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IT WASN’T THE FIRST time they’d heard the roar of an orc and it wouldn’t be the last. Everyone cringed and exchanged glances. Only Tori stood her ground without flinching. They’d somehow come out of the encounter alive, if she had anything to say about it.

She whirled toward the doorway the sound had come from and raised her quarterstaff. Even though her heart was hammering, she knew she had to face the oncoming danger. Now that they had recovered from their momentary fright, the others were already preparing for battle – drawing their swords or nocking their bows. The stone walls of the dungeon felt as though they were closing in around her, perhaps because Tori did her best fighting out in the open, where she could better connect with the energies in nature.

“Get back!” Jeremy shouted at Tori. “That thing will eat you alive!”

“I’d like to see it try,” Tori answered bravely. “Elf meat is too stringy, even for an orc to eat.” Still, she took a five-foot step back. Considering the strength of their group, it didn’t do to try anything foolhardy. They still had much to learn... if they survived.

As the wind whipped her long brown hair, she had to toss her head to get the strands out of her eyes. The roar sounded again and she blinked. Her muscles tensed, her knuckles whitening as she gripped the quarterstaff. Her blood rushed into her head, thundering in her ears. “Bring it on,” she whispered through gritted teeth.

The moment the orc stepped into the room, a blur of motion whizzed past Tori and charged into the large creature. Then the flurry of activity solidified into a young man who grinned, then let out a snorting laugh. “Guys, you aren’t going to believe this, but my dice fell off the table again.”

“Jeez, Quentin, are you serious?” All it took was that one statement to bring Tori back to the real world, out of the fantasy one she had been weaving for her players in game. Quentin dropped to his hands and knees under the table, crawling along the red carpeting and feeling around everyone’s feet in his search of the missing dice.

“Dude, don’t touch me like that!” Jeremy yelped as he backed his chair away from the table. “Tori doesn’t run that kind of game.”

Tori pressed her palm to her forehead in her best imitation of Jean Luc Picard, while Quentin scrambled back into his chair. 

“Sorry, I found it,” he announced. The sound of the dice rolling across the tabletop gave Tori hope, which dimmed immediately when she heard the twenty-sided land with a soft thunk on the carpeted floor yet again.

“We’re sorry you found it too.” Tori glared at him, her gray eyes narrowed. “Honestly, Quentin, do we need to put bumpers on the edges of the table like people do for baby cribs? You’re the monk. You’re supposed to be the most agile and dexterous character in the game. At least try to act like it, instead of being a total dork.”

“Whatever. We’re all dorks.”

“No, we’re geeks,” Jeremy said, motioning to the other people around the table. “You’re a dork.”

Quentin sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest, but he didn’t look at Jeremy. “Can we just call it quits here? Its midnight, anyway, and I volunteered to work tomorrow because one of our guys has been out sick. I have to wake up kind of early.”

Looking up at the clock, Tori blinked and nodded. “Yeah, I suppose we can. Fine. We’ll pick up combat next Friday night. Just keep the dice on the table, damn it. The more foolishness that goes on, the longer the combat. I’m sure you guys are ready to get out of this dungeon and move on.” She flipped her hardcover books shut and stacked them while the guys picked up their books, dice, and character sheets. There were only five players, in addition to Tori, so clean-up didn’t take long. They had all learned to bring their own empty energy drink cans to the bathroom, rinse them, and put them in the recycling bin or face Tori’s wrath.

“By the way.” Quentin sidled up to her as she used the side of her hand to sweep her dice into a bag. Quentin’s too-long auburn hair flopped over his eye when he hefted his backpack up on one of his shoulders. “My kid sister wants to come to our next game.”

“Okay, she can do that. It’s a free country.” Tori shrugged and continued gathering her gaming supplies. It wasn’t like she had far to take them, since she owned the gaming shop, but she liked having everything in order. All the things in her life had their place and that was how she liked it. The largest went on the bottom, the big things went on the outside, the small things on the inside, and she was precisely on time for everything, like opening her store at ten o’clock every morning.

“Yeah, but, this is my sister,” he said again. “My little sister. I’m not sure I want her to see me here doing this, you know?”

“Uh, then tell her you don’t want her to come? It sounds like a personal issue, Q-man.”

When she looked up and saw Quentin staring at her, she rolled her eyes. “What? It’s your problem. Bring her along. Don’t bring her along. Just don’t let her get in the way and don’t expect us to entertain her. We’re not a babysitting service. If she wants to actually play the game, teach her about it before you foist her on us. Or tell her to leave you alone, unless your parents are making you bring her.”

“Nah, I don’t mean... I mean, I do mean...” Quentin ran his hand through his hair, prompting another eye roll from Tori.

“Seriously, dude, you need a haircut.” In a way, these guys were her very own Lost Boys and she was their Wendy – a little older, a little wiser (at least, she liked to think so), and a bit of a caretaker for them. Sure, they had jobs and homes of their own, but once upon a time, they had been the guys in high school all the teachers and other kids had expected to fail at life. In a way, Tori had adopted all of them as her own, even though she was only thirty.

Quentin stopped messing with his hair and followed her to the office behind the cash register, where Tori stashed her personal gaming supplies on the bookshelf. “I mean, she wants to come for a reason – something about writing a college paper.”

“So, not kid as in some twelve-year-old?”

“No. Jeez, Tori, how old do you think I am?”

Tori turned and leaned back against the shelf, folding her arms. “I don’t know, Quentin – twenty?”

“We’re the same age. I’ve been coming here since you opened over ten years ago.”

“Oh, has it been that long?” Tori tried to think back ten years ago, but it felt like her life had been a blur since... She shrugged and tossed her hair. It was a girly habit she had tried to rid herself of in reinventing her life, but she had never succeeded. Maybe it was time to cut it short, but then she would miss being able to just pull it back into a ponytail and go. “Anyway, I sense you have a point you’re not getting to, so out with it, already.”

Quentin nodded and thrust his hand into the back pocket of his jeans. “Like I said, she wants to do a paper about something-something with history and gaming, and how their relationship. Like RPGs in the middle ages.”

“Uh...” Tori glanced at her bookshelf and then shifted her gaze back to Quentin. “Do you know what she’s actually writing? Because that doesn’t make any sense.”

“Well, it doesn’t make sense to me, either. I don’t pretend to know my sister and her intellectual stuff. She’s way different than us, Tori.” 

Tori realized she had never seen Quentin so flustered before and she almost felt sorry for him. “I don’t see the issue, unless your entire family doesn’t already know what a dork you are. How is she different? Is she Illuminati?” 

“Yeesh, Tori, cut me some slack. You know what I mean. People like you and me... we’re counter-culture and above it all... and she’s just so straight-laced, you know?” 

“Wow. She sounds like a terror.” Even though Tori’s response was sarcastically deadpan, she couldn’t help but detest the idea of some twenty-one year old college senior disrupting their gaming nights for a paper with a mysterious premise. All she envisioned was a feminine version of Quentin, slightly younger and writhing on their tabletop, enticing the guys to do body shots off of her.

Quentin let out a whoosh of breath. “I’m glad you agree. There’s nothing more horrible than having a little sister who wants to butt in on your one get-away from real life, you know?” 

No, Tori didn’t know. She was an only child. Furthermore, she was the least “counter-culture” person in the store at any given moment, but Quentin certainly didn’t need to know that. 

“So, she’ll meet us here next week at seven, if that’s okay with you.”

“Again, free country, public space.” Tori arranged her books back in their places on the shelf. “Just don’t let her go all spring break ‘Girls Gone Wild’ before the end of the night and I think it’ll be fine.”

“How do you know what ‘Girls Gone Wild’ is? Do you actually watch those videos because, you know, you’re, um...”

“Human?” Tori shook her head. “Quentin, a woman doesn’t have to be a lesbian to know those stupid videos exist and, no, I’ve never watched them. There is nothing remotely attractive about what’s going on in those videos.”

He finally backed away, nodding and half-bowing to her. “Right, then. So my sister will be here next Friday.”

“Next Friday. I won’t forget.” Tori waved to Quentin and let out a long breath when he finally left the store. She turned off the light in her office and walked around the shop, double-checking that the door was locked, tidying displays, and flipping light switches. Running her own business was a dream come true. It gave her a sense of control in a world full of uncertainty. A world where very few things – people, least of all – could be expected to fall into patterns of logical behavior.

The last thing Tori did was turn out the lights in the middle of the shop. She would return in the morning to start over again, but for now she needed a good night’s sleep.

As she opened the door to the staircase that connected the street-level store to the apartment above, she looked over her shoulder. Even though she enjoyed her work, she also appreciated this – the nightly moment of quiet when the store was closed, the money counted and locked away for the morning deposit, and the satisfaction of sharing an entertaining night with her friends. She appreciated it... but she knew her life wasn’t what it could have been.

Tori closed and locked the door behind her, and trudged up the stairs. “I’m more tired than I should be, Widget,” she told the feline waiting for her on the second floor. The tuxedo cat looked up at her and meowed. “Sure, sure. Go ahead and tell me again that I should work out more often or that I’m just too old for this stuff.”

When she went upstairs, she always hesitated on that threshold, too. It was strange to think her grand-mère had been gone twelve years, yet the place still smelled like her favorite perfume. Tori’s grand-mère had worn Miss Dior every day of her life since its introduction to the world in December of 1947. The original bottle still stood on a little shelf in the bathroom, an homage to her grand-mère’s life – a life that had included a presence at the world’s first fashion runway show.

It certainly had been a colorful, adventurous life and Tori had, not just the bottle, but decades’ worth of photographs to prove it.

Tori looked at the bottle as she brushed her teeth, a bottle that represented a life in stark contrast to the one she now lived. “But darling,” her grand-mère would say, “no one ever understands true artists.” And then, punctuating every word with a jab of her quizzing glass, she would add, “Just be you.”

She supposed part of her grand-mère’s fierce resolve had to do with being French and another part of it had to do with her resistance activities during World War II. Grand-mère had been a tough woman, but a loving one, too.

After spitting and rinsing, Tori looked at herself in the mirror. Unlike her grand-mère, Tori was just a boring, normal person, right? She hadn’t lived “up to her potential,” as her teachers said, and she certainly hadn’t striven to make her dreams come true. But who had time for all of that? Once adulthood hit, she had to accept the reality that there were bills to pay, which required a steady income.

The store took up her days and some of her nights. And she really did love it. Really. It was an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay, spending her time around the things that made her feel comfortable – the stories and artwork of other worlds, told through comics or books or games that let readers and players imagine the most wonderful things. She was sure her grand-mère would say she had put her inheritance to good use in converting the downstairs from an empty dress shop into a thriving modern-day business.

Besides, her grand-mère had never imposed her ideas on Tori. She had simply encouraged independence and following her dream. Unlike her parents, who couldn’t seem to get their shit together, yet seemed to think they could tell Tori how to live her life.

Tori let out a sigh and crossed the apartment into the kitchen to check Widget’s food and water. Then she turned out the lights and went to her bedroom. She loved the apartment. It had a long history that her grand-mère used to take pride in sharing with visitors. Tori had it memorized, along with all of her grand-mère’s other stories about life in the 1930s and 1940s, growing up in Paris during the war, and coming to America with her husband, an aspiring fashion designer.

“Never,” her grand-mère would say, “let anyone tell you that you can’t. You can do it if you reach for the stars and build a ladder to them.”

Tori sat on the edge of the bed and turned out the light as Widget leapt up beside her. “Hey boy,” Tori said, settling under the blankets and draping her arm over his warm, purring form. “Just don’t wake me up before the alarm and you’ll live another day.”

In response, Widget booped her nose with his cold, wet one.
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THE WEEK WENT MUCH as it always did – Tori woke up at seven to eat breakfast, shower, brush her teeth, and get dressed, then went downstairs to make sure everything was ready for the day. And each day was much the same, with some people visiting the store in the morning between opening and lunch, followed by a few more in the early afternoon, but the steadiest influx of customers was always after school was dismissed.

Tori didn’t mind the middle schoolers as much as some shop owners did. She got to know them and even helped some of the latchkey kids with their homework. After all, she knew what it felt like to wait for mom or dad to come home, while she tried to struggle through some of the work on her own. Knowing what a child of divorce or with two working parents dealt with, she was always happy to step in and lend a hand.

But every week when Friday came, none of the kids asked for homework help. No. Who wanted to think of Monday when they had two days of freedom from school? Fridays were always game nights and the tables in the gaming half of her shop filled up quickly with several boys and a few girls, from ages ten and older. The adult gamers followed not long after getting out of work. The inter-generational mix all gathered for the same reason every week – to play games that immersed them in fantastic, imaginative worlds.

As she set up the table for her own group’s game, she looked at the clusters of people playing various card and board games. Sure, she facilitated their entry into those strange and interesting realms, but once she had dreamed of being the person who created them – who drew and painted them, so people could see past the words in the books.

“Hey! Daydreaming again?” Jeremy’s voice jarred her from her thoughts and she blinked.

“Sorry.” Tori recovered quickly. If she had learned anything in her life, it was to mask her physical reactions the best she could, so she lifted her head and gave him a half-smile. “Just thinking about tonight. I’m not sure I’m looking forward to it.”

“Why not?” Jeremy unslung his backpack from his shoulder and dug into it.

“Well,” Tori said as she watched him pull out his books and dice, “Quentin is bringing his little sister to the shop.”

“Why would he do that?” Jeremy hesitated and glanced around the room. “I didn’t know she was into gaming. She’s probably as clumsy and dorky as Quentin.”

Tori smoothed her palms over the tabletop, not sure why the concept of Quentin bringing his sister even bothered her. She supposed it was because she was an outsider – someone who might come in and snidely say, “Oh, isn’t that cute?” to what they were doing.

“So you’ve never met her?” Tori asked.

“Nah. Are you kidding? Quentin might be a dork, but he’s too smart to introduce his sister to us. All I know is she’s in college studying... something dorky.”

“That’s a lot of dorking.”

“I think it’s genetic.”

Tori finally let out a laugh and reached back to gather her hair into a ponytail, slipping an elastic off her wrist to contain the shoulder-length brown tresses. “He said she’s writing a paper about history and gaming.”

“Like the history of gaming?”

“Quentin didn’t know. He’s not exactly a details guy.” Tori tightened her ponytail and glanced around the shop. Most of the kids and adults who comprised her clientele looked roughly the same – t-shirts and jeans, black sneakers or boots, and some fun hair colors here and there. It wasn’t exactly the place to find inspiration or insight for a college paper, unless there was a cultural aspect to it.

Jeremy nudged her and said, “Here’s Quentin. The sister can’t be far behind. Do you think she’s a ginger like him?”

“Do I care?” With a shrug, Tori said, “I’m getting my stuff. Don’t torment Quentin too much tonight, if you can help it.”

“Please. He brings it on himself. Some monk. Why can’t we have a class called ‘Jester’ or ‘Village Idiot’?”

“Because that’s not an option in the Player’s Handbook.” Tori pointed at him and said, “Seriously. Behave.” She crossed the shop, waving at Quentin as she walked into her office. The other guys would arrive soon and her concern wasn’t their drop-in guest, but the story she had to tell that night. During her quiet mornings in the shop, she worked on her story, so she had plenty of material planned out every week for the group. Tori liked to think that was one of the reasons she had played with the same people for the past several years – they enjoyed her storytelling. Since she didn’t have time to bring her worlds to life with art, she tried to paint worlds with words. 

She turned to exit her office and stopped short at the sight of the woman standing in the doorway. “Can I help you?” Tori asked.

“Yeah. Hi. I’m Madeleine Ballard, Quentin’s sister.” She extended her hand toward Tori, who looked at it dumbly. It was a refined hand with neat, manicured nails in a natural shade of rose pink. Tori lifted her gaze to Madeleine’s face once again and tried not to give in to the urge to lick her lips.

Quentin’s sister wasn’t at all what she had envisioned. Her dark hair had a slightly reddish gleam to it here and there, and was styled in a short, cute pixie cut. Tori thought Madeleine must have a very steady hand, because the black line along her eyelid, just atop her lashes, was drawn perfectly. The liner and long lashes emphasized her dark, almond-shaped eyes and her lipstick was a neutral pink shade that coordinated with her nail polish. 

At first glance, Tori knew someone like her certainly didn’t belong in a gaming store.  Even though Madeleine wore a vintage-style ensemble of a red dress with a black Peter Pan-style collar, black leggings, and lace-up boots that Tori would describe as “quirky,” she still wasn’t the kind of person usually seen in a shop like Tori’s.

Still, Tori shoved the snap judgment to the back of her head, shifted her books to her left arm, and accepted the handshake. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Tori Warren, the owner.”

“I know. Quentin told me and I figured since I’m here for academic reasons, I really ought to clear it with you, first.”

Tori ignored the fluttering of her heart, and instead nodded as she answered. “I appreciate that. Quentin said you’re writing a paper on history and gaming.”

When Madeleine let out a laugh, it sounded like sweet music. “He was never quick on the uptake. Here – can I help you with those?” Madeleine offered her free hand.

“No, I couldn’t do that,” Tori said, letting go of Madeleine’s hand and balancing her books between her arms again. She missed the warmth of Madeleine’s delicate hand in hers, but she smiled. “You’re my guest. I wouldn’t dream of putting you to work. Why don’t you tell me more about the paper you’re writing?”

“Well, it’s actually my thesis.” Madeleine reached up and swept her bangs off her forehead. Maybe it had been too long since her last girlfriend, but Tori wanted to kiss her guest then and there. She was too damn cute.

Once again, Tori let logic override desire. She tilted her head toward the shop. “Why don’t you tell me about it while I prep for the game?”

“Sure.” Madeleine stepped aside to let Tori pass and then followed her to the table. “I’m pursuing my master’s degree in history and my thesis is drawing parallels between fantasy worlds and our actual history.”

“For what purpose?” Tori asked. She set her stack of books on the table and motioned for Madeleine to follow her back to the office.

“That’s kind of where I’m still a little fuzzy. It seemed like such a good idea at the time and I feel like I’ve got the execution of it figured out, but not the common thread to hold it together. I mean, I do, but right now it seems kind of flimsy to me.”

Tori gathered her dice, pencils, and notebooks. “Don’t you have to propose your premise and get it accepted before you can even write your thesis?”

“Yeah. Honestly, my premise was BS that I managed to piece together with some help from Quentin, but I got it approved.” Madeleine winked at Tori and Tori felt her heartbeat skip again. “Anyway, knowing Quentin’s hobby is directly influenced by our world history... I don’t know – something about understanding why this is interesting to him inspired me.”

Letting out a chuckle, Tori led her back into the shop. “That sounds more like psychology than history.”

“I know, but...” Madeleine pressed her palm to her face, obscuring half of it as she grinned. “I’m in too deep to back out now. Do me a solid?”

“A solid?” Tori smirked as she arranged her place at the head of the table.

“Yeah. Don’t you know what happens when refuse to do a solid? It’s not good.”

Tori turned and stared at Madeleine with disbelief. “You watch The Regular Show?”

“It’s a guilty pleasure.” Madeleine was still grinning at her in that maddeningly adorable way. “So if you would let me observe and ask questions, I would really appreciate it. Please.”

Despite the flutters in Tori’s heart, she wasn’t so sure it was a good idea to get cozy with Madeleine. First of all, she could already tell from the way she spoke that Madeleine was from upper class society. It wasn’t just the fact that she was educated. Her enunciation was that of a posh, wealthy Boston family.

Like Tori’s. The family she had escaped from as soon as she was old enough to tell them to take a hike.

Shit.

Madeleine was the kind of person Tori had been avoiding ever since moving in with her grand-mère so many years ago. But even as she’d tried to escape the upper class expectations foisted upon her, she still remembered her manners. Madeleine had asked nicely and Tori had no logical reason to deny her request.

“As long as the guys in the group are comfortable with it, you’re welcome to stay.”

“Of course. I want everyone to be cool with it.” Madeleine looked around the table, those almond-shaped eyes narrowing a bit when she looked at Quentin. “Is everyone cool with me hanging out and watching the game?”

The guys nodded and Tori nudged Jeremy. “Your mouth is hanging open a little bit.”

“Oh.” He reached up and scrubbed his hand over his face. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“Hey. What are friends for?” Tori pointed around the five guys at the table. “Drinks – anyone?” When they declined and pulled cans of their favorite energy drinks from their backpacks, Tori turned to Madeleine.

“Well, I wouldn’t mind a bottled water, if you’ve got it.”

Tori nodded and went back to her office. She crouched in front of the mini-fridge in the corner opposite her desk and reached in for two bottles of the raspberry-flavored water she always kept stocked. When she handed a bottle to Madeleine, their fingers touched lightly.

And there I go again, Tori thought, dropping her gaze and settling into her chair to hide her expression. Not good.

She put up her DM screen and said, “Okay, then. We left off about to do battle with an orc. I have everyone’s initiatives from last week written down. Quentin, you’re on. Make those dice rolls pretty or I’m going to call a mulligan and make everyone re-roll initiative.”

There was a collective groan around the table and Quentin turned as red as his hair.

The dice stayed on the table, though, and the battle progressed until the party killed the orc. Madeleine watched in silence, jotting down notes every so often. Tori tried not to wonder what she was writing. Instead, she filed away one question after another in her mind. When they took a bathroom break, Madeleine turned to Jeremy and chatted with him, asking questions about the game and when he’d started playing RPGs.

Tori rose from her chair and snagged Quentin just outside the restroom. “Hey,” she hissed, “why did you obfuscate like that?”

“What?” His brow furrowed and he shook his head at her. “You know I hate it when you use big words. I don’t know what you mean.”

“Your little speech about your sister being different and us being counter-culture – what the fuck, Quentin?”

“I still don’t know what you –”

“Where was her coming out party?”

“Some hotel in Boston. I didn’t go.”

“Ah-ha!” Tori jabbed her finger into his chest. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Um, why would you care?” Quentin glanced over his shoulder at the open bathroom door. “You’re being kind of scary, Tori, and I really have to go.”

“Not yet. How come you didn’t tell me she’s – you’re – one of those families?”

Quentin stared at her, drawing back a little as if nervous. “Why do you even care, Tori? Like I said, those people aren’t like you and me. Or I’m not like them. Whatever. The point is, you don’t know what it’s like, coming from that kind of upbringing. I try not to think about being a trust fund kid. No one would look at me the same if they knew.”

Finally letting go of his arm, Tori shook her head. “That’s not true. I know what you mean.”

“What?”

“Look... Just...” Tori waved her hands in front of her. “We’ll talk about it later. Or maybe we never have to think about it again after tonight.”

“I have to think about it all the time. Even trying to make my own way, I can never get it out of my mind.” Quentin looked down at the floor and shuffled his feet. “Just don’t think differently of me.”

“No, I wouldn’t, because I know what you mean.” Tori turned and fled up the stairs to her apartment. With the door separating her from the store, she could regain her equilibrium.

She walked into the bathroom, ignoring Widget as he pawed at her ankles, and splashed some cold water on her face. When she lifted her gaze up to the mirror again, she realized how pale she looked. Madeleine wasn’t just a cute, innocent “kid sister.” She was a beautiful, intelligent grad student. And now that she had an idea of what kind of family Madeleine came from, she just wanted her gone.

“Come on,” she told her reflection. “You’re just Tori, not Victoria Anne Warren. You’ve been ‘just Tori’ for almost fifteen years, now. Let it go. She’ll be gone after the game and you never have to see her again.”

With each word, her breathing settled into a normal pace and she turned away from the mirror to dry her wet face and neck.

Tori returned to the store, blowing off the “What took you so long?” questions from the guys and trying to ignore their quizzical looks. It was even harder to ignore Madeleine, whose gaze seemed to lock on to her every move. 

“Back to the game,” Tori said, scooting her chair close to the table. “We’ve got a cursed paladin and you’re still four days from the nearest town. What are you going to do?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3


[image: image]


TORI WAITED IMPATIENTLY for Madeleine to leave when the game was done for the night, but instead their “guest” lingered, chatting with the group. It didn’t help that Jeremy wouldn’t detach himself from Madeleine’s side. Or that Quentin kept giving Tori puppy-dog “I’m sorry” eyes. They would definitely talk about it, though. If Madeleine ever left the shop.

It was another game that had gone on until nearly midnight. Most other gamers filtered out of the shop by her weekend closing time of ten and Tori’s group usually stayed longer hours. Tonight, however, she couldn’t wait for everyone to leave.

Jeremy sighed as Tori gathered her books and walked toward the door. “What a fox that Madeleine is,” he said, following her. “Hard to believe she’s Quentin’s sister.”

“You know, you should tell her that. Women love being compared to animals,” Tori said. She shelved the books and lingered at the bookcase. “Or better yet, make sure you punctuate the statement with grunts and have a mouthful of food. Perfect way to get her attention.”

“You think?”

“No, Jeremy. Leave it at ‘fox’ and just go home.”

Hefting his backpack over his shoulder, Jeremy muttered, “Fine. I don’t know what crawled up your ass, though. It’s not like she’s competition since you’re like our big gay sister.”

“This is not a self-confidence thing or a female thing. I’m just ready to stop feeling like a bug under a microscope for somebody’s school project.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. You’ve never liked people butting in on your life. Right, then.” Jeremy waved and sauntered out the door, but not without looking back over his shoulder several times at the petite history student.

Tori leaned against the doorway to her office, watching as the guys left the shop one by one. All of them seemed inclined to linger, even if Madeleine wasn’t addressing them directly. They looked eager to jump in on the conversation with their thoughts, but Madeleine had a way of focusing her attention entirely on one person and making the conversation feel more intimate.

Even Quentin didn’t outlast his sister. He simply backed away from the chatter and then turned to Tori. “So, um, we have to talk about this later?”

“Tomorrow,” she said sternly. “You better be here early.”

He saluted her and scurried out the door faster than she had ever seen him move. With a sigh, Tori turned her attention back to Madeleine and the two remaining guys. Whatever they had been talking about, the conversation seemed over now, because they turned away looking dejected. 

“See ya Mike, Jim.” Tori lifted her hand in a farewell wave, which they both returned before pushing the door open and leaving.

Madeleine finally approached Tori, a twinkle in her eye. “If I’d known this was such a hot place to pick up women, I’d have come sooner,” she said.

“Oh, are you that desperate for a boyfriend?” Tori asked.

“No, a girlfriend. And not desperate, so much as bored. I miss sex and I’ve always wanted someone to come home to, but my schedule hasn’t exactly allowed for the kind of relationship I hope to have someday. Maybe once I’ve finished my thesis, I’ll have more time for women.”

Tori blinked and tilted her head. Had Madeleine just said...?

“I know – mind blown, right?” Madeleine shrugged. “You should have seen me at my debutante ball, making eyes at Emily Grant when I was dancing. This doesn’t seem like the place or time to talk about it, though. Hey, I’ve got plenty of material for my paper, I think, but I’d love to clarify some things with you since you’re kind of the queen gaming geek here. Will you meet me for lunch tomorrow?”

“Erm...” Tori glanced around the empty shop. Lunch was a possibility – she did have weekend help, after all. There was no excuse not to go, except for the fact that Madeleine represented everything she had tried so hard to distance herself from since she was sixteen.

“I can bring some yummy take-out here, if you want, but I’d really rather have a conversation with you away from the store. I think it would be easier to talk.”

Tori rubbed the back of her neck and pondered the invitation. It didn’t hurt to get together with Madeleine, just to talk about her thesis. 

“Come on,” Madeleine coaxed. “I’m buying.”

Tori refrained from asking how a college student would pay for lunch out. She already knew how and that reminder jolted her back to reality. “I appreciate it, but I have too much to do.” Tori went to the counter and got one of her business cards, then handed it to Madeleine. “You can email me, though. I’m happy to answer any questions you have.”

Although Madeleine accepted the card, she looked at Tori with disbelief. Her response seemed hesitant. “I suppose I can follow-up by email,” she said, glancing around the empty store. “You must get pretty busy on Saturdays, then, if you’re not available.”

Now Tori knew she didn’t want to see Madeleine again. The attempt to passively-aggressively get her way was obvious. It reminded Tori too much of her paternal grandmother. “Email me and I’ll do what I can,” she said. “If you don’t mind, I need to get to bed. It’s pretty late and I need to open the store in the morning.”

Madeleine’s expression softened slightly and she nodded. “Thanks, Tori. I appreciate you letting me observe your game and ask questions. See you soon.”

As Madeleine walked out of the store through the glass door and Tori locked it behind her, she thought, No you won’t.

Widget was waiting for her, already curled up in a ball of black and white fluff on the bed. He barely moved when Tori finally slipped between the covers, rolled over on her side, and drifted off to sleep.

As soon as Tori opened her eyes in the morning, she glanced at her phone to see if Madeleine had emailed her. She kind of hoped she would, but there was nothing, except a deal from an electronics website. Even after a shower and coffee, Tori was not as awake as she’d hoped when she got downstairs and started opening up the store. She realized she was going to have to make sure their sessions ended at eleven, not midnight. If she thought she didn’t have any personal time now, she really wouldn’t if she let game sessions continue to run long.

When the first customer came in, Tori got comfortable behind the counter and flipped through a new gaming magazine. Still no emails and she was letting herself put the night further behind her with each passing minute. Until the bell chimed, signaling another customer who, when Tori looked up, just so happened to be Madeleine.

“Shit,” Tori muttered to herself, shoving the magazine aside. Of course Madeleine made a beeline for the counter, a smile on her cute face.

“Now we can talk about that lunch again,” Madeleine said.

Tori glanced at the clock. “It’s not even eleven yet.”

“I know, but an early lunch is good if you had a late night. It’s like... second breakfast.”

“So you’re a hobbit?”

“It’s very possible.” Madeleine tilted her head and her smile widened. “Come on, Tori. As helpful as the guys were, I think you’re going to be more interesting to talk to about this topic. First of all, you actually run this place, so you’re probably more familiar with the assortment of games available. So it’s like getting a professional perspective. Please?”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t go anywhere. This place is, you know, open for business.” Tori glanced around, trying not to look chagrined that there was only one customer in there at the moment.

Madeleine followed her gaze. “Just too busy for you to get away, huh?”

The door chimed again, this time admitting the last person Tori wanted to see – her one and only employee, Ray. “Hey,” the middle-aged man said, ambling into the store and behind the counter. “Here, I am, boss lady. Go do whatever you need to do.”

With Ray to cover the cash register on Saturdays and Sundays, Tori was free to do her accounting, inventory, and ordering.

Now Madeleine’s smile grew into a grin and there was a wicked gleam in her eyes. “Ray, it’s so nice to meet you,” she said, offering her hand. “I’m Madeleine, here doing my thesis about parallels between medieval history and popular RPGs.”

“Hi there.” Ray shook her hand and smiled. “Well, ask me anything. I’ve been playing since the first RPGs really came out in the late 1970s. I even had a few novels published about the fantasy worlds in the adventures.”

“Really? Then if you’re a novelist, why are you working here?”

Ray chuckled and Tori knew he was going to launch into a rather long, rambling story about his success over the past forty-odd years. As far as she knew, he still collected royalties on his books published since the 1980s and still wrote. The worlds and stories were evergreen, and always finding a new audience as kids came of age. She had to stop him before he had a chance to start. “You know, Madeleine and I were just going to lunch. Why don’t you work on something for her, though? I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”

“Work on something?” Ray’s brow furrowed and he looked at Tori.

“Yeah, like an email. Then I can give you her email address...”

“I suppose.”

Tori backed toward the door, grateful Madeleine was following her. Granted, the college student had a shit-eating grin on her face, but at least she was coming. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be back soon!” Tori called. The words sounded fake-happy to her own ears, but getting Madeleine out of the store now was better than having her there all day.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Madeleine gave Tori a sideways glance.

“What?” Tori shrugged and dropped her gaze to the sidewalk beneath her feet. “I didn’t want you to have to listen to him tell you about the glory days of the 80s.”

“I’d love it, though. Remember, I’m a history major. I didn’t realize there was a ‘glory days’ in gaming.”

“Well, it depends on the type of gaming, but yeah.” Tori lifted her head and let her shoulders fall. Now that she was out here, she might as well just do it. At least talking about gaming was easier than talking about anything else, like hers and Madeleine’s potential common upbringing.

“I’m intrigued.”

Tori reached for the coffee shop door, just a few storefronts away from hers. “Well, good, because I’ve got plenty to say on the subject, too. The difference is, I won’t bore you to death and I’ll let you talk.”

“That sounds pretty harsh,” Madeleine said as they entered the coffee shop and Tori led her to a table.

“I don’t mean it to. Ray’s single and I think he gets a little lonely. Writing isn’t exactly conducive to keeping up a good social life. But it’s true that he’s got a lot to share. Maybe you can talk to him later. Just not in the store, please. I’ve heard his stories a million times.”

Without glancing at the menu, Tori asked the waiter for her favorite coffee and breakfast sandwich. Madeleine placed her order and smiled across the table. “I come here all the time,” she said. “I’ve probably seen you in here.”

“Well, I usually get mine to go and I think I’d remember someone like you.” Tori immediately regretted her words. The last part sounded far too flirtatious for her liking. She wasn’t one to show her hand or wear her heart on her sleeve, so where was her damn filter? It was usually lodged firmly in place between her brain and her mouth. Usually.

“Someone like me?”

Squirming in the chair, Tori nodded and looked down at her hands.

“If you’ll explain what you mean, I’ll tell you why I wanted to drag you out here.”

Tori looked up at Madeleine, into those perfect, dark, almond-shaped eyes, and felt her heart flutter. It was so damn annoying to sit across from someone so cute, but also so threatening to her way of life. There were a number of reasons why she shouldn’t talk to Madeleine. First, who knew what she would actually say in her thesis? Second, Tori really didn’t want to connect with anything or anyone representative of her upbringing. Other than the occasional visits to her mother in New Mexico and her father in Boston, she had broken with all of it.

“Fine, I’ll start, then.” Madeleine smoothed her palms across the small bistro table and shrugged. “You seemed the most normal out of the group and I wanted to dig deeper for your opinion.”

“Normal?” Tori asked.

“You’re not some thirty-something guy living in his parents’ basement, going to gaming stores to play RPGs with kids or playing video games as a way to escape real life.”

Tori angled herself so she could drape her arm over the back of her chair, her heart now pounding with adrenaline. That was Madeleine’s judgment of people who gamed – that they were losers or weirdos? “Madeleine, tell me something – what does Quentin do?”

“Do?”

“With his life.”

“Oh.” Madeleine shrugged and dug into her messenger bag for her notebook, placing it on the table with a pen. “I think he works in computers or something.”

“Does he live in your parents’ basement?”

“No... He really hates relying on their wealth, so he has his own place. Won’t touch his trust fund, either.”

Leaning back a bit, Tori shrugged. “So what are you basing this judgment on? Your brother works for a living and then, at the end of a long day, he wants to play a game. So what? And so what about hanging out in a place with kids? Life isn’t about being shoved into little boxes based on our upbringing or age. It’s about mingling with a wide variety of people every day. Classrooms aren’t diverse, but the real world is. If we shy away from talking to anyone based on what they do, how old they are, what they look like – whatever it might be – then we miss out on precious experiences.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call gaming a ‘precious experience.’ I mean, what about having a life?” Madeleine asked, uncapping her pen and poising it over a blank sheet of notebook paper.

“You’re right – what about having a life? And if ‘a life’ is defined as working a forty-hour-a-week job where you wear a suit and tie, and then come  home to your wife and children, put your feet up, and watch the news and maybe some sports, I suppose you could say most gamers don’t have a life. Or that life, anyway.”

Now Madeleine was writing furiously, scribbling down notes as Tori spoke, and nodding.

“But if ‘a life’ is defined as working your ass off in IT or labor or a shitty retail job, like so many of these guys do, and then having the freedom to go and hang out with friends after a long day of work, then I’d say the people who come to my shop to game do have a life. They just have a way of socializing and having fun that’s different from socially-accepted norms, and you should realize that gaming is something almost everyone does these days.”

“Is it?” Madeleine made room for the waiter to set down her sandwich and coffee. “How can you say that?”

“May I see your phone?” Tori extended her hand and then accepted the smart phone. She flipped to another screen and showed it to Madeleine. “You have some of the most popular game apps on your phone. Why?”

Madeleine pursed her lips and glared at Tori. “To pass the time when I’m waiting for an appointment or for class to begin,” she said.

“Is that all or do you actually enjoy them?”

“It feels good to get the achievements.”

Tori set the phone back down in front of Madeleine and wrapped her hands around her coffee cup. “You’re what some people would refer to as a ‘casual gamer.’ You play the game when you feel like it or when it suits your purpose, like killing time as you wait for an appointment or a class. And, yeah, there’s plenty of people who game as an actual hobby or interest in their life. That doesn’t make them losers.”

“I never called them losers.”

“No, but you questioned whether or not they have a life. They work, they get together with a diverse group for socialization, and have a healthy outlet for their imaginations. How is that any different than the work you do with history?”

Madeleine wagged her pen at Tori. “That’s a stretch,” she said.

“Is it?” Now that Tori had warmed up to her subject, she wasn’t ready to stop just yet. “So you spend all day writing this thesis and then what – hanging out with other history students and discussing what once was? What’s the difference between that and hanging out with people to discuss what could be?”

Now Madeleine was squirming a bit in her chair. “Fine, but what about the fact that Quentin calls you ‘a Wendy’ to the group? You’re dealing with lost boys who refuse to grow up, enabling them.”

“First of all, I thought this was a history paper, not a psychology paper,” Tori pointed out. “Second, no, I don’t enable anyone. I give them a safe space to express themselves. Third, think about what I said before – just because gaming isn’t some kind of legitimized, academic study of a topic like history, anthropology, astronomy, or quantum physics, doesn’t mean it’s pointless or for people who don’t have what you classify as ‘a life’. Scientists are actively studying not just what is, but what could be. All we’re doing is taking it a step further and bringing the ‘what could be’ to life in a way.”

It seemed Madeleine wasn’t ready to rest her case just yet, because she said, “Why would anyone spend their time immersed in what could be when this world is so fantastic? Our own history is fascinating.”

“Of course it is, but I didn’t hear anyone last night denigrating our world while they were busy imagining themselves in another world. Did you?” When Madeleine shook her head, Tori pushed onward. “Everyone has their opinions about how things should be. Some people think sports are too commercialized and athletes are overpaid. Others feel that people who create works of art should do so for free, even though they invest enormous amounts of time and energy in what they do. So what if your perception of gaming is that it’s of people who want to never grow up or avoid the real world? My perception is that it’s for people who have put plenty of time into the real world and are ready for some fun. Now, are we going to get to the actual point of your paper or are you going to sit there and continue to judge me and my friends?”

Madeleine flipped her notebook shut and stuffed it back into her bag, then rose from the table. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Well, you did offend me.”

Fingers curling over the top of the chair, Madeleine nodded her head. “I’m glad Quentin has friends like you to defend him. I just wish he had a girlfriend like you, too.”

Tori scoffed. “Well, I wish that for him too.”

“Have you ever considered dating any of the guys at the store?”

“Are you kidding? Quentin didn’t tell you I’m...” Tori hesitated and looked down at her sandwich, which she knew was cold by now after all her ranting. “I’m most definitely not interested in any of the guys, anywhere.”

“Oh.” Madeleine sank back down into her chair and glanced at the food too. “I have another question, if that’s okay with you.”

“It’s okay, as long as you’re not making more judgements about my friends.”

When Madeleine looked up at her, Tori felt her entire body tingle. Despite her frustration with Madeleine’s line of questioning, she really didn’t want her to leave.

“Are you the Victoria Warren, Barbara Warren’s granddaughter?”

Well, shit... There it was, proof their families ran in the same circles, and Tori had never known because she had escaped that orbit just before she turned sixteen.

“Yeah, I am.”

Madeleine nodded. “Your grandmother is a ball-buster, isn’t she? I guess you had good reasons for going to live with your other grandmother.”

“My grand-mère, my mom’s mother, yeah. She was a fantastic lady. But Grandma Warren is...” Tori looked at the time on her phone and sighed. “I should get back to the store.” She looked longingly at the sandwich she hadn’t touched and the coffee she’d barely been able to sip.

“Here, I’ll get you an order to go, to make up for being a jerk.” Madeleine walked away from the table before Tori could respond. When she returned, she offered Tori a large to-go cup and white paper bag.

“Thanks,” Tori said, accepting the offering reluctantly.

“Look, I think I need more of an immersion into the gaming. Could I come again on Friday night?” Madeleine looked at her with so much hope in her eyes, Tori couldn’t catch her breath. How could she be so judgmental, but so adorable at the same time?

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Look, if you’re going to do it, you have to do it right. You have to come in ready to be a part of it and not judging us every step of the way. If you really want to find those parallels between history and fantasy worlds, you’ll have to start with creating a character.”

“I can do that,” Madeleine said.

“Well, there’s a particular set of steps you need to follow, so we’ll work on it together. Is there a night you’re free this week before Friday?”

“How about tomorrow night?”

“I close at six on Sunday, so that’d be perfect.” Tori walked out the door with Madeleine and they meandered back to the shop. “Just come to the store. And, if you don’t mind my saying, I still think your parallels idea is kind of a flimsy one for a thesis.”

“Ugh, I know. I think I’m erring more on the side of how history is presented in pop culture, but that means gaming won’t be pertinent anymore.”

“That’s not true.” Tori stopped and faced Madeleine. “Have you ever heard of the Assassin’s Creed games? They immerse the player in an alternate version of history. It’s really interesting. Gaming can really help interest people in history, not pull them away from the real world.”

Madeleine looked at her, a hopeful look in her eyes. “Great, I’ll be at the store at six tomorrow.”
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Chapter 4


[image: image]


TORI WAS SURPRISED at how frustrated she felt as the hours ticked by on Sunday. Waiting for Madeleine was like anticipating a present she couldn’t wait to receive. She busied herself around the store with the accounting, inventory, and ordering. Ray was great with the customers, keeping them engaged by answering their questions about games and guiding them to products. If she could change places with him at the moment, Tori would, since her day would probably go by faster.

But when the door chimed at five-forty-five, there she was, Madeleine in an oriental-style red top and black jeans. She waved at Tori and then stepped over to the bookshelves on one wall to look at the titles of the RPG guides.

“Well, I need to get going,” Ray said, pulling Tori from her thoughts.

She blinked, realizing she had been staring at Madeleine. “Right. Thanks for today. I’ll see you on Saturday.”

“You’re welcome.” Ray waved and left. Tori leaned against the counter, watching him. Maybe she shouldn’t have shut Madeleine down from talking to him. Ray was a nice guy, after all, and he represented a life Tori aspired to – creating works of art for the RPG world. Only his art was words. Hers was – or had once been – painting. Ray knew the people Tori admired, like Larry Elmore and Jeff Easley. But she had also distanced herself from him because of it, knowing she could never do what they did...

“Earth to Tori.”

Tori blinked and realized Madeleine was waving her hand in front of her face. “Sorry, I was thinking.”

“A little too hard, it seems. Do you need help with anything?”

“No, I just need to close up.” Tori straightened and walked around the store, turning out lights, gathering any open games, and re-shelving books. When she was done, she locked the door and turned to Madeleine. “Follow me.” She led Madeleine to the doorway, shut the last light off, and led her up the stairs.

“So you live up here?” Madeleine asked, looking around the apartment.

“I do, yeah. I’ve lived here for about fifteen years, ever since I moved in to live with my grand-mère. She died a few years ago and I opened the gaming store in the old shop downstairs. It used to be my grand-père’s dress shop.”

Madeleine did a slow spin, looking around the apartment. “I feel like there’s more to tell than that.”

Letting out a sigh, Tori nodded. “There is, but you’re not here for that. You’re here to learn about the parallels between history and RPGs, remember?”

Madeleine shrugged. “Flimsy thesis topic, anyway. So, fifteen years, huh? That explains why you didn’t have a coming out ball. I guess you wanted to escape the debutante life, not that I can blame you for that.”

“Are you going to start jumping to conclusions now or are we going to focus on your work?” Tori walked into the living room, where two built-in bookshelves flanked a fireplace. She knew she sounded bitchy, but the last thing she wanted to do was get into her reasons for moving out of her father’s house. Sure, she didn’t want to be a debutante. But her reasons went far beyond that.

“Whoa...” Madeleine looked around the living room as she followed. “This place is gorgeous. So it was your grandmother’s and now it’s all yours?”

“Grand-mère’s, and yes, she left it to me in her will. She and my grandfather bought it in 1948 when they immigrated to America.”

“Definitely more to your story.” Madeleine pressed her fingertips to her forehead. “Damn, why didn’t I major in journalism?”

Tori took down a few books and laid them on the coffee table. “Here. Take a look,” she said brusquely. “These are player handbooks through the years. Look at them and see what you think.”

Madeleine picked up the first book, a red paperback, and paged through it. While she did, Tori went to the kitchen and checked the crock-pot. She didn’t know if Madeleine cared for chili, but it was the easiest dinner to make, so she wouldn’t have to fuss around the kitchen with a guest in the apartment. She scooped two bowls of chili and set them aside to cool while she sliced a loaf of Italian bread.

When everything was ready, she went back into the living room and leaned against the doorway, folding her arms. “Find anything interesting.” And anything to distract her from questioning Tori about the past...

“Actually, yeah.” Madeleine pointed at the page she was reading. “The gods sound very familiar to me, because they all sound like gods in our pantheons throughout history.”

Tori couldn’t help but smile. “Mmhm, the creator based his game’s religions on ancient polytheistic religions in history. What else?”

“Well, I definitely see the Tolkien influence here, too, and Tolkien was also known for basing his worlds on Norse mythos.”

“If you want to keep reading over dinner, you can.” Tori gestured to her.

“Dinner?” Madeleine rose and followed her into the kitchen. “Wow, I didn’t expect you to feed me.”

Chuckling, Tori set the bowls on the small kitchen table. “I might not have had my coming out party, but I’ve still got manners. What kind of hostess would I be if I didn’t give my guest dinner?”

“A very bad one, I guess.” Madeleine sat at the table and placed the book next to her bowl. “I love chili. Thanks!”

“But do you like chili with cheese on top?” Tori reached into the refrigerator and picked up a bag of shredded cheddar.

“Oh yes, or with fries under it.”

“Chili cheese fries are the best,” Tori agreed as she sprinkled cheese over both bowls of chili. “It’s not a refined food, though. You surprise me, Miss Ballard.”

“Well, you surprised me when you let me know you have no romantic interest in guys. I thought I was the only society deb who turned out gay.” Madeleine looked up at Tori and blinked. “Is that why your grandmother doesn’t talk about you?”

Tori felt her breath catch but, as always, she focused on concealing her feelings, rather than letting them show. “Only to an extent,” she said as she sank down into the chair across from Madeleine. “But it doesn’t matter. We’re in the present and the past is the past. So let’s see about you getting this thesis done.”

“You’re much more interesting than my thesis.” With a glance at the book, Madeleine shrugged and then dipped her spoon into her bowl of chili. “I mean, you’ve provided me with some good material, but I’m more interested in you.”

“Interested in me? Why?”

With a roll of her eyes, Madeleine laughed. “We come from the same circle, Tori. You’re just a few years older than me, which is why I never got to meet you. For whatever reason, we’ve come together now, and I think we should get to know each other. We have some interesting things in common.”

A chill flooded Tori’s body, radiating through her limbs. Ever since she had walked away from her family’s wealth and privilege to live with and ultimately become caretaker for her eccentric grand-mère, she had played it safe. Limited her contact with that world of social refinement, except for those occasions she had to attend, like holiday gatherings. Like her mother, she had run away, knowing she would never be good enough.

And as much as she wanted to believe it was a sense of duty to her grand-mère that kept her from painting, she knew that was also part of not believing she was good enough for... anything.

“Fine.” Madeleine jabbed her spoon into her chili. “If you’re not going to talk, I’ll start. I know we don’t exactly come from the warmest situation, but I’ve managed to make peace with my wealth and privilege, while still walking my own path.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tori asked.

The stirring of Madeleine’s spoon in her bowl of chili slowed and she looked up at Tori. “You aren’t the only person who didn’t want that life, you know. Not every cute little girl in curls dreams of tea parties and debutante balls. Not that there’s anything wrong with the life your grandmother or other women live, but it’s not the life for me. The only difference between you and I is that I waited a little later to run away from all of it.”

As she mulled this over, Tori dipped her spoon in the chili and watched Madeleine. “I guess,” she finally said, “that makes sense.”

Madeleine gave a little shrug. “Not that it changed much about my life. My parents still footed the bill for Quentin to go to MIT and for me to go to Harvard, and they respect our choices. It sounds like you didn’t get that leeway with your parents.”

“Well, it wasn’t that...” Tori took a bite of chili as she tried to figure out how to explain herself. She’d never had to explain it before, not to the guys at the store or any of the women she dated. The people in her life now took it for granted that she was “one of them.” Madeleine was the first person to look beyond the outward appearance and recognize what she had once been.

“You don’t have to get into it, if you don’t want to. I just wanted you to know I understand where you’re coming from and I’m not here to screw with the life you’ve created for yourself. I’m just here for that paper. Well, mostly.”

Tori realized Madeleine cheeks had gone slightly pink. “Mostly?” she asked.

“Mmhm.” The other woman looked down, a sheepish grin on her face. “I also really think you’re cute and I wanted to see you again.”

“Wow.” Tori blinked and leaned back in her chair. Most women weren’t that up front with her. “That’s direct. Also, I hate to break it to you, but I’m not cute.”

“Not cute?” When Madeleine looked up at her again, her eyes had gone wide with disbelief. “Maybe you’re not intentionally cute, but you’re still adorable to me.”

Cute? Me? With a shaking hand, Tori reached back to smooth her shoulder-length brown hair. “I don’t do anything but wash and go. No make-up, just throw on jeans and a hoodie–”

“And you’re so damn cute, I couldn’t stay away.” Madeleine reached across the table and then drew back. “Look, I know you’re not intentionally cute, but you still can’t help being who and what you are, or how you look. Maybe you don’t realize how adorable you are or you’re not comfortable with the idea of it after years of being trained to be a perfect lady. Whatever it is, let it go. I want to get to know all about this Tori Warren, not your grandmother’s vision of the perfect Victoria.”

“Oh jeez.” Tori let out a breathless laugh, even though her heart was pounding and her chest was flooding with nervousness. “Getting to know me would take a really long time.”

Madeleine gathered a spoonful of chili again and smiled at her. “I’ve got all night.”

Here she was sitting across from a beautiful, intelligent, and cool woman, and Tori was acting like an idiot. Instead of trying to get closer, she was trying to push Madeleine away. And why? Because Madeleine came from the same privileged background, a background Tori wanted so much to ignore. It would never go away entirely, of course, but she could at least pretend between visits to her father, mother, and grandmother.

“It’s not you, you know,” she finally said after a few bites of the chili. “It’s me. I chose to shut the door on all of that and never open it again. Occasionally I have to go back into that world, but I try not to unless it’s necessary.”

“So what happened?” Madeleine asked. “I mean, besides your anti-high society rebellion?”

Tori let out a long breath. Why was she about to spill all of this to a complete stranger? That was a question she couldn’t answer, but she supposed talking about it did no harm. “My mom and dad married young, and had me almost right away after. Like, within a few months. I’ve seen the photos and my mom was definitely showing when they got married. It wasn’t enough to be completely scandalous, but it also didn’t matter to them at the time. They were in love.”

“Barbara must have hated that.”

“Yeah, my grandma Warren is concerned with everything being perfectly proper. My grand-mère was delighted, though. I mean, completely stoked about the idea of her daughter falling in love and having a grandbaby. She was a real free spirit. I miss her.” She took a deep breath and blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. Why was she having such a hard time concealing her emotions around Madeleine? Why were they coming up in the first place? This was why she didn’t talk about her family in the first place. Emotions were meant to be private things – not for anyone else to see or share. Sharing emotions led to attachment and getting attached was what caused trouble with people.

This time when Madeleine reached across the table, her hand connected with Tori’s. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.” Tori nodded, slipped her hand out from under Madeleine’s, and reached for her piece of bread. She tore off a piece and gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Anyway, it didn’t last. I guess my grandma Warren had been putting the pressure on my dad all those years to find an ‘acceptable wife’.” After adding the air quotes, Tori put one of the torn-off pieces of bread in her mouth to slow down the flood of words that seemed to want to tumble out. She didn’t open up to strangers. She just didn’t. But Madeleine seemed earnest in her intentions and Tori couldn’t stop herself from telling her story.

“Was it the whole rich guy marries waitress sort of thing? And then the stuffy grandmother tries to buy off the lower class dame?” Madeleine asked, a hint of sarcasm lacing her words.

“Pretty close, but not quite,” Tori answered. “This apartment belonged to my grand-mère and grand-père. I mean, the whole building did. The store downstairs used to be theirs, too. They left Paris in 1948 to come to the United States. Even though they had great lives there, they got restless and wanted to travel somewhere new. They both worked for Christian Dior, so they came here and used their experience to open their own dress shop. So I would call them lower class.”

“Wow!” Madeleine blinked at her and shook her head. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah, I’ve got the photos and even their immigration paperwork and French records to prove it.”

Madeleine stared at her. “That is so cool,” she finally said. “So they were fashionable bohemian sorts?”

“I guess. I mean, they were born in an interesting time. After World War II, they came here to the U.S. because they were big into the beat generation and really influenced by it. They named my mother Dharma after one of Jack Kerouac’s books.”

“Holy crap!” To Tori’s surprise, Madeleine smacked the table with her hand as she choked with laughter. “Your grandma Warren must have hated that!”

A smile finally tugged at Tori’s lips. “Yeah, I have a feeling it was an interesting conversation when my dad went home and said, ‘Mom, Dharma and I are getting married.’ Barbara was probably hoping for a nice Emily or Mary, with an investment banker for a father, not the daughter of French immigrants who worked in fashion.”

“Did she make your mother’s life a living hell?”

The smile fell from Tori’s face and she shook her head. “Mom won’t talk about it, but at some point the pressure got to either her or my dad, because they got divorced when I was ten. It wasn’t too bad, at first. Mom came back here to live with her parents and they agreed on my father getting custody of me, with weekend visitation to my mother. My mom said it was so I wouldn’t have to change schools, but then my grandmother Warren came around more and more. She started instructing me about how to behave in public almost as soon as the last of my mother’s things was out of the house. I was old enough to know what was up.”

“She was grooming you to be the perfect lady?” Madeleine guessed.

Tori scraped her bowl clean of chili and nodded as she swallowed the last bite. “Yeah. She figured she could somehow redeem the whole situation and save face. I mean, it wasn’t at all altruistic. It wasn’t about pampering and loving a granddaughter. It was about recovering from a socially-unacceptable marriage and what she saw as an inevitable divorce.”

“But you don’t think your parents would have divorced if not for her?”

Tori rose from the table and reached out to take both empty bowls. “I don’t know about that. Mom is a pretty free-spirited, creative type, like her parents. She’s an artist and dad is into some... business whatever. I honestly never paid attention to what he does. I’m not sure they were entirely compatible, but I think if they would have divorced without that kind of pressure, they probably would have waited until after I was an adult, you know?”

Madeleine followed her to the sink and put her hand over Tori’s wrist. The touch sent an electric tingle through Tori, who finally looked up at her. That sweet face framed by the pixie hairdo was only inches from hers, the almond eyes blinking at her.

“Let me help,” Madeleine said softly.

Tori didn’t know if she meant to help with the dishes or her adolescent wounds, or what, exactly. But she simply smiled and said, “I’ve got a dishwasher.”

“I know, but that’s not what I mean.” Madeleine leaned in and placed a light kiss on Tori’s lips. When she drew back, she said, “I meant let me help you make peace with whatever is holding you back.”

“What makes you think there’s something I’m being held back from?” Tori asked, mesmerized by the lips that had just pressed against hers. She wondered if Madeleine would kiss her again or if she could do the same thing to her. 

But then she heard the telltale rustle of paper and looked down to see a drawing clutched in Madeleine’s hand.

“This,” her guest answered.
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Chapter 5
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE I LET you talk me into this,” Tori grumbled. “I should be at the store.”

“It’s a Monday morning. I should be in class. Now take your best shot.”

Tori’s gaze drifted to Madeleine’s pocketbook and she wondered if the drawing she held hostage was in there. Some date – she was here as a result of blackmail. Right? So it couldn’t possibly be a date, let alone romantic. Now she just had to find a way to ignore the whisper in her mind that hoped it would be romantic.

Taking a deep breath, she turned her attention back to the putter and the ball on the small, fake green grass. The windmill turned steadily and Tori narrowed her eyes, waiting for the opening. After another moment, she tapped the ball, sending it along the AstroTurf, between the windmill’s blades, and through the dark interior. She rushed across the green to watch the ball pop out on the other side and plink into the plastic cup in the hole.

“Ah ha! Score!”

“Another hole in one.” Madeleine clucked and marked off the scorecard with the miniature pencil. “Please explain to me how you keep doing that.”

“That brings me back to my very boring story about life with my dad.” When Madeleine glared at her, Tori threw her hands in the air. “What?”

“The whole reason we’re here is to break you free of whatever is keeping you from moving forward in your life.”

Toeing at the edge of the artificial greenery, Tori watched how her black sneaker made a brief compression in the material, before the fake grass sprang back into place. “Well, dad remarried pretty quickly. He married some Emily-type that my grandmother loved, but my dad... didn’t.” Tori shrugged and plucked her ball out of the hole, then stepped aside so Madeleine could putt.

“So that didn’t last or what?”

“I think it went on for almost two years before my dad decided no marriage was better than a loveless marriage.” Tori watched as Madeleine tapped the ball and it rolled up the green, hit a windmill blade, and bounced until it rolled halfway back to her. 

Madeleine walked up to her ball and tried again, giving it a harder tap with the putter. “At least I can agree with him on that.”

“Me too, but it didn’t help that Emily was on board with the idea of turning me into a lady. I guess I bought into it at the time, because I thought it would fill a void or get me parental approval, or something like that. But then dad divorced and married a wannabe-Emily, and that was worse.” Tori followed Madeleine to the other side of the windmill and watched the ball roll just past the hole.

“Do you mean just outside of our social circle?”

“I mean more like a gold digger. That was awful and there was no subtle pushing on my grandmother’s part this time. Grandmother Warren wanted this one gone.” Tori applauded as Madeleine’s ball finally dropped into the cup. “Good job.”

“Blah. That took four strokes.”

As Madeleine pulled the stubby pencil and scorecard from her back pocket, Tori shrugged. “It was still good. You did better than that girl two holes ago. It took her something like eleven strokes to get past the obstacle.”

“Tori, she was five years old.”

“I know. Don’t you feel good, though?” Tori couldn’t help but let her guard down a little, especially when Madeleine glared at her. “Ooh, that was scary. Do it again.”

“You’re not funny.”

“This was your idea.”

Madeleine’s glare softened and the tension left her shoulders. “True. Okay, so your father went from true love and potentially-lasting love with your mother, because of pressure from your grandmother, to someone your grandmother approved of, to someone else because...?”

“Well, I’m going to guess the wannabe-Emily was really talented in ways that my father, um, enjoyed.” Tori and Madeleine left the green and strolled side by side down the path toward the next one. “Honestly, I’m not sure why he bothered dating yet again. A normal person would take time to grieve before they move on. My best guess is the pressure was on for him to find a suitable wife.”

“But if she wasn’t suitable, why did your father marry her?”

“I don’t know – probably because he was lonely. By the time I was fifteen, he’d gone through two more wives. I was so done with all of it and it broke my mother’s heart. She was tired of everything my dad was doing, so she moved as far away as she could get. My grand-mère was okay with this, but she didn’t want to be alone in the apartment, since my grand-père had died. So I was glad to move in and get away from all the bullshit at home. My mother moved all the way out to New Mexico, I lived with grand-mère to keep her company, and my dad stayed put. He’s currently divorcing wife number six or seven, I think.”

Madeleine sank down on a small bench off the path and looked up at Tori. Her dark eyes were soft with tears. “That sounds like it really sucks. You probably could have gone to New Mexico with your mother, but it was nice of you to stay here and take care of your grand-mère.”

“Thanks. I loved her a lot.” Tori sat too and leaned back against the slats of the bench. It wasn’t the most comfortable seat, but she suddenly felt too tired to keep walking. “But while I was living with my dad, watching all the stupid shit with wife after wife, and dealing with my grandmother trying to turn me into a granddaughter she could be proud of, I needed an escape. So that’s when I discovered RPGs and the novels based on the games.”

“Is this going to be useful for my thesis, finally?”

Nudging Madeleine with her elbow, Tori asked, “Is that all you care about?”

“Not anymore.” Madeleine gently pushed her elbow away and leaned closer, nestling her head against Tori’s shoulder. “Tell me about you introduction to the world of fantasy.”

As much as Tori wanted to finish her story, to bridge the gap between then and now, she couldn’t speak. Something about the nearness of this woman, the one who drew out her tale without even trying, made her want to turn around, wrap her arms around Madeleine, and just appreciate her presence. She didn’t want the day to end, didn’t want to go back to her responsibilities. The sky was blue, the sun was shining, and the warmth she felt wasn’t just in the air around her.

“Did you draw that picture?” Madeleine asked, tugging Tori out of the thoughts that threatened to pull her completely under and away from the real world.

“The picture?” For a moment, Tori had forgotten what they were discussing. “Oh, yes. I did. From a young age, I was interested in art – all sorts of art, really, because of my mother. But I never saw anything that made me say, ‘Yes, I want to do something like that’ until I saw the artwork of Larry Elmore. He did some of the covers for the books I read and then I found more work by him, as well as the works of the other artists who illustrated the RPG books. The art was so full of action and color, and I was intrigued by it. I started drawing warriors and monsters.”

“Was there symbolism behind it – you as the warriors and the people around you as the monsters?” Madeleine asked.

Tori snorted and shook her head. “No, it wasn’t that deep. It was more about finding a place that felt right, finding art that spoke to me. The Mona Lisa is nice and all, but I didn’t want to spend my life pondering its meaning. I wanted to be a little more commercial than that, but not so commercial that I compromised my own values. Some friends and I started gaming together in high school. After they went off to college and my grand-mère passed away, I inherited this building. So I had a furnished apartment filled with grand-mère’s amazing memories and an empty storefront downstairs. I knew what I had to do with it.”

Even though Tori didn’t want to be separated from Madeleine’s warmth, the other woman straightened on the bench and looked at her. “So did you go to college, too? For art or anything?”

“No. I became immersed in running the store and losing grand-mère was a huge blow to my self-confidence. Besides my mother, she was the only one who ever believed in me and my art.”

“But didn’t you believe in yourself?”

“Not really, no.” Tori looked down at the putter leaning on the other side of her. “My grandmother made it seem like I’d never amount to anything. My father didn’t really pay attention to the stuff I tried to show him, and wife after wife, just said, ‘That’s nice, dear’ and moved on doing whatever they did all day.”

“Ouch. That sucks, to discover what you love and then lose the only people who encouraged you to pursue it. You don’t do anything at the store or after work, like draw or paint in your free time?”

Tori looked up at the sky. It was a perfect day, but telling Madeleine about her failures sent a chill through her body that made her shudder. “I’d love to have my work featured in an RPG manual or on a book cover, but I just haven’t had time for it.”

“Do you still see your dad or grandmother?”

“Only when I have to. I try to just deal with them during the holidays. There are few things less appetizing than watching my grandmother glare at my dad’s latest wife across the table, using big, rude words the woman doesn’t understand in an attempt to make her look bad. I just stay out of it, though. My grandmother is a jerk. My dad’s wives have all pretty much been jerks. And my dad is just a big baby for refusing to live alone for at least a little while. I don’t feel much sympathy for either side.”

Madeleine rose to her feet and stretched, also looking up at the sky. “I can see why you decided you were so done with it by the time you were fifteen. Do you keep in touch with your mother?”

“Oh yeah, definitely.” Tori also stood and they continued along the path until they reached the next putting green. “I see her a couple of times a year, too, which is nice. I wish she would move back here, but she’s still very hurt by what went down with my dad. She’s never remarried. I don’t think she’s ever dated, either. She’s told me she never loved anyone but him.”

“That’s kind of sad and beautiful all at the same time.”

“Right?” Tori knelt and set her ball on the putting area as she looked at the obstacle. It was a tunnel with three entrances and she would have to select the correct side to get a hole in one this time. “Anyway, that’s me and my messy, dysfunctional family. Class doesn’t change the fact that some people are just huge jerks. If anything, it makes it worse. They think they can get away with it. And as for your major and Master’s Degree, you really should have gone with journalism. You’re the first person who has ever pulled that story out of me.”

As Tori made her putt, Madeleine asked, “You never told the guys at the shop? Not even Quentin?”

“No. They’re my friends and all, but...” Tori straightened and followed the ball to check the other side of the tunnel. “But they wouldn’t understand. Neither would any of the women I’ve dated.”

Madeleine noted the score after Tori made a second stroke to sink the ball. “Are you sure of that? Women are usually pretty understanding.”

“I’m positive, because none of them ever asked about my childhood, which was fine with me. You’re the first person to dig like that, but you managed to connect my name to my grandmother’s. That’s just the thing I’ve been trying to avoid. The fact that you are who you are? It’s kind of annoying.”

“Oh really?” Madeleine sidled up to her and whispered, “You like it, though. Don’t you? Who else could not only understand where you come from, but have sympathy for you?”

Tori looked at her, not sure what to say. She wanted to tell Madeleine she was wrong, acknowledge that she was right, tell her never to talk about it again, ask her to stay and listen to everything that had bothered her for the past fifteen years.

So she kissed her instead, letting her lips linger on Madeleine’s. The soft warmth beneath her mouth was welcoming and responsive, and it took every ounce of Tori’s self-control to not drop her putter and put her arms around Madeleine. The only thing that stopped her from deepening the kiss, from framing her face with her hands and exploring her mouth, was remembering there were other people on the golf course. Tori wasn’t much for public displays of affection, but for once in her life she couldn’t help herself.

When they parted, Madeleine’s mouth was slightly open, her lips a little fuller, reddened from the kiss. Tori wanted to go in for another kiss, to hold her until they both dropped their silly putters and gave up on the game.

“Look, whatever is holding you back, I want you to fight it,” Madeleine said breathlessly.

“Fight it?” Did Madeleine want another kiss, too? Was she suggesting they forget the game and make out there on the bench?

“Yeah. If you really want to do something, like your art, then do it. Don’t let the bullshit in your past get in the way. Follow your dreams.”

Tori reached up to press her palm to Madeleine’s porcelain-smooth cheek and then stroked her fingers through her short, soft hair. Art. Right. She found her voice and asked, “Is everything that easy to you – just do what you love, follow your dream, and that’s the right way to live life?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“Then why is mini golf so difficult for you?” Tori joked to bring her mindset back to the game, even though her mind was still clouded with desire.

Madeleine fluttered her lashes. “What can I say? You’re a distraction,” she said, before leaning in for another kiss.

Tori dropped the putter and wrapped her arms around Madeleine’s waist. How often did she give into impulses? Pretty much... never. There was something liberating about surrendering to whatever it was that urged her to hold Madeleine close. For once in her life, this was a person who not only called her out, but understood her. What were the odds of finding someone like that?

Tori didn’t know, so she held on to Madeleine for dear life. If she was smart, she would never let her go.
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Chapter 6
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TORI LOOKED CRITICALLY at the drawing Madeleine had finally relinquished after their unfinished mini golf game. In fact, she hadn’t stopped looking at it since Monday. She also hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Madeleine. After a week of exchanging texts, she missed her terribly. Madeleine said she was deep into writing the outline for her thesis and would return the books she had borrowed from the previous week by Saturday night. Tori hadn’t heard from her since Friday morning, when she texted to bow out of the evening game. That wasn’t a big deal – Tori knew she was working hard on her paper, but she hoped the text meant Madeleine was writing as fast as she could.

The store was busier this Saturday than last week. Spring warmth brought more people out of their houses to shop and run errands. Tori wouldn’t mind living somewhere that had temperate, spring-like weather all the time. New Mexico was certainly an option, but she knew she would miss her apartment and the nostalgia that came with living in it.

“Hey, you’re going to drop that phone of yours,” Ray said.

“What?” Tori looked up at him.

“The phone.” He pointed to her hands, where she was turning her phone over and over, while she leaned over the counter, her elbows propped on either side of the drawing. Her fingers were lose on the device and the action was more unconscious than intentional.

“Oh.” Tori set it down and straightened, pressing her palms flat against the glass countertop. “You’re right. I should stop that. These things aren’t cheap.”

Ray slid the drawing from between her hands to the other side of the counter and looked at it. “Did you do this?” he asked.

“Uh, yeah, but a long time ago. Like, high school. I think it was about 2003 or so.”

“Wow. It’s really good. Do you ever paint or just sketch?”

Tori regretted having the drawing out where anyone else could see it, but she decided the best thing she could do was not make a big deal about it. “I used to paint stuff like this all the time.”

“Why did you stop? This is like something a young Larry Elmore would do. You’re really talented, Tori.”

“You think?” Tori craned her neck to look at the drawing, more critically than she had at first. She knew Ray would have a better idea than her about the marketability of her artwork. After all, he had written enough novels for the role-playing world to know what they looked for in an artist.

He nodded as he handed the drawing back to her. “Absolutely. We have many young people who dream of writing or drawing or creating a module for this industry, but very few are exceptional talents. Your work really reminds me of the glory days of the game and the novels, when TSR owned everything. If you haven’t drawn or painted in a while, you should see if you can still do it. What could it hurt to try?”

That was an excellent question and one she had asked herself for too many years, before burying her dreams under other concerns. What could it hurt to try? But first the inventory needed restocking, the accounting needed to be done, the store needed to be vacuumed, one of the lightbulbs over the gaming tables needed to be changed...

It was always something. But was the “something” merely an excuse for not taking a chance on the unknown?

Tori scrutinized the drawing. It was the only one not in her half-assed portfolio, because it was her first one and therefore not her best. She had drawn it on a lark, during a game one night after she first discovered the world of role-playing games and the gorgeous artwork in the books. Her high school friends had all praised it. Her grand-mère had told her it was a job well done. Her father ruffled her hair and said, “That’s cute, kid.” Her stepmother at the time said, “That’s nice, dear.” Her grandmother put her nose in the air and said she didn’t understand why Tori had moved into her grand-mère’s place, when she could have been planning her coming out party, instead.

“Hey, Ray, I need to check something. I’ll be back soon.”

He gave her a thumbs-up and Tori ascended the staircase into her apartment. The first question that came to mind wasn’t whether or not she could still draw or paint. It was whether or not she still had the necessary tools.

In her grand-mère’s study, she went to the closet and pulled out an old box she had used to store all her art supplies. When was the last time she touched them? Ten years ago, maybe? Probably closer to twelve. She remembered putting them away after her grand-mère’s passing, because she reasoned she didn’t have time for art. First, she needed to settle the estate and then she needed to figure out her own life. It was then that she decided the best way to remain free of her family was to open her own business. And that, as they say, was that.

Tori removed the lid and let her eyes adjust to the assortment in the box. It wasn’t well organized, but it was all still there – pencils, charcoal, erasers, paints, brushes, and more. She wondered if any of it was still good, still fresh enough to be used. At the very least, she could do a test picture and see if she still felt good about her work. There was a time it used to make her feel free, immersed in a world where the only people who mattered were the ones she gave form to on the paper or canvas. These people – her people – would never say anything hurtful or discouraging to her. They would never treat her like she had somehow let them down or allow her to be stuck in the middle of a battle that wasn’t hers to fight.

If painting still made her feel that way, she could always buy new materials. She pulled the half-used sketch pad off the closet shelf and shut the door.

Without waiting even another breath, Tori dropped the sketch pad, turned the box on its side, and carefully spread her supplies out on the floor. She looked at the paints and realized they had gone cakey. Not a big deal – she could buy some cheap paints to try if...

Her gaze drifted to the pencils and charcoal. 

She could – no, she would – buy more supplies if the drive and ability were still there. She picked up the old pad of sketch paper and her basic pencils, and brought them to the desk. When she was younger, she dreamed about having a drafting table angled just right for the way she worked. There hadn’t been any point in buying one, though, because work took precedence over a hobby. Right?

Still, Tori sat down at the desk and opened the sketch pad. She set the pencils next to it and chose one, then pressed the graphite tip to the paper. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and thought about what she would like to draw. As her hand moved, she opened her eyes and sketched. Each line brought her intention to life, the gray connecting until her lines became a fully-realized figure. 

She picked up the sketchpad and looked at the person she had drawn on it, sword hefted and shield poised to take a strike from the enemy. Setting the pad down, she picked up her pencil again and wrote the character’s name, then signed her name just below it. After a moment, she tore the page off at the perforation and set her pencil tip to another fresh page. 

Before she knew it, an hour had passed and she had drawn up a picture of each of the characters in her gaming group’s party. Each one was a plain pencil sketch, but it didn’t matter because she had done it.

Tucking the loose pages back into the sketchpad, she carried the pad of paper downstairs with her and placed it with the books for the next gaming session. Maybe she would give them to the guys when they came in to play. 

When she stepped out of her office, she realized how busy the store had gotten while she was upstairs, but Ray was handling it very well. Maybe she didn’t have to spend her entire time down in the store on the weekends, after all. Ray was more than capable of handling customers and he could always let her know if it got too busy. She stepped back into the office and rested her hand on the books, with the sketchpad on top.

She could do this...

“Hey you.” A small hand curved over her shoulder and she turned to see Madeleine standing behind her.

“Hey,” Tori answered, her heartbeat picking up. After their impromptu make-out session on the mini golf course, she’d wondered how she would feel when they saw each other again. Even though she feared coming across as awkward, she was glad to see Madeleine and couldn’t stop grinning. She almost felt like she was floating just outside of her own body. It was giddiness, she realized, an unfamiliar sensation that left her a little dizzy.

“I see you abandoned your post today.” Madeleine was smiling at her too, but it was a sly, almost feline expression that made Tori’s heart skip a beat. “What’s that?” She gestured toward where Tori’s hand lay on the pile of hardcover books.

“I just did a little bit of drawing,” Tori said.

“You did? Can I see it?”

“Only if you finished your thesis outline.” She knew it was a bit of flirtation on her part, but Tori couldn’t help it. Madeleine had held her drawing hostage to get a date out of her, after all. 

Madeleine reached into her messenger bag and pulled out a folder. “Do you want to read it and let me know if you think I’m missing anything? I think it holds up better than I expected, but I could definitely use another opinion.”

“Sure.” Tori withdrew the pages from the inside cover of the book and offered them to Madeleine. They traded papers and Tori leaned back against her desk to look at the outline. After reading through it, she said, “Wow, this is more thorough than I expected. Maybe this will work after all.”

“Are these the characters from your Friday night group?” Madeleine asked, holding up the sketches. “They’re incredible. How did it feel to do this?”

“It pretty much felt wonderful. You inspired me to see if I still had it in me.” She took a step toward Madeleine and offered her the folder with her outline.

“I did?” They exchanged papers again and Madeleine grinned. “I made you do this?”

Warmth spread through Tori’s body and the outside world fell away from her awareness. The woman standing before her hardly knew her, but she already believed in Tori. And that was something Tori wanted to feel more of. 

“Yeah, you did.” Tori reached out to take Madeleine’s hand in hers. “I think we should go on a proper date without blackmail.”

“You mean our lunch together or visiting you for dinner or the mini-golfing weren’t dates?” Madeleine shook her head. “Then I guess you better be specific about what you want, because that seemed like three dates to me. Awkward dates, but three dates nonetheless.”

What Tori wanted was to not let go of Madeleine’s hand. “Fine, I’ll count the mini golf, but I want to take you out to dinner, if you’ll let me.”

“Of course I will. Should I go home and change?” She gestured to her teal, satin dress with Asian-style collar and shrugged. “I’m not exactly date-ready, but I can fix that quickly enough.”

“I don’t want you to change at all. You look perfect to me.” Tori squeezed her hand and said, “But I should probably go upstairs and change.” 

“Are you kidding? I think you look great.” When Madeleine reached up to fluff Tori’s hair back over her shoulders, there was a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “Unless you want to skip the date and just go upstairs.”

Tori’s eyes widened. Had their flirting already progressed this far? She supposed it made sense, especially after their impromptu make-out session at the golf course. “No,” she said after a long moment. “We’re definitely going to dinner, first. You deserve a proper date with me.”

“First?” Madeleine lowered her arms to drape them around Tori’s waist. “So that means there’s a second thing you plan on happening tonight?”

Glancing past her, Tori said, “Um, can we not do this around the customers?” There were too many curious patrons glancing through the doorway and, of course, Ray was out there at the counter. All he had to do was turn his back and he would see his boss involved in canoodling at the worst time. Tori was more concerned about some of the younger kids seeing her and Madeleine getting cozy. Gay or straight – that didn’t matter. It simply wasn’t professional to get snuggly on the job.

“Fine. You do have an image to maintain and a business to run.” Madeleine brushed a gentle kiss over her lips. “Let’s go now. I’m famished and I didn’t have a decent lunch. I was too busy trying to finish the outline.”

“Yeah, I spent my lunch sketching, so I guess we might as well go now.” Reaching back, Tori grasped Madeleine’s wrists and pulled her arms from around her waist. To her surprise, Madeleine looked a little shy, a blush making her cheeks a pretty shade of pink. Did she like it when Tori took charge? Intriguing...

Tori led her out of the store, calling back to Ray, “Hope you don’t mind watching things a little longer, Ray. I’m going to grab some lunch. Do you want me to bring you anything?”

“Sure, if you don’t mind. I’m not picky,” he said.

“Give me something to go on, here.”

He waved her off. “Really, it’s just nice of you to offer, Tori. A burger, a sandwich – whatever. I’ll be here. Go on and have some fun.”

“You heard the man,” Madeleine said with a wink.

She certainly had. So had the customers in the shop and everyone turned to gape at Tori as she pushed through the door. 

“My car or yours?” Madeleine asked.

“We don’t need a car – one of my favorite restaurants is just a couple blocks from here, if you don’t mind a walk.” The sun was shining, warming Tori all over, but not as much as Madeleine’s presence warmed her. And now she couldn’t stop thinking about Madeleine’s reaction to Tori grasping her wrists. What would she do if Tori always took charge? Would she like it if Tori took control elsewhere, maybe holding her gently down in bed as she kissed those sweet lips?

Tori didn’t know, but she realized she wanted to find out.
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Chapter 7 
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“INDIAN, HUH?” MADELEINE bit off the corner of her samosa and looked around the restaurant.

“Oh yeah, it’s my favorite cuisine.” Their table was covered with a huge variety of food – nearly every appetizer and meatless entrée on the menu. “Have you tried the lemon rice yet?” Tori pushed the recommended dish closer to Madeleine and then spooned more of the biryani onto her own plate.

After a few silent moments passed, Madeleine said, “So you said your mom is an artist?”

“Yes, a painter – landscapes and slightly more surreal scenes. It seems like that side of the family is the creative one, what with grand-mère being a seamstress, grand-père being a dress designer, and me drawing and painting.”

“I can see that. You obviously take after them. What about your father?”

“Um...” Tori thought about it as she ripped her garlic naan in half. “Something with investments. I’m not entirely sure, because I’ve intentionally stayed out of his business since I moved out. Whatever he does, though, it’s ‘socially-acceptable’ to my grandmother.”

Madeleine nodded, reaching for her own plain naan. “Of course it is. That’s what matters, right? Pleasing the old guard, as if things never, ever change.”

The thought made Tori chuckle. “Well, you are a history major, so I take it old things are of interest to you?”

“Not so much old things or ways – those are two different fields of study – but events and motivations.” Madeleine popped a piece of the naan in her mouth, chewed and swallowed it, and asked, “What do you think the point of studying history is?”

Her cheeks had flushed again, this time a bit darker, and her eyes shone with a gleam. Tori wasn’t sure if she was excited about the topic or feeling protective of it. Hesitating, she looked down at her food. The last thing she wanted to do was offend Madeleine inadvertently, so she took a deep breath and said, “Why don’t you explain it to me? I think like most people, I grew up with a basic education of it.”

“Well, it depends on the historian,” Madeleine said, “but the textbook explanation is the study of the past as it is described in written documents. Anything before our written history is called pre-history. You have other intertwined disciplines, of course, like archaeology. But in my case, it’s all about studying existing written records and documents.”

“That sounds like a huge job,” Tori said. “I mean, writing has existed since... Hm, the Egyptians?”

“Since the Sumerians.” When Madeleine smiled, there was a twinkle in her eye that took Tori’s breath away. She was clearly passionate about the subject. “But most historians specialize in a particular time or place, so our study isn’t about the entire vast expanse of written history. In my case, I’m most interested in the fifth and sixth centuries in the British isles.”

The time periods rang a bell with Tori, but she wasn’t sure quite what memory was tickling at the edges of her mind. “That’s very specific,” she said.

“It’s the time of King Arthur, the early Medieval Ages, a time in history that was part of the inspiration for the role-playing game you and my brother play now.”

“Oh. That’s why you’re making that correlation between that era and how it inspired modern gaming.” Tori finished eating her garlic naan and took a long breath. “Well, I’m full.”

“Me too.” As Madeleine’s gaze swept over the table, she giggled. “I don’t know why we ordered so much food.”

The waiter approached and Tori asked for to-go boxes, so she could pack up the food. “It reheats well enough. Do you want anything?” She gestured around the table at the various dishes and Madeleine narrowed her eyes.

“Sure. I call dibs on the lemon rice.”

“Hey...”

“You can have the biryani.” Madeleine accepted an empty container and started spooning food into it.

“Fine.” Tori looked at her, then back down at the food as she filled two containers to bring home. “For someone so tiny, you sure have a big appetite.” As soon as she commented on Madeleine’s body, she regretted it. Sure, they had kissed a few times now, but hadn’t gone any further. Tori certainly wanted to – she wanted to run her hands along Madeleine’s sides, caressing her and exploring her, to kiss her and hold her down against the bed...

Two hands flailed in front of her face and she blinked up at Madeleine, who was standing next to her. “There you go, getting all far away again on me.”

“Sorry about that.” Closing the box, Tori pulled a few folded twenty dollar bills out of her pocket and left them on the table to cover the bill and tip. “I do that sometimes.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed.” They walked outside together into the warm sunshine, Madeleine so close that her shoulder nudged Tori’s upper arm.

Tori looked up at the blue sky and tried to formulate a sentence. The picture of a naked Madeleine under her in bed was finally fading from her mind and she cleared her throat. “So, have you ever been to England?” she finally asked.

“A few times, yeah. Visiting there is part of what fascinated me about history. That and, you know, the history of our ancestors before they came here during the Great Migration. I realize there’s more than a thousand year difference between our settler ancestors and the period of history I’m studying, but...” She shrugged. “That’s my thing. And with the popularity of television shows about medieval monarchies, battles for thrones, and political intrigue at court, I felt like RPGs were another pop culture aspect keeping history ‘alive,’ for lack of a better word.”

“Ah, now that does not sound so flimsy after all and your outline was more thorough than I expected. Now that I’ve read it, the idea makes much more sense.” Tori leaned toward Madeleine enough to give her a gentle nudge. “In a way, playing some RPGs is like reliving history, but with a layer of fantasy.”

“Yeah, and back then things like dragons and unicorns were thought of as real, so your game might not be that far from how the world really was. Or how people saw it, anyway.”

Soon they were back at the shop, but Tori lingered on the sidewalk, two take-out boxes in hand and Madeleine standing in front of her. “So, what’s the next step for you once the thesis is done?” she asked.

“Then I get to graduate in May as a bona fide historian. The moment I’ve graduated, I’m going to England. In fact, I already have a job waiting for me. I know you aren’t keen on us trust fund kids living off the money our parents give us.” She held up her hand. “I admit, I’ve spent the last six or so years living off my parents’ wealth and they’ve paid the bill for my schooling. But I’m very excited about my plans for the future and maybe I can repay my parents, even though they don’t expect me to.”

Tori shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Lowering her gaze, she shook her head and said, “I don’t think that’s a bad thing – your parents paying for your education and letting you focus on that entirely. At least you’re doing something productive.”

“I hope you think I am.” Madeleine stepped closer to her, forcing Tori to meet her gaze. “And until I leave for England, I’d really like to spend more time with you. Do you mind if I drop this off at home and then come back later?”

The last thing Tori minded was the idea of Madeleine coming back. She glanced inside the store, but couldn’t really tell how busy it was from out on the sidewalk. It probably hadn’t changed much since she left for lunch, which meant at least a dozen or so customers. “When?” she asked.

“I was thinking around six, if Ray doesn’t mind closing the store. We could watch a movie, but not something about history or fantasy – something to break us away from all of that.”

It sounded like a good idea. Tori did, after all, spend her entire day in the store and rarely stepped away from her work. “A comedy?” she asked.

“That’s what I had in mind. We need to lighten up, so does that sound good to you?”

“Absolutely.” Tori cradled her boxes of food, wanting to kiss Madeleine, but aware that anyone inside the store would see them. She reminded herself that there was a fine line between the personal and the professional.

Madeleine leaned in to give her a loose hug and said, “I’ll see you later.”

Later wasn’t really much later at all, Tori realized when she checked the time. She sent Ray off to lunch with the food she’d brought back just for him. Considering he’d spent almost the entire morning and early afternoon on his own, he deserved a long break. Tori plucked the newest RPG system off a shelf and paged through it. It was from a smaller company and the artwork wasn’t as sophisticated as she was used to seeing. 

The book was a little different than the usual medieval game, with a fusion of steampunk and fantasy elements. She took it with her and got her sketchbook from the office. Perched on her stool behind the counter, she drew between ringing up purchases for customers. When Ray returned from his lunch, Tori was feeling pleased with the piece and she showed it to him.

“It’s not the usual fantasy style, is it?” he asked. “But it’s still got that something. Really, you need to submit your work to these publishers and see if anyone likes it.”

“But how do I do that?” Tori stepped aside and offered him the stool.

Once Ray was comfortable, he handed her the drawing and said, “Well, it was harder when I first started writing. We had to actually send manuscripts by snail mail to publishers and then wait months to see if we got picked out of the slush pile. But once you had a contract, it opened doors.”

Tori knew he had a point and she waited patiently, for once, for him to continue.

“That’s how I got started, you know. Now, though, you can just go online to find what you need. Most publishers, especially for RPGs, have websites where you can look up their submission guidelines.”

“Submission guidelines?”

“Yup. Publishers specify what they want for writing and artwork, what formats they want, how to submit it, and any other pertinent information. Sometimes they are closed to submissions, sometimes they require agents for writers – it all depends on the publisher. The bigger they are, the harder it is to get their attention, but whatever you do, follow the guidelines, write a professional cover letter, and then let it go.”

As she leaned back against the counter, Tori looked at the drawing. It was the first time she’d sought advice about getting her work published. Now that she had Ray’s suggestions, she had a step to take toward making her teenaged fantasy a reality. “Cover letter,” she said, but Ray interjected.

“Don’t worry about that just yet. First, compile a list of publishers you would be interested in submitting your work to.”

“How am I going to figure that out?”

Ray picked up the book she had been looking at and said, “Like this. Every product you carry comes from a publisher. So make a list of the ones who interest you or seem like a good match for what you want to create. Then look them up online, check how long they’ve been around, and see if they offer submission guidelines on their website. As for a cover letter, just do a search for artist cover letters or publisher cover letters, and you’ll find templates to use as a jumping-off point.” Ray smiled at her warmly, folding his arms over his chest and looking a bit like a white-haired Buddha as he settled his weight on the stool. “Oh, and one more thing – make sure you only submit your work to reputable and established publishers. You have less chance of getting screwed over or getting your hopes up, only to have a newer publisher fold before even using or paying for your work.”

“Thanks,” Tori said, finally smiling at him. “I’ll do my research first. I really appreciate the guidance.”

“It’s what friends are for, Tori.”

Friends.

Tori bit her lip. She had never really thought about Ray, her gaming group, or her customers as friends. They were acquaintances who passed through the door, who couldn’t really know what it was like to be her, but could at least distract her from the fact that she had spent the last fifteen years just... meandering. Trying to figure herself out, while maintaining what she thought was freedom from the life her family had expected her to live.

And now she had Madeleine to thank for inspiring her and Ray to thank for offering her the wisdom he had gained from his own experiences as a fantasy novelist. He was right – that’s what friends were for and she had spent too long taking them for granted.

When Madeleine returned, she looked excited to be at the shop. She stepped through the door and gave Tori a hug across the counter. “When do you close?” she asked.

“Not for another few hours. I stay open just as late on a Saturday as I do on a Friday, because I like to give everyone plenty of time to play their games.”

“Okay.” Madeleine looked down at the counter. There were now two drawings on it – the one Tori had done over Ray’s lunch and another next to it. “You’ve been drawing again!” she exclaimed, picking up the pieces of sketch paper.

From across the room, Ray turned from where he was helping a young teenaged customer choose mini figures, and gave Tori a thumb’s up.

“Yeah,” she said, turning back to Madeleine. “What do you think?”

“It’s interesting – they look like medieval guys in armor, but this one has guns and the other one has that weird little clockwork device. Steampunk?”

“Kind of. It’s not true steampunk, but more clockpunk, I think.”

“Or gaslamp, even.” Madeleine nodded and set the drawings down. “They’re cool. You do have some serious talent. I wish I could be creative like you.”

Tori tilted her head as she regarded Madeleine. “I’m sure you can be.”

“No. The only thing I’m good at is analyzing documents and putting together historical evidence, kind of like a puzzle. Did this person know that person? Were they involved in that particular event? Is this John Smith the same as that John Smith?” Madeleine shrugged and unslung her messenger bag from her shoulder. “I love it, though, so it doesn’t bother me very much that I don’t have a creative bone in my body.”

“Well, history sounds very creative to me. You have to make guesses and follow through on hunches. That’s definitely not boring. It’s like solving a mystery. Actually, it sounds a little bit like a game itself,” Tori added. “You have to get from point A to point Z, but there’s a bunch of obstacles in your way. You have to decide if you’re going to tackle them with brute force or by thinking things through, and the way to solve a puzzle or overcome a challenge isn’t always obvious. So you need creative thinking sometimes to find the right answer.”

A grin curved Madeleine’s lips. “You’re right about that and you’re practically writing my thesis for me. Keep talking!”

The last thing Tori wanted to do, however, was talk. What she was most interested in was kissing those lips again and again. She was tired of pushing her feelings down, of trying to ignore them or pretend they didn’t exist. Still, she reminded herself she was in the store, so she cleared her throat and said, “I just realized you know about my parents and even my grandparents, but we never did talk about your parents.”

“My parents?” Madeleine’s smile faltered, but then returned. “Well, I guess you’re right. What do you want to know?”

“First, I want to know how you and Quentin turned out so different. You have the same parents, right?”

“Oh yeah, Lawrence and Diane Ballard, married almost thirty-five years, now. Quentin is older, so I think they were more cautious with him, you know? He was the first kid, so I think my mom and dad were helicopter parents at the time. That’s probably why Quentin is a bit of a spaz – over-protection. By the time I was born, they were a little more relaxed. If I ate a fistful of dirt, they would just brush it off and say it’d strengthen my immune system.”

“Ew...” Tori shook her head. “That is not what I wanted to know about you.”

“That I ate dirt? Why not? Every kid eats dirt at some point. Well, except Quentin. They told me he was weirdly fastidious as a toddler. He wouldn’t even play in the sandbox.”

Tori thought about what she knew about Quentin from gaming with him for so many years and nodded. “That’s probably a texture thing. He’s very sensitive to the way things feel.”

“Interesting. We just thought he was afraid of getting dirty.”

“Well, I honestly don’t pay that much attention, but I’ve never had any reason to complain about his hygiene. Some of the other guys, though...” Tori rolled her eyes. “Have you ever gone to a gaming convention?”

“Afraid not.”

A laugh bubbled to Tori’s lips. “Okay, we’re going to one someday.”

“Someday?” The soft question brought Tori’s attention back to Madeleine. “Are you already planning a future for us? You still don’t know what my parents do.”

The way Madeleine looked at her sent tingles through Tori’s body and she grimaced. When was the last time she had lusted after another woman like this? High school? 

“Dad’s a doctor and mom’s, well, one of those society ladies. But she was a nurse when she met dad. Pretty cute story, right?”

Tori bit back what she wanted to say about Madeleine being the cute one. Swallowing her words, she rolled her eyes toward the clock display on the cash register. “Have you eaten dinner yet?” she asked.

“Yeah, I ate my leftovers. They heated up well, like you said they would.”

“Right. Ray,” Tori called as she walked to the door to her apartment. “I’m going to eat dinner and then I think we can close.”

He waved to her and Tori gestured for Madeleine to follow her upstairs. She couldn’t wait to get on with her night, to spend time with Madeleine. The waiting to have some time alone together was driving her crazy. 
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Chapter 8
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“HOW DID WE END UP GOING through photo albums?” Tori asked as she set a heavy, leather-bound book down on the coffee table and watched Madeleine page through another.

“Because you had to wait to close the shop since you didn’t want to leave Ray to do it on his own, and you didn’t want to get into a movie just yet.” Madeleine’s slender little hands ran across the page and she pointed to a photo. “Wow, is that really Christian Dior?”

Tori leaned over to look. They had worked their way back through the albums, from her high school graduation, to her childhood, to her parents’ wedding, to her grandparents. “Oh yes, grand-mère worked for him since she was fairly young. She loved the artistry of fashion back then. After the 1970s, she and grand-père decided to retire. She said women didn’t dress up the way they used to and there was no point in keeping the shop open. I think after they retired, they spent more time in Paris than here in the apartment. Trying to recapture the old days, maybe, until grand-père died.”

As Tori looked at the photos, her heart swelled with love. Grand-mère had understood her, had respected artistry and dreams. She was the one who nurtured Tori’s mother’s dreams and talent. “One day when you’re old enough, I will take you to Paris with me, and you can benefit from the same experiences your mother and I did,” she would tell Tori.

And she did when Tori was seventeen and on her summer break. After her experience in Europe, Tori never wanted to return to the United States. Of course, it was inevitable. She had one more year of high school to finish and then her grand-mère no longer felt strong enough to fly overseas. When Tori asked if she wanted to simply pick up and move back to Paris, her grand-mère had patted her hand and said, “Now why would I do that, dear, when you’ve built your life here?”

“Earth to Tori. You’re faraway again.”

“Sorry.” Tori smiled at Madeleine. “I was just thinking of the time Grand-mère brought me to Paris for a summer. It was amazing.”

“I’ll bet it was.” Madeleine leaned back against the arm of the couch, pulled her legs up to cross them under herself, and cradled the photo album in her lap. “Just the one time?”

Tori nodded and finally let a half-smile emerge. “I wanted to go more often, but Grand-mère wasn’t feeling up to it after I graduated. Honestly, I would have stayed there and never come back. I mean, what did I have to come back to? A dad going through wife after wife, a mother who moved across the country and buried her head in the sand – I really didn’t need to be here.”

“I know what you mean.” Madeleine’s beautiful, dark eyes went misty with remembrance. “The first time I ever saw London...” She let out a little sigh and shook her head. “I was a goner. I knew I had to study history, so I could go back and truly appreciate the entire country. I’m so excited to move there after I graduate.”

“So are you moving to London proper?”

“Not quite. I’ll be out in the country just a bit.” Madeleine blinked and then grinned at her. “You should come with me. If you liked Paris, I think you’ll love England, especially with the gaming connection. It’d be like living your RPG every day, in a way – the gorgeous ruins, the kings and queens and knights, and the history that inspired all the epic fantasies people read today.”

“Come live with you?” Tori was the one blinking now, her heart pounding like mad in her chest. They’d barely had three dates. Four? What counted as a date? They hadn’t exactly established that. All she knew was the idea of suddenly not having Madeleine around sucked. Big time.

“I mean...” Those slender hands came up to cover Madeleine’s face and she giggled into them nervously. “That’s not what I meant. Oh no. But that doesn’t sound right, either.” She looked up again, this time helplessly and still shaking with laughter.

Even though lightening the mood wasn’t exactly her forte, Tori decided to at least give it a try. “So you want us to be a living lesbian cliché – girl meets girl and show their love with a U-Haul after the third date?”

“Second date, in which case we’re too late for that.” Madeleine’s giggles then became louder, until she was doubled over and unable to speak. Considering Tori had never made anyone laugh like that in her life, especially intentionally, she felt proud of her accomplishment. Folding her arms, she just watched the other woman until the giggles subsided.

“Really, Maddy. It wasn’t that funny.”

“Okay, but... seriously...” She let out a long, whooshing breath, and batted her eyelashes at Tori. 

“That’s not serious.” Tori rolled her eyes and kicked Madeleine’s knee gently. “Try again.”

Madeleine took a long breath and said, “You would be very welcome to visit me in England, once I’m settled.”

Once again, Tori gave in to the urge to do the unexpected. “Just visit?” she asked, before leaning forward and pressing a kiss to Madeleine’s lips. The gesture warmed her all over and little fireworks exploded behind her closed eyelids. How many girls had she dated over the past fifteen years? She couldn’t remember, but it was quite a few. How many had she slept with? Only a handful. And how many made her feel like this when she kissed them? None, except Madeleine.

The women she had dated and not connected with didn’t matter anymore, though. Comparisons were pointless, because Madeleine was here now and just her presence encouraged Tori to open herself up to the possibilities of the two of them, of her life beyond Boston, of the world. What did she actually having tying her here, anyway? Her parents? So what? Her father would probably work his way over to wife number seven or eight, remaining too kind, too optimistic about love, and blissfully ignorant to the fact that each woman he married was just a gold-digger. Meanwhile, her mother would remain in New Mexico, focused on her art and pretending she still didn’t love her ex-husband, when in truth...

“I want you to meet my parents,” Tori said abruptly as she leaned back away from Madeleine.

“What?” Madeleine blinked at her and said, “Sorry, I’m still reeling from that kiss. That was...” She fanned herself and smiled.

Tori had never received a compliment on her kissing before and she felt heat rise to her cheeks.

“What is that? You’re blushing!” Madeleine squawked. “Oh, yes!” She pumped her fist in the air, the photo album nearly sliding off her lap. She caught it and closed it, set it on the coffee table, and then jumped to her feet to do some sort of giddy victory dance. It wasn’t exactly graceful. She looked a bit like a marionette whose strings were being jerked, but her enthusiasm was obvious.

“Why’s that so exciting?” Even though Tori asked the question, she already knew the answer. Madeleine wasn’t an idiot. She’d had Tori figured out from the start – the woman who kept her emotions in check and her past to herself. “Self-protection,” her grand-mère would say.

“Why is it so exciting?” Now that she had nothing in her way, Madeleine sat back on the couch, scooted closer to Tori, and reached around to cup the back of her head. “I think you know why, Little Miss Unemotional. I made you open up, at least a little bit.”

The second kiss was as electric as the first, sending tingles radiating through Tori until she thought she would melt against Madeleine. She reached up to curl her fingers over Madeleine’s shoulders, to keep her close, to keep the kiss from ever ending.

But end it did, leaving them both breathless, their foreheads pressed together as they clung to one another. Heat raced through Tori and the apartment was suddenly too hot. Yet, at the same time, she just wanted to wrap the two of them up in a blanket together and never emerge.

“Why do I feel this way about you?” Tori whispered, leaving the rest of the question unspoken. When I’ve never felt this way about anyone else...

“I think because you’ve spent too much time around boys who refuse to grow up.”

“No, it’s not just that.” After another breath, Tori put a little space between them and smiled. “It’s because of all the women I’ve dated, you’re the first one who knows where I come from. And, not only that, you don’t question why I ran away from it.”

“Sweetie...” Madeleine lay her hand on Tori’s face and held her gaze. “We’re both running away from it, just in our own ways. The only difference between you and I is I’m running into the past and I don’t think you’re quite sure where you’re going just yet. But I’d be happy to help you figure it out.”

Tori bowed her head. “This is what I mean – you’ve figured me out and you’re okay with the fact that I’m not there yet, wherever there is.”

“Neither am I, and anyone who is there?” Madeleine shrugged. “Great for them. We’re all different and not everyone has everything figured out early in life. I mean, your Grandma Warren probably had it all sorted out for you – a coming out party, a perfect banker husband, and two-and-a-half perfect babies she could raise the exact same way as two previous generations. But you knew enough about yourself to know that you didn’t want that.”

Looking at Madeleine again, Tori finally loosened her hold on her shoulders and relaxed. “So why did you go through with your debutante ball if it wasn’t the life you wanted?”

This time when they settled back on the couch, there was no distance between them. It was nice to have the warmth of another person at her side, Tori realized. Better than going on a date or having sex. Just sitting together with someone who understood her felt like a significant moment in her life.

“I did it because I was curious,” Madeleine said. “I’ve never taken it for granted that this or that is pointless. I like to investigate for myself, so I figured why not? My parents never laid down an expectation that I do it, either, so I didn’t feel pressured. It was up to me.”

“Whereas my dad made it sound like it had to happen, just to keep the peace in the family.” Tilting her head, Tori thought about her words. “Not that my dad is a jerk. He’s not. He’s actually really naïve and sweet. Too sweet, and that’s his problem, really. It wasn’t that he put his foot down and expected me to do it. It’s that he hates to cause any friction between him and his mother, so he kind of begged me to do the coming out to keep my grandmother off his back.”

“Yowch. If you don’t mind my saying, your dad sounds like a spineless mama’s boy.”

Tori let out a laugh and nodded. “Yes, that’s the most accurate way to put it. If something doesn’t please his mom, he pushes it away. The only time he ever rebelled against my grandmother’s will was when he married my mother. But he eventually pushed her away and, well, I don’t know how he managed to marry his other wives without my grandmother’s interference.”

“Maybe he eloped with them.”

“Kind of. He actually has a judge friend who conducts the weddings at the courthouse. I’m sure it saves him from the expense of one wedding after another. Seems pointless to me, though, when each one ends in divorce, probably because my grandmother finds a way to scare the women off.”

Madeleine edged closer and rested her head against Tori’s shoulder. “But your dad keeps doing it because he hopes maybe he’ll find someone to love or someone his mother will accept?”

“Mmhm.” Tori turned and inhaled softly. That short, pixie-like hair of Madeleine’s smelled of coconut. It was a delicious scent and she wanted to tousle that hair, to run her fingers through its softness. She wondered if Madeleine’s skin was as soft as her hair. “I think,” she started, took a deep breath, and tried again. Damn, Madeleine’s closeness was... something. “I think that’s an impossible ideal. At this point, my guess is that my dad is trying to fill a void and my mom is the only person who can do that.”

“That’s sad and sweet at the same time.” Madeleine’s voice made Tori’s shoulder tremble just a little. “Have you ever tried to get them back together?”

With a sigh, Tori rested her head back against the cushions. “No. If life were a perfect movie, maybe I would have attempted it, but best-case scenario isn’t so good. Grandma Warren would have a fit, my dad would chicken out, and my mom... I don’t think she’s stupid enough to set herself up for that kind of heartbreak, again.”

“It sounds awful, like a soap opera. But that’s our imperfect world, isn’t it? We come from privileged assholes who think they can dictate how others live.”

“Yeah. I wish my dad would grow some... you know, and just remarry Mom. But as long as my grandmother is alive, that’s unlikely.”

Madeleine’s chest and shoulders rose and fell with each breath she took, and Tori was acutely aware of it as their bodies remained pressed together, side by side. “What are the odds of your grandmother dying soon?”

It was an insensitive question, but it was also one Tori had occasionally wondered herself. “That’s kind of an awful thing to ask,” she said with a light chuckle, “but I think the old battle-axe plans to hang on forever.”

“Well, she needs something to do other than terrorize young women into debutantedom and push loving couples into divorce.” For the first time since they met, Madeleine sounded fierce. “She was married once, I take it?”

“Yeah, but my grandpa died a few years ago. I think she only got worse after that, like she thinks her work is unfinished or something.”

The sound Madeleine released was a cross between a snort and a laugh. “Young ladies always need refining.”

“Always.” Tori looked down at her. “We’re not going to get to watch the movie at this rate, Maddy.”

“I like it when you call me ‘Maddy’.” Madeleine titled her head back to look up at Tori and smiled. “We could always do something else.” Her breath fanned across Tori’s lips, inviting her closer. Tori accepted the invitation, slanting her mouth over Madeleine’s for a deep kiss that left her panting when they parted.

“I don’t do ‘something else’ on the third or fourth or fifteenth date,” Tori finally said.

Madeleine looked disappointed. “When do you do it?” she asked.

“When it feels right.” Tori pulled Madeleine in her arms and this time they didn’t stop kissing until they were too tired to stay awake.
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WHEN TORI BLEARILY opened her eyes, she realized she must have turned her alarm off at some point, because it was already nine in the morning. Her arm was draped over a fully-clothed Madeleine, who was nestled back against her in bed. They molded to each other like two pieces of a puzzle, a perfect fit.

There were certainly things Tori had wanted to do the night before, like lift up Madeleine’s blouse and nuzzle at those soft, small breasts beneath it. Or to take their jeans off and glide her body against Madeleine’s until they couldn’t take it anymore. Instead, though, they’d made out and caressed one another through the night, never disrobing, never touching as intimately as Tori would have liked. It had been the ultimate tease and now Tori wasn’t sure she could wait much longer to make love to Madeleine. Just lying next to her was making her squirm with desire.

“Hey you,” Madeleine muttered sleepily and wriggled her bottom. It was pressed against Tori’s crotch and each wiggle made Tori roll her eyes.

“Stop that,” she said, placing her hand firmly on Madeleine’s hip. She thought again of holding Madeleine down and having sex with her, undulating against her petite body until they both shattered with orgasm.

“Fine.” Madeleine rolled over and brought her fists up to rub the sleep out of her eyes. “Did you sleep all right?”

All right? Tori slept better than all right. For the first time in years, she had slept deeply and soundly, as evidenced by the fact that she hadn’t even stirred for the alarm, except to turn it off. “Oh yeah,” she said, caressing Madeleine’s floppy bangs of her forehead. “What about you?”

“Mm, best sleep ever.” Now Madeleine snuggled even closer, sliding her leg between Tori’s and wrapping her arm around her waist. “Let’s not get out of bed.”

That was a wonderful idea. Tori did want to stay where she was, enjoying Madeleine’s heat and scent. But the shop opened seven days a week. “It’s after nine on a Sunday,” was her half-hearted argument.

“Yes, all the more reason to stay in bed.” Madeleine’s lips found her neck and the warm nibbles left Tori weak. “You open later on Sundays, right? Just stay here with me.”

“I c-can’t...” Tori shivered and turned her head so Madeleine could continue kissing along her neck, licking at her throat. She didn’t protest as the hand at her waist drifted up her shirt to cup her breast through her soft, cotton bra. It was when Madeleine’s thumb stroked over her nipple that Tori let out another, “I can’t!” and writhed away from her. 

Madeleine sat up, looking adorably tousled and mischievous. “Oh yes you can,” she murmured, reaching for her.

She could, yes, Tori thought as she looked again at the clock. Hell, she could all day long. But if she did that, she knew it would undo everything she had worked so carefully to create in her life – her store, her predictable days, her self-protection.

Drawing back, Madeleine furrowed her brow and shook her head. “You aren’t ready, though.” The hard edge to her voice disappeared as she let out a sigh. “I understand. You need time to be okay with this. You’ve controlled everything around you for so long, you’re afraid to let go of that control.”

As Madeleine pushed back the covers and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, Tori asked, “Are you pissed.”

“No way,” Madeleine said gently, rising and walking around the bed to face her. “I want you to feel right. I’d never push you to do anything you’re not ready to try.” She used her fingers to tilt Tori’s face up toward hers and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead.

Tori’s breath hitched and she reached out to take Madeleine’s hands in hers. “Do you want to hang out with me, today?”

There was a sad look on Madeleine’s face as she shook her head. “I think we hung out enough yesterday and last night. I want to do more than just hang out with you. Not that I know enough about you just yet, but I’m ready for more.” She grimaced a little as she looked down at Tori. “I should work on my paper, anyway. After thinking about it, I feel like I’ve got more insight into how to make my thesis work. How about next Saturday? My parents are having their wedding anniversary and I’d love for you to be my date.”

Once again, Tori’s breathing seemed to stop and restart. “You want to bring me to meet your parents?” she asked. She remembered impulsively telling Madeleine she wanted to introduce her to her parents, but that seemed like a distant notion now.

“Of course I do. I told you, I’m ready for more. Maybe meeting my family and seeing where I came from will help put you at ease. Quentin will be there, looking incredibly awkward, so it might be nice for him to see you there, too.” Madeleine laced her fingers through Tori’s. “Will you please be my date?”

Tori nodded slowly, which brought a radiant smile to Madeleine’s face.

“Great. I’ll pick you up at six-thirty on Saturday night. It’s formal, with hors d’oeuvres and cocktails, so make sure you eat something if crudités aren’t your thing, okay?”

“Formal?” Tori lifted her eyebrows. “I hate formal.”

“I’m not surprised, but I promise you formal doesn’t mean stuffy. Please come.”

Mentally cataloging the items in her closet, Tori realized she certainly didn’t have any shortage of appropriate dresses. They weren’t her favorite things to wear, of course, and she would also have to make an appointment to get her hair done. It was the one thing she was helpless with – anything but brushing it out or gathering it into a ponytail.

“Pick me up at six-thirty,” she said softly.

“Yes!” Madeleine bounced and kissed her forehead again. “See you on Saturday night!”

After seeing Madeleine out of the apartment, Tori sighed. It was going to be a long week if she had to wait until Saturday to see her again.

Or was it?

Tori looked at the office where the art supplies remained out in plain sight. There was more than enough to keep her busy for the next six days. If Madeleine was going to spend that time writing her thesis, then Tori would spend it on following the old dream their meeting had rekindled.

Just as Ray had suggested, she spent the morning going through the books in the shop and making a list of publishers. At the top of the list was the one that had put out the new RPG – the one with the artwork that was nice, but not quite as crisp and clean as so many of the others. Since it was a new game, Tori knew that meant there might be an updated and expanded edition in the future, if the publisher did well enough to continue. And if they did, they would want to up the ante on the artwork, and what better way than to hire an unknown artist they could get for cheap?

At least, that’s what she hoped they would see – the benefit of having a no name artist whose work was reminiscent of the amazing artwork of Larry Elmore and Jeff Easley. Throughout the week, especially during the slow, quiet weekday mornings in the shop, Tori built her list and her portfolio.

On Saturday, Ray walked in and tore the piece of paper she had taped to the door. “What’s this? Closing early?” he asked.

Tori nodded. “I’m going somewhere tonight and won’t be around to close.”

“I’ll do it,” Ray said.

Tori straightened on the stool behind the counter and looked at him. “Do you want to?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’d love to. Hell, I’d love to work longer hours if you’d let me.”

“You’d never get any work done on your books, though,” Tori said, setting her pencil down alongside her latest sketch. “I can’t do that to you.”

Ray let out a deep, resonant laugh that surprised her. “I’ve got more free time than I know what to do with it,” Ray said. “I don’t write twenty-four/seven, Tori. If you want a Saturday night to yourself, let me work it and close up for you. Honestly, I’d love it.”

Tori did some quick calculations in her mind. Paying Ray certainly wasn’t a problem. She could afford to give him at least thirty hours a week, but right now he only worked sixteen. Putting in a couple more hours on Saturday would be just fine.

“Okay,” Tori said hesitantly. “If you want to work tonight and close up...”

“I do and I think I can handle it. Tidy up, turn off the lights, lock the door, right?”

With a nod, Tori said, “Yeah, that’s about it. And I can do any extra clean-up, like vacuuming in the morning. Are you sure, though? I mean, if you want to have your Saturday night to yourself, I can close early, like planned. I had that sign up since Thursday, so folks would know I was closing early.”

Ray sounded exasperated as he responded. “Really, Tori, I’m a boring old bachelor and if I’m home, I’ll just be online, talking to friends. And I can do that from my phone if I really want.” He pulled his smart phone from his pocket and showed her the screen. “There’s my Slack and Discord apps. Really, I’m not missing anything by being here. I’d rather be around people, anyway.”

“Okay, then.” Tori slid off the stool and walked into her office. She unlocked her desk and picked up one of the two spare store keys she kept in there. “Here,” she told Ray as she handed it to him. “This is to the front door. My apartment will be locked, but you shouldn’t need to get in there at all. I’m just going out for the evening and I’ll be back at a decent hour.”

She wasn’t sure why she told Ray any of that, considering he wasn’t her father, uncle, or older brother. Still, she felt like she should at least explain that she wasn’t going to be gone more than a few hours.

“Hot date?” he asked, adding the key to his own meager key ring.

“Um...”

“With that cute girl who’s been coming in here lately?”

For the second time in only twenty-four hours, Tori felt her cheeks go warm.

“Tori. You’re blushing.” Ray sounded surprised and he raised his brows. “I’ve never seen you do that before.”

“I...” Tori pressed her hands to her cheeks, glad there were just a couple customers in the store and that they were on the opposite side near the mini-figures, as far away from the counter as they could get.

“It’s not a big deal.” Ray smiled at her. “In fact, it’s nice to see you opening up and letting someone else into your life. You don’t really do that with people, even your friends.”

As Tori spoke, she hoped her voice didn’t quaver. “You’re the second person to say something like that,” she said. “I guess I’m pretty transparent.”

“Not exactly.” Ray glanced over at the customers and kept his voice low as he spoke. “I think the only people who see it are the people who care to look. I’ve noticed, but that’s just because you’re like a little sister to me. But I don’t like to give my opinion unless it’s warranted or asked for, you know? It’s your life and I’d never tell you how to live it or what I think you need.”

Tori picked up the pencil and gripped it with both hands, before letting it clatter back to the counter. “Do you think I need something?” she whispered.

“I’ve thought that for a while but, again, it’s not my place to say so. But I think you’re getting it now.” Ray looked sincere when he spoke. “You should go out tonight. It’s obvious you like her a lot and she’s good for you. I can tell. The other girls you’ve gone out with have been fine, I suppose, but they weren’t your type. She’s got that something. You’re always glowing when you’re with her or have spent time with her.”

“Glowing? I glow?” Tori pressed her palms to her face, a feminine gesture that she knew contrasted with her outward appearance and behavior.

Ray let out a gentle laugh. “You do. I think it’s called being in love, Tori.”

“She’s not much of a gamer, though,” Tori said, a little desperately. Surely there was a flaw in Madeleine – a fatal relationship flaw she could pinpoint.

“Maybe not, but what does that matter when your heart knows what it wants?” Ray shrugged and jingled the keys in front of her face. “I’m handling the shop and you’re going out tonight. That’s that. When do you leave?”

Checking her phone, Tori let out a defeated sigh. “I see the stylist at three and Madeleine picks me up at six-thirty.”

“A stylist? It must be a very special date.”

“It... it is.” Tori clutched the phone to her chest as if that would somehow quell the hard pounding of her heart. It was the first time since her high school graduation party she would be going back to one of those parties – the formal country-club sort of atmosphere she hated. Of course her grandmother had insisted on throwing a graduation party for her, even though Tori had changed high schools and gone to one with a very different group of kids. She hadn’t known any of the teenagers her grandmother invited to the party, but she knew it was a last-ditch attempt to entice her to re-associate herself with the prep school crowd, to attend the college her grandmother thought she ought to attend, to continue on the path her grandmother thought best...

But Tori had left early to meet up with her own high school friends. The fancy party her grandmother had thrown wasn’t special to her. It was just confirmation that what Tori really needed to do was follow her heart. If her grand-mère’s health hadn’t started to decline then, Tori would have gone on to art school, rather than caring for her and then opening the shop.

“Art school would have ruined you, anyway,” her grand-mère told her the night before she passed away. She was bedridden and even though she looked frail, her voice was strong. “Even there, they would have tried to put you in a box, Victoria Anne, a box that would have smothered your natural artistic talent and joy in the creative process. Just follow this.” She had then jabbed her ever-present quizzing glass gently against Tori’s chest. “Follow your heart and you can never go wrong.”

Tori went to her hair appointment in a daze, her grand-mère’s words still echoing in her mind. Had her grand-mère known at the time that Tori was uncertain about what to do with her life, lost and still trying to figure everything out in the aftermath of her parents’ divorce and in the face of her grandmother Warren’s pressure to live in a very different manner?

Oh yes, Tori knew her grand-mère had known. Maybe it was something about being a fellow creative or being French, but she had known. It was a sensitivity she’d never experienced in any other human being until she met Madeleine. And Madeleine was, of course, a French name. Even though it seemed like a far-fetched and ridiculously romantic stretch of logic, Tori wondered if there was any connection there.

When she returned home, she unbuttoned her shirt and removed it carefully, sliding it down over her arms. Her up-do was perfect – a braid that started at the back of her head on the right and circled over to the left – and she didn’t want to disturb it as she undressed. She finally shimmied into the dress, a black, one-shouldered gown cut straight across the top. It was sleek and the only accessory she wore with it was an elaborate multi-layered sapphire necklace. It was a vintage piece also inherited from her grand-mère and the touch of color illuminated her gray eyes.

When Madeleine arrived at the store to pick her up, Tori paused just inside the staircase to look at her. Madeleine stood at the counter, laughing with Ray and looking absolutely gorgeous. Her short, dark hair had a nice wave to it and the dress she wore was a shiny silvery-grey, with a sweetheart neckline and a slit from hip to floor that revealed a deep blue underskirt. When Madeleine turned a bit, Tori could see that the same blue fabric formed a V up along the same side of the bodice, as well. The dress made the petite woman look statuesque, like a modern-day princess.

Tori took a deep breath and shut the door behind her, then turned and locked it. She couldn’t believe this smart, beautiful woman wanted to be her date. How had this happened? How had they connected so perfectly?

As Tori approached, Madeleine’s entire face lit up with a smile that reached her eyes. “Hey,” Madeleine said. “You look gorgeous. What a beautiful necklace.”

Words failed Tori as their eyes met and she blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Are you French?”
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MADELEINE WAS STILL chuckling a few blocks later. “I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that before in response to a compliment,” she said as she braked at the next red light. “But, yes, I am. My mom named me after her mother. Her name was Madeleine and she was from Paris.”

“Like my grand-mère.” Tori sucked in a breath and shivered. “Can we turn on the heat?”

“It’s, like, sixty degrees tonight. Warmest March we’ve had in a while, you know.” Even though Madeleine looked at her askance, she turned on the heater. The warm air fanned over Tori, chasing the chill that she knew was just in her mind. “So, yes, like your grand-mère. Only mine wasn’t involved in fashion or anything glamorous like that. After the Nazis forced her parents out of the family business so they could use their property, she served with the resistance during the war. She ferried messages to the Americans to fight the Nazis. It was dangerous work and she told me she didn’t get a good night’s sleep until she started her life anew in America.”

“Wow.” Tori leaned her head back against the seat, remembering her hairdo within seconds and sitting perfectly upright again. “Our grand-mères led incredible lives.”

This time when Madeleine laughed, Tori knew it wasn’t directed at her. “I think they both led several lives. Look at what they each did. They were amazing, strong women and I’m starting to think they’re the ones who got us together.”

So Tori wasn’t the only one indulging in the romantic notion of an otherworldly influence on their relationship. The synchronicity of it was... was...

“It’s a weird serendipity, I know,” Madeleine said. “I probably sound like a babbling idiot, though.”

“Holy shit.”

“What?” Madeleine navigated the downtown Boston streets with intense focus, but she glanced at Tori.

“No, you aren’t an idiot. I was just thinking that the synchronicity of all of this is so weird.”

“And kind of awesome, right?”

Tori had to admit Madeleine was right and her smile was certainly infectious. Even though the usual city gridlock surrounded them, Madeleine didn’t seem fazed by it. She was, Tori realized, too happy to care about the mundane. Was Tori responsible for that? She didn’t know, but she felt another little crack in her defenses; another affirmation that she had found someone she could love without feeling like she had to explain herself to them.

None of the women she dated would have understood her past or her family. They probably would have mocked the idea of that upper-crust society from which Tori had come. And while Tori certainly hadn’t made peace with her family, she didn’t want anyone to denigrate them for being, well, them.

“They’re a little crazy and a lot stubborn, but they’re mine,” she muttered.

“What was that?” Madeleine was turning now, off the main road and onto one of the quieter ones that led to the posh side of Boston.

“My family,” Tori clarified.

Madeleine let out a laugh. “I know that feeling. Mine’s the same way, though not quite as stuck on material things or appearances as some of our kind, you know?” She gave Tori a wink and said, “You might actually like mine.”

Even though Tori doubted she could like anyone who ran in the same circles as her father and grandmother, she nodded without a word. It wasn’t long before they pulled up in front of one of the tall homes that resembled her grandmother’s – grand and old, with a warm golden-yellow light spilling from all of the ground floor windows.

“The Ballard place,” Madeleine said grandly as she put her car in park. “Mom and Dad will be glad we’re a little early. We’re going to have to do the whole handshaking thing, you know.”

As Madeleine got out of the car and Tori stepped out on the sidewalk, she looked at her over the roof of the vehicle. “Handshaking thing?”

“Yeah, stand in line and greet the guests.”

Tori thought about all the times her mother had come to her room in the midst of a party to kiss her goodnight, sighing and saying, “I hate doing that ridiculous receiving line.”

“Why do you do it?” Tori had asked.

“Because, mon ciel étoilé, that is how things are done. The immediate family must all receive their guests.”

“Better you than me,” Tori said, closing the car door and walking up the steps side by side with Madeleine.

“Oh no, it will be the both of us.”

Tori did a double take and glared at her. “You’re joking.”

“Oh, that I was, but I’m not.” Madeleine shook her head and then hooked her elbow around Tori’s arm to urge her forward. “As my girlfriend, you are part of the family.”

“I’m your girlfriend?” Tori asked, stopping and causing Madeleine to stumble a bit. The other women looked a bit irritated with her.

“Of course you are. That’s what I told my parents, anyway. Is there something else you want to be? Is girlfriend too childish a word? Maybe you can be my womanfriend?” Now Madeleine’s eyes sparkled with their usual mischief again and Tori felt the tension in her melt away.

After leaning in to give Madeleine a one-armed hug, she said, “No, girlfriend is good with me. I just didn’t realize you’d already told your parents.”

“The last thing I want to do is surprise them.” They continued to saunter up the brick walk toward the house, Madeleine leaning into the arm Tori had draped around her. “You’re the first girlfriend I’ve ever brought to one of these shindigs. They’ve met others, of course, but that was usually an informal summer picnic kind of deal. You’re special to me or I wouldn’t have brought you here in the first place.”

The thought that she was special to someone warmed Tori all over and she tightened her arm around Madeleine. They were a couple. A couple here to make their status very public, too.

When the door opened to them, Tori dropped her arm, but Madeleine took her by the hand and led her into the house. She greeted the butler and continued on into the wide open foyer. Very few houses still had ballrooms, let alone ballrooms the residents actually used, but Tori knew this was a unique situation. She and Madeleine both came from a world where the ballroom was central to their social standing.

She took a deep breath before they passed its threshold. Sure enough, Quentin was in there, looking uncomfortable in his tuxedo. There were two other people dressed formally. Tori could tell right away that they were Madeleine’s and Quentin’s parents. The resemblance between Quentin and his mother was fairly remarkable, and she could see that Madeleine favored her father in looks, but her mother with her petite figure.

“Maddy, you’re right on time,” the older woman said, extending her hand to bring her daughter in for a kiss on the cheek. “And this must be the incomparable Tori, am I right?”

Tori offered her hand and said, “Victoria Anne Warren, Mrs. Ballard. It’s very nice to meet you.” Once again, she remembered the manners her grandmother had drilled into her since childhood.

“Oh, isn’t she cute?” Madeleine’s mom glanced back at her husband and then smiled at Tori. “Maddy told us you prefer Tori, and that’s what we’re going to call you, sweetie. It’s so nice to meet you. She’s said nothing but wonderful things about you. You can call me Diane and this is my husband, Larry.”

“I prefer Lawrence, though,” the man said, stepping forward and shaking Tori’s hand. “Only Diane is allowed to call me Larry. And aren’t you just a lovely young lady?”

“Well, I don’t know about lovely or lady,” Tori said a little nervously, “but thank you just the same, Mr. Ballard.”

Lawrence let out a full, round laugh and shook his head. “What a charming woman. She has your sense of humor, Maddy.”

Madeleine grinned and sidled up to Tori. “I know. And she’s a wicked talented artist.”

“There you go, talking like the kids do.” Lawrence shook his head, but the mirth never left his voice or his eyes. “Ah well, every generation is different, isn’t it? Speaking of which, I understand your grandmother will be here tonight, Tori.”

“My gr...grandmother?” This time the chill that laced her was hard to ward off, even when she rubbed at her bare arms.

Madeleine pulled her close. “Don’t put a damper on the night,” she scolded her father gently. “Even you hoped Barbara Warren would pass on the invitation.”

“Yes, well.” He rolled his eyes toward the door and then looked back down at Tori and Madeleine. “She RSVP’d yes, so gird your loins.”

“It’ll be all right,” Madeleine muttered, drawing Tori away from the parents. “Maybe she won’t even show up.”

“Oh, she’ll show up,” Tori said. “Barbara always shows up.” To her surprise, the chill was melting away after all and in its place was resolve. She had never felt this way before, but something seemed to harden in her as they approached Quentin. Even though her heart beat so hard, she thought she would pass out, she felt something else.

Strength.

For once, she wasn’t alone. She wasn’t being thrown under the bus by her father, begging her to do whatever her grandmother asked. No. She was here with Madeleine, who was fearless about making her own path in this world. She was here with Madeleine’s parents, who didn’t seem impressed that Barbara Warren would be gracing their party with her presence. Barbara was her grandmother, yes, but she was also just a woman. Just another person and she had no power over Tori.

“Holy shit, Tori.” Quentin choked on whatever finger food he’d been eating and raked her up and down with his bewildered gaze. “When did you become a girl?”

“Get over it,” Madeleine shot back and gave him a little shove.

“Wait, wait.” Fumbling in the pocket of his tuxedo pants, Quentin muttered something about “blackmail pictures.”

“Uh-uh.” Madeleine grabbed his hand as he pulled the phone from his pocket, curling her fingers over his. “If you so much as point that thing in this direction, I will personally destroy it and then I’ll go after your face, next.”

“Just one.”

“No. Tori doesn’t want her picture taken.”

“Actually...”

Madeleine and Quentin both looked at Tori as she spoke and she offered them a sheepish grin.

“I think I’m okay with it. If you don’t mind, I’d like a picture with you,” she said, looking at Madeleine.

“You would?” Her girlfriend’s eyes widened and then she returned the smile. “Really? That would be awesome.” She opened her purse and handed her phone to Quentin, then took Tori’s phone and gave it to him as well.

“How do you expect me to do this?” he asked as he clutched all three phones and stared at them.

Tori reached out to pat his shoulder and said, “Just don’t fail your dexterity check, Quentin. You can do it.”

Within less than five minutes, all three of them were laughing at the pictures and the poses. But there was one on her phone that Tori particularly liked. As she looked at it with what she knew was a goofy smile, she was glad she had Quentin take the picture. It was a keeper. She returned the phone to her clutch and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, before also stuffing it into the tiny purse.

“We need to be all serious and stuff, now that the guests are arriving,” Quentin said. “Come on, ladies.”

As he walked past them to stand next to his mother, Madeleine looked at Tori and mimicked, “Come on, ladies,” then stuck out her tongue. Tori pressed her hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle, glad she had only worn a semi-sheer gloss, instead of lipstick. She followed Madeleine and stood at the end of the line, ready to receive.

It felt surreal to participate in such an important family event as a parental wedding anniversary, not to mention be treated as part of the family. If her parents had stayed married, she supposed this could have been her just a year or two ago at their thirtieth anniversary. Instead, though, another family had welcomed her and made her a part of their special event.

It wasn’t as stuffy as she’d expected, either, just like Madeleine promised. All the guests had familiar names, of course. After all, Tori’s family and Madeleine’s family ran in the same circles. Many of them responded to Tori’s greeting with, “Ah, Barbara Warren’s granddaughter. How lovely to meet you.”

After the flow of visitors slowed, Madeleine glanced at the old grandfather clock just outside the ballroom. “Our grim duty is almost done,” she whispered to Tori. “At seven-thirty, the dancing will begin and we can relax a little.”

Tori vaguely remembered the flow of a proper society party and nodded. “But it wasn’t that grim,” she answered.

“Oh really? Good, because here comes your grandmother.”

Tori straightened, drawing her shoulders back and she angled her body toward the doorway. The clock’s minute hand was just a short distance away from the half-hour. Sure enough, Barbara Warren was fashionably late, but not so late as to be rude.

She strode into the room looking dignified and even dazzling for a woman her age. Her hair was still a shade of brown that Tori was sure she owed to a damn good colorist. Her skin was still quite smooth, considering she was at least seventy, and Tori also knew that was probably due to regular facial treatments. It certainly wasn’t Botox or surgery – her grandmother didn’t believe in such affectations.

Barbara greeted the Ballards politely in her clipped, succinct manner, and then stopped and held Tori’s gaze.

“Victoria, what a surprise,” she said bluntly.

Tori fought back the urge to swallow and extended her hand. “Good evening, Grandmother,” she responded formally.

“Well, I’m glad to see all those years with your French relations didn’t do anything to erode your manners.” Barbara accepted Tori’s hand and shook it. “And I see congratulations are in order. I wish you’d told me. When’s the date?”

“The date?” Tori asked, glancing at Madeleine and then back at her grandmother.

“Yes, for yours and the Ballard boy’s wedding.”

“What? No. Grandmother...” Tori closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. She wasn’t going to let her grandmother Warren push her around ever again and now was the time to make that perfectly clear. “Madeleine Ballard and I are dating,” she said as she opened her eyes.

Her grandmother did not let go of her hand as she shifted her gaze to Madeleine. “Really, now?” A long moment of silence passed and then Barbara looked at Tori. “Excellent. I want you to visit me soon. Come see me next Friday night for dinner. Bring your lovely girlfriend along, please.”

As Barbara dropped Tori’s hand and went on her way, the Ballards followed, Lawrence winking back at them. Quentin turned and said, “What was that about?”

“Just go on.” Madeleine shooed him away and took Tori’s hand. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, but I...” Pointing across the room, Tori said, “Who was that woman?”

“Your grandmother, Barbara Warren, I believe.”

“Right, but she wants me to bring you to dinner? What’s that supposed to mean?” Panic rose up in Tori’s chest. “Does she want to grill you?”

Madeleine let out a laugh. “I don’t think she’s the grilling type. She seems to me like more of the soufflé sort of woman.”

“That’s not funny.” Tori glared at her. “And did you see how she didn’t even ask us to dinner? She just said she wanted us to come for dinner, end of story. No chance to decline. Typical Grandmother Warren, used to demanding and getting her way.”

“So what?” Madeleine asked as music filled the room and her parents whirled onto the floor. “We should go and see why she invited us, don’t you think?”

Tori folded her arms and watched the Ballards dance. “I guess so, but I don’t like it at all. Not one bit.”

“When was the last time you had dinner with your grandmother?” Madeleine asked as they approached the dance floor and applauded her parents with the rest of the guests.

“Christmas.”

“Ooh, that was months ago.”

“Yeah and it was months ago for a reason.” Tori rolled her eyes and shook her head. Even though she’d managed not to wilt under her grandmother’s scrutiny, she still didn’t feel as confident as she tried to appear.

The song changed and Madeleine took her hand again. “Dance with me,” she said.

“In front of everyone?” Tori asked.

“Yes.” Madeleine coaxed her onto the dance floor as the opening beat of Stand by Me played. Tori placed her hand at Madeleine’s waist and when Madeleine rested her hand on her shoulder, Tori easily led her partner on the dancefloor.

“Why are we doing this?” Tori whispered, her skin prickling as she realized everyone was watching them.

“Because I want you to know I’m here for you,” Madeleine said. “Just be here for me.”

Even though they were surrounded by at least a hundred people, Tori had never felt more secure about a decision in her life. “You’ve got it, Maddy.”
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Chapter 11
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WHEN THEY PARKED OUTSIDE of Tori’s place, it was past closing time. The lights in the store were dimmed, but not entirely off.

“It was nice of Ray to close for you and leaving the lights on,” Madeleine said as she cut the engine. “It’d be kind of a dark walk to your apartment, otherwise, since the switch is so far away from the front door.”

“Yeah, right?” As nervous as she had been at first when the party began, now Tori didn’t want the night to end. Most of the guests had been not just courteous, but complimentary when Madeleine introduced Tori as her girlfriend. They had asked some questions that resulted in awkward, almost giddy moments, such as how long had they been together? How had they met? And was Tori accompanying Madeleine to England after graduation?

The last question left Tori wondering, too. She’d heard plenty of times that maintaining a long-distance relationship was difficult, but the more time she spent with Madeleine, the less time she wanted to spend away from her. It was the last thing she wanted to think about, though, when the night had been so special.

“Come upstairs,” Tori said as she opened the car door.

“This late?” Madeleine asked, glancing at the clock on the dash.

“Mmhm. I promise, if we fall asleep, it won’t be with our clothes on.”

“In that case, I’m in.” Madeleine removed the key from the ignition and followed Tori, pausing only to lock the car and activate the alarm.

The moment they were upstairs, Tori pulled Madeleine into her embrace. Anticipation had filled her all night long and she was finally ready to be with Madeleine, to show her how strongly she felt about her. The way their lips molded together was perfect, like two halves that had finally found where they belonged. Madeleine’s arms felt so right around her. Tori reached up to frame her delicate face between her hands and then threaded her fingers through that short hair so Madeleine couldn’t go anywhere. Every logical thought she had was fleeting, giving way instead to emotion.

It was a heady sensation – this inability to think and only to do. Tori let it pull her under, let it overwhelm her, so that all she could do was go with the flow.

Their progress toward the bedroom was like a slow dance, with them turning, kissing, holding each other, swaying in place for a moment, and then turning again until they made it through the door. After years of burying her feelings, Tori knew loving Madeleine was the only thing she wanted to do. She kept the petite woman’s body against hers as she lowered her hands to find the zipper on that beautiful silver and blue dress.

Madeleine seemed eager to help, because she reached back and guided Tori’s searching hands to the zipper. Tori’s fingers closed on the piece of metal and slowly tugged it down. For every tug, Tori pressed her lips to Madeleine’s throat for a kiss. To her delight, Madeleine clung to her and dropped her head back. The little gasps that escaped her lips as Tori kissed her were even sweeter to Tori’s ears.

When the zipper would go no further, Tori withdrew her hand and let the back of the dress part on its own. After another moment of long, deep kissing, they finally made it to the bed. Madeleine lay back on it at Tori’s urging and Tori lingered for a moment, standing over her, her hands against Madeleine’s bare shoulders.

“I’ve always wanted to get under one of these ridiculous dresses and drive someone crazy,” Tori whispered. “Ever since high school, it just seemed like the naughtiest thing I could possibly do.”

“I’ve always wanted someone to get under my dress and drive me crazy,” was Madeleine’s breathless answer. “The idea was so forbidden, it would make me wet just thinking about it.”

“Let’s find out of it still does.” Tori drew her hands down over Madeleine’s small breasts, still concealed beneath the dress, and then further down along her sides. The fabric felt smooth under her palms and she glided her hands up and down a few more times, appreciating how the dress felt wrapped around Madeleine’s lithe form. But what she really wanted even more was to lose herself in Madeleine’s warmth, to make their forbidden fantasies a reality.

She dragged her hands down the front of the fabric, over Madeleine’s legs, which were slightly parted under the dress, and finally knelt so she was holding her feet. “I hate pantyhose,” Tori muttered.

“Then it’s a good thing I’m wearing stockings.”

“Stockings?”

“Mmhm. And a garter belt and no panties – the whole nine yards.”

It was the last thing Tori would ever consider wearing. Even if lingerie was her only option, she knew she would rather be naked than wrapped in lacy things. She also had never thought of going without panties. But on adventurous, quirky Madeleine, it sounded like the perfect combination.

Tori’s hands ventured up and under the full skirt of the dress. The blue fabric was silky, compared to the sleek, stiffer silver on top. With a little laugh, Tori draped the dress over her head and took a moment to adjust to the filtered darkness. Here, she had only Madeleine’s legs on either side of her, only the scent and feel of the woman she loved – no outside distractions.

She turned and nuzzled her face against one of Madeleine’s leg. Each touch, each kiss, each nibble took her up closer to her goal. But after pressing another kiss to Madeleine’s soft inner thigh, Tori turned to her other leg and started the process all over again at the ankle. She heard Madeleine let out a little moan and felt her wriggle.

“You’re such a tease,” she accused, her voice slightly muffled by the fabric enclosing Tori.

“Yes, and you know you love it,” Tori responded before kissing her next target, Madeleine’s calf. “Don’t complain or I’ll never get there.”

Madeleine gave another hip shimmy, but she didn’t say anything else. Tori couldn’t help but laugh as she worked her way up along the knee to Madeleine’s thigh. There was nothing headier or more exciting than having this beautiful, intelligent woman writhing for her, than being under her dress as if she were doing something secret. It was thrilling. She was conflicted between stripping them both naked, so she could lay atop Madeleine and look into her eyes as she pleasured her and staying here to fulfill the fantasy they had both voiced.

Why not both? something in her asked. When was the last time you let go with another person? When was the last time you were in love?

It was the last question that kept Tori still for a moment, simply looking up into the darkness as her hands pressed against the insides of Madeleine’s thighs, as her thumbs stroked small, firm circles on the soft flesh.

She was in love. She wouldn’t be here if she didn’t feel that way.

Before the words burst from her lips, she leaned forward and found Madeleine’s heat. Her folds were already dewy with need and when Tori pushed her tongue into that welcoming slit, she tasted the tangy sweetness just beyond it.

“Oh, oh, oh.” Madeleine’s response was music to her ears. Her body arched and tensed, and then compacted as she reached down to hold Tori’s head through the fabric of the dress. “Holy crap!”

There was definitely something to be said for fulfilling fantasies, because Tori felt it too. Her entire body was tingling with arousal as she drew back and barely traced her tongue over Madeleine’s soft lips. She knew if she closed her eyes, she would see shooting stars. Maybe even fireworks.

For once, she was giving in to her heart and soul’s desire – a woman who inspired her to return to the dream. Her own dream and no one else’s.

Tori slid her hands down off Madeleine’s thighs and under her backside. She gave the pliant flesh there a gentle squeeze. When Madeleine bucked against her in response, Tori took advantage of the space between buttocks and bed to get a better grip on her girlfriend, to hold her even closer to her seeking lips, her tasting tongue. All she wanted to do was explore Madeleine intimately, until the other woman cried out in bliss and drenched her face with orgasm.

She loved how Madeleine responded to her seeking mouth, especially when Tori drew the flat of her tongue from her opening, between her receptive lips, and up and over her clit. Madeleine was not a passive taker. Her fingers dug into Tori’s hair through the dress and she felt Madeleine hunch slightly upright. The motion opened her legs even more and rocked her sweet pussy against Tori’s mouth.

Tori had wanted to control the moment and Madeleine’s hands at her head, urging her to continue, told her she had gotten that. She was driving Madeleine out of her mind with pleasure and she was looking forward to taking it further when she was done giving her what she wanted.

With a gentle nuzzle of her face against Madeleine’s inner thigh, she drew her back slightly from the edge on which she’d been trembling. She felt Madeleine’s fingers relax on her head, but tighten again as Tori resumed lapping at her clit.

Madeleine’s moans only got louder from there and Tori wondered how she would sound when she orgasmed. In the back of her mind, she could almost envision Madeleine’s reaction – how she would rise up off the bed and rock against her, giving herself completely to the ecstasy, surrendering to it with wanton passion.

Just imagining it made Tori work her tongue into those folds more insistently, and then sweep it over her clit faster, with shorter strokes. She wanted to feel Madeleine in that moment of perfect bliss, to accept her surrender.

The reality was even better than the fantasy when Madeleine came. Her entire body tensed and strained. She thrust her hips against Tori, a frenzied shuddering that rubbed her even more firmly against Tori’s tongue. And then Madeleine released her hold and fell back, arching and twisting on the bed with an ecstatic cry. Tori held her and continued to love her through it all, her tongue fondling that sensitive, needy flesh as Madeleine trembled for her.

“Oh... my... holy...” They were the sweetest little gasps Tori had ever heard in her life and she drew back just enough to give Madeleine space to recover.

“That sounded better than I could have ever imagined,” Tori said as she slowly emerged from beneath Madeleine’s dress and looked up at her. Her girlfriend’s petite form was sprawled on the bed, chest heaving and arms thrust out to either side.

“Yes it...” Madeleine took a deep breath and lifted her head. “Yes, it was,” she concluded.

Tori couldn’t help but chuckle at Madeleine’s response. Her eyes were still misty with ecstasy, her cheeks rosy. “I want to watch you come,” she said, rising to her feet and leaning over Madeleine.

“You just did.”

“I mean, I want to see you in action.” Tori looked down at Madeleine’s chest, which still rose and fell rapidly with her breaths. Then her gaze drifted lower, to where the dress had settled over her knees. “I’m sure I can find a way to make you do it again.”

Even though Tori knew Madeleine was limp with satisfaction, she urged her to cooperate in getting the dress off. When Tori was finished, Madeleine lay before her naked on the bed, her garter belt and stockings thrown atop the dress on the floor.

“You’re beautiful,” Tori said as she stepped out of her own dress and tossed her underthings aside. When she joined Madeleine on the bed, it was to straddle her hips, grasp her shoulders, lean down, and take another kiss from her.

Madeleine’s mouth opened beneath hers and Tori melted against her warmth. Even though she was no longer under that dress, she felt surrounded by her girlfriend’s presence. This woman – the woman who understood where she came from and encouraged her to go where she wanted to go – was everything to her.

Now Tori aligned their bodies so their most intimate parts were fitted together. Madeleine’s skin was drenched from her first orgasm and Tori’s was just as welcoming. Her entire body tensed with lust as she looked down at the women she held beneath her. Tori wanted to ride Madeleine to ecstasy, to a shared moment the both of them could get lost in together.

She moved her hands from Madeleine’s shoulders to her wrists and was pleased when she moaned. Gripping those wrists turned Tori on, too. She had never given in to her desire to be assertive with other women, but scenario after scenario of her throwing Madeleine down against the bed or shoving her back against the wall danced through her mind. Her pussy tingled and pulsed with need.

“I’m going to make you come again,” she whispered. With one firm motion, she rubbed her wetness against Madeleine’s. It was an experimental movement, to see if she could fit them together just right. Tori’s body glided over Madeleine’s perfectly, meeting intimately. Pleasure exploded through her and Tori did it again. Each rock of her hips against Madeleine made Tori shudder with ecstasy. She wasn’t sure she could draw this out much longer. She wasn’t sure she wanted to, either. Her entire body was thrumming with need, her pussy aching for relief from the sensual tension building inside her.

As her body undulated against Madeleine’s, her hips rising and falling, shifting and thrusting, Madeleine threw her head back and gasped. Her breasts jiggled with each of Tori’s thrusts against her. Their motion was hypnotic and Tori watched Madeleine through half-lidded eyes.

“I’ve always wanted to try this,” Madeleine said breathlessly, “but no one has ever...”

Tori dropped her mouth to Madeleine’s to silence her with a deep kiss as she rolled her hips. Every movement sent shockwaves through her body. The friction, the heat, the sweet juices that mingled between them – everything about their lovemaking was perfect.

“We’re doing this right now,” Tori said, gathering her close and teasing her nipples over Madeleine’s. “I’m going to ride you until we both come, Maddy.” 

When Madeleine moaned in response, Tori knew it wouldn’t be much longer before they both shuddered with release. She rose up and kept her grip on Madeleine’s wrists, holding her down against the bed as she made love to her. Her mind was going crazy, filled with thoughts she wanted desperately to give voice to, but was trying to restrain.  

When Tori got what she wanted – to see Madeleine tossing and trembling beneath her on the edge of release, and then tumbling over that edge – she whispered, “My Maddy,” and followed her into ecstasy with the promise to herself that she would never look back.
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Chapter 12
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TORI SNIFFED AT THE air as she rolled over in bed. Why did it smell like coffee? With a groan, she sat upright and blinked the sleep out of her eyes. She had a fairly old, though reliable, coffeemaker that didn’t have a timer, just a manual switch. After a few more bleary blinks, Tori rose from the bed, wrapped a blanket around herself, and stumbled into the kitchen. Why did she feel so sleep drunk?

A smile curved her lips. It was because of the beautiful woman standing at the stove, wearing an oversized t-shirt, flipping French toast, and humming. She was drunk on Madeleine.

Tori wanted to drag her right back to bed, throw the covers over their heads, and never emerge from the warmth.

“Hey you,” Madeleine said, looking back over her shoulder. “I hope you don’t mind. I thought I would make some breakfast.”

“Why would I mind that you can cook? I don’t mind at all.” Tori sank down into a chair at the table and sighed.

“Did I keep you up too late?” Madeleine didn’t sound contrite. If anything, she sounded quite pleased with herself. Tori was pleased too. Pleased with everything about their night together. She could never go back to the way she had lived before meeting Madeleine. Never go back to the fear of figuring out the safest way to distance herself from her family or compromising her dreams for mundane security. “Why don’t you take a shower while I make breakfast,” Madeleine suggested.

Tori nodded wordlessly and left the kitchen. The shower perked her up even more and when she returned to the kitchen and saw Madeleine still bustling around in front of the stove, her thoughts returned to the night they had shared. It was definitely one to remember and she wasn’t sure she could face the idea of Madeleine moving across the ocean in a few short months. When Madeleine set a plate of food in front of her, Tori sat back and looked up into her eyes.

“What is it?” Madeleine asked. Her face looked rosy. Whether it was from standing over a hot stove or remembering the previous night, Tori didn’t know, but she certainly wondered.

“I don’t want you to go,” she answered and reached out to take Madeleine’s hand.

“I don’t plan to just yet. It’s still kind of early and I figured I would give you time to get sick of me.”

“No. I mean...” Swallowing, Tori let Madeleine’s hand go and picked up her fork. She poked at her food as she tried to figure out what to say next. Saying what she felt instead of holding back her emotions should have been easy after last night, but it wasn’t something she was accustomed to. “I don’t want you to move to England,” she finally said.

Madeleine sat across from her after setting down two cups of coffee on the table. “Then we should talk about it, because I’m not sure I want to move so far away from you. By the same token, I know what my dream is and where I need to go to pursue it, and I hope we can figure out a way to make it work for the both of us.”

“Are you still thinking that I could go with you?”

“Well, I know we’ve talked about you visiting, at least, but I have to admit I’d like more than that.” Madeleine’s gaze met Tori’s across the table. After another heartbeat, she draped her hand over Tori’s. “If we’re both feeling the same way about each other, we’ve got at least another two months to decide what that means for our future together. But I’m glad you’re ready to discuss it now. Why is it so hard for you to talk about this?”

Tori tried to control her racing heartbeat. “I hate...” She hesitated and started again. “I hate that my body does this to me. If I even think about letting out my emotions, I feel like I’m going to pass out. I can’t breathe right. Last night was perfect, but now I can’t express...” She drew in a long, shuddering breath and shook her head.

“Shit.” Madeleine rose and moved her chair to the side of the table, sitting closer to Tori. “Is it anxiety?”

“No, I think it’s because I’ve held it all in for so long, I’m not used to... I’m not okay with feeling those feelings.” Tori squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “I know it doesn’t make sense, especially after we’ve had sex. I mean, it was pretty amazing and we certainly aren’t repressed, so I don’t understand how I can’t find...” She gestured in the air, a helpless circling of her hands. “I can’t find words in everyday life to talk about feelings.”

“It makes perfect sense. First, look at how we were raised. We’re typical New England WASPs. They breed extreme emotions out of our kind or tell us it’s not proper to raise our voices. Other children learn how to express what it is to be sad or mad or glad. We learn to stifle perfectly natural feelings. Then there are your parents. Your father divorced your mother because your grandmother told him to, and rather than fight, your mother fled.”

Tori nodded and dabbed at the tears gathering in her eyes. “Yeah. Grand-mère was so disappointed in Mom. She said a Parisian would never run away and pretend she wasn’t in pain, especially when it came to love. She would find a way to get the man back.”

“That sounds about right. Your parents modeled restraint and retreat for you, and by the time you moved yourself on to other influences, it was too late to retrain your emotions. You’d already grown up learning to swallow your feelings. Just stop doing it. Find little ways, like letting yourself cry when the tears want to come.”

“Like now?” Tori asked, dropping her fingers from her face as the first tear tracked down her cheek.

“Yes.” Madeleine leaned in and wrapped her arms around her.

The moment she was in her girlfriend’s embrace, Tori let the tears spill and shudders wrack her body. As the minutes passed, she thought the grief would never subside. She thought she would never feel content again or breathe properly. But, little by little, the flow slowed to a trickle and then she was left sniffling.

“Good job. I think your grand-mère would be proud of you.” The warmth of Madeleine’s arms withdrew and then her girlfriend pressed a tissue into her hands. “Blow and breathe.”

After doing as she was told, Tori muttered, “That sounds like a really gross sex act.”

“Blow and breathe?” Madeleine tilted her head and furrowed her brow, then let out a laugh. “Yeah, it does. So, how do you feel now?”

“Better. I don’t think I’ve cried since...” Tori considered, rewinding her memories like a movie reel in her mind. “Since my grand-mère died, and that was only after I was alone in the apartment, where no one could see or hear me.”

Madeleine petted Tori’s hair with long, soothing strokes of her hand. “And you haven’t cried since then?”

“Nope, or felt angry or even the least bit frustrated. I mean, I’ve felt those feelings, of course, but I haven’t given in to them, because it wasn’t logical to express anger. I just follow the path of least resistance for the most part. That’s why I avoid my family.” Tori shrugged and when her shoulders dropped, she realized all the tension had drained from her body.

“Well, you know what’s frustrating? Cold French toast. Let me reheat it.” Madeleine gathered the plates and brought them to the microwave, while Tori sipped at the lukewarm coffee and gathered her thoughts.

When Madeleine set the plates on the table again, Tori said, “Okay, I’m going to try this. I’m...” She looked at Madeleine, who sat in her chair and peered at her expectantly. “I’m pretty sure I feel horrible at the idea of you leaving,” Tori concluded. “I know you have a job lined up and all, and it makes perfect sense, but it bums me out.”

“Good. I mean, not good that you’re bummed out, but it’s good that you can articulate it. Well, I feel horrible at the idea of leaving you behind while I go off to England.” Madeleine picked up her fork and knife, and cut into her food. “So the possible solutions are for you to come with me, for me just not to leave, or for us to try to visit each other as often as we can.”

As Tori cut the French toast, she knew the ball was in her court. She also knew out of the three options, only one was practical. The question was, how practical? “You staying here is something I would never ask of you,” Tori said. “The whole reason you’re putting all this time and energy into getting your Master’s degree is because you want to be an historian. It would be wrong and selfish of me to try to stop you.”

“Thanks. I really do appreciate that.” Madeleine sipped at her coffee and then tilted her head. “So, visits?”

“Impractical, because the cost of a trans-Atlantic flight is ridiculous. Besides, how often could we each get away from our work?”

“You’re leaving me a little giddy with anticipation by narrowing down the choices, you know.” There was an excited lilt to Madeleine’s voice, a hopeful question in her tone.

Tori tried not to let it affect her, but she felt it too. Still, someone had to be the logical one in the relationship, so she focused on the process, not the potential outcome. “There’s always a fourth option,” she said.

Madeleine lowered her coffee cup and her voice came out in a rasp. “We stop seeing each other now, cut our losses, and move on,” she said.

“Yeah.” Tori looked down at her food. “That’s not an option either of us like, though.”

“No, it’s not.”

Tori realized she had to turn the conversation around quickly or their perfect night would turn into one hell of an imperfect morning. “When do you graduate?”

“As long as my thesis is accepted, I should graduate in May. I’m planning to submit it this week. They’ll let me know if they want any revisions and then I resubmit it with the revisions and wait.”

Tori glanced at the calendar. It was early March, which meant Madeleine would spend all of March and April on the thesis process. “So when are you going to England?” she asked.

“Well, as long as I graduate on time, I plan to be out there by mid-June. I went through a few interviews for work, both distance and on site, and the offer I got is pending my graduation status. But it’s there and it’s all mine, as long as my thesis is accepted.”

“Okay, so since we’ve talked about the fact that you already have a job waiting... Wow.” Tori mulled over Madeline’s words. “I guess I didn’t really think too much about it. But the last thing I want to do is live off your hard-earned paycheck, live in your flat, let you take care of me like that...”

“Hey.” Madeleine wagged her finger. “Don’t be like that. I could support you, you know, until you figure out whether or not art will work out for you. I’d do it willingly.”

Tori looked at the calendar again as she ate her breakfast. That gave her roughly two months, she realized. Two months to figure out how they were going to make this relationship work. Two months to figure out if they even wanted to make this relationship work. And she did want to. Right?

“Come back to me,” Madeleine said, snapping her fingers.

“Sorry about that. I was thinking again.”

“You’re always thinking. Always lost in thought. With you, it’s all about thought and reason and logic. What do you feel?” 

Tori shifted her attention back to Madeleine. “I feel like if you leave, everything will go back to the way it was. If you leave, I feel like I’m an idiot for letting you go.”

“So now let me turn the logical questions back around on you. What’s keeping you here?”

That was a damn good question. What was keeping Tori here? It certainly wasn’t her family. The store was an investment from her inheritance and she had no debt, so if she closed shop and sold off her inventory, she would profit easily enough. The apartment... That was trickier. It had fond memories and almost every room evoked nostalgia. But most of that was also contained in the material things that she could move from place to place, like the photo albums and the Miss Dior bottle in the bathroom.

Of course, bringing it across the Atlantic, even to England, would be like bringing it all back where it belonged. It would also put her much closer to Paris and she could rely on Madeleine’s expertise to help her explore her own family history more deeply, couldn’t she?

Tori closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “When I was sixteen, I wanted nothing more than to escape all of this,” she said. “Grand-mère encouraged me, especially when we went to Paris. She told me not to let an ordinary life trap me, but to get out and do what I really wanted to do.”

When Tori opened her eyes, she smiled at Madeleine.

“I’ve let the ordinary life trap me and I think the one person whose opinion ever mattered to me would be heartsick if I didn’t consider going with you.”

“Is doing this to honor your grand-mère’s memory a good enough reason?” Madeleine asked.

“No, but wanting to be with you is.” Tori reached across the table and took Madeleine’s hand in hers. “You told your parents I’m your girlfriend, so I know you feel strongly enough about me to be public with our relationship. You’ve encouraged me to do what I want to do, not what seems right for others or purely logical. You’re probably better for me than anyone I’ve ever known, other than my grand-mère. I don’t want to lose the feeling I get from being with you.”

Madeleine nodded. “So where does that leave us with the question of what to do when I move to England?”

“We’ve got the rest of March and all of April to figure it out, I think. Let’s see how we feel and if it’s right, then we’ll know and we’ll make the decision. I don’t want to guarantee anything by the time your graduate, but I at least want to see if this relationship is heading in the right direction.”

“Fair enough.” Madeleine lifted Tori’s hand to her lips and kissed the back of it. “Are we seeing other people or just each other?”

Tori focused on their joined hands and smiled. “Just each other. I’m ready to accept a commitment, if you are.”

“Just promise me you’ll keep drawing and I promise I’ll keep taking you mini-golfing, even though you kick my ass at it.”

With a laugh, Tori rose from her chair to kiss Madeleine. “I promise, but no more mini-golfing. You need to get that thesis submitted.”

“But I had so much more fun submitting to you last night.” Madeleine wrapped both her arms around Tori’s and batted her eyelashes up at her. “Why don’t we do it again?”

“Again? How are you so perky in the morning?”

“I’m just naturally gifted, I guess,” Madeleine answered with a laugh, before rising to meet Tori with another kiss.

“Fine,” Tori capitulated. “Just one... more...” She found it impossible to talk as Madeleine grasped her waist and started lifting her shirt. “Time,” she finished before her lips found Madeleine’s and ended any further conversation for the rest of the morning.
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Chapter 13
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FRIDAY NIGHT ROLLED around too quickly for Tori’s taste. She would have been happy to put it off for an eternity, but she knew no excuse to avoid the dinner would be good enough for her grandmother. Even telling her she had a prior commitment to her gaming group wouldn’t have been a sufficient reason, as far as her grandmother was concerned. So it was with regret that Tori emailed the guys several days in advance that they would take the week off from the game.

Now it was with trepidation that she stood in front of the imposing house her father had grown up in, a household her grandmother still ruled with an iron fist. Tori took a deep breath and reached out to hold the hand of the woman standing beside her.

“If I don’t come back, call in the National Guard.”

Madeleine rolled her eyes and elbowed her. “First of all, I’m going in with you. Second of all, we’ll never know why your grandmother wanted us to come to dinner if you don’t ring the doorbell.”

“Doorbell? Ha! That thing is a trap. A trap, I tell you. You don’t need a perception check to determine that, any more than you need a sense motive check to know my grandmother is going to roast us for dinner.”

“How did my logical girlfriend turn into Chicken Little?” Madeleine reached across Tori and pushed the doorbell, then jumped a little as the bell-like tones resonated throughout the mansion.

“See?” Tori nodded and narrowed her eyes knowingly. “She’s like an evil wizard, lurking, waiting to lure us in with the promise of libations and feasting, only to reveal her true nature the moment we’re seated at the dinner table.”

“Are you sure art’s your thing? You’re quite a storyteller when you want to be.”

Tori turned to say something, but the door opened and she simply hissed, “Shh. Never surrender,” before grinning at the maid. “Hello, Mary. It’s nice to see you again.”

“Good evening, Miss Victoria. Won’t you come inside? Your grandmother is expecting you and Miss Madeleine.” The middle-aged woman stepped aside and then closed the door behind them after they crossed the threshold.

“Enter the lion’s den, if you dare,” Tori whispered in an aside to Madeleine.

“Shh!” Madeleine shot back. “You’re going to get in trouble.”

“Thank goodness I have you to point out the obvious. That power will come in very handy in the debriefing after tonight’s encounter. I hope you’re prepared for battle.” After they handed their coats off to Mary, they followed her into a warmly-lit parlor. A fire crackled and Tori’s grandmother already stood at the drink cart, preparing a martini for herself.

“Ah, Victoria. I’m so glad you came.” Her grandmother turned to give her a restrained hug, simply touching her upper arms and air-kissing first one cheek, then the other.

“Well, I left my work in good hands, so I don’t feel too bad about getting away for an hour or two.” Tori tried not to sound put out, even as she also tried to emphasize the fact that she had her own life, independent of family.

“I’m so glad to hear it. And Madeleine, it’s lovely to see you again.” Tori’s grandmother shook Madeleine’s hand and asked, “What are you drinking tonight?”

“Well, as you appear to be an expert martini maker, I’ll have the same thing as you.” Madeleine sounded gracious and even happy. Tori tried not to make a gagging noise as her girlfriend put on her best manners.

“And you, Victoria?”

“Just a vodka on the rocks, Grandmother.”

Her grandmother turned back to the drink cart, declaring, “I’ll make you a gin and tonic. It’s much more suitable for a young lady.”

Tori threw her hands in the air. “Of course you will,” she said, before sitting on the loveseat next to Madeleine. Her girlfriend elbowed her again and Tori returned the nudge, until they were shoving at each other like frustrated siblings.

The moment her grandmother turned, however, they both sat up straight and plastered smiles on their faces. “What a pretty picture the two of you make together,” her grandmother said, handing them their drinks. “Madeleine, I certainly hope you’ll rub off on my granddaughter. You’ve had certain benefits she rejected.”

Tori sputtered into her glass and bowed her head, tears streaming down her face. There went her make-up for the night.

“Honestly, will you ever grow up?” Her grandmother handed her a tissue and Tori accepted it, shaking her head. “Please, Victoria. I wanted you here for an adult discussion, but we can’t have that if you are unable to control yourself. Controlling your emotions was never your strong suit.”

“I’m sorry, Grandmother.” Tori dabbed at her eyes, glad to see her mascara was truly waterproof, even if her face wasn’t. The irony of the words struck her as hilarious, but she managed to stifle her chortling.

“So, Madeleine, I understand you and Victoria met when she consulted for your thesis.”

“Yes, that’s right.” Madeleine seemed perfectly comfortable as she perched on the loveseat, drink in hand, and facing the formidable Barbara Warren. “My thesis draws parallels between the tabletop games so many people play and the history that inspired them. I argue that history is relevant beyond the traditional views of it as a tool for understanding humanity.”

“How fascinating. I do hope I will have the opportunity to read it one day.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Warren.” Madeleine tilted her head and smiled at Tori. “I appreciate the time and expertise Tori shared with me. She’s very devoted to her work and I know how difficult it is to step away when you’re the sole proprietor of a business.”

“Indeed it is.”

At her grandmother’s words, Tori glowered at them both.

“That’s been a concern of mine for a while now,” her grandmother continued. “Victoria works so hard, she never has time to do anything fun in her life. I hope being in a relationship with you means we’ll see her more often at family events.”

“Doubt it,” Tori muttered against the rim of her glass, before taking another sip.

“Of course, there’s one thing I can think of that would absolutely guarantee your participation in more than just a few holiday celebrations.”

Tori wondered if she could roll her eyes hard enough to see the inside of her own head. But she simply said, “Oh really? What’s that, Grandmother?”

Her grandmother’s teaser statement must have been perfectly timed to coincide with the meal, because as soon as Tori asked her question, Mary stepped into the parlor to announce that dinner was served. “Delightful,” Barbara said, setting her glass on a coaster on the coffee table and rising to walk into the dining room.

“See?” Tori whispered the moment her grandmother was out of the room. “Do you see what she did?”

“I do, but I don’t think it’s nearly as seditious as you do.” Madeleine held up her martini glass and said, “Take a deep breath and be open to the possibilities. Cheers.”

“Let’s do it the New Hampshire way. Live free or die,” Tori answered, before gulping down the rest of her gin and tonic. They set their glasses on coasters, and strode into the dining room.

The long table was set with three places. Tori’s grandmother indicated she should sit to her left and Madeleine should sit to her right. After they were settled, Tori narrowed her eyes and stared across the table at Madeleine. She longed dearly for the power of telepathy in that moment, but she settled for facial expressions to convey her feelings to her girlfriend.

“So, Mrs. Warren, I’d love to hear more about this idea of yours to bring the family together,” Madeleine said, turning away from Tori to smile at her grandmother while the maid served the first course.

“Thank you, Madeleine. That’s very kind of you. It’s Victoria’s attention I hope to have, though. Are you drifting off on me, again, the way you always do?”

Tori blinked and looked down at her salad course. “No, Grandmother.”

“Yes you are. Now, pay attention, because you know I hate to repeat myself.” Her grandmother gathered a forkful of greens and placed them in her mouth. Tori shifted her gaze back to Madeleine impatiently. “Your father needs to get married,” her grandmother announced.

“What?” Tori whipped her head around to look at her grandmother. “Are you kidding?”

“Not at all. He just divorced that... what was her name? Candice? Janice?”

“I haven’t kept track, honestly.” Tori shrugged and tried a bite of the salad. It was better than anything she could ever get at a restaurant. Then again, her grandmother settled for nothing less than perfection, so she wasn’t surprised.

“Neither have I, but it needs to stop.”

Tori was grateful that they agreed on something. “I’m with you, Grandmother, but having him remarry sounds like an awful idea.”

“Well, I don’t think you would feel that way if he married your mother.”

A piece of the romaine lettuce lodged in Tori’s throat and she coughed. After fumbling for the glass of water above her plate and clearing her throat, she sputtered, “Wha-what?”

“Why are you looking at me like that?” her grandmother asked accusatorily. “You know it’s a perfectly reasonable idea.”

“Maybe it would have been more reasonable if they never divorced in the first place.” Tori took another gulp of the water and glanced at Madeleine. Fortunately, her girlfriend remained silent, simply eating her salad as Tori and her grandmother exchanged words.

“You’re right, it would have been, but that’s in the past so we can’t hold onto it.” Her grandmother tried to redirect the conversation, but Tori held up her index finger.

“Oh no. You can’t sidestep the topic. You lobbied for them to break up from the start. Are you admitting you were wrong?” Tori knew her question was inappropriate, but she could never seem to retain her composure around her grandmother. She also knew her grandmother would scold her until her ears bled, but it was the first time the woman had ever come even close to admitting she was wrong about anything.

Her grandmother glared at her unblinkingly. “Yes, if it makes you feel better, I’m admitting I was wrong. Your mother was far preferable to the gold-diggers your father’s been hooking up with to try to make himself feel better.”

“I’d hardly call re-marriage a hook-up,” Tori said.

“Well, regardless, I want it to stop.” Her grandmother’s way of speaking was, as always, terse and to the point. “Since your father is too much of a baby to speak for himself, you’re just going to have to fly out to New Mexico and convince your mother to come back here.”

The clatter of silverware filled the room as both Tori and Madeleine dropped their utensils and exchanged glances. “You want me to go propose to my mother on behalf of my father who doesn’t realize it’s even happening?” Tori asked incredulously.

“Yes. Convince her to come back to Boston with you and then when she shows up, your father won’t be able to say no.” Her grandmother looked placid, as if she were certain of the success of her plan. As much as Tori wanted to point out the holes in it, she just shook her head and picked up her fork. “Well, your silence certainly inspires confidence in me, Victoria.”

“I’m so glad, because at least one person needs to have faith in this weird little scheme of yours.” Tori gaped at Mary as the maid took the salad plate. “Hey, I wasn’t finished.”

“There’s more food. You know better than that.” Barbara turned and looked at Madeleine, instead. “What do you think about this idea?”

Madeleine, to her credit, did not choke in the face of interrogation. She tilted her head as if deep in thought and said, “I’ve never met Tori’s father, so I don’t think it’s fair for me to give an opinion. I don’t know how he would react and I certainly don’t know if Tori’s mother would go along with the idea.”

“Well, why wouldn’t she?” Barbara asked.

“Because when someone is hurt, they tend to hold on to it and avoid getting hurt in that way again. The odds of Tori’s mother wanting to see her ex-husband are pretty much slim to none. Unless your son himself shows up at her door on bended knee, professing his love, I think your plan is a long shot.”

“Ah, isn’t it nice to have such an insightful young lady in the house, Victoria?” The smug smile her grandmother plastered on made Tori want to scream. “Still,” Barbara continued, “I insist that you at least try to convince your mother to come back. Surely you can find time to fly out to visit her, especially if I pay for the tickets.”

With a sigh, Tori poked at the main course Mary placed in front of her. It was one of her grandmother’s fancy menus – something with... something something. Tori squinted at her plate and tried to determine what the somethings were.

“Victoria, did you hear me?”

“Oh, yes I did, Grandmother. Loud and clear. You want me to just close my store for a few days – set aside my livelihood – to cross the country on a fool’s errand.” Tori cocked her head and asked, “How’s that for ‘insightful’?”

“Well, I’d say that’s very rude. I certainly don’t mock your endeavors.”

“Oh, come on.” Tori let her fork clatter to her plate and rolled her eyes. “Do you even know what it is that I do?”

Her grandmother seemed unperturbed as she reached for her wine glass. “You run a store. Surely you have competent employees who can run it while you’re away.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement, and one Tori took as judging her ability to manage a business.

“It’s not a Nordstrom’s, Grandmother. I have one employee and he helps out on the weekends, so I can do the accounting and inventory.”

“Then tell her to work the whole week.”

Tori pinched her forehead between her thumb and forefinger. “Grandmother, I don’t tell him to do anything. I ask him nicely if he’s willing to work extra hours when needed.”

“That’s an odd way to run a business. If this man is your employee, he should do what you expect of him.”

It felt like an impossible situation, but before Tori could fire back, continuing the argument, Madeleine spoke up. “Oh, I’ve got a great idea. Since Tori and I are going on spring break together, why don’t we just visit her mother?” Madeleine looked at Tori, eyes narrowed. “Since Ray already agreed to cover that week, it makes perfect sense.”

Tori wasn’t sure how to feel about Madeleine railroading her into her grandmother ridiculous scheme. She certainly couldn’t find the words to respond, but her grandmother saved her from having to speak.

“What a wonderful idea, Madeleine. I think if you two are serious about each other, visiting Dharma is an important step in your relationship. Just tell me the dates of your spring break and I’ll purchase the tickets.”

And this, Tori thought, is how relationships are tested.
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Chapter 14
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“HOW DID YOU TALK ME into this?” Tori asked, leaning her head back against the plush seat and glancing out the window. She was still miffed at Madeleine for colluding with her grandmother on this harebrained idea. Visit her mother? Sure. She wanted Madeleine to meet Dharma, after all. But convince her mother to come home and see if she could get back into her father’s life? What... the... f...

“Spring break, baby!” Madeleine yelled, interrupting her thoughts. As she pumped her fist in the air, Madeleine looked like an awkward teenager. Still, her excitement was infectious and Tori knew she was happy to be on the airplane with her. At least they weren’t joining the throngs of young twenty-somethings who flocked to Florida. They were in cushy first class seats on their way to New Mexico, to Tori’s mother.

Out of everyone in Tori’s family, her mother was the one person she actually enjoyed visiting. Most of the time. The problem with Dharma was she could, at times, turn into a maudlin mess. She was as sensitive an artist as grand-père had been, yet as carefree as grand-mère. It was an odd combination, but it was Dharma.

By the time they landed, picked up their luggage, and checked out the rental car her grandmother had reserved for them, Tori felt better. She was in New Mexico, so she might as well enjoy it. The way from the airport to her mother’s house was somewhat familiar, though perhaps not as familiar as it should be, since Tori had only visited a handful of times over the past several years.

“What a cool state,” Madeleine said as she watched the scenery fly by out the window.

“I know you don’t mean the temperatures.”

“No, though they’re perfect right now. It feels nice. But I mean just the general vibe of it.”

Tori glanced at the GPS and nodded. “Yeah, it’s very pretty. Very untouched, kind of like Montana.”

“You’ve been to Montana?” Madeleine asked, turning to her.

“Yes. When I was younger, my parents liked to travel. They wanted to see all the states, so we spent long summers exploring, especially out west. My mom painted what she saw. I’m not sure how my dad ran his business since we’d spend the entire summer traveling, but he must have had plenty of time available to take vacations.”

“Wow. I feel like I’ve only been from Boston to London, and back again.” Madeleine smiled. “I’m glad we came out here. If nothing else, I’m excited to meet your mother and see how you turned out the way you did.”

Tori’s eyebrows lifted. “How I turned out the way I did? Meaning...?”

“Meaning artistic, but not emotional. Most artists are pretty in touch with their feelings. Of course, the emotional thing is pretty obvious after spending time with your grandmother. It’s funny that she says you can’t control your feelings, when we both know you work so hard to hide them.”

“Yeah, it’s really frustrating. I got so many mixed signals as a kid from my parents and grandparents – do this, don’t do that – and then watching the way my grandmother tore their marriage apart was just a mess.” Tori flicked the directional on and turned right off the highway. They were almost there. A few more minutes and she would pass into the small town where her mother lived.

“It’s a wonder you’re sane,” Madeleine agreed. “Losing yourself in fantasy worlds, while wrapping yourself in logic makes perfect sense now that I’ve had a look at some of what you grew up with. Meeting the family is pretty telling, like that. What did you think of my parents?”

Tori considered the question. It didn’t take long for her to answer. “They’re nice – really laid-back. They’re the kinds of parents every kid wants.”

“And my grandparents are like that, too. They aren’t stuffy and stuck-up, like your grandmother.” When Madeleine let out a whooshing breath, Tori glanced at her. “I swear, I didn’t think we’d make it out of that dinner without you two biting each other’s heads off. I’m so glad I was able to turn the argument into a nice vacation, instead.”

“Yeah, but you also committed us to more dinners with her.” A sour taste filled Tori’s mouth. “Look, I don’t want to talk about her right now. We’re almost there.”

“Fine, but think about the fact that it hasn’t been that bad. Your grandmother has been a gracious hostess and perfectly accepting of our relationship. It could be worse.”

Gripping the steering wheel, Tori muttered, “That’s what worries me.”

The first building came into view and Tori sagged with relief. It didn’t take long to drive into the heart of the thickly-clustered buildings that made up the town of Santa Clara. A few turns right, left, right, and left again, and she was on a sparsely-built-up street on the outskirts. Her mother’s house was a tidy little pale pink bungalow, a spot of brightness against the landscape. Behind it was nothing but desert land and shrubs as far as the eye could see.

“Nice,” Madeleine said, looking around. “Is this her place?”

“Mmhm.” Tori parked in the driveway and impulsively leaned across the seat to hug Madeleine. “I know she’s going to love you,” she whispered.

Madeleine chuckled softly in her ear. “Everybody loves me,” she answered, “but your love is the most important of all.” When they parted, she said, “It’s also nice that you’re able to finally give in to the urge to hug me whenever you want.”

“Yeah, well...” Tori kissed her, letting out a little moan of pleasure at the feel of Madeleine’s soft lips beneath hers. “Maybe you’re rubbing off on me.”

“Good. Well then, let’s go inside or we’re going to be making out like teenagers in a car and that’s not exactly the first impression I want to make on your mother.”

Tori sighed and leaned back in her seat. It was the middle of March, only a few days since the dinner with her grandmother. During those days, life had moved too quickly as she made arrangements for Ray to cover the store, take care of Widget, and then packed for the trip. She and Madeleine hadn’t enjoyed one quiet moment together and now all Tori wanted was to curl up against her warmth.

Instead, though, she got out of the car and nodded. There would be time to snuggle later. Right now she needed to figure out how she was going to tell her mother about her grandmother’s latest plot.

Her mother saved her the trouble of knocking on the door, because she ran out onto the flagstone pathway and threw her arms around Tori in a tight embrace. “Tori, mon ciel étoilé!”

“What does that mean?” Madeleine asked as Tori squeaked from the pressure of the arms encircling her body.

“Um, it means... Mom! I need to breathe!” Tori disentangled herself from the hug, so her mother stepped back and held her at arm’s length. “Mom, what are you doing?”

“Let me look at you.”

“Mom. I’m still an adult. I haven’t changed since last time I saw you.”

“But it’s been over a year, so hush and introduce me to this young lady.”

Tori rolled her eyes and turned to Madeleine. “Mon ciel étoilé is French for ‘my starry sky.’ Madeleine, this is my mother, Dharma. Mom, this is Madeleine Ballard.” She hoped her mother wouldn’t make a fool of herself, but sure enough she stepped forward to hug Madeleine too.

“Oh! Um, thank you...” Madeleine patted at Dharma’s back and grinned over her shoulder at Tori.

“Any friend of Tori’s is welcome here. She knows that.”

“Mom.” Tori covered her face and sighed against her palms. “You should know Madeleine isn’t just my friend. She’s my girlfriend. She’s...” Tori looked up again and cringed. “Mom, why is your hair pink?”

“Oh, that?” Dharma straightened, releasing Madeleine and reaching back to gather her long hair. It was normally a light reddish-blonde, but Tori realized the color was more of a rose pink in the sunlight. “It’s not as pink as it was before,” her mother said. “It was quite pink when I first got it dyed, but it faded. I was testing to see if I liked the color.”

Even though Madeleine looked amused, Tori was not. “Mom, don’t you think you’re too... mature for a color like that?”

“What? I’m not even fifty yet. That’s ridiculous.” Dharma waved her off, took a deep breath, and looked at Madeleine. “She was always a serious child, you know. Creative, but quite serious. I’m not sure where she gets it. Anyway, I’m Dharma Warren. It’s lovely to meet you.”

Tori relaxed when her mother offered Dharma a handshake, instead of another maternal embrace.

“It’s lovely to meet you,” Madeleine replied, still smiling.

“Hm, Ballard... Are you Lawrence and Diane’s daughter?”

“I am. Do you know my parents?”

Dharma nodded. “Oh yes, they were always so nice to me, unlike some people who didn’t care about civility.” For a moment, her gaze went misty, but then the smile returned to her face. “That’s ancient history now, though, isn’t it?” She looked at Tori as if for confirmation.

“Very much so, Mom,” Tori said, even though it was a lie. Nothing about the past was ‘ancient history.’ It was quite a part of the present, as far as Tori was concerned. Just how much, though, she hadn’t figured out yet. Maybe visiting her mother was a good idea, after all – if not to try to see her grandmother’s ridiculous scheme through, then to at least work through her own unresolved feelings about her parents’ divorce.

“This is a beautiful house,” Madeleine was saying as Tori dragged her attention back to the moment. “Look at all the land out there.”

“Yes, I love it. There’s so much inspiration for the soul.” They strolled through a gate in the picket fence that surrounded the backyard. “Though it’s not my ideal home, I’m happy enough here,” Dharma said, her lips compressed into a not-quite smile.

Tori might not have been much for expressing her feelings, but she could tell exactly what her mother was thinking. This wasn’t a place that made her happy at all. It was a place that put distance between her and the pain of losing her husband, of being pushed out of her perfect marriage by an interfering bitch of a mother-in-law.

“So, you two must be tired and maybe hungry,” Dharma said, turning back to them. “It’s not quite dinner time yet, but I have plenty of snacks.”

“They gave us lunch on the flight.” Tori thrust her hands in her pockets and shook her head. “You really don’t need to give us anything.”

“Well, let me show you to your room, then. You know, Madeleine, Tori almost never comes to see me. Her phone call on Saturday was the best I’d had in a while.”

Even though Dharma winked to let them know she was joking, Tori rolled her eyes. “Mom, I visited you at New Year’s 2016.”

“Like I said, more than a year ago. A mom should be able to see her daughter more often. I’m sure you see your father and grandmother plenty.”

It was something her mother had never asked about before and Tori didn’t understand why she was asking now, especially in front of company. “Actually, I try not to see either of them if I can help it,” she muttered. “Especially grandma Warren.”

“You’re a sweetheart.” Her mother wrapped her arm around Tori’s shoulders and squeezed her. “But don’t hold back your affection for family just because you’re mad on my behalf.”

“Mom, I have no affection for my grandmother Warren. Like, literally none.”

“Well, even still, I know I need to make more of an effort to come see you. It’s just... hard.”

Oh yes, Tori knew it was hard for her mother to come to Boston. It was the reason Tori was so familiar with New Mexico – so her mother wouldn’t have to face her heartbreak. But now Tori wondered if making things easy on her mother had been the right thing to do. Maybe not... After all, it wasn’t the child’s job to protect the parent. Was it?

They walked into the house and Tori was glad her mother had all the windows open to let in the warm air. Even though it wasn’t spring yet, western New Mexico was basking in the low 70s – perfect temperatures.

“So Madeleine, how long have you and my pessimistic offspring been seeing each other?”

“Oh, a little over a month,” Madeleine said. “She was gracious enough to let me observe one of her gaming sessions for my thesis.”

“Really? What are you getting your Master’s degree in?”

“History. I’m moving to England after graduation. I’ve already been offered a position as a research associate, working with a medieval history professor on his projects.”

The smile that lit up Dharma’s face was genuine and full of happiness this time. “That is splendid. What will you and Tori do after you graduate, then?”

“Ah, that is the question.” Madeleine shifted her weight as she shrugged and titled her head. She looked so cute, Tori knew she wouldn’t be able to deny her anything if she asked her then and there to go with her, to live with her, to marry her. “We’re still trying to sort that out,” Madeleine said honestly. “I think we’ve got a good idea of what we want to do, but the trick is making the leap. But we’re going to see how we’re feeling about this relationship for another couple of months before we make any big decisions.”

“That’s very wise of you. I didn’t wait and look what happened to me.” Tears rushed into Dharma’s eyes again as she gave Madeleine a watery smile. “If it’s love, though, don’t let it go.”

Whenever her mother got this way, Tori had always maintained her distance, but for once in her life, she wanted to comfort her. Still, she hung back. It seemed awkward to step forward and console her mother, especially in front of someone who had never met her before.

And the moment passed when Dharma said, “Well, here you girls go. I put fresh sheets on the bed this morning.” She indicated the open door of a room at the end of the hall and Madeleine peeked in, then turned and nodded at Tori. 

“Is this where you sleep when you visit.”

“Yes.” Tori could picture the room without even setting foot in it. It was at the rear of the house, painted white with a pale beige carpet. The room got a southwestern exposure that kept it warm and bright throughout the day. She knew the windows were probably open, the gentle breeze wafting through them and lifting the sheer white curtains.

“It’s lovely. Thank you very much, Dharma.”

“Anytime. I was going to say I hope to see you both often, but if you’re going to England, I suppose that’s unlikely. I’m sure you’ll want to visit your parents in Boston when you do return to the United States.”

Madeleine nodded and slid her gaze to Tori. “And I’ll want to visit Tori, of course, if we haven’t figured things out by then.”

“I’m sure you will figure it out, though.” Dharma glanced at the watch she wore and laughed lightly. “Can you believe I still have this thing? My parents brought it from Paris when they came here. People don’t wear watches now. They carry cell phones. But I wear it anyway, especially to remember maman. Anyway, what do you think about an early dinner? I thought we could go into Silver City and get something.”

The last thing Tori wanted to do was eat in a public place, especially when she had so many questions for her mother. But they were here for the week and she supposed one dinner out couldn’t hurt.
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Chapter 15 
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“OKAY, NOT TO PRY, BUT are you ever going to talk to your mother about why we came here?” Madeleine asked.

“Why do you ask?” Tori folded her shirt and placed it carefully in the suitcase.

“Um, because we’ve been here since Monday and it’s already Thursday, and we’re leaving tomorrow. What are you going to tell your grandmother about our visit?”

Tori leaned against the bedframe and steepled her fingers against her lips. “I’ll tell her, ‘Grandmother, I did my best, but my mother simply isn’t ready to confront the pain of past rejection.’ That should suffice.”

“That or she’ll think you made no effort at all, which you haven’t.”

With a shrug, Tori watched as Madeleine finished packing her carry-on. “She’s going to think I made no effort anyway. My grandmother has zero faith in people. If she doesn’t get her way the moment she demands it, she blames everyone around her – not herself for having unrealistic or burdensome expectations.”

“Look, I’ll be the first person to suggest your grandmother would benefit from some serious self-reflection and counseling, but there’s a difference between us knowing that and her accepting that she needs it. So, considering what we have to work with, what are your options to keep your grandmother from accusing you of bungling the situation?”

“We make a run for it and start a new life together south of the border.” When Madeleine glared at her, Tori spread her hands helplessly. “That’s all I’ve got, Maddy.”

“Listen to me.” Madeleine approached her, put her hands on Tori’s shoulders, and held her gaze. “Talk. To. Your. Mother. You came here reluctantly. Then you decided maybe it would help to address the past. Don’t avoid it. Just do it. I think it will work wonders for the both of you.”

“As if that won’t make dinner tonight awkward.”

Madeleine shook her head. “It won’t, because I won’t stick around. I’ll let you two have your talk. Besides, we’re flying home in the morning and the last thing I want to do is take away from mother-daughter time. Talk to her and I promise you, I’ll stay over at your place tomorrow night.”

“You will?” Hope fired in Tori’s heart and lit her face with a smile. “It’s been too long since we spent a night alone together.”

“I know and I think we’ll be happier decompressing from all of this together, rather than apart. If I go home alone, I’ll obsessively check my email to see if there’s anything from my professor and if he sent me revisions, I’ll get immersed in my thesis again.”

“And I’ll feel like I should double-check all the work Ray’s been doing with me gone for a whole week.”

“Right.” Madeleine nodded. “So let’s agree that if you talk to your mother tonight about why you came here, then tomorrow we’re going home and just being together.”

Their lips met in a kiss that left Tori dizzy with desire. Sure, they’d had a relaxing time in New Mexico. That had literally basked in the warmth, stretched out on lounge chairs in her mother’s backyard, discussing news and music and art with her mother. They had done some shopping both in downtown Silver City and in the quaint villages nearby. Dharma had taken them to the gallery to see her work on display and collect the proceeds of recent sales.

Somehow, Tori had managed to let go of work concerns and Madeleine had not fretted about her thesis. They had both checked their email a couple times a day, and with the reassurance from Ray that everything was going smoothly, Tori had treated the time in New Mexico like a real vacation.

They finished packing, zipped the suitcases and carry-ons, and set them in a neat row by the bedroom door.

“Girls, I brought dinner,” Dharma called from the foyer.

“Ooh, I wonder what it is.” Madeleine wiped her hands on the back of her jeans and Tori sighed, still thinking about the possibilities of tomorrow night. Knowing her mother was sleeping just down the hall had kept Tori from even considering sex, but now that they were getting ready to go home, she couldn’t seem to stop thinking about it.

They strolled out into the hall and found Dharma in the kitchen, opening brown paper bags and setting Styrofoam containers on the counter. “I know my cooking isn’t the greatest, so I thought you should have a special treat the night before you leave.”

“Mom, you really didn’t have to do this,” Tori said.

“Don’t I?” Her mother hesitated and looked across the room at her. “Of course I do, because I love you and I want you to have a good send-off. Here. These are the best chili enchiladas you will ever have.”

They sat at the little round table in her breakfast nook, a container in front of each of them. By the time they got through the enchiladas and other food, Tori was full and happy. She was also dreading the question she knew she had to ask, but as she swallowed and looked at her mother, she had to admit she was curious about the possibility, too. Could her parents get back together?

Would they?

“Mom,” she said as Madeleine rose from the table and started clearing it. “I didn’t just come here to see you.”

“You didn’t?” Dharma blinked and folded her hands over her chest, leaned back in her chair, and waited.

“Well, of course I did, but I feel like there are things we should talk about – the kind of stuff families don’t like to discuss.”

Dharma’s body language relaxed and she smiled. “Honey, I’m the one person you can discuss anything with. It’s just the kind of stuff proper New England families don’t like to discuss. You know they don’t like to express emotions. I’m one hundred percent French, so I’d rather discuss things honestly than shove them aside. Hiding our feelings or not addressing past pain is unhealthy. It festers and rots a person from the inside out.”

“Ew, Mom, that was...” Tori compressed her lips and glanced over at Madeleine, who was rinsing flatware. “That was graphic.”

“Sorry about that. Do you want to talk to me about your father?”

“How did you...”

Now Dharma straightened and leaned forward, reaching across the table to hold Tori’s hand. “It’s normal and natural to want to discuss divorce. It happened, after all, and it impacted you as much as it impacted us.”

“It hurt to see you give up and leave.” Tori realized it was the first time she had ever told her mother how she felt. “I thought you would fight for the marriage.”

“Oh, that.” Dharma grimaced. “You’re not upset that I didn’t fight for custody of you?”

“No. I was fine with visiting between you and Dad for a little while. But what hurt was watching you run away and then I did the same thing as you. I couldn’t stand watching him marry woman after woman, while my grandmother tried to turn me into a lady. The entire situation – everything the adults in my life did – was so hypocritical.”

Another emotion passed over Dharma’s face – a wince that cut Tori to the core. “Yes, even I was hypocritical. My mother had raised me to face my problems, but I ran away from them. I was too heartbroken to watch your father remarry. And then divorce and remarry again. And I think what hurt the most was knowing your grandmother had driven us apart, yet she was sitting back and watching her son make real mistakes.”

“She’s sorry about that,” Tori said, stretching the truth.

“No, she’s not. Barbara Warren has never been sorry about anything in her life.”

“She is, though, mom. She told me she’s tired too. She’s tired of seeing my father try to fill the void in his life left by divorcing you. She told me she made a mistake by trying to split you up and she wants to know if you have any feelings left for my father.”

When Dharma closed her eyes and tears streaked from beneath her lids, Tori looked at Madeleine and shrugged. She didn’t know how to handle a crying woman. She didn’t even know how to handle her own tears half the time. But Madeleine waved for her to get closer to her mother, so Tori moved to sit in the chair next to Dharma’s.

“Mom?” she asked, reaching out and putting her hand on her shoulder. “Mom?” This time when she said it, her voice cracked, broke, and she couldn’t help but lean forward to embrace Dharma. Her mother’s entire body shook with tears and Tori couldn’t stop herself from doing the same.

For more minutes than Tori bothered to count, they sat there, wrapped in each other’s arms and crying. Tori didn’t know what her mother was crying for, but she knew what she was crying for. She was crying for her mother’s heartbreak, for her father’s stupidity, for her grandmother’s arrogance, and for her own disrupted childhood. And, surprisingly, she was crying for letting her grand-mère down.

When the tears dried and their breathing finally returned to normal, Tori sat back and looked at her mother.

“Hoo, boy, that felt good,” Dharma said, dabbing at her eyes with her fingertips. “I never stopped loving your father, mon ciel étoilé. All I did was take that feeling and put it away here.” She curled her fingers atop her chest, just over her heart. “And I locked it inside and thought maybe someday it would do me some good again, but only if your father acknowledged the same feeling. Your grandmother is at least good enough to acknowledge her mistake, but I won’t come back and be subjected to her whims. If your father wants to change something in his life, then he will need to come to me. Not the other way around. I also won’t put myself in such a toxic situation again. That woman has no place in my love life and I refuse to allow her to be a part of it.”

Tori nodded and then a laugh burst out of her. “Mom, that is exactly what I needed to hear.”

“It is?” Dharma reached up and gently brushed strands of Tori’s hair off her face. “Good,” she said as she tucked the hair behind Tori’s ear. “I’m glad and I hope it helps. I suppose the old lady put you up to this? You’re not one to ask these kinds of questions, after all.”

“She did, yeah.”

“Isn’t she a pain in the ass?”

Tori matched her mother’s grin. “Oh yes. That hasn’t changed. But she’s oddly accepting of my relationship with Madeleine.” She glanced around the kitchen, but her girlfriend was nowhere to be seen. As promised, she had graciously given them privacy when the visit turned personal between Tori and Dharma.

“That’s probably because Madeleine is a Ballard. As long as you’re connected to someone from what she deems an ‘acceptable’ family, she’ll be fine with it. The tricky part will be making decisions about children. If you ever have any, she’ll want them to have the Warren name.”

“No way.” Tori covered her face with her hands and shook her head. “She’s got other grandkids to carry on the name. It won’t be me.”

“So I imagine moving to England is looking better by the moment.”

“What? Why would you think...?” Tori let out a breath and glanced toward the hallway. “Have you been talking to Madeleine behind my back?”

“No, it’s just a guess. The woman you love is moving to England, so of course it’s an option you’re considering. The ‘we’ll wait and see how things are going’ scenario tells me that.” Dharma picked up a paper napkin and patted away the last of the tears on her face. “So that means you’re worried about what you’ll do.”

“Meaning?”

Dharma shrugged as she set the napkin on her plate. “Meaning the store – the nice, routine life you set up for yourself when you walked away from art. But I think there’s a chance you won’t mind so much, letting go of the things that seem logical. Not as long as Madeleine is in your life.”

“Yeah...” Tori listened to see if she could hear her girlfriend in the house, but all she heard were the night insects chirping in the twilight as the sun set. “Other people have said she’s a good influence too, that she’s changed me for the better, but does that mean I wasn’t good enough? I mean, the way I was.”

“No, honey, that’s not what people mean. It’s just that you always self-protected and that made it hard for other people to get close to you. They wanted to be able to be your friend, but the wall you put up was a little...” With a helpless shake of her head, Dharma finished, “formidable.”

“Oh.” Tori rested her chin on her hand and stared out the windows at the darkening world beyond. Her mother was right, of course. Tori had sought escape from everything going on around her when her parents divorced, and then from her father’s revolving door of gold-digging wives.

Once again, she was in her mother’s warm embrace, but this time they weren’t crying. Her mother held her tightly and rubbed her back. “I want you to be happy. Don’t worry about me. I’m fine here and I’ll be fine long after you’ve pursued your own dreams. Let me handle my stuff, so you can handle your stuff.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Tori said as they hugged. A few more tears trickled down her cheeks, but she took a deep breath and let them go.

“Thank you for coming out to see me. I’m so glad I got to meet Madeleine. When you go back to that grandmother of yours, make sure you tell her to shove her little plan up her ass. Would you do that for me?”

“Ha, only if you send a bodyguard home with me,” Tori answered with a snort.

****
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“OH WOW, I’M NOT SURE if I can handle the jet lag,” Madeleine groaned. “I want to jump in bed for the rest of the weekend.”

“I think I can make that happen, if you just want to stay here.” As she set her suitcase and carry-on just inside her bedroom door, Tori fought the urge to go downstairs and double-check everything. Of course her grandmother had ensured their tickets were non-stop and they’d arrived back in Boston by early afternoon. The store was open downstairs and Ray seemed to be handling everything just fine. He’d already waved Tori away, telling her to get settled and not worry about it until tomorrow.

She felt Madeleine slip her arms around her waist and press herself up against her back. “What are you thinking about?” Madeleine asked.

Tori shut her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m failing my will save.”

“You mean against the compulsion to check on things in the shop?” Madeleine nuzzled the back of her neck.

“Uh-huh.” At Madeleine’s touch, Tori couldn’t help but melt back against her.

“Let me see if I can get you to fail a different will save.” Madeleine’s warm breath fanned over Tori’s neck and her hands slid lower to cradle her hips. “Save against seduction.”

Tori didn’t need a twenty-sided die to know she’d roll a one on that check. Without a word, Tori turned and slanted her mouth over Madeleine’s. As she thrust her hands up into Madeleine’s short, soft hair to keep her close, Tori sighed.

Yes, checking on things could wait.
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Chapter 16
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“I DON’T KNOW WHY WE’RE doing this again. My only explanations is that we’re masochists,” Tori muttered as they got out of her car the following Friday night. “And I feel awful cancelling the game three weeks in a row.”

“Well, we owe it to your grandmother to tell her how the visit went, especially after she footed the bill for the flight and car.” Madeleine rang the doorbell and turned to Tori. “Just be grateful she didn’t demand a follow-up sooner, rather than later. We were hella jetlagged last week.”

“Did you seriously just say ‘hella’?”

Madeleine grinned and nodded. “What? Isn’t that what all the cool kids are saying?”

“Not since 2002 or so. I think you’re a little behind the times.” When the door opened, Tori smiled and waved at the maid. “Hello, Mary. How are you?”

“I’m doing quite well, Miss Warren. It’s nice to see you again. Please come in.” She stepped aside for Tori and Madeleine. “Your grandmother is in the parlor.”

“Of course she is, with the drink cart, right?” With a roll of her eyes, Tori gestured to Madeleine to follow her. “Hello, Grandmother,” she said as they entered the parlor. As expected, her grandmother was dropping ice into a tumbler and then pouring amber liquid over the cubes.

“Welcome home, Victoria. I hope your trip to New Mexico was fruitful. Brandy?”

“No, thanks... Oh, okay...” Tori finished lamely as her grandmother put the glass in her hands anyway. “I thought this was a man’s drink.”

“Don’t be so old-fashioned, Victoria.” The older woman smiled at Madeleine and said, “And you, Madeleine – what would you like to drink tonight?”

“I think water will suffice, Mrs. Warren. Thank you.” Despite her protest, Madeleine also received a glass of brandy. Tori raised hers in mock toast, before setting it on a coaster on the coffee table.

“So, Grandmother, I’m sure you want to know how things went, so why don’t we get it out of the way and go on with our night.”

“Well, that’s a very abrupt way to begin the conversation,” Barbara chastised as she sat on the loveseat across from them. “But, since you insist on getting it out of the way instead of enjoying the evening, let’s do just that. How is Dharma?”

Now the brandy looked pretty good to Tori, as she realized what she had to do. The fact that her grandmother provided social lubrication so freely meant she knew her guests needed it. But Tori also knew she had to keep her mind sharp if she was going to deal with the woman. “She’s doing well,” Tori said.

“And her feelings for your father?”

“Unchanged.” Let her grandmother make of that what she would. Tori wasn’t going to give her ammunition.

“As I expected.” Barbara looked smug. “So, when is she coming home?”

“Never.”

To Tori’s pleasant surprise, her grandmother blinked, shifted her gaze from away from her and back again, and said, “Why ever not?”

“Well, Grandmother, to an impartial outside observer or a generally sane person, it would be pretty understandable. But I’m happy to explain.” Tori sat back on the loveseat, crossing her legs and folding her arms.

For the first time in her life, she felt fine about confronting her grandmother, about telling her something unpleasant. After all, the woman expected humans to be, well, not human. She expected them to give the “How high?” response when she told them to jump. As it turned out, though, Tori’s mother was not going to give her what she wanted and knowing that was enough to inspire Tori to face her grandmother without pulling punches. Without flinching. Without worrying about her disdain or condescension.

“Because if my father wants her back, he’s going to have to make the first move, not her. He initiated the divorce, so he should initiate any reconciliation.” There. Tori had done it. She had laid it out in a succinct way that her grandmother would have to accept.

“Nonsense. If she truly loved him, she would come here and try to win him back, especially since he’s already talking about marrying yet another woman.” Barbara rolled her eyes. “The very idea of moving from one bottle blonde to another. What does he hope to get out of it?”

Tori wondered what Madeleine thought of the conversation. Was she as amused as Tori? Feeling as feisty and scrappy? She hoped so. “Maybe he wants to make a point,” she suggested. “Maybe he wants to show you how wrong you were.”

“Well, it’s working. There’s no need for him to beat a dead horse.” Her grandmother made a “tsking” sound and Tori snorted with barely-suppressed laughter. “Honestly, I don’t see what’s so funny about it, Victoria. As soon as the divorce is final, he’ll have another wedding. What a ridiculous waste of time and money. Maybe you can talk some sense into him when he gets here.”

“He’s coming here? Tonight?” Tori’s eyes widened and she glanced at Madeleine, who simply shrugged.

The narrow-eyed gaze her grandmother shot her made her want to laugh again, but Tori pressed her lips together in a thin line as she struggled not to smile. “I’m glad you find this amusing,” Barbara said, “and yes, he’s coming to dinner.” As she spoke, the doorbell rang and Tori heard footsteps in the hall.

When her grandmother rose to approach the drink cart, Tori leaned over to Madeleine and whispered, “Now you’re in for a real treat – How Not to Parent 101.”

Madeleine grimaced and didn’t say anything, but Tori could tell by her folded arms and tensed shoulders that she was feeling uncomfortable. For her sake, Tori hoped they could get through dinner quickly. As amused as she was, she sensed Madeleine did not want to see a full-blown family drama.

“Brandy for you, Michael,” Barbara said without preamble as she shoved the drink into her third guest’s hands.

“Thanks, Mom,” he said, bringing the glass to his lips and taking a sip.

Tori looked up at the man she called Dad, the one she resembled in looks, if nothing else. He did a double-take when he saw her and then grinned.

“Hey there, Starry Night,” he said, walking around the furniture to give her a hug.

“Starry Sky,” Tori answered, returning the embrace. “And how are you? I hear you’re on divorce number seventy-two.”

“Mom’s been at it again, has she? She exaggerates.” Tori’s father laughed, his gray eyes crinkling with amusement. He was still a handsome man, but as easygoing as he pretended to be, there was always an underlying tension in him. It was something Tori had never quite been able to put her finger on, but she had always surmised it had something to do with his upbringing, coupled with the expectations of his uptight family.

The huff Barbara let out was worthy of a teenager in the full throes of adolescent angst. “Oh yes, let’s make fun of me while you carouse like an undisciplined redneck spreading your seed all over the county and filling trailers with your babies.”

What does that even mean? Tori glanced at Madeleine, who gave her another helpless look in return. Even her father had gone red-faced at the remark, while still managing to look befuddled.

“Well, let’s have dinner and see if we can talk some sense into you. Right, Victoria?”

Tori bit back her own huff. If her grandmother was looking for an ally, Tori wasn’t sure she wanted to be it. Of course, her grandmother would owe her. Big time, in fact, if she could convince her father to at least not get married ever again, let alone re-marry his first wife.

With that bizarre tension hanging over them, they made their way to the dining room. This time Tori got to sit to her grandmother’s right and her father to the left. Madeleine sat next to Tori, looking a little hunched, like she was trying to be invisible.

Somehow, the salad course was civil. Barbara asked Tori’s father about his work. His voice sounded a little high-pitched, nervousness lacing it as if he was anticipating a continued fight. Tori didn’t put in her two cents. She knew her grandmother was just laying the groundwork, trying to lull him into a false sense of comfort before she sprung her trap.

Sure enough, they were two bites into the main course, when Barbara said, “Did you know Victoria went to New Mexico last week with Madeleine?”

Now the color drained from her father’s face and he looked at Tori. “You did?”

“Yeah... Yes, I mean. It was Madeleine’s spring break.” Tori lowered her hand and sought her girlfriend’s under the table.

“Oh, good. Did you, um, have fun?”

“Yes, we did.”

He nodded, chewed another bite of food, and then another. He opened his mouth and closed it, then scooped up another forkful of food.

Tori’s grandmother rolled her eyes. “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Michael. They stayed with Dharma.”

“Well.” He cleared his throat and nodded. “That’s nice. H-how’s she doing, Tori?”

“She’s doing well,” Tori said. “She’s still in the same town, same house, and the local gallery has her paintings on display. She gets pretty regular shows and sales, so that’s working out for her.”

“Well, that’s just...” Michael clenched his fists on the tabletop and nodded again. “That’s real good to hear.”

It was more than good to hear and Tori realized her grandmother was right. There was still a chance that her father loved her mother, still a chance that those feelings had never gone away, that all he was doing with those other women was trying to fill a void. But no one else could fill it. Not if he still loved Dharma.

“And she’s still single, I believe. Isn’t that correct, Victoria?” her grandmother sing-songed.

“You know, Grandmother, I didn’t actually ask her about her love life.” Tori shrugged and pushed her fork into the food on her plate. “But I did get the impression that she’s currently unattached.”

“Why not visit her, Michael? I’m sure she’d be interested to hear from you.” There it was. Her grandmother’s not-at-all-subtle push.

Michael unclenched his fists and shook his head. “I... I don’t think so, Mom.”

“Why not? She’s single and, well, you’re looking.”

“I’m not looking. I have Janelle.”

When Barbara scoffed, Tori couldn’t hide her giggle. Even covering her mouth with her napkin still drew her grandmother’s furious glare. “Yes, you have Janelle, but you could have Dharma,” Barbara said when she turned her attention back to her son.

“It’s really none of your business, though, is it?” Michael was finally getting frustrated and Tori leaned a little closer to Madeleine.

“It is if you’re going to continue to humiliate me by marrying yet another woman who cares more about your bank account than your good name,” Barbara snarled. “The way you carry on is ridiculous, Michael.”

“The way I carry on? What about you, thinking you can just tell everyone how to live their lives?”

Tori shrunk down in her chair and whispered to Madeleine, “I just want to tell you I’m really, really, really sorry about this.”

“Yeah,” Madeleine answered out of the side of her mouth. “I know you are.”

“First you wanted me to divorce her,” Michael continued, waving his hand in the air. “Dharma wasn’t good enough for you. Oh no, not even with her parents being high-end fashion designers from Paris. Not even with her having a baby right away to carry on the Warren lineage. No, she was never good enough for you because she was too this or not enough that. I loved her with all my heart, but neither of us could take your negativity anymore, so we divorced. Just like you wanted. Everything now is just like you wanted.”

Barbara narrowed her eyes. “Nothing is just like I wanted. You’re marrying floozies!”

“Right, because I gave you what you wanted!”

“Oh my gosh, enough of this. You’re both stubborn jerks for pushing my mother away and for everything since then.” Tori looked at her grandmother and said, “You’re a jerk for always expecting people to do what you want and this entire situation is your fault. You need to admit that to Dad, apologize, and let him live his life. And you,” she continued, turning her glare to her father, “are acting like a baby, marrying these ridiculous women, just to get back at your own mother. I know she’s impossible, but cut it out, grow up, and either marry a woman you really love or just stop.”

Tori rose to her feet and tossed her cloth napkin on the table. Even though dinner wasn’t over and even though it was the rudest thing any guest could do, Tori took Madeleine by the hand and stormed out of the dining room. She knew her grandmother would scold her later. Maybe even her father would, but didn’t care. The last thing she wanted to do was get dragged back into her grandmother’s manipulations. She’d already allowed her to control enough of her life over the past two weeks, first with the dinner and then with the vacation – a vacation Tori could have paid for herself and gone on without any urging from her meddling grandmother.

“Whoa, slow down,” Madeleine said when they were finally outside, and tugged her hand out of Tori’s grip.

Tori realized she was seething, so she stopped by the driver’s side door of her car, took a deep breath, and then laughed. Of course, her grandmother was too dignified to chase out of the house after her and her father was probably still engaged in verbal volleyball with her, anyway.

"Wow, that was better than I thought it would be!” Tori said breathlessly, holding her side as it cramped from her laughter.

Madeleine folded her arms and glared at her. “You thought that little scene in there was funny?”

“Of course I did. I’ve never seen my grandmother so thoroughly pissed off and I’ve never seen my father actually stand up for himself. You know, he’s a nice guy. A really nice guy. He doesn’t deserve a mother like that.”

“Yeah, and neither of them deserve a daughter or granddaughter like you.”

Tori dashed tears of mirth out of her eyes and glared at Madeleine. “Wait – what’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means the two of them seemed to be arguing just fine without your help. You were rude. You didn’t need to butt into their fight and say all the things you said, especially when you can’t figure out your own life.”

“Excuse me, what? I was the only reasonable adult at that table, besides you.”

“Tori, what have you done since we got home from New Mexico? Have you put any time into life beyond the store? Have you been drawing or painting, or just following your routine and dreading this dinner? As far as I’ve seen, you did a few sketches and got excited about them, but that’s all. You’re still the same Tori who doesn’t want to take a chance. So what if you decided to be a jerk right back to your grandmother and father? That’s not exactly the most attractive change you could have made. That doesn’t show me you’re strong. It just shows me you’re pissed off.”

Taken aback, Tori put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes at Madeleine. “Ooh, first you tell me I need to learn how to show my emotions and then you turn around and tell me to keep it to myself. So why don’t you tell me how you really feel, Ms. Master’s Degree.”

“I feel that you should let them sort their own lives out, not give advice when you should focus your energy on doing the same thing for yourself. You’re wasting your time trying to fix a family that, in all likelihood, can’t be fixed.”

“She started it!” Tori shouted, pointing at the looming mansion. “Her! Barbara and her harebrained scheme!”

“Yes, and you haven’t let it go or learned to just live and let live, because you’re too busy not living your own life the way you want to. You like for everyone around you to think you are, but you’re not. You’re just getting by.” Madeleine shook her head and stalked down the driveway, toward the road.

Watching her walk, Tori called out, “Where are you going?”

“My parents’ house. It’s not far from here. Go home and call me when you’re ready to grow up.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 17
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“GROW UP. SHE TOLD ME to grow up. What the heck is that about?”

“Well, she has a point, in a way.”

Tori glared at Ray. “You can’t take her side, dude. You know I’m as adult as it gets.”

“I can take her side and it’s not that you aren’t an adult. But you didn’t just open this place for the love of the games, remember? You opened it to get away from something, not to work toward something you cared about or deal with your feelings. Am I right?”

With a groan, Tori bent her head and rested it on her arms. “Yes, you’re right. Of course you’re right. But why is everyone against me now?” she mumbled against her folded arms.

“Nobody is against you. What we want is for you to be happy and do what matters to you – to pursue what you care about, without worrying about what anyone else wants or thinks. That’s adulthood, not running away from your problems.”

“But for her to yell at me like that, to tell me to grow up – do you really think that was necessary?”

She peeked up and saw Ray tilt his head to the side, compress his lips, and quirk them a bit. “Well, I think that was over the top of her. You’re right. It wasn’t necessary. She’s probably never seen a family fight like that before. You know Quentin is an easygoing guy, even if he is a little bit of a dork. And Madeleine is just a happy person. She’s also a little starry-eyed, I think, excited about getting her grad degree and then going to England to do what she always dreamed of doing. Nothing stood in the way of her doing that and maybe she doesn’t understand what it feels like when something prevents a person from following their dream. Her family is very different than yours.”

“Yeah.” Tori straightened on the stool behind the counter and nodded. “Yeah,” she said again. “It’s kind of hard to watch my family interact.”

“That’s the thing about people. We can’t always relate to each other, because we come from different places and have different ideals. Some people think a little hard work and perseverance is all anyone needs to succeed. But they don’t realize the number of factors that might stand in someone’s way, because they haven’t experienced it for themselves. It’s easy enough for someone to say, ‘Follow your dreams. Be yourself. Don’t worry about what other people think,’ and all that jazz. But it’s not as easy for everyone to follow that advice.”

Tori glanced at the door as two customers walked in and she waved at the familiar regulars. “You’re right. I mean, when my dad talks about getting married again, I feel like I’m seeing a terrible, pointless history repeat itself. Maddy doesn’t seem to understand or sympathize with that, or the fact that I’ve watched my grandmother and father dance around this subject again and again for the past fifteen years. That’s such a long time! They finally – finally, just the other night – got down to the crux of the matter. Of course it turned into an argument, because they’ve both been acting stupid and entitled.”

“Right and I agree with that. But did you have to insult them or could you have let them hash it out between the two of them?”

“I... Well...” Tori swiveled back and forth on the stool. “No,” she finally said. “I didn’t have to say a damn thing. It was juvenile of me and useless, because it doesn’t change how they’ve behaved in the past and how they probably always will behave.”

“So I think that’s what Madeleine was most annoyed about – you throwing stones.”

“Um, you lost me on that reference.”

Ray chuckled and ruffled her hair, something he would have never dared to do before, but Tori didn’t mind. Talking to him for the past half-hour had been like talking to an older brother – someone close enough to understand her woes, distant enough not to be too biased, and kind enough not to judge her harshly for her part in it.

“The point is you told your grandmother and father how they should live their lives, but it seems like you haven’t figured out how to live yours. Sure, you work like a responsible adult. You run this shop. Every morning, you get out of bed, come down here, and make sure it’s clean and ready for the day. You do the accounting, the ordering, the selling, and even run a game with customers. But you aren’t really happy with it. It’s not your dream. Even the guys you game with aren’t really your friends. You’ve never made an effort to get to know them beyond their names and what they do, or what kinds of characters they like to be in the next campaign. They’re fun to hang out with, but they’re not your buddies.”

Tori cringed. “Does it show that much?”

“Not so much when you’re shooting the shit with them but, yeah, it’s obvious to me that you have no attachment to them or even to this place. You’re here because you feel like you need to be. When you opened it years ago, I think you enjoyed it. Maybe you thought it was an interim way to sustain yourself while you looked at other options, but running the store took all your time and energy. You stopped bothering with your other options.”

He was right, of course, and Tori knew it. “Tell me something, Ray. You didn’t start off life independently wealthy or with an inheritance or anything, so how did you become an author? It’s not like writing a book is easy to do.”

Ray let out a low, rumbling chuckle. “I wish I could say it was easier then, because there were less people competing to be pulled out of a slush pile, but I’d be lying. I wrote a book and submitted it to publishers. I collected a nice pile of rejection slips, so I tried again and again. All that time, I was working, too. I worked full time selling auto parts. Real exciting, right?”

After a moment, Tori finally let out a small smile. “I hate the way auto parts stores smell.”

“Me too. I hated being there forty hours a week. I hated it more than anything. By the end of the day, I’d get home and just be exhausted from standing for eight hours a day, yammering about oil viscosity and fuzzy dice. The only things I cared about were my gaming and my writing. So I took that hate for my horrible day job and I used it. I reminded myself that one day, I didn’t want to have to get up in the morning to go back to the store, and I really wanted tomorrow to be that day. So I’d sit down and write every night.”

“Every night, even though you were tired after work?”

“Every night for at least two years. I did the job, because I had rent to pay and needed food to eat, but I did the writing because I loved it. It was exhausting, but I knew if I gave up, I’d be stuck in the rat race forever.”

Tori thought about it. She wondered what it would be like to have to take a job she hated – to have nothing to start her in life, but instead to have to take whatever job someone unskilled like her could get. But she’d never had to do that, so she couldn’t understand what it was like to be hungry for something.

Or could she?

“You did it every night, even though it was exhausting,” she said, “because you knew if you kept working at it, it would eventually work out.”

“Yes, eventually. Either one of my manuscripts would find the right editor or I’d get better at what I was doing and finally write a book someone would want. However it happened, it would come down to my willingness to put in the time, my perseverance and refusing to give up.”

“I wanted that, too,” Tori said in a low voice. “Once, I wanted to get out of my father’s house, away from the mess of the divorce and then his marriages.”

A customer stepped up to the counter with a couple hardcover books, so Tori turned to him with a smile and rang them up on the register. When he left with his purchases, she turned back to Ray.

“I stopped really wanting something, though, when I lived with my grand-mère. At the time, I thought life would go on forever the way it was – me and her. And then when she died, I thought opening my own gaming shop would give me work I enjoyed and could control.”

“Not so much, though?” Ray asked.

“No, not so much when I have to do the boring stuff, like the accounting and the inventory. But I do love my Friday night game,” she added.

“And do you still love your art, too?”

Tori looked up at the drop ceiling, then closed her eyes and thought about what she’d always dreamed of as a teenager. “When I was seventeen, I thought I would move to Europe after grand-mère passed away. I was so in love with Paris after she took me to see it. So I decided I’d go there and find a nice little flat, and draw and paint, and eat croissants and drink café.”

“So if you had already decided that, what changed your mind?”

Opening her eyes, Tori blinked and let out a breath. “Common sense. I didn’t want to be a starving artist. Even with the value of this building, the money would run out sooner or later if I couldn’t sell any of my work, and then I’d have to come home and rely on my parents. I realized it was a stupid idea, so I gave up the dream and opened this store. I figured at least I could surround myself with the stuff I wanted to be a part of, if being a part of it was out of reach.”

“Did you realize that or did fear of having to go back to your family take away your confidence in yourself and your work?”

Tori swallowed and nodded, then shook her head, and then nodded again. “Fear,” she acknowledged. “I chose fear.”

“Well, you know it doesn’t have to be that way, right? You’re only thirty years old. Life is far from over for you.”

“Yeah, I know.” Tori bent her head and looked down at the glass countertop, at the figures and cards beneath it. “I know,” she repeated.

“Does Madeleine know that you know that?”

“Oh, jeez... Maddy didn’t even listen to a thing I said the other night. She just accused me of being a jerk who needed to grow up. I feel like all the time we spent getting to know each other was a waste. She doesn’t love me for me. She just wants to see me change into the kind of person she thinks I ought to be. Why can’t she love me the way I am?”

“Maybe it’s not that. Maybe she just saw a side of you she didn’t like the other night. Or maybe she was hoping you’d come back from the trip focused on your dreams and the future, instead of fighting with your family. I don’t think it’s that she’s trying to change you. I think it’s that she sees the hopeful girl you used to be – the one who still lives there,” he pointed at her chest, “in your heart.”

“Maybe.” Tori bit her lip and folded her arms. “Well, I’m not going to sit around moping. That won’t change anything.” She decided not to bring up the fact that Madeleine hadn’t been in contact with her since Friday night – hadn’t called, texted, or even emailed. What was the relationship protocol at this point?

Tori knew she had to apologize, of course. It was up to her to reach out to Madeleine, admit to being a jerk, say she was sorry, and grovel a little. No relationship was perfect. They were going to disagree, argue, and even fight sooner or later. The sooner Tori learned how to work through the tough times, the stronger their relationship could be.

If Madeleine still wanted it...

But Tori didn’t want to reach out to Madeleine. Not just yet. Not without something to show for her contrition or – better yet – for herself. It wasn’t that Tori had to change, she realized. It was just that she had to look inside, at the woman she tried so hard to hide from everyone else, and be okay with that woman. So what if that meant getting hurt once in a while. It was pain, as much as love or joy, which made her human.

“Thanks, Ray,” she finally said, looking up at him. “I know I’ve never told you this, but I’ve always admired you. You’re kind of my hero.”

“Me?” He looked surprised, his bushy white eyebrows lifting in an expression of incredulity.

“Yeah. I mean, your Forgotten Realms books were some of the first I discovered at the library. I think between you, R. A. Salvatore, and all the other writers, I found the place that felt right for me. I’d spent years knowing what my grandmother expected of me – the whole debutante ball thing and stuff – and I knew it didn’t feel right. But I also didn’t know what did feel right for me. My mom’s paintings were a little closer to the mark, but they still didn’t touch me the way the words of those TSR novels did when I was fifteen. And then I started playing the game with my friends at my new high school, trying to replicate the artwork from the handbooks, and...” She shrugged. “I found my place. I wanted to bring those fantasy worlds to life with pictures, the way you do with words.”

“So,” Ray said, “what are you waiting for? You already know you’re talented. You don’t need me to tell you again and again how good your work is. You need to believe it for yourself and do something about it.”
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Chapter 18
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THE FIRST PAINTING was fantastically beautiful. The second made her cry. Tori couldn’t remember any artwork ever making her feel so emotional, except one piece – the painting of an elven maiden known as Laurana, standing over a fallen knight, her fist clenched over her heart as she looked off into the distance sadly. The haunting painting by Larry Elmore known simply as “The Death of Sturm” had made her cry, because it had given the characters in one of the book series she loved shape and form. She’d always wanted to create something that evoked the same kind of strong emotions in others and she hoped she’d accomplished that today.

Madeleine still hadn’t reached out to her and Tori let it go, because she knew the responsibility to repair the breach was hers alone. It had only been a couple of days. Tori had also given Ray more hours at the store and he was happy to continue working. Everything was in good hands there. Her concern was ensuring she was worthy of Madeleine before she went to her with an apology.

The big surprise came when she was in her office, reviewing inventory, and heard a familiar voice at the doorway.

“So, this is where you work? Pretty interesting.”

She looked up and smiled sheepishly at the tall, dark-haired man standing in front of her. “Hi, Dad.”

“Hey, Starry Sky.”

Tori felt contentment fill her. “You got it right,” she said.

“You know, after – what – thirty years, I should, right?” He glanced around her office, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his jeans. Tori couldn’t recall ever seeing him in jeans. Of course, he still wore a button-down shirt that was tucked in perfectly and a belt. Even in casual clothing, he managed to look tidy and upper class.

“What brings you here?” she asked, pushing back from her desk and rising to hug him.

“Well, I haven’t been to your mother’s parents’ place for a while – not since I brought you here when you were fifteen or sixteen, and wanted to move in with them. Of course, it’s not empty down here the way it was after your grand-père had to close his shop. What about upstairs? Is it still the same?”

“Still the same. Do you want to see it?”

“Nah.” Her father shook his head and looked back over his shoulder. “I’m actually more interested in what you do here, you know?”

“Really? Well... okay.” Tori bushed past him and waved for him to follow her. “Up front is where I stock all the tabletop board and card games,” she said, pointing to the colorful stacks of boxes on the shelves. “Most of these are appropriate for the whole family to play – even kids.”

Her father scanned the shelves and nodded. “That’s really cool. We never played board games growing up, not even the classics. Isn’t that sad?”

Tori gave him a half-smile. She was surprised. Her own parents hadn’t played board games with her, either. “It is sad,” she agreed. “It’s a really neat way for families to come together and it can be educational, too.”

“In what way?”

“Well, in many of these games, you need to figure out your strategy and how to solve problems. Players need to consider their options carefully. One wrong move can mean the difference between winning and losing.”

“Intense,” her father said with a chuckle.

Tori couldn’t help but laugh, too. When she was deeply involved in a game, it certainly was intense. But outside of it, the idea seemed a little silly. After all, the games were fantasy – an escape. Still, they were a pleasant escape. One she had needed as a teenager.

“And these,” she said, trailing her hand along the glass counter, “are some of the more valuable cards and figures for certain games. This is Ray, my one and only employee, and probably the best one I could ever wish for. Ray, this is my father, Michael.”

“Hi, Ray.” Michael shook the older man’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Likewise. You have a very talented daughter, Michael.”

When her father looked at her, Tori dropped her gaze to the floor. “Do you still paint, Tori?” he asked.

“Sort of. Here – these are the RPGs.” She ushered him away from the counter and toward the area of the store where tall books were lined up on sturdy black shelves.

“I remember playing this,” her father said, reaching out to pluck a book off one of the shelves. “They’re up to a fifth edition, eh?”

“Yeah. It’s... You used to play?” Tori turned and watched him. “Really?”

Michael nodded as he paged through the book. “It was the eighties and your grandmother refused to buy me a video game system, so I played this with my friends.”

“I had no idea.”

“It was one of those things I had to hide from her, of course.” The smile on her father’s face was more genuine than any she had ever seen. It was a little goofy and there was a faraway look in his eyes. “Your mother played it, too. That’s how I met her. She was dating one of the guys in the group, she came to join one of the games, and...” He shrugged and flipped the book shut.

“You and Mom met over a game of D&D?”

As her father re-shelved the book, he laughed again. “Sure. Did you think my entire life revolved around your grandmother forcing me to go to those ridiculous debutante balls to meet girls and learning how to take over the business from my father? You weren’t the only one who longed to get away from all of that.”

“Wow. I don’t even know what to say to that.” Tori glanced around the store, hoping no one was listening as she lowered her voice. “It felt like you didn’t realize what I was going through.”

“Most teenagers think parents are out of touch or don’t realize what they’re going through, but it was because I knew what you were going through that I let you move in with your grand-mère. I also knew I was acting like an idiot and not at all equipped to handle parenthood on my own. The other option was letting your grandmother raise you, though, so that’s another reason I let you move out.”

“Dad, is this going to be the talk we should have had ten years ago?”

He nodded, stuffing his hands in his pockets again and looking chagrined. “Probably.”

“Well, let’s do it right.” Tori turned to Ray and said, “I’m going to have lunch with my dad. I’ll be back down in about an hour.”

“Take your time.” He waved them off and Tori led her father upstairs into the apartment.

While she busied herself in the kitchen, he wandered around from room to room, and she heard him call back to her, “This same bottle has been here since the first time I came here to meet your mother’s parents.”

Tori finished scooping pasta salad onto two plates and smiled as she put the lid back on the deli container. “I’m not surprised,” she said when her father walked into the kitchen. “I didn’t change much when grand-mère passed away. The idea of it was too heartbreaking. Really, it’s Mom who ought to live here, not me.”

“Well...” Michael sat at the table and picked up his fork. “First, I want to say I’m sorry for being a shitty father. I’ve been acting like a selfish jerk, just like you said. Ever since the divorce, everything I’ve done has been to piss off your grandmother – not make my life better. And I could have fought for your mother. I could have done what you did. In fact, she begged me to do it.”

“What’s that?” Tori asked.

“Dharma begged me to move in with her parents. She said we could live here and just be us, just pursue our dreams without compromising them for someone else’s standards and expectations.”

“So why didn’t you?” The salad was good, but her father’s willingness to come out and finally talk to her made it that much better. Tori felt a little light-headed, as if she were watching herself in a dream – not something that was actually happening in real life.

Michael shrugged and pushed the elbow pasta around on his plate. “I was scared. I already knew my parents would disown me if I did it, and I had to think about three people. You were a child, completely helpless, and I couldn’t do that to you. Your mother’s parents had enough to live on for themselves, but they couldn’t take care of three more people.”

“You and Mom could have gotten jobs.”

“Maybe and maybe not. You know my parents’ connections. It would have been easy for my father to ensure I didn’t get a job anywhere and then I’d have been stuck flipping burgers to make ends meet. It wouldn’t have been fair to you at all. So I did my best to keep the peace between me and Dharma and your grandmother. I took the job your grandmother wanted me to take, I went to all the parties and events she expected me to attend, and your mother went along for the ride. She was better than I deserved.”

When her father bowed his head, Tori let out a sigh. “Dad, she was better than you deserved, but at least you know that now.”

“Your grandmother knows it, too, because she apologized to me on Friday night. I’ve never heard her apologize to anyone in my life.”

“Well, if she owes anyone an apology, it’s you.”

Michael looked up and, once again, his smile reached his eyes. The tension that usually kept it tight was gone. “She owes your mother an apology, too, which is why she called your mother to invite her for a visit.”

“Really? Wow.” Tori sat back in her chair and stared at her father. “What did Mom say?”

“To her credit, she didn’t tell my mother to go blow it out her ass, which is what I probably would have said in her shoes.” They both laughed at that and just as they managed to catch their breath, they laughed again until they couldn’t laugh anymore.

“Okay, so now that I know what Mom didn’t say, tell me what she did say.”

As he gathered a forkful of pasta, her father said, “She thanked my mother for the invitation and told her she would be here on Tuesday.”

Tori’s heart leapt and she felt herself plummet back into her body. With a few deep breaths, she centered herself and tried to keep from giving in to the giddiness that threatened to fill her. “What does that mean for you?” she asked.

“That, I don’t know. But I knew I had to come apologize to you for everything. I shouldn’t have been so self-absorbed. I should have realized I had a child who needed her father’s full attention. I also should have fought for your mother. I was so tired of fighting against your grandmother, though. That’s no excuse, but that’s what happened. I just didn’t want to fight anyone for anything anymore.”

“It’s alright, Dad. I forgive you.” Tori smiled ruefully as she added, “And now it’s time for me to figure out how to make my apology to Madeleine.”

Brow furrowed, her father asked, “Is something wrong between you?”

“Yeah. She thought I was a jerk to you and Grandmother at dinner, and now she won’t talk to me until I ‘grow up’.” She added the air quotes and then thrust her fork down into the pasta salad on her plate. “I guess I’m more like you than I realized.”

“Maybe, but I’d like to think you’re like the best part of me – the one who had the courage to decide her own rules for her own life.”

“No, that was part of the argument I had with Madeleine. She said I was in no position to tell you off, when I didn’t even have the courage to live my life, my way.”

“Ouch.” Her father looked sympathetic and, for the first time in her life, Tori felt like he could actually relate to her. It was a nice feeling, one that certainly would have made years of tense Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners more bearable.

And “ouch” certainly was the appropriate word, because the truth hurt. As much as Tori had tried to make her escape, she still hadn’t lived life by her own rules. She had only gone so far before falling into the same mindset as her father – what was logical? What made sense? What would keep her just happy enough in life?

“Well, once you took a chance,” her father reminded her. “You rejected the way of life my mother tried to impose on you, something I never tried to stop her from doing. At least you stood up and walked away from that.”

“True and I appreciate that, Dad, but it’s not enough. I could apologize, sure, but I want more than that. I want to be worthy of Madeleine’s belief in me.”

“What do you think it will take to get there?” her father asked.

Tori put a forkful of pasta salad in her mouth and chewed. What would it take? That was the question she hoped her paintings would answer. She wished it was a rhetorical question, but it wasn’t. It was a very relevant question and one she needed to resolve. They ate in silence, but the question hung over them. She could see her father knit his brow together as he puzzled over it, too.

After rinsing the dishes, Tori went to the study and brought one of her new paintings out to her father. “I think this is what it will take,” she said as she showed him the color-splashed canvas.

“You think dressing up like a knight and pointing a sword at her is what you need to do? Or...?”

Tori glanced at the painting. It was more than a knight with her sword. It was a woman knight with a fiercely determined expression as she stood over a fallen maiden and tried to ward off a dragon with a gaping maw. Smoke brimmed from the beast’s nostrils as it loomed over them, a threatening figure.

“I didn’t mean literally,” she muttered. “But... maybe.”

“Well, if you’re going to do that, you’ll need a good costume. But if you want a less dangerous path, I’d suggest finding a way to put your art out into the world.”

“Dad.” She shook her head and lowered the painting. “That’s what I mean. I need to get off my butt and submit some prints to RPG publishers, and see what happens.”

“That sounds like a great idea. You always wanted to be an artist.”

“Except...” Tori’s shoulders hunched forward. “The whole process of getting accepted or rejected could take months. Can you imagine waiting around for months just to get a rejection slip or a two-sentence ‘We’re sorry’ email? I can’t wait that long to apologize to Madeleine.”

Michael stared at the canvas for a long moment and then brought his gaze back up to Tori’s face. “Yes, I can imagine it, because your mother went through it.”

“She did?”

“Sure. Time and again, she tried to get her artwork out there to be seen, but nobody wanted it. And she refused to use the Warren name on it. She insisted on signing it with her maiden name. Didn’t want a free ride, she said. She wanted to be recognized for her talent, not her connections. I think she must have racked up hundreds of rejections over about a decade of painting.”

“She never told me that.” Tori picked up the painting again and stared at it. “Now her work is on display at the gallery where she lives and she’s selling paintings.”

“Right and why do you think that is?”

Of course, Tori knew why. It was either that serendipity of finding the right person to advocate for her work or all those years of practice that allowed her to hone her art until she could finally give the people what they wanted, just as Ray had said about his stories in the slush pile.

“Whatever it was that got her where she is today, there’s one thing to remember,” Michael said. “She never gave up.”

“She never gave up,” Tori repeated.

“That’s right. I did and I’m the one who has to live with that. But your mother believed in herself enough to try and try again. So just try and don’t stop trying. Even when you’ve made it, you can never stop trying.”
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Chapter 19
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TORI STARED INTO THE dark abyss of the almost-empty ice cream container. The television flickered at her, but she ignored it. She had given herself twenty-four hours of break-up behavior after her father left. Twenty-four hours of eating junk food and bingeing on Netflix.

“Okay, this is ridiculous,” she told the ice cream. “I thought it would reset my attitude or emotions or something, but it’s pointless. I miss Madeleine, but moping is bullshit.”

It was only ten o’clock the following morning, which might have been why she was so restless. She had given Ray permission to open the store and he was more than happy to do it. But this kind of behavior wasn’t making her feel better or worse. It was just... pointless.

Tori unfolded herself, rose from the couch, strode into the kitchen, and dropped the carton into the trash. She tossed the spoon in the sink and it fell with a satisfying clatter. She was an artist, yes. She was a creative type, yes. But even through all that right-brained thinking, she was still a logical human being. Forget the steps to grieving. She needed to get off her ass and do the work.

In the study, she spread out her drawings and paintings, and scrutinized every piece critically. Then she gathered the three she thought were the best and scanned them, one at a time, so she would have digital versions. She sat down at the computer and tapped out a submission email, attached the files, and then opened her list to work her way through it.

It was a long day’s work – rewriting the submission email slightly each time she wanted to send it to another publisher, changing the greeting and the first sentence to say something about her knowledge of the company’s products, and why she thought her work would be a good fit for them. In the end, she sent out nearly twenty-five emails. Would any of them find their way to the right art editor – one who would look at her work and ask for more?

She just didn’t know. Some of the companies’ guidelines said it took a few weeks to hear a response, others said it took a few months. Of course, the larger the publisher, the more time they said it would take to respond to submissions. 

Still, by the end of the day she felt good that she’d finally done it. All her hard work was finally out of her hands, sent to others who could judge the quality of it and determine if she would be an asset to their team.

But would it be enough to get Madeleine back?

Tori picked up her cell phone and dialed Madeleine’s number. After a few rings, she got the voicemail. Each second that passed also ratcheted her heartbeat up, until she wasn’t sure she would be able to speak. Still, when the beep pinged, she said, “Hey, Maddy, its Tori. Look, I was a jerk and I want to talk to you about it. Will you please call me when you get the chance? I...”

As much as she wanted to say three more words, she swallowed them and ended the call. The moment she hung up, the phone buzzed in her hand and she looked at the number. Grimacing, she accepted the call.

“Hello, Grandmother.”

“Good afternoon, Victoria. How are you doing today?”

“I’m just fine. How are you?” She glanced back at her computer, wishing she could turn back time to when her morning had been so full of promise.

“Quite well. Your father told me he visited you and let you know your mother was coming into town this week.”

“Uh, yes, he did.” Tori turned away from the computer and meandered out of the study.

“Naturally, this is an occasion for celebration.”

Tori leaned against the wall in the hall and watched as Widget brushed up against her ankles. “What, exactly, are you celebrating, Grandmother?”

“Oh, you know, just the visit.”

“Look, Grandmother, I know you’re hoping those two get back together, but do us all a favor and stay out of it.”

There was a long pause and the call went so silent, Tori thought it had dropped. Then her grandmother said quietly, “I’m sorry for my presumption. I just want to have all of you over for dinner tomorrow night, if you could make the time to come.”

Her grandmother was asking nicely? Tori blew out a breath and shoved her hand in her back pocket. She felt her thoughts drift, but dragged them back to the present. Madeleine hated it when her mind wandered, after all. “Alright, tomorrow night at seven?” she asked.

“Yes, please.” Her grandmother paused again and added, “And thank you, Victoria. I’m glad you’re coming to dinner.”

Even though she knew the proper answer was “I’m glad too,” Tori didn’t want to lie. She simply said, “I’ll see you then. Goodbye, Grandmother.”

She glanced back toward the study, but took a deep breath and walked away from it. Sitting by the computer wouldn’t get her any responses any faster. Waiting for the phone to ring wouldn’t bring Madeleine back into her life, either.

But doing something might.

Something her father had inadvertently suggested.
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“TELL ME AGAIN WHY WE’RE doing this,” Quentin grumbled.

“Because you know where I can find your sister,” Tori answered, squaring her shoulders. “This stuff is heavy.”

“That’s because it’s real chain mail. Hold still.” Quentin walked around her, fussing with the armor and settling it into place. “It’s a good thing she’s home. You’d feel like an idiot doing this in public.”

“Sometimes feeling like an idiot is the way to go.” They were standing at the entrance to the Ballards’ back yard. Just beyond the fence was the guest house, where Madeleine lived. Tori hadn’t seen it before, because it just seemed a little strange to sleep over in the back yard of her girlfriend’s parents. She was perfectly happy to have Madeleine always come to her apartment for dates and to spend the night.

But she needed to do something to get her attention, to let her know how much she loved her. It hadn’t been difficult to convince Quentin to let her use his armor. All she had to do was promise never to tease him about LARPing ever again.

“There are limits, you know,” she would usually say to him when he brought it up in session, which would only elicit a glare from him.

“I’m still trying to figure out what you’re doing,” Quentin said as he opened the gate for her.

“So am I.” Hoisting the sword overhead, Tori asked, “How do I look?”

He trailed his gaze up and down her body. “A lot better than I look in armor, that’s for sure.” He gestured toward the guesthouse and followed her at a distance, then called out, “Hark, fair maiden, the dragon is slain. Come out and see that you are safe!”

Somehow, Tori managed to stand on the brick path that led to the guesthouse and not flail as she kept the sword pointed in the air. The curtains on the window to the side of the door twitched and Madeleine peered outside. The way she gaped at Tori was priceless and Tori had to fight a giggle-fit.

Madeleine opened the door, leaned against it, and propped one hand on her hip. “What are you doing?” she asked, also appearing to struggle with her expression. It looked like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry.

“I have come from the Dark Ages to tell a tale of love and loss,” Tori answered, putting her thoughts in storytelling mode. “Will you listen to it, fair lady?”

“Oh, if only I had a dime for every time someone said that to me. Very well. Do your best to woo me, good knight.” Madeleine was playing into the whole scenario and Tori’s heart leapt with happiness. There was a chance to win her affection back. She realized she better not screw it up.

To her relief, Quentin had backed out of the yard and left them alone together. She only hoped the Ballards weren’t home and the hired help wasn’t peeking out the windows. How would it look to them to see Tori in the backyard, dressed in full armor and holding a sword? She lowered the weapon, glad it was just a realistic-looking replica. There was a fine line between looking heroic and menacing, after all.

“My lady,” Tori said, stepping forward along the path, “there was a lady knight who lived only for battle. Day after day, she anticipated only a fight and, if fortune favored her, a hot meal and warm bed. But there was a dragon she was far too eager to slay. Why? Because that dragon had been following her for many years, breathing fire and causing destruction wherever it went. When the lady knight finally was able to face the dragon, she learned too late that she need not injure it – she only needed to tell it to leave her alone. But instead she fought it and caused harm she needn’t have caused. Over time, she and the dragon settled their differences, but at the cost of the lady knight losing the princess she adored.”

“That’s quite a tale.” Madeleine also took a step down the path, one more step closer to Tori. “Does that mean the knight’s mission is not yet finished?”

“Alas, no. The knight must now show the princess she is worthy of her favors and that she is an advocate for peace, not war.” Tori held her breath, wondering if Madeleine would meet her halfway. When she didn’t move, Tori lowered herself to one knee and thrust the sword between the flagstones to steady herself. Once again, she hoped she looked noble and not deranged.

“Tori...”

“Please, don’t hate me for being a jerk. All those years of being angry at how my family tried to twist and turn me into what they wanted just hit me that night. And then feeling as though I needed to change to make you happy was the cherry on top.”

Madeleine stared down at her, eyes wide. “I never told you to change for me and I’m so sorry if I gave you that impression.”

“No, you didn’t, but I felt like I needed to and that is my fault, not yours. But it was a good change, to go back and remember what I loved to do. I just didn’t know if I could recapture those dreams of being an artist, let alone make them come true. It was pressure I put on myself. It turned out to be what I needed to realize I wasn’t entirely happy. I escaped my family, but I traded in my dreams for what seemed sensible and logical. And I have to admit I was a little jealous of you.”

“You were jealous of me?” Madeleine pressed her hand to her chest. “There’s no reason to be.”

“Isn’t there? You have a family that would never threaten to yank the safety net of their money out from under you. You have the opportunity to plot your own path in life and, succeed or fail, there will always be someone there for you. Not just a trust fund, but loving parents who are happy to let you go your own way.”

“And your family took that away from you?”

Tori nodded. “When I moved in with my grand-mère, my grandmother told me I wouldn’t receive the trust set aside for me.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah.” Tori wobbled and took a breath as she re-found her center of balance. “This armor... Okay, that’s my story, Maddy. I gave up art school, because it would have eaten up the inheritance grand-mère left me when she died. Instead, I invested that money in a business, so I would have something coming back to me from the get-go. But then I was so focused on work, I didn’t give myself the time to focus on my love. And my loves are art and you.”

A gentle smirk tugged at Madeleine’s lips. “It’s obvious you love me, since you’re here dressed like...” She waved her hands down Tori’s body. “That. Where did you even get that?”

“Your brother. He’s a huge dork, you know.”

“Geek!” Quentin yelled from somewhere around the side of the house.

“Oh my gosh.” Covering her face with her hands, Madeleine shook her head and muttered, “You’re both dorky geeks.”

Tori struggled to stand, the rings of the armor weighing her down. When she made it back to her feet, she said, “Well, this dorky geek loves you. Will you accept my apology?”

“I might, if you’ll accept mine.” Madeleine approached her, shook her head, and then tilted it so she was looking into Tori’s eyes. “I thought maybe you were exaggerating about your grandmother at first and then I saw the way you snapped at her and your father that night. I thought she was demanding, but I didn’t think she could possibly be that bad. But apparently I didn’t understand the extent of how awful your grandmother has been through the years to your parents. My mom had all kinds of stories about the way your grandmother tried to undermine your mother in society, tried to break up their marriage. What you said that night to them was justified and you could probably get away with saying a lot more, considering the things my mother told me.”

“Would you believe my grandmother apologized for all of it?” Tori asked.

“Do you think she meant it?”

“Anything is possible.” Tori tried to shrug in the armor, but found it impossible to move her shoulders. “My mother is here visiting. Grandmother asked me to Friday night dinner.”

“What do you think is going to happen?”

As much as Tori tried to guess the answer to that question, she couldn’t make a prediction. So she shook her head. “I’ve been asking myself the same question and I just don’t know. But forget about them – let’s talk about us. Will you forgive me? I don’t want to stop this thing we’ve started.”

“You don’t?”

“Maddy, would I be here dressed like this if I didn’t want you to know how much I care about you? I want to walk the same path as you. Whatever it means, I want to be at your side, whether that’s here in Boston or somewhere in England, or even on another planet. I don’t care where it is. I just want to be with you because I love you.”

Madeleine let out a hard gasp and then smiled. “You love me. Good, because I love you too.” When her hands framed Tori’s face and their lips met, it was the best feeling in the world. Tori thought her heart would burst with happiness. The sword clattered to the ground as she wrapped her heavy arms around Madeleine and held her close.

“How do you get this armor off?” Madeleine whispered against her lips.

“I don’t know,” Tori said as she backed Madeleine toward the open door of the guest house. “But you can help me figure it out.”
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Chapter 20
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IT WAS ALMOST SURREAL to sit at the dinner table with her grandmother and parents. The discussion between the four of them had been pleasant, but restrained. Tension laced every movement, every word. Even by the main course, no one had loosened up or cracked a smile.

Tori looked around the table. Everyone was concentrating on their food, not looking at each other. Why is she even here if no one will talk? she wondered. Turning her attention to her mother, she said, “So, Mom, you’ve been here a few days now?”

“Yes.” Dharma smiled at her, but said nothing more. The pink in her hair had faded, leaving a pretty glow over her natural reddish-blonde color.

“And are you staying with Grandmother or elsewhere?” Tori asked.

“I’m staying here.”

That was interesting, especially since – as far as Tori knew – what had happened in the past was not water under the bridge between her mother and grandmother. She looked at her father quizzically. He had been quiet all night, doing nothing but shooting furtive looks at Dharma. It was like seeing two teenagers squirming under the scrutiny of their parents.

“Victoria, how is the steak?” her grandmother asked.

“Oh, it’s really good. Thank you, Grandmother.” She glanced between her parents again and then said, “So, how’s the visit been?”

“It’s been lovely.”

Was that all her grandmother was going to say? All her mother was going to say? What about her father?

“Dad?” she asked.

“Yes, lovely,” he repeated.

Tori blew out a long breath. “Grandmother, help me out, here. What’s going on?”

“Well, it seems to me like your parents are being childish and while I really shouldn’t have to speak for them, I suppose I must.” Her grandmother dabbed at her mouth with a napkin and then placed her hands on either side of her plate. “Your mother and father would like to get married.”

“Oh yeah? To who?”

“To whom, Victoria, not ‘to who,’ and to whom do you think? Each other.” When a long silence passed, her grandmother pinned her with a glare. “Don’t gape at me like that. We’ve had a nice, long talk about it and I apologized for everything I’d done. It’s been my one regret in life, keeping two people who really love one another apart, and I’ve assured them I want to make up for it.”

“Wow, that sounds really nice, Grandmother.”

“Except they won’t let me.”

“What?” Tori looked around the table and gestured to her parents. “Give me something to work with here.”

“She’s right.” Dharma finally spoke up. “We are getting married. We’ve set a date in April and I would like you to be my maid of honor.”

“You’re re-marrying each other. I hardly think that calls for the whole shebang with bridesmaids and stuff,” Tori said.

“Maybe not, but still, we’re going to have a nice little ceremony here at the house and just because it’s the second one doesn’t mean we shouldn’t celebrate.”

Tori tried not to choke on her food. She washed it down with a swallow of water and then glanced at her father. “Second time for you or the both of you together, but not for him,” she said. “He’s been through eight-five more wives.”

“Six,” her father said defensively. “Seven. I can’t remember... Anyway, all of those were with a judge.”

“Yes, as you tried to circumvent my objections.” Even though Tori’s grandmother had spoken, she said it without rancor. “But this time there is no objection. Your mother and I have worked everything out, Victoria, and I admitted all my wrongdoing. Despite that, they’re still working out the details of where they will live. After all, they have assets in two different states.”

“You mean that’s up for debate?” Tori asked. If there was one thing her grandmother wouldn’t allow, it was for her son to leave Boston.

“It is and I’ll let them figure it out, like adults. I’m the last person who is going to tell these two what to do.” Her grandmother went on serenely eating the soup and looking satisfied with the situation.

“Well, if you two are worried about any objections, you certainly won’t get any from me.” When neither of her parents responded, Tori looked down at her plate and sighed. “How come the only person who seems excited about this is Grandmother?”

To her surprise, her grandmother said, “Because they really want to be alone together and I haven’t given them a chance.”

“Oh. Oh. OH! Jeez, Grandmother, let the kids do what, you know, kids do!” Tori felt giddy laughter rise to her lips. “Seriously, you’ve kept the two of them apart the past few days?”

“We had things to talk about. I don’t know why they’re so tense tonight.”

Tori thought fast. Not every encounter was as easy as rolling the dice, after all. Sometimes it was a matter of strategic retreat. Other times, there was a riddle to be solved. And then there were the times a party member had to take one for the team.

As much as her grandmother hated cell phones, Tori pulled hers out of her purse and texted her mother under the table. Stuffing the phone back in place, Tori turned to her grandmother and said, “Grandmother, how are your lilies doing?”

“Oh, they’re starting to grow. I can’t wait to see how they turn out.”

“Would you mind showing me?”

“Really?” Her grandmother blinked at her. “You want to visit the hothouse?”

“Isn’t that where you keep them?” Tori took several bites to clean off her plate. “I’m too stuffed for dessert anyway.”

Her grandmother looked down at her plate and let out a little sigh. “True and I need to watch my waistline. Well then, Dharma, Michael – will you join us?”

Tori’s parents shook their heads wordlessly and she hoped they would make their escape while they had the chance. Almost as soon as she and her grandmother had stepped outside, her phone buzzed. She opened her pocketbook to look at the glowing screen.

Thanks.

With a grin, Tori zipped up the purse and followed her grandmother into the hothouse.
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“DOES THIS MEAN EVERYONE gets their happy ending?” Madeleine asked as they danced.

“Good question. Not having to wear another dress ever again would be a happy enough ending for me.” Despite her complaint, Tori didn’t mind wearing the dress so much. Especially since it was to celebrate her parents’ remarriage.

“I have a solution for that.” The grin on Madeleine’s face was priceless and Tori laughed.

As much as she wanted to get away with her, though, she knew her grandmother would notice their absence. “I think we’re stuck here until the very end, but think of how easy it will be to take these things off.”

There was a pinging sound and Madeleine sighed. “Did you seriously smuggle your cell phone into your dress? Why would you do that?”

“I have my reasons.” Tori turned them in circles off the dance floor and then reached into the front of her dress.

“Wow, don’t go girly on me.”

“I’m not, I’m just...” Tori opened the email notification. “I’m just...” The words trailed off and she compressed her lips, her nostrils flaring.

“Well, that’s attractive. Oh, shit, are you going to cry?”

“Maybe.” As she blinked and scrolled through the email, Tori realized her eyes were a bit misty. “I got an acceptance.”

“An acceptance?”

“A publisher wants to offer me a contract for my artwork. I mean, a long-time publisher. Not a new company, but one that’s been around for a while.”

Madeleine stared at her. “You’re... you’re serious. You did it.”

“Yes, finally. I sent a whole bunch of publishers some of my work last month and I knew it would be a while before I heard from them. I didn’t want to tell anyone because I didn’t know what would happen.”

“Are you going to answer right away? Are you going to take the contract?” Madeleine crowded next to her to look at the phone. “Who are they? Do you know their work?”

“Whoa now.” Tori set the phone on a cocktail table and turned to Madeleine, taking her by the shoulders. “Let’s catch our breath, first. I’m not going to answer at this very moment. I have to read the terms of the contract and I want to give it a little time, to see if I hear from anyone else. But it’s a reputable company, they’ve been around for several years, and they’re looking to release an updated system. So there’s an opportunity there to get in kind of mid-level, so to speak.”

Just as she caught her breath, Tori felt Madeleine wrap her arms around her in a bear hug. “That’s amazing!” she shouted. “I’m so proud of you!”

“Who’s so proud of who for what?” Dharma and Michael danced past them and then backtracked.

As soon as Tori could disentangle herself from Madeleine’s tight embrace, she showed her parents the email. “I sent my work out to several game publishers and this is the first response I received. Now, I know not to jump on it and I know to let the family attorney look over the contracts offered to me, so don’t worry about that. But, anyway, that’s what we’re excited about.”

“Oh, mon ciel étoilé!” Dharma leaned in to kiss her. “I knew you had it in you.”

“Not that you were doing so shabby in the first place,” her father said. “You’ve always been one to take the initiative. I’m so proud of everything you’ve done since you moved out, you know.”

“You... are?” Tori looked from her father to her mother, then back again. “You’re proud of me?”

“Of course I am. Look, out of all of us, you were probably the most sensible and reasonable person in how you dealt with the divorce. You didn’t put up with any of mine or your grandmother’s crap. You took charge of your life.”

Flipping the phone slowly over and over again on the table, Tori said, “I opened a gaming store. I wouldn’t call it a big accomplishment.”

“It’s your own business. That’s a huge endeavor, especially for someone who didn’t go to school to learn about business or finance or marketing.” Her father shook his head and looked at Dharma. “I think Tori thinks I’m pulling her leg. Can you believe that?”

“I thought you would be disappointed in me for not doing what Grandmother expected.”

“Please.” Her father waved her off. “I’ve never cared about what she expected of you. If anything, I tried to keep her from turning you into a clone of her. The more she disapproved of me, the more likely she was to just leave you alone.”

“Dad, really, there were other ways to deal with Grandmother than by marrying one tramp after another,” Tori said with a chuckle. “Like, you could have just gone to New Mexico with Mom.”

“Are you kidding? Do the logical thing?” Dharma laughed as she hugged her husband close. “Your father has no idea what that means.

“I’ll get back at you for that later,” he told her, tweaking her nose. “And as for you, Tori, I’ve never been disappointed in you. I’m proud of everything you’ve done, especially running your own business. Do what’s right for you and not anyone else.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Tori hugged him and then her mother. “You two better get dancing. This party is for you, not me.” As her parents twirled back onto the dance floor, Tori slid the phone back into her dress. “Well, shall we?”

As the notes of the next song played, Madeleine took Tori’s hand and followed her onto the floor. “Well, how’s that,” Madeleine asked. “I think it’s our song.”

Tori laughed as Stand by Me played. “It seems to be,” she agreed.

“You know, now that my thesis is accepted, I graduate next month.”

“Yes,” Tori said, looking into Madeleine’s brown eyes. “And then you fly off to England to be a research associate, just like you’ve been dreaming of.”

Madeleine nodded and murmured her agreement. “So, where does that leave us?”

Tori’s phone pinged again with another email notification, but she ignored it. Instead, she pulled Madeleine closer as they danced. “Well...”
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Epilogue


[image: image]


“AND THEN HE SAID, ‘I’VE reviewed that manuscript at least a dozen times. How ever did you find that, Miss Ballard?’”

Tori giggled at Madeleine’s attempt to emulate her boss’ accent. “Did you tell him you’re just a Yankee genius?”

“I told him sometimes fresh eyes can pick out something a more experienced person can overlook.”

“You’re so gracious.” Tori stepped back from her canvas and wiped her hands on her smock. “What about this?”

Folding her arms, Madeleine narrowed her eyes and looked at the painting. “Needs more cowbell.”

“You would say that.” Tori started cleaning up her work, setting brushes in water to soak and putting away her paints. “Do you want to go to the pub tonight, then?”

“It is Friday night and you know what that means.”

“Fish and chips!” they exclaimed in unison.

“And don’t forget the Manchester United game,” Tori pointed out.

“No, there’s a new BBC special on King Richard III. We need to get them to put that on.”

Tori picked up a gray driver’s cap and dropped it on Madeleine’s head. “Then you better bat your eyelashes and ask real nice, because you know the chaps hate turning off the football.”

“Or we could order out and stay in, and watch the special together.”

“When did you turn into such an indecisive person?” Tori asked. The past six months living in England had certainly been a new and wonderful adventure, and a learning experience. Madeleine loved her work, delving into old documents and seeing what discoveries she could make. Tori was eagerly awaiting publication of the player’s guide with her artwork on the cover and in its pages. The release date was only a month away and the publisher had sent her a preview copy she was aching to get her hands on. International mail was too slow for her taste.

“I’m not indecisive,” Madeleine whined defensively. “I just realized staying home with you is a better idea than going out.”

“And why is that?”

“Because.” Madeleine nuzzled her neck. “We can eat and watch TV and then snuggle, all without leaving the comfort of home.”

Those soft, warm lips on her neck made Tori giggle at the tickling sensation. But as Madeleine pulled her closer and the kisses became firmer, Tori melted against her. “You and your kisses make a very convincing argument,” she said with a sigh.

“Yes, we certainly do. Care to make a will save against seduction?”

“No need to,” Tori said, turning so she could look into Madeleine’s eyes. “I’m all yours.”
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