, the stranger reached Meghan’s place at the back of the bus and gestured next to her. “Is this seat taken?”


  So far, none of the other people getting on the bus had approached her, probably chased off by her foul mood.


  But the blonde didn’t seem to notice her scowl. She continued to look at her with a friendly smile, patiently waiting for her answer.


  Meghan sighed, but she had never been able to resist a woman’s smile. “No. You can take it.” She moved a little to the side. At least she’d have something nice to look at now.


  “Thanks.” The blonde sat and offered her hand. “Kellie Gibson.” Her grip was unexpectedly strong for such a slender woman, but her skin felt soft.


  Nice. Meghan always appreciated a firm handshake and soft skin on a woman. “Meghan Webster.”


  Kellie’s eyes widened. “I thought you looked familiar. Are you the Meghan Webster?”


  Meghan had long since gotten used to people recognizing her wherever she went. “Yes. I’m the head coach of the US women’s soccer team.” She grimaced. “Well, I was the head coach. Now that incompetent bunch calling themselves the management team will probably have my equally incompetent assistant replace me.” She smacked her fist against the fogged-up window, making the people in front of them turn in their seats and glower at her. Unimpressed, Meghan stared back.


  “Oh, right. I heard my neighbors talk about it when I left my apartment earlier, but then I turned on my MP3 player, so I didn’t hear if management made a decision yet.” Kellie pointed at the earbuds shoved into the front of her shirt.


  A pretty nice shirt, revealing a bit of cleavage, despite the winter weather outside.


  Meghan gave her an appreciative glance out of the corner of her eye and smirked at herself. Well, at least some things apparently hadn’t changed. Despite everything that had happened, here she was, ogling women. Well, one woman, but this one was so attractive that she’d keep Meghan looking for quite some time.


  “I’m very sorry about what happened. You didn’t deserve that.” Kellie put her hand on Meghan’s forearm.


  For a moment, Meghan let the warm touch distract her from her misery. Then her morose mood returned, and she flicked a drop of condensation off the windowpane. “I so didn’t need all this.” She swept her arm in a gesture that encompassed the entire bus. “Especially not on Christmas Eve. That’s just cruel.”


  “Yeah, that really spoils the Christmas cheer, doesn’t it?” Kellie said with a little grin.


  Meghan studied her. She’s taking this awfully well.


  The bus braked again, and more people got on. The seats all around them were quickly filling up.


  “You’d think people would stay at home, safe and sound, on Christmas Eve,” Meghan murmured. But then again, that hadn’t helped her.


  “No, lots of people are traveling to visit family. The streets were hel…uh, I mean, they were incredibly busy earlier.”


  Meghan couldn’t care less. Christmas had never been her thing, and she was still cursing herself for agreeing to put up a Christmas tree this year. That would teach her for listening to her sisters.


  “What about you?” Kellie peeked at Meghan’s clothes. “Apparently, you weren’t traveling to visit family for Christmas.”


  The bus started to move again.


  Meghan shook her head. “No. My sisters and I get along better if there are at least two thousand miles between us. We stopped spending Christmas together when my parents died.” She studied the woman next to her. “And you? Anyone who’ll miss you when you’re not there for Christmas?”


  “My dad,” Kellie said. For the first time, her ever-present smile faded. She turned her head and stared out the window.


  Meghan didn’t know what to do. She’d never been good at comforting others. Maybe that was part of why she’d been so successful as a coach. She hated having to console her players after losing a game, so she made sure they won most of them. Hesitantly, she reached over and put her hand on Kellie’s arm.


  Kellie put her hand on top of hers, turned her head, and looked into her eyes.


  They rode in silence for a while.


  Slowly, Kellie’s smile returned.


  Meghan gave her arm one last pat and withdrew.


  As the bus traveled up yet another hill, she leaned her head against the back of the seat and closed her eyes. She tried to sleep, but that was an impossible endeavor now. Time seemed to drag. Only God knew when they’d finally arrive. Growling, she opened her eyes again, turned her head, and studied her traveling companion. “You never told me your story.”


  “My story?” Kellie looked back at her with her big, blue eyes.


  “Yeah. What brings you to this hellhole?” Meghan indicated the bus.


  Kellie’s gaze darted around. “Sssh. Don’t call it that. You don’t want the driver and his boss to change their minds and decide to send you to a different destination, do you?”


  Meghan bit her tongue. Nope. She certainly didn’t want that. Her mother had always told her to watch her language. Maybe she should start to follow that advice. Swearing apparently wasn’t appreciated around here. Prudes. “Okay, okay. But you still didn’t answer my question. What brings you here?”


  Was that a blush creeping up Kellie’s cute face? “Ooh, I bet you’ve got some story to tell! Shoot!”


  The man in the seat in front of her turned and gave her a narrowed-eyed stare.


  Meghan ignored him, focusing only on Kellie, who was squirming in her seat.


  “I think I’d better tell you later.” Kellie peeked at the man in front of them. “Some people here might be a little…sensitive, so you’d better watch what you say.”


  Huffing, Meghan crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, come on. It’s not like there’s much entertainment here. I’m bored to death already.”


  Again, the man in the seat before hers whirled around and glared at them. “If you can’t stop making tasteless jokes and telling depressing stories, at least keep it down. The rest of us don’t want to listen to that kind of thing.”


  Meghan rolled her eyes.


  “I’ll tell you later,” Kellie said, her voice lowered to a whisper.


  “All right. But no chickening out.”


  Kellie slid her finger in a cross pattern over her chest. “Cross my heart and hope to—”


  The man in front of them jerked around and sent them a deathly glare.


  Kellie held up both hands, palm out. “Okay, okay. We’ll shut up. Sorry, sir.”


  As he turned back around, throwing one last warning glance at them over his shoulder, Kellie and Meghan looked at each other like two first graders being caught talking during class.


  Meghan grinned, her mood improving.


  As the bus traveled farther up the curvy street, Kellie pulled the earbuds from her shirt, directing Meghan’s attention down toward her full, firm breasts.


  Mmm, nice.


  “Do you want them?” Kellie whispered close to Meghan’s ear.


  When tingles ran down Meghan’s body, she grinned to herself. Who knew that was even still possible? She searched Kellie’s face. Was she really offering what Meghan thought she was offering? “Uh, what?”


  “The earbuds,” Kellie said, a grin curling the corners of her mouth up. “I thought you might want to listen to some music. Maybe it’ll help you relax and forget about this whole mess.”


  Couldn’t hurt to give it a try. Meghan nodded and took the earbuds that Kellie held out. Their fingers brushed, again making Meghan tingle all over.


  Their hands lingered against each other for a second before Kellie pulled back. Her expression was unreadable, not giving away whether she felt the chemistry between them too.


  Meghan untangled the cord and put the earbuds into her ears.


  At her nod, Kellie pressed play on her MP3 player.


  Nothing happened. Only the muted sounds of the traveling bus filtered past the earbuds.


  Meghan reached over to see if the cable had gotten lose, again letting her hand brush against Kellie’s. She unplugged the cable and then put it back in.


  Still only silence, no music.


  She pulled the earbuds from her ears and handed them back.


  “Too loud?” Kellie asked. She fumbled for the tiny volume wheel. “I’m sorry. I had it set pretty—”


  “No, that’s not it. It’s not working.”


  Kellie shook the device. “Oh. It must have gotten damaged.”


  The bus drove up a steep incline, slowed, and came to a stop. The door swung open with a hiss.


  Meghan expected to see more travelers climb aboard, but instead, the driver got up from his seat and announced, “Last stop. All out, please.”


  Instantly, silence descended as the travelers looked at each other, each hoping someone else would get up the nerve to leave the bus first. A few wiped at the condensation and tried to see out the windows, but no one moved from his or her seat. Finally, an old woman stood and made her way down the aisle. As soon as she’d stepped off the bus, others jumped up and followed her.


  Despite her earlier impatience to arrive at their destination, Meghan now found herself hesitating.


  Kellie put the MP3 player away and took a deep breath. “Then let’s go.”


  Not sure what to expect, Meghan followed her. She wanted to reach out and take Kellie’s hand but held herself back. They barely knew each other and would likely never see each other again once they got off the bus. The thought made her sad.


  Kellie made her way down the aisle and then stepped outside.


  Behind her, Meghan paused on the last step before squaring her shoulders and jumping down. Slowly, she looked around. Whatever she had expected to find, this wasn’t it.


  A lonely bus stop lay in front of them, fog wafting around it.


  Meghan and Kellie exchanged glances.


  Around them, the other travelers were whispering to each other, apparently not sure what to make of this either.


  “Are we to wait here or what?” Meghan asked. She found herself whispering too.


  “No idea. I’ve never made this trip before either.” Kellie gave her a small smile.


  Meghan had to laugh, but it sounded a bit hysterical. “I’d hope not.”


  A man with curly, gray hair got up from the bench in front of the bus stop. “Ah, the new group. Welcome. I’m Peter, your instructor. If you’d please follow me.”


  He led them along the deserted street, easily climbing the steep hill, even though he looked as if he were closer to seventy than to sixty.


  Finally, they reached a nondescript building at the top of the hill.


  “This is it?” Meghan whispered to Kellie.


  Kellie shrugged. “Doesn’t look like much, does it?”


  To Meghan’s surprise, the door of the building wasn’t locked, and there was no gate.


  Do they just let anyone in here?


  The group followed Peter inside and up a winding staircase that seemed to go on forever. Upstairs, golden light danced over polished hardwood floors and sparkled on the crystal chandeliers hanging from the high ceilings. Peter opened a mahogany door and led them into a room that looked as if it were too large to fit into the house that hadn’t seemed all that big from the outside. A giant oil painting of children playing on a flower-dotted meadow took up one wall.


  “Please, take a seat.” Peter gestured to a circle of chairs. “I know you had a long trip, so make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be right back to start your training, but there’s something I have to take care of first. As you can imagine, Christmas is a busy time around here.”


  He hurried out, leaving behind his group.


  Some of them started to pace while others looked around curiously. A woman wearing an apron lifted one corner of the oil painting away from the wall to see if there was anything behind it.


  Meghan wanted to look out the window but realized there were none. The room didn’t hold anything of interest either. Figures. Can’t give away all the company secrets to the newbies. That’s how she’d done it in soccer too. Never tell anyone your winning strategy if you weren’t sure you could trust him or her. She pulled Kellie with her to the chairs and took a seat.


  Kellie plopped down next to her and stowed her bicycle helmet under her chair.


  “Why do you keep holding on to that thing?” Meghan asked. “I don’t think you’ll need it here.”


  A blush rose up Kellie’s slender neck. “Sentimental reasons, probably. But you’re right, of course. I think the mode of transportation around here is a little different.”


  Meghan chuckled. “I just bet it is. Which reminds me… You still haven’t told me what brought you here.”


  Kellie slid to the edge of the seat, looking as if she wanted to jump up and escape. “Uh, it’s not that interesting a story.”


  “Let me be the judge of that. Come on. I’ll tell you mine and you tell me yours.” Meghan winked at her.


  Still, Kellie kept hesitating.


  “Come on. This may be our only chance before they assign us God knows where and we never see each other again.”


  “All right.” Kellie took a deep breath. “But if you laugh at me, I swear I’ll—”


  “Would I do something like that?”


  “Oh, yeah. You look like someone who’d have a good laugh about my story.”


  Meghan regarded her with a steady gaze. “And that would be so bad after a day like this?”


  Kellie sighed. “Guess not. It’s just embarrassing.”


  Too cute. Meghan suppressed a smile, not wanting her to think she was laughing at her already. “Okay, I promise to do my best not to laugh. Now, will you tell me? Please?”


  Kellie inhaled deeply. “I went on a bike ride earlier…”


  “On Christmas Eve?”


  “Why not? I’m single, so it’s not like there’s someone wanting to gaze at the Christmas tree lights with me.”


  The mention of Christmas tree lights made Meghan wince. Quickly, she shoved all thoughts of Christmas tree decorations away and focused on Kellie’s story. So she doesn’t have a boyfriend. Or girlfriend. Not that it matters. “Yeah, but it’s the middle of winter. When I woke up this morning, it was barely twenty degrees in New York. Not exactly balmy weather for a bike ride.”


  “It’s much warmer in Florida, so I ride like this all year. By the way, it’s not like you’re dressed for winter weather either.” Kellie gestured at Meghan’s favorite pair of pajamas.


  Meghan slid her hands over the geckos on her pajama pants. “What can I say? I left in a hurry. So, what happened then? On your bike ride?”


  Kellie stared at the tips of her cycling shoes. “I was riding down the street, rounding a corner, when—”


  A murmur went through the crowd of waiting men and women.


  Meghan turned her head.


  Peter strode back into the room and took up position at the head of the half-open chair circle. He waved at them to gather and listen.


  Meghan leaned over and whispered, “Don’t think you’re safe now. I want to hear the rest of your story.”


  “Later,” Kellie whispered back.


  They both leaned forward and focused their attention on Peter.


  “Welcome again,” he said and regarded every member of their group with a friendly smile. “I know most of you are not too happy about being here.”


  “Damn right,” a man two chairs to Meghan’s right said what she was only thinking.


  “And some probably thought they’d end up somewhere else.” Peter gave the man who’d spoken up a pointed glance, making him snap his mouth shut. “Some of you might even think they don’t deserve to be here. But rest assured, you do. It’s been a long-held tradition that whoever gets here on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day automatically becomes part of our special unit.”


  “Yeah, and probably gets a nice little uniform to go with that,” Meghan whispered.


  Kellie shushed her.


  Peter paused in his speech and looked at Meghan. “Oh, you’re right, dear. I forgot the uniforms. Be right back.” Again, he marched out and left the group behind.


  “Oh, boy.” Meghan sank against the back of her seat. “I thought they’d be better organized here, but they’re worse than my girls. At least one of them always forgets her uniform when she shows up for an important game.”


  Kellie chuckled. “I don’t think our uniforms will look anything like the ones you’re used to.”


  Meghan didn’t think so either, but she didn’t want to even imagine what Peter would bring back. “You were telling me about your bike ride.”


  “Meghan…”


  “You were riding down the street, turning a corner, when…?” Meghan prompted.


  Kellie ran both hands through her matted, blonde hair. “When a woman crossed the street in front of me.”


  “And you plowed right into her.”


  “No. I… Well, she had a…” Kellie paused and rubbed her flushed cheeks.


  Meghan put one elbow on her knee and leaned toward her. “A dog? A herd of children trailing behind her? A machine gun? What? Come on, tell me before Peter gets back!”


  Kellie looked down, making her hair fall around her face like a curtain. She peeked out from beneath her bangs and whispered, “A very nice rack.”


  Meghan sat up straight and grinned. So Kellie definitely played for her team—if there even were teams here. “And?”


  “And I might have been a bit distracted…”


  “You ogled her, admit it!”


  Kellie blew out a breath. “Okay, yes, I ogled her. I also had my MP3 player on, so I didn’t see or hear the garbage truck backing up right in front of me—and here I am.” She indicated the circle of chairs.


  Despite her promise not to, Meghan had to laugh. “We have that in common.”


  “What? Being dead?”


  “Yeah, that too. But I meant ogling women. That’s why I’m here too.”


  Kellie sat up straight. “Really? My neighbors left out that part of the story. What happened?”


  “I was at home, watching a recruitment tape in the living room, when the lights on my Christmas tree began to flicker. I got up to fix them, craning my head to keep watching because one of the players I had my eye on…well, she had a really nice rack too.”


  They exchanged commiserating looks.


  “What happened then?” Kellie asked.


  “I put my hand on the string of lights and—zzzzzz! Electrocuted. On Christmas Eve. In my gecko pajamas.”


  Kellie reached over and patted her leg. “Ouch.”


  “Yeah. Not the most pleasant way to go; that’s for sure. Not that I have a personal standard of comparison, mind you.” By now, she could smile about it. “My friends always said women would be my death one day, but I never thought it would be literal.”


  Kellie laughed. “Well, at least we were both wearing clothes.” She pointed at a naked guy with only a towel wrapped around his hips. Apparently, he had died in his birthday suit.


  Peter returned with a stack of uniforms. He unfolded one of them and proudly held it up.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Meghan groaned.


  Their new uniform consisted of a belt cord, a pair of gladiator sandals, and a billowing, white dress that hid any hint of the wearer’s curves.


  “Well, at least we won’t be ogling each other in that thing,” Kellie whispered.


  Speak for yourself.


  “Where are the wings?” one of the women to their left asked.


  Peter shook his head. “We don’t give them to people who died in accidents. Too risky.” He held up a list. “I’m going to assign you each a partner now, and then we’ll head over to our guardian angel training center.”


  “Where the hell were our guardian angels when we needed them?” Meghan grumbled.


  “Ssssh!” Eyes wide, Kellie pressed her finger to her lips. “You really have to stop saying the H word. I don’t think they’re too fond of that here. It’s like you were playing for Western New York Flash but kept talking about the Portland Thorns.”


  Meghan grinned. “You’re a soccer fan?” Be still my heart. Of course, it was no longer beating anyway.


  “Sssssh!” Several people shushed her as Peter began to call out names.


  Meghan held her breath. Please, please, please, don’t let me get partnered with died-in-the-shower guy over there. He had more hair on his back than a gorilla. Even once he was covered by that ugly angel uniform, she didn’t want to stare at his unshaven face for all eternity.


  “Meghan Webster,” Peter called.


  Meghan slowly raised her hand and braced herself. “Here.”


  Every gaze zeroed in on her.


  “Nice win in the last world cup,” Peter said.


  Meghan blinked. “You watch TV up here?”


  Peter gave her a mysterious smile. “We don’t have to. But you’ll find out how all of that works soon enough. And to answer your earlier question about where your guardian angels were when you needed them…”


  Oh, shit. He heard that? Or was he reading her mind? If people up here could do that, she was in trouble.


  “We’re a little understaffed at the moment. That’s why we need to start your training right away. So, let’s see who we’ve partnered you with.” He trailed his index finger over the list. “There we are. Kellie Gibson.”


  Thank you, thank you, thank you, God. Maybe she could later tell him in person.


  Meghan and Kellie beamed at each other.


  Once everyone had changed into the new uniform, Peter led them downstairs.


  Now in a much better mood, Meghan followed Kellie and the rest of the group over to the training center. Even though Meghan had liked her better in the tight bicycle pants and the revealing shirt, Kellie managed to look good even in the angel uniform. She caught a peek at muscular calves as she followed her down the stairs. I wonder if guardian angels date.


  Well, she had eternity to find out.


  ###


  The Christmas Grump


  Rachel Lewis glanced at her wristwatch and groaned. Not even six. Wonderful. Five more hours in this seventh level of hell, otherwise known as the shopping mall one week before Christmas.


  “Jingle Bells” blared from the mall’s sound system for the hundredth time. Rachel weaved around shoppers loaded down with bags, keeping an eye out for shoplifters and pickpockets. Normally, she stopped to chat with the cute barista in the coffee shop and the grandfatherly man working in the toy store, but today, the overworked salespeople were busy with the flood of customers, so Rachel just peeked in on the crowded stores and continued on her patrol.


  Oh, yeah. Christmas—time of quiet contemplation. Right.


  Her walkie-talkie flared to life. “Phillips to Lewis.” Mike’s voice was almost drowned out by Christmas carols and shouts in the background. “Where are you?”


  Rachel pressed the button on her two-way radio. “Heading up to the food court.”


  “Want to meet me for a quick break?”


  “Sure.”


  They met up in front of the pretzel stand, as they always did. Mike handed her a paper cup of coffee while Rachel bought two pretzels. “Thanks.” She sipped her coffee and, over the rim of the cup, let her gaze sweep over the crowd. “I can’t wait for this carnage to be over and for things to go back to the normal level of craziness.”


  “Carnage?” Mike laughed. “Where’s your Christmas spirit?”


  “Maybe one of the fourteen pickpockets and shoplifters I caught this week stole it,” Rachel said.


  “Oh, come on.” Mike nudged her, nearly making her spill coffee over her light gray uniform shirt and the black tie. “Don’t be such a Christmas grump just because we’ve got a few more pickpockets and shoplifters than during the rest of the year.”


  Rachel squinted against the blinking lights of the giant Christmas tree, wishing she had brought her sunglasses to work. “Oh, it’s not just the shoplifters. Or the hours of incident reports and paperwork we have to fill out for each of them. Look around. Does this look like a celebration of love, peace, and family harmony?” She pointed at a red-faced mother who yanked a little girl out of a store by her arm, making the girl cry as if she were being dragged over hot coals. They nearly collided with the stretched-out legs of a man who sat on a bench, surrounded by half a dozen shopping bags. With his glassy-eyed stare, his lolling chin, and his arms hanging limply down his sides, he looked as if he had just returned from a trip through the desert. In front of a jewelry store, a young couple was having a shouting match that nearly drowned out Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas.”


  Mike waved around his half-eaten pretzel as if to wipe away her arguments. Crumbs landed all over the security services badge above his left breast pocket. “A few hours of stressful Christmas shopping is a small price to pay for the glow in your partner’s eyes or the happy laughter of a child when they open their presents in front of the Christmas tree.”


  Rachel didn’t even have a Christmas tree. Her ex had taken her artificial Christmas tree with her when she left, and Rachel hadn’t bothered to get a new one this year. “Wow.” She forced a grin. “Were you always such a softie, or did having a family turn you into a big marshmallow?”


  He flicked a piece of pretzel in her direction. “Maybe you should try it. Might help your attitude.”


  Still keeping an eye on the shoppers around them, Rachel quirked an eyebrow at her colleague. “There’s one problem with that.”


  “Your sexual orientation? Lame excuse! I have one word for you: sperm bank.”


  “That’s two words. And it’s not the problem I was talking about.” Rachel threw her empty coffee cup into a nearby trash can and walked away from the pretzel stand.


  Side by side, they patrolled the food court and then rode the escalator to the lower level of the mall.


  “What then?” Mike asked after a while.


  Rachel stopped in front of a store and let her gaze wander over a group of teenagers lingering in front of a locked glass display holding gaming consoles. “In case you forgot: I’m single.” After growing up as the only child of a hardworking single mom, she knew she would never have a child if she wasn’t co-parenting with another woman.


  “Yeah, what’s up with that? Must be…what? Ten months since Jessica dumped your sorry ass?”


  “Twelve,” Rachel mumbled.


  Mike gave her an awkward pat on the shoulder. “Shit, I forgot. Happened over the holidays, right? Is that why you’re moping around, being a Christmas grump?”


  “I’m not moping around, and I’m not a Christmas grump.” Rachel folded her arms over her chest. The ugly end of her last relationship was just one more reason to hate this time of year.


  A salesclerk joined the teenagers in front of the display case, so Rachel and Mike continued on their way down the row of stores.


  “Why don’t you come over and have dinner with us on Christmas Eve?” Mike asked. “The kids would love to see you again, and Beth’s parents will be there too.”


  Rachel shook her head. A pity invitation for the adopted spinster aunt. No, thanks. “Maybe another time.” She would order pizza, ignore the sappy movies on TV, and go to bed early.


  Mike groaned. “Ah, come on, Rach. You can’t leave me alone with my in-laws.”


  “Sorry, pal. You married the woman, so her parents are all yours.” She had never met Beth’s parents, but if only half of Mike’s stories were true, she had no desire to change that anytime soon.


  They passed a toy store, and Mike slowed to look at something displayed in the window. “Hey, think Hannah would like that horse over there?”


  Rachel glanced at the pink horse, took in its braided, glittering mane, and shrugged. “I haven’t got a clue what a six-year-old would want for Christmas. Why don’t you ask Beth?”


  “Yeah, I better. She wasn’t happy when I bought Josh that radio-controlled hummer last Christmas.”


  Rachel snorted. “Because Josh was barely two. The only kid playing with that hummer was you.”


  The reflection in the store window showed her Mike’s rueful grin.


  Something on the other side of the glass caught Rachel’s attention.


  The aisles looked like Egypt during the locust plague. Children and adults swarmed the toy store, leaving salesclerks scrambling to restock. In the middle of all the hustle and bustle, one child stood motionless.


  The boy—Rachel guessed him to be around six or seven—stared up at a box of Legos, not even looking away when other shoppers jostled him. Tousled black hair stuck out from under a knit cap, and a pair of gloves made of the same wool dangled around his neck. From where Rachel was standing, it looked as if the thumb of the left glove was a bit too long. The boy’s coat seemed to be clean and warm, but the colors were faded as if a succession of other kids had worn it before him, and his boots looked two sizes too big for a boy of his size.


  His clothing told a story that Rachel knew only too well. Whoever the kid’s parents were, they couldn’t afford the brand-name clothes the mall sold. And they sure as hell can’t afford the overpriced toys and gadgets in that store.


  “What are you staring at?” Mike had turned toward her.


  Rachel didn’t glance away from the kid in the toy store. “That boy.”


  “Boy?” Mike chuckled. “And here I thought you had an eye only for the ladies.”


  “Very funny.” Rachel dragged him around by the shoulder. “Keep an eye on that boy over there. Look at how he’s staring at those toys. I think he’s about to become arrest number fifteen.”


  “There you go again, being a Christmas grump,” Mike said. “Why do you always assume the worst? Maybe the Lego robot is on his wish list for Christmas, and he just can’t decide if he wants his parents to get the red or the blue one.”


  “Yeah, right.” Christmas was turning her colleague into a sentimental fool, but she would keep an eye on the boy.


  Their walkie-talkies crackled. A tinny voice shouted, “Phillips? Lewis? I need help in the parking lot. Someone’s jacking a car!”


  One hand on the Taser hooked to her duty belt, Rachel started to run, Mike right behind her.


  When they passed the toy store again ten minutes later, dragging two cuffed teenagers to the security office, the boy was gone.
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  The EAS alarm went off at the exit of a toy store just as Rachel passed by. She rolled her eyes. Christ, that must be the twentieth time today.


  With a neutral expression, she stepped up to the shopper who had just left the store. “Sir, would you mind walking through the gate again, please?”


  “I didn’t steal anything,” the wide-eyed older man said. He lifted his hands in the air as if she was about to shoot him.


  “I’m not saying you did.” Rachel kept her voice calm. “Just step through the gate again, please, and we’ll clear this up in no time.”


  When he stepped back into the store, the alarm beeped.


  “Is there anything you might have forgotten to pay for, Sir?” Rachel asked. That, of course, was security guard speak for “Did you, by any chance, try to rob the store blind?”


  “No. I just bought a video game for my grandson, that’s all.” He opened his shopping bag and showed her the game and the receipt.


  After working at the mall for three years, Rachel had developed a sixth sense that worked better than the unreliable EAS gates. This guy didn’t set off her personal alarm. “Do you mind if I take this back to the cashier? They might have forgotten to properly deactivate the security tag on the game.”


  Nine times out of ten, that turned out to be the cause of the problem.


  When the customer followed her to the cash register and they stood waiting for the cashier to check the tag, Rachel looked around the busy store.


  Her gaze wandered along an aisle—then snapped back to the shelf with the Lego robots.


  Right there, in the exact same place as the day before, stood the boy with the uneven gloves.


  Rachel watched him, making sure that he wasn’t trying to conceal any of the toys beneath his worn coat, but he just stood there, staring at the robots.


  Where are his parents? She looked up and down the aisle but found no adult who seemed to belong to the boy.


  The boy couldn’t be older than seven, yet he was alone in the middle of the huge, crowded mall.


  She took one step toward him, but before she could reach him, the cashier started to apologize profusely to the customer with the video game. At the same time, the EAS went off again.


  Biting back a curse, Rachel whirled around to repeat the whole process.
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  Rachel rode the escalator up to the food court and nodded at a uniformed police officer who passed her. Her stomach rumbled when the aromas of pizza and Chow Mein wafted over. She glanced at her watch. Her shift was far from over, but things had been too busy for a proper lunch break. Maybe a quick burger while I walk.


  She headed toward one of the fast-food places and was about to enter when the door was pushed open, nearly hitting her in the face.


  A petite woman in the fast-food chain’s uniform rushed out. She almost collided with Rachel and paused in her mad dash. “Oh, Officer!” Fear-widened blue eyes looked up at Rachel. “Have you seen my son? He’s seven and about this tall,” she gesticulated with a trembling hand, “and he…he’s got…black hair.” She ran one hand over her long, black hair, which was pulled back into a ponytail that threatened to come undone any moment. A few strands already fell into her pretty face.


  “Ma’am, calm down.” Rachel laid a calming hand on the woman’s upper arm. Beneath the odor of deep-frying fat, she caught a whiff of the woman’s scent—just shampoo and soap, no cloud of perfume or overpowering Christmas scents. Nice, she thought, then chided herself and directed her attention back to the problem at hand. “Where did you last see him?”


  The woman bounced on her tiptoes and craned her neck as if hoping to catch a glimpse of her son. “I couldn’t get a babysitter this week, so I had to bring him to work. He was supposed to wait in the back room, but he somehow slipped out without me noticing and now he’s gone!”


  Rachel’s thoughts returned to the many afternoons she had spent coloring in the back room of a diner while her mother worked one of her three jobs. “He probably just got bored,” she said in her most soothing tone. “Do you have a photo of him?”


  “Oh, yes, sure.” Her hands still trembling, the woman opened her wallet, dug inside, and fanned out half a dozen pictures. “This is Tyler.”


  A grinning boy, black hair mussed, looked back at Rachel with eyes the same startling blue as his mother’s.


  Rachel squinted down at the photo. I’ve seen him before. Isn’t that…? She gently gripped the woman’s elbow. “Come with me, ma’am. I think I know where to find your son.”
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  “Ty!” The woman rushed toward the boy in the Lego aisle and wrapped him in her arms as if she never wanted to let him go again.


  Rachel paused a few yards away, not wanting to interrupt their private moment.


  Slowly, the woman let go of her son and crouched to his eye level. Her hand still trembled as she smoothed an errant strand of hair under his cap. “God, Tyler, you scared me half to death! Please, don’t ever do that again. You can’t just run around the mall without me knowing.”


  “I didn’t run away, Mom,” he mumbled and pointed at the shelf. “I just wanted to look at the robot.”


  The woman glanced at the toy. Her full lips compressed into a tight line. “I know.” She straightened and wrapped one arm around his shoulders. There was something vulnerable but at the same time strong about her. When she turned, her gaze fell on Rachel. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I—”


  Rachel’s walkie-talkie chose the worst possible moment to interrupt. “Rach?” Mike’s voice came through the walkie-talkie. “Can you come over to the office? Winona is at it again.”


  Dammit! The woman nicknamed Winona was caught shoplifting at least once a week, and while Rachel normally found her entertaining, she didn’t want to go and deal with her now. “I’m on my way,” she said into the walkie-talkie. She glanced down to find two sets of blue eyes looking at her and gave a regretful shrug. “I have to go.”


  “Thanks again and take care,” the woman said, making eye contact.


  “You too.” With one last glance over her shoulder, Rachel strode toward the office.
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  “Pretzel?” Mike asked when they met up for a quick break.


  Rachel shook her head and lifted her lunch. “I already got something.”


  “Fast food again? You got a thing for burgers now?”


  “No,” Rachel said. Not for burgers. She had gone by the burger place twice in the last two days, but Tyler’s mother hadn’t been behind the counter either time.


  They continued their patrol.


  When they passed the toy store, Rachel’s gaze automatically zeroed in on the spot in front of the Lego shelf. She halted midstep.


  Tyler stood in the middle of the aisle again.


  “Hold this.” She pressed the burger into Mike’s hands and entered the store. “Hello, Tyler.” She stopped some distance away so she wouldn’t scare the boy.


  He whirled around and stared up at her with his blue eyes.


  “Did you get bored in the back room again?”


  He shrugged.


  “Does your mom or dad know where you are?” Rachel asked.


  The boy hesitated but then said, “I don’t have a dad.”


  Ah. So his old man cleared out just like mine did as soon as he found out Mom was pregnant. “I don’t have a father either,” she said so he wouldn’t feel so bad. “Your mom seems pretty great, though.”


  “Yeah.” He shuffled his feet.


  Rachel knew the expression on his face only too well. “She’s working a lot, huh?”


  Tyler looked up at her and sighed. “Yeah.” He hesitated again, as if unsure about talking to a stranger. When Rachel just looked at him without trying to pressure him into conversation, he added, “She used to stay home with me before Mama Maggie died.”


  A huge lump formed in Rachel’s throat. “Mama Maggie?”


  His small shoulders squared as if he was preparing for battle. “I have two moms.” His face fell, and he stared at his feet. Barely audible, he corrected, “Had.”


  Oh, Jesus. Rachel squeezed her eyes shut. The pain on his face reminded her too much of losing her own mother. “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled because she didn’t know what else to say.


  “Tyler?” his mother called as she walked down the aisle. “Are you ready to—?” She looked toward Rachel and stopped. “Oh, hello.”


  Rachel stood caught in the gaze of her expressive blue eyes. Normally, knowing that Tyler’s mother was a lesbian would have put a smile on her face, but the lump in her throat still hadn’t dissolved. Gosh, I’m moping around because Jessica left me, and she lost her partner and has to take care of her son on her own. The woman looked a bit younger than Rachel, probably in her late twenties, and to find herself a widow and a single mom at that age… Rachel couldn’t imagine dealing with that.


  “Tyler didn’t cause any trouble, did he?” the woman asked when Rachel, still speechless, didn’t return her greeting.


  “Oh, no. We were just…talking.” Please don’t let her ask about what. Rachel didn’t want to see the same pain on her face that she had just seen on her son’s.


  The woman reached out a hand and tousled her son’s locks. She was wearing a much too thin jacket over her fast-food uniform.


  But she made sure her son has a quilted coat, Rachel thought.


  Tyler tugged on his mother’s hand to get her attention. “She doesn’t have a dad either, Mom,” he announced.


  His mother looked from Tyler to Rachel. “I’m sorry to hear that.” Curiosity glittered in her eyes, but she didn’t ask any questions.


  Maybe because she doesn’t want to answer any painful questions either.


  The petite woman glanced at her watch. “We need to be home by seven, Ty. The new babysitter is coming over, and you said you wanted to take a look at the nerf guns before we have to leave.”


  Tyler studied the equipment on Rachel’s duty belt. “Do you have a gun?”


  “No,” Rachel said. “No gun. Think I should get a nerf gun too?”


  Tyler giggled, and his mother smiled, making the lump in Rachel’s throat ease.


  “You should get the big blaster,” Tyler said. “They’re the best.”


  “Is that what you want for Christmas?”


  Tyler’s gaze veered up to the robots, then he shrugged. “I guess.”


  Rachel understood. The nerf gun probably cost just a few dollars, while the robot… She stared at the price tag on the shelf. Fifty bucks for one measly plastic robot? Geez, you’d think it was a gold-plated C-3PO for that kind of cash.


  “Rach?” Mike called from the store’s entrance. “Your burger’s getting cold.”


  Heat traveled up Rachel’s neck. She was grateful that Tyler’s mom had no way of knowing that she had lived on a steady diet of burgers for two days.


  The woman reached for Tyler’s hand and gave Rachel a friendly smile. “Hope the rest of your shift is quiet. Maybe I’ll see you around.”


  “Yeah,” Rachel said. “I’m sure you will. Have a nice evening.” With a wave to Tyler, she walked toward Mike, who was still holding her burger.


  “Who’s that?” Mike asked.


  Rachel just shrugged. She realized she still hadn’t found out the woman’s name. Tyler’s mom. Maggie’s partner. She wondered if the woman was sick of being defined by those two roles. Was she ready for someone to interact with her as just a good-looking woman?


  She unwrapped her burger, took a big bite, and chewed. Finally, she crumpled up the wrapper and slam-dunked it into the nearest trash can. “Can you lend me fifty bucks? I’ll pay you back tomorrow.”


  “What for?”


  “Just a Christmas present.”


  Mike made a “boing-boing” sound, like a comic character whose eyes had just dropped out of his face. “The Christmas grump is buying presents?”


  Rachel threw a playful punch to his shoulder. “Shut up and hand over the money.”
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  The next day, a knock on the office door interrupted Rachel in the middle of typing the third incident report of the shift, even though her workday had just started. Oh, please, don’t let that be someone reporting another stolen wallet or a drunken Santa.


  When she got up and opened the door, she glanced into a pair of by now familiar blue eyes—only now they looked more like a stormy gray than a clear blue. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Tyler’s mother said, fidgeting in the doorway. “But I need to report a theft.”


  “Oh.” The smile on Rachel’s face dimmed. So she was here for business, not for pleasure. Well, better than nothing. Any contact with the interesting woman was better than none. “Come on in.”


  Tyler’s mother stepped into the office and lingered in front of Rachel’s desk, her hands still behind her back.


  Rachel pulled out a chair for her. “Take a seat, please.”


  “No, thanks. I just want to… I need to return this. I will pay for anything else he might have…” The woman squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “…stolen.” Worrying her bottom lip between her teeth, she brought her hands out from behind her back and set a familiar box on the desk.


  Oh, shit.


  “Ma’am…” Rachel cleared her throat. She went back around the desk as if she needed its protection. “Tyler didn’t steal this.”


  “That’s what he said, but I know the shopping mall Santa doesn’t just wander into fast-food places to leave gifts for little boys.”


  They do if you pay them to.


  “Tyler usually knows better than to make up stories like that, but he just wanted that robot so badly and I…” Tyler’s mom sighed and sank onto the chair in front of the desk. “It’s been a really tough year. I’m still paying off hospital bills, and my job doesn’t pay much. I’m saving up to buy him the robot, but I won’t have the money in time for Christmas.”


  Rachel could see how much the admission cost the brave woman. “He didn’t steal the robot,” she repeated, then took a deep breath and added, “I bought it for him.”


  For several seconds, only the low hum of the computer filled the office.


  “What?” The woman stared at Rachel. “Are you serious?”


  Rachel nodded.


  “But…I don’t understand. Why would you do that?”


  “I saw Tyler staring at the robot a few times, and I guess I just…” How could she explain what kind of feelings meeting the boy and his mother had triggered inside of her when she didn’t fully understand it herself? “I wanted him to have something that would make him happy and forget about…things, even if it’s just for one night.”


  Burning blue eyes seared into hers. “Officer…”


  “Please,” Rachel said softly. “Call me Rachel.”


  The woman hesitated and then nodded. “Lillian.” She touched her chest. “Lillian Coleman.” She leaned forward until she sat on the edge of the chair. “Happiness can’t be bought, Rachel.”


  “I know. I wasn’t trying to do that.”


  Lillian sighed. “Listen. It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gesture, but you’re a total stranger and I don’t want charity from—”


  “It’s not charity,” Rachel said. She got up and crossed to the other side of the desk, no longer wanting the barrier between them. “I was in Tyler’s shoes once. My mother worked three minimum-wage jobs to make ends meet. I never went hungry, but there wasn’t much money for extras.”


  Lillian lifted her chin. “Tyler and I are doing just fine.”


  God, she’s proud and apparently not used to accepting help from anyone. “I know. Anyone can see that you’re a great mother. Maybe I went about it all wrong, but…giving Tyler the robot was as much for me as it was for him.”


  “For you?” Lillian repeated, looking doubtful.


  Rachel shrugged. “Guess I’m tired of being such a Christmas grump.”


  Now a tiny smile softened Lillian’s serious expression. She lifted one brow and directed a questioning gaze at Rachel.


  “I’ve had a really tough year too,” Rachel said and swallowed against the lump in her throat. “I lost my mother and my partner.”


  Lillian paled. Her hands clenched around the armrests of the chair. “I’m so sorry.”


  “No, I mean… My mother died. She had been sick for a long time. But my partner… She just left me for another woman. It was nothing like…” Rachel paused and gestured toward Lillian, not wanting to say it out loud and reopen barely healed wounds.


  “You know.” It was a statement, not a question.


  Rachel nodded. “Tyler mentioned it.”


  Lillian stared at her for a few moments. “He never talks about her. About Maggie.”


  “I never talk about my mother either.”


  Their gazes met, holding an entire conversation while neither of them said a word.


  Finally, Lillian cleared her throat. “So where does that Christmas grump thing come in?”


  Rachel smoothed her hand down her tie before she looked up again. “I’ve been… my colleague Mike has called it moping around and being a Christmas grump for weeks, feeling sorry for myself because of what I lost instead of appreciating what I’ve got. Meeting you and Tyler… Well, it put things into perspective.” She took the box with the robot from the desk and held it out to Lillian. “So, please, take this as a small thank-you from an ex-Christmas grump.”


  Lillian glanced at the robot, then up into Rachel’s eyes. She reached out her hands to accept the box but stopped inches from it. “Under one condition.”


  Holding her breath, Rachel nodded. She would accept that condition, no matter what it was.


  “You come over to our house on Christmas Day and have dinner with Tyler and me.”


  Rachel nearly dropped the box. That was the last thing she had expected. “You don’t need to…”


  “I know.” Again, they stared at each other until Lillian laughed shakily. “Guess you’re not the only one who’s tired of being a Christmas grump.”


  Wow. Suddenly, Rachel felt like singing a Christmas carol. She suppressed a laugh. “Can you cook?”


  “I’m not a chef, but…yes.”


  “Great. Then let’s make a deal.”


  Lillian regarded her with a cautious gaze.


  “You cook,” Rachel said. “I pay for the food.”


  “You don’t need to—”


  “Well, we could also share the costs, but to be fair, that would mean I need to do half of the cooking, and trust me, you don’t want that.” Rachel grinned.


  After a moment’s hesitation, Lillian nodded and finally lowered her hands the rest of the way to accept the box with the robot. “Thank you,” she said quietly and then stood. “I need to go now. I have to apologize to Tyler for not believing him when he said Santa gave him the robot.”


  Rachel scratched her neck. “Sorry if I caused any kind of trouble between you and your son.”


  Lillian nodded in acknowledgment and moved to the door. When she laid her hand on the door handle, she half-turned and said over her shoulder, “For Christmas Day, would eleven o’clock be okay?”


  “Of course.” The mall was closed on Christmas Day, and Rachel hadn’t been looking forward to sitting around all day. Now she had a hard time not jumping up and down with giddiness.


  “Great.” Lillian opened the door. “And Rachel?” Again, she looked back. “Just so there are no misunderstandings: This won’t be a date. I’m not ready to—”


  “I know,” Rachel said. For now, she was perfectly happy just to spend Christmas in the company of Lillian and Tyler. And who knew what next Christmas would bring? Now that she was starting to believe in the miracle of Christmas again, everything was possible.


  ###


  Kissing Ms. Santa Claus


  Rachel’s beard was itching like crazy. As inconspicuously as possible, she scratched her chin.


  Lillian slapped her hand. “Hold still, or we’ll never find out whether the suit fits you or not.” She closed the last button on the Santa coat and slung the broad leather belt with the big buckle around Rachel’s middle. When she tightened it, the fake belly spilled over the belt.


  “Ouch.” Rachel rubbed her fingers. “Hey, no roughing up Santa, or he might bring you a lump of coal!”


  Lillian reached for Rachel’s hand and pressed a kiss to each finger. “Better?”


  “Hmmm. The hand doesn’t hurt anymore, but…my lips feel a bit worse for wear. Must be the beard.” Rachel put on her most pitiful expression.


  “Ah, I see.” Chuckling, Lillian lifted up on her tiptoes and kissed Rachel’s lips. Before Rachel could wrap her arms around her, Lillian stepped back. “Your beard is itchy.”


  “That’s what I’ve been saying all along,” Rachel grumbled. “The beard has to go. Why can’t I be Ms. Santa Claus? Then I wouldn’t need a beard…and I would be much more kissable.”


  Lillian shook her head. “Tyler is having a hard enough time with his unusual family. He wants a normal Santa Claus on Christmas, not the female version.”


  “I know.” Rachel had grown up without a father, so she knew the teasing children endured when their families didn’t conform to the norm. “But why do I have to be the one to wear this itchy suit that reeks of moth balls?” She gave her voice a playful whining tone. “You’re Tyler’s mom after all.”


  “And you are his…” Lillian paused. A furrow appeared between her curved eyebrows.


  Yeah, what exactly am I? While this was the second Christmas Rachel would be spending with Lillian and Tyler, it was their first as a couple. She and Lillian had been together for the last ten months, but Lillian still hesitated to make Rachel’s role in the small family more official. Give her a break. After Maggie’s death, you can’t blame her for not being eager to jump into another lifelong commitment—no matter how much you want her to. Rachel sighed. Lillian’s hesitation still felt like a rejection sometimes.


  Lillian nudged her padded belly. “You’re taller, so the suit fits you better. Stop complaining, Ms. Christmas Grump.”


  “I’m not a Christmas grump, shorty.”


  “Not anymore,” Lillian said and kissed her bearded cheek. “I cured you.”


  “Yes, you did.” Despite her fake belly, Rachel wrapped her arms around Lillian and pulled her against her body.


  Their lips met in a long kiss that made Rachel forget her itchy beard.


  After a few seconds, Lillian’s hands tried to slip beneath the Santa suit.


  Rachel moaned as Lillian’s fingers slid down her back and clutched her ass.


  The Santa hat’s white pompom flopped forward and hit Lillian’s face.


  Breathing hard, Lillian pulled back. Her cheeks were flushed. “You better go and change before Tyler comes home and finds his mother having sex with Santa Claus on the kitchen table.” She played with the strand of Rachel’s hair that was sticking out from under the Santa Claus wig.


  Rachel pulled the padded belly from beneath the suit and waited impatiently while Lillian helped her to get rid of the beard.


  “So you’ll do it?” Lillian asked, putting the wig and the Santa hat back into their boxes.


  “Of course I will.” There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do for Lillian and Tyler. If she had to wear a reeking suit and an itchy beard for the boy, she would do it.


  “Thank you. I’ll shorten the pants a little,” Lillian said. “Are you coming over tonight? You could try it on again to see if it fits better or if I need to take off more.”


  Oh, shit. Rachel searched for an excuse for why she couldn’t come over after work, as she usually did. The truth was that it was three days before Christmas and she still hadn’t found a present for Lillian. She was planning another trip to the mall today and had promised herself that she wouldn’t return until she had found the perfect gift. “Not today. I need to practice my ho-ho-ho.”


  Lillian tilted her head and studied Rachel. “All evening?”


  Beneath the gaze of the clear, blue eyes, Rachel started to fidget. She had never been able to keep secrets from Lillian. “I still need to get a few presents,” she finally said.


  Lillian looked her in the eyes. “Don’t overdo it, okay? I know you mean well,” she caressed Rachel’s temple and slid her fingers through Rachel’s hair, “but I want Tyler to realize that Christmas isn’t about how many presents you get. What’s important is that we can all spend some time together. Time is the most precious thing we have.”


  Rachel stroked Lillian’s cheek. Was she thinking of Maggie? Lillian and Maggie had been high school sweethearts. Rachel had seen photos of them on graduation day with their arms wrapped around each other, grinning broadly. They had thought they had their whole lives ahead of them and could raise Tyler, their much-awaited child, together. But then Maggie had died on their twelfth anniversary. “I know.” Rachel cleared her throat. “I didn’t go overboard with Tyler’s presents this time.” After they’d had the same discussion on Tyler’s birthday in June, she had promised to do better.


  “So you already got something for him?” Lillian asked.


  Rachel nodded. “Tyler’s presents aren’t the problem.”


  “Oh. You mean, you’re still searching for a gift for me?”


  Rachel shrugged. How embarrassing. It made her look as if she hadn’t even thought about what to give Lillian for Christmas, when that wasn’t the case at all. She hadn’t thought about anything else for weeks, but no gift seemed special enough. Rachel wanted the gift to reflect all the love she felt for Lillian.


  “Rachel…” Lillian stepped closer, wrapped her arms around Rachel, and hooked one hand in the Santa Claus belt. “Please don’t stress yourself out over this.”


  Instead of putting Rachel at ease, Lillian’s words accomplished the opposite. Lillian was so calm. Does she already have my gift? Or was it no big deal for Lillian, as if it didn’t matter what they gave each other for Christmas? Rachel suppressed a sigh. Sometimes she couldn’t help thinking that Lillian meant a lot more to her than she meant to Lillian. Did Lillian really want to share her life with her, or had Maggie’s death taught her not to make any plans beyond the moment?


  “All I want is to celebrate Christmas with Tyler and you, okay?” Lillian said. She caressed the sensitive spot on Rachel’s back.


  Rachel nodded and rested her cheek against Lillian’s forehead.


  “So I’ll see you tonight?”


  Rachel nodded again. She had taken the day off to go hunting for presents. She hoped that by tonight, she would have found the perfect gift.
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  A horde of screaming children almost crashed into Rachel on the escalator. Quickly, she jumped to the side. When she reached the first floor of the mall, an old man loaded down with shopping bags jostled her. The hundredth repeat of Jingle Bells blared through the mall’s loudspeakers, getting on Rachel’s nerves. If not for Lillian and Tyler, Rachel would have reverted back to being a Christmas grump.


  She weaved her way through the crowd of last-minute shoppers and stopped in front of the first store. A myriad of scents announced that this was a perfumery. Rachel studied the bottles and flacons in the display window. Should she give Lillian a bottle of perfume for Christmas?


  After a few seconds, she shook her head. She had already discarded perfume from the list of possible gifts for Lillian weeks ago. Too generic. A dozen unimaginative men were crowding the perfumery to buy their wives or girlfriends the first present they came across. Lillian deserved better than that.


  Rachel ambled over to the next store. In the display window, plastic mannequins presented lacy underwear and lingerie. She had considered lingerie as a gift for Lillian before, but she still wasn’t sure. Mmmm. A grin sneaked onto Rachel’s face as she imagined Lillian in silk, satin, or lace. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself sliding her hands over Lillian’s half-naked body, kissing her breasts through the lacy bra, and helping her take off the sexy underwear. For a few seconds, she didn’t hear the droning of the Christmas carols anymore as she lost herself in her fantasy.


  Then she shook her head. No way. That’d be much more a present for me. She smiled. But for Valentine’s…? Now that was an idea right there! Oh yes. After one last glance, she turned away from the lingerie store and continued her hunt for the perfect present. She strolled past crowded toy stores and a store that sold household items.


  Finally, she stopped in front of the jewelry store. Chains, rings, and watches glittered in the display window. Rachel rubbed her chin. A ring… She would have loved to give Lillian a ring and have in eternal love engraved on the inside, but she didn’t want to pressure Lillian. Lillian had stopped wearing Maggie’s ring just a few months ago, and Rachel wasn’t sure whether Lillian was ready to accept a new ring—or if she would ever be.


  Maybe a pair of earrings or a watch? Rachel gazed at an elegant gold watch that she could easily imagine on Lillian’s slender wrist. God, no. How many times had she already thought of gifts like those? She’d even checked out a few watches, the sellers buzzing and fussing around her in eager anticipation, but then she had decided against it. Lillian didn’t have a lot of money at her disposal, and Rachel didn’t want her to feel ashamed if she couldn’t afford to give an equally expensive gift. She knew Lillian was a proud woman. Only rarely did Lillian allow Rachel to invite her and Tyler to dinner or pay for other things.


  With growing desperation, Rachel prowled the rest of the stores and took the escalator to the lower level to continue her search. The bright colors and lights in the display windows started to blur before her eyes. Her head was throbbing, and her feet hurt, but she still hadn’t found a present for Lillian.


  Someone tapped her on the shoulder from behind. “Hey.”


  Growling, Rachel whirled around. Then she relaxed.


  Her colleague Mike stood in front of her, his hands hooked in the belt of his security uniform. “What are you doing here? I thought you took the day off?”


  “I did,” Rachel said. “I’m not on duty. I’m here on a mission.”


  Mike grinned. “Mission? Oh, that sounds mysterious. Are you hunting spies to save the country?”


  “I wish. That would be easier than finding a Christmas present for Lillian.”


  “Oh, I see.” Mike gave her a compassionate smile.


  Maybe he could help her. “What did you give Beth for the first Christmas you spent together?”


  “Hmm, what was it?” Mike scratched his head. “Was it the blender with the integrated yogurt maker? No, I think that was some years after that. Give me a minute.”


  Rachel groaned. “No, it’s okay. Never ask a man for advice on Christmas presents for a woman—unless you want to sleep on the couch.”


  Mike blinked. “Why?”


  “I don’t think giving her a blender or other kitchen utensils is the best way to show Lillian how much I love her.”


  “How about jewelry?” Mike asked.


  “Too expensive. Lillian doesn’t like presents that are too materialistic.”


  “Tickets to the theater or a musical?”


  Rachel pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I already gave her tickets for her birthday.”


  Mike thought for a moment. “Perfume or some stuff for a bubble bath?”


  “Unimaginative.”


  “Then maybe tickets for a football game?”


  Rachel didn’t even grace that suggestion with an answer. She rolled her eyes.


  “Man, I’m so glad I’m not a lesbian.” Mike shook his head. “Women are so complicated!”


  Rachel looked up at the star topping the giant Christmas tree in the entrance hall. Was Mike right? Was she making things more complicated than necessary? Was what Lillian really wanted for Christmas actually very simple?


  She mentally repeated Lillian’s words: What’s important is that we can all spend some time together.


  A sudden idea made her laugh in relief. She hugged Mike, who stood frozen to the spot and then awkwardly patted her back. “Thanks,” Rachel said.


  “Umm, no problem.” Mike stepped back. “I aim to please.”


  Rachel gave him a gentle slap to the shoulder and hurried off. She had a lot to do before meeting Lillian tonight.
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  A herd of reindeer trampled down the stairs. At least that was what it sounded like.


  Drowsily, Rachel lifted her head off the pillow. “What the heck was that?”


  Lillian cuddled up to her from behind and laid her head on Rachel’s shoulder. “Tyler. I told him we could go see what presents Santa brought as soon as it’s light outside.”


  Rachel groaned. “What if Ms. Santa Claus wants to stay in bed with Tyler’s mother for a bit longer?”


  “Hmm, then Tyler’s mother will have to think of some incentive for the hardworking Ms. Santa Claus.”


  Rachel rolled over and pulled Lillian into her arms. “Milk and cookies?”


  Lillian trailed kisses over Rachel’s collarbone. “I was thinking more of—”


  “It’s Christmas!” Tyler shouted from downstairs. The wooden floor squeaked as if he was doing pirouettes.


  Groaning, Rachel leaned her head against Lillian’s. “Duty calls. Ho-ho-ho.” She got out of the warm and cozy bed and padded toward the bathroom. A few minutes later, she slipped into the red Santa Claus pants that Lillian had laid out the evening before.


  Lillian wrapped her arms around Rachel from behind and kissed her neck while she helped her tie on the padded belly.


  Finally, Rachel tucked the pant legs into her boots and straightened. “How do I look?”


  “Very handsome. But you’re missing a beard.”


  “I left it until last on purpose. Because then that thing can’t interfere while I’m doing this.” Rachel bent and kissed Lillian.


  Lillian’s half-naked body pressed against the fake belly.


  After a while, they breathlessly let go of each other. “Mmm. Female Santa Clauses are definitely better kissers than their male colleagues,” Lillian said and helped Rachel to put on the wig, the red coat, and the Santa hat.


  Rachel pulled the beard into position and shouldered the sack of presents. “Is that so? Are you speaking from personal experience?”


  Lillian shrugged and grinned. “Not really. I just can’t imagine anyone being a better kisser than you.”


  Not even Maggie? Rachel scolded herself as soon as the thought entered her mind. Now you’re being ridiculous. You can’t seriously be jealous of a dead woman. Lillian had never compared her to Maggie in any way, but still Rachel was tormented by doubts. Was Lillian just seeing her as someone who could help her get over Maggie’s death?


  She shook her head and gave herself a mental slap to the back of her head. “Can you distract Tyler? I don’t want him to see Santa Claus coming out of his mother’s bedroom.”


  “Oh, that would be hard to explain,” Lillian said. “Tyler’s at an age where he won’t believe in Santa Claus for much longer anyway.” She sighed, wistful.


  Rachel put down the heavy sack and hugged Lillian. “Hey, that’s okay.” She caressed Lillian’s cheek. “It doesn’t mean that he won’t love Christmas anymore. Like you said: The most important thing is that we can spend time with each other, not who delivers the presents.”


  “You’re right.” Lillian nestled into her for a moment before she stepped back. “Okay, I’m going downstairs to distract him. Remember that the bottom step creaks.”


  “I will.” When Lillian left, Rachel pressed her ear against the door and listened.


  The bottom step creaked; then she heard Tyler talking to Lillian. Moments later, plates and cutlery clattered in the kitchen, a good indication that Lillian had convinced Tyler that opening gifts could wait until after breakfast.


  This was her chance!


  Quietly, Rachel opened the door and tiptoed down the stairs with the sack on her shoulder. She skipped the bottom step and hurried past the kitchen door. When she passed the mirror in the hallway, she stopped to study her reflection. She smoothed her beard down and tugged the Santa hat into the right position. Pretty good. She nodded at the Santa Claus in the mirror. Then she took a deep breath and called out, “Ho-ho-ho!”


  “Mom! Did you hear that?” Tyler came running but stopped abruptly when he saw the figure in red standing in the hallway. He eyed the sack on Rachel’s shoulder as he inched closer. A few yards away, he stopped. When he tilted his head and looked at her with his blue eyes, he looked so much like Lillian that Rachel had to smile.


  Quickly, she put on her serious Santa Claus expression.


  Tyler narrowed his eyes. “Oh. It’s just Rachel.”


  Rachel began to sweat beneath her beard. She felt Tyler’s disappointed gaze rest on her. What was she supposed to say now? “Umm, well, you see…” She looked at Lillian, who had stepped behind Tyler. It meant a lot to Lillian to have Tyler believe in Santa Claus for a little while longer. “Santa is really busy around Christmas and couldn’t get to all the houses last night. But he didn’t want you to have to wait for your gift, so he asked me to help him deliver the presents.”


  For a few seconds, Tyler just stood staring at her through narrowed eyes. Then his face brightened. “That’s okay. He brought me the robot last year.” His eyes widened. “Did Santa lend you his sleigh and reindeer?” He ran to the front door and opened it.


  “Umm, no.” Rachel walked up behind him and laid one hand on his shoulder. “He needs the sleigh to deliver presents to the children in Europe.”


  “Oh.” Tyler closed the door and turned. His gaze fell on the sack in Rachel’s hand. “What did he give you for me?”


  Rachel smiled. “Let’s go check.”


  When Rachel headed toward the living room, Lillian put her arm through Rachel’s and whispered, “Thank you.”
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  The electric-blue spinning top rotated across the wood floor, accompanied by Tyler’s excited shouts and cheers. It crashed into the DVD rack and staggered to a stop. Tyler jumped up to start it again.


  “Where did you find that?” Lillian asked from her position on the couch next to Rachel. “Tyler has wanted one of the Beyblades for years, but they’re very hard to get.”


  Rachel shrugged. “The wonders of the Internet.” After she had searched five different toy stores without any success, she had found the sought-after toy in an online store. The Beyblade had cost twice the normal price, but seeing the joy on Tyler’s face made everything worth it.


  “Don’t you want to unwrap your gift?” Rachel asked to stop Lillian from asking about the price of Tyler’s gift.


  “Sure.” Lillian waved at Tyler, who was in charge of handing out the presents.


  With one hand still clutching the Beyblade, Tyler searched for the right present beneath the Christmas tree and carried it over to Lillian.


  “A book?” Lillian asked and slid her hands over the flat, rectangular present.


  “Open it and find out.” Rachel could barely sit still while Lillian removed the tape and the wrapping paper.


  Lillian lifted both brows when she saw the book’s cover. The picture had clearly been created by Tyler. Three stick figures, two with black and one with brown hair, were holding each other by the hand. Their cherry-red lips grinned broadly while they stood in front of a tiger cage that had been drawn a little too small. In his scrawly second-grade handwriting, Tyler had written above the egg-shaped heads: “Mom,” “Rachel,” and “me.”


  Even though the picture was supposed to be for Lillian, it was the best Christmas gift for Rachel so far. It proved that Tyler saw her as part of the family.


  Lillian opened the book and looked at the first page.


  Rachel had spent the last few nights working on the book and adding photos. The first few pages showed pictures of their first Christmas together. In the first photo, Lillian stood in front of the Christmas tree, a cautious smile on her lips, as if she didn’t completely trust the person who had taken the photo. Back then, they’d been strangers celebrating Christmas together.


  The next pages showed Tyler on a red sled and a snow-covered Rachel, who had lost a snowball fight against Tyler and Lillian.


  Rachel had also put the menu from their first date in January on one of the pages, even though Lillian had refused to call it a date back then.


  Three photos had been taken in March, when Lillian had taken the day off so Rachel wouldn’t be alone on the first anniversary of her mom’s death.


  The book also held photos of barbeques, birthday parties, and a visit to the zoo. Other pages revealed tickets to the first animated movie they had seen together and tickets from their trip to the amusement park last summer.


  Lillian thumbed through the pages. Every now and then, she touched one of the photos with a fingertip or trailed her fingers over an object in the book, as if reminiscing about the milestones of their relationship. Finally, she leaned toward Rachel, smiled, and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “You’re such a romantic.”


  “Who, me?” Grinning, Rachel tapped her own chest.


  “Yes,” Lillian kissed her cheek again, “you. It’s a wonderful gift. Thank you so much.” She caressed the book with both hands.


  “I helped, Mom,” Tyler said.


  “I saw. You did a great job.”


  “There’s more,” Rachel said. She opened the book to the last page, where she had taped an envelope with Lillian’s name on it.


  Lillian raised one eyebrow.


  Rachel gave her an encouraging nod.


  Gently, Lillian opened the envelope and slid out a folded piece of paper. She opened it and started to read. “A weekend for three at Moonstone Beach?” She looked at Rachel as if she didn’t know what to say.


  “An old friend of mine owns a vineyard about an hour from Moonstone Beach, and she says it’s very romantic,” Rachel said. “Tyler can search for moonstones and watch the seals. And we can take long walks at the beach. You said spending time together is the most important thing to you. So, what do you say?”


  “It’s…” Lillian licked her lips. “It’s a wonderful idea. You are wonderful.” She kissed Rachel again, this time on the lips. She pulled back and made a face. “I think you can take this off.” She tugged on Rachel’s beard.


  Rachel didn’t have to be told twice. She took off the beard and the wig and rubbed her cheeks. “So we’ll be driving up to Moonstone Beach?”


  Lillian nodded. “We could go during Tyler’s spring break, when it’s a little warmer.”


  Rachel grinned. It would be their first vacation together. Maybe she had been too impatient and hadn’t given Lillian enough time. In the future, she would try to be content with little signs that Lillian was committed to their relationship.


  “Here.” Lillian handed her a small box with a white ribbon. “This is for you.”


  Rachel hefted the weight of the gift in her hand. It was pretty light. Wonder what it is? She slid off the ribbon and removed the wrapping paper, revealing a small box that looked as if it had come from a jeweler. Rachel’s breath caught. Then she shook her head. Lillian surely hadn’t bought her a ring. It was probably a watch or something like that.


  Slowly, she lifted the lid off the box. What’s this? A silver key ring with a pendant shaped like an R gleamed on black velvet.


  “Maybe it’s not such a good present after all,” Lillian said softly.


  “Of course it’s good, Mom,” Tyler said. He pointed at the key ring’s pendant. “Look, it’s an R. Like in Rachel.”


  Rachel loosely wrapped one arm around him. “Yes, it is. Did you pick it?”


  Tyler nodded. “First I wanted to get one that looks like your handcuffs, but Mom said handcuffs don’t make good presents.”


  “Oh, they don’t?” Rachel winked at Lillian. “Does that mean I have to think of another gift for Valentine’s Day?”


  “Behave.” Lillian pinched Rachel’s leg but then left her hand in place and rubbed the thigh.


  Rachel turned back toward Tyler. “The R is great.” She lifted the key ring out of its box. Two keys dangled from the key ring. She directed a questioning glance at Lillian.


  “Keys to my apartment,” Lillian said. Her fingers fiddled with the ribbon. “To our apartment. If that’s what you want too.”


  Rachel stared at her, barely able to breathe. “You mean…?”


  Lillian nodded. “I talked to Tyler. We both want you to move in and share our lives. But only if you want that too.”


  Tears burned in Rachel’s eyes. Quickly, she blinked to stop them from falling. “Oh, God. I…” Her voice broke. She cleared her throat but still couldn’t find the right words.


  “Why are you crying, Rachel?” Tyler touched her knee and looked at her with tears brimming in his own eyes. “Don’t you want to come live with us?”


  A single tear trailed down Rachel’s cheek. She wanted to reassure Tyler, but the lump in her throat stopped her from answering.


  “Hey, are you all right?” Lillian laid a hand on Rachel’s cheek and turned her head so Rachel had to look her in the eyes.


  “Yeah, it’s just…” Rachel rubbed her burning eyes and trailed her fingers soothingly through Tyler’s hair while he leaned against her leg. She had to tell Lillian the truth and finally confess her secret fears. But not with Tyler listening. This was a conversation between adults. “Tyler, can you give your mom and me a minute? Why don’t you play with the Beyblade? I promise I’m okay.”


  Tyler hesitated, but at Lillian’s encouraging nod, he took his high-tech spinning top and went to the other side of the living room.


  Rachel took a deep breath. “All this time, I got myself convinced that you just see me as a temporary girlfriend, not the woman you want to spend the rest of your life with.”


  Lillian reached for both of Rachel’s hands and squeezed them. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry I let you believe that. Why didn’t you just ask me?”


  Rachel shrugged. “I didn’t want to pressure you. After Maggie died…”


  A shaky breath escaped Lillian’s lungs. “I loved Maggie. She’ll always hold a special place in my heart.” She glanced at her son. “And in Tyler’s.”


  Rachel swallowed.


  “Losing her…” Lillian closed her eyes for a few seconds. When she opened them again, tears glittered in her blue eyes. “But what I had with Maggie has nothing to do with you. I love you, Rachel.”


  Lillian had said those words before, but Rachel’s breath still caught whenever she heard them. “I know. And I love you too.”


  “Then why are you crying?” With gentle fingertips, Lillian touched Rachel’s cheek.


  “Because I don’t know what that means,” Rachel said. Her voice trembled. “Does it mean you love me right now? Or enough to want to spend the rest of your life with me?”


  Lillian lifted Rachel’s hand to her mouth and kissed her fingers. “The rest of my life… I don’t mind admitting that scares the hell out of me. If I commit to you for the rest of my life and then something were to happen to you…” She covered her eyes with her free hand.


  Rachel entwined her fingers with Lillian’s. “I understand why you wouldn’t want to go through that again, but then why are you giving me the keys?”


  Lillian clutched Rachel’s fingers with her other hand too and looked into her eyes. “It scares me to death, but I realized that you have been an integral part of my life this past year. Not saying it aloud doesn’t change that. I want to spend Christmas, New Year’s Eve, and all other days of my life with you.” She moved her hand back to the book she still held on her lap. “If I give in to my fear, I would miss out on so many beautiful moments with you.”


  Rachel’s head was spinning. She still couldn’t believe her good fortune. After all these months of hoping and doubting…


  “So?” Lillian took a deep breath. “You still haven’t answered my question. Will you move in with us?”


  “Yes,” Rachel said without hesitation. She waved Tyler over and waited until he climbed onto the arm of the couch. “I’ll move in with you two. On one condition.” She winked at Lillian.


  Lillian turned toward her on the couch until their knees were touching. “What’s that?”


  “That I get to dress up as Ms. Santa Claus again next year.” Rachel leaned toward Lillian and kissed her, this time without the beard.


  “Fine with me,” Lillian said. “You’re my favorite Santa’s helper.”


  “Mine too!” Tyler shouted. He nearly fell off the couch when he threw himself into Rachel’s arms. “Will you get to use Santa’s sleigh next year?”


  Rachel laughed so hard that tears trailed down her cheeks again. “We’ll see.” She had no idea how she’d pull that off, but the miracle of Christmas seemed to make everything possible.


  ###


  The Christmas Elf


  “This is the third time in the last five minutes you glanced at your watch,” Mike said as they rode the escalator to the mall’s lower level. “You and Lillian got a hot date or something?”


  Rachel pretended to be busy straightening the tie of her uniform. “No, nothing like that.”


  “What is it, then? You’ve been fidgety as hell all day.”


  Sighing, Rachel looked up from her tie. She knew Mike would wheedle it out of her eventually, so she might as well just tell him now. “I have a job interview right after our shift is over.”


  At the words “job interview,” Mike stiffened, and his ever-present smile disappeared. He clutched his duty belt with one hand. “You’re quitting?”


  “What? No.” Being a security guard at the mall might not be the world’s best job, but Rachel liked it. “This will be just a few hours of extra work until Christmas.”


  Mike let go of his duty belt and grinned. “What, the shoplifters and muggers not keeping you busy enough?”


  “Oh, I’m plenty busy. But I need to make some extra cash.”


  They stepped off the escalator, and Mike turned to face her. “Are you and Lillian in a tight spot? Need me to lend you some money?”


  Rachel gave him a grateful smile. “Thanks, but no. You’ve got a wife and two kids of your own, so it’s not like you have two thousand bucks just lying around.”


  “Two thousand bucks?” Mike let out a low whistle. “What do you need that kind of money for? Your rust bucket finally bite the dust?”


  Rachel rolled her eyes but decided not to defend her car. “No, my car is fine.” She hesitated.


  “Come on.” Mike slapped her on the shoulder. “You know you want to tell Uncle Mike.”


  Rachel looked left and right, making sure Lillian, who worked in one of the nearby fast-food places, wasn’t within earshot. Then she leaned closer to Mike and whispered, “I’m saving up for a ring.” Butterflies the size of eagles took flight in her stomach at the mere thought of it.


  Mike stopped midstep and let out another whistle. “Wow. Seriously? I didn’t think you were the marrying kind.”


  “I didn’t think so either.” Rachel rubbed her heated cheeks. “But then I met Lillian.”


  “Good for you.” Mike patted her shoulder. “So when are you planning to pop the question? Christmas?”


  Rachel had put a lot of thought into that too. “No. I don’t want Lillian to think I’m trying to avoid getting her a Christmas present by giving her the ring for Christmas, so I’ll do it the week before.”


  “Geez,” Mike murmured. “You women think too much.”


  Rachel didn’t bother replying.


  They patrolled past the Asian restaurant and the burger place. Rachel caught a glance of Lillian behind the counter. Even in the drab uniform of the fast-food chain, Lillian looked great. She had her long, black hair pulled back into a ponytail, making Rachel fantasize about kissing Lillian’s elegant neck and nibbling her way down to—


  “Hey!” Mike nudged her, a big grin on his face. “Mind on the job, partner.”


  Rachel wrenched her gaze away from Lillian and followed Mike back to the mall’s upper level.


  “So that’s why you want to get another job? To pay for the ring?” Mike asked.


  “I’ve been setting aside some money every week since the Supreme Court overturned DOMA in June, but it’s still not enough to buy the ring I want.”


  “Two thousand bucks is a lot of dough for a ring,” Mike said. “I got Beth’s for much less than that.”


  Rachel teasingly tugged on his tie. “That’s because you’re cheap. I want to buy Lillian the nicest ring I can possibly afford. If that means working two jobs for a while, so be it.”


  “So what job are you applying for? Moonlighting as a guard at a museum or something like that?”


  They stopped to glance into the toy store and then continued their last patrol of the day.


  “No,” Rachel said. “I don’t want to waste time on a long commute from one job to the other. I was thinking about a job here at the mall.”


  Mike swept his gaze over the stores on the upper level. “Don’t tell me you’re gonna sell women’s lingerie.”


  “I wish,” Rachel muttered. “No, the only vacancy they had was as a…” She bit her lip. If I tell him, I won’t hear the end of it for the next ten years.


  “As a what? Come on, don’t be so secretive.”


  Rachel sighed. “Promise me you won’t laugh.”


  Mike clutched his chest and gave her his best puppy-dog look. “Would I do that?”


  “In a heartbeat.”


  “Okay, okay, I promise. No laughing. Now shoot.”


  Rachel took a deep breath. “They’re looking for a mall Santa.”


  For a few moments, Mike just blinked rapidly. Then the corners of his mouth twitched and his face took on the color of a Santa suit while he struggled to suppress his laughter. He put his index finger into his left ear and shook it as if he wasn’t sure he could trust his hearing. “You? You want to be a mall Santa?”


  “Why not?” Rachel ignored his antics. “I hear Santas can make up to a hundred dollars an hour. Not too bad for a bearded, old guy, huh?”


  “But that’s just it. You’re not a bearded, old guy. You don’t have the snow-white beard, the large belly, or the chubby cheeks of a Santa. And don’t get me started on your lack of the holiday spirit, Ms. Christmas Grump.”


  Rachel fixed him with the stare she usually reserved for shoplifters. “I’m not a Christmas grump. I put on a Santa suit for Tyler last year, and he really loved it.”


  “Yeah, but he’s just one kid, and he’s practically yours. Are you sure you want to deal with thousands of kids of complete strangers?”


  “Sure, why not?” Rachel shrugged. “All I have to do is listen to what’s on their wish lists, pose for photos, and then send them on their way with a ‘ho-ho-ho.’ How hard can it be?”


  Mike regarded her with a sympathetic gaze. “You’re about to find out.”
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  “I’m sorry, Ms. Lewis, but you don’t fit the job description,” the man on the other side of the desk said. He stroked his clean-shaven chin and then pointed at hers.


  “But I—”


  “Sorry,” he said again. “Nowadays, children are not as easily fooled as they were in the past. Some of them pull Santa’s beard to find out if he’s real, so we prefer Santas with a natural beard.”


  How’s that for gender equality. Rachel’s shoulders slumped.


  “But if you’re interested in working for us, there’s one more position that we haven’t filled yet.”


  Rachel perked up. “Mrs. Claus?” That might not be so bad. Unless they make me wear a skimpy dress. No way I’d do that. Not here in the mall, where all of my colleagues could see me. She eyed the man warily.


  “No. We already have a Mrs. Claus. Plus we need her to work full-time, not just a few hours each day like you want to. But we can offer you a job as a Christmas elf. You’re a little tall for an elf, but what the heck.”


  “Hmm. A Christmas elf…” That sounded much less glamorous than being Santa Claus.


  The man smiled brightly. “Yeah, you know, the little helpers who live with Santa on the North Pole, make the toys, and take care of the reindeer.”


  “I know what a Christmas elf is. What does it pay?”


  “Ten dollars an hour.”


  Now that doesn’t exactly put me in the Christmas spirit. Quickly, Rachel calculated how many hours she’d have to put in to afford the ring before Christmas. Damn. I think I’ll have to give up sleeping.


  “So?” The man tilted his head. “Are you interested?”


  Rachel didn’t hesitate. Lillian was worth it. “Yes.”


  “Great.” They shook hands. “You start the Monday after Thanksgiving. Come back tomorrow to pick up your elf costume.”


  Costume… Rachel squeezed her eyes shut. I have a feeling I’m going to regret this.
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  “Can I look now?” Mike shouted through the door to the employee locker room.


  “No, you perv. Not yet,” Rachel called back. Grimacing, she wrestled with her green-and-red-striped tights. She hadn’t worn tights since she had been old enough to refuse at the age of six. Oh, the things we do for love.


  A little bell jingled as she put on her green, cone-shaped felt hat. It took her a minute to get the pointy latex ears to stay in place. Finally, she exchanged her work boots for the elf shoes that were turned up at the toes. She stepped back to look at herself in the mirror, making the bells on her shoes jingle.


  Christ. Is that supposed to be such a tight fit? She slid her hands down the green and red top clinging to her chest.


  Finally, she couldn’t avoid it any longer. One more deep breath and she stepped out of the locker room.


  “Wow.” Mike stared at her chest. “You look…um…great.”


  “I look like a stripper for a frat Christmas party,” Rachel grumbled. “It’s a wonder none of our colleagues are rushing over and arresting me for solicitation.”


  Mike laughed. “Well, the day’s still young.”


  Rachel sent him a glare.


  His laughter stopped instantly. “Want me to walk you over to the Christmas village?”


  “No, thanks. Can’t have the kids thinking one of Santa’s helpers got in trouble with mall security. But you could do me a favor.”


  “Sure,” Mike said without asking what it was.


  Rachel stopped glaring and smiled at him. Sometimes, Mike might be a pain in the ass, but he was also a great friend. “If you see Lillian heading that way—” She pointed in the direction of the Christmas village. “—stop her. Normally, she heads straight home after her shift, but you never know. If she sees me in this costume, she’ll know something’s up, and I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”


  “Where does she think you are after work?” Mike asked.


  “Um, I told her I’m working overtime this week because Barry’s out sick. I’ll think of another excuse next week.”


  Mike fiddled with the tie of his security guard uniform. “What am I supposed to say if she tells me she wants to go see Santa?”


  “I don’t care. Be creative. Just keep her from seeing me like this. Can you do that?”


  Mike nodded. “Who am I to say no to a Christmas elf?”


  Rachel grinned and patted his shoulder. “That’s the spirit.” As she hurried away, she prayed that Lillian would not be able to say no to a Christmas elf either. After all, if Lillian didn’t accept her proposal, this would all be in vain.


  [image: img3.png]


  Four hours later, Rachel had found out three things.


  One, elf shoes might be a nice accessory, but they were not made for walking. Two, baby drool didn’t make good hairspray. And three, children around the age of two were not big fans of Santa.


  The line of excited children and fussy parents didn’t seem to get any shorter.


  She stepped up to the next family and forced a cheerful smile. “Are you ready to see Santa?”


  A little girl of about six jumped up and down and nodded while her younger brother clung to his mother’s leg, his thumb stuck in his mouth.


  “So what are your names?”


  “I’m Jessa,” the girl said.


  “And this is Justin,” their father added.


  “All right.” Rachel mentally repeated their names. An hour ago, she had confused “Bradley” and “Brayden,” and the boy’s grandmother had looked as if she wanted to kick Rachel when Santa had gotten her grandson’s name wrong.


  “What’s your name?” Jessa asked.


  “Uh.” Belatedly, Rachel realized that the elves, unlike Santa’s reindeer, were unnamed. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, making the bells on her shoes jingle. “My name is…um, Jingle.”


  The girl giggled. “Jingle?”


  “Yes.” Rachel gave a little bow. “Jingle the elf. So, let’s go see Santa.” She held out her hands.


  Jessa readily took Rachel’s hand. “Come on, Justin.”


  Hesitantly, Justin let go of his mother and, after one last glance back at his mother, slid his hand into Rachel’s. His fingers were sticky.


  Rachel suppressed the urge to grimace and led the children toward Santa’s chair.


  “Do Christmas elves really eat reindeer?” Jessa asked.


  “Um, where did you hear that?” The questions the kids came up with boggled Rachel’s mind.


  Jessa shrugged.


  “No, of course we don’t. Elves are vegetarians.”


  “Really?” Jessa looked up at her, one eyebrow raised.


  Rachel tried not to fidget under the child’s skeptical gaze. “Would Santa’s helper lie to you?”


  A hearty “ho, ho, ho” caught Jessa’s attention before she could answer.


  Saved by Santa.


  Before them, her colleague Walt sat on Santa’s throne, flanked by two other elves. Walt was in his seventies and looked as if he was close to passing out under the weight of his faux belly.


  Rachel leaned close. “You okay, Walt?”


  Walt wiped his brow and nodded.


  “Their names are Jessa and Justin,” Rachel whispered while one of the other elves distracted the children.


  “Hello, Jessa and Justin,” Walt said, lowering his voice to a baritone. “I hear you’ve been good all year.”


  Jessa nodded eagerly while her brother stared at the bearded stranger.


  “Come on up here,” Walt said.


  Jessa didn’t have to be asked twice. She immediately climbed on Santa’s lap.


  Justin didn’t move.


  “Come on, Justin,” Jessa called. “It’s Santa.”


  Rachel tried to tug him forward.


  Screaming, Justin pulled his slippery hand from hers and kicked out.


  Pain rushed through Rachel’s shin. Suppressing a curse, she hopped around on one leg for a moment while Justin ran back to his mother.


  The mother lifted him up and tried to put him on Santa’s lap, ignoring his tears.


  Justin struggled. Not even the candy cane Rachel held out could distract him.


  “Maybe we could just take a photo of Jessa with Santa,” Rachel said.


  Justin’s mother shook her head. “Oh, no. Justin should be in the picture too. I promised his grandparents a photo.”


  Great. I bet Grandma and Grandpa will love it. Nothing says happy holidays like a terrified two-year-old.


  Poor Walt had to keep a grip on the crying boy while the photographer elf hurriedly snapped a picture.


  Rachel wondered if the experience would do any lasting psychological damage. Would Justin be terrified of bearded men from now on?


  “So have you told your mother to send me your wish list?” Walt asked Jessa after Justin’s mother had finally freed him of the boy.


  Jessa nodded. “Yes. I want a Nintendo 3DS. Or an iPhone.”


  Rachel stared at the little girl, who continued to name every item in the Toys “R” Us catalogue. Oh, wow. Thank God Tyler is a little more modest.


  When Jessa finally climbed down from Santa’s lap, she looked up at Rachel. “Justin kicked you. That means he was bad. Can I have his gifts now?”
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  Rachel’s second day as a Christmas elf wasn’t any better than the first one. Her hair was a tangled mess after being grabbed by sticky candy cane hands. Her feet hurt, and she would have given everything to get to deal with shoplifters and muggers instead of crying children and fussy parents.


  The same old Christmas songs blared from the mall’s speakers for the hundredth time, getting on her nerves.


  To add insult to injury, her security guard colleagues had all made it a point to stroll over and stare at her in her elf costume with broad grins on their faces.


  She scanned the crowd waiting for their turn with Santa, trying to make sure that none of her colleagues would snap a photo or, even worse, film her. Her eyes widened.


  Instead of her colleagues’ grinning faces, she looked into a pair of startled blue eyes.


  It was too late to duck behind Santa’s chair. Lillian had already seen her and was inching closer to the corralled-off North Pole set, holding on to Tyler’s hand so they wouldn’t get separated in the crowd.


  “Hey, Kate, can you take over for a moment?” Rachel asked the elf on the other side of Santa’s chair. When Kate nodded, she slunk over to Lillian. “Hi. What are you doing here? I thought we’d take Tyler to see Santa next weekend?”


  “That’s still the plan,” Lillian said. “We were shopping for your Christmas present and Tyler wanted to take a look at the Christmas village on the way out. What’s going on? I thought you were working.” Lillian’s gaze swept up and down Rachel’s body, lingering on the tight elf top before moving back to Rachel’s face.


  Rachel rubbed one of her latex ears, nearly dislodging it. “Um, I…uh…”


  “Did Santa ask you to help out again?” Tyler asked.


  It took Rachel a few moments to figure out what he was talking about. Last year, when she had dressed up as Santa Claus and he had recognized her, she had told him that Santa had asked her to help out. “Um, yes, he did.” She waved to Walt, who waved back.


  “Wow.” Tyler stared at the man in the Santa costume. “That’s so cool.”


  But, of course, Lillian wouldn’t be put off so easily. Once Rachel got home, she would demand an explanation.


  “Hey, Jingle,” Walt called.


  Rachel winced.


  “Jingle?” The corners of Lillian’s mouth twitched.


  Rachel shook one of her feet, making the little bells on the elf shoes jingle. “Yep. That’s me.”


  Walt called for her again.


  “Go,” Lillian said and kissed her cheek. “We’ll talk tonight.”


  Sighing, Rachel went back to work.


  [image: img3.png]


  Rachel stopped the car in front of the house. For a moment, only the sound of a cheery Christmas tune filled the car. Growling, she shut it off, gathered the elf hat from the passenger seat, and climbed out of the car.


  She hadn’t taken the time to change. After a long shift patrolling the mall and then six hours as an elf, all she wanted was to sleep and hope she wouldn’t dream about anything Christmas-related. Now that Lillian had found out, there was no need to change back into normal clothes at work.


  Their neighbor, who was just lifting grocery bags from his car, stared at her.


  “Hi, Bill,” Rachel called as if this were her normal work outfit. Not in the mood for long conversations, she continued up her driveway and unlocked the front door.


  Lillian stepped out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel.


  For the first time in two years, Rachel found herself tongue-tied around Lillian. “Where’s Tyler?” she asked when she couldn’t stand the silence anymore.


  “In bed. It’s late.”


  “I’m sorry.” Rachel ducked her head. She hadn’t been there to read Tyler a bedtime story this week. Since she started to work as a Christmas elf, she hadn’t been able to spend much time with her family. Sometimes, she wondered if it was worth it. Then she glanced into Lillian’s eyes and knew the answer.


  Lillian tugged her into the kitchen, pressed her down on a chair, and warmed up a plate of chicken pasta for Rachel. “So,” she said when she handed Rachel a fork, “want to tell me why you look like this?”


  “They require elves to wear a costume.” Rachel nodded at the cone-shaped hat tucked under her arm.


  “I gathered that. But why are you working as a Christmas elf and never said a word? You told me you have to work double shifts because a colleague is sick. You lied to me. That’s not like you.”


  What could she say to that? Rachel sighed. She hated lying to Lillian, and now she had to do it again. “I lost a bet, and I was too embarrassed to tell you.” It was the first thing that popped into her head.


  Lillian arched a brow. “A bet?”


  Rachel stuffed a large forkful of pasta into her mouth, preventing her from answering, and nodded.


  “What kind of bet?”


  The pasta formed a lump in her stomach. “Um, a guy in a suit set off an alarm when he left the lingerie store. I bet Mike that it was a false alarm.”


  Lillian sat across from her. “It wasn’t?”


  Rachel shook her head. “He was wearing a pink G-string he’d stolen. So I lost the bet.” That part was true. “Mike made me apply for the Christmas elf job as a payment.” That, of course, wasn’t. She had merely paid for coffee on the next break.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” Lillian asked.


  Rachel shook her feet, making the silver bells jingle. “Well, it’s embarrassing.”


  “Oh, I don’t know.” Lillian stood and circled the table. She pressed against Rachel’s side, bent, and pressed a kiss to the sensitive spot right below one of the pointy latex ears. “I think you’re cute.” She trailed her hands down the tight elf top.


  Rachel put down the fork, wrapped both arms around Lillian, and leaned into the caress. “What is it about you and costumes?” Not that I’m complaining, mind you.


  “It’s not the costume,” Lillian murmured. She kissed a trail down Rachel’s neck. “It’s the woman wearing it.” She straightened and looked down at Rachel. “You must be tired. How about we go to bed once you finish eating?”


  Suddenly, Rachel wasn’t tired anymore. She shoveled down the last of her pasta, stood, and took Lillian’s hand. “Oh, yeah, bed. Great idea.”
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  “Oh, no, you’re not getting out of this bed.” Lillian took up position by the side of the bed, blocking Rachel’s way.


  “That’s what you said last—” A sneeze interrupted Rachel. “Last night. I have to go to work, Lil.”


  “Not today. You’re running a fever.”


  Rachel felt her own forehead. It did feel a little warm to the touch. “It’s just because I’m sharing the bed with a hot woman.”


  Lillian laughed. “You’re a charmer, but you’re a very sick charmer.”


  A cough shook Rachel. She pressed both hands to her chest, feeling as if only her touch kept her lungs from bursting through her chest cavity. Sniffling, she sank back against her pillow.


  Lillian sat at the edge of their bed and looked down at her with a worried expression. “That’s one aggressive virus. You were fine last night, and now you’re as sick as a dog.”


  “It’s a killer strain from one of the kids,” Rachel mumbled from behind her tissue. “The parents lug their sick kid to the mall. They don’t want little Timmy to miss seeing Santa just because he has the flu or cholera or the plague.”


  Lillian chuckled and stroked Rachel’s cheek. “Poor darling. I’m pretty sure it’s not the plague or cholera, though.”


  Rachel leaned into the cool touch and didn’t answer.


  Sighing, Lillian got up. “I have to go to work. You.” She pointed at Rachel. “Stay in bed. Don’t try to go to work. You know I have my spies everywhere.” She arranged tea and half a dozen different medications on the nightstand, then pressed a feather-light kiss to Rachel’s forehead and left.


  Rachel let her burning eyes drift shut. I’m starting to think the fates have something against gay marriages. If things continue like this, it’ll take me until Easter to buy her the ring.


  [image: img3.png]


  Rachel glowered at the phone. “What do you mean—you don’t need me anymore?”


  The man at the other end of the line cleared his throat. “We had to fill your position since Santa was one elf short. I’m very sorry, but there was no other way. You’ll get paid for the two days you worked, of course, and we’d love to have you back as one of our elves next year.”


  Not even if Santa himself climbs down my chimney and asks me to work for him. Rachel said she’d be by to pick up her check and ended the call.


  Mike turned from where he’d watched the security camera in their office. “That sucks.”


  “Yeah. Especially since now I can’t afford the ring I wanted for Lillian.” Rachel put her elbows on the desk and her head in her hands. So much for the magic of Christmas.


  Mike swiveled in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. “Maybe you should reconsider.”


  Rachel swept his feet off the desk, nearly making him fall out of his chair. “Reconsider? Never! Lillian is the woman I want to marry, and nothing is—”


  “Not about marrying her,” Mike said. “Just about the two-thousand-dollar ring. A large diamond might look impressive, but Lillian isn’t the type to wear a rock like that anyway, is she?”


  Rachel rubbed her chin. She isn’t, she silently admitted to herself. How embarrassing that her colleague, who was usually clueless about women, had to point it out. She glanced up at Mike. “Now what do I do?”


  “What kind of ring would you buy if you were in Lillian’s shoes?” Mike asked.


  “No idea.” Rachel wasn’t into jewelry. The only ring she owned was an old family heirloom. It had belonged to her grandmother. Her mother had never been married, but she had never sold the ring, no matter how tight money got, so Rachel had hung on to the ring too. It was the only thing she had left of her mother. Her eyes widened. “The ring!”


  Mike nodded. “That’s what we’re talking about.”


  “No, you don’t understand. I could give her my grandmother’s ring. You know how much family means to Lillian.” Yes, this feels right. It’ll tell her I want to share my life with her more than any diamond could. “Thanks.” She jumped up and rounded the desk.


  “Um, you’re welcome. Where are you going?”


  Rachel was already halfway to the door. “To the jeweler’s.”
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  “The fork goes on the left and the knife on the right.” Rachel watched Tyler place the cutlery on the table. “Good job.”


  “Why are we using the good china?” Tyler asked. “It’s not Christmas yet.”


  Rachel started sweating beneath her silk shirt. All right, this is your chance. Ask the man in Lillian’s life for her hand in marriage. She had wanted to tell Tyler for days but had always put it off at the last moment. Was Tyler ready to accept her as his official stepmother? “No, it’s not Christmas. This is for a very special occasion.”


  Tyler tilted his head, looking so much like Lillian that it robbed Rachel of breath for a moment.


  She sucked in a lungful of air. Do it, coward. If she was this nervous about asking Tyler, she could only hope that she wouldn’t freeze when proposing to Lillian. She gave herself a mental kick and just blurted it out. “I want to ask your mother to marry me.”


  The kitchen timer ticked loudly in the silence between them.


  “But you don’t like wearing dresses,” Tyler finally said, his brow furrowed.


  Rachel laughed, and her lungs expanded as she could breathe again. “Not all brides have to wear dresses, Ty. I’ll leave that to your mother.”


  “Okay.” With that, the topic seemed to be closed for Tyler.


  “So you would be fine with having me as a stepmother?” Rachel asked.


  “Can you sign my permission slips then?”


  Rachel chuckled. At times, Lillian was a bit overprotective and hesitated to let him go to school activities she deemed too dangerous. “We’ll see.”


  A key rattled in the lock of the front door.


  “Mom’s home!” Tyler jumped up and down.


  “Okay, okay, calm down,” Rachel said. Christ, my voice is shaking. I better calm down too. But that was easier said than done. She hurried into the kitchen to throw one last glance at the romantic meal she’d prepared.


  Lillian’s steps approached from the hall and then faltered.


  Rachel looked up and into the blue eyes of the woman she loved.


  Lillian’s cheeks were red from the cold outside, and a snowflake clung to her lashes. It melted as she blinked. She craned her neck to glance at the stove, and then her gaze fell on the gift-wrapped little box on the counter next to Rachel. “You cooked? And I get a gift before Christmas? Wow. I must have been a really good girl this year. What’s going on?”


  “Rachel wants to marry you,” Tyler blurted.


  Heat shot up Rachel’s neck. She covered her face with her hands. Shit. I forgot to tell him that it’s gonna be a surprise.


  “She does?” Lillian looked from Tyler to Rachel, her eyes wide. “You do?”


  Rachel nodded. “That wasn’t how I wanted to ask you, though. I wanted to spoil you with a relaxing bath and a home-cooked meal and then go down on one knee and—”


  “Give me a second.” Lillian rushed toward the bedroom.


  Rachel stood frozen and stared at her retreating back. “Um, Lillian, what…?”


  But before her insecurities could kick in, Lillian was back. She gestured at her fast-food-chain uniform and her hair that smelled of oil and French fries. “This wasn’t how I wanted to do this either, and I had planned to wait until Christmas, but…” She shrugged, went down on one knee, and presented a jewelry box that she had hidden behind her back. “I love you, Rachel. Two years ago, I didn’t think I’d ever look at another woman, but when I look at you, I want to share my heart and my life again. Will you marry me?”


  Shell-shocked, Rachel stared at the ring in the jewelry box.


  “I know you normally don’t wear rings, and this might not be—”


  Rachel went down on her knees next to Lillian and shut her up with a long kiss. “Yes. I will marry you.” She kissed her again. And again. She felt giddy, as if she wanted to hug the whole world but settled for hugging Lillian instead.


  “Gross,” Tyler muttered. “I’m going to play with my Beyblade till you’re finished with this.”


  When Rachel looked up, he had already disappeared into his room.


  “Guess we scared him off with all the kissing.” Lillian smiled.


  “He’ll just have to get used to it,” Rachel said. “Because I intend to kiss my wife every chance I get.” My wife. Oh, wow. She went to get the gift-wrapped box with her grandmother’s ring and handed it to Lillian. Her own hands shook too much.


  Lillian carefully peeled back the paper and opened the box. “Oh, Rachel. Is that…?”


  “My grandmother’s ring.” She put the ring on Lillian’s finger. It was a perfect fit. “I had it resized for you. I hope you don’t think that’s—”


  “It’s perfect,” Lillian said. She caressed the ring with the tip of her index finger.


  “I wanted to get you a diamond ring, but then I got sick and lost the job as a Christmas elf.”


  Lillian looked up from the ring and reached for Rachel’s hand. “That’s why you wanted that elf job so bad? To help pay for a ring?”


  Rachel nodded. “I’d do anything for you, even go from being a Christmas grump to being a Christmas elf.”


  Lillian lifted Rachel’s hand to her mouth and kissed the palm. Then she took the ring she had bought out of its box and put it on Rachel’s finger.


  The silver band held three tiny diamonds. In Rachel’s mind, they represented Lillian, her, and Tyler. “How could you afford this?”


  “I sold Maggie’s bike.”


  A big lump formed in Rachel’s throat. She curled her fingers with the ring into a fist. “Lil…”


  “It wasn’t like I would ever ride it. It was just sitting in the garage, gathering dust. I guess I was clinging to it because I…”


  “You weren’t ready to let her go for good,” Rachel said. She couldn’t say the name of Lillian’s late partner.


  Lillian nodded. “But now I am.” She stroked Rachel’s hand until Rachel unclenched her fingers.


  Rachel stared at the rings on their fingers and had to smile. Lillian is giving up her past while I’m sharing a piece of mine with her.


  The kitchen timer going off made them both jump.


  Rachel got to her feet and pulled Lillian up too. “Ready for dinner?”


  “Ready for dinner—and for the rest of our lives.”


  ###


  Dress-tease


  Lauren loved lazy afternoons in the cottage above Topanga Canyon. Holed up in Grace’s loft bedroom, she could pretend that they were the only people in the world and that Grace wouldn’t have to fly to England on Monday to start shooting her new movie.


  Crickets chirped outside, and a light breeze stirred through the open skylight, bringing with it the citrus scent of the shrub that bordered the backyard.


  Up here, they weren’t a publicist-turned-screenwriter and a world-famous actress who had outed herself on national TV a week ago; they were just Lauren and Grace. Nothing else mattered when they were here—no movies, no paparazzi, no script deadlines, just the two of them.


  Too bad they had to leave their sanctuary in about an hour to meet Grace’s hair-and-makeup artist and then head to the premiere of Nick’s new action film. This was one of the few times Lauren wished Grace hadn’t stayed friends with her ex-husband.


  Sighing, she sat on the edge of the bed, put on her wristwatch, and secured the cuffs of her white satin blouse.


  Downstairs, the bathroom door opened, and the tapping of Grace’s bare feet across the hardwood floor drifted up. “Are you okay?” Grace called.


  “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”


  “You’re coughing. You’ve been doing that a lot lately,” Grace said, a hint of worry in her voice. “You’re not getting sick, are you?”


  Lauren shook her head, even though Grace couldn’t see it. “No. You know me. It’s just my little quirk when I’m tired. Certain activities have kept me up most of the night—and I’m not talking about my writing.”


  The ladder creaked as Grace climbed up to the loft. “Are you complaining?”


  “No. Never,” Lauren said and realized that her voice had dropped a register. She didn’t regret a minute she’d spent making love with Grace, even if it meant she’d fall asleep during the showing of Nick’s movie. Sometimes, she had a hard time believing that Grace returned her feelings.


  The first thing that appeared over the edge of the loft was Grace’s long hair, piled on top of her head and held there by a large claw clip; then the rest of her followed—covered by a towel that was knotted above her full breasts. A single blonde strand had escaped from the clip and caressed the nape of her slender neck.


  Lauren, who’d been about to stand up from the bed, sank back onto the mattress. Even after four months together, the sight of Grace’s half-naked body made her weak in the knees. Her gaze followed Grace as she strode past the bed and went to the closet built into one side of the loft.


  Grace rummaged through her wardrobe and selected a powder-blue silk dress—Lauren’s favorite. She held it out for Lauren to see. “Do you think this will do?”


  “Will do?” Lauren echoed. “It’ll blow their socks off.”


  “Let’s hope so. I need to look good today.”


  “You always do.” Lauren took in the shapely behind that peeked out from beneath the towel.


  “Maybe.” Grace sighed. “But it’s different now that the press knows about us. Every paparazzo in Hollywood will take about a million photos of Grace Durand and her lesbian lover.”


  Lauren swallowed around the lump lodged in her throat. As a former publicist, she had a lot of experience with the press, but so far, she had always been behind the camera, not in front of it. “I think we should—”


  Grace let her towel drop to the floor and stood in front of the closet completely naked. Sunlight streamed in through the skylight, making her skin—flushed with the heat from her recent shower—seem to glow.


  Lauren forgot what she’d been about to say as she stared at Grace. Her gaze tracked a single drop of water that ran down the long lines of Grace’s neck. God, does she have any idea how beautiful she is?


  When Lauren fell silent, Grace glanced over her shoulder and arched an eyebrow at her. “You think we should do what?”


  Go back to bed and forget about the premiere and the paparazzi. “Uh, never mind.”


  Grace stretched with feline sensuality and walked over to the dresser in the corner of the loft.


  Nearly hypnotized, Lauren watched the soft sway of her hips.


  Once Grace reached the dresser, she bent a little and opened one of the drawers, directing Lauren’s attention to her firm ass. Then she turned, her breasts swaying enticingly, and slipped a pair of dark red panties up first one long leg, then the other. The smooth silk slid over her skin with a seductive slowness.


  Lauren’s mouth went dry. She leaned forward on the bed so she could take in every sensual detail.


  Grace swiveled back to the drawer and bent over it. When she straightened and turned, she held a strapless bra and slung it around her back with practiced ease. Her fingers moved slowly to the front clasp and closed it; then she cupped her own breasts, settling them into the cups.


  Heat swept through Lauren’s body. She had thought that nothing could be more erotic than watching Grace take off her clothes, but this reverse striptease was making her breath catch and her heart beat triple-time.


  The rustle of silk teased her senses as Grace lifted the off-the-shoulder dress over her head and let it slide down her body with excruciating slowness. Somehow, she managed not to get it tangled in the hair clip. The dress settled around her curves, cradling her like the hands of a lover, and Grace smoothed her palms over her hips. Every movement seemed to linger for a second longer than strictly necessary.


  Was Grace playing with her, putting on a show to tease her? Lauren wasn’t sure. Grace’s expression was innocent and self-absorbed, as if she was completely unaware of Lauren’s rapt attention, but then again, she wasn’t a three-time Golden Globe winner for nothing.


  The fabric stretched over her ample chest as Grace reached up. She took out the hair clip and set it on the dresser. Her long, blonde tresses cascaded onto her bare shoulders. Grace looked up and met Lauren’s gaze. Her full lips curled into a knowing smile, and there was a twinkle in her ocean-blue eyes.


  She knew exactly what she was doing. Tease.


  “Ready?” Grace asked.


  The low, intimate tone of her voice sent a shiver through Lauren. “Oh, yeah.”


  Grace quirked a smile. “I meant, are you ready to go?”


  Nothing was further from Lauren’s mind than leaving the cottage and having to share Grace with hundreds of fans and paparazzi. “It’s not your premiere. We could stay home.”


  “You know we can’t,” Grace said, regret obvious in her voice. “The media will make up all kinds of stories about Nick and me having a falling-out over my newfound sexual orientation if I don’t show up at his premiere. Zip me up?” She walked over to Lauren, a swing in her step, and presented her back.


  Lauren regarded the zipper through narrowed eyes. Why would she cover up this beautiful body when all she wanted was to see more of it, to caress, kiss, and worship every part of it? She got up from the bed and stepped closer—close enough to feel the heat of Grace’s body against her own, even through her clothes. “There’s a problem.”


  Grace craned her neck and peered over her shoulder. “What problem? Is there a stain on the dress?”


  “No. But you did this all wrong.”


  “Wrong?”


  “Yeah.” Lauren moved even closer, her chest now brushing against Grace’s half-bare back, separated just by the thin material of Lauren’s blouse. “You didn’t do this in the correct order. See, this is how it’s done.” She reached out and trailed her fingertips over Grace’s hips, allowing herself to enjoy the smooth silk and the heat she could feel beneath it for a moment before sliding the dress down. With her lips, she followed its path and placed a string of soft kisses along Grace’s spine.


  Grace clutched the dress to her chest before it could drop to the floor. “We don’t have time for this,” she said in a halfhearted protest. “We need to get going.”


  “You need to take the dress off to make it down the ladder anyway.” Lauren kissed Grace’s shoulder blade and then lightly licked it. “I’m just helping.”


  “Helping?” Grace laughed. “Your kind of help will make us late.”


  Lauren shrugged. She moved the soft hair aside, pressed her lips against the nape of Grace’s neck, and swirled her tongue over the warm skin. A contented hum escaped her as she breathed in the peach aroma of Grace’s shampoo and the even more appealing scent that was all her.


  Goose bumps broke out all over Grace’s body.


  Delighted, Lauren traced them with her lips and tongue. She coasted her fingertips down Grace’s sensitive sides until the dress, which was now pooling around Grace’s hips, stopped her. “God, Grace, I want to touch you all over.” She nipped one shoulder with her teeth. “But if you really think we should get going…”


  The dress landed in a heap on the floor. “We have to make this quick,” Grace said, her voice rough.


  “No problem. I can do quick.” After Grace’s little dress-tease, she was more than ready.


  Grace tried to turn and step out of the pool of fabric around her ankles, but Lauren stopped her by wrapping both arms around her from behind. “Oh no. Stay just like this. I’m directing this scene.”


  “You’re a screenwriter, not a director.” Grace again tried to turn around.


  Lauren trapped her against her own body. “Up here, I get to be whatever I want. Today, I want to be a director.”


  A visible shudder went through Grace.


  Lauren grinned, knowing how hot Grace found it when she took control.


  “A rather hands-on director, I hope,” Grace said.


  “Oh yeah. Very hands-on.” Lauren splayed both hands over Grace’s hips, enjoying the feel of the sensuous curves beneath her palms, and pulled her even closer until their bodies were pressed against each other all along their lengths, Grace’s bare back against her breasts. For a moment, she wished she were naked and could feel every inch of Grace’s skin sliding against her own, but she knew if she undressed now, they’d never make it to the premiere, so she focused on Grace. Lightly, she scraped her teeth up the side of her neck, lingering for a moment to kiss the pounding pulse under her lips and to taste her skin.


  A breathy moan escaped Grace. She turned her head, and Lauren caught a glimpse of her pupils that were dilated with desire.


  Knowing how much Grace wanted her instantly made her wet. She leaned forward and brushed her lips over the edge of Grace’s ear, enjoying the shiver that went through Grace. When Grace turned her head even more, she flicked her tongue out and teased her with little licks along the corner of her mouth. Still holding Grace tight against her chest with one hand, she trailed her fingertips up Grace’s belly and circled her bra-clad breasts.


  “Don’t tease.”


  “Oh, you mean the way you did earlier?” Lauren slid one finger beneath the bra and let the pad of her fingertip brush back and forth just beneath Grace’s nipple, without fully touching it.


  Grace groaned. “I have no idea what you mean. I was just getting dressed.”


  “Sure.” Finally taking mercy, Lauren opened the front closure of the strapless bra and pulled the material free from where it was trapped between their bodies. She caressed the incredibly soft skin of Grace’s areola, which pebbled beneath her touch, and then took one of the hard points between thumb and index finger and gently rolled it back and forth.


  With a moan, Grace threw her head back against Lauren’s shoulder, exposing even more of her delectable neck to Lauren’s mouth.


  Pushing several strands of blonde hair out of the way, Lauren leaned down and placed a string of openmouthed kisses along Grace’s neck. She released her hip and trailed the other hand up Grace’s body to cup the neglected breast too.


  “God.” Grace jerked against her, her firm ass pressing against Lauren’s crotch.


  Heat coiled in Lauren’s belly. She clenched her thighs together and forced herself to focus on Grace. Alternately, she massaged her breasts and teased her nipples. She sucked on the skin of Grace’s neck, stopping just short of marking her since she knew the dress wouldn’t cover any hickeys.


  “I thought you wanted to make this”—Grace gasped when Lauren lightly pinched one nipple—“quick.”


  Lauren gave the soft skin one last soothing lick and then took her mouth off Grace’s neck. She skimmed one hand down Grace’s body and cupped her through the silk of her panties. The fabric was damp against her fingers. “Oh, don’t worry. I don’t think this will take long at all.”


  A trembling breath rushed from Grace’s chest. “I don’t think so either.” She covered Lauren’s hand with her own and pressed her more firmly against herself.


  “Oh, no.” Lauren pulled Grace’s hand away. “I’m the director, remember?”


  “Yeah, but all the good ones give the actors some space to improvise.” Grace rubbed herself against Lauren, the contrast of her naked skin against Lauren’s fully dressed body a powerful turn-on.


  Lauren playfully bit her shoulder, making Grace gasp. “Not this time. We have to get this right in just one take.”


  “How about some action, then?”


  “You mean something like this?” She took her hand away and smoothed it down Grace’s leg before trailing her fingertips up the inside of her thigh. Using only one finger, she dipped under the elastic band of her panties.


  Grace groaned her approval and instantly widened her stance to give her access.


  Tightly leashing her sense of urgency, Lauren directed her so they were both facing the mirrored closet door and marveled at the way they looked together, with her taller body framing Grace’s from behind. “Look,” she whispered into Grace’s ear. “Look at us.”


  When Grace raised her head, their gazes met in the mirror.


  Maintaining eye contact, Lauren trailed her index finger through the trimmed curls that were already damp with desire and felt Grace tremble against her. When she brushed the swollen sex, Grace let out a gasp and shifted her hips.


  The movement made the pad of Lauren’s finger slide over Grace’s clit.


  Both of them groaned.


  Quickly, Lauren withdrew her hand.


  “No! What are you—?”


  Lauren shushed her by lightly pressing her finger—the one she’d just used to touch Grace—against her lips.


  Grace flicked out her tongue and tasted herself on Lauren’s finger before sucking the digit into her mouth.


  A shudder went through Lauren. Only when Grace finally released her finger did her brain start to work again. “As sexy as they are, your panties have to go.”


  Grace immediately reached down to take them off, but again, Lauren stopped her.


  “Let me.” She knelt behind Grace and slid the panties down, letting her hands trail over the smooth skin of her legs. On the way back up, she kissed a path along Grace’s thighs, hips, and spine. Each touch set her nerves tingling, and from Grace’s much-too-fast breathing, she knew it had the same effect on her. Lauren took in Grace’s now completely naked body in the mirror. A rosy flush dusted her face and neck.


  For a moment, Lauren cupped Grace’s world-famous ass in both palms and massaged gently before sliding her hands around, trailing one up to caress her breast and the other down to stroke the sensitive area where Grace’s thigh met her torso. It thrilled her to watch the path of her hands in the mirror, to watch Grace’s eyes glaze over with passion—a view she knew she’d remember through the lonely nights while Grace was in London.


  “Lauren. Please.” Grace reached back and clutched Lauren with both hands.


  No more teasing. Lauren slid her hand down.


  Grace’s breathing hitched before Lauren even touched her.


  Their gazes still locked on each other in the mirror, Lauren brushed one finger over the folds of Grace’s sex, keeping the contact light at first, then started drawing slow circles around her clit.


  Grace arched, seeking more contact, and rocked in time with each of Lauren’s movements. Heat radiated from her, filtering through Lauren’s blouse and sending her own body temperature skyrocketing.


  God, how Lauren loved the way Grace reacted to her touch. She brushed her lips over the line of Grace’s jaw and closed her teeth over her earlobe, dragging a low moan from Grace.


  “Inside.” Grace bucked her hips. “Now.”


  Lauren gave her earlobe one last nip before whispering into her ear, “I’m the director, remember?” She rolled her fingers across Grace’s clitoris with a little more pressure.


  Grace let out a groan that was part pleasure, part frustration. “Please.”


  On the one hand, Lauren wanted to draw out every moment with Grace and make them both forget that she’d be leaving soon. On the other hand, she also wanted to give her whatever she needed, so she eased one finger inside.


  With a loud moan, Grace rolled her head back against Lauren’s shoulder. Her eyes in the mirror grew heavy-lidded. Her hands restlessly roamed Lauren’s hips and the outside of her thighs. “Bed,” she got out, her voice sounding raw. “I can’t stand.”


  “Oh, yes, you can. I’ll hold you up.” One arm wrapped around Grace from behind, Lauren began a slow, steady rhythm. The scent of Grace’s arousal drifted up, sending a rush of desire through Lauren. “God.” She bit her lip. “So wet.”


  The little sounds Grace made spurred her on, so she slid a second finger inside while she kept watching her reflection in the mirror.


  Grace’s groan of pleasure resonated through Lauren, and her nails dug into her hips.


  “Feel good?” she whispered into Grace’s ear, intentionally bathing the rim of her ear with her hot breath.


  All Grace managed was a nod. Her hips moved faster against Lauren’s fingers, urging them deeper.


  Lauren’s pulse tripped. She sped up her movements, eager to push Grace even higher. If she twisted her fingers a certain way…


  “Yes!” A raw cry escaped Grace. “There! Right…there.”


  A rush of liquid heat coated Lauren’s fingers. Still angling her wrist, she used the heel of her hand to press against Grace’s clit. The muscles in her arm started to burn, but she ignored it.


  Grace twisted her head around and sought out Lauren’s lips for a breathless kiss. Soon, she wrenched her mouth away, though, and sharply drew in air. Her breath came in short gulps as she rocked faster against Lauren.


  When her legs started to shake, Lauren pulled her more firmly against her own body and steadied her. Grace’s hungry little sounds of need sent bolts of desire through her.


  She could sense that Grace was close. Just as she was about to send her over the edge, a need of a different kind gripped Lauren. As hot as watching her in the mirror was, she wanted to be face-to-face when Grace came, wanted to see pleasure wash across her beautiful features firsthand, without having to rely on the reflection. “Wait. God, please, wait. I want to see you face-to-face.”


  Exhaling sharply, Grace nodded.


  Lauren pulled her around and immediately pressed kisses to Grace’s flushed chest and neck. She backed her up to lean against the closet and then started to thrust again.


  Grace’s eyes drifted closed.


  “Don’t close your eyes,” Lauren said in a throaty whisper. “Look at me. Look at me, Grace.”


  With obvious effort, the incredibly blue eyes she loved fluttered open. Grace clutched two handfuls of Lauren’s blouse and surged against her.


  They kissed again, this time with a much better angle, before Lauren tilted her head back to watch. She moved her fingers faster and flicked her thumb over Grace’s clit.


  The first contractions of Grace’s muscles fluttered around her fingers. Grace’s grip on her blouse tightened. “Oh. Lauren! I…” Her mouth, swollen from their kisses, fell open, and she came with a long, low groan.


  Lauren gentled her touch but kept up her rhythm, guiding Grace through her orgasm and drawing every bit of pleasure from her that she possibly could. She watched in awe as Grace’s eyes grew hazy and the flush on her face deepened.


  Finally, Grace’s knees buckled and she collapsed against Lauren, who tightened her one-armed grip and held her close.


  Small quakes continued to run through Grace.


  When the quivering around her fingers stopped, Lauren eased her hand away and wrapped her right arm around Grace too.


  “God.” Grace panted and burrowed her head against Lauren’s neck. Heat came off her in waves. “That was…” She shook her head as if unable to find the right word and then lifted her face to kiss Lauren instead.


  Lauren hummed into the kiss. She felt nearly intoxicated from directing Grace’s pleasure that way. “Yeah,” she whispered when their mouths drew apart, “it was. You are incredible.”


  “Me?” Grace laughed. “You were the director of this scene. I’m just sorry we don’t have time for a reverse shot.” She played with the top button on Lauren’s blouse.


  Lauren covered her hand with her own, stilling it against her heart, which was beating just as rapidly as Grace’s. “That’s okay,” she murmured. “I plan on doing a couple more takes later.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah. Just to make sure we get the perfect shot, you know? That’s what directors do, isn’t it?”


  Grace nodded. “Unless…”


  Lauren arched an eyebrow. “Unless…?”


  “Unless the actors take over the scene. It’s been known to happen.” Grace leaned up on her tiptoes, slung her arms more firmly around Lauren’s shoulders, and kissed her, teasing her with hot, slow circles of her tongue before withdrawing. “I need another shower. And you,” she playfully slapped Lauren’s ass, “need to get changed. Your blouse has more wrinkles than a ninety-year-old.”


  Lauren looked down at herself. Grace was right. The blouse was wrinkled in several places where Grace had clutched at her in the throes of passion. “Well, if I’m getting undressed, I might as well join you in the shower.”


  “Oh, no. We’re already late as it is, and if you join me, it’ll turn into the longest shower in the history of mankind.” Grace pushed her back with both hands flat against Lauren’s chest, but her palms lingered longer than necessary. “Later,” she promised, heat in her eyes.


  “Later,” Lauren repeated.


  One last look, then Grace turned and strode to the edge of the loft without bothering to pick up her towel first, confident in her nakedness.


  Lauren followed her with her gaze, drinking her in.


  When Grace reached the ladder, she turned and climbed down the first few rungs but then stopped with just her head visible. Her full lips curled up into a soft smile. “I love you.”


  The words still made Lauren’s heart stutter. She wanted to rush to the ladder and pull Grace back up and into her arms, but she forced herself to stay where she was. “I love you too.”


  When Grace climbed down, Lauren listened to her footsteps on the wood floor for a moment and then let herself sink onto the bed in her wrinkled blouse. She rubbed her face with both hands and groaned when she caught a whiff of Grace’s scent.


  “Lauren,” Grace shouted from the bathroom. “I forgot my dress. Would you mind bringing it down?”


  “On my way,” she called and then picked up the dress. She inspected the silk for wrinkles and stains. It looked none the worse for wear. Grinning, she placed it over her shoulder, climbed down the ladder, and headed toward the cottage’s small bathroom. God, she loved afternoons in the cottage—especially since she would now get to witness another dress-tease from Grace.


  ###


  If you enjoyed this short story, you might want to check out Jae’s novel Damage Control, in which Grace and Lauren met and fell in love.


  Seduction for Beginners


  Annie clicked her pen on and off and stared down at her notebook. She had been sitting at her desk for the past hour, trying to come up with a plan, and yet the page was still empty. Groaning, she picked up the stress ball from the edge of her desk and kneaded it in her left hand. Why hadn’t anyone ever written a book on how to seduce your girlfriend?


  Hmm, maybe someone has. She nudged the mouse on her desk, and her computer monitor sprang to life. A quick search on Amazon produced a list of books with titles such as How to Use Hypnosis to Seduce Women and The Foolproof Guide to Picking up Hot Chicks.


  Annie shook her head. She didn’t want instructions on how to lure dozens of women into her bed. What she needed was a little help with wining, dining, and seducing one specific woman—her girlfriend, Drew.


  Well, she had the wining and dining part down pat. Annie thumbed through the pages of her notebook that listed her plans for Valentine’s Day. First, they would have dinner at an expensive restaurant overlooking the ocean and watch the sun set while sipping on a glass of Drew’s wine. Afterwards, they would stroll along the beach before they returned to the cozy bed-and-breakfast where she had booked a room.


  That was where the problems started. They had shared some heated kisses, but Annie had no experiences beyond that. At least not with women.


  Annie knew Drew wouldn’t make the first move even though she was the more experienced one. From the moment they had first gotten together twelve weeks ago, Drew had always made sure not to pressure Annie when it came to their physical relationship. She had let Annie initiate their first real kiss, and now it would have to be Annie who introduced lovemaking into their relationship.


  She sighed. Sometimes, having a considerate girlfriend was a pain in the ass.


  Half an hour later, Annie was still staring at a blank page. She threw the stress ball against the wall and watched it ricochet across the room. “Argh!” The more she thought about her seduction plans, the more she started to panic. She wanted the first time between her and Drew to be perfect, a night that neither of them would ever forget. Valentine’s Day seemed ideal for that, so she had convinced Drew not to prepare any Valentine’s surprises and let her plan a romantic evening instead. On paper, everything looked good. But no matter how much she planned, it wouldn’t change her own inadequacy. Drew deserves a lover who knows what she’s doing, not just the bumbling attentions of a nervous nerd.


  She closed her notebook, stood, and started to pace through her bedroom.


  If only she knew how to make that first move, then maybe everything else would fall into place.


  Too bad she didn’t have a best friend she could call for advice. Drew was her best friend, but she couldn’t ask her about this.


  Maybe Jake would know. She stopped pacing. Yes. Her brother was the quintessential ladies’ man, a Casanova who had seduced so many women that he would have needed a spreadsheet to keep track. If anyone knew how to let Drew know she was ready for more, it would be Jake.


  She reached for the phone and speed-dialed his cell, hoping he wouldn’t make fun of her.


  “Yeah?” Jake sounded out of breath.


  Annie frowned. “Hi. It’s me. Annie. Am I catching you at a bad time?”


  “No, I’m just halfway up the rock-climbing wall right now.”


  “You picked up your phone while you’re hanging from a rock-climbing wall?” Annie rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’ll make it quick, then.” Her cheeks were already glowing with embarrassment, so she didn’t want to prolong this conversation anyway. “What would a woman need to do to…um…seduce you?”


  “Walk up to me and strip,” Jake said without hesitation. “Why? Know anyone who’s interested?”


  Annie groaned. Obviously, Jake wasn’t a good point of reference. Seducing Drew would need to be a little more subtle. “No.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Forget the question. Let’s say…let’s say you’ve been with a woman for a while. And everything’s going great, but you haven’t had…you know.”


  A whirring and then a thumping sound indicated that Jake was back on the ground. He chuckled. “Sex, Annie. You’re thirty years old, and you still can’t say sex?”


  “Of course I can say it.” Saying it wasn’t the problem, though. Annie gritted her teeth. Maybe calling Jake hadn’t been such a bright idea, but for Drew’s sake, she was determined to get some information out of him. “Sex. There. I said it. S-E-X. Happy now?”


  Jake laughed. “Yep. Okay, so me and my imaginary girlfriend haven’t been doing the horizontal mambo. Why not? She’s not ugly as sin, is she?”


  “No! She’s beautiful.” Most people didn’t consider Drew a conventional beauty. Her nose and jaw were a bit too strong and her build too stocky, but Annie considered every inch of her attractive.


  “Then why wait?” Jake asked.


  “Well, because…because…” Annie dropped onto her desk chair and huffed out a breath. “Because it isn’t just a one-night stand, and you want to get it right.”


  “What’s there to get right? It’s sex, Annie, not rocket science. You just insert tab A into slot B and—”


  “Eww.” Annie nearly dropped the phone when she attempted to cover her ears. “Spare me the Ikea sex instructions, please.”


  “Okay, okay. So what was the question again?”


  Annie hesitated. She shook her head at herself. Asking Jake of all people for advice… What was I thinking? “You know what? Forget it. It’s not important.”


  “Aww, just when it was getting interesting,” Jake said, his tone teasing.


  Not in the mood for silly jokes, Annie said nothing.


  Metal clinked on the other end of the line. Then Jake cleared his throat. “You’re not just asking because you’re curious about my spectacular adventures in the bedroom, are you? Oh, shit, Annie. Tell me this isn’t about you and Drew.”


  Again, Annie remained silent.


  “So the two of you haven’t…?” Now it was Jake who couldn’t say the word. “No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know the details of my sister’s sex life.”


  That’s the problem. There is no sex life. Her whole life, she had been the one to give advice to her brother. Not that he ever followed it. But still. She swallowed her pride. “I wouldn’t ask you, but I really don’t know how to approach this.”


  Silence filtered through the line, interrupted only by Jake’s breathing. It sounded as if he was close to hyperventilating. “Um, but you’re not…? I mean, you have…? You had sex before, right?”


  “Yes,” Annie said, ignoring the heat creeping up her neck. “But this is different.” Her previous experiences really didn’t prepare her for her plans on Valentine’s Day.


  “Why? Because Drew is a woman?”


  “No. Yes. It’s part of it, but… Before, it never mattered so much.” Sex had never been all that important to her. A part of life that was pleasant, but nothing to get too excited about. She had never wasted much thought on how to please her partner. If sex hadn’t been perfect, so what? Ever-lasting love, butterflies in your stomach, and perfect sex existed only in romance novels. Or so Annie had thought. Until she’d met Drew.


  “Christ, relax, will you? If you put so much pressure on yourself, you’re setting yourself up to fail.”


  “Thank you very much,” Annie said. “That kind of encouragement is exactly what I need to hear.”


  Jake sighed. “Like you said, sex isn’t like assembling furniture. When the time comes, you’ll figure out the mechanics. Don’t worry. I’m sure Drew will tell you exactly what to do to curl her toes.”


  Maybe he was right. Drew would gently guide her, as she had with everything else. “But how do I let Drew know that I want…you know?” Great. Now I’m back to avoiding the word.


  “Easy,” Jake said. “You just tell her. It’s totally hot when a woman leans over to me during dinner and tells me exactly what she wants to do to me after dessert.”


  Easy? No. Nothing about it was easy. Annie rubbed her face with her free hand as she imagined walking up to Drew and telling her she wanted to have sex. Oh, God. No. “I can’t do that.”


  “If you can’t say it face-to-face, how about a sizzling text message?” Jake asked. “Last time I got one of those, I left a football evening with the boys faster than you can say cunnilingus.”


  Annie wrinkled her nose. What was she supposed to write? Want to get naked and sweaty with me? “No, thanks. I don’t think that’s my style either.”


  “Then lose the accountant look and put on something sexy. Sometimes, a picture is worth a thousand words. If you show up in a mini-skirt, stilettos, and sexy underwear, Drew will know what’s up.”


  “I don’t know, Jake.”


  Jake let out a long groan. “God, you women are complicated! You can do my taxes with your eyes closed, but you can’t figure out how to let your girlfriend know you want to sleep with her?”


  A male voice called Jake’s name.


  “I have to go. My next class starts in five minutes,” Jake said. “Stop obsessing about this and just relax.”


  Then there was a click and after that only silence.


  Annie laid down the phone and twirled around and around on her desk chair until the world started to blur.
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  “Am I allowed to look now?” Drew asked as Annie led her along the wooden boardwalk.


  “No,” Annie said. “Keep your eyes closed for a little longer.” She wanted the evening to be a surprise for Drew. Hopefully a pleasant one.


  “I think I know where we are anyway. I can hear the ocean.”


  Annie glanced down at the waves that washed over the pebbles at the beach, making them sparkle like jewels. “If we are where you think we are—and I’m not denying or confirming it—would it be a good choice for our Valentine’s Day date?”


  “The best,” Drew said. “Moonstone Beach is my favorite place on earth. Well, apart from—” She stumbled over an uneven board and nearly fell.


  Annie caught her at the last moment. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I should have paid more attention to where I was leading you.”


  “Don’t worry,” Drew said. “As long as I land in your arms, I really don’t mind.” With her eyes still closed, she felt around, wrapped her arms around Annie, and pecked her on the lips, as always careful not to go too far in public.


  Annie loved Drew for being so considerate, but now it made seducing Drew even harder. Determined to break through Drew’s chivalrous behavior, Annie leaned down and kissed her.


  Drew wrapped both arms around her and pulled her closer.


  For a moment, Annie’s nervousness faded away and she forgot about everything but Drew’s lips against hers. Then she became aware of a dozen people watching them from the patio of the restaurant. She blushed and gently disengaged herself from Drew. “Um, you can open your eyes now.”


  Drew opened her eyes. “Ah, Moonstone Beach. I had a feeling that’s where we were going.” She smiled at Annie. “And by the way, you look beautiful.”


  Annie slid her damp palms down the burgundy dress. It was Drew’s favorite. “Thanks. You look wonderful too.”


  As always, Drew looked entirely comfortable in her own skin, even dressed up in dark gray slacks and a baby-blue blouse. The two top buttons were open, revealing Drew’s tanned skin. She carried a light jacket over her arm.


  Annie wished she felt half as comfortable. The elegant dress and the semi-high heels were a far cry from her usual conservative business suits, and Annie always felt as if she were a girl playing grownup by dressing in her mother’s clothes. Worse, she had taken Jake’s advice—not about the mini-skirt and the stilettos, but she was wearing a thong beneath the dress. How did other women stand this? Constantly feeling that strip of fabric between her buttocks was driving her crazy.


  Most tables were occupied, mostly by couples and young families.


  The hostess seated them at the edge of the patio, with a direct view of the beach.


  Annie had planned this since Christmas and had made sure to reserve the restaurant’s best table. Everything had to be perfect today.


  The waiter stepped up to their table, introduced himself, and asked, “May I start you off with something to drink?”


  “I arranged to bring our own wine,” Annie said.


  Drew gazed at her. “You did?”


  Annie nodded. She had paid the corkage fee and shipped the bottle ahead of time. “One of your Cabernets.”


  “Ah, yes. My boss mentioned it,” the waiter said. “I’ll get your wine and give you a minute to look at the menu.” He walked away.


  Drew reached across the table and took Annie’s hand.


  With her free hand, Annie tugged at the back of her dress. Christ, who invented this goddamned thong?


  “You know, that’s one of the things I love about you,” Drew said, gazing into Annie’s eyes. “To the people who don’t know you very well, you appear to be this down-to-earth numbers cruncher, but deep inside, you’re really a closet romantic. Thank you for going to all this trouble.” She turned Annie’s hand and kissed her palm.


  Annie stopped tugging. “You’re definitely worth it.”


  They opened their menus.


  “Oh, look.” Drew pointed at the page with the appetizers. “They even have your favorite, sweet potato fries. Do you want to share them?”


  Annie’s stomach felt like one big knot of nerves. She didn’t have much of an appetite, but she nodded anyway.


  They ordered, and within ten minutes the waiter returned with the fries and two Caesar salads.


  Annie picked up her fork and pierced a fry. Her hands trembled, though, and the fry dropped onto the patio. “Oh. I’m sorry. I’m such a klutz.”


  “Yeah, but you’re my klutz.” Drew’s dimples made an appearance as she smiled. “And look. It’s not going to waste.”


  A seagull swept down and gobbled up the fry.


  Annie picked at her salad and squirmed on her chair, barely resisting the constant urge to tug at the thong.


  Drew covered Annie’s hand with her own. “You okay?”


  “I’m fine.” Annie quickly put a forkful of salad into her mouth.


  One dark eyebrow lifted. “Want to try that again?”


  As a New Year’s resolution, Annie had promised herself and Drew that she would try to work on her tendency to pretend everything was okay and she could solve all her problems on her own. So far, she had done well when it came to relying on Drew for emotional support, but now she couldn’t tell her what was going on. At least not everything. “I’m all right. It’s just… I put on this new pair of panties, and now they’re driving me crazy.” She rubbed at her annoying blush with both hands. Let’s face it: A suave seductress I’m not.


  Drew’s dark eyes glittered. “Want me to help you take them off later?”


  Yes, Annie wanted to say, but her lips refused to form the word. If she told Drew what she wanted her to do later, she’d surely sound stupid, like a third-rate actress in a cheap porn movie. Helplessly, she peered at Drew.


  “I’m sorry,” Drew said and looked away. “Now I made you uncomfortable.”


  “No, no, you didn’t. Really.” Now it was Annie’s turn to reach across the table and take Drew’s hand. She caressed the calluses on Drew’s palm and fingers.


  When Drew looked up, their gazes met and held. “You’d tell me if I did anything to make you uncomfortable, right?”


  Pressing her lips together, Annie nodded. God, I’m really making a mess of things. Now she’ll be even more careful not to pressure me in any way. At the rate they were going, they’d finally have sex at their tenth anniversary. “Believe me, nothing you do could make me uncomfortable. It’s—”


  The waiter interrupted her as he returned with their plates. He placed the grilled salmon they had ordered in front of Drew and the garden pasta primavera in front of Annie.


  “Oh, that looks good,” Drew said.


  Annie inhaled the scent of fresh herbs. It smelled delicious. On any other night, she would have dug in as if she were starving. “Want to try a little?”


  When Drew nodded, Annie pierced a bit of the pasta on her fork and dipped it in the mushroom-and-cream sauce before she held the fork out to Drew.


  Drew leaned forward and, looking straight into Annie’s eyes, closed her lips around the fork.


  Annie swallowed as she watched Drew lick her lips. An image of those lips wandering down her neck, kissing circles around her breasts, then closing around her nipple flashed through her mind. The temperature on the patio seemed to jump up by a few degrees.


  “Delicious,” Drew said.


  Her voice, low and intimate, made Annie shiver.


  Drew sent her a concerned gaze. “You’re not cold, are you?”


  “Oh, no.” Quite the opposite. Her whole body felt as if she were running a fever. Annie’s throat was parched, but she forced herself to sip her wine slowly. She wanted to remember every second of this night, not experience it in a half-drunken haze.


  The sun wandered toward the horizon as they finished their dinner.


  Drew stood and switched seats so she could sit next to Annie while they watched the sunset.


  For a few minutes, Annie forgot about her nervousness as the sky changed colors—from a baby-blue that matched Drew’s blouse to yellow, orange, and red, and then, finally, as the sun sank lower, to a purplish blue. The ocean mirrored each of the colors, looking as if it consisted of liquid bronze and gold. Clouds drifted across the sky, illuminated by the setting sun.


  The soft light flickered across Drew’s face. She looked so calm and happy that Annie fell in love with her all over again.


  Sipping her wine, Drew wrapped one arm around Annie’s shoulders.


  Finally, something’s going right. Even Annie with her nervousness couldn’t ruin this majestic sunset. She leaned against Drew and redirected her gaze to the beach.


  Time seemed to pass in slow motion as the sun sank lower and then disappeared below the horizon. The sky was still lit up in shades of orange, red, and purple. Then darkness started to fall until just a glimmer of light remained at the horizon.


  Lamps went on in every corner of the patio.


  Now that the sun had set, temperatures dropped. Annie shivered in her thin dress.


  Drew wrapped her other arm around her too. “Do you want my jacket?”


  Before Annie could answer, the hostess stepped onto the patio and stopped at each table to offer a blanket.


  Drew wrapped the blanket around both their shoulders and covered their laps with the rest of the soft fabric.


  Annie snuggled close beneath the blanket. Weeks ago, she would have hesitated to show her love so openly in public, but she had learned to ignore the occasional stare they got.


  She inhaled the heady scent of Drew’s perfume. Drew’s closeness, her arm pressing against the side of Annie’s breast, made every cell in Annie’s body vibrate, part nervousness, part desire.


  Not saying a word, they watched the waves lap at the rocks jutting into the ocean. Gray shapes littered the beach farther down, but in the almost darkness, Annie wasn’t sure if they were sea elephants or just driftwood.


  “Look. I think those are elephant seals,” Drew said as if guessing Annie’s thoughts. She freed one hand from the blanket and pointed in the direction of the gray shapes.


  Annie squinted. “How can you tell?” Like Drew, she kept her voice at a whisper so she wouldn’t disturb the peace of the moment.


  “Educated guess,” Drew said. “Just a few miles from here is an elephant seal rookery, and mating peaks around Valentine’s Day.”


  A flush warmed Annie’s skin. I bet they don’t have any trouble seducing their mate.


  The waiter slowly approached their table. “Can I bring you anything else?”


  Drew looked at Annie. “Want to share a piece of cheesecake?”


  Normally, Annie loved cheesecake, but today, the food seemed to get stuck in her dry throat and sit like lead in her stomach. She shook her head. “No, thanks, not for me.”


  “Just the bill, please,” Drew said to the waiter. After he walked away, she turned back to Annie. “Are you really okay? You hardly ate anything.”


  “I’m fine. Just a bit tired.” What else was she supposed to say? I’m close to a heart attack because I want to make love to you and have no idea how, but otherwise I’m fine?


  Drew cradled Annie’s head with both hands and kissed her forehead, her lips light as a feather against Annie’s skin. “Let me drive and you can nap on the way home.”


  Here we go. Annie took a deep breath. This was phase two of operation seduction. She clutched her wineglass in her trembling hands. “Um, we’re not driving home today.”


  “We’re not?”


  “No,” Annie said. “That’s the second part of my surprise. I booked a room at an inn not far from here.”


  Drew moved back a few inches to stare at her. “Oh, wow, Annie, that’s wonderful.” She paused. “But…I have a wine tasting tomorrow morning, and I didn’t bring a toothbrush or pajamas.”


  Hopefully, you won’t need pajamas tonight. “I packed a bag for you, and I got Martin to cover the wine tasting.”


  “Wow,” Drew said again. “You really thought this through, hmm?” She caressed Annie’s cheek. “I don’t think anyone ever went to so much trouble to make Valentine’s Day special for me. Thank you.”


  “So booking a room was all right?” Unlike Annie, Drew was the laid-back type who went with the flow, but Annie still hadn’t been completely sure Drew would like the unexpected change of plans.


  Drew’s thumb brushed over the corner of Annie’s mouth. “Of course it’s all right. With work, the vineyard, and your family and friends getting used to your new relationship, it’s been a busy year so far. It will be nice to spend the night away from everything. Just the two of us, relaxing.”


  Relaxing wasn’t what Annie had in mind. Did Drew really not even think of more than just sharing the bed, as they sometimes had when Annie stayed over? Had she gotten so used to just cuddling that her body didn’t ache with need anymore? Doesn’t she want me? She searched Drew’s eyes but couldn’t read anything but tenderness.


  Annie paid the bill while Drew folded the blanket.


  Hand in hand, they strolled along the boardwalk. The murmur of the waves as they lapped at the beach accompanied them north. Annie’s heartbeat seemed to drown out the sounds of their footsteps on the wooden planks. She’d forgotten about the irritating thong while watching the sunset, but now the thin strip of material between her butt cheeks bit into her with every step. In the darkness, she tried to inconspicuously tug the thong into a more comfortable position.


  Drew turned her head and chuckled. “Christ, what kind of annoying panties are you wearing?”


  Annie snatched her hand away and swallowed. Jake’s words echoed through her mind. If you show up in sexy underwear, Drew will know what’s up. Well, maybe it was time to reveal her intentions. At least then this nerve-racking waiting and guessing would be over. She touched the moonstone pendant around her neck for good luck, took a deep breath, and said, “It’s a—”


  A raindrop splattered on her nose. Another one hit her glasses.


  Annie threw a disbelieving glare up at the sky. It hadn’t rained in weeks, and now of all times…


  The clouds above them burst open. Rain drenched them.


  “Run!” Annie shouted.


  Drew struggled out of her jacket and held it up over their heads to shelter them both. “Where to?”


  “Follow me!” Running on the unfamiliar semi-high heels was a murderous undertaking. Annie struggled not to slip and fall on the wet wood.


  Thankfully, the inn was just a few steps away, right across the street from the beach.


  The woman behind the front desk took one look at their sodden clothes and quickly checked them in.


  Annie’s hands trembled as she fumbled with the key card to unlock the door to their room.


  Drew reached around her. Her hands, as steady as always, took over the task. “Take a hot shower,” she said. “That’ll warm you right up.”


  Annie wasn’t sure that would stop the trembling.


  They rushed into the room, both still breathing hard from their sprint across the boardwalk.


  Water dripped from Drew’s hair and made the curls stick to her forehead. She kicked off her shoes and crossed the room with quick steps. Seconds later, she returned with two towels from the bathroom. “Come here.”


  When Annie stepped up to her, Drew hung one towel over Annie’s shoulders. She lifted the rain-smeared glasses off Annie’s nose, folded them, and set them on one of the nightstands before she returned to Annie. Gently, she rubbed Annie’s head with the second towel, ignoring her own predicament. “Jesus. You’re wet to the skin. Get out of those clothes. Turn around. I’ll help you with that zipper.”


  Annie’s heart hammered in her throat as she turned around. The touch of Drew’s hands against her back made her suck in a breath.


  Drew’s hands slid down to Annie’s hips. She peeked around Annie’s shoulders as if to make sure Annie was okay. When Annie nodded, she slid down the zipper. Her fingertips grazed Annie’s damp skin.


  Shivering, Annie clutched the dress to her chest. Come on. You’ve got nothing to hide from Drew. She wanted Drew to see her even if it was a bit terrifying to expose herself so fully while Drew was still dressed. She let go of the dress and held her breath. Would Drew like her body? Or would she think Annie was too skinny and her breasts too small?


  “Go take a show—” Drew’s breath brushed across Annie’s shoulder blades as she exhaled sharply. “Um, Annie? Are you…?” She cleared her throat. “Are you wearing a thong?”


  Annie swallowed and nodded, her back still to Drew. She wanted to say something or take Drew’s hand and drag her to the bed, but her muscles felt as frozen as a block of ice in the Arctic.


  “Ah, yes. Avoids the dreaded panty lines if you’re wearing a dress, right?” Drew’s voice sounded husky.


  “I…I didn’t put it on for practical reasons,” Annie said. She hardly recognized her own voice.


  For a few moments, the sound of Drew’s breathing stopped behind her. Only the murmur of the ocean and the pattering of the rain drifted in from outside.


  “Um, you didn’t?”


  Annie shook her head. “I wore it for you.”


  The towel Drew had been holding dropped to the floor. “You…you mean…?”


  Annie nodded and hung her head. “Now it seems like a stupid idea, but I wanted this to be a romantic evening, followed by, well…” She gave herself a mental shove. Be an adult and say it. “The best sex we ever had.” She stared at the towel on the floor. “But I keep ruining everything. I’m just not good at any of this.”


  “Annie, please, turn around,” Drew whispered, her voice hoarse.


  Gusts of wind drove the rain against the window. Annie shivered and hesitated. Slowly, she turned around, very aware that she was just wearing her thong, her shoes, and the moonstone necklace. She covered her breasts with her hands.


  Drew stepped closer, keeping her gaze on Annie’s face. “No negative assumptions about yourself, remember? You didn’t ruin anything.” She reached up and cradled Annie’s cheek in her palm. “Anything can be romantic if you’re with the right person, even getting caught in a downpour with a nervous woman who keeps tugging at her underwear.”


  Annie’s cheek heated against Drew’s palm, but she had to smile.


  “I had a wonderful time,” Drew said. “But we won’t have sex tonight.”


  “Oh.” Had she managed once and for all to turn Drew off? With her hands still covering her breasts, she peeked at Drew. “We won’t?”


  “No,” Drew said. Gently, she pulled Annie’s hands away from her body and kissed first one palm, then the other. Her gaze, intense and heated, slid down Annie’s body. “We’ll be making love.”
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  Annie’s knees trembled as she followed Drew to the bed. While Drew pulled back the covers, Annie stopped and stared down at the sheets.


  Drew turned and regarded her with a worried expression. “You okay?”


  Wordlessly, Annie nodded.


  “Are you sure you want to do this? You don’t need to, you know? It would still be the most romantic evening of my life, even if we just spend the night holding each other.”


  “No, I…” Annie cleared her throat. “I want to.”


  Drew stepped closer and searched her face. “If you change your mind at any time, you just need to say so.”


  Annie nodded, but she didn’t plan on taking Drew up on her offer. She had let her nervousness stop her from showing Drew how much she loved her for too long already. “I might need a little guidance,” she said, studying the inn’s carpet.


  “I’ll give you as much guidance as you want, sweetheart. Please do the same, okay?”


  Was Drew’s voice shaking? Annie looked up. Drew’s eyes were nearly black, darkened by nervousness and desire. For a moment, Annie forgot her own fear. She took Drew’s hand in both of hers and rubbed it with her thumbs. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah.” Drew exhaled. “I’m just nervous because I want this to be good for you.”


  “Oh, Jesus. We’re quite the pair.”


  Drew smiled. “Yes, we are. We’ll be okay as long as we keep talking to each other.”


  Annie nodded and reached for her glasses on the nightstand.


  Drew stopped her with a quick touch to her hand. “You won’t need them,” she said, her voice low. “Just focus on what you feel.” She cupped Annie’s face with both hands and brought her lips to Annie’s. She kissed her slowly, leisurely, her lips caressing Annie’s, no tongue involved except for a playful lick here and there.


  Sighing against Drew’s mouth, Annie sank into the kiss.


  With careful teeth, Drew nibbled on Annie’s bottom lip and teased the corners of her mouth, coaxing her lips apart.


  Every bone in Annie’s body seemed to turn into a quivering, jellylike mass. She sank against Drew and clutched at her shoulders to keep herself upright.


  Instantly, Drew wrapped both arms around her.


  Annie’s bare breasts pressed against the wet fabric of Drew’s blouse, making her aware again that she was nearly naked. She sucked in a breath and jerked back.


  “You all right?” Drew whispered against her ear.


  The hot breath bathing her ear made Annie shiver. She nodded numbly. “Your…your shirt. It’s wet and cold as ice.”


  “Do you want to help me take it off?”


  The thought of feeling Drew’s skin against hers made Annie’s head spin. She nodded.


  Drew took Annie’s hands and placed them on her upper chest.


  With trembling fingers, Annie tried to work the top button free, fumbling a bit until it finally slipped through the eyelet. Then she moved on to the next button. When she reached the edge of the gray slacks, she pulled the blouse’s tails out.


  Drew stood still, her heated gaze following the path of Annie’s hands.


  Finally, the blouse parted, revealing a simple white cotton bra.


  Drew glanced down at her chest. “If I had known what you had in mind for tonight, I would have worn something a little more—”


  Annie grabbed the blouse with both hands and stopped Drew by kissing her. No talking. No thinking. If she started to think about this too much, she would lose her courage. Her hands slid beneath the blouse and discovered the smooth skin of Drew’s sides and back. So soft. She needed more. She pushed the fabric back, but instead of falling to the floor, the blouse caught on Drew’s wrists. Groaning, Annie broke the kiss and fumbled with the tiny buttons on the blouse’s sleeves before she finally succeeded in opening them.


  Drew nodded down at her slacks. “Want me to…?”


  “No,” Annie said, “I’ll do it.” She loosened the metal buckle on Drew’s belt and pulled the leather free. The rasping of the zipper as she slid it down sounded unbearably loud. She paused to study Drew.


  Standing there with her slacks open and without her blouse, Drew looked sexier than anything Annie had ever seen. Annie couldn’t believe she was about to make love to her. She trembled with a mix of nerves and desire.


  When Annie hesitated, Drew pushed down her slacks and stepped out of them.


  Annie’s gaze drifted over strong shoulders and then down to bra-covered, full breasts. God, she’s so beautiful. She loved Drew’s gentle curves, the mix of sturdy muscles and feminine softness. She wanted to see more of Drew. “Can I…?” Her fingers trembled as she pointed at Drew’s bra.


  Biting her lip, Drew nodded.


  Annie’s breath came in quick pants. She stepped closer, reached around Drew, and tried to undo the bra’s clasp, but the metal hooks refused to cooperate.


  “This takes some practice.” Drew’s voice sounded raspy. “Want me to help?”


  Annie nodded.


  Drew reached back. One second, then the bra’s straps slid down her toned arms, and the cups fell away.


  Even though Annie knew she was staring like a teenaged boy, she couldn’t help herself.


  Drew’s breasts were larger than her own and fuller, and like the rest of Drew, they were absolutely breathtaking.


  When Annie just stood and stared, Drew took her hand and guided her onto the bed.


  Annie sank into the inn’s comfortable pillows, still staring up at Drew.


  Drew slid off her panties, climbed up after Annie, and leaned over her on one elbow. She trailed the fingers of one hand through the hair on Annie’s temple and gazed down at her.


  Now what? Annie had dreamed about this moment so many times in the past weeks, but now that she was here with Drew, she wasn’t sure where to start. She wanted to touch her everywhere at once. “I did a lot of research,” she said. Her voice shook. “But now I can’t remember a thing.”


  “Research?” A smile dimpled Drew’s cheeks. She leaned down and kissed Annie’s brow. “You’re such a geek.”


  Annie returned her smile. “Yes, but I’m your geek.”


  “Yes, you are,” Drew murmured. She lay down half next to, half on top of Annie, with one leg nestled between Annie’s thighs.


  Annie gasped as Drew’s heated skin slid against hers. As different from each other as they were, their bodies fit together perfectly.


  Drew picked up one of Annie’s trembling hands. She stroked her palm, then kissed each of the fingers. “Just trust me and relax, okay? You don’t need any research for this.”


  Goose bumps prickled along Annie’s skin as Drew followed the throbbing vein in her wrist down and pressed kisses to the sensitive spot in the bend of her elbow.


  When Drew looked up, their gazes met. Drew smiled and repeated the gentle treatment on Annie’s other arm. She trailed kisses down the side of Annie’s neck and across first one shoulder, then the other before she caressed Annie’s collarbones with her lips. With tender fingers, Drew moved the moonstone pendant aside and kissed the hollow at the base of Annie’s throat. She slid on top of Annie and nestled between her thighs, propping herself up on her elbows. “Close your eyes,” Drew whispered.


  Handing over total control had never been Annie’s strong suit, but she trusted Drew, so she let her eyelids flutter shut. She leaned her head back and arched into Drew’s touch.


  A kiss landed on the slop of Annie’s left breast, just over her heart. Drew licked a hot trail down the center of Annie’s chest. Her tongue drifted along the outer curve of her breast, then circled closer and closer.


  Moaning helplessly, Annie raked her nails up and down the tight muscles on either side of Drew’s spine. She opened her eyes.


  Drew looked up and smiled. “Good?”


  Annie nodded wildly, too overwhelmed to speak.


  Drew trailed her hands down the sides of Annie’s breasts, dipped her head, and flicked her tongue across one of Annie’s nipples, sending ripples of sensation through Annie.


  Her hands came up and clutched Drew’s head.


  Humming, Drew nuzzled her breast, then wrapped her lips around one nipple and sucked.


  Dear God. Annie couldn’t lie still. She writhed beneath Drew and gulped air into her oxygen-starved lungs.


  Drew caressed Annie’s other breast. The calluses on Drew’s fingers made Annie tingle all over. One last lick, then Drew’s lips moved lower, kissing down her belly. Her wet hair left a damp trail across Annie’s overheated skin.


  Wha-what is she doing? Every muscle in Annie’s body tensed.


  Immediately, Drew stopped her downward movement and looked up. “Are you uncomfortable with this? I’d really like to taste you. But if you don’t want me to, it’s okay.”


  Annie struggled to make sense of everything that was going on. With Patrick, her former boyfriend, she hadn’t liked it, too tense to enjoy the experience, but maybe with Drew, it would be different. Trying to relax, she gave Drew an encouraging nod.


  “If it’s too much for you, I’ll stop, okay?” Drew moved up and tenderly kissed her lips before she slowly started to trail kisses down her breastbone, over every inch of Annie’s breasts and sides, and finally down her belly.


  Annie’s stomach fluttered. Would she really be able to enjoy this? Would Drew really like it? What if…? Annie gasped and couldn’t hold on to her thoughts as Drew slid her hand over the curve of her hip and rolled down the thong. Annie had forgotten that she was still wearing it. When Drew tugged, she lifted her hips and let Drew slip it down her legs. It landed on the floor next to the bed, and Annie stared down at it, very aware that she was now completely naked.


  “Are you really okay with this?” Drew asked.


  Rain drummed against the window, the storm outside as intense as the one raging inside of Annie. She nodded.


  Drew leaned down and caressed Annie’s lower abdomen with her lips, taking her time. Her chin brushed Annie’s curls. When she looked up, her eyes were hazy. Her nostrils flared. “Mmm, you smell so good.”


  Annie flushed. Did Drew really think so? The passion in Drew’s eyes didn’t leave any doubts. She really thinks I’m desirable.


  Drew crawled farther down the bed. Resting her hands against the outside of Annie’s thighs, she kissed the hollow where Annie’s belly met her thighs.


  Annie shuddered. Her stomach tightened, and goose bumps formed all over her body. Her whole body felt as if electricity were running through it.


  The kisses wandered lower. Drew slid her hands down and nudged Annie’s legs farther apart. Her damp hair tickled Annie’s thighs. Warm breath whispered against her skin as Drew pressed a kiss to the inside of Annie’s thigh.


  Annie sucked in a shaky breath and clutched at Drew’s shoulders, unsure whether she should pull her back up or press her down.


  Before she could decide, Drew spread her open and flicked her tongue over Annie’s clit.


  Oh, God. Annie’s body arched up. Heat rushed through her. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and tried to control her erratic breathing.


  Drew reached up and entwined her fingers with Annie’s, grounding her. With her other hand, she gripped Annie’s hip and gently held her in place. She circled Annie’s clit with her tongue, then closed her lips over Annie and suckled.


  Annie’s mouth fell open. Her body took on a life of its own. Her hips surged upward. She wound her fingers into Drew’s short hair and watched Drew move between her legs until her eyes fell closed. Oh, yes. A long groan escaped Annie. Drew’s answering moan vibrated through Annie. Her fingers flexed in Drew’s hair.


  Drew moved with her, sucking, thrusting, flicking. Her hands reached under Annie to cup her ass and pull her closer.


  More, more, more. The world spun around Annie. Her heartbeat hammered in her ears, echoing the pounding between her legs. She panted through a dry mouth.


  A slight tremor started in her legs. She dug her heels into the mattress. Her hips rose off the bed. “Drew!” Frantically, she let go of Drew’s hair and grabbed fistfuls of sheet to anchor herself. Her thighs clenched around Drew’s head. A deep pounding started in her belly, then pulsed outward. Her body arched, stiffened, and collapsed back against the bed.


  Time and sound ceased to exist, and she was only hazily aware of Drew crawling up her body. Finally, when her muscles started to work again, she reached up with one hand and covered her eyes. Oh my God.


  “Look at me,” Drew whispered against her neck. She pulled Annie’s hand down and kissed her eyelids, then her cheek.


  Annie blinked her eyes open and stared up into Drew’s flushed face. “Drew…” Her voice sounded hoarse. Had she been screaming?


  “I love you,” Drew said. She caressed every inch of Annie’s face.


  Weakly, Annie lifted her arms and clutched Drew to her. “God, Drew. I love you too.” More than words can say. Annie hoped she would be able to show Drew.


  Drew cuddled closer and wrapped one arm and one leg around Annie’s overheated body. Her head on Annie’s shoulder, she gazed up at her. “I hope this was everything your research promised.” One corner of her mouth curled up into a smile.


  Annie’s brain still didn’t work properly, so she barely remembered the books she’d read or the movies she’d watched. She knew, though, that the cold facts of her research couldn’t compare to what she’d shared with Drew. How could she find words to describe what she was feeling? The sensations and emotions were still too overwhelming, and she couldn’t process them all.


  “Annie?” Drew asked when Annie remained silent. “It was okay, right?”


  “It was…” Annie paused to catch her breath and find the right words. “Intense and wonderful.”


  “Yes, it was,” Drew said, her voice lowered as if she were in church and didn’t want to interrupt worship. “But you still look a little…worried. What’s going on in that beautiful head of yours?” She trailed her finger over the spot between Annie’s eyebrows as if smoothing out a worry line.


  Annie gnawed on her lip. “I don’t know how to say this.”


  Drew tenderly stroked her cheek. “Just say it. Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it together, okay?”


  No longer able to hold eye contact, Annie glanced at Drew’s muscular leg that was still wrapped around her. “In all the books I read, even the inexperienced partner is always able to make her lover…you know. But I’m not sure I… I don’t know how to…”


  Drew’s smile brought out her dimples. “Is that what has you so worried? God, Annie, believe me, you won’t have any problems either. I’m so turned on right now that you could finish me off with two strokes.”


  “Really?” Hearing what effect she was having on Drew was beyond exciting, but Annie didn’t want it to be over that fast. “I don’t want that.”


  Drew’s smile faltered. “You don’t?”


  “No. I want to do to you what you did to me.” Annie flushed at the memory. “I mean, not exactly that, but I…I want to kiss you and caress you all over.”


  A moan rumbled up Drew’s chest. She rolled onto her back and took Annie with her. “Well, for the sake of research, I guess I’ll sacrifice myself.”


  Annie smiled despite her nervousness. Pushing herself up on one arm, she lay next to Drew and let her gaze slide over her body. Where should she begin? She took in the athletic arms and legs. Drew’s strong hands rested palm-down on the bed, fingers spread as if she needed to brace herself. The elegant arch of Drew’s collarbones caught her attention, and she lifted her free hand to trace it with her index finger.


  Goose bumps formed beneath her fingertips.


  Annie followed their path to one shoulder, then down to Drew’s upper chest. She tilted her head and marveled at the contrast of her tanned arms and legs to the lighter tones of her chest and belly. Her gaze flickered down to Drew’s breasts, then back up to her face.


  The hungry look on Drew’s face sent a surge of arousal through her. Drawn in by Drew’s eyes, she bent to kiss her.


  Drew surged against her but still kept her hands on the bed.


  Breathing heavily, Annie finally broke the kiss. She pressed her lips to Drew’s chiseled jaw and kissed down her neck. A rapid pulse thudded beneath her lips. She tasted the saltiness of Drew’s skin, nearly feeling dizzy with the sight, sound, smell, and taste of her. After exploring every dip of her shoulders and upper chest with her lips, she moved back so she could see more of her. Again, Drew’s breasts, lighter than the rest of her body, caught her attention. She ran her fingertips up and down Drew’s sides, enjoying the smoothness of her skin. On each pass, her fingers ventured a little closer to the tempting breasts until she grazed their outer curve but stopped just shy of touching them.


  Drew groaned.


  Annie stroked the silky skin beneath Drew’s breasts and let her palms slide over the curve of her belly. “So soft,” she whispered. She trailed one fingertip up Drew’s breastbone, then back down, stroking just a little to the left and right. Finally, she reached out to touch Drew’s left breast. Just an inch from it, she hesitated and looked at Drew.


  “Yes,” Drew whispered. “Please.”


  Annie cradled the breast in her palm, gently testing its weight. She trailed her thumb over the inner curve and finally brushed across the nipple. It hardened beneath her touch. Her gaze flickered back to Drew’s face.


  Drew’s eyes were closed, but now they fluttered open. “Feels so good.”


  Encouraged by Drew’s words, Annie leaned down and, with her hand still covering Drew’s breast, kissed her upper chest.


  A frantic heartbeat thudded beneath her lips.


  Annie kissed along the slope of Drew’s breast, then toward the center. After one last glance at Drew’s flushed face, she carefully touched one nipple with the tip of her tongue.


  Drew sucked in a breath. One of her hands came up and cupped the back of Annie’s neck, not urging her on or guiding her, just establishing contact.


  How amazing the contrast of the hardened nipple and the silky skin surrounding it felt. Annie explored Drew’s breasts with her hands and lips and tongue until Drew started to writhe beneath her.


  Drew groaned deep in her throat. “Christ, you’re killing me.” Heat radiated off her skin.


  Was she doing anything wrong? Annie looked up. “Show me what to do, please.”


  Wordlessly, Drew entwined her fingers with Annie’s and guided her hand down her belly. When their hands reached Drew’s lower abdomen, she let go and pressed Annie’s hand to her skin.


  Annie swallowed. Experimentally, she combed her fingers through the curls at the base of Drew’s belly. The curly hairs tickled her palm.


  Drew’s body beneath hers went still as if Drew was holding her breath. Her pulse beat rapidly in her neck.


  Answering the wild beat, Annie’s heart hammered out a frantic rhythm. She pulled her hand back and stroked the outside of Drew’s thighs instead, not yet ready to touch her more intimately.


  The muscles beneath her hands quivered.


  She trailed her fingers over the soft skin on the inside of Drew’s thigh. A light sheen of perspiration covered Drew’s skin, making each touch feel like the sliding of satin over satin. Slowly, Annie moved her hand higher.


  Drew parted her legs even farther and pressed against Annie’s palm.


  Annie’s fingers slid through warm wetness. She gasped. Oh, wow. A deep pulsing started between her own thighs, amazing her. How could she be aroused again so soon? She brushed one fingertip against Drew’s clit. A breathless moan from Drew sent shivers of excitement down Annie’s spine. “Is this okay?”


  “More than…okay.” Drew arched against Annie. Her eyes were half-closed, but she kept watching Annie from beneath lowered lids.


  Annie started to explore with a bit more confidence, eager to find out what kind of touch would make Drew moan again. She moved her fingers in circular motions, then dipped lower. Biting her lip, she paused. Should she…? “Drew? Do you want me to…?”


  “Oh, God, yes!”


  Watching Drew’s expression, Annie slipped one finger inside. Their moans mingled in the otherwise quiet room. “Oh. This is so…incredible.” She held very, very still, but Drew’s hips surged up and rocked against her hand. Heat rushed through her, and for a moment, she felt dizzy, drunk on the power of being able to arouse a woman as wonderful as Drew. She began a gentle stroking.


  “More.” Drew gasped.


  More stroking? Annie moved her finger a little faster.


  Drew’s eyelids fluttered open as if it took her a lot of effort. “Another… Oh, Christ!” Her eyes slammed shut again. “Another finger. Please.”


  Oh. Careful not to hurt Drew, Annie slid another finger into Drew’s warmth.


  “Yes!” Drew’s hips rose off the bed. Her breath came in ragged pants, and her moans were nearly constant now.


  Thrilled by the look of complete abandon on Drew’s face, Annie moved her fingers faster.


  Drew’s legs started to tremble. Incoherent sounds and gasps fell from her lips. She dug her fingers into Annie’s back. The muscles in her neck stood out in stark relief as she rolled her head from side to side. Her mouth fell open; her breathing stopped.


  So beautiful.


  A shudder ran through Drew’s body. Annie felt strong muscles contract around her fingers, pulling them deeper. Pleasure shot through Annie’s clit.


  Then Drew covered her hand with her own, stopping Annie from moving.


  With her hand still between Drew’s thighs, Annie laid her head against Drew’s chest and listened to the rapid pounding of her heart. She felt residual tremors rippling through Drew. When the strong heartbeat beneath her ear slowed to a more normal pace, Annie gently withdrew her fingers, making Drew gasp.


  “You okay?” Annie asked. She lifted her hand to touch Drew’s face, then paused when she realized her fingers were wet. Blushing, she wiped them on a tissue from the nightstand.


  As their bodies cooled down, Drew shivered, so Annie reached down and pulled the crumpled sheet over them.


  Drew pulled Annie’s hand up and pressed a tender kiss to the inside of her wrist. “See,” she rasped, “you didn’t have any problems at all.”


  Annie snuggled closer so that her head rested in the crook of Drew’s neck. “I don’t know what I expected. I thought it would be all about having the right technique, but it was… It was just amazing.”


  Drew trailed her fingertips up and down Annie’s spine, making her shiver. “It was wonderful, and if we’re lucky, it’ll even get better once we’re more familiar with each other’s body.”


  “Better?” How could anything be better than this?


  “Yes.” Drew laughed at her incredulous expression. “You just wait and see.”


  Annie nuzzled deeper into the embrace. With Drew at her side, she was looking forward to doing just that.


  ###


  If you enjoyed this short story, you might want to check out Jae’s novel Something in the Wine, in which Annie and Drew met and fell in love.


  Change of Pace


  “Of all the times to hold a motion hearing, she had to choose today!” Kade closed her office door with more vigor than necessary and strode to her desk. She put down her briefcase and sank into her chair to slip out of her high-heeled pumps for a moment.


  A knock on the door made her jump and hit her knee on the edge of the desk. “Yes?”


  The door opened, revealing a familiar dark-haired detective.


  “Del!” Kade rubbed her knee and looked at her with raised eyebrows. “What are you doing here?”


  “I had to drop off a file for Stacy Ford and thought I’d pay my favorite DDA a visit.” Del grinned at her.


  Kade found that smile irresistible, but even that wasn’t enough to improve her mood by much. “I’ve had enough surprises for today, thank you very much,” she grumbled.


  Del walked over and bent to kiss her.


  Heat shot through Kade, partly a physical reaction to their intimate contact, partly nervousness about this display of affection in her office. After allowing herself to enjoy the kiss for a moment, she pressed her hand against Del’s shoulder, gently pushing her back. “Not here. Not now.” She squeezed Del’s shoulder before settling back down behind her desk.


  Del sat across from her without comment. She always respected Kade’s boundaries. “So what’s going on? Your day not going well?”


  “It was—until Judge Linehan decided to have a last-minute motion hearing this afternoon,” Kade said.


  Del canted her head. “Why’s that a problem? You usually love motion hearings.”


  Even after dating her for two months, Kade was still surprised by how well Del had gotten to know her. “I do. But I had a call from my mother this morning. She decided to visit a week earlier than planned. I promised to pick her up at the airport this afternoon, but now I’ll be stuck in a hearing.”


  “Then let another deputy DA handle it,” Del said.


  “Beth Lawrence could probably take over, but she doesn’t have a lot of experience.” Kade sighed.


  Del gave her an affectionate smile. “Control freak.” She managed to make it sound like an endearment, so Kade let her get away with it. “If you want to handle the motion hearing yourself, call your mother and tell her to take a cab,” Del said. “By the time she makes it downtown, the hearing will be over, and you can take her to dinner.”


  Kade put on an expression of exaggerated shock. “Sophie Thayer Matheson doesn’t do cabs.”


  “What about a car service? I’ve heard they have very nice limos. Maybe that’d be more her style?”


  Kade would have gladly paid for the car service, but her mother wouldn’t like that either. “It’s not about the car. My mother told me in no uncertain terms that she doesn’t want to deal with a stranger picking her up.”


  “What about your brother?” Del asked. “Can’t he pick her up?”


  That had been Kade’s first thought. “No. He has back-to-back surgeries all day.”


  “Hmm.” Del rubbed her chin. “Do you want me to pick her up?”


  Kade stared at her. “You want to pick up my mother from the airport?”


  “Sure.” Del smiled bravely. “We met when we stayed in Ashland, so I’m not a stranger.”


  A chuckle escaped Kade. “You more than met. You got your butt handed to you in a tennis match. And our visit didn’t end so well when she caught us kissing. Are you really sure you want to volunteer to be alone with my mother for up to forty-five minutes, in a small, closed space, during rush hour, with no way of escaping?”


  “It won’t be so bad. I’ll pick her up and take her to dinner.”


  “Really?” Kade was caught between relief and guilt.


  “Really,” Del said. “Call me on my cell when you get out of the hearing, and I promise to keep your mother entertained until then.”


  Kade wrote down the details of her mother’s flight. She picked up the note but hesitated to hand it over. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”


  “You know I like doing little favors for my girlfriend.” Del plucked the note out of her fingers.


  “Oh, you really enjoy calling me that, don’t you?” Kade wagged her finger at Del, but she actually didn’t mind—and she was sure Del knew it.


  Del grinned unrepentantly. “Yep. I sure do. So, should I drop off your mother’s baggage at your apartment, or where is she staying?”


  “No, she’s staying at a hotel, thank God!” Kade had been relieved when her mother told her that she had already made reservations.


  Del glanced at her watch. “Sorry. If I want to leave early to pick up my future mother-in-law, I have to go now and get started on my to-do list.”


  “You better not call her that to her face,” Kade said. She knew Del was only teasing. They were taking it slowly and were nowhere near the level of commitment that would make Sophie Del’s mother-in-law.


  When Del strode to the door, Kade enjoyed the confident gait and the play of lithe muscles under the black slacks. An unexpected wave of emotion rushed over her. “Del?” she called.


  “Yeah?” Del turned back around and looked at her expectantly.


  Kade bit her lip. “Um…thank you.” It wasn’t what she had wanted to say, but since she couldn’t find the words, it would have to do.


  Del smiled—not the polite smile that Kade saw all day from assistants, defense lawyers, and acquaintances, but an affectionate grin that lit up Del’s face and made her dark eyes sparkle. “You’re welcome,” Del said warmly. With another smile, she turned back around and reached the door in two more steps.


  “Del!” Kade called at the very last moment before Del could open the door and leave.


  Del chuckled. “You don’t want to let me go, do you?”


  “Not without this.” Kade hurried around her desk and wrapped her arms around Del, pressing their bodies together as she gave her a quick kiss.


  “Mm-hm.” Del hummed in appreciation as the kiss ended and Kade stepped back. “I thought you said no hanky-panky in the office.”


  Kade tried to look indignant but couldn’t pull it off. “I couldn’t let you go without a thank-you for picking up my mother.”


  “If that’s how you thank me for spending time with your mother, she might become my new best friend,” Del said.


  A knock on the door made them jump apart. Del moved away from the door as Kade reached to open it.


  “See you later,” Del said and stepped past Kade’s assistant into the hallway.
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  Del had secretly hoped that Sophie’s flight would be delayed, reducing the time she’d have to spend alone with Kade’s mother, but, of course, fate had other ideas. The flight arrival monitor announced that the plane had landed right on time.


  Del craned her neck, trying to pick Sophie out of the crowd of travelers outside the security checkpoint. She couldn’t just stay back and wait until Sophie found her, because Sophie was expecting Kade, not her. Two businessmen hurried past her, and a noisy family with three kids followed, but there was no trace of Sophie Matheson.


  Jesus, don’t miss her! Kade wouldn’t be happy if she lost her mother at the airport.


  Finally, as the very last traveler to leave the plane, Sophie appeared. She stopped abruptly when she saw Del.


  “Kade is stuck at a motion hearing, so I’m here to pick you up. I hope that’s okay.”


  “Oh, yes, of course,” Sophie said with the automatic politeness she had drilled into Kade.


  Del knew this could mean either I’m pleased to see you; lead the way or Go to hell, you stupid bitch; I won’t go anywhere with you. She decided to go with the first interpretation and led Sophie over to the baggage claim area. “Which one is it?” she asked, pointing at the suitcases on the baggage carousel.


  With a diamond-ringed finger, Sophie pointed at a black suitcase. “This one. And the red one.”


  Del tried hard not to stare. Two big suitcases just for staying over the weekend? She said nothing and dutifully piled the suitcases onto a baggage cart.


  Without even having touched one of the suitcases, Sophie followed her to the short-term parking garage.


  Del steered the cart toward her SUV and watched Sophie take in her mode of transportation. She gave a self-mocking grin behind Sophie’s back. Great. Now Kade’s mother would think the stereotype that every lesbian drove an SUV was true. Well, at least there was no baseball bat in the back of her car.


  While Del loaded the suitcases into the back, Sophie stalked over to the passenger side.


  Del followed and opened the door for her, suppressing a smile as she watched Sophie climb in. Del’s vehicle was clearly not the stylish luxury car Sophie had expected.


  Del settled behind the wheel and started the engine.


  Awkward silence ensued for several minutes.


  Del was almost tempted to turn on the blue emergency light on her dashboard. “So,” she finally said, “how was your flight?”


  “It was pleasant, thank you,” Sophie answered.


  Silence again.


  Del glanced with dread at the slow-moving traffic ahead of them. Oh, Kade, you owe me more than one kiss for this. “Are you hungry?”


  “I worked up an appetite,” Sophie said, although how she’d managed that while doing nothing was a mystery to Del. “The service is abysmal on airplanes. They are not even offering small morsels of food these days.”


  Had Sophie been this snobbish when they’d first met? Del tried to remember while she nodded politely. Or was she this formal because she now knew her daughter and Del were more than friends? “Then let’s have dinner. Kade can join us when the hearing is over. What are you in the mood for?”


  “Oh, I’ll let you make the decision,” Sophie said.


  Del was pretty sure Sophie wouldn’t like the beer and chicken wings in her favorite corner bar. Pizza was probably out too. For a few moments, she considered taking her to the expensive French restaurant where Kade had taken her for their first date but then decided against it. The restaurant was not really her style, and it held mixed memories for both Kade and her. “Have you ever tried Mexican food?”


  “Of course,” Sophie said.


  Del bit back a grin. This was exactly the tone of voice Kade always used when she didn’t want to admit that she had absolutely no clue about something. “Do you like it?”


  Sophie hesitated, but she had maneuvered herself into a corner. “As far as I remember.”


  “Great,” Del said with exaggerated enthusiasm. “Then let’s go to a Mexican restaurant. Kade loves Mexican food.”


  “She does?” Sophie clearly hadn’t known.


  Del nodded. “Nothing can be too hot for Kade.” She coughed when she realized her words could be interpreted in more than one way. “She likes spicy food,” she hurriedly added.


  “I see,” Sophie said.
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  Kade waited until the door to Judge Linehan’s chamber had closed before she reached for her cell phone. She waved dismissively at the defense lawyer who had just wasted two hours of her time and pressed number one on her speed dial.


  “Vasquez,” Del answered, her voice barely audible over the noise in the background.


  Kade furrowed her brow. That didn’t sound like one of the sedate restaurants her mother usually preferred. “Where are you?” she asked without greeting.


  Del’s laugh filtered through the line. “We’re at a lively little Mexican restaurant. Your mother is having the time of her life. She’s drinking margaritas and singing karaoke, and if you don’t arrive soon, I’ll have to stop her from dancing on the table.”


  “You’re joking!” Kade had seen her mother sip expensive wine or a classic martini but couldn’t believe she would chug down margaritas and have a good time with the lowly guests of a simple Mexican restaurant.


  “Well, actually…” Del laughed. “I am. Your mother went to the restroom.”


  Kade’s world righted itself. “So where are you really?”


  “We really are at a small Mexican restaurant. No karaoke, though,” Del said with a chuckle.


  “How did you get her to go to a Mexican restaurant with you?” Kade asked. “Mother usually prefers French and Italian cuisine.”


  “She said she likes Mexican food.”


  Kade quickened her steps. “My mother has never tasted even a single crumb of a taco in her life!”


  “Maybe you’re not the only Matheson woman trying out new things,” Del said.


  “Give me the name of this restaurant. Leaving you alone with my mother is dangerous.”


  Del laughed and relayed the restaurant’s name.
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  Del put her phone away just as Sophie returned from the restroom.


  Sophie settled stiffly into her chair and gave her a formal nod. “Was that Kadence?”


  “Yes. Kade just finished her motion hearing,” Del answered. She emphasized the shorter version of Kade’s first name, knowing Kade preferred it to being called Kadence.


  The waitress came by before the silence once again became awkward.


  Del ordered the pork burritos for herself and the chicken fajita for Kade and then waited with curiosity to see what Sophie would order from the menu she had eyed so skeptically.


  “The sea scallop tostada, please,” Sophie said.


  “Nothing else?” the waitress asked. “Tostadas are usually served as an appetizer.”


  “It will suffice,” Sophie told her.


  The waitress nodded. “What would you like to drink?”


  Del gave Sophie a smile. “I’ll defer to you. Kade always chooses the wine we have with dinner.”


  Sophie silently lifted one eyebrow, then smoothly ordered the most expensive bottle of wine on the menu. “So, you’re Mexican?” She gestured to the departing waitress, who had conversed with Del in Spanish.


  Was she making polite conversation, or was she really interested in learning more about her? “No,” Del answered. “My parents came from Puerto Rico, but I was born in Sacramento. Puerto Rican Spanish is different from the Spanish that is spoken in Mexico, but it’s still similar enough for me to order the food and exchange a few pleasantries.”


  Thankfully, it wasn’t very long until the waitress returned with their wine and then the food. She set down two plates on Del’s side of the table.


  “It seems you worked up quite an appetite carrying my suitcases,” Sophie said.


  Del knew the women in the Matheson family were encouraged to eat only dainty morsels, and in her opinion, it had pushed Kade dangerously close to having an eating disorder. “I’m pretty hungry.” She pulled over the plate with the burritos. “But even I couldn’t eat both of these, especially since I plan on having their to-die-for caramel flan for dessert. The fajita is for Kade. The courthouse is just five minutes from here, so she’ll be here any minute.”


  “Very considerate of you,” Sophie said.


  Del couldn’t tell if this was a compliment or criticism. While she had learned to read between the lines with Kade, Sophie had perfected the polite mask over the years.


  Kade rushed into the restaurant, making a few heads turn—Del’s included. “Hello, Mother,” she said, bending down to peck her mother’s cheek.


  Del was used to the warm interaction between Dawn and her mother, so this formal greeting made her sad for both of them.
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  “So, Mother, how was your flight?” Kade asked as she sat down next to Del.


  Del moved the plate of fajitas in front of her. Kade’s stomach growled in appreciation, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten all day. “Thank you.” She wanted to say so much more, wanted to kiss Del hello, but under the watchful eyes of her mother, she settled for giving Del’s thigh a soft squeeze under the table.


  Del’s fingers covered hers and squeezed back, starting a silent conversation of squeezes and gentle caresses while Kade made small talk with her mother.


  “Dessert?” Del finally asked when the waitress returned to collect their empty plates.


  “No, thank you.” Kade almost never ordered dessert but for the past few months had always ended up sharing Del’s.


  When the waitress set down the caramel flan in front of Del a few minutes later, Kade’s mother critically appraised the dessert.


  Del either didn’t notice or didn’t care. She unabashedly put a large spoonful of caramel-covered custard into her mouth.


  For a moment, Kade envied her.


  Del looked up and met her gaze. “Want some? It’s really good.”


  Kade knew that, in the privacy of their apartments, Del would have offered her a bite of the flan by holding the spoon to her lips. Then she would have kissed off all the imaginary traces of caramel. In more public settings, Del always respected Kade’s unease with open displays of affection. It wasn’t only that Kade was still getting used to being in a lesbian relationship and working on being more open about it, but also that she had never been a fan of public displays of affection, even when she had dated men. “No, thanks,” she said. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, it was hard not to seek her mother’s approval even in her eating habits.


  “So,” her mother finally said, “I thought we could visit the Portland Art Museum tomorrow and PICA on Saturday before I fly back on Sunday.”


  “Saturday?” Kade exchanged a glance with Del. “We already have other plans on Saturday.”


  “Certainly nothing that couldn’t be postponed,” her mother said with determination.


  Kade allowed her anger to surface a little. “We promised to help two friends move into a new apartment. I don’t think they want to postpone moving just because you decided to visit earlier than planned.”


  Her mother set down her wineglass. “I came all the way from Ashland, and now you don’t even want to take the time to spend a few hours with me?”


  “I would have taken the time. I cleared my schedule to spend time with you—next week, when you said you would visit.” Kade tried hard to keep her voice low and calm. “Now you’re here a week early, and you just expect me to cancel all my plans? I have other obligations too, Mother!” She hated the way her mother still tried to control her life and her time.


  “Other obligations? Does that mean you consider spending time with your mother an obligation?”


  Kade swallowed an angry yes with a gulp of too expensive wine and just glared at her mother.


  Del placed her hand on Kade’s leg and rubbed soothingly. “Why don’t you come with us on Saturday? I know Kade would love to introduce you to her friends.”


  That earned Del an appreciative nod. “At least your friend has the manners not to expect me to spend the day on my own.”


  My friend? Del is much more than my friend, and you know it! Kade bit back the words. After a day of nerve-racking arguments and legal fights, she wanted to enjoy a quiet evening and not start World War III with her mother.


  “So you’ll come with us?” Del asked. How she managed to sound so sincerely pleased was beyond Kade.


  Kade’s mother blinked, clearly caught off guard by Del’s enthusiasm. Finally, she lifted her chin. “I’ll come with you.”


  Great. Kade took another sip of wine. U-hauling a lesbian couple… Mother is going to love it!
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  “Just a little to the right. Use the other hand too,” Dawn said. “Yes, yes, that’s good.”


  “There?” Aiden asked.


  Dawn pressed closer against her. “That’s it. Just a little more…yes! There!”


  “What are you doing in there, girls?” Dawn’s mother called from the hallway.


  At the unexpected interruption, Aiden hit her head.


  Dawn chuckled and peered over Aiden’s shoulder.


  The cat moved even deeper under the bed.


  “Still trying to get Kia into her transport box,” Dawn called back. “Aiden is trying now because she has longer arms, but so far, Kia has managed to outsmart us both.”


  Aiden turned around in the cramped space halfway under the bed. “Your mother probably thinks I’m in here having my way with you,” she whispered and nipped Dawn’s ear.


  Pleasant shudders raced up and down Dawn’s body. “She’s thinking no such thing.”


  “No?” Aiden trailed a line of openmouthed kisses down Dawn’s jaw and neck. “You mean she won’t suspect a thing if I actually do?”


  “Hey, you two!” Dawn’s mother called through the closed door. “Get a move on! Cal will be here any minute with the moving van. You can make out later.”


  Aiden jerked back, making Dawn laugh. “No, honey,” Dawn said, patting Aiden’s cheek. “I’m sure she won’t suspect a thing.”
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  When Dawn finally carried the transport box with its loudly complaining inhabitant out of the bedroom, her mother was just saying hello to Laurie and Evan. “Hi,” Dawn said, “Good to see you.”


  Laurie, Kade’s sixteen-year-old niece, came over to give her a hug, and Dawn embraced Evan too, despite her halfhearted protests. “I really appreciate you taking the time to come and help us move.”


  “I only do it because I’m bored,” Evan said. “There’s nothing on TV…”


  “…and you ran out of weed?” Dawn finished what Evan had told her four months ago, when she had still been the teenager’s therapist.


  “Well, I gave that up. Maybe that’s why I’m so bored that carrying moving boxes all day sounds like a nice change of pace.” Evan grinned, never one to admit that she had volunteered to help just for the sake of helping someone she liked.


  Laurie casually hooked her fingers through the belt loops of Evan’s jeans, obviously at ease with that little sign of belonging together now that it was just Dawn watching them. “I thought Aiden said she’d move in with you.”


  Dawn looked around her little apartment. She had moved here only nine months before, so she had been reluctant to give it up, but she knew getting a new apartment together would make both of them feel more at home. “We talked about that, but we finally decided that a bigger apartment would be better.” Aiden needed a room of her own where she could retreat whenever she needed a little time to herself. “It’ll be nice to have an extra room, and if we decide to have a baby one day, my little apartment would be too small.”


  Evan groaned at the word baby.


  Dawn gave her a gentle nudge. “No groaning about your future niece or nephew, please. Once you’re an aunt, your days of boredom will be over.” While growing up in foster care, Evan had twice been replaced by a baby that was born into the foster family, so Dawn wanted to let her know right away that any future family plans also included her.


  Aiden came out of the bedroom, carrying a large moving box. “Who’s bored?”


  “No one,” Evan answered a little too quickly.


  “Come on,” Aiden said. “You can help me dismantle the bed.”


  “I said I wasn’t bored,” Evan protested, but followed Aiden into the bedroom.


  Dawn chuckled and went to help her mother pack up the last few items in the kitchen.
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  “You’re humming,” Grace said as she closed the last moving box.


  Dawn looked up and smiled. “I am? Sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize. It isn’t bothering me,” Grace said. “I love seeing you so happy.” After everything that had happened to Dawn last year, Grace had feared her daughter would never again be truly happy.


  “I am happy,” Dawn said, smiling even more brightly.


  “Oh, just wait until she starts to squeeze the tube of toothpaste from the wrong end.”


  Dawn laughed. She abandoned the moving boxes and walked over to Grace, pulling her into a tight embrace. “Thank you, Mom,” she whispered. “Thank you for your support and for welcoming Aiden into the family.”


  “Hush,” Grace said, feeling tears threaten. “You’re my daughter. You’ll always have my support, no matter what. And Aiden is a wonderful addition to the family. I know your father would have thought so too.”


  “He would have kicked your butts for standing here chatting while there’s still so much work to do,” Del said from the doorway.


  Grace let go of Dawn and turned to her best friend. Del’s dark eyes were a little moist too, but Grace ignored it with a smile, not wanting to embarrass her. “That’s what you’re here for.”


  “Yeah, and I even brought help,” Del said. “Kade and her mother are in the living room. And I think Austen pulled in after us.”


  “Kade’s mother?” Grace asked. She had barely gotten used to the fact that Del had a girlfriend, and now it seemed there was a whole family involved.


  Del nodded. “She came to visit Kade a week early, and now she’s giving Kade a hard time about not bending over backward to spend time with her.”


  “So you brought her with you to help us move? Del, really!” Dawn shook her head. “I doubt that was what she had in mind when she came to spend time with Kade.”


  Del shrugged. “She has a big chip on her shoulder, and she’s less than supportive of Kade, so I thought it would be good to introduce her to Positive Family Interaction 101.”


  “And you want us to teach that course?” Dawn asked.


  “Oh, no. Just be yourselves. If Sophie is as clever as her daughter, she’ll learn just by watching,” Del said.


  Dawn gave her a skeptical look. “What if she’s also as stubborn as her daughter?”


  “Well,” Del said, “then anything could happen.”
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  Aiden couldn’t help staring as Kade entered the living room. She had never seen her in anything but custom-tailored power suits. Seeing Kade Matheson in jeans and an old T-shirt with her red hair pulled back into a ponytail would take some getting used to.


  “Hi, Kade.” Their working relationship had slowly developed into a timid friendship over the past few months, so Aiden stepped forward and hugged her for a moment.


  It felt…wrong. Well, not really wrong. It wasn’t that she felt guilty for hugging Kade. Dawn always encouraged her to build a friendship with Kade, so she would be fine with them hugging. Aiden embraced Kade for a few seconds longer while she tried to figure it out.


  Kade was a few inches taller than Dawn’s familiar five-four. Her less obvious curves met Aiden’s body in all the wrong places. Aiden realized that she had been comparing everything in her life, and every woman she met, with Dawn on an unconscious level for some time now. The cooking of Ray’s wife was not as good as Dawn’s, Austen’s eyes were not as expressive as Dawn’s gray-green irises, and Kade’s confident elegance was no longer more attractive than Dawn’s gentle warmth.


  With a laugh, she let go of Kade. Only then did she realize that they were not alone in the living room.
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  Sophie stopped in the doorway and watched as the stranger greeted Kadence. The warm embrace surprised her. She had never seen anyone greet Kadence in such a way. Were they…? She let her analytical gaze slide over the short-haired woman. Wasn’t she one of the officers working with Kadence? She had met her daughter’s colleagues only once, so she wasn’t sure.


  Finally, Kadence and the stranger separated and turned toward her, but at the same moment, the doorbell rang and half a dozen more moving helpers arrived while others came in from the bedroom. The noise level went up as all around Sophie hugs were exchanged, jokes were thrown back and forth, and children chattered excitedly. She suppressed the urge to cover her ears. What was this—moving day or a wild party?


  “Grandmother Sophie?” a young voice said behind her. “What are you doing here?”


  Sophie turned and came face-to-face with her granddaughter. “Laurel? I could ask you the same question.”


  “I’m helping them move. Aiden is Evan’s half sister.” Laurel pointed at someone within the throng of laughing and hugging people.


  “Aiden? Evan?” Sophie still didn’t understand what Laurel had to do with this group of adults.


  Laurel nodded and tugged on the sleeve of someone right next to them. “Grandmother, this is Evan—my girlfriend.”


  Sophie stared at her granddaughter, who fidgeted but kept clutching the girl’s sleeve. Her gaze shifted to the other teenager. Good God! She took in the worn leather jacket, the tattoo peeking out of the V-neck T-shirt, and the girl’s very short hair. No wonder Laurel had broken her arm when she had been with this…this… She shook her head. How could Laurel’s parents allow this? She needed to have a serious talk with Douglas Jr.!


  The girl wiped her hand on her jeans and offered it to Sophie. “Hi.”


  “Hello.” Only her good manners made her shake the girl’s hand.


  “It’s really super of you to come and help them move,” Laurel said. “Has anyone introduced you to Dawn? I know you’ll love her. She really is the coolest woman. She’s even letting me ask her all these questions about becoming a psychologist.”


  Sophie stopped her granddaughter’s rambling with a raised hand. “Becoming a psychologist?” She frowned.


  “Yeah. That’s what I want to do. My grades are good enough.”


  “I think it’s great,” the girl next to her said.


  Sophie shot her a quick glance but didn’t bother to answer the irrelevant remark. “Your grades are good enough to do anything. Why would you want to become a psychologist?” No Matheson had ever made her living dealing with other people’s problems and inadequacies.


  “I want to help people and make a difference in their lives, just the way Dawn and Evan’s new therapist did for Evan,” Laurel said.


  Kadence joined them before Sophie could think of a reply. “Mother, would you mind riding in the moving van with Cal and Dawn? We need the space in Del’s SUV to transport a few more moving boxes.”


  Riding in a moving van. Sophie sighed. I wonder what the rest of the day will bring.
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  Sophie cleared her throat and gave the blonde woman who had introduced herself as Dawn Kinsley a pointed look.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Ms. Kinsley said, finally noticing that she had hummed along with some rock song for the past five minutes.


  Sophie breathed a sigh of relief as Ms. Kinsley turned off the moving van’s radio. She glanced at the man behind the steering wheel and then at Ms. Kinsley, who was practically bouncing in her seat. While Sophie normally didn’t approve of such wriggling and fidgeting, she gave the younger woman a lenient smile. It was good to see a young couple so happy about moving in together. God knew it hadn’t been like that for Sophie.


  “So, this is the big day,” Sophie said, trying to be nice to Kadence’s friend.


  Ms. Kinsley beamed at her. “Yes.”


  “No need to ask if you’re looking forward to it.”


  “Yeah.” The man behind the wheel frowned. “I can’t remember you being this excited when we moved in together.”


  Sophie looked from one to the other, her brow wrinkled.


  “Come on, Cal.” Ms. Kinsley reached over Sophie and squeezed his arm. “We talked about this. It has nothing to do with you.”


  Sophie tried to understand what was going on. “So you are not moving in together?”


  “Been there, done that,” Cal grumbled.


  “No.” Ms. Kinsley shook her head. “We’re divorced.”


  “Oh.” They were barely thirty and already divorced? She and Douglas Sr. had always stuck together, through good and bad times. Neither of them had cried for a divorce at the first sign of trouble.


  “I’m moving in with Aiden,” Ms. Kinsley said.


  Aiden? During the chaotic introductions, she had lost track of all the names and faces. Well, it couldn’t be too hard to figure it out. Most of Kadence’s friends seemed to be women. She discounted the tall, black detective, so that left only their younger colleague. Hadn’t his name been Rufus or Ruben or something similar? “Oh, so it’s that dark-haired detective with the nice smile.”


  Ms. Kinsley nodded with a broad grin.


  “Then I’m happy for you,” Sophie said.


  For a moment, Ms. Kinsley blinked before beaming at her. “Thank you.”


  Why was she so surprised by a few polite words? Kadence really had some strange friends.
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  On legs that felt a little rubbery, Sophie let herself be helped down from the cabin of the moving van and looked around the new neighborhood. Just across the street was a park that looked nice enough but was a little too busy for Sophie’s taste. Children were screeching on a tire swing; the players on a basketball court were shouting at each other, and dogs were barking. The familiar plopping sounds of tennis balls drifted over from somewhere.


  Sophie followed Ms. Kinsley over to a three-story house.


  Just as they reached it, the front door opened and an older woman stepped outside. “Oh, new neighbors,” she said when she saw the moving van. She looked at all the people walking up with moving boxes. “Which one of you is moving in?”


  “That would be me,” Ms. Kinsley said with a bright smile, “and her.” She grabbed the arm of the tall woman next to her and held on to it for a moment before letting go to shake her new neighbor’s hand. “Dawn Kinsley and Aiden Carlisle.”


  Sophie couldn’t help staring. That was Aiden? Ms. Kinsley was moving in with a woman? She looked at the moving helpers. All but three of them were women, and none of them had come with a husband or a boyfriend.


  Good God, has the whole world suddenly become gay? She turned to look at Kadence, who just stared back and raised one eyebrow, daring her to say something. Oh, no, Kadence Matheson! Her parents had taught her better than to make a scene, but that didn’t mean she approved of this circle of friends her daughter had suddenly cultivated.


  The new neighbor looked a little startled as well but held open the door for them while the group of helpers moved past her with boxes and furniture.


  Sophie was the last one to remain outside.


  The neighbor looked at her expectantly, so Sophie sighed and followed the others.
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  Grace put down a potted plant in the only corner of the living room that was free of moving boxes. When she turned to make the trip downstairs again, she realized Sophie Matheson was lingering in the doorway.


  Among all the moving helpers clad in jeans and T-shirts, Sophie looked out of place in her elegant slacks and expensive blouse. Tim, Jamie, and Ray’s four daughters were running around the mostly empty apartment, and the adults were busy assembling furniture or carrying moving boxes up the stairs. Everyone knew his or her place and task. Everyone but Sophie Matheson.


  Grace walked up to her. “Why don’t you come with me and give me a hand in the kitchen?”


  Kade’s mother seemed more than happy to escape the chaos in the living room and followed her willingly.


  Grace began to unpack various cold beverages, coffee, and paper plates they would need later.


  Sophie stood by and watched, clearly not used to doing much in the kitchen. She peeked into the living room, where her daughter and Del were struggling to put Dawn’s bookcase back together. Del handed Kade a screwdriver and said something that made both of them laugh.


  “She’s a good woman,” Grace said.


  “Kadence?” Sophie asked distractedly, still watching the women in the living room.


  Grace smiled. “Kade too, but I meant Del.”


  Sophie turned back around. “I’m sure she is.”


  Grace heard what she didn’t say. “But?” she prompted.


  “Well, I just don’t understand why Kadence would… She is not… My daughter isn’t…”


  “Gay?” Grace helpfully supplied, and when Sophie flinched, she decided to answer her own question. “No, technically she isn’t. Bisexual would probably be a better description. But that doesn’t mean she can just choose to stick with men, marry, and make you a happy grandmother. She can’t choose whom she falls in love with.”


  “I’m not talking about love,” Sophie said.


  Grace smiled. Sophie was going through all the stages of denial, and Grace knew them only too well. She had experienced them firsthand when she had found out that her daughter was gay. “No? Look at them.” She pointed at Del and Kade.


  Kade held one of Del’s hands in both of her own, cradling it tenderly while she tried to remove a splinter from Del’s finger.


  Sophie watched them with an expression as if she had bitten into a lemon. “I’m Kadence’s mother. I’d know if she were…gay,” Sophie labored to utter the word, short as it was. “This is just a phase. People don’t just turn gay overnight!”


  “No, they don’t,” Grace said. “I know it’s not my place to say this, and you should really talk to Kade about it, but I suspect Kade has known she’s attracted to women for a long time. She just never wanted to admit it to herself—and certainly not to you.”


  “You don’t even have the faintest idea!” Sophie cried. The iron self-control slipped for a moment as she stared at Grace, obviously bewildered that a stranger was interfering with family matters. “You don’t know how it feels to see your own flesh and blood descend into…” She trailed off, probably searching for a word that could describe the awfulness of the situation.


  Grace had no intention of letting Sophie get away with this self-pitying, homophobic attitude. “Yes,” she said with determination, “I have more than just a faint idea. Do you think you’re the only mother of a gay child?” She wanted to tell Sophie to get over herself but stopped just in time. If she wanted her to listen, she had to keep this polite. “Dawn is my daughter.”


  Sophie’s stare told her that she had guessed right—Sophie hadn’t even known who she was when she had pulled her into the kitchen.


  “I said all the same things about Dawn just a few years ago,” Grace said. “I told her it was just a phase, she was confused, or had been hurt by men one too many times. As you can see,” she pointed at Dawn, at Aiden, and at the whole apartment, “I was wrong.”


  Sophie looked at her with wide eyes. “How can you be so calm about it? Didn’t you ever dream of a big wedding, a good husband, and children for your daughter?”


  “Of course I did. And that’s exactly what she’ll have—a big wedding, a good wife, and children.” It had taken years, but she could finally say it without any feelings of disappointment, guilt, or resentment.


  Sophie was still shaking her head.


  If she were a child, she’d be covering her ears, crying la la la la la, I can’t hear you.


  “Dawn was married to a man,” Grace said. “It only made her unhappy. How can I wish for something for my daughter that will make her unhappy?”


  “You don’t think it would be better for your daughter if she were…normal?” Sophie asked with a frown.


  “Normal?” Grace echoed. “Believe me, Dawn and Aiden are more normal than most of the heterosexual couples I know.”


  Sophie ran her manicured fingers through her perfectly coiffed hair. “I don’t know. My parents taught me that it’s wrong, abnormal…unnatural.”


  “Even parents make mistakes.” Grace smiled meaningfully. “When Dawn told me she was gay, I thought it was a catastrophe, the end of the world. I got all tangled up in ifs, buts, and whys—until Del finally helped me to understand that the only thing abnormal and wrong would be for me to stop loving and supporting my daughter.”


  “Excuse me,” Sophie said as she stiffly marched into the living room.
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  “Mom?” Dawn asked when she saw her mother standing stock-still in the kitchen. “Everything okay? Do you need help?”


  Her mother jerked and forced a smile. “Oh, no, I can manage unpacking a few beverages on my own. Thanks, sweetie.”


  “I thought Mrs. Matheson was helping you.” Dawn had seen Kade’s mother head into the kitchen, but now there was no trace of Sophie.


  “Not a lot of help there. I have a feeling Mrs. Matheson only finds her way into the kitchen to compliment the cook.” Her mother chuckled, but Dawn could tell that she was thinking about something else.


  She covered her mom’s hand with her own. “You didn’t have a fight with her, did you?” She was a little worried about Sophie, who was clearly uncomfortable around Kade’s lesbian friends.


  Her mother snorted. “It’s hard to fight with someone who’s too aristocratic to show any emotion. But I think I upset her a little when I gave her ‘the talk.’” She formed quotation marks in the air and grinned sheepishly.


  “The talk?” The term made Dawn smile. “You’re not talking about the birds-and-the-bees talk, are you?”


  “No. More like the bees-and-the-bees talk.”


  Dawn stared at her. “You didn’t make her unpack the moving box with The Lesbian Kama Sutra, did you?”


  Her mother didn’t even blink. “You don’t own that book. I know because I packed all your books.”


  “All right. So what kind of talk did you give her?” Dawn asked.


  “The get-over-yourself-and-support-your-gay-daughter talk Del gave me five years ago and then again when you met Aiden,” her mother said. “I perfected it when you came out to your grandmother this year, and I thought I was ready to go on tour with it, but it didn’t work so well on Mrs. Matheson.”


  Sometimes, Dawn couldn’t believe the progress her mother had made. Less than a year ago, she had still hoped that Dawn’s next relationship would be with a man and had struggled to accept her relationship with Aiden. And now she was giving a talk to Kade’s mother! “What did she say?”


  “The usual. She wants the big wedding and the son-in-law.”


  Dawn felt a tiny stab of guilt. “I know after losing Brian, you were looking forward to having a son-in-law too.”


  Her mother didn’t even try to deny it. “Yes, I did. But when I had one, I realized that he always remained a stranger in some ways. Aiden, on the other hand, became Del’s running partner; Jamie and Tim adore her, and just last week, she brought me dinner when I had to pull that double shift.”


  “She did?” Aiden had never told her that.


  Her mother chuckled. “It was Chinese takeout, but it’s the thought that counts.”


  Dawn glanced over to Aiden, who was just tackling the new CD rack with her cordless screwdriver. Dawn wanted to rush over and kiss her but decided it could wait.


  “I never thought I’d one day have a second daughter-in-law, but now that I have one, I’m pretty happy with it,” her mother said.


  Dawn swallowed and then cleared her throat. “You really should go on tour with this talk.”
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  Sophie had a headache. She rubbed her temples and stepped into the hallway.


  A toddler raced around the corner, screeching and laughing as a girl with dreadlocks chased him.


  Sophie’s temples pounded as she quickly sidestepped them to avoid a collision.


  The boy didn’t even notice that he had almost run into Sophie.


  Her headache was close to turning into a full-fledged migraine. She retreated to the bathroom. Someone had taken the door off its hinges, probably to give them more space to navigate with the furniture, but she was thankful for the momentary retreat anyway.


  Through the doorframe, she glanced into the living room and shook her aching head as the little boy collided with Mrs. Kinsley on his wild chase around the apartment. Neither she nor the nanny would have allowed Kadence to do that when she’d been that age. Running in the house had been strictly forbidden.


  Grace Kinsley, however, didn’t scold the boy. Laughing, she bent down and began to tickle him. When the boy squealed and ran away, Grace straightened and said something to her daughter that caused the younger woman to let out an outraged “Mom!” and playfully slap her arm.


  For a moment, Sophie thought the interaction between mother and daughter was disrespectful, but then both Kinsley women laughed and hugged each other.


  Kadence would never do that. Sophie couldn’t remember the last full-body hug she had gotten from her daughter, and she wasn’t sure when they had last laughed with each other.


  She hadn’t allowed herself to dwell on it but knew she didn’t have the best of relationships with her daughter. They’d become so estranged from each other that she had only learned about Kadence’s lesbian phase when she’d found her kissing a woman. I never should have let it come to that. But what could she do about it now?


  Kadence’s laughter echoed through the still mostly empty apartment, and the sound made Sophie look up.


  Kadence was kneeling on the floor, not caring if her pants became dirty—not that there was much to ruin anyway. Sophie eyed the worn blue jeans. She hadn’t even known Kadence possessed a pair.


  She watched as Kadence bent over a shelf board, her fingers wrapped around a screwdriver. Delicia Vasquez knelt next to her and took hold of the shelf so that Kadence had both hands free for the screw and the screwdriver. With competent movements, Kadence fastened the screw.


  Sophie looked at the other young women in the room: the friendly Dawn Kinsley, who was joking with Grace; Dawn’s friend Austen, who was laughing while folding empty moving boxes; and the intense Aiden Carlisle, who was lifting the top of a large cabinet onto its base with the help of her work partner.


  Her screwdriver-wielding daughter seemed to fit right in. Kadence appeared more comfortable in this overly relaxed atmosphere than Sophie had ever seen her.


  Then her gaze fell on Delicia and the way her shoulder was touching Kadence’s while they knelt next to each other. I do want her to feel comfortable and have friends, but why does it have to be…this?
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  “That shelf isn’t straight,” Aiden said.


  Kade turned away from the newly hung shelf and glared at her. “It’s perfectly straight.”


  “No, it’s not.”


  Kade narrowed her eyes at Aiden. Sometimes she wished for the old times when she had been known as “The Ice Queen” and none of her detectives had ever dared to question her judgment. “Del? Tell her the shelf is straight.”


  Del glanced from her to the shelf and then to Aiden. “Um…”


  “Told you so,” Aiden said with a grin.


  “Give me a level,” Kade said.


  Aiden searched through her toolbox. “I don’t have one.” She turned to one of her colleagues. “Ray? Do you have a level?”


  “No.” Ray glanced at them. “Is there a problem with the shelf?”


  “The shelf is fine,” Kade said.


  Evan stepped closer. “I could drive over to the hardware store and get a level.”


  Aiden gave her a sisterly pat on the shoulder. “Nice try.”


  “What?” Evan tried her most innocent expression, which wasn’t very convincing.


  “You haven’t had your car—or your driver’s license—for very long. Do you really think it’s a good idea for you to drive to the hardware store through one of the busiest sections of the city?” Aiden shook her head. “Forget it. Not without supervision.”


  “I can go with her,” Laurie offered.


  Aiden gave her a gentler version of the pat Evan had received. “I meant adult supervision.”


  “I’ll go with them,” Sophie said unexpectedly.


  Kade stared at her mother. Then she understood: Sophie was taking the first available opportunity to escape the situation while at the same time making sure that her granddaughter wasn’t left alone with her lesbian girlfriend. As glad as she would be to escape her mother’s disapproving looks for a while, she felt bad for Laurie and Evan. “I could go.”


  “No,” Aiden said. “I need you to explain that color-coding system you made Dawn use. I need a dish towel, and I have no idea where in these innumerable moving boxes they could be.”


  Evan shot her half sister a glare, obviously not pleased with having Sophie for a chaperone, but then she grabbed her keys and waved at Laurie and Sophie to follow her.
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  “Oh, no, you take the backseat,” Mrs. Matheson said when Laurie reached out to open the passenger’s side door. “I’ll sit next to your…friend.”


  Evan rolled her eyes. What does she think I’ll do to Laurie if she lets her sit next to me? She got into the car and fumbled with the keys for a moment before she got them into the ignition.


  “Are you sure you should drive?” Mrs. Matheson asked. “We could have your sister—”


  “No.” Evan growled, angry with herself for showing any sign of nervousness. It wasn’t the driving that was making her nervous; it was having Laurie’s grandmother sit next to her. She could practically feel her disapproval every time she came within a five-foot radius of Laurie.


  She started the car and pulled out onto the road, taking care not to exceed the speed limit. Mrs. Matheson seemed to be a stickler for rules. This is no fun. Hope the old battle-axe goes back to wherever she came from soon!


  Evan had been to the hardware store with Aiden before, so she found the store and the aisle with the levels in record time. She didn’t plan on spending one second more than absolutely necessary in the company of Laurie’s grandmother.


  “Evan! Wait a minute,” Laurie called on the way back to the car. She gestured at an old man who was struggling to heave a big sack of potting compost into the trunk of his car.


  Evan sighed. This was typical for Laurie. She was the nice girl next door who helped old ladies across the street and climbed trees to get down a child’s Frisbee.


  “Oh, no! Laurel!” Mrs. Matheson tried to hold her back, but Laurie headed over to the old man. “Are you out of your mind? That sack has to weigh at least forty pounds! Leave this to…” She glanced at Evan and trailed off.


  Evan had a feeling Mrs. Matheson hadn’t finished her sentence because she had suddenly remembered that Evan was a girl and not Laurie’s boyfriend. She probably thinks I’m the “man” in the relationship. Evan rolled her eyes.


  “To whom?” Laurie asked and heaved the sack into the trunk of the old man’s car. “To Evan? Grandmother, she’s not the hired help just along to do the heavy lifting. She’s my girlfriend, and it would be nice if you treated her accordingly.”


  Her whole life, Evan had always taken care of herself. She never needed a champion to defend her. Still, having the usually timid Laurie stand up to her strict grandmother because of her felt unexpectedly good.


  Mrs. Matheson stared at her. “Don’t talk to me in that tone, Laurel Matheson!”


  Laurie stared back, clearly surprised by her own daring words.


  Evan stepped next to Laurie. She shoved her clenched fists into the pockets of her jeans, trying to control her rising anger. “If you want some respect, you better give us some too!” She had wanted to be polite to Mrs. Matheson for Laurie’s sake, but enough was enough.


  “She’s right about that,” the old man said and gave Laurie a grateful nod.


  Mrs. Matheson shot him a stern glance. “I suggest you mind your own business. This is a family affair.”


  The old man patted Laurie’s arm and got into his car.


  “That was rude, Grandmother.” Laurie glared at her for a moment before looking away.


  She got you there! Evan grinned.


  Mrs. Matheson said nothing. She was quiet on the way to the car.


  For a moment, Evan allowed herself to fantasize about leaving her behind in the parking lot, but she knew Aiden trusted her to take the responsibility for all the passengers, as annoying as one of them might be.
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  By the time they returned to the apartment, Sophie was exhausted, confused, and ready to take the next plane home. Every member of her family was suddenly rebelling, and Sophie felt as if her whole world were crumbling.


  When she entered the living room, yet another female moving helper had arrived. A slender, elegantly dressed woman with flowing black hair was hanging an oil painting of sunset over the Willamette River in its new place over the couch.


  Sophie stared at the woman and the painting. “Isn’t that Maggie Forsyth?” she asked Mrs. Kinsley, who was handing out pizza.


  Mrs. Kinsley offered her a paper plate, but Sophie shook her head. “Yes. She came over to bring a moving-in present for Dawn and Aiden.” She nodded at the painting.


  It was one of Ms. Forsyth’s own. Sophie had seen it at a gallery opening, so she knew it was worth a few thousand dollars. “That was certainly nice of her. How do you know Maggie Forsyth?” She hadn’t thought the Kinsleys were supporters of the arts.


  “She’s Dawn’s ex-girlfriend,” Mrs. Kinsley said as if it were the most normal thing in the world.


  “Maggie Forsyth is a lesbian?” Sophie said more loudly than she had intended.


  Ms. Forsyth glanced over her shoulder and smiled at her. “Yes, I am,” she said with a wink and turned back around.


  Sophie blinked, mortified. “Everyone here seems so at ease with it. Even your daughter’s ex-husband is here to help her move in with a woman!”


  Mrs. Kinsley smiled. “Well, Cal wasn’t exactly happy to find out his ex-wife is a lesbian. He gave her a hard time about it at the beginning. But they were friends for a long time before they ever were a couple. Deep down, he knows their marriage was a mistake, and he also knows Dawn is still the same lovable person. She was there for him when his mother died, and she deserves a little help from him now.”


  It all sounded plausible, but still… Sophie shook her head.


  “It didn’t happen overnight,” Mrs. Kinsley said. “For me, once I got over the shock and confusion, it was an easy choice. I’ve lost one child to a terrible crime, and I didn’t want to lose the other to prejudices or stupid pride.”


  She’s lost a child? Sophie realized there was a lot about these people that she didn’t know.


  “Just give yourself a little time.” Mrs. Kinsley patted Sophie’s arm. “And now take a slice of pizza and sit down for a moment while we wait for them to decide if the shelf is straight or not.”


  Straight or not, that seemed to be the crucial question these days. Sighing, Sophie took the paper plate from her. “Thank you.”


  Mrs. Kinsley smiled. “Any time.”
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  “Give me that thing!” Kade extended her hand in Evan’s direction.


  Aiden stepped between them. “Oh, no. I’ll do this. You stay back.”


  Kade folded her arms across her chest. “You trust my integrity in the courtroom, but you don’t trust me to use a level without cheating?”


  Dawn walked up to the group that had gathered around the shelf. She wrapped one arm around Aiden’s waist, getting her to relax. “No arguing on moving day,” she said to both of them.


  Grinning, Del wrapped her arm around Kade’s waist.


  Dawn held her breath, waiting to see how Kade would react to the public display of affection.


  Kade stiffened for a moment but then visibly relaxed and slung her own arm around Del.


  Dawn exchanged a quick glance with Aiden and gave her a silent squeeze. “Give me the level,” she said to Evan.


  “Let a neutral person do it. You’re on her side.” Kade nodded toward Aiden.


  Dawn wrapped both arms around Aiden and enjoyed their closeness for a moment. “I’ll always be on her side,” she said and felt Aiden pull her even closer. “But in this case, I’m on the side of the tenant who wants to have a straight shelf.” She pointed at herself.


  “Tenant? Singular?” Aiden smiled down at her. “I live here too, remember?”


  “I know.” Dawn couldn’t forget that for a moment. It was what had made her happy for weeks—and also a little nervous. She hoped Aiden would like sharing her life and her home with her and wouldn’t feel cramped.


  “So I’m interested in having a straight shelf too,” Aiden said, letting go with one arm to stroke Dawn’s cheek.


  Kade snorted. “Yes, and you’re also interested in winning the bet.”


  “Bet?” Dawn looked from Kade and Del to Aiden. Sometimes it was hard to believe how competitive this bunch of cops and lawyers was. “You bet on whether the shelf is straight?”


  “Sure,” Aiden said with a grin. “Kade can afford to lose the money, right, Kade?”


  “Oh, you can never have too much money,” Kade shot back. “Which is why I’ll be sorry to take your money from you…but I’ll do it anyway.” Her expression was stern, but her eyes twinkled.


  “Man!” Evan threw up her hands. “No one will get to take any money from anyone if you just stand there and discuss it!” She walked over to the shelf and laid the level on it.


  “I knew it!” Aiden laughed and spun Dawn around in enthusiastic circles.


  Kade stared at the shelf. “I could have sworn it was straight,” she murmured.


  Del grinned at her. “Well, just a while back, you would have sworn that you were straight too.”


  Kade pinched her, making Del yelp. “That’s hardly the same thing.”


  “You’re right,” Del said and gave her a quick kiss. “There’s a big difference—I didn’t care about the shelf.”
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  “I hope you enjoyed your stay in Portland,” Kadence said, raising her voice to be heard over the hustle and bustle in the airport’s lobby. She sounded like a dutiful hotel manager, not like a loving daughter.


  Dawn Kinsley wouldn’t have said goodbye to her mother like this, Sophie thought. Admittedly, she had a big part in establishing the distance between them—and it was up to her to bridge it. “Well,” she said, “it was a nice change of pace.” After a moment’s hesitation, she stepped forward and hugged Kadence, pulling her closer and embracing her longer than she usually did.


  Kadence stiffened. “Nice change of pace?” she murmured, sounding shocked. “This feels more like a revolution!”


  “Oh, no. It’s not.” If she hoped to ever have a better relationship with her daughter, she had to be honest with her. “I don’t want you to think I’m completely at ease with…with your sexual orientation. I’m not Grace Kinsley.” She wasn’t sure she could ever be happy about having a lesbian daughter, but for the first time, she was starting to think the problem might lie with her, not with Kadence.


  “Good,” Kadence said, surprising her, “because I’m not Dawn.”


  “What does that mean?”


  Kadence shrugged. “I’m not as comfortable with my sexual orientation as Dawn is with hers. That doesn’t mean I’m unsure about it. I know that I’m bisexual and that I have strong feelings for Del. It’s just that openly admitting to something that I’ve denied for so long is still new. I don’t expect you to join PFLAG or to introduce Del as your daughter-in-law at the Matheson clan gathering.”


  PFLAG? Sophie wrinkled her brow but didn’t ask for an explanation. “Good,” she said, “because I won’t do that any time soon.”


  “But,” Kadence continued, “what I do expect is a little respect. I won’t let you continue to treat me like some immature teenager who’s just going through a phase and will soon change her mind. And I don’t want you to make me feel like the black sheep of the family who is doing this just to spite you.”


  Sophie swallowed. She couldn’t remember the last time Kadence had told her what she wanted from her. It wouldn’t be easy, but if she didn’t take this seriously, she’d lose her daughter for good. Mrs. Kinsley’s words echoed through her mind: I’ve lost one child to a terrible crime, and I didn’t want to lose the other to prejudices or stupid pride. The Mathesons might have been proud people, but no one had ever called them stupid. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I’ll try.”
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  “This was the last one.” Aiden folded up the empty moving box and looked around the new apartment. It was still hard to believe that she now shared a home with Dawn.


  “Yeah,” Dawn said. “Let’s christen the new kitchen.”


  Aiden raised an eyebrow suggestively.


  “Not like that.” Dawn laughed. “I’m hungry and still a little unsettled in the new apartment, and cooking always calms me down, so let’s cook something.”


  Good to know that Dawn was feeling a little off balance too. Proposing to Dawn and moving in together had been a big step for Aiden, and she was glad she wasn’t the only one who was a little nervous about it. “If you cook, I’ll clean up.” She was a horrible cook but didn’t want Dawn to do all the work.


  “No. Let’s cook together,” Dawn said. “It’ll be fun, and maybe it’ll have a calming effect on you too.”


  Aiden doubted that, but she nodded. “What are we making?”


  Dawn opened their mostly empty kitchen cupboards. “Looks like it’s spaghetti with tomato sauce.”


  “Good. Even I can do that.” Aiden took the can of tomatoes. As she positioned the can opener, she looked up and paused. Transfixed, she stood and watched Dawn move around the kitchen.


  Dawn’s hips were swaying softly to the music coming from the radio in the background while she filled a pot with water. She threw an onion into the air and caught it smoothly. Her slender hands handled the knife with ease. As she bent down to search for a frying pan, her faded jeans tightened, giving Aiden a good look at her ass.


  Aiden’s heartbeat sped up. Dawn’s confident movements had an unexpected eroticism.


  Finally, Dawn turned toward her and reached for the can of tomatoes that Aiden held in her hands, still unopened. She gave Aiden a smile when she saw her lean against the kitchen counter. “See? Didn’t I tell you cooking had a calming effect?”


  “Calming effect? Not on me!” She pressed Dawn against the counter and kissed her passionately.


  Dawn wrapped one arm around her and returned the kiss while reaching behind herself to turn off the stove with her free hand. “Let’s try for that calming effect later,” she said breathlessly when they finally came up for air.


  “Not hungry anymore?” Aiden slid her hands up Dawn’s sides.


  “Dinner can wait,” Dawn said. Still holding on to Aiden, she directed them out of the kitchen. “The bedroom needs to be christened first.”


  ###


  Dawn and Aiden first met in Jae’s romantic suspense novel Conflict of Interest. Their story continued in Next of Kin.


  Facing the Music


  Leontyne settled down on the roof, leaned back against the brick chimney, and stared out across her hometown. Smoke from a neighbor’s bonfire hung in the air, mingling with the scent of fall. An owl hooted in the distance. The stars and the crescent moon bathed the rooftop in a silvery light. The nights were turning cooler now, so Leo was glad that the shingles beneath her were still warm from the day’s sun.


  She wrapped her arms around her knees and sighed. God, she’d miss this. Most of all, she’d miss Holly.


  You’d think you’re about to leave for a year-long concert tour, not just three measly concerts. When she had fired her manager and established her own recording label last year, she had decided not to do world tours anymore. She wanted a life, not just a career.


  The next week would prove whether she could have both. Leo rubbed her tired eyes. She hadn’t slept much last night, and she suspected that she’d get even less sleep tonight since she was leaving for New York tomorrow morning. Twice, she had woken up from nightmares in which her fans had booed when she had played songs from her new album.


  Bullshit. They’ll love the new sound. Holly had told her a thousand times, and the first reviews had been encouraging. But even that couldn’t soothe her nerves. Maybe because Perfect Rhythm was such a personal album for her. Every single song was about her own emotions—mourning her father and the fact that they’d never been close, falling in love, and finally finding a place where she belonged.


  Something scraped over the shingles, and for some reason Leo wasn’t surprised to see Holly come around the chimney. She watched Holly’s every move as she carefully balanced to reach Leo’s part of the roof.


  Even in her scrubs, she was a sight for sore eyes. Leo drank in every little detail—Holly’s curvy figure, her short auburn hair that was slightly tousled, and, as she came closer, the dimples that formed in her cheeks when she smiled at Leo. She held some kind of paper bag in her right hand, but in the near darkness, Leo couldn’t make out the logo.


  Holly settled down next to her, with the chimney at her back, and immediately snuggled up to her. “Hi,” she said quietly, as if not wanting to disturb the peaceful atmosphere.


  “Hi.” Leo trailed her fingertips over Holly’s soft cheeks and then leaned forward to kiss her, reconnecting after being apart for most of the day.


  Holly wrapped one arm around her and returned the kiss.


  For a while, nothing else seemed to exist, just the two of them, sharing the perfect kiss beneath the stars. Holly was warm and soft and tasted faintly of chocolate and cinnamon.


  There was never any doubt about whom she was kissing—Leo, not her pop-star persona. It had been the same way when they had shared their very first kiss in this very spot. Hard to believe that it had been more than a year ago already.


  When the kiss ended, Holly settled her head on Leo’s shoulder and wrapped one arm around her middle. She let out a contented sigh that Leo echoed.


  “I brought dinner,” Holly said after a while. She lifted the paper bag.


  Now, up close, Leo could make out the logo of Slice of Heaven, their favorite bakery. “Ooh. Apricot-orange cream scones?”


  “What else? Sasha made them especially for you after she closed the bakery for the day. There are more in the car for you to take with you tomorrow.”


  Leo ripped the bag in her haste to get the treat. The scones were still warm. She tore off a piece and fed it to Holly before taking a bite. It seemed to melt in her mouth.


  God, she would miss these too. For fourteen years, she had tried her best to stay away from her hometown, but since meeting Holly, she kept discovering things she loved about Fair Oaks.


  They shared two scones and more kisses.


  “How did you know where to find me?” Leo asked when the scones were gone.


  “It wasn’t hard to figure out. It’s your favorite feel-good spot, after all.”


  Leo balled up the empty paper bag and put it in her jeans pocket. “It used to be, but I’ve got a new one now.”


  Holly lifted her head off Leo’s shoulder. An adorable wrinkle formed between her eyebrows. “You do?”


  “Uh-huh.” Leo gestured at the arm that Holly had wrapped around her. “Right here, in your arms.”


  “Corny,” Holly said, but she couldn’t hide her broad smile or the happy gleam in her blue eyes.


  Leo shrugged and grinned back. “Maybe, but then again, I write love songs for a living, so I’m allowed to be just a little sappy.”


  “Well, I certainly don’t mind, as long as that sappiness is directed at me.”


  Leo cocked her head and studied her familiar features. Was Holly nervous about the upcoming concerts too, only for a different reason? Did a part of her still think that Leo would prefer a series of hot one-night stands with groupies to a relationship with her?


  “Who else would it be directed at?” She nudged Holly’s nose with her own. “You know there’s only you for me, don’t you?”


  Even in the dim light, she could see Holly’s fair complexion darken as she blushed.


  “Don’t you?” Leo repeated when Holly didn’t immediately answer.


  Holly lifted her head and looked her in the eyes. “Yes, I do. It’s just old insecurities. Ignore me.”


  “Now why would I do that?” Leo kissed her again and then moved back a little so she could make eye contact. “Giving the occasional concert is part of my job, but the all-night parties, the seductive costumes, and the bra-throwing groupies…that’s not my thing. If it were entirely up to me, I’d rather stay here with you.”


  “I know.” This time, there was no trace of insecurity in Holly’s voice. She reached for Leo’s hand and trailed her thumb over her life line, then the heart line. “Are you nervous?”


  With everyone else, Leo would have denied it, but with Holly, there was no reason to pretend or put on her pop-star mask. “A little. I haven’t been up on a stage for over a year.”


  “You played at the bar on Sasha’s birthday.”


  Leo snorted. “That was to an audience of two dozen people. Not exactly comparable to Madison Square Garden or the United Center.”


  Holly soothingly rubbed her hand and then lifted it to her mouth and kissed her guitar calluses one by one.


  A tingle went through Leo’s body, making her forget her nervousness.


  “Don’t worry,” Holly said. “I bet it’s just like riding a bike. Someone who’s given as many concerts as you doesn’t suddenly forget how it’s done.”


  “You’re probably right. Plus I’ve got to face the music some time, right?” She had to smile at her own choice of words. “No pun intended.”


  “Yes. But you don’t have to do it alone.”


  Leo entwined their fingers. In the moonlight she could no longer tell which ones were Holly’s and which were her own. “I know. It’ll be great to have you in the first row in Chicago, along with Meg and Jo.” Too bad that neither Holly nor their friends could be there for the other two concerts and would join her only for the third and last one.


  Holly shook her head. “Not just Chicago. I’ll be there for New York and Boston too.”


  “What?” Leo gaped at her. “But…but…you said you had to work.”


  “I did, but then I offered one of my colleagues our firstborn so she would take over my patients for the week, so now I’m all yours.”


  With a muffled shout, Leo threw her arms around her, nearly toppling them both off the roof.


  “Whoa! Careful.” Holly laughed, and her eyes twinkled happily. “Don’t make us fall.”


  “Too late,” Leo whispered. She had fallen for Holly the night she had first taken her to her secret spot on the roof.


  When their lips met, Leo knew she was ready to face whatever the next week would bring.


  ###


  If you enjoyed this short story, you might want to check out Jae’s novel Perfect Rhythm, in which Holly and Leo met and fell in love.


  Whining and Dining


  I was close to whining as I called my best friend. The phone rang, and I glared at the stove while I waited for Remy to pick up, determined not to be bested by a pot of pasta. If you could call the limp mess in the pot pasta.


  Good thing my nonna couldn’t see me now. Since the beginning of time, every Sorrentino had been a chef. My parents, all three of my siblings, and more aunts, uncles, and cousins than I could count were in the food business. When I, the bambina of the family, had been born, nature had apparently decided that it was time for some genetic variety, and as a result, I couldn’t cook to save my life. God knows I had tried, but after I’d nearly burned down the family restaurant at the age of twelve, I’d been banned from the kitchen.


  Well, at least I was a champ at taste-testing. And I had a best friend who could perform magical feats with the meager contents of my fridge.


  “This is a culinary emergency,” I said as soon as Remy picked up the phone. “I need help with this damn chicken.”


  “Is it attacking you?”


  I could practically hear the smile in her voice. “Very funny. Can you come over? I need cooking lessons.”


  “Cooking lessons?” Remy echoed. “Is hell freezing over?”


  Well, at least she wasn’t laughing. I had to give her credit for that. And she was right—whenever she had offered cooking lessons, I had declined, but now I had the right motivation. “I tried on my own, but…well…”


  “What did you make?” Remy asked in a how-bad-is-it tone.


  “Rubbery chicken breast, too salty sauce, and overcooked pasta.”


  “I take it that wasn’t what you were aiming for?”


  I flicked an overly limp noodle into the sink. “Would you stop teasing and just come over to save my cooking-challenged butt?”


  “Why me? Why not ask your brothers or your sister or—?”


  “And have them make fun of me for the next fifty years? No, thanks.” Besides, I hadn’t seen Remy for a while, and I missed spending time with her. “Will you help me, please?”


  “I’m on my way,” Remy said and hung up.


  With the phone still pressed to my ear, I stood there for a moment before I kicked myself into motion. My knight in a not-so-shiny chef jacket was on her way, so I’d better make the most incriminating evidence of my cooking disaster disappear before she arrived.
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  “Okay.” Remy surveyed the battlefield that was my kitchen. “What’s going on here? Why are you cooking?”


  From the moment she’d first started working in my parents’ restaurant five years ago, Remy and I had been best buds who could tell each other everything. She knew all about my romantic exploits, so I saw no reason to lie to her. “This is just a test run, but I have to figure out how to wine and dine a woman by Saturday.”


  Remy set down her knife roll on the granite countertop, glanced at the ruins of my cooking experiment, and arched an eyebrow.


  I rubbed my neck. “Well, I admit the dining part isn’t going so well, but I’m not giving up.”


  “Who would have thought,” Remy murmured. “Lucia Sorrentino spending the day slaving away over the stove—voluntarily.”


  I shrugged. “The things we do for love…”


  “Yeah.” Remy sighed softly.


  I tilted my head and studied her. As usual, her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, but a few stubborn strands refused to be tamed, and she repeatedly pushed them out of her blue eyes. She looked like she always did, but something seemed off. “You okay? I didn’t interrupt anything when I called, did I?”


  “No. You know me. There’s nothing to interrupt.”


  “You should go out more. Date.” She hadn’t dated anyone since breaking up with that creep Barbara two years ago.


  Remy shook her head, making more blonde tendrils fall onto her face. She shoved them away. “I work for your slave-driving parents. I don’t have time to date.”


  “Bullshit. You’re just too chicken to put your heart on the line again.”


  She looked at me for a moment, a strange expression on her face, and then shrugged. “You do know that insulting someone who wields very big, very sharp knives for a living is a bad idea, don’t you?”


  Especially if that someone could debone a chicken in ten seconds flat, even with her eyes closed and one hand tied behind her back. Good thing I wasn’t a chicken. “And you know that changing the subject won’t do you any good with me, don’t you?”


  “Who’s changing the subject? We were discussing your love life, not mine. Why are you trying to woo some poor, unsuspecting woman with your nonexistent cooking skills?”


  “We were talking about cooking, and I might have kinda implied that I could make her a romantic dinner that’ll blow her socks off.”


  Again, Remy just arched an eyebrow.


  “Well, you know what my nonna always said. The way to a woman’s heart is through her stomach.”


  “Yeah. But she also said: Never trust a skinny cook—and you are skinny.” She pinched my hip as if proving my lack of padding.


  “Hey.” I slapped her hand away. “I’m not.”


  “You are. At least compared to me.”


  Not that ancient argument again. I rolled my eyes. “So you’re carrying a few extra pounds. Big deal. You’re still an attractive woman.”


  Instead of the expected denials, only silence came from Remy.


  What was it with her today? “Remy? You with me?”


  “Uh, yeah.” She shook herself as if trying to clear her head. “So let’s sum this up. You promised to dazzle your latest flavor of the month with a romantic dinner. You couldn’t impress her with some other impossible task instead? Like bringing down the moon for her—or merely buying her flowers.”


  “She doesn’t like flowers.”


  Remy snorted. “Every woman likes flowers.”


  “You don’t.”


  “I’m a chef. I like my greenery on a plate.”


  “So is she.”


  Remy stared at me as if I’d said my prospective girlfriend was a three-headed T. rex. “You’re dating a chef? But you always said that you’d never want to date someone in the food business after growing up with a horde of chefs.”


  Was it just my imagination, or did she sound almost hurt? “I’m not dating her. Not yet. But I’m sure a woman like Alexandra Beaumont won’t be able to resist my romantic dinner.” That was, if she didn’t succumb to food poisoning first.


  Remy’s eyes widened. “Alexandra Beaumont? The Alexandra Beaumont, celebrity chef with a national cooking show, her own line of cooking gear, and half a dozen cookbooks?”


  Grinning, I buffed my nails on my shirt. “Yep. That’s her.”


  “Jesus.” Remy sank against the kitchen counter. “How did you meet?”


  “I’m doing the promo for her new book. Something about braising, whatever that is.”


  Remy covered her face with her hands for a moment. “You don’t know what braising is, but you want to cook her dinner? Are you sure you don’t want to use the good old flower method?”


  I gave her the look. Over the years, I had perfected it watching Nonna and my parents stare down the new line cooks. It never failed to work with any chef, and Remy wasn’t an exception.


  “Okay, okay.” She held up her hands. “Who am I to throw stones? It’s not like I’m a champ in the making-healthy-decisions department when it comes to my love life, either.”


  “So you’ll help me?”


  Now it was Remy’s turn to give me the look. “Is dessert the best part of a meal? Of course I will. Sadly, I think my famous spinach soufflé with angel hair pasta and white chocolate crème brûlée for dessert is out of the question, considering your usual method of cooking is removing the tin foil and nuking.”


  I caressed the microwave, my most trusted kitchen utensil. “Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”


  Remy grimaced. “No, thanks. So let’s see…” She checked my fridge. “You can do macaroni and cheese, right?”


  “Of course.” On a good day, at least.


  “Good. Then we’ll do that.”


  “Uh, I don’t think that will impress Alexandra.”


  Remy patted my hand. “Don’t worry. My version will. We’re making zucchini pasta alla panna.” Familiar with where I kept things in my kitchen, she opened one of the cupboards and took out my kiss-the-cook apron. When she turned toward the counter and tied the apron strings around her waist, I couldn’t help noticing what a fine behind she had.


  Overweight, my ass. Or rather, her ass. I tore my gaze away. Christ, what was wrong with me? I hadn’t ogled her ass—or any other of her body parts—for a long time. When I first met her, I’d felt an instant spark of attraction, but we’d both been in relationships back then, and as time went by, I’d learned to see her as Remy, the most loyal friend in the world, not a potential flavor of the month, as Remy called my usually short-lived relationships.


  I didn’t want to ruin the best friendship I’d ever had, so I had to remind myself that Remy wasn’t on the menu today. Or on any other day, for that matter.


  She took the lone zucchini that led a miserable existence in my refrigerator and washed it. With a flick of her wrist, she unrolled her knife kit and pulled out one of the knives.


  The familiar rat-a-tat-tat echoed through my kitchen as Remy made fast work of the zucchini, slicing it into thin ribbons, each piece exactly the same size. Her hands moved like those of a pianist, not one wrong move.


  Poetry in motion.


  I found myself unable to look away from her hands. They were a chef’s hands, strong and nimble and covered in a familiar pattern of scars, burn marks, and calluses.


  As if she could sense my gaze on her, Remy stopped slicing and dicing and turned toward me. “Something wrong?”


  “Uh…” I wrenched my gaze away from her hands and blindly pointed at a red welt running across one of her knuckles. “What happened there?”


  Remy rubbed her knuckle. “A little run-in with a cheese grater who had it in for me.” She went back to cutting the zucchini, and I went back to watching her hands.


  “You should really have your own cooking show too.”


  “Nah,” Remy said without looking up. “I belong in the kitchen, not in front of a camera. Besides, I didn’t even go to culinary school.”


  “You learned from Nonna and my parents. That beats culinary school.”


  Remy chuckled. “I call it the School of Hard Knocks.” She glanced over her shoulder at me. “I thought you wanted to learn and not just watch. Come on, you can be my sous chef.”


  I took the mallet she handed me and pounded the two chicken breasts she had pulled from the fridge, taking out my sexual frustration on the poor fowl. Yeah, sexual frustration. That had to be why I couldn’t keep my eyes off my best friend today. It had merely been too long. That was all.


  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  I was just beginning to enjoy cooking when Remy grabbed my arm. “No need to kill it. It’s already dead.”


  Her touch made my arm tingle. What the fuck? Quickly, I pulled away and busied myself with seasoning the chicken.


  “Careful on the salt.” Remy stopped me with a touch to my hand, causing another tingle to shoot down to my toes—and all the places in between.


  Christ. I had to clear my throat twice before I could speak. “What now?”


  “Now you sauté the chicken breasts.” Remy handed me a pan.


  Remembering something about chicken having to be well cooked for safety reasons, I cranked the heat on the stove up as far as it would go, poured in a bit of olive oil, and turned to the sink, glad that I could turn my back to Remy while washing my hands. What I really needed was a cold shower. My skin felt overheated from a simple touch between friends. How could that be? I let the water run for a minute, hoping to wash off the feeling.


  No such luck.


  When I turned back around, Remy was mincing garlic. Wisps of hair had escaped her ponytail and curled charmingly at her neck and cheeks that were flushed with the heat from the stove.


  Heat? Shit! I remembered the pan and hurried back to the stove.


  The oil in the pan hissed and spat at me like an angry cat, challenging me.


  I took a step back and craned my neck to peer into the pan from a safe distance.


  Smoky steam curled up.


  “Uh, Remy.”


  When she turned around, her eyes widened. She jumped toward the stove and reached out to put a lid on the pan.


  With a flash, the overheated oil burst into flame.


  Remy dropped the lid on the pan and reared back, clutching her face.


  My blood ran cold despite the heat in the kitchen. “Remy! Remy, are you okay?” Please, please, please, be okay. I rushed over, nearly stumbling over my own feet in my haste to get to Remy, and gently pried her hands off her face.


  “I’m fine.” She peered up at me from under singed bangs. Red dots marred her cheeks.


  With trembling hands, I reached out and trailed one finger across her cheekbone. “Oh, God, Remy. I—”


  Her eyes fluttered shut. She swayed softly.


  Or was I the one swaying? I wasn’t sure. “Are you really okay?” I took her face between both of my hands, careful not to press too hard on the tiny burn marks.


  She opened her eyes. Emotions swirled through the blue depth too fast for me to identify. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice hoarse.


  Behind her, smoke from the smothered fire filled the kitchen, but I couldn’t care less. All I could think of was Remy, safe in my arms. For a moment, I nearly pulled her close and kissed her, giddy with relief. I stopped myself before I could actually do it. I’d made enough of a mess already. “I’m so, so sorry,” I said, not sure what I was apologizing for—nearly blowing her up or nearly blowing her mind by kissing her.


  If she would have thought it mind-blowing, which was doubtful. Just because we were both gay didn’t mean we were attracted to each other.


  I repeated it to myself a few times. Nope, no attraction there, just friendship.


  “Don’t worry.” Remy ran a hand through her bangs and smiled crookedly. “I needed a haircut.”


  We looked at each other and burst out laughing, the strange tension between us gone.


  At least for the moment.


  Finally, I let go of her and went to open the window while Remy checked on the blackened pan. I needed some fresh air.
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  I was back to watching Remy instead of helping with the cooking. With a glance up at the black stain on the ceiling above the stove, I told myself it was safer that way. But as I admired the way Remy tossed the zucchini in the pan with a practiced flip of her wrist, it felt anything but safe.


  She added a generous amount of cream and let it simmer for a few minutes before seasoning it with basil and lemon juice. As she stirred the mix, her hips swayed softly. Her nose wriggled like that of the animated rat from the Disney movie that had earned her the nickname Remy.


  Clouds of steam and the aroma of garlic and fresh herbs rose from the pan, making my mouth water. I leaned closer to breathe in the enticing smell—and realized I was inhaling the scent of Remy’s perfume, not that of the pasta alla something.


  Jesus. I clutched the counter next to me, feeling light-headed. Had to be low blood pressure, right?


  That hypothesis bit the dust as Remy dipped a spoon into the pan, raised it to her mouth, and slowly slid it between her full lips. Her tongue flicked out and licked a bit of sauce from the corner of her mouth.


  Heat shot through me, and it had nothing to do with the temperature in my tiny kitchen.


  Remy hummed and reached for the cream. “Good. Might be a bit too hot, though.”


  I tore at the collar of my shirt. Yes, it was hot for sure.


  After stirring in a bit more cream, she tried the sauce again and let out a moan that made my body tingle in a way it never had around her before. She took a new spoon, dipped it into the pan, and held it out toward me. “Taste this.”


  I hesitated as if she were holding out an apple from the Garden of Eden, but something in her eyes beckoned me forward. Slowly, I shuffled closer.


  Remy held still, barely even breathing, except that her hand with the spoon was trembling a bit. Her eyes darkened to azure.


  From just inches away, I could see the tiny red marks dotting her flushed face. Why did it suddenly feel so natural to want to kiss them all better?


  Without looking away from Remy, I leaned forward, drawn in by her scent and her heat. My gaze darted from the burn marks to her lips.


  They were moving. Whispering something. My name.


  Lured by that siren call, I leaned in.


  Something between us stopped my forward movement.


  I blinked down at the forgotten spoon Remy still held. Afraid to glance up and see a look of confusion—or, worse, dismay—on her face, I bent and closed my lips around the spoon.


  A harmony of flavors exploded on my tongue, making my taste buds dance a tango. I moaned and barely resisted the urge to lick the spoon—or Remy’s neck. “It’s…” I cleared my throat. “Delicious.” Slowly, I glanced up.


  The look in her darkened eyes made something inside of me burst into flames.


  I surged forward, pinned her against the center island, and kissed her.


  The spoon clattered to the floor as her hands came up and threaded in my hair, pulling me closer. She nipped my bottom lip and teased the corner of my mouth with her tongue.


  Not that I needed much convincing to open my mouth to her.


  Our tongues slid hotly against each other as we tumbled against the counter.


  It took a few moments for me to realize that the ringing in my ears had nothing to do with the effect her kiss had on me. Groaning, I pulled back and hurled a glare at the egg timer that Remy had set for the pasta before turning back to her.


  We stared at each other.


  “Oh, wow. It’s… You… I…” Great. Here I was, one of LA’s most sought-after book publicists, reduced to helpless stammering by a mere kiss. All right. Maybe it had been much more than just a mere kiss. I touched my lips, seared by her passion. “What the hell was in that sauce?”


  A tiny smile quirked Remy’s lips, then spread over her whole face when I didn’t pull out of her embrace. She looked into my eyes, swallowed, and said, “Love.”


  I opened my mouth and then closed it before opening it again. “You…? You mean…?”


  Remy nodded, looking just as dazed as I felt. “I fell in love with you the first time I saw you, sneaking into the kitchen to steal some of your grandmother’s dessert, but you never noticed me. At least not that way.”


  No, I sure didn’t, at least not after we had become friends. God, how could I have been so blind? I rubbed my good-for-nothing eyes. “Why didn’t you ever say something?”


  “After you rejected that amorous sous chef, telling her you’d never date someone who works in the food business?” She shook her head. “Our friendship means too much to me to ever risk it on something that is hopeless anyway.”


  I cupped her red-dotted cheek in my palm. “Looks like it’s not so hopeless after all.”


  “When did you…?”


  “Today. I don’t know why, but as soon as we started cooking, I suddenly noticed you in a way that I never had before.”


  We stared at each other, then leaned in simultaneously. Our mouths met, this time much gentler, but not an ounce less passionate.


  “It’s like your grandmother always said,” Remy whispered against my lips between kisses. “Cooking is magic.”


  I hummed my agreement but didn’t answer, too busy kissing her.


  Remy pressed her hands against my shoulders and pushed.


  I drew back with a groan of protest, hoping like hell that she hadn’t changed her mind about me. About us.


  “What about Alexandra Beaumont?” she asked, breathing heavily.


  “Alexandra who?” I shook my head. Compared to that mix of warm familiarity and brand-new excitement I felt for Remy, my interest in Alexandra seemed lukewarm at best. “It seems I’ll have to cancel our dinner plans. I already have a chef in my life after all, and you know what they say about too many cooks spoiling the broth. Plus, I don’t think she’d be too impressed with my cooking skills, seeing as this is the second pot of pasta I managed to ruin today.” I pointed toward the stove.


  Cursing, Remy let go of me and rushed over to the stove to rescue the pasta.


  Too late. I had spoiled enough dishes to know when a pot of pasta was beyond hope.


  With a crestfallen expression on her face, Remy returned to my embrace. “I never ruined dinner before in my life.”


  “There’s a first time for everything,” I murmured and kissed her again. Who knew that her kisses were as addictive as her cooking?


  Minutes later, Remy pulled back and glanced at her watch. “I have to go. Both of your parents are still out sick, so I have to open the restaurant tonight.”


  Nothing like mentioning a girl’s parents to cool her ardor. I leaned against the counter and watched Remy take off the apron and roll up her knife case. This time, I let myself admire her ass without qualms. “Let my sister take over tomorrow and come spend the evening with me.”


  With the knife roll tucked under her arm, she turned and regarded me. “Are you asking me out on a date?”


  I nodded. “You still need to teach me how to make dessert, after all.” Visions of licking warm chocolate and whipped cream off her skin danced through my head.


  The kiss she gave me nearly brought me to my knees. She might have answered my request for dessert-making lessons, but if she did, I didn’t hear her over the buzzing in my ears. Then she was gone, leaving me to stare at the black spot on the ceiling.


  My kitchen might never be the same again, and neither would I. Grinning, I set out to clean up the mess and tidy the apartment. After all, I had a hot date with a pint of chocolate sauce and my very own domestic goddess tomorrow.


  ###


  The Midnight Couch


  Paula always felt like Cinderella when midnight approached; only in her case, the magic didn’t wear off at the stroke of midnight—that’s when it began.


  And today, she had a front-row seat since she was working in the deserted reception area of the radio station. As she took the coffee machine apart, she kept an eye on the automatic doors.


  Finally, they swept open. A gust of cool night air rushed in, followed by her—Dr. Christine Graham, clinical psychologist, host of the popular late-night radio show The Midnight Couch, and the woman of Paula’s dreams.


  Christine crossed the station’s lobby, her heels clicking over the fake marble floor.


  From the cover of the coffee machine, Paula trailed her gaze upward over shapely calves and trim hips. Her gaze didn’t have far to go. Even in heels, Christine barely topped five feet, but what she lacked in height, she made up in looks. She didn’t fit the description of someone who had “a face for radio,” a person who wasn’t attractive enough to make it in television. A few raindrops clung to her honey-blonde hair, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Her luscious lips parted into a warm smile when she stopped in front of the reception desk.


  “Good evenin’, Paula,” Christine said with her slight Scottish lilt.


  Paula held on to the coffee machine as Christine’s voice made her knees turn into wobbly goo. “Evening, Christine.”


  “Are you manning the front desk tonight?” Christine asked, grinning.


  Paula glanced down at her jeans, polo shirt, and tool belt. “Looking like this? I don’t think the station manager would appreciate it.”


  “Oh, who knows?” Christine winked. “He might have a thing for women with a tool belt.”


  Yeah. But the real question is: do you? “Nah, I don’t think so,” Paula said.


  “Then what are you doing here?”


  “Can’t you tell?” Paula said, keeping her expression deadpan. “I’m fixing a piece of highly complex equipment that is essential to the working of the station—the coffee machine.”


  Christine laughed. “Please proceed, then.”


  Paula didn’t want to return to work and let Christine go so soon. She enjoyed every second of talking to her. “How did the rest of the show go yesterday?”


  Christine had stayed an hour longer to fill in for Dave, the DJ of their music show Nightlife, who was out sick, so Paula’s shift had ended before Christine wrapped up the show.


  “Any interesting calls?” Paula asked.


  An impish grin lit Christine’s cornflower-blue eyes. “Aye. A bloke called and confessed his passionate love for his rubber plant.”


  “No way!” Paula squinted at her. Even after two years, she sometimes couldn’t tell when Christine was pulling her leg.


  “I swear. It’s called object sexuality.”


  Paula shook her head. Compared to that, her secret infatuation with Christine was harmless. Speaking of secret… You’re supposed to be changing that, remember?


  Her New Year’s resolution was to ask Christine out on a date, but it was already February and she hadn’t found the courage to talk about anything personal with her. Whenever she was about to ask Christine if she wanted to have coffee or dinner on Sunday, her only day off, doubts began to creep in. Why would a successful psychologist and radio personality like Christine be interested in a broadcast technician? Besides, she wasn’t even sure Christine was gay. Nothing indicated that she was interested in women—but then again, in the two years Paula had known her, Christine hadn’t shown any interest in men either. Even Dave, who made every other female employee of the station swoon, didn’t seem to have the same effect on her.


  You’ll never know if you don’t try. Wasn’t that what Christine always told her listeners?


  Before she could think of something to say to continue the conversation and keep Christine next to her for a little longer and possibly even ask her out, her cell phone rang.


  With an apologetic glance in Christine’s direction, she fumbled it from her belt, hoping it wasn’t an emergency that would require her to drive out to their transmitter site in the middle of the night. “Yes?”


  “Hi, Paula, it’s Aaron.”


  He was the night-shift sound engineer of their sister station. While she listened to his rambling complaint about a piece of equipment, she looked up.


  Christine was still there, leaning against the receptionist’s desk, watching her with a patient smile.


  Paula’s cheeks warmed under her gaze. “Yes, sure,” she said to Aaron. Then her brain, which had been otherwise occupied, caught up with what her mouth had just said. “Uh, I meant no. That’s crazy. No way are we giving you our new soundboard. We just bought it last year.” Her colleagues from the day shifts had probably already told him the same, so he’d tried his luck with her.


  When she finally ended the call, Christine still stood waiting.


  Paula’s heart jumped joyfully. Was there something she wanted, or did she enjoy talking to her too?


  “Could you do me a favor?” Christine asked.


  Anything. Paula bit her lip, for a moment not sure whether she’d said it out loud. “Of course. What is it?”


  “It’s about Valentine’s Day,” Christine said.


  Paula blinked. She barely dared to breathe. Oh my God, she’s not about to ask me out, is she?


  “Cliff wants me to do a special four-hour show on Valentine’s Day instead of the usual two hours, so I need more material. Here’s what I came up with so far.” Christine pulled a sheet of paper out of the messenger bag slung over her shoulder and held it out to her. “Would you mind taking a look and telling me what you think before I go to Cliff with it?”


  Not a date. She bit the inside of her cheek in an attempt not to let her disappointment show. No, of course not. Christine probably wasn’t even aware of her feelings for her. While on air, she saw things so clearly, but apparently, that didn’t extend to her private life—at least not to Paula’s crush on her.


  When Paula just stared at her, Christine pulled her hand back with the sheet of paper. “I know it’s not in your job description, and you’ve probably got better things to do than to help out the on-air talent, but you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, so I thought—”


  “I really don’t mind,” Paula said quickly. At least Christine valued her opinion. That had to be worth something, right?


  “Are you sure?”


  Paula gave a decisive nod and took the paper. “Positive.”


  “Thanks.” Christine smiled and touched Paula’s arm, setting off a tingling sensation that swept through the rest of her body. “I—”


  “Five minutes till air time, Doc,” Tyler, Christine’s producer, called from one of the control rooms.


  “Duty calls.” One last smile, then Christine disappeared into the labyrinth of recording booths, editing rooms, and offices.


  Paula slumped onto the desk chair.
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  Paula listened to The Midnight Couch as she did an equipment check in studio B to make sure that everything was in working order for the late-night music show that would be broadcasted later. At this hour, the station was nearly empty, so she could work without interruptions.


  “You are listening to The Midnight Couch on KWSG with Dr. Christine,” the velvet voice came through studio B’s speakers. “We are talking about healing broken hearts tonight, so if you had your heart trampled on, give us a call. Our lines are open.”


  A shiver skittered down Paula’s spine. Oh, God. That voice. She could sell scuba-diving gear to Bedouins with that voice.


  “Our next caller is Marc from Long Beach,” Tyler said.


  Paula groaned. She could almost hear the “again” that the producer wanted to add but couldn’t since he was on air. Marc from Long Beach called the show at least once a month, each time with a new problem. Paula suspected that he didn’t really need psychological advice; he was just smitten with Christine. Not that she could blame him.


  If Christine was annoyed, she hid it well. “Hi, Marc,” she said, her voice as warm as ever. “Thanks for calling KWSG. You’re live on The Midnight Couch.”


  “I just wanted to say that I listen to your show every night.”


  Paula rolled her eyes. He always said that.


  “Thank you,” Christine said. “I appreciate that. So, what can I do for you tonight?”


  Paula stopped listening as he went on and on about yet another girlfriend who didn’t love him as much as he loved her. When she finished checking the equipment in studio B, she went back to the reception area and did some quality control on the repaired coffee machine by having a cup of coffee.


  Coffee in hand, she settled at the empty reception desk to look at Christine’s notes for the Valentine’s Day show. She nearly inhaled a sip of coffee when she saw the suggested topic.


  Secret love. Are you admiring someone from afar? Secretly in love with your best friend? Smitten with your colleague, yet you never said a word? It’s time to confess your feelings on The Midnight Couch.


  That had to be a sign, right?


  “Yes, it is.” Christine’s voice filled the room. “Now that you realized that, what are you going to do about it?”


  Dazed, Paula looked around before remembering that Christine’s voice was on the radio. She was still speaking to Marc, not to her.


  “That’s the million-dollar question,” Paula whispered into the empty room.
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  “What did you think?” Christine asked as soon as she stepped out of her booth and into the reception area, where Paula had settled down to document the work she had done during her shift. Christine’s hair was mussed from the headphones she had worn during the show.


  Paula looked up from her paperwork. I think you’re beautiful. “You were great, as always.”


  Christine laughed, a sound that was sexy as hell. “Thanks, but that wasn’t what I meant. I was talking about the topic for the Valentine’s Day show. Did you have time to take a look?”


  “Yes. Yes, I did. It’s…uh…”


  “You don’t think it’s a good idea?” Christine tilted her head and studied her, an adorable wrinkle between her brows.


  “No, it’s great. What could be more romantic than having a secret admirer, right?”


  Christine nodded. “That’s what I thought. It sure beats the topics for the rest of the week, marriages from hell and overcoming trauma.”


  “I don’t know how you deal with that stuff six nights a week,” Paula said with a shake of her head. “Give me a misbehaving digital audio system or a headphone amplifier that’s on the fritz any day, but dealing with the kind of calls you get… No, thanks.”


  “Well, my job does have its perks.”


  “Such as?”


  “Earning boatloads of money,” Christine said and managed to keep a straight face. “Fame.” She winked at Paula. “And great co-workers.”


  Paula nearly fell off the chair. Is she flirting? She couldn’t tell. She still wasn’t even sure if Christine was interested in the fairer sex. This is your chance to find out. Ask her if she wants to have coffee on Sunday.


  But the seconds ticked by without Paula getting out one word. Her lips seemed glued together, and her vocal chords refused to work.


  In the background, one of the station’s jingles played over the speakers.


  One hand on the desk, Christine looked at her with a curious expression.


  Say something. Anything!


  But before she could think of anything, Christine smiled and lifted her hand in a short wave. “Thanks for taking a look. See you tomorrow.”


  Paula nodded dumbly and watched her walk away. When the doors slid apart to let Christine pass, Paula found her voice. “Christine?”


  Christine paused and half turned. “Yes?”


  “Uh, good night.”


  “Good night, Paula.”


  As the doors closed behind Christine, Paula sank back against the chair. Chicken.


  Three more days until Valentine’s Day. She vowed to find a way to let Christine know she was interested in her before then. The question was just how. Too bad I can’t call a radio shrink and ask for advice.


  Paula grinned at the thought and gathered her things so she could drive home as soon as her relief showed up.
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  Fate wasn’t with her the next day either. When Christine came in at half past eleven, Paula was elbow-deep in an audio mixing console and had no time to talk.


  As Christine passed by the window on the way to her own booth, she gave Paula a commiserating smile and a wave.


  Paula wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed at missing yet another chance to ask Christine out. She promised herself she would do it later, as soon as Christine’s show was over.


  But when Paula’s shift ended two and a half hours later, Christine was still on air, taking calls from listeners who were still awake, instead of wrapping up her show.


  Frowning, Paula walked down the hallway. Christine’s studio was the first glassed-in booth to the left. The on-air light over the door was flashing.


  Paula gazed through the soundproof window at the woman on the other side of the glass.


  Christine was speaking into her microphone, her hands cupped around it in an almost intimate way. Several phone lines blinked, and the green, red, and yellow lights from the control boards threw shadows over Christine’s face.


  God, she’s beautiful.


  As if feeling Paula’s gaze on her, Christine looked up. Instead of being annoyed at the interruption, she smiled and continued to talk into the microphone without missing a beat.


  After another minute, she switched off her microphone and pressed a button on the control board to start a commercial. She rolled back her chair, took off her headphones, and cocked her head at Paula.


  Paula held up one finger and dashed into a nearby office. Seconds later, she was back with an empty sheet of paper and a permanent marker. In big letters, she wrote, “Let me guess. Dave, the slacker, called in sick again?” She painted quotation marks around the word sick and then held up the sign.


  Christine threw her head back in that sexy-as-hell laugh, but Paula couldn’t hear it.


  She smiled reflexively.


  Christine shrugged and nodded.


  No doubt, the station manager’s assistant had called her producer and had him ask her to cover another hour. Christine was nothing if not a team player. She never said no when management asked her to stand in for a sick co-worker. Once, she had commented that unlike other colleagues, she didn’t have anyone waiting for her at home, so it didn’t matter if she worked an hour longer.


  That’s how Paula knew she was single—or at least she had been last July, when she’d made that comment.


  She gave Christine a sympathetic smile and watched as she put her headphones on again.


  After allowing herself to watch for a few more seconds, she pivoted and marched toward the exit. Tomorrow. I’ll ask her tomorrow.
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  Yawning, Paula climbed into her Ford Fiesta and buckled in. As soon as she turned the key in the ignition, Christine’s smoky voice reverberated through the car, since she kept her car radio tuned to KWSG.


  “When was that?” Christine asked as Paula pulled out of the parking lot and drove through the nearly empty streets of Los Angeles.


  “Last April,” the caller answered. She sounded as if she’d been crying. “He told me he’s sorry and that he broke it off with her, but…”


  “But?” Christine prompted, her voice warm and encouraging.


  The woman sighed. “I think he’s still seeing her. He gets texts all the time, and he put a password on his cell phone. A few times, he didn’t come home all night.”


  “Have you talked to him about it?”


  For a moment, only static came from the radio. “Um, no. I keep thinking he’ll come to his senses if I just give him enough time.”


  Paula rolled her eyes. If someone paid her a dollar for every time she’d heard a story like that since she had started listening to The Midnight Couch, she would have been able to retire on the spot.


  “Anita,” Christine said in a way that surely got the caller’s attention. “You said you are an avid listener of my show, right?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “Then you’ve heard other people with cheating spouses call in.”


  The woman hesitated. “Um, yes.”


  “Do you remember any of them reporting their husband or wife coming to their senses?”


  Paula grinned. She’s got you there, Anita.


  Anita didn’t answer for several seconds. “No,” she finally said. “But what if…?”


  “What if what?”


  “What if he leaves me?” Anita whispered.


  “Well, you can’t control anyone else’s behavior, just your own. But even if he left, life would go on. You’d be fine. At least then this waiting game would be over. You can’t put your life on hold while you wait for him to make up his mind. It’s demeaning.”


  “Yes,” Anita said, her voice so low that Paula almost couldn’t hear her. “It is.”


  “You deserve better than that,” Christine said firmly, as if willing her distraught caller to believe it.


  “I…I guess so. So what do you want me to do?”


  Christine cleared her throat. “The question is what do you want to do?”


  “Tell him to make a choice?” It sounded more like a question than a statement.


  “Exactly. Once and for all. Don’t allow him to put you off. Even if he decides for the other woman, being alone would be better than being treated second best for the rest of your life. Don’t be afraid to stand alone for a while. True love is worth waiting for.”


  Paula grinned. Dr. Christine Graham is a romantic. Who knew?


  Anita inhaled and exhaled audibly. “You’re right. I’ll confront him after Valentine’s Day.”


  “Why put it off?” Christine asked. “It’s too easy to let the days slip by while your life hangs in limbo.”


  “Okay,” Anita said, now sounding a little more confident. “Tomorrow. I’ll do it tomorrow.”


  That’s what I keep saying, Sister. Paula pulled into the parking garage of her apartment building and waited until Christine ended the call before switching off the engine and the radio. She opened the driver-side door and got out. “Tomorrow,” she said and slammed the door with more force than necessary.
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  When the familiar clickety-clack of Christine’s heels echoed down the hallway at five past eleven, Paula stuck her head out of studio B, where she had set up guest mikes for the morning show. She’s early today. This is your chance. Now or never. She had practiced what she would say all day, and now she was ready. Kind of.


  But when Christine rounded the corner, she wasn’t alone.


  Dave, the host of their late-night music program, followed her and was leaning a little too close. “Thanks for covering for me yesterday, Chris,” he said, touching her arm.


  Christine pulled her arm away and, with a quick glance and a wave, marched past Paula. “You’re welcome.” Her soft lilt hardened. “And it’s Christine.” She disappeared into her studio and closed the heavy door, leaving Dave behind.


  Go, girl! Paula grinned. Nothing was hotter than a woman who stood up for herself. But she would never go out with that hot woman if she let all of her chances slip through her fingers. Paula sent a determined glance toward Christine’s studio. Come hell or high water, she would ask her out after the show.
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  Paula turned up the volume so she wouldn’t miss even one of the softly spoken words while she did her paperwork at the reception desk.


  “You’re gonna get through this,” Christine said, her voice oozing warmth and sincerity.


  Her caller sniffled. “Okay.”


  “Please stay on the line. My producer will give you some numbers for really good therapists in your area.”


  “Thank you.”


  After a moment, Christine’s voice returned. “We’re out of time for tonight, but we’ll be back tomorrow. Also, be sure to tune in on Saturday night at ten for our Valentine’s Day special. We will be talking about being single on Valentine’s Day, and we’ll have listeners call in to reveal their secret love on The Midnight Couch.”


  Paula swallowed. Time was running out. Just forty-eight hours until her self-imposed deadline ended.


  “Thanks for listening. Good night, Southern California. Sweet dreams.”


  The station switched to a commercial, and seconds later, a door opened down the hall and rapid steps approached.


  Christine entered the reception area, already wearing her coat, the messenger bag slung across her chest.


  Now. Ask her. But when she opened her mouth, what came out was, “Hey, Christine. Great show.”


  “Aye.” Christine stopped in front of the reception desk and put one hand on it. “Now I can put curing hiccups on the list of my professional accomplishments. Did you catch that call?”


  Paula laughed. “I sure did. The poor guy nearly choked to death when you told him to put something in his mouth.”


  “What’s wrong with that? I was talking about a lollipop or something like that.” Christine’s eyes twinkled.


  “Sure. After talking about contracting muscles in that voice of yours, I’m sure that’s all he was thinking about too.”


  Christine shrugged. “Can I help it if he confused the glottis with the clitoris?”


  Heat shot up Paula’s neck and through the rest of her body. Speechless, she stared at Christine. I can’t believe I’m sitting here, talking about clitorises with Dr. Christine Graham.


  Christine just grinned. She seemed to be in an especially good mood tonight.


  Now! Do it!


  But Christine was already buttoning her coat, preparing to leave.


  Paula gathered her courage. “Christine? Do you have a minute?”


  Christine glanced at her wristwatch. “Can it wait until tomorrow? I really need to get home.”


  Damn. That sounded as if someone was waiting for Christine at home. I waited too long. Paula tried not to let her disappointment show.


  Nearly bouncing up and down, Christine beamed at her. “I’m gonna be a grandmother. Maybe I already am.”


  A grandmother? Paula gaped at her. According to Christine’s bio on the station’s website, which Paula knew almost by heart, she was just thirty-five years old. Was she really already a grandmother at that age?


  Christine laughed. “Don’t look at me like that. Max, my dog, is about to give birth.”


  A female dog called Max? Paula arched one brow.


  “Long story,” Christine said as if she could read her mind. “I’ll tell you another time. A neighbor is looking in on her. That’s why I’m in a bit of a hurry to get home.”


  “Okay, then go, Grandma.” Paula shooed her away.


  Laughing, Christine strode toward the doors. Over her shoulder, she called, “I’ll bring you some pictures.”


  Pictures of Christine with cute puppies were nice, but not really what Paula had been after. Well, maybe Christine would invite her over to see the puppies. Guess I’ll find out tomorrow. She gathered her paperwork and wondered how tomorrow had become her new mantra.
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  Once again, Paula got just a smile and a wave when Christine came in, since she was up on a ladder, fixing the flickering on-air light outside of studio C. The rest of the night kept her busy in the transmitter room, so she couldn’t listen to the show while she worked.


  When she finally returned to the main area, it was a few minutes before two in the morning. She settled behind the empty reception desk with her paperwork and a cup of coffee and turned on the radio to catch the rest of The Midnight Couch.


  Instead of Christine’s voice, static crackled through the speakers.


  Paula frowned. What the hell was going on? Dead air was considered a major sin in radio broadcasting. Christine had never messed up in the two years since she had begun working for KWSG. It had to be a technical problem.


  Before she could jump up to check Christine’s microphone and the sending unit of the STL, the speakers came to life.


  “This is Dr. Christine, signing off. Good night, Southern California, and please be safe out there.”


  Paula knew that voice better than she knew her own. Sometimes, she even heard it in her dreams, but she had never heard Christine sound like this. Gone were the smooth, warm tones Paula was used to. Christine’s voice sounded hollow and stiff.


  Then her signature tune signaled the end of the show, and a commercial started playing.


  A door slammed farther down the hall, and heels clicked over the floor in a rapid staccato.


  Paula craned her neck.


  Christine strode past Paula without saying a word or sending a single glance her way.


  “Uh, Christine? Is everything—?”


  But Christine didn’t stop or turn. The doors swished closed behind her.


  Paula knew she should check the modulation monitor and the equipment in the studio to make sure there would be no repeat of dead air.


  Torn, Paula looked back and forth between the doors and the hallway, where the control room and the studio were. “To hell with it.” She dashed around the desk and almost collided with the glass doors when they didn’t slide apart fast enough. Once outside, she skidded to a stop and looked around.


  Christine’s car was still parked in its usual spot, so she couldn’t have gone far.


  As Paula’s eyes adjusted to the near darkness outside, she made out Christine’s familiar shape.


  She leaned against a palm tree as if needing it to hold herself up. Even though she was slender and just five feet tall, she had never looked fragile—now she did, though. She had her back to Paula, but Paula didn’t need to see her face to know that something was wrong. Very wrong.


  With her heart in her throat, Paula walked over and hovered behind her, not knowing what to say. Finally, she cleared her throat so she wouldn’t scare Christine.


  Christine turned. There were no tears in her eyes, but in the dim light, her cornflower-blue irises looked gray and upset.


  “Are you okay?” Paula asked and then mentally slapped herself. That was a stupid question. Obviously, Christine wasn’t okay.


  She nodded and patted down her pockets, as she had done before she’d given up smoking three weeks after starting at the station. Was she searching for a cigarette pack? When her search didn’t unearth what she’d been looking for, she paused and looked over at Paula.


  A lump formed in Paula’s throat. She stepped closer, gently took Christine’s arm, and tugged her down until they were sitting side by side on a low concrete wall. “What happened?”


  “A woman from San Diego called and…” Christine squeezed her eyes shut and leaned her head against Paula’s shoulder for a moment.


  That sign of trust gave Paula the confidence to wrap one arm around her. A wave of tenderness swept through her, and she barely held herself back from kissing Christine’s hair. Instead, she just held her and waited, not pressuring her to talk before she was ready, just as Christine always did on her show.


  “She tried to kill herself while she was on air,” Christine whispered. “I have no idea if she made it or not.”


  “Oh God.” Paula’s stomach knotted. She tightened her grip on Christine. “That’s horrible. Why would she do something like that?”


  “Her husband left her. Just disappeared after thirty years of supposedly happy marriage, without saying a word. As soon as I realized where things were going, I signaled Tyler to call the police while I tried to keep her on the line.” Christine covered her eyes with one hand. “I tried to talk her out of it, but she wouldn’t listen. I couldn’t stop her. She had been drinking while we talked and then she… She swallowed an entire bottle of sleeping pills while she was on the phone with me. At one point, she just stopped talking. I guess she dropped the phone when she passed out. Next thing I know, a police officer was on the phone. He said they rushed her to a hospital, but I don’t know if they got to her in time.”


  Paula rubbed her arm, feeling the tense muscles quiver under her hand. “No matter what happens to her, it’s not your fault.”


  “Sure feels like it,” Christine mumbled.


  Not knowing what else to say, Paula repeated what Christine always told her listeners, “You can’t control anyone’s behavior but yours.”


  Christine laughed, still shaky, but sounding a little bit more like herself now. “Giving me a dose of my own medicine, huh?”


  Paula shrugged and gave her an embarrassed little smile.


  Christine wrapped one arm around her and squeezed. “Thanks.” She rested against Paula for a few more seconds.


  The automatic doors behind them swished open. “Christine?” Tyler called.


  “I’m here.” Christine let go of Paula and stood. A bit of dirt clung to her skirt, but she didn’t seem to care.


  Paula got up too and adjusted her tool belt.


  Tyler came over to them. “The police called.”


  Christine sucked in a breath and gripped Paula’s arm. “Any news on the woman?”


  “She’ll be fine. They pumped her stomach in the emergency room. Seems like they caught her just in time.”


  “Oh, thank God!” Christine’s knees seemed to weaken. She slumped against Paula, who wrapped her arm around her to keep her upright.


  “Yeah.” Tyler shuffled his feet. “I thought you’d want to know right away.”


  “Of course. Thanks.”


  Tyler disappeared inside, leaving Paula and Christine in a near embrace, staring at each other.


  “I’m so glad for you,” Paula said. “Seems you saved a life tonight.” She was very proud of Christine.


  “Aye.” Christine blew out a breath and slowly let go. “I think we should both get out of here now. I’m done in.”


  “Yeah. And you should take the day off tomorrow.” It had been a pretty close call tonight, and she couldn’t imagine that someone as empathic as Christine would get over it that fast, even though she had ultimately saved the woman’s life.


  Christine sighed. “I wish I could, but it’s Valentine’s Day. The show must go on, right?”


  Unfortunately, she was right. “I guess.” Paula stayed at her side as Christine walked to her car. She waited until Christine had unlocked the driver-side door. “Will you be all right?”


  Christine turned toward her, and the warmth returned to her eyes, which looked almost midnight blue in the dim light in the parking lot. “I’ll be fine.” She reached out and squeezed Paula’s hand.


  Was it just her imagination, or did the touch linger a hint longer than expected between co-workers?


  “Thank you, Paula.” Another squeeze, then Christine climbed behind the wheel, started the car, and slowly drove away.


  Paula watched her taillights disappear in the distance. She stood for another minute before marching back inside to get her coat and car keys. She left the radio off on the way home.
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  When Paula entered the station at six on Valentine’s Day, half of her colleagues from the day shift were still there. Julie, the receptionist, hadn’t gone home yet either. She was on the phone while another phone somewhere rang off the hook.


  Paula stopped in front of the reception desk and lifted a brow.


  Julie covered the phone with one hand. “Valentine’s Day craziness,” she whispered. “The media keeps calling because of that suicide attempt we had live on air yesterday, and now I’m on the phone with a guy who keeps calling to find out Christine’s address. He wants to send her a gift basket for Valentine’s Day.”


  A wave of protectiveness gripped Paula. “I hope you didn’t give out her address. Tell him to stick his gift basket elsewhere.”


  “Don’t worry,” Julie said. “I never give out addresses, no matter how much someone insists that he’s not a stalker and just wants to let her know how he feels.”


  Paula snorted. “Get in line, buddy.”


  Julie looked up at her. “Uh, what?”


  Shit. Had she said that out loud? “Um, I said you have a call on the other line too.” She quickly marched past Julie to the storage room to get her tools.
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  Knowing Christine would be in earlier than usual, since her show would start at ten instead of midnight, Paula started checking every piece of equipment in her studio. She adjusted the speaker and headphone volumes to the settings that she knew Christine preferred. She even opened the control board to make sure everything was wired in correctly.


  “All done?” Tyler asked from the doorway.


  “Give me a minute.” Paula knew she was stalling, but she wanted to be there when Christine came in and make sure she was all right. She pulled a screwdriver from her belt and tightened a screw on the microphone boom that didn’t need to be tightened. When she finally put the screwdriver away, she glanced toward the large glass window.


  Christine was walking toward the studio. In black slacks that emphasized her slim hips and a blouse that mirrored the blue of her eyes, she looked as beautiful as ever, but even subtle makeup couldn’t hide the shadows beneath her eyes.


  Paula took three quick steps and held the heavy door open for her. “Hey,” she said gently. “How are you doing?”


  Christine nodded her thanks and entered the studio. “I’m okay. Thanks again for coming after me yesterday.”


  “Anytime,” Paula said and meant it.


  Their gazes met and held. It felt almost like the one-armed embrace they had shared yesterday, and Paula longed to take her into her arms again.


  Of course, in the middle of the radio station, with Tyler still lingering nearby, she didn’t dare.


  “I’d better start preparing the show,” Christine said after a few more moments.


  Paula nodded.


  When Christine took off her coat and messenger bag and sat behind the master console, Paula turned and left. That was it. I missed my chance. It looked as if asking Christine out was going to make it onto her New Year’s resolution list for the third year in a row.
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  While doing routine maintenance on the equipment racks in the two smaller production studios, Paula listened to the show.


  Christine took calls from people who complained about having to spend Valentine’s Day alone because they were single.


  After a short commercial break, Christine’s melodic voice came through the speakers again. “You’re listening to The Midnight Couch with Dr. Christine. Before the break, we were talking about being lonely on Valentine’s Day. Well, some people out there are alone, not because they haven’t found someone to love, but because they haven’t confessed their feelings to the person they love. If you’re secretly in love with someone, give us a call and let’s talk about it.”


  Would anyone even call? After all, once they talked about it on a radio show that was broadcasted all over Southern California, their secret love wouldn’t be so secret anymore.


  “First up is Kim from Santa Monica,” Christine said.


  Paula shrugged. Apparently, Kim didn’t mind spilling her guts on the radio. Paula couldn’t help admiring her courage.


  “Hi, Kim,” Christine said. Her voice somehow managed being as soothing as a lullaby and as exciting as a car chase at the same time. “You’re talking live to Dr. Christine. How can I help you?”


  “I’m not sure you can,” Kim said. She sounded young, as if she was barely out of her teens. “I got myself into a really—”


  The rest of the sentence was missing, probably because Christine had pressed the dump button, so the seven-second delay had bleeped out something like “shitty situation.”


  “Do you want to tell me more about it?” Christine asked.


  Kim sighed. “I’m in love with this really cool guy, Brandon. He’s one of the managers in the coffee shop where I work, and he sometimes sneaks me a muffin or a cupcake.”


  She sounded so smitten that Paula had to grin. Oh yeah? Are you calling the kettle black, Ms. Pot?


  “He sounds great,” Christine said. “So he has no idea how you feel about him?”


  “No way. I could never tell him.”


  “Why not?” Christine asked gently. “Because he’s your boss at the coffee shop?”


  Kim blew out an audible breath. “No. Because he’s my best friend’s ex.”


  Ouch. Paula scratched her head.


  “Hmm.” Christine appeared unrattled. “I see why that could be a difficult situation. So you’re not telling him because you’re afraid to hurt your friend if you get together with her ex?”


  “Yeah. We’ve been BFFs since kindergarten. I don’t want to hurt her.”


  “How long have they been separated?”


  “Two months.” Kim sounded as if it were an eternity.


  Pah. Amateur. Try mooning over someone for two years without getting up the courage to tell her!


  “Do you think your friend…?”


  “Tina,” Kim supplied.


  “Do you think Tina is over him already?” Christine asked.


  “I don’t know. She’s got a new boyfriend, but…I have no idea if he’s just a rebound guy or something.”


  “So you haven’t talked to Tina about any of this?”


  “Oh, no. I can’t. I don’t want her to think…”


  “To think what?”


  “That I was already after him when they were together or that I’m chasing after her sloppy seconds.”


  Paula snorted. Sloppy seconds. I’m sure Brandon will be charmed when he hears that.


  “If she’s a true friend, she won’t think that,” Christine said. “She’ll try to understand. Maybe she won’t be overjoyed at first, but if you give her a little time, she’ll be happy for you.”


  “You really think so?”


  “Well, imagine you were in her shoes and Tina confessed to being in love with your ex.”


  Kim giggled. “I wouldn’t want her to date that stupid ass, but I guess I see your point.”


  “I know it’s a bit of a risk, but years from now, you don’t want to wonder what if. It’s time to lay your cards on the table and see how it all plays out.”


  Paula’s breath caught. It was as if Christine was speaking directly to her. A few years from now, did she really want to wonder what would have happened if she had ever gotten up the courage to ask Christine out?


  “Okay,” Kim said. “Thanks.”


  Christine said goodbye and ended the call. “So, let’s see if there’s another caller who’s secretly in love.” Several seconds of silence ticked by. “No one? Come on, people. Kim can’t be the only one. What better day to confess your love than Valentine’s?” She lowered her voice to an intimate whisper. “Take heart and call me.”


  Cool metal in her hand startled Paula. She blinked when she realized that she’d reached for her cell phone. Her heart pounded. Should I really…?


  “Come on,” Christine said again. “Don’t be afraid.”


  Paula looked around. She was alone in the production studio, and the hallway beyond was empty. Besides, Tyler, who screened Christine’s calls, probably had someone else on the line already and wouldn’t put her through, especially not if he recognized her voice.


  She’d put it off as a prank call to a co-worker, and they’d all laugh about it. With that soothing thought in mind, she typed in a code that would block her caller ID information and then dialed the station’s number. Her hand shook as she pressed the phone to her ear.


  “KWSG, welcome to The Midnight Couch,” Tyler said. “Who am I talking to?”


  Paula clutched the cell phone while her thoughts were racing. For a moment, she was tempted to give her real name, just because she loved the way it sounded when Christine said it, but then reason prevailed and she gave the first name that popped into her mind. “Uh, Jane. My name is Jane.” She mentally slapped her forehead. Jane? As in Jane Doe? That’s the best you could come up with?


  “Jane from…?”


  “Uh, LA.” No reason to lie about that. Los Angeles was a big enough place.


  “Thanks for calling, Jane from LA,” Tyler said. “Just to see if you would be a good fit for tonight’s show, can you give me the rundown of your story?”


  Paula had worked at a radio station long enough to know the drill. Lowering her voice a register so Tyler wouldn’t recognize her, she said, “I have a crush on a co-worker, but I have no idea how to let…um…them know I’m interested.”


  If Tyler wondered about her use of the generic pronoun, he didn’t say so. “Okay,” he said. “Sounds like you need some advice. I’m gonna put you through to Dr. Christine.”


  “T-thanks.” A lump formed in her throat until she could barely breathe. In the two seconds it took Tyler to put her through, she nearly hung up. Just the thought of not wanting to leave Christine hanging stopped her. Voices sounded different through the headphones in the studio, she told herself. Christine wouldn’t recognize her.


  “Welcome to the show, Jane,” Christine said. Her smoky voice drifted through the phone and through the speakers in the production studio.


  Belatedly, Paula realized she had to turn off the speakers to avoid any feedback. She fumbled with the switch and nearly dropped the phone in the process. “Uh, hi.”


  “So what’s on your mind, Jane?”


  You. Of course, she didn’t say that. Paula rubbed her cheek with her free hand and tried to make her voice sound deeper as she said, “I have this embarrassing crush on someone I work with.”


  “Why is it embarrassing?” Christine asked.


  Well, maybe not as embarrassing as the guy who was in love with his rubber plant, but still… “Because I’m thirty. I think I’m supposed to be over having crushes like that.”


  “I’d hope not,” Christine said with a laugh that made Paula tingle all over. “Having a crush on someone is a great thing to experience at any age. So tell me more about this co-worker. How long have you known each other?”


  “About two years now,” Paula said. She still couldn’t believe she was talking to Christine about her crush—live on air, where thousands of people, including all of her co-workers, could hear every word. It didn’t feel that way, though. Christine made her feel as if she was talking only to her.


  “And for how long has your crush been going on?”


  Paula rubbed her overly warm cheek. More embarrassing confessions. “About as long.”


  “That’s a long time,” Christine said.


  Paula sighed and mumbled, “Tell me about it.”


  “So what’s holding you back?”


  “Fear of rejection, I guess,” she said and realized that she sounded a bit like a psychologist herself. Too many nights listening to The Midnight Couch. “We have to see each other every day, and I don’t want things to be awkward between us.”


  “You think he wouldn’t take it well?”


  “She,” Paula said quietly. She bit her lip. She hadn’t planned to reveal that to Christine and thousands of listeners. Holding her breath, she waited for Christine’s reaction.


  “Ah,” was all Christine said. “So you think she wouldn’t take it well?”


  “I have no idea. I don’t even know if she likes women.”


  “Well, if you don’t ask, you’ll never find out.”


  “But…but…it’s not that easy. I’ve tried, believe me, but I always chicken out.”


  “Okay, then how about testing the waters first?”


  “How?”


  “You could invite her to do something with you, just as friends, then see how she interacts with you away from work.”


  Hmm. Paula rubbed her chin. That sounded like a good idea. Maybe she should have called Christine sooner, even though it was totally absurd to get advice from the woman she wanted to ask out. “I guess I could do that.”


  “What does she like to do?”


  “Huh?”


  “Your co-worker. What does she like to do in her free time?”


  Paula thought about it for a second. “She loves animals. And she’s a movie buff.”


  “Then why not ask her if she’d like to go to a film festival with you? The LA Indie Film Festival is coming up at the end of the month.”


  No, I can’t. If she did exactly what Christine had told Jane to do, she would give herself away. She’d have to come up with another idea for what they could do on their friendly not-a-date date. “I’ll do that. Thanks for your help.”


  “You’re welcome. Please call in again and let us know how it went.”


  “You’ll be the first to know,” Paula said and covered the phone with one hand so Christine wouldn’t hear her chuckle.


  “Good night, Jane, and good luck.”


  “Good night, Chr…Dr. Christine.” She quickly ended the call and pressed the cell phone to her chest. Oh my God! I can’t believe I did that. She sank onto a swivel chair and let her head rest against a console.
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  When Christine left her booth at two in the morning, Paula hid in the conference room, documenting the shift’s work there instead of in the reception area. For once, she hoped Christine wouldn’t seek her out to exchange a few words, as she sometimes did before she left. She couldn’t look her in the eyes, convinced that Christine would know it had been her the minute she made eye contact.


  The door opened.


  Paula’s shoulders slumped. She didn’t have to look up to know who stood in the doorway.


  “Ah, there you are, Paula. I thought I saw light in here.”


  A shiver went through Paula at the way her name sounded on Christine’s lips. She peered up, then back down. “Oh, hi.”


  “Good show, hmm? Did you listen in?”


  Listen in? I called in. She still couldn’t believe it. “Uh, yeah, I caught bits and pieces. Your advice was great.”


  “You think so?”


  I hope so. “Sure.”


  “Thanks.”


  Was there something different in Christine’s voice? Paula glanced up. Christine was looking at her, but her cornflower-blue eyes gave nothing away. You’re imagining things. She wouldn’t be so cool if she knew. She would say something, right?


  “Well, then.” Christine turned to go. “Good night. See you at the regular time tomorrow.”


  Paula suppressed a sigh. Yes, everything would be back to normal tomorrow. And she still had to find the courage to ask Christine out, even if she was now just aiming for a friendly outing. “Good night. Drive carefully.”


  “You too.” Christine waved and was gone.
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  The next day, when Paula left her apartment, hopped into her car, and turned on the radio, Christine’s smoky voice greeted her. She nearly backed the car into a concrete column. What is she doing on air already?


  Poor Christine had probably been called in to take over for yet another colleague who was sick or had partied too hard yesterday.


  “This woman just can’t say no,” Paula mumbled. She hoped Christine wouldn’t say no to a visit to the zoo with her either. Paula had lain awake for most of the night, thinking of things she could do with Christine. A lot of things had come to mind, most of them R-rated, but finally her thoughts had returned to things they could do on a friendly basis, and she had settled on a visit to the Los Angeles Zoo.


  When she entered the station and went to the small storage room where she kept her tool belt, an envelope was stuck to her clipboard, where she wouldn’t miss it.


  Paula Arellano was written on it with neat letters.


  She knew that handwriting. Her heart tripped. Christine! She knows and wrote me a letter telling me off because she doesn’t want to deal with this face-to-face. Then her racing pulse calmed. No. Christine wouldn’t do that. It was probably just the puppy pictures Christine had promised and then forgotten to show her because of the on-air suicide and then the special show on Valentine’s Day.


  Still in her coat, she slid a fingernail behind the flap of the envelope, tearing it open.


  No pictures fell out.


  Instead, two tickets slid into her waiting hands. A note in Christine’s handwriting stuck to the top ticket.


  Dear Jane,


  Want to go see a movie with me?


  Christine


  Oh, wow. She wants to go see a movie with me? Paula whirled around and did a little victory dance that had the news reporter who was passing by stop next to the open door and laugh at her. Then she froze. She called me Jane. She took a closer look at the tickets. They were for the LA Indie Film Festival. Oh, God, she knows. She knows that I have a crush on her, and she still wants to go to the film festival with me.


  Her legs felt too weak for another victory dance, but inside, she was cheering. When her head finally stopped spinning, she went to the reception desk, reached for a permanent marker in the penholder, and scribbled her answer on a sheet of paper in big letters.


  The news reporter looked at her as if she’d gone crazy as she skipped past him, down the hall. She stopped in front of the glassed-in studio to the left.


  There she was. Christine slowly swished back and forth on her swivel chair and talked into the microphone, both hands cupped around it.


  Paula watched her, drinking her in.


  Again, Christine seemed to sense her presence. She turned her head and looked through the glass. When she saw Paula standing there, in the middle of the hallway, she cocked her head in a silent question.


  Grinning, Paula held up the sign, which read, “Hell, yes!”


  A broad smile spread over Christine’s face.


  For a moment, they grinned at each other like fools; then Christine put one hand on the headphones and seemed to listen intently to what her caller was saying.


  Paula watched her a little longer before turning and making her way back to the storage room. Her gaze fell on the large clock on the wall. Barely six o’clock. It seemed that sometimes the magic happened way before midnight.
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